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Dear Brother Bishops,
Dear brothers and sisters!

Today, f i f ty  years f rom the opening of  the Second Vat ican Ecumenical  Counci l ,  we begin
with great joy the Year of  Fai th.  I  am del ighted to greet al l  of  you, part icular ly His Hol iness
Bartholomaois I ,  Patr iarch of  Constant inople,  and His Grace Rowan Wil l iams, Archbishop
of Canterbury.  A special  greet ing goes to the Patr iarchs and Major Archbishops of  the
Eastern Cathol ic Churches, and to the Presidents of  the Bishops’  Conferences. In order
to evoke the Counci l ,  which some present had the grace to exper ience for themselves -
and I  greet them with part icular af fect ion -  th is celebrat ion has been enr iched by several
special  s igns:  the opening procession, intended to recal l  the memorable one of  the Counci l
Fathers when they entered this Basi l ica;  the enthronement of  the Book of  the Gospels wi th
the same book that was used at  the Counci l ;  the consignment of  the seven f inal  Messages
of the Counci l ,  and of  the Catechism of the Cathol ic Church, which I  wi l l  do before the
f inal  b lessing. These signs help us not only to remember,  they also of fer  us the possibi l i ty
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of  going beyond commemorat ing.  They invi te us to enter more deeply into the spir i tual
movement which character ized Vat ican I I ,  to make i t  ours and to develop i t  according to
i ts t rue meaning. And i ts t rue meaning was and remains fa i th in Chr ist ,  the apostol ic fa i th,
animated by the inner desire to communicate Chr ist  to indiv iduals and al l  people,  in the
Church’s pi lgr image along the pathways of  h istory.

The Year of  Fai th which we launch today is l inked harmoniously wi th the Church’s whole
path over the last  f i f ty  years:  f rom the Counci l ,  through the Magister ium of the Servant
of  God Paul  VI,  who proclaimed a Year of  Fai th in 1967, up to the Great Jubi lee of  the
year 2000, wi th which Blessed John Paul  I I  re-proposed to al l  humanity Jesus Christ  as the
one Saviour,  yesterday, today and forever.  Between these two Popes, Paul  VI  and John
Paul I I ,  there was a deep and complete convergence, precisely upon Christ  as the centre
of the cosmos and of  h istory,  and upon the apostol ic eagerness to announce him to the
world.  Jesus is the centre of  the Chr ist ian fa i th.  The Christ ian bel ieves in God whose face
was revealed by Jesus Christ .  He is the fu l f i lment of  the Scr iptures and their  def in i t ive
interpreter.  Jesus Christ  is  not only the object  of  the fa i th but,  as i t  says in the Letter to
the Hebrews ,  he is “ the pioneer and the perfecter of  our fa i th”  (12:2).

Today’s Gospel  te l ls  us that  Jesus Christ ,  consecrated by the Father in the Holy Spir i t ,
is  the t rue and perennial  subject  of  evangel izat ion.  “The Spir i t  of  the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me to preach the good news to the poor”  (Lk 4:18).  This mission
of Chr ist ,  th is movement of  h is cont inues in space and t ime, over centur ies and cont inents.
I t  is  a movement which starts wi th the Father and, in the power of  the Spir i t ,  goes forth to
br ing the good news to the poor,  in both a mater ia l  and a spir i tual  sense. The Church is the
f i rst  and necessary instrument of  th is work of  Chr ist  because i t  is  uni ted to him as a body
to i ts head. “As the Father has sent me, even so I  send you” (Jn 20:21),  says the Risen One
to his disciples,  and breathing upon them, adds, “Receive the Holy Spir i t ”  (v.22).  Through
Christ ,  God is the pr incipal  subject  of  evangel izat ion in the wor ld;  but  Chr ist  h imsel f  wished
to pass on his own mission to the Church; he did so,  and cont inues to do so, unt i l  the end
of t ime pour ing out his Spir i t  upon the disciples,  the same Spir i t  who came upon him and
remained in him dur ing al l  h is earthly l i fe,  g iv ing him the strength “ to proclaim release to
the capt ives and recover ing of  s ight  to the bl ind,  to set  at  l iberty those who are oppressed”
and “ to proclaim the acceptable year of  the Lord” (Lk 4:18-19).

The Second Vat ican Counci l  d id not wish to deal  wi th the theme of fa i th in one speci f ic
document.  I t  was, however,  animated by a desire,  as i t  were,  to immerse i tsel f  anew in
the Christ ian mystery so as to re-propose i t  f ru i t fu l ly  to contemporary man. The Servant
of  God Paul  VI,  two years af ter  the end of  the Counci l  session, expressed i t  in th is way:
“Even i f  the Counci l  does not deal  expressly wi th the fa i th,  i t  ta lks about i t  on every page,
i t  recognizes i ts v i ta l  and supernatural  character,  i t  assumes i t  to be whole and strong, and
i t  bui lds upon i ts teachings. We need only recal l  some of  the Counci l ’s  statements in order
to real ize the essent ia l  importance that the Counci l ,  consistent wi th the doctr inal  t radi t ion
of the Church, at t r ibutes to the fa i th,  the t rue fai th,  which has Christ  for  i ts  source and the
Church’s Magister ium for i ts channel”  (General  Audience ,  8 March 1967).  Thus said Paul
VI in 1967.

We now turn to the one who convoked the Second Vat ican Counci l  and inaugurated i t :
Blessed John XXII I .  In his opening speech, he presented the pr incipal  purpose of  the
Counci l  in th is way: “What above al l  concerns the Ecumenical  Counci l  is  th is:  that  the
sacred deposi t  of  Chr ist ian doctr ine be safeguarded and taught more ef fect ively […]
Therefore,  the pr incipal  purpose of  th is Counci l  is  not  the discussion of  th is or that
doctr inal  theme… a Counci l  is  not  required for that… [but]  th is certain and immutable
doctr ine,  which is to be fai thful ly respected, needs to be explored and presented in a way
which responds to the needs of  our t ime” (AAS 54 [1962],  790,791-792).  So said Pope John
at the inaugurat ion of  the Counci l .

In the l ight  of  these words, we can understand what I  mysel f  fe l t  at  the t ime: dur ing
the Counci l  there was an emot ional  tension as we faced the common task of  making the
truth and beauty of  the fa i th shine out in our t ime, wi thout sacr i f ic ing i t  to the demands
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of  the present or leaving i t  t ied to the past:  the eternal  presence of  God resounds in
the fai th,  t ranscending t ime, yet  i t  can only be welcomed by us in our own unrepeatable
today. Therefore I  bel ieve that the most important th ing,  especial ly on such a s igni f icant
occasion as th is,  is  to revive in the whole Church that posi t ive tension, that  yearning to
announce Christ  again to contemporary man. But,  so that  th is inter ior  thrust  towards the
new evangel izat ion nei ther remain just  an idea nor be lost  in confusion, i t  needs to be bui l t
on a concrete and precise basis,  and this basis is the documents of  the Second Vat ican
Counci l ,  the place where i t  found expression. This is why I  have of ten insisted on the need
to return,  as i t  were,  to the “ let ter”  of  the Counci l  – that  is  to i ts texts – also to draw from
them i ts authent ic spir i t ,  and why I  have repeated that the t rue legacy of  Vat ican I I  is  to
be found in them. Reference to the documents saves us f rom extremes of  anachronist ic
nostalgia and running too far ahead, and al lows what is new to be welcomed in a context
of  cont inui ty.  The Counci l  d id not formulate anything new in matters of  fa i th,  nor did i t  wish
to replace what was ancient.  Rather,  i t  concerned i tsel f  wi th seeing that the same fai th
might cont inue to be l ived in the present day, that  i t  might remain a l iv ing fa i th in a wor ld
of change.

I f  we place ourselves in harmony with the authent ic approach which Blessed John XXII I
wished to give to Vat ican I I ,  we wi l l  be able to real ize i t  dur ing th is Year of  Fai th,  fo l lowing
the same path of  the Church as she cont inuously endeavours to deepen the deposi t  of  fa i th
entrusted to her by Chr ist .  The Counci l  Fathers wished to present the fa i th in a meaningful
way; and i f  they opened themselves trust ingly to dialogue with the modern wor ld i t  is
because they were certain of  their  fa i th,  of  the sol id rock on which they stood. In the years
fol lowing, however,  many embraced uncr i t ical ly the dominant mental i ty,  p lacing in doubt
the very foundat ions of  the deposi t  of  fa i th,  which they sadly no longer fe l t  able to accept
as t ruths.

I f  today the Church proposes a new Year of  Fai th and a new evangel izat ion,  i t  is  not  to
honour an anniversary,  but  because there is more need of  i t ,  even more than there was f i f ty
years ago! And the reply to be given to th is need is the one desired by the Popes, by the
Counci l  Fathers and contained in i ts documents.  Even the in i t iat ive to create a Pont i f ical
Counci l  for  the promot ion of  the new evangel izat ion,  which I  thank for i ts special  ef for t
for  the Year of  Fai th,  is  to be understood in th is context .  Recent decades have seen the
advance of  a spir i tual  “desert i f icat ion”.  In the Counci l ’s  t ime i t  was already possible f rom
a few tragic pages of  h istory to know what a l i fe or a wor ld wi thout God looked l ike,  but
now we see i t  every day around us.  This void has spread. But i t  is  in start ing f rom the
exper ience of  th is desert ,  f rom this void,  that  we can again discover the joy of  bel ieving,
i ts v i ta l  importance for us,  men and women. In the desert  we rediscover the value of  what
is essent ia l  for  l iv ing;  thus in today’s wor ld there are innumerable s igns, of ten expressed
impl ic i t ly  or  negat ively,  of  the th i rst  for  God, for  the ul t imate meaning of  l i fe.  And in the
desert  people of  fa i th are needed who, wi th their  own l ives,  point  out  the way to the
Promised Land and keep hope al ive.  L iv ing fa i th opens the heart  to the grace of  God which
frees us f rom pessimism. Today, more than ever,  evangel iz ing means witnessing to the
new l i fe,  t ransformed by God, and thus showing the path.  The f i rst  reading spoke to us of
the wisdom of the wayfarer (cf .  Sir 34:9-13):  the journey is a metaphor for  l i fe,  and the
wise wayfarer is one who has learned the art  of  l iv ing,  and can share i t  wi th his brethren
– as happens to pi lgr ims along the Way of  Saint  James or s imi lar  routes which, not by
chance, have again become popular in recent years.  How come so many people today feel
the need to make these journeys? Is i t  not  because they f ind there,  or  at  least  intui t ,  the
meaning of  our existence in the wor ld? This,  then, is how we can picture the Year of  Fai th,
a pi lgr image in the deserts of  today’s wor ld,  taking with us only what is necessary:  nei ther
staf f ,  nor bag, nor bread, nor money, nor two tunics – as the Lord said to those he was
sending out on mission (cf .  Lk 9:3),  but  the Gospel  and the fai th of  the Church, of  which the
Counci l  documents are a luminous expression, as is the Catechism of the Cathol ic Church,
publ ished twenty years ago.

Venerable and dear Brothers,  11 October 1962 was the Feast of  Mary Most Holy,  Mother of
God. Let us entrust  to her the Year of  Fai th,  as I  d id last  week when I  went on pi lgr image
to Loreto.  May the Virgin Mary always shine out as a star along the way of  the new
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evangel izat ion.  May she help us to put into pract ice the Apost le Paul ’s exhortat ion,  “Let
the word of  Chr ist  dwel l  in you r ichly,  teach and admonish one another in al l  wisdom […]
And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giv ing
thanks to God the Father through him” (Col 3:16-17).  Amen.


