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CHAPTER THREE 

THE PROCLAMATION OF THE GOSPEL 

110. After having considered some of the challenges of the 
present, I would now like to speak of the task which bears upon 
us in every age and place, for “there can be no true 
evangelization without the explicit proclamation of Jesus as 
Lord”, and without “the primacy of the proclamation of Jesus 
Christ in all evangelizing work”.[77] Acknowledging the concerns 
of the Asian bishops, John Paul II told them that if the Church 
“is to fulfil its providential destiny, evangelization as the joyful, 
patient and progressive preaching of the saving death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ must be your absolute priority.”[78] 
These words hold true for all of us. 

 

I. THE ENTIRE PEOPLE OF GOD PROCLAIMS THE GOSPEL 

111. Evangelization is the task of the Church. The Church, as the 
agent of evangelization, is more than an organic and hierarchical 
institution; she is first and foremost a people advancing on its 
pilgrim way towards God. She is certainly a mystery rooted in 
the Trinity, yet she exists concretely in history as a people of 
pilgrims and evangelizers, transcending any institutional 
expression, however necessary. I would like to dwell briefly on 
this way of understanding the Church, whose ultimate 
foundation is found in the free and gracious initiative of God. 

A people for everyone 

112. The salvation which God offers us is the work of his mercy. 



No human efforts, however good they may be, can enable us to 
merit so great a gift. God, by his sheer grace, draws us to 
himself and makes us one with him.[79] He sends his Spirit into 
our hearts to make us his children, transforming us and enabling 
us to respond to his love by our lives. The Church is sent by 
Jesus Christ as the sacrament of the salvation offered by 
God.[80] Through her evangelizing activity, she cooperates as 
an instrument of that divine grace which works unceasingly and 
inscrutably. Benedict XVI put it nicely at the beginning of the 
Synod’s reflections: “It is important always to know that the first 
word, the true initiative, the true activity comes from God and 
only by inserting ourselves into the divine initiative, only begging 
for this divine initiative, shall we too be able to become – with 
him and in him – evangelizers”.[81] This principle of the primacy 
of grace must be a beacon which constantly illuminates our 
reflections on evangelization. 

113. The salvation which God has wrought, and the Church 
joyfully proclaims, is for everyone.[82] God has found a way to 
unite himself to every human being in every age. He has chosen 
to call them together as a people and not as isolated 
individuals.[83] No one is saved by himself or herself, 
individually, or by his or her own efforts. God attracts us by 
taking into account the complex interweaving of personal 
relationships entailed in the life of a human community. This 
people which God has chosen and called is the Church. Jesus did 
not tell the apostles to form an exclusive and elite group. He 
said: “Go and make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28:19). Saint 
Paul tells us in the people of God, in the Church, “there is 
neither Jew or Greek... for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 
3:28). To those who feel far from God and the Church, to all 
those who are fearful or indifferent, I would like to say this: the 
Lord, with great respect and love, is also calling you to be a part 
of his people! 

 



114. Being Church means being God’s people, in accordance 
with the great plan of his fatherly love. This means that we are 
to be God’s leaven in the midst of humanity. It means 
proclaiming and bringing God’s salvation into our world, which 
often goes astray and needs to be encouraged, given hope and 
strengthened on the way. The Church must be a place of mercy 
freely given, where everyone can feel welcomed, loved, forgiven 
and encouraged to live the good life of the Gospel. 

 

A people of many faces 

115. The People of God is incarnate in the peoples of the earth, 
each of which has its own culture. The concept of culture is 
valuable for grasping the various expressions of the Christian life 
present in God’s people. It has to do with the lifestyle of a given 
society, the specific way in which its members relate to one 
another, to other creatures and to God. Understood in this way, 
culture embraces the totality of a people’s life.[84] Each people 
in the course of its history develops its culture with legitimate 
autonomy.[85] This is due to the fact that the human person, 
“by nature stands completely in need of life in society”[86] and 
always exists in reference to society, finding there a concrete 
way of relating to reality. The human person is always situated 
in a culture: “nature and culture are intimately linked”.[87] 
Grace supposes culture, and God’s gift becomes flesh in the 
culture of those who receive it. 

116. In these first two Christian millennia, countless peoples 
have received the grace of faith, brought it to flower in their 
daily lives and handed it on in the language of their own culture. 
Whenever a community receives the message of salvation, the 
Holy Spirit enriches its culture with the transforming power of 
the Gospel. The history of the Church shows that Christianity 
does not have simply one cultural expression, but rather, 



“remaining completely true to itself, with unswerving fidelity to 
the proclamation of the Gospel and the tradition of the Church, it 
will also reflect the different faces of the cultures and peoples in 
which it is received and takes root”.[88] In the diversity of 
peoples who experience the gift of God, each in accordance with 
its own culture, the Church expresses her genuine catholicity 
and shows forth the “beauty of her varied face”.[89] In the 
Christian customs of an evangelized people, the Holy Spirit 
adorns the Church, showing her new aspects of revelation and 
giving her a new face. Through inculturation, the Church 
“introduces peoples, together with their cultures, into her own 
community”,[90] for “every culture offers positive values and 
forms which can enrich the way the Gospel is preached, 
understood and lived”.[91] In this way, the Church takes up the 
values of different cultures and becomes sponsa ornata 
monilibus suis, “the bride bedecked with her jewels” (cf. Is 
61:10)”.[92] 

117. When properly understood, cultural diversity is not a threat 
to Church unity. The Holy Spirit, sent by the Father and the Son, 
transforms our hearts and enables us to enter into the perfect 
communion of the blessed Trinity, where all things find their 
unity. He builds up the communion and harmony of the people 
of God. The same Spirit is that harmony, just as he is the bond 
of love between the Father and the Son.[93] It is he who brings 
forth a rich variety of gifts, while at the same time creating a 
unity which is never uniformity but a multifaceted and inviting 
harmony. Evangelization joyfully acknowledges these varied 
treasures which the Holy Spirit pours out upon the Church. We 
would not do justice to the logic of the incarnation if we thought 
of Christianity as monocultural and monotonous. While it is true 
that some cultures have been closely associated with the 
preaching of the Gospel and the development of Christian 
thought, the revealed message is not identified with any of 
them; its content is transcultural. Hence in the evangelization of 



new cultures, or cultures which have not received the Christian 
message, it is not essential to impose a specific cultural form, no 
matter how beautiful or ancient it may be, together with the 
Gospel. The message that we proclaim always has a certain 
cultural dress, but we in the Church can sometimes fall into a 
needless hallowing of our own culture, and thus show more 
fanaticism than true evangelizing zeal. 

118. The Bishops of Oceania asked that the Church “develop an 
understanding and a presentation of the truth of Christ working 
from the traditions and cultures of the region” and invited “all 
missionaries to work in harmony with indigenous Christians so as 
to ensure that the faith and the life of the Church be expressed 
in legitimate forms appropriate for each culture”.[94] We cannot 
demand that peoples of every continent, in expressing their 
Christian faith, imitate modes of expression which European 
nations developed at a particular moment of their history, 
because the faith cannot be constricted to the limits of 
understanding and expression of any one culture.[95] It is an 
indisputable fact that no single culture can exhaust the mystery 
of our redemption in Christ. 

 

We are all missionary disciples 

119. In all the baptized, from first to last, the sanctifying power 
of the Spirit is at work, impelling us to evangelization. The 
people of God is holy thanks to this anointing, which makes it 
infallible in credendo. This means that it does not err in faith, 
even though it may not find words to explain that faith. The 
Spirit guides it in truth and leads it to salvation.[96] As part of 
his mysterious love for humanity, God furnishes the totality of 
the faithful with an instinct of faith – sensus fidei – which helps 
them to discern what is truly of God. The presence of the Spirit 
gives Christians a certain connaturality with divine realities, and 



a wisdom which enables them to grasp those realities intuitively, 
even when they lack the wherewithal to give them precise 
expression. 

120. In virtue of their baptism, all the members of the People of 
God have become missionary disciples (cf. Mt 28:19). All the 
baptized, whatever their position in the Church or their level of 
instruction in the faith, are agents of evangelization, and it 
would be insufficient to envisage a plan of evangelization to be 
carried out by professionals while the rest of the faithful would 
simply be passive recipients. The new evangelization calls for 
personal involvement on the part of each of the baptized. Every 
Christian is challenged, here and now, to be actively engaged in 
evangelization; indeed, anyone who has truly experienced God’s 
saving love does not need much time or lengthy training to go 
out and proclaim that love. Every Christian is a missionary to the 
extent that he or she has encountered the love of God in Christ 
Jesus: we no longer say that we are “disciples” and 
“missionaries”, but rather that we are always “missionary 
disciples”. If we are not convinced, let us look at those first 
disciples, who, immediately after encountering the gaze of Jesus, 
went forth to proclaim him joyfully: “We have found the 
Messiah!” (Jn 1:41). The Samaritan woman became a missionary 
immediately after speaking with Jesus and many Samaritans 
come to believe in him “because of the woman’s testimony” (Jn 
4:39). So too, Saint Paul, after his encounter with Jesus Christ, 
“immediately proclaimed Jesus” (Acts 9:20; cf. 22:6-21). So 
what are we waiting for? 

121. Of course, all of us are called to mature in our work as 
evangelizers. We want to have better training, a deepening love 
and a clearer witness to the Gospel. In this sense, we ought to 
let others be constantly evangelizing us. But this does not mean 
that we should postpone the evangelizing mission; rather, each 
of us should find ways to communicate Jesus wherever we are. 
All of us are called to offer others an explicit witness to the 



saving love of the Lord, who despite our imperfections offers us 
his closeness, his word and his strength, and gives meaning to 
our lives. In your heart you know that it is not the same to live 
without him; what you have come to realize, what has helped 
you to live and given you hope, is what you also need to 
communicate to others. Our falling short of perfection should be 
no excuse; on the contrary, mission is a constant stimulus not to 
remain mired in mediocrity but to continue growing. The witness 
of faith that each Christian is called to offer leads us to say with 
Saint Paul: “Not that I have already obtained this, or am already 
perfect; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus 
has made me his own” (Phil 3:12-13). 

 

The evangelizing power of popular piety 

122. In the same way, we can see that the different peoples 
among whom the Gospel has been inculturated are active 
collective subjects or agents of evangelization. This is because 
each people is the creator of their own culture and the 
protagonist of their own history. Culture is a dynamic reality 
which a people constantly recreates; each generation passes on 
a whole series of ways of approaching different existential 
situations to the next generation, which must in turn reformulate 
it as it confronts its own challenges. Being human means “being 
at the same time son and father of the culture to which one 
belongs”.[97] Once the Gospel has been inculturated in a 
people, in their process of transmitting their culture they also 
transmit the faith in ever new forms; hence the importance of 
understanding evangelization as inculturation. Each portion of 
the people of God, by translating the gift of God into its own life 
and in accordance with its own genius, bears witness to the faith 
it has received and enriches it with new and eloquent 
expressions. One can say that “a people continuously 
evangelizes itself”.[98] Herein lies the importance of popular 



piety, a true expression of the spontaneous missionary activity of 
the people of God. This is an ongoing and developing process, of 
which the Holy Spirit is the principal agent.[99] 

123. Popular piety enables us to see how the faith, once 
received, becomes embodied in a culture and is constantly 
passed on. Once looked down upon, popular piety came to be 
appreciated once more in the decades following the Council. In 
the Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, Pope Paul VI gave a decisive 
impulse in this area. There he stated that popular piety 
“manifests a thirst for God which only the poor and the simple 
can know”[100] and that “it makes people capable of generosity 
and sacrifice even to the point of heroism,when it is a question 
of bearing witness to belief”.[101] Closer to our own time, 
Benedict XVI, speaking about Latin America, pointed out that 
popular piety is “a precious treasure of the Catholic Church”, in 
which “we see the soul of the Latin American peoples”.[102] 

124. The Aparecida Document describes the riches which the 
Holy Spirit pours forth in popular piety by his gratuitous 
initiative. On that beloved continent, where many Christians 
express their faith through popular piety, the bishops also refer 
to it as “popular spirituality” or “the people’s mysticism”.[103] It 
is truly “a spirituality incarnated in the culture of the lowly”.[104] 
Nor is it devoid of content; rather it discovers and expresses that 
content more by way of symbols than by discursive reasoning, 
and in the act of faith greater accent is placed on credere in 
Deum than on credere Deum.[105] It is “a legitimate way of 
living the faith, a way of feeling part of the Church and a 
manner of being missionaries”;[106] it brings with itself the 
grace of being a missionary, of coming out of oneself and setting 
out on pilgrimage: “Journeying together to shrines and taking 
part in other manifestations of popular piety, also by taking 
one’s children or inviting others, is in itself an evangelizing 
gesture”.[107] Let us not stifle or presume to control this 
missionary power! 



 

125. To understand this reality we need to approach it with the 
gaze of the Good Shepherd, who seeks not to judge but to love. 
Only from the affective connaturality born of love can we 
appreciate the theological life present in the piety of Christian 
peoples, especially among their poor. I think of the steadfast 
faith of those mothers tending their sick children who, though 
perhaps barely familiar with the articles of the creed, cling to a 
rosary; or of all the hope poured into a candle lighted in a 
humble home with a prayer for help from Mary, or in the gaze of 
tender love directed to Christ crucified. No one who loves God’s 
holy people will view these actions as the expression of a purely 
human search for the divine. They are the manifestation of a 
theological life nourished by the working of the Holy Spirit who 
has been poured into our hearts (cf. Rom 5:5). 

126. Underlying popular piety, as a fruit of the inculturated 
Gospel, is an active evangelizing power which we must not 
underestimate: to do so would be to fail to recognize the work of 
the Holy Spirit. Instead, we are called to promote and 
strengthen it, in order to deepen the never-ending process of 
inculturation. Expressions of popular piety have much to teach 
us; for those who are capable of reading them, they are a locus 
theologicus which demands our attention, especially at a time 
when we are looking to the new evangelization.	  


