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2. Before turning our attention to these timely questions, we must listen a little more closely to the Bible's 
testimony on hope. “Hope”, in fact, is a key word in Biblical faith—so much so that in several passages the 
words “faith” and “hope” seem interchangeable. Thus the Letter to the Hebrews closely links the “fullness of 
faith” (10:22) to “the confession of our hope without wavering” (10:23). Likewise, when the First Letter of 
Peter exhorts Christians to be always ready to give an answer concerning the logos—the meaning and the 
reason—of their hope (cf. 3:15), “hope” is equivalent to “faith”. We see how decisively the self-understanding 
of the early Christians was shaped by their having received the gift of a trustworthy hope, when we compare 
the Christian life with life prior to faith, or with the situation of the followers of other religions. Paul reminds 
the Ephesians that before their encounter with Christ they were “without hope and without God in the world” 
(Eph 2:12). Of course he knew they had had gods, he knew they had had a religion, but their gods had 
proved questionable, and no hope emerged from their contradictory myths. Notwithstanding their gods, they 
were “without God” and consequently found themselves in a dark world, facing a dark future. In nihil ab 
nihilo quam cito recidimus (How quickly we fall back from nothing to nothing)[1]: so says an epitaph of that 
period. In this phrase we see in no uncertain terms the point Paul was making. In the same vein he says to 
the Thessalonians: you must not “grieve as others do who have no hope” (1 Th 4:13). Here too we see as a 
distinguishing mark of Christians the fact that they have a future: it is not that they know the details of what 
awaits them, but they know in general terms that their life will not end in emptiness. Only when the future is 
certain as a positive reality does it become possible to live the present as well. So now we can say: 
Christianity was not only “good news”—the communication of a hitherto unknown content. In our language 
we would say: the Christian message was not only “informative” but “performative”. That means: the Gospel 
is not merely a communication of things that can be known—it is one that makes things happen and is 
life-changing. The dark door of time, of the future, has been thrown open. The one who has hope lives 
differently; the one who hopes has been granted the gift of a new life. 

3. Yet at this point a question arises: in what does this hope consist which, as hope, is “redemption”? The 
essence of the answer is given in the phrase from the Letter to the Ephesians quoted above: the Ephesians, 
before their encounter with Christ, were without hope because they were “without God in the world”. To 
come to know God—the true God—means to receive hope. We who have always lived with the Christian 
concept of God, and have grown accustomed to it, have almost ceased to notice that we possess the hope 
that ensues from a real encounter with this God. The example of a saint of our time can to some degree help 
us understand what it means to have a real encounter with this God for the first time. I am thinking of the 
African Josephine Bakhita, canonized by Pope John Paul II. She was born around 1869—she herself did not 
know the precise date—in Darfur in Sudan. At the age of nine, she was kidnapped by slave-traders, beaten 
till she bled, and sold five times in the slave-markets of Sudan. Eventually she found herself working as a 
slave for the mother and the wife of a general, and there she was flogged every day till she bled; as a result 
of this she bore 144 scars throughout her life. Finally, in 1882, she was bought by an Italian merchant for the 
Italian consul Callisto Legnani, who returned to Italy as the Mahdists advanced. Here, after the terrifying 
“masters” who had owned her up to that point, Bakhita came to know a totally different kind of “master”—in 
Venetian dialect, which she was now learning, she used the name “paron” for the living God, the God of 
Jesus Christ. Up to that time she had known only masters who despised and maltreated her, or at best 
considered her a useful slave. Now, however, she heard that there is a “paron” above all masters, the Lord of 
all lords, and that this Lord is good, goodness in person. She came to know that this Lord even knew her, 
that he had created her—that he actually loved her. She too was loved, and by none other than the supreme 
“Paron”, before whom all other masters are themselves no more than lowly servants. She was known and 
loved and she was awaited. What is more, this master had himself accepted the destiny of being flogged and 
now he was waiting for her “at the Father's right hand”. Now she had “hope” —no longer simply the modest 
hope of finding masters who would be less cruel, but the great hope: “I am definitively loved and whatever 
happens to me—I am awaited by this Love. And so my life is good.” Through the knowledge of this hope she 
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was “redeemed”, no longer a slave, but a free child of God. She understood what Paul meant when he 
reminded the Ephesians that previously they were without hope and without God in the world—without 
hope because without God. Hence, when she was about to be taken back to Sudan, Bakhita refused; she did 
not wish to be separated again from her “Paron”. On 9 January 1890, she was baptized and confirmed and 
received her first Holy Communion from the hands of the Patriarch of Venice. On 8 December 1896, in 
Verona, she took her vows in the Congregation of the Canossian Sisters and from that time onwards, besides 
her work in the sacristy and in the porter's lodge at the convent, she made several journeys round Italy in 
order to promote the missions: the liberation that she had received through her encounter with the God of 
Jesus Christ, she felt she had to extend, it had to be handed on to others, to the greatest possible number of 
people. The hope born in her which had “redeemed” her she could not keep to herself; this hope had to 
reach many, to reach everybody. 

… … 

28. Love of God leads to participation in the justice and generosity of God towards others. Loving God 
requires an interior freedom from all possessions and all material goods: the love of God is revealed in 
responsibility for others[20]. This same connection between love of God and responsibility for others can be 
seen in a striking way in the life of Saint Augustine. After his conversion to the Christian faith, he decided, 
together with some like-minded friends, to lead a life totally dedicated to the word of God and to things 
eternal. His intention was to practice a Christian version of the ideal of the contemplative life expressed in 
the great tradition of Greek philosophy, choosing in this way the  “better part” (cf. Lk 10:42). Things turned 
out differently, however. While attending the Sunday liturgy at the port city of Hippo, he was called out from 
the assembly by the Bishop and constrained to receive ordination for the exercise of the priestly ministry in 
that city. Looking back on that moment, he writes in his Confessions: “Terrified by my sins and the weight of 
my misery, I had resolved in my heart, and meditated flight into the wilderness; but you forbade me and 
gave me strength, by saying: ‘Christ died for all, that those who live might live no longer for themselves but 
for him who for their sake died' (cf. 2 Cor 5:15)”[21]. Christ died for all. To live for him means allowing 
oneself to be drawn into his being for others. 

29. For Augustine this meant a totally new life. He once described his daily life in the following terms: “The 
turbulent have to be corrected, the faint-hearted cheered up, the weak supported; the Gospel's opponents 
need to be refuted, its insidious enemies guarded against; the unlearned need to be taught, the indolent 
stirred up, the argumentative checked; the proud must be put in their place, the desperate set on their feet, 
those engaged in quarrels reconciled; the needy have to be helped, the oppressed to be liberated, the good 
to be encouraged, the bad to be tolerated; all must be loved”[22]. “The Gospel terrifies me”[23]—producing 
that healthy fear which prevents us from living for ourselves alone and compels us to pass on the hope we 
hold in common. Amid the serious difficulties facing the Roman Empire—and also posing a serious threat to 
Roman Africa, which was actually destroyed at the end of Augustine's life—this was what he set out to do: to 
transmit hope, the hope which came to him from faith and which, in complete contrast with his introverted 
temperament, enabled him to take part decisively and with all his strength in the task of building up the city. 
In the same chapter of the Confessions in which we have just noted the decisive reason for his commitment 
“for all”, he says that Christ “intercedes for us, otherwise I should despair. My weaknesses are many and 
grave, many and grave indeed, but more abundant still is your medicine. We might have thought that your 
word was far distant from union with man, and so we might have despaired of ourselves, if this Word had 
not become flesh and dwelt among us”[24]. On the strength of his hope, Augustine dedicated himself 
completely to the ordinary people and to his city—renouncing his spiritual nobility, he preached and acted in 
a simple way for simple people. 
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Act of Faith 
O my God, I firmly believe​
that you are one God in three divine Persons,​
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.​
I believe that your divine Son became man​
and died for our sins and that he will come​
to judge the living and the dead.​
I believe these and all the truths​
which the Holy Catholic Church teaches​
because you have revealed them​
who are eternal truth and wisdom,​
who can neither deceive nor be deceived.​
In this faith I intend to live and die.​
Amen.​
​

Act of Hope 
O Lord God,​
I hope by your grace for the pardon​
of all my sins​
and after life here to gain eternal happiness​
because you have promised it​
who are infinitely powerful, faithful, kind,​
and merciful.​
In this hope I intend to live and die.​
Amen.​
​
​

Act of Love 
O Lord God, I love you above all things​
and I love my neighbor for your sake​
because you are the highest, infinite and perfect​
good, worthy of all my love.​
In this love I intend to live and die.​
Amen. 

 

 


