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⦗p.19⦘
In my introduction to Live Today Well,1 I drew parallels between two namesakes: St. Francis de Sales and Pope
Francis. This essay expounds on one of those similarities, namely their shared vision of homiletics and their
common concern for cultivating the art of preaching.
Although he does not share their name, Fr. Alexander “Sandy” Pocetto has also been admired for the many ways
in which he fulfills the herald’s mission shared by the saint and the pope. Through his speaking and writing, he,
too, proclaims the gospel in a way that teaches, persuades, and motivates people to believe in the love of God.
It is my honor to offer this small tribute to my Oblate confrere, whose life and work have inspired me (and
countless others) more than he knows.

Two works, written centuries apart, share a powerful vision. “On the Preacher and
Preaching” by St. Francis de Sales (1567-1622)2 and “The Joy of the Gospel” (Evangelii gaudium) by
Pope Francis3 both focus attention on the spiritual and ecclesiological importance of preaching. For
the saint, the desire to offer advice on the art of homiletics sprang from pastoral and fraternal
charity: “Love cannot keep silent where the interests of one we love are involved” (OPP, 31). For
the pope, the decision to address this topic in his first apostolic exhortation issues both from public
concerns about this ministry and from his personal conviction that the homily “can actually be an
intense and happy experience of the Spirit, a consoling encounter with God’s word, a constant
source of renewal and growth” (EG, 135).

The State of Catholic Preaching
Unfortunately, that happy experience is generally lacking in our day. Some report
improvements in the state of Catholic preaching, but studies reveal that the poor quality of homilies
is a primary reason why people no longer attend Mass.4 Conversely, research also shows that when
seeking a new place of worship people seek a church where preaching is done well.5
But attending to the ⦗p.20⦘ importance of homiletics has not been a staple of Catholic culture.
Even after the liturgical changes brought about by the Second Vatican Council, preaching has not
been high on any list of congregational concerns. Fr. Richard John Neuhaus pointed out years ago6
that this may be due to a specifically Catholic conception of the liturgical minister and the liturgical
rites. On the one hand, he says, the in persona Christi character of Catholic clergy positions them to
be valued not for their oratorical talents but for their personal qualities of being “holy, kindly, and
approachable.” On the other hand, the Catholic Mass situates the sermon within the broader scope
of the Liturgy of the Word, which in turn Mass-goers tend to view as “the preliminary to be endured
on the way to the Liturgy of the Eucharist.”
Notwithstanding liturgical sensibilities, or a lack thereof, Catholics do suffer from the
absence of artful preaching. Among the causes of congregational aggravation are three common

problems identified by Benedict XVI,7 which align with three commonplace attitudes among
Catholic preachers recently critiqued by John Conley, SJ.8
The pope emeritus speaks out against “(g)eneric and abstract homilies which obscure the
directness of God’s word.” That penchant for abstraction comes in many forms, from the “keeping it
light” that Fr. Conley mentions to the dense exegesis that mistakes the liturgical pulpit for an
academic podium. The divine word is also obscured when it is “hijacked”9 and replaced with
contemporary stories that supposedly offer greater relevance or meaningfulness.
Benedict also critiques the “useless digressions which risk drawing greater attention to the
preacher than to the heart of the Gospel message.” Sometimes this happens through efforts to
entertain; other times it comes from an attempt to give a personal witness. However unintentional,
thinking “it’s all about you” (Conley) diverts the divine word from its intended destination, namely
the mind and heart and soul of the hearer.
Finally, the most common complaint about Catholic preaching is that it lacks conviction and
passion, which the pope emeritus attributes directly to a failure in prayerful preparation. When
other pastoral matters take precedence, or when personal engagement with the sacred text is
lacking, the preacher tends to “rely on the Holy Spirit alone” (Conley) to make up for the
preparation he has neglected. But listeners know what they do not hear, and they respond
accordingly. As the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops notes, a “steady diet of tepid or poorly
prepared homilies is often cited as a cause for discouragement on the part of laity and even leading
some to turn away from the Church.”10
In sum, to use the rather pointed expression of a Philippine archbishop, the Catholic Church
suffers today from “homily abuse.” This, he says, is an “abuse of the kindness of the people who are
forced to listen to long, winding, repetitious, boring, unorganized, unprepared, mumbled homilies.”
“In jest but certainly with some truth,” he further notes that people today consider homilies to be
“one of the obligatory scourges that they must go through every Sunday.”11
⦗p.21⦘

Suffering such a scourge is not peculiar to contemporary church life. Even St. Francis de
Sales had to grapple with “abuses” from the pulpit by ministers of his time. In an extensive study on
the saint’s preaching,12 Dom Benedict Mackey cites three common problems experienced in the
pulpits of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Europe.
Some preachers focused on argument and frequently resorted to the (mis)use of
philosophical and theological Scholasticism. As Mackey points out, an overreliance on erudition
tended to create “a tightened web of abstract deductions (and) subtle argumentations, an
inextricable chain of divisions and subdivisions which wearied the attention without clarifying the
intelligence” (p. 82).
Other preachers sought to appear learned and tried to infuse their words with the language
and logic of the Renaissance. As Mackey describes it, “(i)n place of borrowing from the Bible the
majestic allure of style, the burst of colors, the force of thought and the grace of images, the

preacher went to gather flowers on the Parnasse or transported from Olympus some stories which
degraded his ministry and dishonored his word” (p. 82).
Then there were those whose grandiose words mistook style for substance. Their affected
rhetoric missed the homiletic mark. Mackey cites Charles-Emile Freppel (1827-1891), bishop of
Angers and a noted scholar of oratory, to describe this penchant among preachers: “One makes
efforts, one marches gropingly, one searches adventurously for the true tone of the pulpit, but some
seek it too low and crawl in triviality, (while) others perch themselves too high and are lost in
turgidity. No one encounters the right way because all are distanced from the natural” (p. 84).
It would be left to Francis de Sales to initiate the restoration of sacred eloquence in his time
and place.13 In our day, Pope Francis has called for a reform of the ars dicendi of preachers,14 and
his own preaching discloses how this can be done.
The Holy Father begins by acknowledging common complaints about the state of Catholic
preaching. In his apostolic exhortation, he minces no words, ⦗p.22⦘ stating at the outset that “the
faithful attach great importance to it, and that both they and their ordained ministers suffer because
of homilies: the laity from having to listen to them and the clergy from having to preach them!” (EG,
135). His emotive analysis and helpful advice in what follows express his pastoral investment in
the ministry of preaching.
Consistent with the problems noted above, Pope Francis critiques an abstract, academic
approach to preaching. “A preaching which would be purely moralistic or doctrinaire, or one which
turns into a lecture on biblical exegesis, detracts from this heart-to-heart communication which
takes place in the homily” (EG, 142). Preferring synthesis to analysis, he points out that the
“difference between enlightening people with a synthesis and doing so with detached ideas is like
the difference between boredom and heartfelt fervor” (EG, 143).
So, too, the pope repeatedly emphasizes the fault of digressing from the sacred and inspired
message of the Word. For him, the homily “cannot be a form of entertainment like those presented
in the media,” because the “preacher may be able to hold the attention of his listeners for a whole
hour, but in this case his words become more important than the celebration of faith” (EG, 138).
Similarly, he says it is not necessary “to talk about the latest news in order to awaken people’s
interest” (EG, 153).
Finally, the Holy Father laments the lack of preparedness of many preachers. He boldly
discounts the passive reliance on the Holy Spirit that too many preachers adopt as a failsafe. “A
preacher who does not prepare,” writes the pope, “is not ‘spiritual’; he is dishonest and
irresponsible with the gifts he has received” (EG, 145). He points out how “Some people think they
can be good preachers because they know what ought to be said, but they pay no attention to how it
should be said, that is, the concrete way of constructing a sermon. They complain when people do
not listen to or appreciate them, but perhaps they have never taken the trouble to find the proper
way of presenting their message” (EG, 156).

Today, both the saint and the pope can come to the aid of Catholic preachers by offering
solidly-grounded advice on the art of homiletics. Though worlds apart in terms of ecclesial
contexts, we see that these two preachers share a common ground in terms of preparing, arranging,
and delivering a homily. Their instruction on these matters holds a key to the revitalization of this
form of ecclesial speech.
⦗p.23⦘

Ars Praedicandi - The Shared Method of a Saint and a Pope
With an astounding willingness to preach “each and every time he was asked, or when he
thought it necessary, or useful for the good of souls,”15 St. Francis de Sales sought to give, and taught
others to give, “fatherly sermons.”16 Pope Francis shares this parental solicitude as he calls upon
preachers to have a “maternal attitude,”17 one that he, himself, displays in the “meditations” given at
daily Mass in St. Martha’s, his residential chapel.18 In both cases, the saint and the pope
demonstrate a remarkable convergence around four key questions about the art of preaching.

(1) What does a preacher do?
Instruction in homiletics necessarily acknowledges the multiplicity of dimensions that
preaching comprises,19 as well as the diverse occasions that contextualize a preacher’s work.
Nevertheless, every act of preaching proceeds from an understanding of what the preacher intends
to do. Here the saint and the pope share a vision of what preaching is meant to be, and their
consideration of the preacher’s purpose governs their reflections on how to preach well. After all,
as the saint points out, “It is the end that moves the agent to act, for every agent acts both for an end
and according to an end” (OPP, 31).
In a definition rare for its comprehensiveness, and steeped in the four causes of Aristotelian
philosophy,20 St. Francis de Sales states: “to preach is the publication and declaration of God’s will,
made to men by one lawfully commissioned to that task, to the end of instructing and moving them
to serve his divine Majesty in this world so as to be saved in the next” (OPP, 67). The link between
“instructing” and “moving” will be explained below. At this point, what should be noted is the
saint’s emphasis on communicating God’s will as the preacher’s foremost concern.
For Pope Francis, a similar focus figures prominently in his instructions. Citing St. John Paul
II, the current pope highlights the importance of proclaiming the divine will and our response to it.
“It is worth remembering that ‘the liturgical proclamation of the word of God, especially in the
eucharistic assembly, is not so much a time for meditation and catechesis as a dialogue between
God and his people, a dialogue in which the great deeds of salvation are proclaimed and the
demands of the covenant are continually restated’” (EG, 137). Moreover, like St. Francis de Sales,
Pope Francis points out that this proclamation is to be both instructional and motivational, “a
proclamation that concentrates ⦗p.24⦘ on the essential, the necessary, which is also what is most
stirring and attractive and makes the heart burn, as (it did) for the disciples in Emmaus.”21

Both the saint and the pope understand, and emphasize, that the focus of preaching is not
the preacher’s word, but God’s. Its purpose is not, primarily, to exhort what people should do, but
to proclaim what God has done for them. Attending to this divine intentionality creates the proper
perspective for preaching, for the task of the homilist is to facilitate God’s speaking to believers
through God’s own Word. Rightly understanding this sacred duty as what is to be cultivated in the
pulpit, the preacher can set about the task of preparing what he is to do.

(2) How should the preacher prepare?
For both the saint and the pope, preparation is critical to effective preaching; in the words
of the former, “there is nothing that is more helpful to a preacher, makes his preaching more
profitable, and is so pleasing to his hearers” (OPP, 21). In a remarkable similarity of instruction,
both insist that this preparation extends far beyond the actual drafting of a homily to encompass
the entire spiritual character of the preacher. Although they use different terminology, both
Francis’s consider four parallel aspects to be critical in a preacher’s preparation, each of which is
elucidated in greater detail in the pope’s apostolic exhortation:
for ST. FRANCIS DE SALES22

for POPE FRANCIS (EG, 146-155)

•

habitual recollection

•

reverence for the truth

•

intimate commerce with God

•

personalizing the word

•

study & meditation on the sacred Writings

•

spiritual reading

•

the spirit of observation

•

an ear to the people

Known for his conscious awareness of God’s never-ending presence, St. Francis de Sales
revered the all-inclusive power of Sacred Scripture, writing “There is sufficient matter in Scripture
for all of that (which must be preached); nothing further is needed” (OPP, 37). As Pope Francis
explains, citing Blessed Paul VI, a preacher’s reverence is an “attitude of humble and awe-filled
veneration” that “recognizes that the word is always beyond us, that ‘we are neither its master or
owners, but its guardians, heralds and servants’” (EG, 146). From this reverential attitude comes
the need to “understand the meaning of the words we read” and ⦗p.25⦘ to recognize “what the
author primarily wanted to communicate … not only the author’s ideas but the effect which he
wanted to produce” (EG, 147). This, for the pope, is “the intrinsic power of the text which has been
proclaimed,” and a preacher’s attention to it helps prevent misguided and/or ineffective
interpretations (EG, 148).
Recognition of this power of Sacred Scripture invites a continual colloquy with God in
prayer. St. Francis de Sales considers prayer a necessity for anyone who seeks holiness; in his
classic Introduction to the Devout Life, he claims for it a unique power: “Since prayer places our
intellect in the brilliance of God’s light and exposes our will to the warmth of his heavenly love,
nothing else so effectively purifies our intellect of ignorance and our will of depraved affections.”
He especially counsels a mental or meditative form of prayer that centers on the Gospel accounts of

the words and deeds of the Lord, where “You will learn his ways and form your actions after the
pattern of his.”23
So, too, Pope Francis desires that preachers “personalize” the Word of God in their own lives
and “be the first to hear the word” which they are to preach. Confidently does he state that “The
Sunday readings will resonate in all their brilliance in the hearts of the faithful if they have first
done so in the heart of their pastor” (EG, 149). Because today’s congregants “thirst for
authenticity,” and prefer listening to living witnesses, preachers “need to let (themselves) be
penetrated by that word which will also penetrate others, for it is a living and active word” (EG,
150). Still, that Word is a two-edged sword. Thus, while the pope notes that what is essential “is
that the preacher be certain that God loves him, that Jesus Christ has saved him and that his love
always has the last word,” he also adds that “if he (the preacher) does not take time to hear God’s
word with an open heart, if he does not allow it to touch his life, to challenge him, to impel him, and
if he does not devote time to pray with that word, then he will indeed be a false prophet, a fraud, a
shallow impostor” (EG, 151).
Beyond the importance of personal prayer, both the saint and the pope emphasize the need
for study and learning. St. Francis de Sales was, himself, an immensely learned writer, whose
erudition no doubt contributed to the wisdom of his preaching.24 The biblical texts which he so
often cites permeated his formation as a preacher; so steeped was he in God’s Word that one could
claim he “had so assimilated the Sacred Bible that he possessed its language, its content, and its
phrases in such a way that he used them as we do the words of our mother tongue.”25
For an appreciation of Sacred Scripture that goes beyond academic learning, Pope Francis
recommends the practice of lectio divina.26 “This prayerful reading of the Bible is not something
separate from the study undertaken by the preacher to ascertain the central message of the text; on
the contrary, it should begin with that study and then go on to discern how that same message
speaks to his own life” (EG, 152). In this way, he writes, the preacher allows God’s word to
enlighten and renew himself before he passes this divine inspiration on to those to whom he
speaks.
⦗p.26⦘

Finally, both the saint and the pope emphasize the need for a preacher to prepare his words
by also being attentive to the ones to whom he speaks. St. Francis de Sales readily demonstrated
this cognizance. Vincent Kerns points to his “unusual sympathy born of true understanding” and
his faculty of “putting himself into touch with his audience … according to the particular needs,
dispositions, social habits and conditions of his listeners.”27
Pope Francis describes this aspect of preparation as extending “an ear to the people.” For
the Holy Father, preaching is a pastoral task and an exercise in evangelical discernment that
attends, necessarily, to both God’s message and the needs of the faithful. The preacher, he writes,
“needs to be able to link the message of a biblical text to a human situation, to an experience which
cries out for the light of God’s word” (EG, 154). This act of situating the preached word calls for,
and emanates from, a “broad and profound sensitivity to what really affects other people’s lives.” In

this way, as the pope wittily suggests, the preacher “should never respond to questions that nobody
asks” (EG, 155).
By adopting these approaches – a reverential attitude, personalized prayer, spiritual study,
and an attentiveness to the lived realities of one’s congregation – a preacher in the school of the two
Francis’s will find himself in an incessant state of preparation for his sacred task. And with that
preparedness, he is well positioned to put his ideas in working order.

(3) How should the preacher arrange the content?
Each preacher undoubtedly has his own specific way of organizing his thoughts and words,
but both the saint and the pope offer general advice on what elements should be included in any
homily. Interestingly, they also concur on the ordering of these elements. Having been steeped in
rhetoric through their Jesuit education, both suggest three fundamental actions that take place in a
good homily.
For St. Francis de Sales, those three elements derive from his understanding that “the
preacher must bring light to the intellect and warmth to the will” ⦗p.27⦘ (OPP, 32). In his letter on
the subject, the saint also speaks of the necessity of delighting the congregation, not in the sense of
entertaining them, but in terms of linking the instructional and motivational aspects of the homily:
“What soul is so unfeeling that it does not take great pleasure from learning the path to heaven in so
good and holy a way, and does not feel the greatest consolation in love of God?” (OPP, 32-33). Thus,
we might chart the Salesian triad for good preaching as a matter of instructing, persuading, and
moving.28
With respect to bringing light to the intellect, St. Francis de Sales calls for more than “a
general intention of teaching God’s ways” and says a preacher “ought to aim at some particular
point in each sermon.”29 What that point may be depends on the biblical text in question, and in his
letter on the subject he explains how to understand and communicate it through the multiple
“senses” of Scripture (i.e., literal, allegorical, anagogical, and tropological).30 He also explains what
else may be incorporated in making one’s point (e.g., nature, history, the lives of the saints) and
how to go about making that point (e.g., appealing to reason or using illustrations and
comparisons). At the same time, he does not counsel trying to cover everything about a biblical text
comprehensively!31
Having taught his hearers, the preacher must still convince them. While one might assume
that effective teaching would, on its own, motivate listeners to live a good life, the reality is that
congregations today need a direct reference to the persuasive element that connects the light of the
intellect to the warmth of the will. Given society’s information overload, those hearing homilies
may unconsciously ask “so what?” when confronted with biblical truths proclaimed in their midst,
and any preacher who seeks to inculcate behaviors associated with discipleship is likely to be met
with an unspoken “why should I?” For this reason, after teaching the congregation about the sacred
Word, the preacher in the Salesian tradition must actually give them the Good News. This is the
element of “persuasion” that goes beyond mere knowledge of the biblical texts to convince people

that the sacred truth they hear in the liturgical readings is truly news for them in the current and
specific situation of their lives.
Then, after winning them over to how God’s words and deeds in Sacred Scripture are
actually good for them in a way that surpasses all other goods, the preacher can “move” them with
exhortations to act accordingly. To this end, St. Francis de Sales often counsels the promotion of
virtues as a concrete means by which the affective love experienced in the hearing of the Good
News can come to life in an effective love that characterizes the daily existence of those who ⦗p.28⦘
hear the Word proclaimed and preached, as it has done, for example, in the lives of saints.
Instructing-persuading-moving is likewise the conceptual paradigm taught by Pope Francis,
though he uses different terminology and occasionally reverses the arrangement of the first two
elements. In his interviews about preaching, the pope also offers several helpful images to
elucidate how all three components work together.
First, the pope notes that “(a) beautiful homily, a genuine sermon must begin with the first
proclamation, with the proclamation of salvation. There is nothing more solid, deep and sure than
this proclamation. Then you have to do catechesis. Then you can draw even a moral consequence.
But the proclamation of the saving love of God comes before moral and religious imperatives.”32
Elsewhere, he describes this proclamation as an “announcement,” an angel-like action that
distinguishes preaching from giving a conference.33
Then for the pope comes catechesis. While this involves teaching or instruction, the manner
in which he promotes this element emphasizes its persuasive dimensions. Metaphorically, he
speaks of acting as a “sower” of desire that will lead listeners to advance on their spiritual journey.
Having reaped the value of the Word in his own heart, and having communicated that knowledge to
his audience, the effective preacher “shows the directions in which it can be put into practice, and at
the same time he sows a desire, a new hope, if he finds fertile ground that is suitable for the growth
of the seeds.”34 The preacher does this, in the pope’s second image, by adopting a maternal
approach that “nourishes with affection, creating an adequate communicative and affective
environment so that the Lord may dialogue with his people.”35 In this motherly conversation (EG
139-141), the preacher persuades with language that evokes encouragement or enthusiasm and
with words that set hearts on fire (EG 142-144). By the warmth in his words, the preacher shares
the Word effectively; about this persuasive power, Pope Francis writes: “Far from dealing with
abstract truths or cold syllogisms, it communicates the beauty of the images used by the Lord to
encourage the practise of good. The memory of the faithful, like that of Mary, should overflow with
the wondrous things done by God. Their hearts, growing in hope from the joyful and practical
exercise of the love which they have received, will sense that each word of Scripture is a gift before
it is a demand” (EG 142).36
Sharing the Scriptural gift in this loving way then leads to a consideration of how the faithful
might live it out in their lives, and this call to goodness constitutes the third element in the pope’s
triadic arrangement. For the Holy Father, the moral or behavioral consequences of what has been
proclaimed stem from the dialogue initiated by a loving God. As for the saint so for the pope, this
⦗p.29⦘

exhortative element of the homily follows upon the instructional and motivational elements.
Preachers who instead begin with, or focus primarily on, how people are to live their faith miss the
mark; our discipleship is not a condition of faith but follows from, and is a response to, the truth
and beauty that the preached Word intends to communicate. In this respect, “Christian identity, as
the baptismal embrace which the Father gave us when we were little ones, makes us desire, as
prodigal children … yet another embrace, that of the merciful Father who awaits us in glory.
Helping our people to feel that they live in the midst of these two embraces is the difficult but
beautiful task of one who preaches the Gospel” (EG 144).
Whether one arranges his homily according to the rhetorical strategy of St. Francis de Sales
(instruct-persuade-move) or the dialogic meditation of Pope Francis (truth-beauty-goodness), both
methods of ordering one’s thoughts and words highlight the middle term. In other words,
preaching that teaches truth may offer knowledge to one’s mind. And preaching that exhorts
goodness may provide impetus for one’s action. But only preaching that shares the beauty and
warmth of the “good news” will move the heart and soul of listeners to embrace, and be formed by,
the salvation offered to them in Jesus Christ.37

(4) How should the preacher deliver his words?
While proper arrangement is critical to the preparation of a homily, skilled delivery is also
essential to communicating effectively. Here, again, the saint and the pope share similar views on
how a preacher should preach, particularly in terms of style, language, and length.
Unlike the forced affectation for which preachers in his day were known, St. Francis de Sales
championed a more Stoic style. He counseled the use of language that is “clear, simple, and natural,
without display of Greek, Hebrew, novel, or fancy words” and without use of “prefatory and
ornamental phrases.” He suggested, more generally, that preaching be “spontaneous, dignified,
courageous, natural, sturdy, devout, serious, and a little slow” – all in contrast to the pedantic
attitudes, gestures, and language adopted by his contemporaries. Those who heard the saint preach
testified to how he followed his own sound advice: ⦗p.30⦘ “Say marvelous things, but do not say
them well, and they are nothing. Say only a little but say it well, and it is very much” (OPP, 63-65).38
One speaks well, according to the saint, when one speaks heart-to-heart; after all, he writes,
“the lips speak only to men’s ears.” Preaching from the heart means being “convinced of the
doctrine we teach and of what we persuade.” It becomes heartfelt when it is delivered “with
affection and devotion, with simplicity and candor, and with confidence” (OPP, 63-64). This is a
manner of preaching which, eschewing any sort of controversy or confrontation, “issues from love
of neighbor rather than from indignation at them” (OPP, 66).39 As he wrote at the outset of his
letter: “To preach well it is sufficient to love well” (OPP, 16).
That sufficiency leads St. Francis de Sales to posit that speaking well does not require
speaking at great length! While he does counsel preaching often – “there is need only for this to
become a master” (OPP, 72) – nevertheless he claims it “is always best that our preaching be short
rather than long” (OPP, 66). According to Camus, the saint recounts having learned from

experience that “the more you say, the less people will remember it; and the less you say, the more
they will profit.” From this, he concludes with an experiential judgment shared by congregants still
today: “Indifferent preachers are bearable if they are brief, but even good preachers become
intolerable when they are lengthy. Depend upon it there is no more detestable quality a preacher
can possess than tediousness.”40
For his part, Pope Francis shares many of the same concerns regarding homiletic delivery.
Beyond reproving tedium,41 he takes it a step further by claiming that attentiveness to “the way we
preach is likewise a profoundly spiritual concern,” for it entails both love of God, in the preacher’s
best use of his God-given talents, and love of neighbor, in the preacher’s giving people the best he
can do (EG, 156).
With the saint, the pope emphasizes the need for a restrained style, something he clearly
demonstrates in his morning meditations. This means, first of all, that preachers should use simple
language, not academic jargon or specialized words “which are not part of the ordinary language of
their hearers.” A simple style also calls for clarity of expression so that the homily does not “end up
being incomprehensible because it is disorganized, lacks logical progression or tries to deal with
too many things at one time” (EG, 158). To bring about this simplicity and clarity, Pope Francis
strongly recommends that preachers employ imagery: “An attractive image makes the message
seem familiar, close to home, practical and related to everyday life,” while also helping people to
“savour the message, awaken a desire, and move the will towards the Gospel” (EG, 157).
The pope’s own simple, sometimes homespun, and always thought-provoking images
facilitate the heartfelt preaching of which the saint spoke. So, too, do his messages. While
preachers may sometimes need to be quite strong with their words – as is the Holy Father in his
accusations or warnings42 – nevertheless the pope counsels preachers always to speak positively,
“not so much concerned with pointing out what shouldn’t be done, but with suggesting what we can
do better” (EG, 159). As Antonio Spadaro points out, the pope’s own preaching reveals how one can
be “proactive, indicating a direction and shaping the future … not by concealing problems but
rather by revealing them, always showing the road ahead.”43 To do this well, the pope instructs
preachers always to exhort, never to command.
⦗p.31⦘

Finally, Pope Francis also recommends brevity in homiletic discourse. He instructs
preachers to use measured words in a brief talk that avoids “taking on the semblance of a speech or
a lecture” (EG, 138). He models this in his morning meditations, which typically are “focused on
only one point, one topic: in order to have that clarity which facilitates comprehension.”44 He also
models the importance of speaking to persons, rather than reading to them.45
Whether in terms of language, style, length, or other features of the delivery of a homily, St.
Francis de Sales and Pope Francis both agree that paying attention to how one speaks is of great
importance for effective preaching. In this, as in all their shared instruction, the two Francis’s are of
one mind and one voice.

Two Masters, One Vision
Despite being separated by four centuries, St. Francis de Sales and Pope Francis share an
uncanny semblance of speech and of example when it comes to the art of preaching. Their
instructions, summarized in this essay, disclose a common concern for the state of Catholic
preaching, as well as a common instruction to bring about more adept homiletics.
One might surmise that their commonalities with regard to preaching stem from a shared
formation in spirituality – both Jesuit and Salesian46 – which the saint experienced during his
studies in Paris and Padua,47 and the pope learned while attending a Salesian school in Argentina.48
This may well be so and deserves further investigation. For now, what we know for sure is that
both Francis’s – the saint and the pope – can be considered masters of sacred eloquence, both in
their ⦗p.32⦘ own preaching and also through the teaching they offer to all who are called to share the
Word of God from the pulpit today.
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