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MISSIONARIES OF HOPE 
IN SOCIAL JUSTICE    
 

 

It is good news for the world that the Lord continues to send missionaries of hope in social 
justice. 

1. A Manifesto of Social Justice 

This morning, let us pray with the text of Matthew 25, where we can recognize a true 
evangelical manifesto of social justice. 

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne 
of glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from 
another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will place the sheep on his 
right and the goats on his left. 

Then the King will say to those on his right: ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; 
inherit the Kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and 
you gave me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink; I was a stranger and you welcomed 
me; I was naked and you clothed me; I was sick and you visited me; I was in prison and you 
came to see me.’ 

Then the righteous will answer him: ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or 
thirsty and give you drink? When did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and 
clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ 

And the King will answer them: ‘Truly, I say to you, whatever you did for one of the least of 
these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’”(Mt 25:31-40) 

Commentary 

This text has had an extraordinary influence throughout the history of Christianity and has 
inspired countless initiatives of solidarity and service. The disciples of Jesus have seen in it 
the Christian way of being present in the world. 

Matthew suggests that, at the final judgment, we will encounter God and, at the same time, 
we will encounter the people whom we have helped: those whom we have consoled, those 
for whom we have been witnesses of faith. Or perhaps, on the contrary, those whom we 
have failed to help, whom we have used or despised. It will be the moment of truth about 
God, about others, and about ourselves. 

But before God, who sees and penetrates all things, this moment will also be liberating, 
because it will reveal definitively the unfathomable mercy of God. It will be the triumph of 
mercy. 

There is a special bond between Jesus and the poor 

Saint Matthew presents a King who opens the universal judgment and who, like a shepherd, 
knows how to distinguish in his flock the sheep from the goats — that is, those who have 
performed works of love from those who have refused them. 

Let us remember what Saint John of the Cross said while commenting on this passage: 

“At the evening of life, we will be judged on love.” 
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The bishop Pedro Casaldáliga said that when he would present himself before the Lord, 
he would carry with him “the name and the face of many.” 

Saint Matthew speaks of the brothers and sisters of the Son of Man. Jesus seems to tell us 
that there is a special bond between Him and the little ones. The “little ones” are all those 
who are in need in the world, whether they are Christians or not. 

The text makes clear that love for God and love for Christ become visible and concrete 
through love of neighbor. The neighbor is the quickest path to God. 

It is striking that those who show mercy to people in need are often unaware that they are 
showing mercy to Christ himself. Human beings have been created in the image and 
likeness of God; therefore, whatever we do to another human being, we do to God himself. 

Inspired by this passage, Saint John Chrysostom speaks of a continuous longing: 

“I suffered then a bitter hunger and thirst for you; I suffer it now as well, in order to move you 
to compassion… On the cross I thirsted for you; now I continue to thirst in the poor, in order 
to move you to love, for your own salvation.” 

As Pope Francis reminds us: 

“The text of Matthew 25:35-36 is not simply an invitation to charity: it is a page of Christology 
that sheds light on the mystery of Christ. In this call to recognize Him in the poor and 
suffering, the very heart of Christ is revealed, His deepest feelings and choices, with which 
every saint seeks to be conformed.” 
(Gaudete et Exsultate, 96) 

Flooding the world with mercy 

Let us practice mercy more through deeds than through words, by living the corporal works 
of mercy: 

• feeding the hungry; 

• giving drink to the thirsty; 

• clothing the naked; 

• welcoming the stranger; 

• caring for the sick; 

• visiting prisoners; 

• burying the dead. 

And also the spiritual works of mercy: 

• giving advice to those who need it; 

• teaching those who do not know; 

• correcting those who are in error; 

• comforting the sorrowful; 

• forgiving offenses; 

• patiently bearing with difficult people; 
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• praying to God for the living and the dead. 

2. A Church Committed to Social Justice 
I do not think this is the right moment to make a complete overview of the Social 
Doctrine of the Church. Rather, I would like to focus on some themes that Pope Leo 
XIV proposes in the Apostolic Exhortation Dilexi te. 

 
2.1. From Leo XIII to Leo XIV 
At the end of the nineteenth century, Leo XIII helped the Church to find her place in 
relation to the currents of thought that we know as Modernity. The Pope was able to 
understand the meaning of the new times, which had a concrete expression in the 
workers’ question, and he proposed a social doctrine capable of addressing these 
new challenges. 
Since then, Catholic Social Teaching has become very important for a Church that 
seeks to be present in the world in a prophetic and Samaritan way. 
Over the past 150 years, the Church has developed a rich body of teaching on how 
the Church should respond to social issues. This doctrine addresses questions such 
as the economy, work, ecology, development, peace, poverty and wealth, and social 
justice. 
Taking into account this doctrinal heritage, Pope Leo XIV speaks in this Exhortation 
about the poor and the preferential option for the poor. 
The Holy Father states that Pope Francis wished to publish an Apostolic 
Exhortation on the Church’s care for the poor and with the poor, entitled Dilexi 
te, imagining Christ addressing each one of them with these words: 
“You have neither power nor strength, but I have loved you.” 
(Rev 3:9) (DT 3) 
Leo XIV takes up this challenge and continues the project that Pope Francis was 
unable to complete, seeking: 
“that all Christians may perceive the profound connection that exists between the love 
of Christ and his call to draw near to the poor.”(DT 3) 
This central thread — the relationship between Christ and the poor, between 
spirituality and the option for the poor — is present throughout the entire Exhortation. 
 
2.2. From Dilexit nos to Dilexi te 
In his teaching, Pope Francis had accustomed us to documents of great pastoral 
strength. During the final months of his life, he gave us some of his most intimate 
texts, writings filled with profound spiritual sensitivity. 
Among them, a particular place belongs to the encyclical Dilexit nos, dedicated to 
the human and divine love of Jesus. 
It can be said that the foundation supporting the life and teaching of Pope Francis is 
nothing other than a great love for Jesus Christ — a love that he describes as both 
human and divine. 
Dilexit nos begins with an expression that illuminates the entire document: 
“He loved us… Thanks to Jesus, we have come to know the love of God who sustains 
us, and we have come to believe in that love.”(DN 1) 
He loved us first. Everything begins from this love. 
When the Holy Father speaks of the human love of the Lord, he wants us to 
understand that we can experience this love in a concrete way through sensitivity, 
closeness, kindness, tenderness, friendship, and passion. The Lord’s love is infinite, 
but it is also a human and deeply personal love.(cf. DN 65) 
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When he speaks of the divine love of the Lord, the Holy Father wants to show that 
this love can only come from God and leads us toward God’s own mystery. In Christ, 
we see the face of God — always present, compassionate, and tender in our lives 
and in history. 
By welcoming the human and divine love of Jesus, we discover that this love 
becomes a commitment to goodness and charity: a commitment to community 
service, an option for the poor, and a dedication to social justice. 
As Pope Francis writes: 
“He sends you to spread goodness and moves you from within. For this reason, he 
calls you with a vocation of service: you will do good as a doctor, as a mother, as a 
teacher, as a priest. Wherever you are, you can feel that he calls you and sends you 
to live this mission on earth.” 
(DN 215) 
The love received from Christ therefore becomes a mission. It does not remain a 
private feeling, but is transformed into service, solidarity, and responsibility toward 
others, especially toward those who are most fragile and vulnerable. 

3. Some Words and Criteria for Social Justice 

I would like to highlight some words and criteria for social justice as expressed by Pope Leo 
XIV in the Apostolic Exhortation Dilexi te. 

 

3.1. Some Essential Words 

I believe that in Dilexi te the Holy Father chooses three essential words. 

Revelation 

Jesus reveals Himself in the poor. 

“That Jesus who says: ‘You will always have the poor with you’ (Mt 26:11) expresses the 
same reality as when He promises the disciples: ‘I am with you always, until the end of the 
age’ (Mt 28:20). At the same time, we remember the words of the Lord: ‘Whatever you did 
for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me’ (Mt 25:40). We are 
not speaking here merely about charity or assistance, but about Revelation; contact with 
those who have no power or greatness is a fundamental way of encountering the Lord of 
history.”(DT 5) 

Poor 

Dilexi te states: 

“The poor are understood as individuals, families, and groups of people whose resources 
— material, cultural, and social — are so limited that they do not have access to the minimum 
conditions of life considered acceptable in the society in which they live.”(DT 13) 

In this way, we must affirm that poverty is not accidental and that, for the majority of people, 
poverty is not a choice. 
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This understanding of the word poor points directly to the heart of God. 

“By listening to the cry of the poor, we are called to identify ourselves with the heart of 
God.”(DT 8) 

The poor speak to us about God. 

Be Careful with Ideologies 

Many ideological prejudices are exposed and challenged in this statement: 

“The poor do not exist by chance or because of a blind and bitter destiny. Even less is 
poverty, for the majority of them, a choice. And yet there are still some who dare to claim 
this, showing blindness and cruelty… We cannot say that the majority of the poor are poor 
because they have not earned enough ‘merit’, according to that false vision of meritocracy 
in which it seems that only those who have succeeded in life possess merit.”(DT 14) 

3.2. Some Criteria for Discernment 

In Dilexi te, the Holy Father proposes some criteria of illumination. 

God Chooses the Poor 

God chooses the poor. 

“God is merciful love, and his plan of love, which unfolds and is fulfilled throughout history, 
is above all his descent and his coming among us in order to free us from slavery, fear, sin, 
and the power of death. Precisely to share the limits and fragilities of our human nature, He 
Himself became poor. He was born in the flesh like us; we encountered Him in the littleness 
of a child placed in a manger and in the extreme humiliation of the Cross, where He shared 
our radical poverty, which is death.” 
(DT 16) 

Jesus, the Poor Messiah 

“He presents Himself to the world not only as the poor Messiah, but as the Messiah of the 
poor and for the poor. ”(DT 19) 

This important statement has consequences for believers. 

“Therefore, it is clear that from our faith in Christ who became poor, and who is always close 
to the poor and excluded, comes the concern for the integral development of those who are 
most abandoned in society.”(DT 23) 

In the Bible, we find many testimonies of mercy toward the poor. 

“It is undeniable that the primacy of God in the teaching of Jesus is accompanied by another 
essential point: one cannot love God without extending one’s love to the poor… These are 
two different loves, but they are inseparable… ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of 
the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’”(DT 26) 
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A Church for the Poor 

Dilexi te traces the history of the Church following the pattern of Matthew’s Gospel: 

“For I was hungry and you gave me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink; I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me; I was naked and you clothed me; I was sick and you visited 
me; I was in prison and you came to see me.”(Mt 25:35-36) 

This passage reveals a pastoral proposal expressed through these important actions: 

• to care; 
• to liberate; 
• to educate; 
• to accompany; 
• to bear witness; 
• to stand beside. 

Christ Dwells Among the Poor 

The Church recognizes in the poor and suffering the image of her poor and patient Founder. 

“The Church recognizes in the poor and in those who suffer the image of her Founder, poor 
and patient; she strives to relieve their needs and seeks to serve Christ in them… We must 
say without hesitation that there is an inseparable bond between our faith and the poor.” 
(DT 36) 

The Poor Are the True Treasure of the Church 

Leo XIV recalls the famous words of the deacon Saint Lawrence when Roman authorities 
demanded the treasures of the Church. 

The following day, he brought the poor before them. When they asked where the treasures 
he had promised were, he pointed to them and said: 

“These are the treasures of the Church.”(DT 38) 

The Fathers of the Church and the Poor 

In the Fathers of the Church, 

“the Church appears as the mother of the poor, a place of welcome and justice.”(DT 39) 

The Pope gives the examples of Saint John Chrysostom and Saint Augustine and 
concludes: 

“It can be said that patristic theology was practical theology, directed toward a poor Church 
and a Church for the poor, reminding us that the Gospel is truly proclaimed only when it 
reaches the flesh of the least ones, and warning us that doctrinal rigor without mercy is an 
empty word.” 
(DT 48) 
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Caring for the Sick 

The care of the sick has been a constant throughout the history of the Church, following the 
example of Jesus, who healed many people. 

We need only remember Saint John of God, Saint Camillus de Lellis, the Daughters of 
Charity, and the Hospitaller Sisters. 

“The Christian presence among the sick reveals that salvation is not an abstract idea, but a 
concrete action. In the gesture of cleaning a wound, the Church proclaims that the Kingdom 
of God begins among the most vulnerable.”(DT 52) 

 

Caring for the Poor 
Leo XIV also highlights the care for the poor in monastic life, recognizing that monks and 
nuns withdrew from the world not in order to escape it, but in order to serve and praise God. 
“Concrete love was the criterion of holiness. To pray and to care, to contemplate and to heal, 
to write and to welcome: everything was an expression of the same love for Christ.” 
(DT 54) 
Liberating the Captives 
From the beginning of the history of Christianity, the Church has cared for prisoners and 
captives. For some religious orders, this mission has become a central part of their charism. 
“The mission of the Church, when she is faithful to her Lord, is always to proclaim 
liberation… When the Church kneels down to break the new chains that imprison the poor, 
she becomes a sign of Easter.” 
(DT 61) 
Witnesses of Evangelical Poverty 
Continuing this reflection on the history of the Church, we encounter the mendicant orders, 
who, living among people in the cities, sought to serve the poor by choosing to live in poverty 
themselves. 
“The mendicants became a sign of a pilgrim, humble, and fraternal Church, living among 
the poor not as a strategy for proselytism, but because of her very identity. They teach that 
the Church is light only when she lets go of everything, and that holiness passes through a 
humble heart turned toward the little ones.”(DT 67) 
Educating the Poor 
An important place in caring for the poor is found in education. 
“Education is a mission of love, because one cannot teach without loving.”(DT 68) 
Knowledge liberates, gives dignity, and leads to truth. 
“Christian education forms not only professionals, but persons open to goodness, beauty, 
and truth. For this reason, the Catholic school, when faithful to its name and mission, 
becomes a place of inclusion, integral formation, and human promotion. Thus, by bringing 
faith and culture together, it sows the future, honors the image of God, and helps build a 
better society.” 
(DT 72) 
Accompanying Migrants 
Migration has been a constant throughout human history. In their pastoral commitment, 
many Christians have felt called to accompany migrants. 
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“The Church, as a mother, walks with those who walk. Where the world sees a threat, she 
sees children; where walls are raised, she builds bridges. She knows that the proclamation 
of the Gospel is credible only when it is translated into gestures of closeness and welcome; 
and that in every rejected migrant, Christ Himself is knocking at the doors of the 
community.”(DT 75) 
Standing Beside the Least 

To stand beside the least means being present where the poorest of the poor are found, 
knowing that they hold a special place in the heart of God. 

“Serving the poor is not a gesture from above downward, but an encounter among equals, 
where Christ is revealed and worshipped… When the Church bends down to the ground in 
order to care for the poor, she assumes her highest position.”(DT 79) 

Popular Movements 

Leo XIV highlights the importance of popular movements: 

“Popular movements invite us to overcome the idea of social policies conceived as policies 
for the poor, but never with the poor, never of the poor, and even less as part of a project 
that brings peoples together.” 
(DT 81) 

The Social Doctrine of the Church 

The Social Doctrine of the Church is guided by several fundamental principles: 

• The universal destination of the goods of the earth and the social function that 
follows from it (DT 86); 

• No one can claim the exclusive use of what exceeds personal needs when 
others lack what is necessary (DT 86); 

• The preferential option for the poor is a particular expression of priority in the 
exercise of Christian charity (DT 87); 

• Human work is an essential key to every social question (DT 87); 
• Love for one’s neighbor becomes more effective when we work for the 

common good, responding to people’s real needs (DT 88). 

Structures of Sin 

There are structures of injustice that create poverty and extreme inequality. 

“Structures of injustice must be recognized and destroyed through the power of goodness, 
through a change of mentality, but also with the help of science and technology, by 
developing effective policies for the transformation of society. We must always remember 
that the Gospel proposal is not only about an individual and intimate relationship with the 
Lord.” 
(DT 96) 

We seek the Kingdom of God. To the extent that God reigns among us, social life 
becomes a space of fraternity, justice, peace, and dignity for all. 
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The Poor Are Subjects of Social Action 

The poor are not merely recipients of evangelization; they are also protagonists of 
evangelization and human promotion. 

“Day after day, the poor become subjects of evangelization and integral human promotion: 
they educate their children in faith, they live a constant solidarity among relatives and 
neighbors, they continually seek God and give life to the pilgrimage of the Church. In the 
light of the Gospel, we recognize their immense dignity and their sacred value in the eyes 
of Christ, poor like them and excluded among them. From this believing experience, we will 
share with them the defense of their rights.”(DT 100) 

4. Choosing Actions That Remain a Permanent Challenge 

Like Pope Francis in Fratelli tutti, Leo XIV is also inspired by the parable of the Good 
Samaritan. 

It is very beneficial for us to discover that the scene of the Good Samaritan continues to be 
repeated today. 

“Let us say it clearly: we have grown in many ways, yet we remain illiterate when it comes 
to accompanying, caring for, and supporting the most fragile and vulnerable members of our 
developed societies. We have become accustomed to looking away, passing by, and 
ignoring situations until they directly affect us.”(DT 105) 

The Preferential Option for the Poor 

The option for the poor is an unavoidable commitment of the Church today. 

“The reality is that, for Christians, the poor are not a sociological category, but the very flesh 
of Christ. Indeed, it is not enough to speak in general terms about the doctrine of the 
Incarnation of God; to enter seriously into this mystery, it is necessary to recognize that the 
Lord becomes flesh — flesh that is hungry, thirsty, sick, imprisoned. A poor Church for the 
poor begins by going toward the flesh of Christ. If we go toward the flesh of Christ, we begin 
to understand something of this poverty, the poverty of the Lord. And this is not easy.”(DT 
110) 

The Continuing Importance of Almsgiving 

Even today, the act of giving remains important. 

“On the one hand, I confirm that the most important help for a poor person is to promote 
access to decent work, so that he or she may live according to human dignity, developing 
personal abilities and offering his or her own contribution. On the other hand, if this concrete 
possibility does not yet exist, we cannot risk leaving a person abandoned to his or her fate, 
without what is necessary to live with dignity. Therefore, almsgiving remains a necessary 
moment of contact, encounter, and identification with the situation of others.”(DT 115) 

Conclusion 

The parable of the Good Samaritan invites us to give greater value to actions than to words. 
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To live coherently, we must move beyond beautiful speeches and enter into real life, where 
reality itself — often complex and difficult — reveals the truth or falsehood of our words. 

Ultimately, the parable of the Good Samaritan shows the necessity of mercy toward those 
in need, regardless of religion, race, way of thinking, ideology, or belief. 

We must remember that, in chapter 10 of the Gospel of Luke, Jesus focuses on the 
formation of His disciples. 

The category of neighbor brings us close to the many situations of suffering present in our 
world today. Many people are wounded, and in reality each one of us can recognize 
ourselves in the category of neighbor. 

The Samaritan in Luke’s Gospel is filled with compassion. His actions correspond to what 
we call the works of mercy: 

“He bandaged his wounds, then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and 
took care of him. The next day, he took out two silver coins and gave them to the 
innkeeper, saying: ‘Take care of him.’” 

The works of mercy remain today a great pastoral challenge for the Church. 
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