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The first Pope of the Americas, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, hails from Argentina. The 76-year-old Jesuit Archbishop of Buenos Aires is a prominent figure throughout the continent, yet remains a simple pastor who is deeply loved by his diocese, throughout which he has travelled extensively on the underground and by bus during the 15 years of his episcopal ministry.

 

He was born in Buenos Aires on 17 December 1936, the son of Italian immigrants. His father Mario was an accountant employed by the railways and his mother Regina Sivori was a committed wife dedicated to raising their five children. He graduated as a chemical technician and then chose the path of the priesthood, entering the Diocesan Seminary of Villa Devoto. On 11 March 1958 he entered the novitiate of the Society of Jesus. He completed his studies of the humanities in Chile and returned to Argentina in 1963 to graduate with a degree in philosophy from the Colegio de San José in San Miguel. From 1964 to 1965 he taught literature and psychology at Immaculate Conception College in Santa Fé and in 1966 he taught the same subject at the Colegio del Salvatore in Buenos Aires. From 1967-70 he studied theology and obtained a degree from the Colegio of San José.

 

He was elected Supreme Pontiff on 13 March 2013.
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Don’t hide away your dreams!

Don’t drown them out;

give your dreams plenty of room,

dare to look out to the horizon,

dare to see what lies ahead

if you have the courage to build them.
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Life is always a journey.

We become that which we move towards.

Let us choose the way of God, not of the self;

the way of yes, not if.

Together we shall discover that there is

no unexpected event,

no difficult climb,

no dark night

that cannot be faced with Jesus by our side.
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My wish

My wish can be summed up in one word: smile.

Inspiration for this wish comes from Thailand, one of the last countries I visited, also known as ‘the country of the smile’. The Thai people have a special kindness about them, a nobility and manner that are captured by this facial expression and present in all their gestures. My journey there had a profound impact on me and has led me to understand the smile as an expression of love, an expression of affection, a deeply human gesture.

When we look at a baby, we smile, and if a small smile blooms on the baby’s face, we feel a deep, heartfelt emotion stir inside us. While the child may simply be responding to our gaze, their smile is incredibly powerful because it is new, pure, like water from a spring, and it awakens a true nostalgia for childhood in us adults.

This is what took place between Mary, Joseph and Jesus in a special way. The Virgin and her husband, through their love, made a smile bloom on the lips of their newborn child. And when this happened, their hearts were filled with a new kind of joy, a joy that came from Heaven. And the little manger in Bethlehem was filled with light.

Jesus is God’s smile. Jesus came to us to reveal the love of our heavenly Father, His goodness, and He did so by smiling at His parents, like every newborn child does. They, the Virgin Mary and St Joseph, because of their great faith, were able to accept that message; in Jesus’ smile they saw God’s mercy, both for themselves and for all those who awaited His coming, the coming of the Messiah, the Son of God, King of Israel.

We too, my dear friends, can experience this feeling when we look down at the nativity scene; when we look at Baby Jesus, we can feel God smiling at us, smiling down upon the poor of the earth, upon all who await salvation, who hope for a kinder world, a place where war and violence do not exist, a place where men and women can live in dignity as the children of God.

Sometimes it is difficult to smile, and there is no lack of reasons for this. In these hard times, we especially need God’s smile, and only Jesus can help us. Only He is the Saviour. Sometimes we experience this concretely in our lives.

Sometimes things go well for us, but then there is the danger of feeling too safe. We must not forget that others are struggling. We need God’s smile then so that we are stripped of our false sense of security and led back to simpler and easier ways of life.

Let us grant each other this wish, whatever the season: let us feel awe and wonder at God’s smile, which Jesus brought to us. He Himself is this smile. Let us welcome Him and allow ourselves to be purified so that we can bring a humble, simple smile to others.

Share this wish with your loved ones at home, especially the sick and the elderly, so they can feel the gentle caress of your smile. Because that is what a smile is: a gentle caress, a caress of the heart, a caress of the soul. And, together, let us remain united in prayer.FN1
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