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The Simple and Truthful Language of Jesus: 
Aids for discerning deceptive speech 

Diego Fares SJ, La Civilta Cattolica,  January 18, 2018 

 “When Jesus spoke, he used simple words and he also used images that were 
examples taken from daily life in order to be easily understood by all. This is 
why they listened to him willingly and appreciated his message that directly 
touched their heart. It was not a complicated language that was difficult to 
understand, like that used by the doctors of the law of that time, which was 
not easily understood, was very rigid and distanced people. With this language, 
Jesus made the mystery of the Kingdom of God understood; it was not 
complicated theology.”[1] In a Sunday Angelus last summer, Pope Francis began 
his comments on the Parable of the Sower with this reflection on the language 
of Jesus: a simple language that goes straight to the heart. It is the opposite, 
the pope says, of the complicated language of a rigid theology that distances 
people from the mystery of the Kingdom. 

The discernment between the two languages is clear: that which directly brings 
me closer to the love of Jesus comes from the good spirit; and that which 
distances me from the love of Jesus comes from the evil spirit. Employing this 
perspective, what can we say about the language used by some in the media 
that goes straight to the heart but sows poisonous discord rather than the 
good seed of wheat? 

From time to time, one can read articles that attack the Church and the pope. 
Yes, the Church and the pope because it is an attack on both, even if they say 
they are attacking the pope in order to defend the doctrine of the Church, just 
as others say they are defending the pope while they criticize the Church. The 
language such people use does not appear complicated: clear and direct 
headlines about plots and power plays, hatred among Church leaders, 
struggles inside the Curia, notorious pastoral and political errors, and threats 
to the doctrine of the Church. But a simplistic language is not a simple one, 
even if it appears to be such, just as the weeds initially resemble good wheat. 

The man in the parable discerns the situation at first glance: if there are weeds, 
an enemy must have sowed them there (cf. Mt 13:28). But we should not root 
them out before the proper time because to do so would run the risk of pulling 
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out the wheat with them. Nevertheless, it is good to cut some away when the 
weeds begin to suffocate the wheat in order to allow the plants to breathe. In 
a conversation, when voices are raised and words begin to wound, if one 
hopes to continue a dialogue it is necessary to lower the tone and pay 
attention to the language employed. 

Some try to justify using scandalous language by saying that the facts about 
which they are speaking are indeed scandalous. If this were a sufficient 
justification, it should also happen when the pope affirms there is corruption in 
the Vatican or when he condemns a scandal. But the truth does not consist 
only in the facts that anyone can reference in a subjective way, without 
concern for those who are listening or reading. Paraphrasing some comments 
on this kind of news, one could say that a certain type of language undermines 
above all the splendor of the truth. 

Taking greater care of the language we use is no less vital than taking greater 
care of the quality of the air we breathe. This care for language does not only 
concern the concepts and images we choose in weaving a rational argument. 
Rather, it has more to do with the attention and respect that two persons have 
when they speak or dialogue together in search of the truth. 

Public discourse is possible because of the respect that we all have for one 
another, and this should be protected. This is protected differently than the 
way public space is protected when the streets are entrusted to the army due 
to the threat of terrorist acts. Public discourse is defended and sustained by 
speaking well and by denouncing the bad use of language. The choice of not 
contaminating oneself and not contaminating the language used in public 
concerns everyone. The only way to make this choice is to grow in 
discernment. 

Given the level of sophistication of language today, it is not easy to discern 
with clarity when discourse is dishonest. Deceit comes in various types, from 
those who use an obviously frivolous language that insinuates poisonous ideas 
or images using the style of gossip magazines, to those who use a language 
that appears serious, utilizing theological concepts – like the demon in the 
Scriptures who tempts Jesus in the desert – but seek to confuse and distort the 
incarnate truth who is Christ. This is the kind of discourse the Pharisees and 
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the doctors of the law used, seeking to “find in the coherence (of Jesus) cracks 
that allow them to think of piety as a disguise,” wrote Jorge Mario Bergoglio. 
“And, therefore, security is sold as faith, possessions as hope, and egoism as 
love.”[2] 

Speaking the truth with the spirit of truth 

St. Peter Faber, the Jesuit companion of Ignatius and Francis Xavier, offers 
some criteria to help on the path of growth in discernment of language. Faber, 
in the opinion of Ignatius, was the person who best led the Spiritual 
Exercises and had the charism of discernment and spiritual conversation. He 
knew how to dialogue with everyone and used especially respectful and 
convincing ways in relating to his adversaries. 

Faber explains the first criterion in this way: “During Mass, another desire was 
born in me, that is, all the good that I could do comes through the mediation of 
the holy and good Spirit. And the idea came to me that God does not like the 
way in which the heretics[3] want to make certain reforms in the Church. Even 
if they say some things that are true, as even demons can, they do not do so 
with the spirit of truth that is the Holy Spirit.”[4] 

Peter Faber points out that it is not enough to speak the truth. It is necessary 
to do so with the spirit of truth that is the Holy Spirit, provided that one really 
wants what is said to concretely help correct an error or bad behavior. On a 
practical level Faber distinguishes three truths: true things (facts), the spirit of 
truth (that is, the disposition of spirit with which true things are said) and the 
Spirit of truth as a person. Between the truth of facts and the Spirit of truth is 
placed the spirit of truth or the good spirit that permits everyday experiences – 
even sin – to be connected to grace, which orders all things for the good. 

It is helpful to make this kind of discernment when having to judge if 
something is true or false. One must consider and evaluate the capacity a 
speech has, taken as a whole and in each individual word, to be used for good 
by the Spirit. And, on the other hand, it is also necessary to ponder the 
capacity it has, taken as a whole or in each individual part, to block the action 
of the good spirit or to reinforce that of the evil one. 
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A disciple once told his spiritual director a story about something that had 
happened and used a harmful expression – “he’s a rascal” – to describe 
another person. The director smiled and asked his disciple, “Is this a word 
found in the Scriptures?” Recalling the passage of Matthew 5:22, in which 
insults and contempt for a brother are harshly condemned by the Lord, the 
disciple realized that he had been tempted by the evil spirit. In a single word 
used in error, therefore, one can discern the presence of the evil spirit who 
animates the entire argument – even if it is woven into objective facts and 
rational arguments. It is simply an excuse to give voice to his anger toward a 
brother. 

The issue rests in connecting the truth spoken in a good spirit with the innate 
possibility that the Holy Spirit uses that phrase to do good for someone or to 
correct an evil. Or to put it negatively, the issue rests in connecting a phrase 
that is said in an evil spirit, be it true or false, with the impossibility for the Holy 
Spirit to use it to do good for someone or to effectively correct an evil. 

This discernment can also take into consideration – and this is very important – 
the path that runs from the reality to the words used. When one perceives – as 
happens with many who listen to the simple language of Pope Francis – that an 
attraction toward the good is born inside, or there is a possibility of correcting 
something that is not right in one’s life, this is a clear sign that the speech that 
brought about these feelings is true. The Holy Spirit has blessed that language 
within its limitations and has used it to guide the life of the Church and/or a 
single person in a certain moment. 

If, on the other hand, we see – as happens when reading an article or watching 
a television program – that the desire to do good is blocked within us and 
darkness and doubt grow in our minds about the possibility of resolving a 
concrete problem, this is a sign that the discourse is deceitful. They are words 
that sadden the Holy Spirit because something impedes its beneficial action. 

Beyond the fact whether it is possible or not to render a trap harmless, it is to 
be discerned together. Just as there are bombs that cannot be diffused 
because they will explode anyway, so too there are discourses that cannot be 
deconstructed because they are only a tool to make something bad happen 
and to creep into the manner of thinking about another. There is then a 
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language that poisons the soul. In these cases, the only thing to do is to walk 
away and not ingest the poison. 

What could seem like a small difference – saying well something true, or saying 
it with derision, hate and disdain – in reality is capable of making big changes. 
A truth spoken with humility and respect is a hand extended that builds a 
bridge. On the other hand, a truth spoken with bitterness and a lack of respect 
is a slap that blocks dialogue and mutual understanding. 

The spirit with which one speaks the truth also influences the way of seeing 
the truth. Speaking ill leads to thinking badly and to seeing things in a bad light 
and so leads to blindness. The use of offensive and deceptive language ends up 
obscuring one’s own vision of reality. 

Finally, the truth does not consist just of facts or abstract definitions: it also 
has, as an essential part, the respectful and cordial attitude with which things 
are said, such that they can attract by their splendor and do good not evil. We 
have all experienced how an intentionally sarcastic tone or look is capable of 
completely undermining even the most innocent and peaceful truths by 
introducing a deadly poison that often does not even leave a trace. The truth 
must be spoken with the spirit of the truth that is the Holy Spirit. 

The trap of the lesser good 

St. Peter Faber offers a second criterion for discerning the way of speaking in 
accord with the Spirit of truth. He asks the Lord to teach him to speak well – 
under the influence of the Holy Spirit – of the things of God and he becomes 
aware that something is missing. He feels that in his language there is 
something that, if he is not attentive, can lessen the efficaciousness of the 
grace he has received, in the moment in which he communicates this 
experience to another. Faber writes: “[I asked the Lord that] he teach me how 
to speak of things already intuited, for me or for others, under the influence of 
the good spirit. Continuously, in fact, I say, write and do a number of things 
without paying attention to the spirit in which I had previously felt them. For 
example, if I express informally, with cheerfulness or with a joking spirit 
something that I had previously felt in a spirit of compassion and with internal 
pain, those who listen receive less fruit because the truth is told in a less 
good spirit than that in which it was received.”[5] 
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Faber attributes all of this to the fact of having expressed the grace received 
with a spirit that is less good than that in which it was received. He attributes 
this lesser good to what we can call a change of tone: he expressed in a joking 
manner that which had previously caused him to feel compassion. 

We can apply this criterion to all those discourses where something is taken 
away from someone (or something) who is more, in order that they 
appear less. This deals with those ways of speaking in which one notices a 
change of tone that diminishes the other – disqualifies, denigrates – or speaks 
of important, even sacred things in a simplistic or reductive manner. 

St. Ignatius expresses this type of temptation in a rule of discernment that 
demonstrates how an evil spirit does not always seek the biggest evil: “If, in 
the case of suggested thoughts, one ends in something evil or futile or less 
good than what the soul first proposed to do, or it weakens or disturbs, or 
perturbs the soul, taking away its peace, tranquility and quiet that it previously 
had, this is a clear sign that it comes from the evil spirit.”[6] 

Moreover, this lesser evil sometimes can be sought out willingly by one who 
notes that, if he sought to accomplish a greater evil, he would not have 
success. This is seen often in the discourses made about the pope and the 
Church and it is the easiest way to make sure that many people consume it 
without noticing. 

In order to discern this language that seeks to bring about a lesser evil (which 
effectively enters into the heart) it is necessary above all to acknowledge this 
diminishing of the good, and then put it in relation to some background noise 
produced by the tone of the speech. Here is an example: If one looks at the 
statistics that point to Pope Francis’ popularity after four years of his 
pontificate, these have stayed very high throughout the world.[7] Even in his 
own country the prevalent opinion about him is positive.[8] And yet, if one 
follows some local media, the expression “people are angry with the pope” is 
presented as obvious and very real. If one looks at the statistics, in the heart of 
the Argentine people their love for Pope Francis is not at all diminished but 
there is in use a way of thinking that someone has synthesized: “It’s better not 
to say much about the pope right now because it would start an argument.” 
This is the deceit of the lesser. 
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This temptation can be recognized in some speeches referring to how Francis 
engages in politics. We should remember that the pope always seeks to 
rehabilitate politics as the highest form of charity that seeks the common 
good.[9] In this high sense, he affirms that everything is political, even a homily. 
Everything that is said in the polis, everything that has to do with the common 
good has a political meaning. Who could be interested in lessening one who 
speaks of the common good, the highest form of politics? Only those powers, 
qualitatively lesser, that move “above” politics rather than putting themselves 
at its service. That is to say, those powers of money, arms and technocracy. 

At the same time, on the practical level it is a universally recognized fact that 
the pope has succeeded in becoming a reference point in many attempts of 
dialogue between countries in conflict. Who could be interested in discrediting 
such a mediator in conflicts? Only those who have something to gain from 
other solutions that are not those of dialogue and democratic consensus. 

Remembering and making explicit the hierarchy of goods and values allows 
one to discern when someone proposes a lesser good or value and to 
recognize those sour notes that reveal the evil spirit. Discourses that seek to 
rob a part of the good with images and reasoning taken from other contexts 
(for example, when a psychological concept is used to speak about politics) 
dazzle for a moment but, soon after, it is seen how they actually obscure the 
underlying issue. 

An article was recently published that intended to put forward as obvious the 
image of a very popular pope on the international level, but who used 
ineffective methods of governance. This article tried to create the image of a 
pope who does not eat in the middle of the lunchroom of Santa Marta, but in a 
corner with only a few selected guests, sitting with his back to the rest of the 
room. We use the verb “create” here because, even though there exists a 
photograph that looks like this, that one picture, isolated from its context, is 
not truthful. The real story of the more than 1,500 lunches Francis has eaten at 
Santa Marta demonstrates a pope who has chosen to share his table with the 
people. Initially, he always sat in the middle of the room but after realizing that 
his arrival caused a certain embarrassment to others who did not know how 
they were supposed to act, he chose to sit in a more discreet area so as not to 
disturb them. He has behaved like this for years. Some, sadly, are affected by 
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an unpleasantly poisonous spirit that, by using deceptive pictures, ends up 
producing a false caricature of the pope in a poorly executed attempt to lessen 
his image. 

Proposing something more that is concrete and good 

A third criterion among those indicated by Faber that can be useful in this 
reflection is that of the Ignatian magis. Saint Ignatius is the man of 
the magis (more), the “greater glory of God.” But this is not an ideal more, an 
abstract perfection that needs to be realized, but a more that is concrete, 
possible and incarnate in life, that takes into account times, places and 
persons. Ultimately, it is the step forward that pleases the Father and that the 
Holy Spirit invites us to take. It could be a giant step, like that of the conversion 
of St. Paul or like the gesture of St. Maximilian Kolbe who gave his own life to 
save a man condemned to death. Or it could be a small step, like one a child 
makes when jumping into a puddle. Whether small or giant, this step is a more 
in the Spirit. Faber affirms: “In general, the higher the goal that you will have 
proposed for the action, for faith, for hope and for love of people so that he 
dedicates all of his affective and operative forces, so much more will it be 
probable that both good and evil spirits will leap into action […], that is, that 
which gives strength and that which weakens, that which illuminates and that 
which dims and obscures, that is, the good and the other which opposes it.”[10] 

This dynamism invites us to take a step forward – possible and concrete – in 
love for Jesus Christ and for neighbor, and it recurs often in the speeches of 
Pope Francis. When he preaches or when he writes, he does not follow the 
way of systematic treatises, animated by logic and a balance among all the 
topics. His theology is practical, kerygmatic.[11] Rather than helping to define 
things, it is a theology that helps to live, to “love and serve in all things God our 
Lord.” In order to do so, it moves the heart, provokes the movement of spirits, 
invites personal discernment of what the Spirit says to each person, and not to 
think about what is being said in general. 

In the pope, one sees the reflective conscience of an experience aimed not at 
entering into discussions with scholars, but of being capable of communicating 
with those who hunger and thirst for a word that positively affects their lives. 
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The more of practical and kerygmatic theology – and a characteristic of St. 
Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises – looks into the heart of people, to help them find 
the more of the Spirit in their concrete lives, in the step of conversion needed 
and in the choice of service to which the Lord is calling each person. For this, 
when Francis decides to treat a topic he deems necessary for the conversion of 
heart and insists on a specific point, it is not pertinent to ask why he is not 
talking about other points, or to say that if that single point becomes 
generalized it would become unattainable.[12] 

The trap of a distorted logic of the more 

Here we examine how sometimes the logic of the more is used in a way that 
distorts it. 

In contrast with the dimension proper to the language of Francis that exhorts 
each person – even his critics – to think of their personal step forward, there 
exist statements that call for making a step forward but are actually aimed at 
singling out which previous pope or which encyclical or dogma of faith Francis 
is attacking. 

Fr. Adolfo Nicolás, the former Superior General of the Jesuits, in a homily he 
gave last year in the Church of the Gesù in Rome on St. Ignatius’ feast day, 
stated that the discourse of Pope Francis is like that of the prophets. 
Sometimes it is hard or difficult but if it is received with the attitude of one 
who wants to take a step forward, it always does good, a concrete good. On 
the other hand, those who react to it, defending some particular personal 
interest, always harden their hearts more and more. 

Here is the criterion for discerning those languages that follow the logic of the 
Pharisees and the doctors of the law who, when Jesus did something 
concretely good – for example, healing a man with a paralyzed hand on the 
Sabbath (cf. Mt 12:9-14) – they accused him of breaking the law. The 
movement of this language is totally contrary to that of the Incarnation, in 
which words and specific actions do not seek to attack anyone or destroy 
anything but intend to transmit grace to a person who is in a particular time 
and place. 
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This movement contrary to the Incarnation can be misleading, reductive or 
destructive but it always seeks to produce the same effect: make it so the 
Word cannot become incarnate in a real heart; or, if it is incarnate there, does 
not put down roots like the seed in good soil; or yields less fruit than it could 
have. And if it does not achieve any of this, it at least seeks to disturb the 
peace and weaken the soul. 

The claims or insinuations that Francis would attack St. John Paul II’s 
encyclical Veritatis Splendor (VS) would not even merit a mention were it not 
for the fact that many people remain perplexed and scandalized when this 
type of thing is said in a categorical and solemn manner (the more of 
pharisaical solemnity!). The fact that Francis, in his apostolic 
exhortation Amoris Laetitia (AL), which gathers together the results of two 
synods on the family, says that “not all doctrinal, moral and pastoral 
discussions have to result in an intervention of the magisterium” (AL 3) is in 
perfect consonance with the spirit of Veritatis Splendor, in which John Paul II 
concludes “the discernment of certain tendencies in present-day moral 
theology” (VS 28-83) with this exhortation: “Dear Brothers in the Episcopate, 
we must not be content merely to warn the faithful about the errors and 
dangers of certain ethical theories. We must first of all show the inviting 
splendor of that truth which is Jesus Christ himself” (VS 83). 

Francis takes as his own and builds on this apostolic exhortation of St. John 
Paul II. In fact, the truth does not shine in definitions, not even in those 
of Veritatis Splendor, but in the living person.[13] Truth can shine in a work of 
art, a parable, an act of mercy, an announcing of the kerygma, but it cannot 
shine in abstract definitions because when one defines something, thought 
tends to continue to define, not to enjoy the defined reality in a contemplative 
manner. Abstraction, which separates non-essential aspects, is different from 
splendor, which makes use of all of the accidental realities to shine in them. 

Let us make one more reflection about the criterion of the more. Francis has 
succeeded in reawakening – prophetically – the strength of a Word that was 
imprisoned in abstract schemes and dialogues amid the deafness of ideological 
enemies. As pontiff, he encourages and creates events in which protagonists 
interact and dialogue in a concrete manner. In relation to the people – in the 
geographic and existential peripheries – and also in dialogue with political, 
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cultural and religious interlocutors of all types, his comments are always a 
real coming into contact with the life of persons and peoples. This captured the 
attention of the world of communication from the first moment: every writer, 
every communicator dreams that their own words will come into reality, 
modify it and point it in a certain direction. 

This attraction is not only found in those who speak well of Francis, but also in 
his detractors. In their attempts to imitate Francis, they too seek to invent 
ingenious metaphors, making use of polar opposites. But in this way they do 
nothing other than attest negatively to the fact that their own thought, in large 
measure, lives thanks to the vital creativity of Francis. 

‘Saving the statements of others’ 

There is one thing that helps us take on the attitude of the good spirit in 
speaking and in discourses in which the Holy Spirit can give the efficacy of the 
truth. It is what St. Ignatius calls “saving the statements of others.” In three 
phases he offers an entire treatise on dialoguing with anyone with a good 
spirit: this is an art in which Francis has always distinguished himself. Ignatius 
states: “One must presuppose that every good Christian must be more ready 
to save a statement of his neighbor rather than to condemn it. If it cannot be 
saved, one must seek to know in which sense it was intended, and if it were 
intended in an incorrect way, it must be corrected with love. If this is not 
enough, one must seek all suitable means such that, understanding it correctly, 
it can be saved.”[14] 

Here, obviously, Ignatius refers to a dialogue between persons who desire to 
understand each other and have different opinions on some question, about 
which they question each other and correct one another with love. In the case 
of those who write using deceptive language, like those mentioned above, we 
could think that they have preconceived ideas and so it is useless trying to 
dialogue with them. But this is not the attitude of Francis in confronting his 
critics. 

He has shown many gestures of openness and dialogue toward those who 
criticize him. For example, in his contacts by telephone, email or letter, his 
style is that of thanking someone when he sees that the other wants to 
communicate directly and show dissent in a peaceful way, without aggression 
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or employing statements that are out of place. Those times in which he has 
had to correct some incorrect information, he has been attentive to do so 
privately with the person directly involved. And when he has been criticized in 
an offensive way, he has still had the grace to save the criticism itself, in as 
much as it could help the individual walk on the path of the Lord. Ultimately, 
Francis continues to note how humility must always prevail in one’s mode of 
speaking and sharing information. 

The attitudes of the pope, even if they are not always able to change the ideas 
and communication strategies of those who criticize him, touch everyone’s 
heart. This reveals the moral stature of a person who disarms the hostility of 
his adversaries; and it helps understand how, when the pope is criticized, there 
is no need to defend him or to attack his detractors because the door of 
dialogue remains open between them. Rather, it is important to reflect on 
ways that help the Christian who feels affected by this language, in such a way 
that he can examine it critically and serenely, learning not to get caught up in 
either the less or the more of the lies that are spoken. Most importantly, we 
cannot let our love for the Church and for the pope to be stolen away or 
allowed to grow dim. 
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