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Reflections on the First Encyclical Letter 
Of Pope Francis 

Lumen Fidei1 (Light of Faith) 
Published in Vatican City  on 05 July 2013 

 
 

Introduction 
 
 
This first encyclical of Pope Francis offers a profound and comprehensive 

meditation on the role of faith in the lives of individual Catholics and on its influence 
in the work of Catholic-inspired organizations such as Caritas Internationalis. Prior to 
the publication date, on 05 July 2013, the Holy Father himself publicly acknowledged 
this document as the “work of four hands” since it represents both the writing by Pope 
Emeritus Benedict XVI before his retirement as well as further refinement and 
original additions by his successor.  

 
Some highlights of the encyclical are presented in this brief summary. It must 

be acknowledged, however, that the encyclical is so rich with Scriptural and other 
doctrinal citations, as well as with the deep insights of the Holy Father himself, that 
one cannot even pretend to offer an all-inclusive summary. Thus the reader is  
strongly encouraged to go to the source itself by reading carefully and reflecting 
deeply on the document, which could be found, in various working languages of the 
Confederation and others, through the links provided in the first footnote. 

 
“The light of Faith … the great gift brought by Jesus [#1]  
 
While the “direct” links to Caritas’ mission and mandate are found in some of the 
final paragraphs of the encyclical, one must read the foundation that is laid in the 
prior sections of the document. The first paragraph explains the choice of title, Lumen 
Fidei (Light of Faith), namely that these words indicate “how the Church’s tradition 
speaks of the great gift brought by Jesus.” While pagans celebrated the “divinity” of 
the sun, they were aware that the sun’s rays did not illumine death, whereas the early 
                                                        
1 English version: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/francesco/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20130629_enciclica-lumen-fidei_en.html  
French version: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/francesco/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20130629_enciclica-lumen-fidei_fr.html  
Spanish version: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/francesco/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20130629_enciclica-lumen-fidei_sp.html  
Italian version: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/francesco/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20130629_enciclica-lumen-fidei_it.html  
Portuguese version: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/francesco/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20130629_enciclica-lumen-fidei_po.html  
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Christians recognized their Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, “as the true sun whose 
rays bestow life”2 and recalled Jesus’ question to Martha when she grieved the death 
of her brother, Lazarus:  “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the 
glory of God?” (Jn 11:40).  
 
The encyclical reminds the reader that some philosophers have tried to portray faith as 
“sufficient for societies of old, but … of no use for new times, for a humanity come of 
age, proud of its rationality and anxious to explore the future in novel ways” [#2]. It 
encourages believers to “see once again that faith is a light, for once the flame of faith 
dies out, all other lights begin to dim” [#4]. It notes that faith cannot come from 
within oneself but “is born of an encounter with the living God who calls us and 
reveals his love, a love which precedes us and upon which we can lean for security 
and for building our lives” [#4]. It is “received from God as a supernatural gift, 
becomes a light for our way, guiding our journey through time” [#4]. It is “the light of 
the foundational memory of the life of Jesus which revealed his perfectly trustworthy 
love,” since he was willing to die for us. But “since Christ has risen and draws us 
beyond death, faith is also a light coming from the future and opening before us vast 
horizons which guide us beyond our isolated selves towards the breadth of 
communion [#4].”  
 
Pope Francis cites Vatican Council II as “the Council on faith, inasmuch as it asked 
us to restore the primacy of God in Christ to the centre of our lives, both as a Church 
and as individuals” and “clearly showed how faith enriches life in all its dimensions” 
[#6]. He highlights the impact of faith in the believer’s life: “In God’s gift of faith, a 
supernatural infused virtue, we realize that a great love has been offered us, a good 
word has been spoken to us, and that when we welcome that word, Jesus Christ the 
Word made flesh, the Holy Spirit transforms us, lights up our way to the future and 
enables us joyfully to advance along that way on wings of hope [#7].” 
 
The Encyclical then takes the reader on the journey of faith that has been traversed 
across the centuries, from the time of the Old Testament, from the time when God 
first called Abraham to a faith response, to the pilgrimage of the people of Israel from 
slavery in Egypt to eventual entry into the Promised Land. Note was made as well, 
however, of the risks and temptations encountered by the People of Israel who often 
fell back into unbelief. It proposes the sure antidote to such dangers: “Believing 
means entrusting oneself to a merciful love which always accepts and pardons, which 
sustains and directs our lives, and which shows its power by its ability to make 
straight the crooked lines of our history”[#13]. The further passage of people of faith 
was described as one that led to Jesus Christ: “All the threads of the Old Testament 
converge on Christ; he becomes the definitive ‘Yes’ to all the promises, the ultimate 
basis of our ‘Amen’ to God (cf. 2 Cor 1:20)” [#15]. “… [T]he clearest proof of the 
reliability of Christ’s love is to be found in his dying for our sake” [#16]. The love of 
Christ is presented as eminently credible: “this love, which did not recoil before death 
in order to show its depth, is something I can believe in; Christ’s total self-gift 
overcomes every suspicion and enables me to entrust myself to him completely” 
[#16]. “[F]aith does not merely gaze at Jesus, but sees things as Jesus himself sees 
them, with his own eyes: it is a participation in his way of seeing”, since, “to enable 
us to know, accept and follow him, the Son of God took on our flesh” [#18]. 

                                                        
2 Dialogus cum Tryphone Iudaeo, 121, 2: PG 6, 758. 
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The Encyclical identifies faith as the “beginning of salvation” since it constitutes 
“openness to something prior to ourselves, to a primordial gift that affirms life and 
sustains it in being” [19]” and since the lives of believers “are enlarged and expanded. 
‘It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me”’ (Gal 2:20)” [#21]. The faith 
of a believer, however, is normally expressed in a community context; it “becomes an 
ecclesial existence, a life lived in the Church” [#22]. 
 
In this document, the Holy Father teaches, as did his predecessors, that faith and truth 
are inextricably linked: “Faith without truth does not save, it does not provide a sure 
Footing” [24]. He points out that contemporary culture often puts “faith” exclusively 
in technology and the demonstration of scientific evidence. Religious faith, however, 
leads us to knowledge and understanding that go far deeper than issues for which 
scientific proof can be sought and provided. “The question of truth is really a question 
of memory, deep memory, for it deals with something prior to ourselves and can 
succeed in uniting us in a way that transcends our petty and limited individual 
consciousness. It is a question about the origin of all that is, in whose light we can 
glimpse the goal and thus the meaning of our common path” [#25].  
 
The document also explores the relationship among faith, truth, and love: “Faith-
knowledge, because it is born of God’s covenantal love, is knowledge which lights up 
a path in history … [it] sheds light not only on the destiny of one particular people, 
but the entire history of the created world, from its origins to its consummation” 
[#28]. “Christian faith, inasmuch as it proclaims the truth of God’s total love and 
opens us to the power of that love, penetrates to the core of our human experience” 
[#32]. That includes the relationship between modern day humanity and the modern 
world: “Nor is the light of faith, joined to the truth of love, extraneous to the material 
world, for love is always lived out in body and spirit; the light of faith is an incarnate 
light radiating from the luminous life of Jesus” [#34]. No conflict between faith and 
science is acknowledged in this encyclical: “by stimulating wonder before the 
profound mystery of creation, faith broadens the horizons of reason to shed greater 
light on the world which discloses itself to scientific investigation” [#34]. 
Weaving the images of both “journey” and “light”, the Holy Father states, “The light 
of faith in Jesus also illumines the path of all those who seek God, and makes a 
specifically Christian contribution to dialogue with the followers of the different 
religions” [#35]. He mentioned examples of non-Christian biblical figures, including 
Abel, Abraham, Noah, and the Magi, whose search for God was illumined by faith. 
He connected such journeying with the work of charity, or doing good and pointed 
out that, in both giving, one is enriched by God. “Anyone who sets off on the path of 
doing good to others is already drawing near to God, is already sustained by his help, 
for it is characteristic of the divine light to brighten our eyes whenever we walk 
towards the fullness of love” [#35]. Also noted was the interior journey facilitated by 
faith. “Since faith is a light, it draws us into itself, inviting us to explore ever more 
fully the horizon which it illumines, all the better to know the object of our love” 
[#36].  
 
The gift of faith finds its “home” or, as stated in the encyclical, its “mother” in the 
Church. “Those who have opened their hearts to God’s love, heard his voice and 
received his light, cannot keep this gift to themselves” [#37].   “Faith’s past, that act 
of Jesus’ love which brought new life to the world, comes down to us through the 
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memory of others — witnesses — and is kept alive in that one remembering subject 
which is the Church” [#38]. The Holy Father declares that it is not possible to believe 
“on our own” and that faith is not a solitary decision between the “I” of the believer 
and the “Thou” of God. “By its very nature, faith is open to the “We” of the Church; 
it always takes place within her communion” [#39].  
 
Through the ministry of His Church, God transmits the gift of faith at important life 
moments, “first and foremost” through Baptism [#41-43], then through its “highest 
expression” in the Eucharist [#44]. The Church also maintains unified expression of 
faith through the Creed, the Decalogue (Ten Commandments), the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, and prayer and liturgy. God gave to the Church the gift of Apostolic 
Succession  so that “through this means, the continuity of the Church’s memory is 
ensured and certain access can be had to the wellspring from which faith flows” 
[#49]. The Magisterium, or teaching authority of the Church as exercised by the Pope 
and bishops, preserves continuous fidelity to the “living faith which the Church is 
called to transmit … since it always speaks in obedience to the prior word on which 
faith is based; it is reliable because of its trust in the word which it hears, preserves 
and expounds” [#49]. 
 
Faith and the work of Caritas 
 
The encyclical then turns more specific attention to impact of faith on spreading 
compassion, care, and love, and on striving to effect positive change in our world – 
efforts that are at the heart of the Caritas mission and mandate. The point is made 
several times in the document that faith impels us to look beyond ourselves and the 
immediate world in which we live. “Faith does not merely grant interior firmness, a 
steadfast conviction on the part of the believer; it also sheds light on every human 
relationship because it is born of love and reflects God’s own love. The God who is 
himself reliable gives us a city which is reliable” [#50] and, through the light of faith, 
places the believer  “at the service of justice, law and peace”, since “… [t]he hands of 
faith are raised up to heaven, even as they go about building in charity a city based on 
relationships in which the love of God is laid as a foundation” [#51]. The light of faith 
leads us to be concerned about the “common good”, in that “its light does not simply 
brighten the interior of the Church, nor does it serve solely to build an eternal city in 
the hereafter; it helps us build our societies in such a way that they can journey 
towards a future of hope” [#51].  
 
The encyclical identifies the family as “the first setting in which faith enlightens the 
human city” [52]. Caritas pays great attention to the dignity and sanctity of the family 
as it extends humanitarian assistance, health and social care, and integral human 
development opportunities, not just to with an individualistic focus, but always with 
special priority given to families. But this document reminds us that families also 
serve as vehicle to charitable and justice work in the wider community and world, 
since, “absorbed and deepened in the family, faith becomes a light capable of 
illumining all our relationships in society.”  
 
The Holy Father calls on people of faith to “return to the true basis of brotherhood”, 
noting that “modernity sought to build a universal brotherhood based on equality, yet 
we gradually came to realize that this brotherhood, lacking a reference to a common 
Father as its ultimate foundation, cannot endure” [#51]. Clearly, the prioritization 
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given by the Caritas confederation to promote peace and reconciliation, to advocate 
for achievement of the full and God-given dignity of each and every person, and to 
insist on respect for the sanctity of life at all stages, from conception to natural death, 
serves as living and daily proof of our rootedness in faith. Thus the Encyclical 
declares, “Faith teaches us to see that every man and woman represents a blessing for 
me, that the light of God’s face shines on me through the faces of my brothers and 
sisters” [#54]. “Faith also helps us to devise models of development which are based 
not simply on utility and profit, but consider creation as a gift for which we are all 
indebted; it teaches us to create just forms of government, in the realization that 
authority comes from God and is meant for the service of the common good” [#55]. 
With these words, the Light of Faith, further animates the efforts of Caritas to achieve 
a world:  

• where no one is left behind and there will be no more poverty or hunger;  
• where all migrants, especially those who are most vulnerable – children, 

women, those in irregular situations, and trafficked persons, are extended 
warm and inclusive welcome as well as just treatment;  

• where all sick people will have access to early diagnosis and treatment and 
where the disproportionate burden of illness borne by poor, rural, and 
marginalized populations can be eliminated;  

• where all can enjoy the right to work under decent conditions and with just 
wages;  

• where conflict and disagreement could be resolved by respectful dialogue 
rather than by war, violence, and destruction;  

• where Caritas’ global Campaign, One Human Family for a Future Without 
Hunger: The Right to Adequate and Nutritious Food, will become a lived 
reality. 

 
So let us, as people engaged in the Caritas mission to “assist the Supreme Pontiff 

and the Bishops in their ministry of charity … by attending to the poorest and most 
needy, assisting in humanitarian emergencies, and helping to spread charity and 
justice in the world in the light of the Gospel and of the teaching of the Catholic 
Church”3, let us heed the appeal of the Pope Francis to publicly acknowledge the role 
of faith in our work and in our individual and community lives. Let us not be 
“ashamed to call God our God”, since … “faith illumines life and society. If it 
possesses a creative light for each new moment of history, it is because it sets every 
event in relationship to the origin and destiny of all things in the Father” [#55]. 
Finally, let us never give up hope that our efforts to spread charity and justice will 
bear fruit, since, as the Encyclical reminds us: “In union with faith and charity, hope 
propels us towards a sure future, set against a different horizon with regard to the 
illusory enticements of the idols of this world yet granting new momentum and 
strength to our daily lives” [#57]. 
 
 
Prepared by: 
By Rev. Msgr. Robert J. Vitillo 
Head of Caritas Internationalis Delegation to the UN in Geneva 

  
                                                        
3 Statutes of Caritas Internationalis,  approved by the Holy See,  02 May 2012, 
Vatican City. 


