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1) The past year has been an exceptional and highly challenging time for probably all Caritas 

organisations in Europe and worldwide. The pandemic is a stress test for society and for Caritas,  

but first and foremost a stress test for people on the fringes of society and life, for the 

marginalised and the poor, to whom Caritas directs its services.  

For all too many people in all countries of Europe, the health crisis has long since become a 

social crisis as well. One in five people in Europe today live at or below the poverty line, while 

one in four children in Europe are poor or at risk of poverty. Inequality and exclusion are on the 

rise, and this is also the perception we gain from our day-to-day work. More and more people are 

using our advice centres, facilities and services who would never have dreamed of one day 

needing help from Caritas. The crisis can also be seen in the numbers. Caritas institutions are also 

sensors of society in this context. And our assumption is that the number of people affected by 

poverty and exclusion will increase in Europe, too. 

It is always about concrete people, in general where the Church is lived, but especially in the 

actions of Caritas. It is about the poor and the equal dignity of all people. It is about love and 

justice. Love that turns into action. It is about the common house of creation, for which we share 

responsibility.  

Our organisations are very different in their history and structure, but they follow a common 

mission. Caritas means charity with no ifs or buts; it means people helping people, face to face 

and around the clock, and sometimes around the world; it means "seeing and acting in need". 

"For the Church, charity is not a kind of welfare activity which could equally well be left to 

others, but is a part of her nature, an indispensable expression of her very being." 1 The place of 

the Church is at the side of the poor. 

2) For me, too – as most likely for all of you – this was a special year in terms of work: at Caritas 

Austria, where I have been President for 25 years, as well as at Caritas Europa, where I have had 

the privilege of exercising the function of President for a year.  

Thinking back to my first trip in my new role as President, which took me to Caritas Hungary, I 

remember with gratitude the impressive work and the people I met. Once again I saw that the 

strength of Caritas is its everyday work; it is the many people who day after day live Caritas in 

close solidarity and very concretely. I firmly believe that the multitude of ways and forms of 

Caritas in our very different organisations in Europe and worldwide is something to treasure. 

Again and again I have experienced that change begins in small ways, with people who look and 

don't turn away, who allow themselves to be moved by what they see. And I have also learned 

that it is down to each and every one of us. 

I am thinking of my visit to Caritas Poland and the diverse and exceptional work happening 

there, not least in the area of children and youth. It is a strong and gratifying sign for me that 

youngCaritas is alive and active in an increasing number of Caritas Europa member organisations. 

And I am grateful this has also become an essential cross-cutting theme in Caritas Europa's new 

strategy. 

 
1 Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas Est 25a. 
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I have been similarly impressed by the specific initiatives undertaken to translate the encyclical 

letters "Laudato Sí" and "Fratelli tutti" – real gifts from Pope Francis to Caritas – into people's 

everyday lives. It was and is a joint aspiration that the "Share the Journey" follow-up campaign at 

Caritas Internationalis level should focus on both encyclical letters as guiding stars for the coming 

years. 

For me, Caritas is a learning network. I am grateful to all who have shared information and 

knowledge, experience and lived practice, and I recall, for example, the conversations and 

meetings with the Caritas presidents and national Caritas directors in Croatia and Bosnia -

Herzegovina. But I also know how severely some countries and member organisations are being 

challenged at this moment in time. In one sense, therefore, I am grateful to have held bilateral 

and multilateral meetings in this first year, at least virtually, with a host of national directors, 

presidents and general secretaries, for example within the framework of the "New Directors 

Meeting". These meetings are not just for exchanging ideas and sharing concerns. They are also 

intended, and particularly where member organisations are under pressure, to be an expression of 

compassion, solidarity and unity in prayer with the staff and people in the respective countries.  

The Holy Father Pope John Paul II would repeatedly use the image of a Europe breathing with 

both lungs. I am convinced that Caritas should be the protagonist of such a vibrant, strong and 

future-proof Europe, and a Europe which, especially in times of crisis, ensures that togetherness 

is strengthened, not weakened. A crisis can only be overcome together. This applies to the 

pandemic as well as to poverty, hunger, the challenges of climate crisis and the fight against the 

causes of flight and forced migration. 

3) The adoption of a new strategy for the coming years – following an intensive and participative 

process – was probably one of the key events at the level of Caritas Europa. I say this with great 

gratitude to my predecessor, Bishop Luc Van Looy, who laid the crucial groundwork here.  

This brings me back to our broad Consultative Forum in the mid of April, which was the first 

common effort to bring life to the new Strategic Framework that we have adopted as the 

European Caritas network. And this effort goes on: 

It is now, step by step, that it will truly begin to become concrete and to bear fruits. It is now, 

also with this Regional Assembly, that we begin and continue a journey, which will lead to the 

goals that we have set for our network for the eight years ahead. With this Consultative Forum in 

the mid of April, we wished allow for looking in the same direction, to gather around one vision,  

and finding the means, together, to best progress on the path towards allowing for the realization 

of that vision. 

What is our vision as Caritas? Let me repeat what I said at the Consultative Forum:  

Our vision is a civilisation of love, solidarity and justice, where the dignity of every human being 

is respected and upheld; where every person can flourish and live in peace and freedom as part of 

one human family; where there is no exclusion, discrimination, or dehumanising poverty; where 

the voices of the women, men and children in the most vulnerable situations are listened to;  and 

where Creation, our common home, is safeguarded. 
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I write this with heartfelt thanks to Maria Nyman, our Secretary General of Caritas Europa, and 

to the whole senior management team and office of Caritas Europa. It is a wonderful team and 

one which, even in difficult times, has not only kept Caritas Europa stable, but has developed it 

and set it on a good course for the future. 

At the same time, I welcome the spirit of enhanced trust and deeper companionship that has 

grown beyond Caritas Europa within the Caritas Internationalis network. In the spirit of the 

strategy, this network is also setting priorities in the area of youth and women, and that is a  good 

thing. And it is my belief that our proximity as neighbours to the Caritas Africa region, with its 

very different situations from country to country, and to the MONA region places us under a 

special obligation here at Caritas Europa.  

4) Although pandemic-related regulations imposed travel restrictions in many places, it was still 

possible to stay in touch electronically. And although I am convinced that nothing can replace 

face-to-face encounters between people in real life, I am grateful for the possibilities for meeting 

that modern forms of communication have brought in the past year. Maria Nyman and her team 

have much more to report. Let me just mention the Innovation Forum as an example, because 

this is also a cross-cutting theme of the new strategy and one where I am convinced we can learn 

a lot from each other. Caritas needs a deep tap root in faith, a firm foundation in the gospel .  But 

this is exactly what encourages and obliges us to be attentive to the signs of the times and the 

tasks facing us today and tomorrow, and to use the tools that can help: in service to the poor, just 

as the gospel of liberation makes this the duty of the Church as a whole. 

I would like to conclude with a final word of thanks to Natalia Peiro, Vice-President of Caritas 

Europa, for all the diverse and important work she has done; to Hugo Fasel, who is stepping 

down from the Executive Board of Caritas Europa at this year's Regional Conference, for the 

many years in which he has contributed his experience and contacts to strengthen the network 

and collaborative work; and to all the other members of the Executive Board, without whom 

Caritas Europa would not be where it is today: a strong part of a strong network, a strong 

community united at its core, in the action of love.  

 

Michael Landau 


