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EEDDUUCCAATTIINNGG  CCOOMMMMUUNNIITTIIEESS  TTOOWWAARRDDSS  TTHHEE  SSYYNNOODD……  
WWIITTHH  AA  RREENNEEWWEEDD  AANNDD  SSHHAARREEDD    

CCOOMMMMIITTMMEENNTT  FFOORR  TTHHEE  PPRROOTTEECCTTIIOONN  OOFF  

CCHHIILLDDRREENN,,  AADDOOLLEESSCCEENNTTSS  AANNDD  YYOOUUTTHH  
 

 

 
 

A scenario that makes us deeply indignant 

At this very moment, in some part of the world, some children are at risk of being 

violated in such a traumatic way that would forever deeply wound their body and 

soul. Thousands of photos and child pornography circulate on the internet, for sale 

at incredible prices. It is an invisible world, sick, dirty and distressing; a million-

dollar business to the detriment of children. 

A scenario that saddens and provokes us  

We see that there is a decrease in the number of adoptions and of couples who are 

willing to adopt. There are millions of married couples without children. Childless 

couples are millions more; and according to UNICEF’s data as of 2016, there are 

140 million children without families: two realities that hardly meet. Why are the 

couples not willing to adopt? Because of economic difficulties? Of cultural 

choices? Of the complex process of adoption in many countries? In the meantime, 

many couples each year try the process of assisted fertilization in order to solve 

their problems of infertility, ignoring the possibility of adoption. 

A scenario that worries and urges us 

There is a growing number of countries, in all continents, where minors are at risk, 

where millions of children and young people live in absolute poverty, who do not 

know how to read a book, without internet access or without any space for sports, 

artistic and cultural activities … and, most especially, cannot emancipate 

themselves from the conditions of hardship of their families. They do not have 

opportunities to study, and they could be offered resources in order to enhance their 

resilience and skills. 
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A brief presentation 
We were translating this issue number 15 of the Youth Ministry Series when Pope 
Francis wrote his “Letter to the People of God” on the issue of abuse of children 
and of vulnerable persons. We have decided to publish this Letter at the 
conclusion of this reflection, since we consider it a message that has providentially 
come as an encouragement 

- to journey with God’s people  

- to review the commitments undertaken by the Provinces since 2012 

- to educate ourselves so as to educate others 

- to always be “on the side of young people” (Acts GC XXIII, n. 61.9).  

It is a Letter that gives us the courage to dare together prophetic gestures (Acts GC 
XXIII, Ch. 5). 
In reading this issue number 15, you will notice that it is a little different from 
previous issues since this reflection that we offer starts from initial scenarios 
(examples of today’s situations of serious suffering and abandonment of the little 
ones) that offer short ideas for personal and community reflection (that is why we 
put in boxes ideas from multidisciplinary sources that could stimulate dialogue and 
sharing) linked together by the theme of care and protection. 
 
We are invited to look to the future with hope, to deepen the understanding of 
situations that occur and cause deep wounds, to recognize our responsibilities as 
educators to generate personal and social transformations. Pope Francis invites us 
to a personal, community and institutional conversion, to renew our faith and 
preserve the integrity of life, to make every effort to create safe environments for 
all and to generate in our educational action a culture that creatively promotes the 
protection of minors and vulnerable people and uproots every tragic horror that 
destroys the lives of the innocent. 
 
In this era of globalization, where the mentality of indifference and the 
culture of waste seem to grow, we face unprecedented challenges to protect 
the rights and dignity of children, adolescents and young people, and protect 
them from abuse and exploitation. These challenges require a new way of 
thinking and new approaches, a higher global awareness and inspired 
leadership: the transformative educational experience of the Preventive 
System and of the family spirit, loving presence with the young, and the 
shared mission motivate us to the humble and daily commitment. 
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Introduction 
Since 2012 the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians has 
engaged in developing in each educational institution a Policy for the 
protection of minors, a document to be known, shared and adopted by all the 
members of the Educating Community.    
The Provinces had later developed Guidelines for a preventive policy aimed 
at protecting minors in all FMA works, adapted to various contexts and 
according to the legislative systems of the Countries, the indications of the 
local Church and of Canon Law. Through these tools, the Educating 
Communities of the FMA assure minors the right to be protected and 
accompanied in an educational experience aimed at their integral growth.  
It is nice to recall the work done on this by the Provinces in order to reaffirm 
the joy of educating according to the Preventive System as we prepare to 
celebrate the Synod this October 2018 on young people, for and with young 
people.  

 
 

« Just as through Moses’ humanity God intervened for Israel, likewise 

the restored and reconciled humanity of Christians can be the 

instrument (perhaps the sacrament) of this action  

of the Lord who wishes to free his people  

from all that makes them a non-people,  

with its burden of injustice and of sin which begets death.  

We need to look at this people and not at ourselves,  

to allow ourselves to be challenged and inconvenienced.  

This will surely produce something new,  

original and desired by the Lord. » 
 
 

(Pope Francis, Meeting with the Diocese of Rome, 14 May 2018) 

 

“We insist that you never say: it’s natural! 
In everyday events, where confusion prevails, where blood flows or 
discomfort is strong, where arbitrary choices have the force of law, 

where humanity is dehumanized, let us not resign ourselves to saying: 
it is natural!” 

Bertolt Brecht 
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1. Towards the Synod … with a clear choice 
 

    THE YOUNG PEOPLE HAVE SPOKEN … (Pre-Synodal Meeting of 
young people on “Young people, faith and vocational 
discernment”, Final Document, Rome, 19-24 March 2018):  
 

n. 1. Young people are deeply vested in and concerned about topics 

such as sexuality, addiction, failed marriages, broken families as well as 

larger-scale social issues such as organized crime, human trafficking, violence, 

corruption, exploitation, femicide, all forms of persecution and the degradation 

of our natural environment. These are of grave concern in vulnerable 

communities around the world  […] As we grapple with these challenges, we 

need inclusion, welcome, mercy and tenderness from the Church – both as an 

institution and as a community of faith. 

n. 4. … the Church should address the widespread crisis of 

pornography, including online child abuse, as well as cyber-bullying and the 

toll these take on our humanity. 

n. 5. Scandals attributed to the Church – both real and perceived – 

affect the confidence of young people in the Church and in the traditional 

institutions for which she stands […] young people want authentic witnesses: 

men and women who vibrantly express their faith and relationship with Jesus 

while encouraging others to approach, meet, and fall in love with Jesus 

themselves. 

 
 Instrumentum laboris Synod on “Young people, the faith, and 

vocational discernment” (Vatican City 2018), Part I, Chapter III – 
Being young today … In the Throwaway culture: 
 

n. 41. The throwaway culture is one of the hallmarks of our contemporary 

mindset that Pope Francis unceasingly decries. Bishops Conferences warn how 

young people are often among its victims, in all kinds of ways […] we must 

recognize that some Church leaders are aiding and abetting this kind of 

behavior and thinking, thus fostering indifference and exclusion. 

n. 49. Several Bishops Conferences and the Pre-synodal meeting observe 
that many young people have to cope with the consequences of different kinds 

of traumatic events, or different forms of sickness, suffering and disability. 
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As FMA we feel the suffering and the weight of scandals and bad example 
that condition trust in the Church.  
At the same time, choices and interventions by Pope Francis, in line with his 
predecessors, John Paul II and Benedict XVI, make us aware that we cannot 
spare efforts and commitments to protect children, young people and 
vulnerable people in the various sectors of social life. 
The families who entrust to us their children and the ecclesial communities 
where we belong, must know that they can have full confidence in the FMA 
Educating Communities because they are “safe and welcoming houses”. 

 

2.  Educating Communities guided by the Preventive System 

The Youth Ministry Sector would like to stimulate a review of the Institute’s 
guidelines regarding a Policy aimed at the protection of children in our 
educational environments through the evaluation of our collaborators’ 
awareness and practical application of the Policy for the protection of 
children (cf. Six-year Plan of the Youth Ministry Sector 2015-2020): this 
communication is to encourage all of us to an urgent and shared commitment 
for the protection of minors. It is in full harmony with the Synod and it allows 
us to live holiness, as Mother General has written on her Circular Letter n. 
979, together, Daughters of Mary Help of Christians and young people. This 
was the holiness lived in Mornese and is now spread throughout the world. 
Pope Francis himself underlines that holiness is a community journey (cf. 
Gaudete et exsultate, n. 140), to the point of creating “God-enlightened space 
in which to experience the hidden presence of the risen Lord” (GE, n. 142). 

The Provinces have elaborated, chosen and adopted prevention policies for 
the protection of children, adolescents and youth where each one of them 
are at the center of educative projects. The Educating Communities 

«And whoever will have scandalized one of these little ones who 

believe in me: it would be better for him if a great millstone were 

placed around his neck and he were thrown into the sea. 

And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off:  

it is better for you to enter into life disabled,  

than having two hands to go into Hell, into the unquenchable fire.» 
 

Mc 9:42-43 
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constantly experience the fruitfulness of the integral vision of the Preventive 
System in the different environments and educational presences. 

It is the Preventive System  that guides the elaboration of the educative 
project, orients processes, choices, strategies and the style of relationships 
lived in the Educating Community: community-communion that “lives, grows 
and is consolidated around the common project in as much as it enhances the 
climate of mutual trust, dialogue, wise organization and distribution of tasks 
and responsibilities” (cf. Guidelines for the educational mission, n. 41 and 72). 

The Educating Community is a real “pedagogical workshop” that ensures an 
effective educational action and responds concretely to the educational 
needs of those whom the Lord entrusts to us. It is in the Educating 
Community that the Christian educational project, in the Salesian style, is 
implemented in a convergent way, making the little ones, especially those 
most in need, the main protagonists of their own growth. At the heart of the 
Educating Community, which is a school of life, we find the basic experience 
that motivates, orients, supports and justifies the Christian existence: Jesus 
Christ whom we meet in a living and personal way. 

 
Working together in humility, humanity and professionalism engages all 
educators, teachers, doctors, psychologists, psychiatrists, journalists, lawyers, 
and believers of different faiths and religions, because what is at stake here is 
the future of children, adolescents and young people. Each one possesses 
different skills, abilities, possibilities, level of influence, but everyone works 
for the promotion of the culture of life, especially of the fragile and 
defenseless, focusing on minors and their rights.  

According to the 2030 Agenda, Goal n. 4 of the Sustainable 
Development Goals refers to: 

Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all. 

The first means of implementation 4.a: Build and upgrade education 
facilities that are child, disability and gender sensitive and provide safe, 
non-violent, inclusive and effective learning environments for all. 

 



YYoouutthh  MMiinniissttrryy  SSeerriieess  ––  nn..  1155//22001188  

  

 7 

We live at a fruitful time of solid and reliable psycho-pedagogical knowledge 
which we are available to us through the expertise of our collaborators.  
Active and empathic listening to emotions, the ability to take care of oneself, 
openness, acceptance, attention, mindfulness, non-judgmental listening, 
emotional intelligence, awareness of disability (physical, mental, emotional) 
not only as a limitation but as a resource, education for diversity and 
inclusiveness (to avoid bullying, ostracism, exclusion), training to detect 
traumas and signs of abuse, etc., these are some of the perspectives and 
ways to consider in education and social work, in the school and in the 
accompaniment of traumatized minors. They favor relationship and 
communication between adults and children, between children and children, 
amongst the adults, in order to educate and to educate ourselves in a holistic 
way. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

From 1999 to 2007, the Youth Ministry Sector 

and the Salesian Family Sector led a worldwide 

animation process on the theme Preventive 

System and young people at risk, through 

study-seminars held at the world and 

continental levels, with the participation of 

FMA and lay mission partners   working in the 

field of youth marginalization and risk. 

The book [edited by Mara Borsi and Piera 

Ruffinatto, Preventive System and Young 

People at Risk. Animation of a Process for the 

Life and Hope of New Generations, LAS 

Roma 2008 – translated in Spanish and in 

English (copies are available at the Youth 

Ministry Sector in Rome)] presents educational 

guidelines, practical strategies and concrete 

operative actions, useful for updating and 

making more Salesian our policies for the care 

and protection of minors. 
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3. Educating Communities committed to the protection of 
children, adolescents and young people 

 

Motherhood and childhood 
are entitled to special care 
and assistance. 
 

Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, art. 25,2  

“There is no trust more 
sacred than the one the 
world holds with children. 
There is no duty more 
important than ensuring that 
their rights are respected, 
that their welfare is 
protected, that their lives 
are free from fear and want 
and that they grow up in 
peace..” 

Kofi Annan, 
Former UN Secretary 

General  

 
“Children are not 

mini-persons 
with mini-human rights, 

mini-feelings and 
mini-human dignity. 

They are vulnerable human 
beings with full rights, who 

need more protection  
[with respect to adults].” 

 

 Maud de Boer-Buquicchio, 
Former Vice-Secretary General, 
European Council (2002-2012) 

 

Human Rights are guaranteed by the 
State. They protect every individual. 
Children’s Rights offer special protection 
and support to every person under the age 
of 18. The United Nations’ Convention on 
the Rights of the Child refer to:  

Survival. They cover the basic necessities of 

life and include the right to life, food, 

medical care, good living conditions, and a 

home. 

Development. Include fundamental rights for 

the healthy development of the child, for 

example, education, play, access to 

information, religious freedom, and 

participation in cultural activities.  

Protection. They ensure that the child is 

protected from risky behavior, abuse, 

exploitation, violence, war or anything else 

that could endanger him/her.  

Participation. They ensure that children are 

heard in decisions that affect them; that 

within their communities, they are taken into 

consideration, enabled to participate with 

other people to freely express their ideas. 

Because of their physical and intellectual 

immaturity, they need special protection and 

care, including adequate legal protection, 

both before and after birth. 

Protecting children’s rights is the duty of 
the State and of those who assume 
responsibility for the child, including social 
workers and teachers.  
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«This portion (the youth of today) the most delicate and most precious of 

human society, on which are founded the hopes for a happy future, is not 

perverse in itself. Without the neglect of parents, idleness, and bad 

company, especially during holidays, these young people succeed to instill 

in their hearts principles of order, good manners, respect, and religion; 

because if it happens sometimes that they are already flawed at that 

tender age, it is rather out of carelessness than out of malice.» 

(John Bosco, Rules of the Boys’ Oratory of St. Francis of Sales in Turin, 

1849) 

 

In the journey towards the Synod, the Educating Communities will be able to 
seize the opportunity for a serious commitment to know, re-elaborate, 
assume and evaluate the Guidelines for a preventive policy for the protection 
of minors both at provincial and local levels. In this way, they will become 
Educating Communities that are more oriented towards children, adolescents, 
young people and vulnerable people according to: 

 Principles of prevention and education; protection, security, defense; 
active engagement in the common mission and co-responsibility of every 
member of the Educating Community – young and adult; adults as 
examples (cf. Guidelines for the Educational Mission, 74); 

 Multidisciplinary and multi-sectoral rules and measures of intervention, 
firmly and clearly for the protection of minors; code of ethics and 
behavior for the protection of minors; protocols for the management of 
reports of and cases of abuse; precautionary and disciplinary 
procedures: all these are tools to increase awareness of the need for the 
protection and loving accompaniment of minors; 

 Guidelines for educational environments and presences  
*  that they are a clear expression of evangelical values 

*  that they openly declare their commitment to the United Nations’ 

Convention on the Rights of the Child 

*  that they are guided by the Church, in a specific jurisdiction (Diocese, 
Episcopal conferences, Associations of Religious Congregations and 
Institutes) 
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*  to initiate (and/or strengthen) a provincial-level process for hands-on 
training of the members of the Educating Community in order to know, 
share, take up the Preventive policy for the protection of minors, at the 
provincial level and the work/center: 
 Through the in-depth study of contents and acquisition of skills in 

the Educating Community, so as to transition:  
o From responsibility to transparency; 
o From listening to minors, especially those most wounded, to a 

“zero tolerance” in case of negligence, abandonment and abuse;  
o From the sense of presence-assistance (which is more than just 

a sterile control or surveillance…) to being present  according to 
the “pastoral virtues” of tenderness, patience and mercy;  

o From restorative justice to a multidisciplinary approach, 
according to the specific tasks for formal and informal 
educational networks, specific to each country. 

 through a deeply Salesian educational practice in attitudes, 
behavior, language (verbal and non-verbal); 

 through an educational style of relationships and presence in full 
respect of the person and his/her privacy; 

* open environments, spaces to share life, continuous and encouraging 
presence of educators 

* meetings that always guarantee transparency, responsibility, attentive 
listening, a confident and positive gaze that promote the good and 
mature love, and that help to express the best of oneself according to 
God’s plan, especially for children with special needs or differently-
abled 

* professional competence and educational choices to prevent abuse 
and bullying, and eventually to identify any cases 

* responsible presence on the internet and in social networks 
* accompaniment of minors so that they know how to protect and 

defend themselves, with mutual help, according to the Salesian 
criterion of “youth serving youth” 

* environment of participation, sharing of values, patient waiting for the 
rhythm of personal growth, respectful dialogue with those who belong 
to other socio-cultural and religious traditions 
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* clear and transparent information on rules, without ambivalence or 
favoritism, as well as open communication with the territory about 
what is done in the educational centers 

* clear decision to give priority to the protection of minors and to the 
commitment against any form of tolerance or coverage of behaviors that 
endanger or undermine their well-being and dignity 

* process of education to the faith that, especially with people marked by 
traumatic experiences, is a great resource: it could start from healing the 
wounds of the body and the heart (the wounds of pain and love), working 
on emotions, affection, tenderness, and sexuality, in order to reach the 
mind, reason, principles, values, until the encounter with the God of Jesus, 
to contemplate and adore Him (cf. Preventive System and young people at 
risk, p. 89-99). 

 strengthening the educative-pastoral intervention with families, so as to 
allow them to experience the wealth of “relationships characterized by 
‘the family spirit’ that eliminates distances, promotes confidence, brings 
generations together and creates a climate of trust where people can 
grow in freedom and mutually collaborate with each other” (cf. Guidelines 
for the educational mission, n. 149; see also: Youth Ministry Series n. 9 
Family, We Listen to You! Towards a Youth Ministry With the Family, 2 
October 2014). 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

The Provinces in the various contexts have already embarked on the 
journey by preparing effective and educational “Policy guidelines for 
prevention and intervention” and creating a secure environment for all, 
especially for the weaker persons, 

the Educating Communities, with clear awareness and intention,  are 
becoming more “vocational”, rooted in the joy of educating together and 
seeing that hope grows in children and young people,  

the protection and pastoral care of possible young victims motivate us 
and lead to a serene monitoring and co-responsible agreements,  

the “ministry” of listening, lived in loving kindness, must be constantly 
strengthened in every educational environment: “A community that 
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educates and educates themselves is attentive to everyday life in order to 
see the signs of the presence of God. It believes in the positive energies of 
both the young and the old and is able to get out of their own comfort 
zones to accept the fragility and precariousness experienced by the 
young, to engage in dialogue and to reflect with young people the human 
and religious experience” (cf. Guidelines for the educational mission, n. 
67). 
 

The Synod’s journey demands that we become vocational Educating 
Communities in ongoing formation, since there are demanding challenges 
to be faced as educators and with families: we are called to live the 
Preventive System with joy and gratitude, dedicating our lives to the 
loving service of children, adolescents and young people. They are a great 
gift for us.  

An active and deep faith-trust animates us and we have the joyful 
certainty that Mary is amongst us, she walks in our houses and covers 
with her mantle each child, adolescent and young person entrusted to us, 
as Don Bosco assured us. 
 

Christian community according to the Gospel 
 

175. During the International Seminar, the point was made that communal 
experiences are still essential for young people: if, on the one hand, they 
are “allergic to institutions”, it is equally true that they are also looking for 
meaningful relationships within “true communities” and personal contact 
with “shining and consistent witnesses” (cf. Pre-Synod Meeting 5.1.10). 
Several Bishops Conferences expressed the wish that the Synod reiterate 
the open and inclusive nature of the Church, which is called to accompany 
young people in the framework of guaranteeing both the integral 
character of the proclamation and its step-by-step presentation, thus 
respecting the pace of maturation of their freedom, which is an actual 
historical and daily event. Following the example of Jesus, «the first and 
greatest evangelizer» (EN 9; EG 12), the community of believers is also 
called to go out and meet young people where they are, rekindling their 
hearts and walking by their side (cf. Lk 24:13-35). 
 

Instrumentum laboris for the Synod 2018 

http://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/it/bollettino/pubblico/2018/03/24/0220/00482.html#doc
http://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_p-vi_exh_19751208_evangelii-nuntiandi.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html
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“Grandparents, who have received the blessing to see their children’s 

children (cf. Ps 128: 6), are entrusted with a great responsibility: to 

transmit their life experience, their family history, the history of a 

community, of a people; to share wisdom with simplicity, and the faith 

itself — the most precious heritage! Happy is the family who have 

grandparents close by!” 
 

(Meeting of Pope Francis with the elderly, Saint Peter’s Square, 

28.09.2014) 

 

“May the Lord always give us wise elders! Elderly men and women 

who can pass on to us the memory of our people, the memory of the 

Church. May they also give us what the Letter to the Hebrews says 

about them: a sense of joy.” 
 

(Pope Francis, Olympic Stadium - Rome, 01.06.2014) 

 

“The prayer of grandparents and of the elderly is a great gift for the 

Church, it is a treasure! A great injection of wisdom for the whole of 

human society: above all for one which is too busy, too taken, too 

distracted.” 
 

(Pope Francis, General Audience, 11.03.2015) 

 

 
The lively and creative elderly Sisters, grandfathers and 

grandmothers of the Educating Communities can be a precious gift of 

friendly closeness, support, protection and good and patient 

accompaniment for many children, adolescents, young people … We 

would like to value their prayer, the richness of their experience, in 

particular, their presence in the educational settings, for a mutual gift 

and empowerment between children/young people and the elderly. 
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LETTER OF HIS HOLINESS POPE FRANCIS  

TO THE PEOPLE OF GOD 

“If one member suffers, all suffer together with it” (1 Cor 12:26). These 

words of Saint Paul forcefully echo in my heart as I acknowledge once 

more the suffering endured by many minors due to sexual abuse, the abuse 

of power and the abuse of conscience perpetrated by a significant number 

of clerics and consecrated persons. Crimes that inflict deep wounds of pain 

and powerlessness, primarily among the victims, but also in their family 

members and in the larger community of believers and nonbelievers alike. 

Looking back to the past, no effort to beg pardon and to seek to repair the 

harm done will ever be sufficient. Looking ahead to the future, no effort 

must be spared to create a culture able to prevent such situations from 

happening, but also to prevent the possibility of their being covered up and 

perpetuated. The pain of the victims and their families is also our pain, and 

so it is urgent that we once more reaffirm our commitment to ensure the 

protection of minors and of vulnerable adults. 

1. If one member suffers… 

In recent days, a report was made public which detailed the experiences of 

at least a thousand survivors, victims of sexual abuse, the abuse of power 

and of conscience at the hands of priests over a period of approximately 

seventy years. Even though it can be said that most of these cases belong to 

the past, nonetheless as time goes on we have come to know the pain of 

many of the victims. We have realized that these wounds never disappear 

and that they require us forcefully to condemn these atrocities and join 

forces in uprooting this culture of death; these wounds never go away. The 

heart-wrenching pain of these victims, which cries out to heaven, was long 

ignored, kept quiet or silenced. But their outcry was more powerful than all 

the measures meant to silence it, or sought even to resolve it by decisions 

that increased its gravity by falling into complicity. The Lord heard that cry 

and once again showed us on which side he stands. Mary’s song is not 
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mistaken and continues quietly to echo throughout history. For the Lord 

remembers the promise he made to our fathers: “he has scattered the proud 

in their conceit; he has cast down the mighty from their thrones and lifted 

up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has 

sent away empty” (Lk 1:51-53). We feel shame when we realize that our 

style of life has denied, and continues to deny, the words we recite. 

With shame and repentance, we acknowledge as an ecclesial community 

that we were not where we should have been, that we did not act in a 

timely manner, realizing the magnitude and the gravity of the damage done 

to so many lives. We showed no care for the little ones; we abandoned 

them. I make my own the words of the then Cardinal Ratzinger when, 

during the Way of the Cross composed for Good Friday 2005, he identified 

with the cry of pain of so many victims and exclaimed: “How much filth 

there is in the Church, and even among those who, in the priesthood, ought 

to belong entirely to [Christ]! How much pride, how much self-

complacency! Christ’s betrayal by his disciples, their unworthy reception 

of his body and blood, is certainly the greatest suffering endured by the 

Redeemer; it pierces his heart. We can only call to him from the depths of 

our hearts: Kyrie eleison – Lord, save us! (cf. Mt 8:25)” (Ninth Station). 

2. … all suffer together with it 

The extent and the gravity of all that has happened requires coming to grips 

with this reality in a comprehensive and communal way. While it is 

important and necessary on every journey of conversion to acknowledge 

the truth of what has happened, in itself this is not enough. Today we are 

challenged as the People of God to take on the pain of our brothers and 

sisters wounded in their flesh and in their spirit. If, in the past, the response 

was one of omission, today we want solidarity, in the deepest and most 

challenging sense, to become our way of forging present and future history. 

And this in an environment where conflicts, tensions and above all the 

victims of every type of abuse can encounter an outstretched hand to 

http://www.vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/2005/via_crucis/en/station_09.html
http://www.vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/2005/via_crucis/en/station_09.html
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protect them and rescue them from their pain (cf. Evangelii Gaudium, 228). 

Such solidarity demands that we in turn condemn whatever endangers the 

integrity of any person. A solidarity that summons us to fight all forms of 

corruption, especially spiritual corruption. The latter is “a comfortable and 

self-satisfied form of blindness. Everything then appears acceptable: 

deception, slander, egotism and other subtle forms of self-centeredness, for 

‘even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light’ (2 Cor 11:14)” (Gaudete 

et Exsultate, 165). Saint Paul’s exhortation to suffer with those who suffer 

is the best antidote against all our attempts to repeat the words of Cain: 

“Am I my brother's keeper?” (Gen 4:9). 

I am conscious of the effort and work being carried out in various parts of 

the world to come up with the necessary means to ensure the safety and 

protection of the integrity of children and of vulnerable adults, as well as 

implementing zero tolerance and ways of making all those who perpetrate 

or cover up these crimes accountable. We have delayed in applying these 

actions and sanctions that are so necessary, yet I am confident that they 

will help to guarantee a greater culture of care in the present and future. 

Together with those efforts, every one of the baptized should feel involved 

in the ecclesial and social change that we so greatly need. This change calls 

for a personal and communal conversion that makes us see things as the 

Lord does. For as Saint John Paul II liked to say: “If we have truly started 

out anew from the contemplation of Christ, we must learn to see him 

especially in the faces of those with whom he wished to be identified” 

(Novo Millennio Ineunte, 49). To see things as the Lord does, to be where 

the Lord wants us to be, to experience a conversion of heart in his 

presence. To do so, prayer and penance will help. I invite the entire holy 

faithful People of God to a penitential exercise of prayer and fasting, 

following the Lord’s command.[1] This can awaken our conscience and 

arouse our solidarity and commitment to a culture of care that says “never 

again” to every form of abuse. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html#Unity_prevails_over_conflict
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html#Spiritual_corruption
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html#Spiritual_corruption
https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/2001/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_20010106_novo-millennio-ineunte.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/letters/2018/documents/papa-francesco_20180820_lettera-popolo-didio.html#_ftn1
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It is impossible to think of a conversion of our activity as a Church that 

does not include the active participation of all the members of God’s 

People. Indeed, whenever we have tried to replace, or silence, or ignore, or 

reduce the People of God to small elites, we end up creating communities, 

projects, theological approaches, spiritualities and structures without roots, 

without memory, without faces, without bodies and ultimately, without 

lives.[2] This is clearly seen in a peculiar way of understanding the 

Church’s authority, one common in many communities where sexual abuse 

and the abuse of power and conscience have occurred. Such is the case 

with clericalism, an approach that “not only nullifies the character of 

Christians, but also tends to diminish and undervalue the baptismal grace 

that the Holy Spirit has placed in the heart of our people”.[3] Clericalism, 

whether fostered by priests themselves or by lay persons, leads to an 

excision in the ecclesial body that supports and helps to perpetuate many of 

the evils that we are condemning today. To say “no” to abuse is to say an 

emphatic “no” to all forms of clericalism. 

It is always helpful to remember that “in salvation history, the Lord saved 

one people. We are never completely ourselves unless we belong to a 

people. That is why no one is saved alone, as an isolated individual. 

Rather, God draws us to himself, taking into account the complex fabric of 

interpersonal relationships present in the human community. God wanted 

to enter into the life and history of a people” (Gaudete et Exsultate, 6). 

Consequently, the only way that we have to respond to this evil that has 

darkened so many lives is to experience it as a task regarding all of us as 

the People of God. This awareness of being part of a people and a shared 

history will enable us to acknowledge our past sins and mistakes with a 

penitential openness that can allow us to be renewed from within. Without 

the active participation of all the Church’s members, everything being done 

to uproot the culture of abuse in our communities will not be successful in 

generating the necessary dynamics for sound and realistic change. The 

penitential dimension of fasting and prayer will help us as God’s People to 

come before the Lord and our wounded brothers and sisters as sinners 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/letters/2018/documents/papa-francesco_20180820_lettera-popolo-didio.html#_ftn2
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/letters/2018/documents/papa-francesco_20180820_lettera-popolo-didio.html#_ftn3
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html#THE_SAINTS_%E2%80%9CNEXT_DOOR%E2%80%9D
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imploring forgiveness and the grace of shame and conversion. In this way, 

we will come up with actions that can generate resources attuned to the 

Gospel. For “whenever we make the effort to return to the source and to 

recover the original freshness of the Gospel, new avenues arise, new paths 

of creativity open up, with different forms of expression, more eloquent 

signs and words with new meaning for today’s world” (Evangelii 

Gaudium, 11). 

It is essential that we, as a Church, be able to acknowledge and condemn, 

with sorrow and shame, the atrocities perpetrated by consecrated persons, 

clerics, and all those entrusted with the mission of watching over and 

caring for those most vulnerable. Let us beg forgiveness for our own sins 

and the sins of others. An awareness of sin helps us to acknowledge the 

errors, the crimes and the wounds caused in the past and allows us, in the 

present, to be more open and committed along a journey of renewed 

conversion. 

Likewise, penance and prayer will help us to open our eyes and our hearts 

to other people’s sufferings and to overcome the thirst for power and 

possessions that are so often the root of those evils. May fasting and prayer 

open our ears to the hushed pain felt by children, young people and the 

disabled. A fasting that can make us hunger and thirst for justice and impel 

us to walk in the truth, supporting all the judicial measures that may be 

necessary. A fasting that shakes us up and leads us to be committed in truth 

and charity with all men and women of good will, and with society in 

general, to combatting all forms of the abuse of power, sexual abuse and 

the abuse of conscience. 

In this way, we can show clearly our calling to be “a sign and instrument of 

communion with God and of the unity of the entire human race” (Lumen 

Gentium, 1). 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html#Eternal_newness
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html#Eternal_newness
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html
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“If one member suffers, all suffer together with it”, said Saint Paul. By an 

attitude of prayer and penance, we will become attuned as individuals and 

as a community to this exhortation, so that we may grow in the gift of 

compassion, in justice, prevention and reparation. Mary chose to stand at 

the foot of her Son’s cross. She did so unhesitatingly, standing firmly by 

Jesus’ side. In this way, she reveals the way she lived her entire life. When 

we experience the desolation caused by these ecclesial wounds, we will do 

well, with Mary, “to insist more upon prayer”, seeking to grow all the more 

in love and fidelity to the Church (SAINT IGNATIUS OF 

LOYOLA, Spiritual Exercises, 319). She, the first of the disciples, teaches 

all of us as disciples how we are to halt before the sufferings of the 

innocent, without excuses or cowardice. To look to Mary is to discover the 

model of a true follower of Christ. 

May the Holy Spirit grant us the grace of conversion and the interior 

anointing needed to express before these crimes of abuse our compunction 

and our resolve courageously to combat them. 

Vatican City, 20 August 2018 

FRANCIS 

 

[1] “But this kind [of demon] does not come out except by prayer and 
fasting” (Mt 17:21). 

[2] Cf. Letter to the Pilgrim People of God in Chile (31 May 2018). 

[3] Letter to Cardinal Marc Ouellet, President of the Pontifical 
Commission for Latin America (19 March 2016). 
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