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POPE JOHN PAUL II SHARED THIS MESSAGE WITH YOUNG PEOPLE THROUGHOUT THE WORLD:

Do not be afraid of your own youth and of those deep desires you have for

happiness, for truth, for beauty and for lasting love! . . . Do not be afraid!

When I look at you, the young people, I feel great gratitude and hope. . . . The
future of peace lies in your hearts. . . .

. . . What, to you, makes up the dignity and the greatness of a human being? . . .

Ask yourselves what kind of people you want YOURSELVES AND YOUR FELLOW HUMAN

BEINGS to be, what kind of culture you want to build. Ask yourselves these

questions and do not be afraid of the answers, even if they will require of you a

change of direction in your thoughts and loyalties. . . . 

. . . Who is your God? . . .

The cause of peace, the CONSTANT AND UNAVOIDABLE CHALLENGE OF OUR DAY, 

helps you to discover yourselves and your values. The realities are stark and

frightening. . . .

A world of justice and peace cannot be created by words alone and it cannot

be imposed by outside forces: It must be desired and must come about through the

CONTRIBUTION OF ALL. It is essential for every human being to have a sense of

participating. . . .

I invite all of you, young people of the world, to take up your

RESPONSIBILITY in this greatest of spiritual adventures that a person will face: to

build human life. . . . For it is true to say that life is a pilgrimage of

discovery. . . . 

. . . THE WORLD NEEDS YOUNG PEOPLE who have drunk deeply at the sources of

truth. . . . You must form in yourselves a deep sense of responsibility.

. . . So DO NOT BE AFRAID to commit your lives to peace and justice, for you know

that the Lord is with you in all your ways. (From 1985 World Day of Peace

Message, reprinted from “Youth, Builders of the Twenty-first Century,” pages 493–496)

. . . Who is your God? . . .
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There are many ways
to identify yourself.
You may tell others
your first name and your
family name. You may
state your address or your
neighborhood. You may say 
you are Irish or Polish or African
American. You may call yourself a
southerner or a midwesterner or a Texan.
Perhaps being a Yankees fan or a Miami
Dolphins fan is a big part of your identity. You might
want people to know that you are a Catholic.

All these characteristics and groups describe who you are and even more.
As soon as you say that you are, for example, a Polish Catholic from upstate
New York, you have already told a great deal about yourself. You have revealed
that being Polish is important to you; you probably know a lot about snow;
and you very likely know something about the Catholic religion. 

Whether you live in Alaska or Alabama, whether you are Native American
or Hispanic, you are able to identify yourself as Catholic. This course can help
you reach a richer and deeper understanding of what it means to claim that
identity. By learning more about what it means to be a Catholic, you will probe
deeper into one of the great mysteries of your life—what it means to be you!
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5. When can a person you know feel sick and
weary and lifeless?

6. How can someone your age help a person see that he or she is making 
harmful choices?

7. When can someone your age help another person learn something?

8. When can a person your age help someone gain confidence or comfort
someone who is sad?

9. When might a person your age need to be more
patient or more forgiving?

10. Who might need your prayers?
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The corporal works of mercy and the spiritual works of mercy were first listed a very
long time ago. They still apply today, to us.

The following questions refer to situations that are similar to those mentioned in
the works of mercy. Take some time to answer these questions, and see for yourself
how relevant the works of mercy are today.

1. How might a person you know be hungry or thirsty?

2. When might a person your age feel embarrassed or “naked,” that is, with
nowhere to hide or no way to protect or defend himself or herself?

3. When might a person your age feel homeless, as if she or he
has no place really to belong?

4. How might a person your age feel trapped or imprisoned by
something or someone?
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y ancestors were Jewish, but I was born from a mixed marriage. In fact,
from the beginning of my life, I have spoken different languages. I have had an
incredible life so far—you might not believe it, but it’s all true.

First of all, the earliest days of my life were filled with much suffering and
pain. When I was born, the government was against me. As I grew the govern-
ment thought I had political ambitions. I suffered great loss rather than deny
what I stood for. I spent many years in hiding. You might say that I learned how
to survive while living in underground tunnels where the government could
not find me to kill me. I learned to take my first steps when the government
finally allowed me my legal rights.

Then some bullies attacked me. They took all I owned and left me poor
and without much of a home life.

A great feud marked my early childhood, and I was split into two parts.
Each part of me feels the pain to this day and longs to be gathered into one.

I am sorry to say that I have been involved in armed warfare. Some mem-
bers of my family, in our family’s name, fought with others over land and reli-
gion. Even though in most cases their intention was good, the violence and
death that resulted betrayed our deepest held family values. It took me a long
time to realize how wrong they had been. Through all the long years of my life,
I remembered and retold the stories passed down from generation to genera-
tion. I recorded the stories in languages different people could understand. I
do not know how I would have survived had it not been for those great sto-
ries and the wonderful truths they contained.

Also I am an incredible artist and builder. To remind everyone of the great
stories I possess, I once painted glorious pictures and constructed amazing
buildings. They remain to this day.

M
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The church identifies two types of responses to people’s needs: corporal works of mercy and
spiritual works of mercy.

The Corporal Works of Mercy

Feeding the hungry

Giving drink to the thirsty

Clothing the naked

Visiting the imprisoned

Sheltering the homeless

Visiting the sick

Burying the dead

The Spiritual Works of Mercy

Warning the sinner

Instructing the ignorant

Counseling the doubtful

Comforting the sorrowful

Bearing wrongs patiently

Forgiving all injuries

Praying for the living and the dead

29

28-29-D BeCatholic.qxp  6/25/07  12:21 PM  Page 29



ne day Jesus told his disciples that when the final judgment comes, he will address
them in this way:

“Come, you whom my Father has blessed, take as your heritage the kingdom prepared
for you since 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 made me welcome, lacking
clothes and you clothed me, sick and you visited me, in prison and you came to see me.”

(Matthew 25:34–36, NJB)

Then, he said, the just people will ask 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 make you welcome, lacking clothes and
clothe you? When did we find you sick or in prison

and go to see you?” (Matthew 25:37–39, NJB)

And, Jesus said, he will answer, 

“In truth I tell you, in so far as you did this to
one of the least of these brothers of mine, you
did it to me.” (Matthew 25:40, NJB)

Jesus went on to say that those who have not
responded to needy people will not be judged
favorably by God.

O
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Then I had other troubles. I allowed those who disagreed with me to be
treated harshly.

Eventually I experienced another painful loss. Some of my family got into
serious arguments which caused people to take sides, splitting the family up.
It felt like I was being torn apart.

You know, when I look back on that event in my life, I still feel sad. That
great loss made me re-examine my life and think about how I was carrying out
God’s will for me and the mission Jesus had given me long ago.

You have probably gone through times when you wanted to change your
ways so that they would match your truest and best inner self. Maybe you
decided it would help if you began by re-examining your mission in life. Well, I
went through a time like that, too. I went on a retreat, and I made some deci-
sions about how to express myself and how I will remain true to the most
important values God wants me to live by and to pass on to others.

The changes I have made are exciting and a bit frustrating, but I love my
life. It has been incredible so far. Throughout all of it I have tried to remember
and live by the words Jesus himself addressed to me at the very beginning of
my existence: “ ‘And behold, I am with you always, until the end of the age’ ”
(Matthew 28:20, NAB).
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