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HOLINESS IN POPE FRANCIS’ APOSTOLIC
EXHORTATION GAUDETE ET EXSULTATE AS KEY TO
CHRISTIAN UNITY
Markus Schmidt, S.J.*
In spring 2018, Pope Francis promulgated his apostolic exhortation
Gaudete et Exsultate. Its theme is holiness. This article explores holiness
as key in the endeavour of making Christian unity more visible. Holiness
is considered a fundamental attitude which supports sanctification as
dynamic growth in holiness. Growth in holiness means that people
strengthen their focus in life on Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, people are
united with God and with one another. Holiness, therefore, is key to
Christian unity.
‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy’ (Lev. 19:2). 1 The
congregation of Israel received this demand on their journey with God.
It summarises God’s will for the people of Israel. God invited the
Israelites to a covenant with him and gave them instructions on how to
fulfil it. The covenant is about relationship. Therefore, it is not enough
to merely obey certain rules. God calls God’s people to more: to become
holy because God is holy.
This call becomes more apparent if we remember that the covenant
with Israel is a covenant of love. In love, both the lover and the beloved,
usually, are longing for unity with each other; becoming like the other
is an expression of this unity. It, therefore, makes sense that God calls
the people of Israel to become holy, too. Holiness unites us with God
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and with each other. People who strive after holiness are united with
each other in God. All who are united with God are at the same time
united with each other. In this perspective, holiness appears to be a key
to Christian unity.
In spring 2018, Pope Francis promulgated his apostolic exhortation,
Gaudete et Exsultate. Its theme is holiness, and it suggests itself,
therefore, as an appropriate text for reflection on holiness as key to
Christian unity. I shall present the main points of the apostolic
exhortation first. Afterwards, I will explore holiness as the key to
Christian unity.

The apostolic exhortation Gaudete et Exsultate
On 19 March 2018, the Solemnity of Saint Joseph, Pope Francis signed
his third apostolic exhortation entitled Gaudete et Exsultate2. The
exhortation deals with the call to holiness in today’s world. It has five
chapters which are not meant to present definitions and discussions
about the subject but to deal with the topic in a more practical way.
Francis states: ‘My modest goal is to re-propose the call to holiness in a
practical way for our own time, with all its risks, challenges and
opportunities.’3 This call is grounded in God’s call to holiness. God
‘chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and
blameless before him in love’ (Eph. 1:4).
The first chapter is dedicated to God’s call to holiness. Francis refers
to Hebrew 12 to show that there is a great number of saints. Their
testimony encourages us and makes us realise that we are surrounded
by ‘so great a cloud of witnesses’ (Heb. 12:1). It is not that the saints have
always been perfect.4 It is true, however, as Francis emphasises, that ‘yet
even amid their faults and failings they kept moving forward and
proved pleasing to the Lord.’5
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The saints about whom Francis is talking are the saints next door, not
only the beatified and canonised people. The beatified and canonised
persons are put before the faithful as ‘an exemplary imitation of Christ,
one worthy of admiration of the faithful.’ 6 In his apostolic exhortation,
however, the Pope focuses on the holiness very often found ‘in our nextdoor neighbours, those who, living in our midst, reflect God’s
presence.’7
Francis emphasises that holiness gives the Church its most attractive
face. This is true for all Christian Churches. Pope Francis refers to John
Paul II who stated that ‘[t]he witness to Christ borne even to the
shedding of blood has become a common inheritance of Catholics,
Orthodox, Anglicans and Protestants’8. The common inheritance of the
shedding of blood as witness to Christ is now known as ‘Ecumenism of
martyrdom’.
Francis points out that it is the Lord who calls to holiness. God invites
his people to become holy because God is holy (see Lev. 11:44.). He goes
on to make clear that each person has to find his or her own way to
become holy. Holiness is not about copying someone else. It is about
finding holiness in one's own life and growing in it.
Holiness, therefore, is not only for others but also for each one of us,
as Francis remarks. In particular, small gestures in daily life will support
personal growth in holiness. The Pope encourages the faithful to let the
grace of baptism bear fruit in their lives – in other words encourages
them to grow in holiness. The mission, in Christ, the believer has
received in baptism, accompanies the growth. Francis is clear that the
mission cannot be thought of apart from the path of holiness. ‘At its
core, holiness is experiencing, in union with Christ, the mysteries of his
life.’9
Francis also encourages the believers to let themselves be renewed by
the Holy Spirit and to see their whole life as a mission. ‘The Lord will
bring it to fulfilment despite your mistakes and missteps, provided that
6
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you do not abandon the path of love but remain ever open to his
supernatural grace, which purifies and enlightens.’10
Activity is something that is important for Francis but not solely. He
argues that both activity and silence are necessary to walk on the path
of holiness, or in Ignatian terms, to be in actione contemplativus11. A
good balance of both will support growth in holiness: ‘We need a spirit
of holiness capable of filling both our solitude and our service, our
personal life and our evangelizing efforts, so that every moment can be
an expression of self-sacrificing love in the Lord’s eyes. In this way,
every minute of our lives can be a step along the path to growth in
holiness.’12
The second chapter is dedicated to the two subtle enemies of holiness.
Francis describes them as false forms of holiness. The first enemy is
Gnosticism. The Pope defines it as ‘a purely subjective faith whose only
interest is a certain experience or a set of ideas and bits of information
which are meant to console and enlighten, but which ultimately keep
one imprisoned in his or her own thoughts and feelings.’ 13 Francis
stresses against the gnostics that the measure for a person’s perfection
is not the information or knowledge he or she possesses but the depth
of charity the person is living and giving.
The second enemy of holiness is, according to Francis, contemporary
Pelagianism. It focuses the efforts on the human will. Francis
summarises: ‘Now it was not intelligence that took the place of mystery
and grace, but our human will.’14 The tragedy is that a person who
10
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counts only on his or her own will and who does not acknowledge his
or her own limitations, hinders God’s grace to work effectively. Francis
refers here to Evangelii Gaudium to make it clear: ‘Ultimately, the lack
of a heartfelt and prayerful acknowledgement of our limitations,
prevents grace from working more effectively within us, for no room is
left for bringing about the potential good that is part of a sincere and
genuine journey of growth.’15 Moreover, the Pope stresses that growth
happens as ‘historical and progressive reality’16 and that love is the
centre.17
Francis continues his apostolic exhortation in chapter three with the
theme: ‘In the light of the Master’. In this part of Gaudete et Exsultate,
the Pope encourages the faithful to go ‘against the flow’. Francis
explains this attitude with the Beatitudes (see Matt. 5:3–12; Luke 6:20–
23). ‘The Beatitudes are like a Christian’s identity card. […] In the
Beatitudes, we find a portrait of the Master, which we are called to
reflect in our daily lives.’18
Each Beatitude starts with the word ‘Happy are those’ or ‘Blessed are
those’, depending on the English translation. The point is that Jesus
calls those people 'happy' or 'blessed' who live according to the example
of his own life. The attitude of his life is articulated in the Beatitudes.
Happiness, therefore, becomes a synonym of holiness as Francis
remarks.19 The Pope, however, is not unrealistic. He is aware that Jesus’
words are unsettling, challenging, and ‘demand a real change in the way
we live’20. If Christians do not change their way of life, in the view of the
Pope, holiness will be nothing more than an empty word.
Francis, then, reflects on the beatitudes and goes on to search for the
great criterion by which to recognise holiness which is pleasing to God.
He finds it in the twenty-fifth chapter of the Gospel according to
Matthew (Matt. 25:31–46). This chapter foretells the final judgement. It
is here where Francis finds the great criterion: ‘I was hungry and you
gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was
a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me
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clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you
visited me’ (Matt. 25:35–36).21
It is important for Francis that these verses are not talking just about
charity but about Christology. He is in line here with John Paul II who
writes in Novo Millenio Ineunte: ‘[I]t is a page of Christology which
sheds a ray of light on the mystery of Christ.’22 This understanding is
justified because Jesus identifies himself with the poor in Matthew
25:31–46. John Paul II uses telling words to explain Jesus’ identification
with the poor. Francis quotes him again: ‘If we have truly started out
anew from the contemplation of Christ, we must learn to see him
especially in the faces of those with whom he himself wished to be
identified’23. It is clear that holiness cannot be lived apart from mercy
because mercy is at the centre of Jesus’ life which is the embodiment of
holiness. The consequences Francis draws are that ‘[t]hose who really
wish to give glory to God by their lives, who truly long to grow in
holiness, are called to be single-minded and tenacious in their practice
of the works of mercy.’24
In the next chapter, which is chapter four, Francis reflects on signs of
holiness in today’s world within the framework of the Beatitudes. He
does not give a sum of all possible models of holiness but focuses on
five expressions of love for God and neighbours. The five signs are (1)
perseverance, patience, and meekness, (2) joy and a sense of humour,
(3) boldness and passion, (4) community, and (5) constant prayer.25
Francis considers them ‘of particular importance in the light of certain
dangers and limitations present in today’s culture.’26
In chapter five, Francis deals with spiritual combat, vigilance, and
discernment. He is clear that the Christian life is a constant battle and
needs to be strengthened and encouraged. ‘This battle is sweet, for it
allows us to rejoice each time the Lord triumphs in our lives.’27 The first
21
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section of this chapter is dedicated to combat and vigilance. Francis is
aware that the battle a Christian has to fight is not only against the
world and its mentality but also against human weaknesses. Moreover,
‘it is also a constant struggle against the devil, the prince of evil.’28 The
Pope also warns that ‘spiritual corruption is worse than the fall of a
sinner, for it is a comfortable and self-satisfied form of blindness.’29 This
many-fold battle does not sound encouraging so the Pope is quick to
add that Jesus himself rejoices in our victories in this battle.30
To win the battle it is important to be able to discern between good
and evil, to know what is from the Holy Spirit and what stems from the
spirit of the world or the devil.31 To succeed in discerning it is necessary,
Francis continues, to refer not only to intelligence or common sense
but also to prayer. The Pope emphasises that spiritual discernment is a
supernatural gift. He makes clear: ‘If we ask with confidence that the
Holy Spirit grants us this gift, and then seek to develop it through
prayer, reflection, reading and good counsel, then surely we will grow
in this spiritual endowment.’32 The ability to discern spiritually is more
needed today than ever, as Francis remarks. As a means of support for
that ability, he asks all Christians to practise daily the ‘examination of
conscience’33.
Pope Francis is so clear on the discernment of spirits because it
liberates Christians from rigidity. Rigidity ‘has no place before the
perennial “today” of the risen Lord. The Spirit alone can penetrate what
is obscure and hidden in every situation, and grasp its every nuance, so
that the newness of the Gospel can emerge in another light.’34
Finally, Francis highlights the fundamental condition which is
necessary to make progress in discernment. It is ‘a growing
understanding of God’s patience and his timetable, which are never our
own.’35 Discernment is about finding ways to carry out. more truly and
faithfully, the mission Christians received in their baptism. The mission
can demand sacrifices, and sometimes even the sacrifice of everything
28
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a Christian has and is. However, it does not diminish happiness, for true
happiness does not follow the logic of the world but a mysterious logic,
as Francis states.36 To accept this logic opens the Christian to
discernment. Francis concludes: ‘Discernment, then, is not a solipsistic
self-analysis or a form of egotistical introspection, but an authentic
process of leaving ourselves behind in order to approach the mystery of
God, who helps us to carry out the mission to which he has called us,
for the good of our brothers and sisters.’37
Having presented the main points of Gaudete et Exsultate, I will now
turn to the reflection on how holiness is key to Christian unity. Two
perspectives seem fundamental to me: first, holiness as a basic attitude,
and second, sanctification as dynamic growth in holiness. These two
perspectives are supported by Gaudete et Exsultate and will lead to
understanding holiness as key to Christian unity.

Holiness as fundamental attitude
The exhortation deals with the call to holiness in today’s world. It is
therefore not surprising that the first chapter reflects on the very call to
holiness and the meaning of holiness. The following chapters of the
exhortation deal with its practice. I will focus particularly on the first
chapter because it supports the most our reflection on holiness and
Christian unity.
The exhortation does not immediately begin with a reflection on
holiness, but starts with a quotation of Matthew 5, verse 12: ‘rejoice and
be glad’ (‘gaudete et exsultate’). This is like the starting cord of a
symphony which sets the tune of the music. The same is true here. The
first three words of the exhortation set the tune of the whole text. They
orient the reader to joy and happiness. It is not superficial happiness,
but happiness that is ‘true life’ and ‘happiness for which we were
created’.38 Francis explains this kind of happiness further: ‘He [the Lord]
wants us to be saints and not to settle for a bland and mediocre
existence.’39
The first paragraph of the exhortation communicates two messages.
First, holiness is something joyful and creates fulfilling happiness. It
does not mean that it cannot be difficult at certain times to be holy, but
36
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it calls to mind that the fundamental effect of holiness is joy and true
happiness. Second, holiness is about living with God and not being
satisfied with a mediocre life. Living with God, then, is to participate in
God’s life which is love because God is love (see 1 John 4:8, 16).
Three terms are key: happiness, holiness, and love. They are
interrelated and belong together. We could say that love puts holiness
into practice the effects of which are happiness. Holiness, therefore, is
nothing static but a process and needs to be understood dynamically.
This dynamic understanding is called sanctification.

Sanctification as dynamic growth in holiness
God calls his people in various ways to be holy. This is without doubt
true, but it is not the whole story. The call to holiness is the original call
every human being receives from God when he or she is created.
Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. 140–202) supports this view.40 He interprets
Adam and Eve (Gen. 1–3) not as adults but as children who have still to
grow and mature into perfection and the likeness of God. Perfection,
according to Irenaeus, is the intimate communion with God. This
communion is immortality for human beings. God ‘made the things of
time for man, so that coming to maturity in them, he may produce the
fruit of immortality’ (Adversus haereses IV,5,1).41
The Irenaean view on the creation story, particularly on the
beginnings of the human race, sounds unfamiliar today, but ‘Irenaeus
might have built his interpretation on a more or less common view of
Genesis. At least, this would explain why he seems to see his view not
outstanding.’42 Bechtel confirms this in his study which shows that
there were interpretations with which Irenaeus’ view is in tune.43
Growing, thus, belongs very much to human beings. It is God’s call
and gift to God’s human creatures from the very beginning of creation.
40
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If humans are called to grow in the likeness of God, and if the likeness
of God is holiness, then we can conclude that humans are called to grow
in holiness. The dynamic process of growing is called sanctification.
Holiness and becoming holy, therefore, belongs to the dynamics of life
and is key to human growth.

Holiness is key
Humans who grow in holiness impact, also, the institutions with which
they work or to which they belong. The same applies with the Church.
Holy people—and I do not allude here only to beatified or canonised
people but to everyone striving after holiness in daily life—give the
Church the most attractive face. This is true for the various Churches
worldwide. One especially fruitful witness of holiness is the shedding
of blood as a witness to Christ. John Paul II. calls to our mind that ‘the
witness to Christ borne even to the shedding of blood has become a
common inheritance of Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans and
Protestants’44.
The shedding of blood as a witness to Jesus Christ is not only a
phenomenon of the Church during the period of the Roman Empire
and afterwards but continues to be a powerful witness in modern times.
Particularly in the twentieth century, more Christians than in the 2000
years before, had to shed their blood as a witness to Jesus Christ. 45 The
tendency for Christians to be the most persecuted group of believers
seems to continue into the twenty-first century. Christians are tortured
and murdered because they are Christians, that is to say, independently
of their denomination. They witness to Jesus Christ together. Their
common witness, therefore, is unity in martyrdom, which is often
called ‘ecumenism of blood’.
Pope Francis emphasises unity in martyrdom, too, and quotes John
Paul II’s apostolic letter Tertio Millenio Adveniente 37 in his own
apostolic exhortation Gaudete et Exsultate 9. Martyrdom as a witness
to Christ is the consequence of the personal call from God to holiness.
This call is fundamental to all unity. God calls repeatedly the people of
44
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Israel to holiness. We find this call, for instance, in Leviticus 11:44: ‘be
holy, for I am holy’, or in Leviticus 19:2: ‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord
your God am holy.’ The people of Israel can only be holy if each person
strives after holiness. It is not incorrect, therefore, to see in God’s call
to Israel, also, the personal call for everyone within the people of Israel.
The same is true for 1 Peter 1:15–16: ‘Instead, as he who called you is holy,
be holy yourselves in all your conduct; for it is written, “You shall be
holy, for I am holy.”’ The author of 1 Peter refers obviously to Leviticus
11:44 and Leviticus 19:2.
These verses make clear that striving after personal holiness is
fundamental so that holiness can flourish in the people of God. God
calls every man and woman to long for holiness. The answer to God’s
call will impact the whole people of God, that is to say, the communion
of Christians. One example, out of many, of a person, who accepted
God’s call to holiness, is Mother Teresa of Calcutta. Her striving after
holiness impacted many people worldwide, Christians and nonChristians alike. Admiration of her by many, illustrates the impact she
had, and still has, on unity, on Christian unity and human unity. Many
other Christians could be listed here.
The question arises why holiness is capable of making an impact on
the communion of Christians. God calls to holiness because God is
holy.46 This means that God is the one who defines holiness. In other
words, God is the measure of holiness. It is obvious then that it is
necessary to know God. This leads to the necessity of knowing the
Word of God. Through it God reveals that God is love.
Experiences show that to know the Word of God does not suffice. A
person can know the Word of God like any other literature, but it will
hardly have an impact on his or her life if not taken seriously. The Word
of God will have an impact on the lives of Christians if they focus their
lives on the Word of God. This focus means that they put the Word of
God into practice. To live according to the Word of God reveals that a
person is aware that he or she is under the Word of God.
To put oneself under the Word of God is to take the Word of God
seriously. This is supported by remembering that the Word of God is
not just literature but a person. The Word of God, the logos, who was
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God,47 became flesh and a human being.48 This human being, who is
the Son of God, is called Jesus Christ, the Messiah. To focus on the
Word of God, then, means to centre one’s life on Jesus Christ.
People who focus their lives on Jesus Christ have the same centre.
Jesus says about himself that he is ‘the way, and the truth, and the life’
(John 14:6). Who focuses on Jesus, then, centres his/her self on ‘the way,
and the truth, and the life’. This focus gives life and directs oneself,
together with the other faithful, to the truth. Christians who centre
their lives on Jesus find themselves on the same way, that is to say, on
the way with Jesus. To be on the same way enables Christians to
recognise each other as brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ. When
Christians become aware of each other as brothers and sisters, Christian
unity is growing.
To recognise other Christians as brothers and sisters will have another
impact. It will make it easier to see one's own strengths and limitations
and those of others. In other words, it broadens one's own point of view.
To see and acknowledge one's own strengths and limitations and those
of others is sometimes difficult but necessary. What is necessary is an
honest acknowledgement of them. Francis points out the consequence
of the lack of such acknowledgement. He writes in Gaudete et Exsultate:
‘Ultimately, the lack of a heartfelt and prayerful acknowledgement of
our limitations prevents grace from working more effectively within us,
for no room is left for bringing about the potential good that is part of
a sincere and genuine journey of growth.’49
The consequence, which Francis observes, is tragic because grace
cannot be effective in one’s life. The reason is that a genuine journey of
growth cannot happen. The journey of growth is, however, necessary
for the progress of Christian unity. To discover, at least the potential for
good, in my own life and that of others, will support growth. Growth,
however, needs grace. If something prevents grace from working
effectively, one will not grow. To see the good in other Christians has a
transformative effect because it builds trust between Christians. The
same is true for listening carefully to one another and learning from
other Christians. Trust among Christian believers lays the ground for
strong bonds which will also cross denominational boundaries.
47
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Honesty with regard to one's own strengths and limitations is an
integral part of the growth in holiness. Holiness is the noble call of God
for human beings, the more for Christians who belong to God’s family
as sons and daughters. To accept and follow God’s call to holiness
enables the believer to set out on a journey of growth which ultimately
transforms him or her more into the image of God. This God is love and
communion, for God is a triune God. If holiness transforms a person to
reflect better the image of God, holiness must be closely linked to love.
For Francis, it is indeed the love presented in the great judgement (see
Matt. 25:35–36) which is the criterion for holiness that is pleasing to
God.50 Love between Christians of different denominations will enact
holiness and will strengthen trust between Christians of different
traditions. Trust draws the faithful closer to each other and, finally,
strengthens growing unity.
Unity among Christians encourages them to bear witness to the
triune God. It will be an effective witness because the fundamental
condition is fulfilled. Jesus articulates the fundamental condition for
the world to believe in his prayer to the Father. He asks him that all
may be one, ‘so that the world may believe that you have sent me’ (John
17:21). Unity as a pre-condition to witness effectively supports
Christians to centre themselves on Jesus Christ and his mission. The
focus on Jesus Christ and his mission, given to his followers,51 could
strengthen efforts to take steps forward in the task of making Christian
unity visible. Holiness is key to that aim.
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