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Introduction 

 

“Today missionary activity still represents the greatest challenge for the Church and her 

missionary task must remain foremost,” says Pope Francis in the Apostolic Exhortation 

Evangelii Gaudium.2 And he adds: “We cannot passively and calmly wait in our church 

buildings.” It is necessary to move “from a pastoral ministry of mere conservation to a 

decidedly missionary pastoral activity. This task continues to be a source of immense joy for 

the Church: ‘Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents 

than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance (Lk 15: 7).’” 

The Pope wants a Church that goes forth–a missionary Church with open doors and the 

ability to announce to everyone the joy of the Gospel. A Church that is a “field hospital” in 

which to treat the wounds of women and men today–wounds of the body, spirit and mind. 

Pope Francis urges the Church to leave behind its own certainties in order to dialogue with 

human beings and their weaknesses, in the existential peripheries of the world. 

From the perspective of a volunteer from a field hospital, I will now attempt to give you 

an overview of what is happening in the world, focusing on the changes taking place and on 

the crises that require our special attention because only by seeing clearly what is at stake can 

we then take action to change bad into good. 

 

 

The Three Poles of a Changing World 

 

Reading the newspapers and watching the daily news, we might get the impression 

that the world is ending: as we know, in the media circuit the bad news tends to claim our 

attention–it reaches us first and thrusts the good news into the background. But perhaps it 
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is more correct to say that “one world is ending” and another one is taking shape–a world 

whose outlines we still can’t see. 

We need to keep in mind some factors. Many countries are still struggling with the 

effects of the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression of 1929. The present 

crisis began in 2008 and lasted almost ten years–a crisis that occurred in a period still 

dominated by shock due to the wave of Islamic attacks that have bloodied the world with 

tragic repetition for almost twenty years since September 11. On the heels of this very 

precarious situation came a new wave of migrations which, beginning in 2013, has had a 

destabilizing impact on the world. 

The world is changing rapidly. It has become more unstable and multipolar, with the 

United States, China and Russia competing for global supremacy. It is a world in which the 

West seems to be progressively losing strength, while that of the largest democracy on the 

planet (India) is growing economically and politically. India, with its one billion and 300 

million people and its traditional foreign policy of non-alignment, is able to talk to everyone.  

The American presidency of Donald Trump has played a significant role in recent years 

in changing the way the United States has positioned itself on the international chessboard. 

Trump moves with the rhythm of the entrepreneur who beats his fists on the table, wants to 

impose his position in negotiations with competitors, wants to sell American products 

(including weapons) throughout the world, wants to strengthen its economy, and save the 

jobs of those whose work is threatened by the relocation of companies to foreign countries. 

“America First” is, in fact, the motto with which he won election to the presidency. He wants 

to defend the nation’s borders and stop the arrival of illegal immigrants. 

Trump has also rapidly reversed the trend in the battle concerning climate change. 

He prefers to continue to support coal-based factories, even if they cause pollution, 

because coal serves to guarantee American industrial production and thus saves the jobs 

of those workers who voted for him and continue to support him. This is why he has 

withdrawn from the Paris agreements on climate change: because reducing carbon 

dioxide emissions also means curbing the growth of industry.  

At present, the numbers seem to agree with the head of the White House: the level of 

U.S. unemployment is particularly low and its economy is growing. In the long run, however, 

the United States will have a hard time maintaining its strength on the international scene. 

Historically, the United States has been a beacon for the values of freedom and 

democracy. For years it was the only superpower after the collapse of the Berlin Wall. Now, 

however, the United States is a great country that is rediscovering its fragility and considering 

its role as “policeman of the world” to be too expensive. Therefore it is tending to withdraw 

from some important scenarios and concentrate above all on domestic interests. 

Washington announced the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan and Syria. But 

the vacuum left by the United States is being filled by Russia. Vladimir Putin is very 

skilled and ambitious in foreign policy and is now gradually restoring the power of the ex-

Soviet Union. Russia is currently the true “dominus” of the balances in the Middle East. 

Moscow is putting together the extremely delicate Middle Eastern puzzle and is dealing the 

cards in the complicated game being played out by Syria, Iran, Turkey and Israel. 

In addition to the United States and Russia, there is another competitor on the world 

level today: China, led by President Xi Jinping, whom some are calling “the new Mao” 

because he is the protagonist of the country’s powerful economic growth. The protagonist 

of a prodigious economic growth, according to some analysts, China could become the 
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top world superpower by 2050, in direct competition with the United States and Europe. 

In recent years China has been laying the foundations for new balances of power and a 

new world order thanks to its new “Silk Road” (Africa). China–the guardian of a great 

civilization–wants to build not only commercial trade routes but also cultural 

communication between East and West. This is a huge investment project, never before 

implemented, involving 70 countries–almost half of the planet’s population. It isn’t by 

chance that historians are now asking whether 500 years of Western dominance is fading. 

And yet China is a country that is attaining prosperity without having achieved 

democracy. In recent years the communist regime has become capitalist but not 

democratic. This is a big novelty for the world and also a big question mark.  

The American president Trump–one of the first to grasp the scope of the Chinese 

strategy–is therefore changing the system of international relations: he has engaged in a 

trade war with China, has re-established relations with a traditional ally like Saudi Arabia 

and has broken nuclear agreements with Iran, accusing the country of wanting to extend 

its influence by subsidizing terrorism. 

Africa, a continent with a long history of colonization and exploitation, is 

experiencing extraordinary and positive changes. In fact, the technological boom is 

changing its face. Its economy is growing and major multinational companies are 

investing millions of dollars in the technology sector. On this continent–where poverty, 

war, hunger and drought still affect a very large part of the population, and where half of 

the inhabitants still live on less than two dollars a day–the use of technology is growing 

rapidly, education is becoming more widespread, and large dams, railways and power 

plants are being built.  

The Arab world, involved since 2011 in the so-called “Arab Spring,” is in reality still 

badly shaken by violent upheavals and political instability. In some cases this has caused 

actual wars (as in Syria) and in other cases it brought to power Islamist movements which 

were in turn ousted by new regimes, as happened in Egypt. Democratic countries like 

Tunisia and Morocco maintain their fragile stability, but generally speaking the journey 

of the Arab world toward democracy and stability still has a long way to go. 

Latin America is also changing: by now several countries have chosen conservative 

programs characterized by liberalizations, cuts in public spending, and involvement of 

the military in the management of public order. Of particular importance is the turnabout 

of the Bolsonaro presidency in Brazil, which ended the era of socialist president Lula and 

resulted in a change in the balance of the entire South American sub-continent. President 

Maduro’s Venezuela–which enjoys the support of Russia and China but is more isolated 

than in the past–is now split and on the brink of civil war.  

 

 

The Woes of “Old Europe” 

 

Although it is a community of 500 million inhabitants, Europe today is more fragile 

and uncertain [than it previously was] and the European Union is still unable to speak 

with one voice. But in spite of this, Europe is rich and technologically advanced and has 

many fundamental values at the basis of its order: civil and political rights, women’s 

rights, the rights of children, the right to education, a no to the death penalty, the freedom 
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of the press… The European Union elections held this past May presented us for the first 

time with a chance to compare two European models: on the one hand, the forces that 

worked to build the European Union and that still govern in Brussels, Belgium, and who 

see globalization and the free movement of people and goods as an opportunity for 

growth for all; and on the other hand the sovereignty movements and parties, which say 

instead that globalization has enriched the elite classes and impoverished a substantial 

part of the population, in particular the middle classes. Sovereignty movements have 

grown in many countries but have not won the majority in the European Parliament. 

In Europe, like in the USA, many people today fear the risk of a decline: changes in 

the work sphere are causing anxiety, automation is taking away jobs from people, 

unemployment and an aging population are on the rise, as is political instability in even 

the most solid democracies. The climate of uncertainty is feeding fear, anger and in some 

cases even violence, racism and anti-Semitism. 

It is a fragility fed by many factors: a crisis of values and ideologies, and also a crisis 

of traditional [political] parties.  

This identity crisis brings us to a dilemma concerning [Europe’s] roots. What are 

these roots and what elements of them should be preserved and revitalized in order to 

build its future? Having a clear identity (even one that is positive, capable of dialogue and 

open to diversity) means having the resources, energies and ideas needed to build the 

future. Ultimately, having a clear identity also means being able to act as protagonists in 

a complicated world like ours. The refusal of a certain segment of the secular world to 

peacefully discuss the cultural and religious roots that have historically influenced 

Europe is a source of weakness. 

 

 

Terrorism, the Impact of Migration, and the Need for Integration 

 

A phenomenon that has been affecting the whole world, not just Europe or the West, 

for more than twenty years is Islamic terrorism: a violent political ideology that sees 

Western democracy as the source of all vice and corruption and therefore the enemy to be 

killed. Terrorists claim victims among both Muslims and civilians in Western countries, 

and also persecute small Christian minority communities.  

Most Muslims are peaceful and reject violence, but propaganda that hinges on the literal 

interpretation of some passages of Islam’s sacred texts–published on the Internet–opens the 

door to fanatics who are unstable or who might even be common criminals. These people 

take on the role of “avengers” and acquire a perverse form of “dignity” by becoming 

kamikazes, thus giving meaning to their frustrations and their desire for a “glorious” end.  

The continued dissemination of news about terrorists–who say they are inspired by 

Islam and who peddle the “duty to kill” innocents as the “duty to believe”–creates the 

impression that all Muslims are terrorists. A climate of fear, suspicion and hatred toward 

Muslims (and toward foreigners in general) is spreading. 

The presence of immigrants in both cities and rural areas can in some cases foster an 

attitude of acceptance, the rediscovery of Christian symbols and the awakening of a self-

identity in contrast to that of the immigrants. In other cases–especially in slum areas, 

where everything is lacking and people are abandoned by the system–the presence of 

immigrants provokes reactions of fear and anger.  
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Threats and aggression against minorities are on the rise: in addition to episodes of 

Islamophobia, anti-Semitism is increasing, for instance in France and Sweden, where 

Jewish people, including children, are insulted and attacked on the streets. In some cases, 

people have been brutally killed in their homes. The aggression often has an Islamic 

matrix and for this reason many Jews in these countries have emigrated to Israel. 

If immigrants are not integrated into society by means of ad hoc projects, then a 

country’s willingness to take them in might even be counterproductive. Migrants can run 

the risk of ending up a prey to degradation and crime, triggering the prejudice of 

“immigrant equals delinquent” in the collective imagination. 

This climate of uncertainty and fear has intensified in today’s epochal phenomenon 

of new migrations to which Europe has substantially closed its doors. The decision of 

European countries to accept migrants is very unpopular and political leaders are well 

aware that those who promote opening their country’s doors to them will be penalized in 

future elections. In fact, the choices of many voters, political parties and governments 

today are condition by this climate characterized by people’s fear of newcomers, by the 

fear of what is different, by the fear of losing their jobs, their security and their well-

being–all fueled by a landslide of confusing news in which migrants play a lead role. 

In addition to these readily-visible phenomena, we must also take a look at what is 

changing below the surface. In the West, for example, after two centuries of steady 

economic growth, now, for the first time, children are often worse off than their parents. 

Family life is more difficult. There is a crisis of hope and a crisis for the future that 

concerns above all the young generations, who are living in a historical period in which 

ethical and religious values are weakening. A spreading climate of distrust and hostility is 

threatening to unstick the glue that holds societies together, creating political instability.  

 

 

The Role of the West 

 

The West appears to be overflowing with prosperity but at the same time it is also 

frightened because it feels threatened. This tired, aging Europe is not producing children 

and almost seems to want to withdraw from history. It is a West that ultimately seems to 

hate itself. As the then-Cardinal Ratzinger affirmed, the West, commendably, is trying 

“to open itself to understanding outside values compassionately, but it no longer loves 

itself. Looking back over its history, it now sees only what is deplorable and destructive 

and is no longer able to perceive the great and pure aspects of its story. If it truly wants to 

survive, Europe must critically and humbly accept itself. Multiculturalism, which must be 

continually encouraged and fostered, is sometimes expressed above all as an 

abandonment and rejection of what is one’s own–an escape from these elements. But 

multiculturalism cannot exist without common constants, without points of orientation 

starting from one’s own values. It certainly cannot exist without respect for what is 

sacred.”3 The European identity that Benedict XVI saw sprang from the encounter of 

three main sources: Jerusalem, Athens and Rome–an encounter between faith in the God 

of Israel, Greek philosophy and Roman juridical thought.4 

 

                                                        
3 J. Ratzinger, Europe: Its Spiritual Foundations Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow, Library of the Italian Senate, 13 May 2004.  
4 Benedict XVI, Address to the German Parliament, 22 September 2011. 
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The Current Situation of the Church 
 

And now we come to the current situation of the Church. 

Pope Francis revolutionized the image of the Roman Pontiff, giving a very 

charismatic style to the role of Bishop of Rome and Pastor of the Universal Church. 

Following in the footsteps of the ancient prophets of Israel who bluntly denounced the 

powerful of the time and the hypocrisies of the priestly class, Pope Francis has speeded 

up the traditional rhythms of the Church, prompting it to take in hand the Gospel “sine 

glossa” (without glossing it). He has distanced himself from the traditional image of a 

Church that is “super partes” (above its parts) in favor of a Church with a decisive and 

radical turn toward the poor, the disinherited, migrants and gypsies–a Church that is 

fulfilling the aspirations of Vatican Council II. 

The Pope, who sees the Church as a “field hospital,” wants to bring the Gospel to 

every home by carrying out an almost “door to door” mission, which even includes 

personal telephone calls to ordinary people. He decreed the celebration of an 

extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy and launched it from Central Africa. 

With his first encyclical, Laudato Sì (on the theme of ecology), he opened a new path for 

the Church. Even though in the Christian tradition there is no lack of reference concerning 

the human being’s harmonious relationship with nature, and even if previous Popes pointed 

an accusatory finger at the destruction of the world’s natural resources, no pontiff up to now 

has done as much as Francis to strive to protect humanity’s “common home.” 

The first Latin American Pope in history, he expresses an original, non-European 

point of view in comparison to his predecessors since he did not experience the Shoah, 

nor the East-West confrontation. Instead, this Pope from Argentina, who looks at the 

United States with the eyes of many Latin Americans, has led the Church to develop very 

fruitful relations with Russia, Cuba and China. The first Jesuit Pope in history, he is 

particularly focused on the evangelization of Asia: of great importance is the new 

agreement between the Holy See and Beijing on episcopal appointments, which, although 

criticized by some sectors of the Church, constitutes a decisive step forward for the future 

of Catholics in China. It is a crucial step in view of the normalization of relations 

between the See of Peter and China, and it is a strategic agreement that occurs just as 

China is asserting itself more and more as a new superpower. 

A convinced supporter of ecumenical and interreligious dialogue, the Pope has made 

dialogue with Islam a priority of his pontificate. His objective is to make religions a 

powerful factor of dialogue and peace, so that they actively contribute to the 

“demilitarization” of the human heart. 

Pope Francis has also re-launched the fight against child abuse with unprecedented 

force. In his vision, pedophilia is a crime and a horrible sin (in fact, he compares it to human 

sacrifice)–an abuse of power resulting from a clerical mentality that is difficult to eradicate. 

The Pontiff has also collected together data and launched for the first time the issue 

of abuses against women religious, underscoring the theme of the role of women 

religious in the Church and saying that those who carry out domestic duties for priests, 

bishops or cardinals are not merely their maidservants. “Servitude, no; service, yes,” he 

clearly stated in his address to the International Union of Women Superiors General. 



7 

Even though Pope Francis is not afraid of internal Church debate–on the contrary, he 

favors it–the controversial climate that has been spreading in the Catholic world for some 

years now is nevertheless worrying. Someone spoke of a “dramatic pontificate” in which 

cardinals accuse the Pope and atheists defend him! These conflicts are certainly not new in 

the Church, but never before have there been such frequent, public and organized attacks on 

the Roman Pontiff. What is sure is that Pope Francis is not concerned about defining 

doctrinal statements with meticulous precision; instead, his focus is on “wedding” the Church 

to the world through evangelical attention to the smallest and poorest members of the human 

family. I believe what is causing resistance to the Pontiff is the mission he has assigned the 

Church, namely: “to make the logic of the Gospel penetrate the thoughts and actions of those 

who govern,” as he said in an interview. The Pope’s accusers are targeting his defense of 

migrants (so evident in his pontificate) and his strong and repeated denunciation of policies 

desired by many countries and their leaders to counteract the phenomenon of illegal 

immigration, such as the building of walls and the closing of ports to refugees. 

 

 

A Pontificate “On the Attack” and “Under Attack” 

 

In this historical period dominated by the phenomenon of migration and the growth of 

movements in favor of sovereignty, the current pontificate is attacked more for political than 

for doctrinal reasons. It is a pontificate that “attacks” and is under attack. It is the 

“movementist” style of a Church that Pope Francis wants to be restless and close to the least 

among us–a Church that profoundly innovates the style that has traditionally characterized it 

down the ages and that is shaking many certitudes, forcing everyone to take sides. 

Without prejudice to the defense of these least ones, which is in the DNA of the 

Church, I believe that today however it is necessary to look ahead, without going into a 

tailspin over controversial “policies” geared to ensuring that the Church remains in the 

minority both now and in the future. It is good to maintain the traditional distinction 

between religion and politics. Although the Gospel is the compass that guides the path of 

the Church, it does not provide “political” solutions, applicable “here and now”, which 

instead are the domain of the laity engaged in politics. We must work, but without 

wearing ourselves out, keeping in mind that it is a gradual process. The radicalization of 

the clash between Church and State, even in the name of fidelity to Gospel values, could 

create more problems than it resolves. 

Moreover, I believe we must also pay attention to the substantial rejection of 

globalism and a multicultural vision of society expressed by Western populations in the 

face of migration. We should do this not in order to accept the outlook as it is, but so as to 

understand the deeper reasons for this disquietude and try to remedy it. 

We need to turn the page and change the pattern, without losing the power of 

prophecy. We need to find within the Catholic world itself–within the Church and among 

religious communities–the reasons for being together and mend the fabric that unites us. 

In spite of centuries of evangelization, some environments are by now completely de-

Christianized and I believe it is essential to return to “preparing the ground” for an explicit 

proclamation of the Gospel. If people today are moving away from Christianity, thinking that 

they can take care of themselves–after all, they have achieved wellbeing, attained 

extraordinary technical and scientific skills, and now enjoy levels of power, freedom, and a 
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control of nature never achieved before–well then, we must accompany them in their walk 

and discuss it with them, just as Jesus did with the disciples on the way to Emmaus. Behind 

the shell of their personal wealth and pride, people today conceal a deep inner insecurity, a 

fragility that sometimes borders on desperation, a strong need for love and a desire to find 

meaning in life. It is with these fragile and anxious hearts that we are called to enter into 

communication. “Cor ad cor loquitur” (“heart speaks to heart”) was the motto of Cardinal 

Newman. Jesus communicates “heart to heart” with every person. 
 

 

New Evangelization and Pre-Evangelization 
 

In view of the new evangelization, it is not enough to have a “theological” approach 

to God, where we speak of him in a new way and introduce him into the conversation. If 

the soil is not first tilled, what we say slips away without producing fruit. Without 

offering people concrete help in their daily lives, without true and profound dialogue, 

without friendship, our words will be useless. 

Christianity has brought a flood of love into human history–gestures that are 

precisely what people today dramatically need. It is a love that does not betray, that gives 

hope, that heals the wounds of body and soul; it is a love that heals human relations. Only 

love gives birth to the question of God or resurrects it if it was buried in some remote 

corner of the human soul. It is necessary to return to the work of pre-evangelization. 

This is a long journey and it is not without obstacles, but there is no other way to 

climb this hill. We need to establish a basic culture [in society] through libraries, 

bookstores, schools, associations and parishes. Christians can and must return to playing 

a leadership role in their territories/neighborhoods starting from their experience of faith. 

We must work to achieve a true “human ecology,” to rebuild human beings, helping 

them rediscover what real human behavior is, the true values on which to build an 

existence, and how to distinguish good from bad. It is a mission that takes care of both 

soul and body; a mission that heals the wounds of humanity, of fragile identities, of 

people who do not know how to love because they have not received love, of people who 

do not know God or who have received a distorted image of him. 

At times, it seems as if we are witnessing an alarming human regression–a kind of 

“genetic mutation” in both young people and adults. 

For example, in Italy what has been called an “educational emergency” is spreading in 

the schools: the learning level of children and teens has dropped significantly and school 

programs are frequently adapted to the increasingly lower levels of skills achieved by 

elementary school children, not to mention the many teens who show signs of behavioral 

fragility or aggression. And yet, a great deal can and must be done for schools and for the 

education of young people. We need to invest in training: teacher training, student training, 

and in the training parents, who often do not know how to educate their children. With proper 

training, extraordinary results can be achieved. 

It is possible to meet young people crushed by responsibilities that are beyond them–

responsibilities that their parents don’t want to take on their shoulders. 

There are a lot of good kids out there who are intellectually alert and filled with 

confidence about the future–kids who are helped by teachers who believe in education. 

But there are also children who are the victims of a pessimism apparently without outlet.  
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In a third grade classroom (8-year-old children), in a working-class neighborhood on 

the outskirts of Rome, my wife Giovanna, who is head of the city’s School and 

University Library Services, held a meeting for children on books centered on the theme 

of freedom. When asked the commonplace question, “Do you like freedom?” the 

unanimous response of the children was: “No!” Upon seeing Giovanna’s dismay, one 

child explained: “I don’t like freedom because the freedom to do what I want it is tiring. I 

prefer to have someone tell me what to do because it makes me feel calmer.” Another 

child said: “Freedom doesn’t exist.” All the other children all agreed that nothing can be 

done to combat evil and that freedom doesn’t help the situation. 

Giovanna patiently dismantled their thesis by offering them concrete examples of 

negative situations that were positively resolved, showing them that even in the most 

difficult situations we must never lose hope. 

After a discussion that lasted an hour and a half, the children finally agreed: “It is 

better to have freedom!” They left the classroom shouting rhythmically: “Long live 

freedom! Long live freedom!” 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The winning answer to the convulsions of the modern world is to become apostles 

capable of creating what it is possible to create: love, by speaking and writing words that 

help people to love, whether we do this through magazines, books, chat rooms, or via the 

Web. It is not enough to “repeat” things. It is necessary to be inventive in literature, in 

poetry, in science. Probably one of the most serious problems of the modern Church is 

not so much that we have had bad or mediocre leaders, but rather that we have lost 

initiative in the field of thought–original thoughts that helps human beings to live. 

Catholics often no longer produce ideas. But this, with the help of God, is within the 

reach of all of us and is exactly what is needed. 

In this, you Daughters of Saint Paul provide light by means of your intelligence, your 

creativity, your spirituality, and–I also want to say–with the joy that I see shining in the 

faces of the sisters with whom I have collaborated. It can be seen not only in what you 

do, but also in how you do it. It can be seen in the selection of titles you offer to readers, 

in the dedication with which you disseminate your material, and in the care with which 

you carry out your service. It can be seen in the enthusiasm with which you throw 

yourself into new publishing challenges, like the new frontiers of social media. 

The word Christianity–which many people today still associate with sadness, 

punishment and oppression–must once more become a “happy” word, a word that 

speaks not only about love but about a certain kind of love: agape. It is a love that also 

involves carrying the evil of others, as Jesus did on the cross. Christianity’s strength has 

been precisely its ability to invent new forms of fraternity. The new lifestyle started by 

the movement generated by Jesus is what the contemporary world needs: a love that 

dissolves depression; a love stronger than death. It is a love that has the power to change 

life–and change it concretely. 

When Christianity returns to being a happy word, to being truly “good news,” then 

and only then will it have a great future in modern society. 

 


