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Bishop Otsuka’s 2026 New Year’s Letter 

 

Pope Leo XIV — A Shepherd Who Builds Bridges of Hope and Unity 

Echoing His Vision in the Missionary Journey of the Kyoto Diocese 

 

Introduction 

The transition from Pope Francis to Pope Leo XIV marks a hopeful beginning for the 

Church, one that inherits the Gospel spirit of peace and dialogue. In his first greeting on May 

8, 2025, Pope Leo offered the blessing “Peace be with you” and expressed deep gratitude to his 

predecessor and a deep desire for unity in a divided world. With the call, “without fear, united 

hand in hand with God and among ourselves, let us move forward,” he breathes new life into 

Pope Francis’ vision of a Church that “goes forth” and “heals wounds,” embarking on a renewed 

journey toward a future filled with hope. 

 

A Portrait of Pope Leo XIV 

 

1. The Meaning Behind the Papal Name “Leo” 

The name Leo means “lion” in Latin, and in Scripture it symbolizes the tribe of Judah and 

Christ Himself. It carries images of courage, dignity, and guardianship, giving it spiritual and 

symbolic weight as a papal name.  

In choosing this name, Pope Leo XIV pays homage to Pope Leo XIII (1878–1903), the 

first modern pope to address social issues. Known as the “Father of Catholic Social Teaching,” 

Leo XIII defended workers’ rights in his encyclical Rerum Novarum (“Of New Things”), laying 

the foundation for Catholic social doctrine. Pope Leo XIV’s choice reflects a pastoral outlook 

that seeks to accompany the vulnerable and address the pains of society with compassion and 

resolve. 

 

2. In Illo uno unum — In the One we are one 

Pope Leo XIV’s motto, drawn from Saint Augustine’s commentary on Psalm 127, 

expresses the Church’s mission to seek unity in God beyond all differences. “The One” refers 

to God, the source of all life, and “We are one” affirms that humanity, regardless of ethnicity, 

culture, or status, is bound together in God. 

The pope’s twenty years of missionary work in Peru deepened his conviction in the 

Gospel’s power to unite diverse peoples into one community. His pastoral gaze—formed 

through encounters with migrants, refugees, and those on society’s margins—shapes his belief 

that the Church must be a home for all, a true “family of God.” 

His papal coat of arms features a lily symbolizing the Virgin Mary and the emblem of the 

Augustinian Order to which he belongs. These symbols reflect a heart like Mary’s open to God’s 

guidance, and a spirit of accompaniment and commitment to unity and communion rooted in 

Augustinian spirituality. The Pope’s pastoral mission through the Word and prayer is embodied 

in these emblems. 

 

Reimagining the Church for a New Age 

 

3. The Pope’s Bridge-Building Spirituality 

Since his inauguration in May 2025, Pope Leo XIV has repeatedly spoken on the themes 

of “unity,” “building bridges” and “hope.” His words, “Humanity needs Christ as the bridge to 
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reach God and His love,” echo Pope Francis’ call to “build bridges, not walls.” In an era of deep 

division, the Pope envisions the Church as a bridge of mercy and peace, choosing dialogue and 

standing with those who suffer.  

In his address to the diplomatic corps on May 16, 2025, Pope Leo stated, “Peace is built in 

the heart and from the heart,” affirming that peace transcends systems and structures and is 

rooted instead in personal choices and relationships nurtured through daily dialogue and 

empathy. 

For the Pope, the word "bridge" is not merely a metaphor. It is a mission to reconnect God 

and humanity, people with one another, and the Church with the world. In the face of war, 

poverty, and environmental destruction, he stands firm in faith and hope, determined to shine 

the light of the Gospel in even the darkest places. 

 

4. A Church That Dwells in the Gaze of God 

The Pope’s vision of a “bridge-building Church” is grounded in the idea of a “Church of 

encounter and dialogue.” He sees human encounters as places prepared by God where His gaze 

and love dwell (August 6, 2025, General Audience). Trusting that God builds bridges between 

people is at the heart of Pope Leo’s pastoral vision. Encounters are not random; they are the 

beginning of hope, born of divine guidance. Moments when people feel seen and cherished 

amid loneliness or pain become the starting points for new journeys. 

He teaches us that God sows seeds of hope even in the midst of our weakness (2025 World 

Day of Prayer for the Care of Creation), showing that divine work often appears precisely within 

human limits and suffering. 

The Church is not simply a place for teaching. It is a community that journeys with people 

and fosters encounters that reveal God’s love. The Pope says that through such encounters, 

bridges of hope and dialogue are built, and that God's peace will surely flow even amid division 

and conflict. 

 

Hope as Our Response to God’s Call 

 

5. Trust in the Invisible Work of God 

In his catechesis series on “Jesus Christ our Hope,” Pope Leo defines hope not as mere 

optimism, but as a spiritual posture of recognizing and responding to God’s love.  

On May 21, 2025, in his first General Audience after ascending to the papacy, he reflected 

on the Parable of the Sower from Matthew 13. He spoke of how God generously scatters the 

seed of His Word upon people in every circumstance. Through this parable, the Pope teaches 

that hope is not dependent on visible outcomes or changing situations, but is a posture of the 

heart—walking in response to God’s promise. 

He teaches, “true forgiveness does not await repentance” (August 20, 2025, General 

Audience), revealing that God’s love begins working before we are even aware, pouring out 

grace regardless of our response. Hope, then, is a spiritual endeavor of receiving God’s love 

deeply. Referring to parable of the hidden treasure in Matthew 13, he says, “we are called to 

dig beneath the surface of life with curiosity and trust to discover the hidden treasure of God’s 

Kingdom” (September 6, 2025, General Audience). To encounter the treasure of God’s love, 

we must trust in the divine work beneath visible circumstances. That trust is what cultivates 

true hope. 

On October 15, 2025, Pope Leo said, “The Risen One is the living wellspring that does not 

dry up and does not change,” declaring that “from Christ’s Resurrection springs hope.” He 

emphasizes that Christ quietly and faithfully quenches our thirst and lights our path.  

Throughout his teachings, Pope Leo XIV consistently affirms that trust in God’s invisible 

from-the-beginning love is the most reliable light for our spiritual journey. 
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6. The Restorative Power of God in the Eucharist 

In his homily for the Solemnity of the Body and Blood of Christ (Corpus Christi) in 2025, 

the Pope reflected on the miracle of the five loaves and two fish in Luke 9: “In that deserted 

place, where the crowds were listening to the Master, evening fell and there was nothing to eat 

(cf. v. 12). The hunger of the people and the setting of the sun speak to us of a limit that looms 

over the world and every creature: the day ends, as does the life of every human being.” Material 

scarcity and the end of time are signs of divine mercy and the need for sharing. Quoting Saint 

Augustine, the Pope described Christ in the Eucharist as “bread that restores and does not run 

short; bread that can be eaten but not exhausted.” (Serm. 130,2). The Eucharist heals weary 

hearts and wounded souls, offering strength to rise again. God’s life never diminishes, and that 

grace is renewed each time we receive the Eucharist. He teaches that when we feel tired or 

empty in our faith, returning to the Eucharist always brings healing and strength, reminding us 

that the Eucharist is a source of hope. 

The Pope teaches us that the Eucharist is not only a liturgical celebration at the altar, but a 

reality to be lived daily (August 6, 2025, General Audience). The grace of the Eucharist goes 

beyond the liturgy and is quietly present in everyday acts of kindness, forgiveness, and love 

that does not expect anything in return. The Eucharist is like a fountain from which God's life 

gushes forth, and those who gather at that fountain receive healing and hope and are given the 

strength to move forward again. 

 

7. Youth – Pilgrims Who Bear the Future of the Church 

During the “Festival of Youth” in the Holy Year, Pope Leo XIV participated in a dialogue 

with young people on the evening of August 2, 2025. He expressed deep trust in youth as 

irreplaceable bearers of the Church’s future and demonstrated a posture of attentive listening. 

He did not dismiss young people's anxieties, questions, or conflicts, but instead embraced them 

as the beginning of a spiritual journey leading to an encounter with God, encouraging them to 

recognize the light and potential that lies within them. 

Quoting Saint Augustine’s words, “You were within me, but I was outside,” the Pope 

reminded them that God’s life already dwells within them and invited them to listen attentively 

to that inner voice. 

In the evening prayer vigil that followed, Pope Leo spoke of friendship as a bond that 

transcends loneliness and division, declaring, “Friendship is a path to peace.” In his talk at the 

Angelus the following day he also expressed solidarity with young people in conflict zones, 

telling them, "My young brothers and sisters, you are the sign that a different world is possible." 

In the closing Mass, the Pope encouraged young people, saying, "Wherever you are, strive 

for greatness, for holiness. Do not settle for less," and urged them to seek "the things that are 

above" (Colossians 3:2). 

 

The Pope’s Vision of Peace 

 

8. Apostle of Peace Against the Power of Arms 

Since becoming Pope, Leo has consistently called for the realization of peace and clearly 

rejected the use of force to resolve conflicts. At the Angelus on June 22, 2025, he stated, “There 

are no ‘distant’ conflicts when human dignity is at stake,” emphasizing the need for solidarity 

that transcends geographic boundaries. 

He declared, “War does not solve problems,” and “No armed victory can compensate for 

the pain of mothers, the fear of children, or stolen futures.” He called on the Church to choose 

words over weapons and to build bridges through dialogue rather than division. 

This vision of peace was clearly expressed in his message to Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
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August 2025, marking the 80th anniversary of the atomic bombings. He stated, “Nuclear arms 

offend our shared humanity and also betray the dignity of creation,” and emphasized that “true 

peace demands the courageous laying down of weapons.” 

By quoting Pope Francis’ designation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as “symbols of memory,” 

Pope Leo appealed to the world to build a global ethic rooted in justice, fraternity, and the 

common good. This is both the Church’s mission and the Gospel’s call to all people. 

 

9. The Church in Service to the Holy Spirit 

Pope Leo’s desire for peace is deeply connected to his vision of a “Church in service to the 

Holy Spirit." In his homily on the eve of Pentecost in 2025, he stated, “Evangelization is not 

our attempt to conquer the world, but the infinite grace that radiates from lives transformed by 

the Kingdom of God.” 

The Church does not seek to change the world by its own power, but rather to be humbly 

used as a space where the Spirit of God works. When the Church serves the Holy Spirit, peace 

becomes not merely an ideal, but a living reality nurtured in prayer and encounter. We are 

invited to be bridge-builders in the places where the Spirit moves. 

The path of unity over conflict and service over domination that this Church chooses may 

seem quiet and unobtrusive, but it has the potential to bring healing and hope to a wounded 

world. At Mass on Pentecost, the Pope said that the Holy Spirit “teaches us, reminds us, and 

writes in our hearts before all else the commandment of love that the Lord has made the center 

and summit of everything.” He prayed that the Holy Spirit would open our closed doors, give 

us the strength to break down walls of indifference and hatred, and become the force that will 

build a world filled with love and peace. 

 

Pope Leo’s Vision and the Kyoto Diocese 

 

10. Pastoral Mission as a Bridge of Hope 

Pope Leo’s themes of unity, bridge-building and hope resonate with the Kyoto Diocese's 

collaborative missionary pastoral journey that aims to become a Church Living Together. His 

call invites us to reexamine and rebuild human connections rooted in faith, reinforcing the 

diocesan vision of “A Church Walking with Society” (Kyoto Diocese Vision, 1981). 

Within the diocese, laity, religious, and priests are fostering relationships of mutual support 

and cooperation through empathy, trust, and daily practice, transcending their roles and 

positions. These relationships testify that the Church is not simply an organization, but a 

community rooted in the Gospel. 

The Church’s role as a bridge-builder across languages and cultures is deeply aligned with 

the Kyoto Diocese’s commitment to multicultural coexistence. This bridge is not mere 

exchange, but a faith-based connection that allows us to share each other's pains and joys, and 

is in line with the Pope’s words, “to hope is to connect” (Holy Year Address, June 14, 2025). 

This spiritual bridge-building is alive and well in the multicultural and multilingual 

coexistence that each parish in the Kyoto Diocese is working to achieve. The sight of people 

from different backgrounds gathering in the same church, hearing the same Gospel and 

participating in the same Eucharist truly embodies the Church’s role as a “bridge of hope.” The 

steps taken by the Kyoto Diocese are quietly but surely spreading throughout the region the 

image of a Church that chooses fellowship over division, acceptance over exclusion and 

companionship over isolation. 

 

11. Toward a Church That Listens to Every Voice 

The Diocese of Kyoto has been actively involved in the global synod of believers which 
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began in 2021 and has gradually borne tangible fruit. A “culture of listening” is taking root 

within the Church, valuing consideration for those whose voices have tended to be overlooked 

until now, such as the elderly, foreign believers, young people, and people with disabilities.  

Even so, it is true that our current efforts remain limited in scope. Therefore, the path ahead 

is a challenge to broaden the circle of dialogue and participation, striving toward maturity as a 

“Church that walks together.” We must continue to pray and act so that the Church will become 

a place where everyone, not just a select few, is invited, where their thoughts are received, and 

where they are respected. 

“The conversation in the spirit” encouraged by the Synod is now being practiced in 

gatherings and faith formation settings. This is not a mere exchange of opinions; it is a process 

of discerning God’s will together, listening attentively to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. It is 

rooted in prayerful discernment and a posture of honoring each person’s dignity. This journey 

gives a concrete shape to the diocesan vision of “A Church walking with society,” gradually 

shaping a community that witnesses to the Gospel through collaborative pastoral mission and 

dialogue. 

 

12. Journeying in Hope with Mary 

Pope Leo has said, “The fruitfulness of the Church is the same fruitfulness as Mary’s,” 

affirming that Mary’s faith marked by silence and trust is the Church’s spiritual source. (June 

9, 2025, Homily for the Feast of Mary, Mother of the Church). Standing at the foot of the Cross 

and praying with the disciples, Mary is a model for those who live in hope. 

Hope is not an ideal or a fleeting emotion; it quietly lives in the story of life. When the 

fragments of daily life—prayer, service, suffering, and joy—are woven into the life of God, 

hope takes shape and shines forth. The Pope’s words, “To hope is to connect,” suggest that our 

relationship with God, our bonds with others and our communion within the Church are all 

nurtured in hope. Following Mary’s example. we are called to embark on the journey of faith 

as “bearers of hope.” With full trust, we embrace God’s promises and walk as pilgrims, 

connecting the fragments of our lives to the life of God. 

The hope that blossoms along this journey will turn into prayer, service, forgiveness, and 

joy which will then radiate outward into the world. Now, with the hope that connects people in 

my heart, I sincerely pray that our prayers and mutual support will continue to flourish in the 

Kyoto Diocese. 

 

✠ Paul Yoshinao Otsuka 

Bishop of Kyoto 

 

Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God 

January 1, 2026 


