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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF EVANGELIZATION 

176. To evangelize is to make the kingdom of God present in our 
world. Yet “any partial or fragmentary definition which attempts 
to render the reality of evangelization in all its richness, 
complexity and dynamism does so only at the risk of 
impoverishing it and even of distorting it”.[140] I would now like 
to share my concerns about the social dimension of 
evangelization, precisely because if this dimension is not 
properly brought out, there is a constant risk of distorting the 
authentic and integral meaning of the mission of evangelization. 

I. COMMUNAL AND SOCIETAL REPERCUSSIONS OF THE 
KERYGMA 

177. The kerygma has a clear social content: at the very heart of 
the Gospel is life in community and engagement with others. 
The content of the first proclamation has an immediate moral 
implication centred on charity. 

 

Confession of faith and commitment to society 

178. To believe in a Father who loves all men and women with 
an infinite love means realizing that “he thereby confers upon 
them an infinite dignity”.[141] To believe that the Son of God 
assumed our human flesh means that each human person has 
been taken up into the very heart of God. To believe that Jesus 
shed his blood for us removes any doubt about the boundless 
love which ennobles each human being. Our redemption has a 



social dimension because “God, in Christ, redeems not only the 
individual person, but also the social relations existing between 
men”.[142] To believe that the Holy Spirit is at work in everyone 
means realizing that he seeks to penetrate every human 
situation and all social bonds: “The Holy Spirit can be said to 
possess an infinite creativity, proper to the divine mind, which 
knows how to loosen the knots of human affairs, even the most 
complex and inscrutable”.[143] Evangelization is meant to 
cooperate with this liberating work of the Spirit. The very 
mystery of the Trinity reminds us that we have been created in 
the image of that divine communion, and so we cannot achieve 
fulfilment or salvation purely by our own efforts. From the heart 
of the Gospel we see the profound connection between 
evangelization and human advancement, which must necessarily 
find expression and develop in every work of evangelization. 
Accepting the first proclamation, which invites us to receive 
God’s love and to love him in return with the very love which is 
his gift, brings forth in our lives and actions a primary and 
fundamental response: to desire, seek and protect the good of 
others. 

179. This inseparable bond between our acceptance of the 
message of salvation and genuine fraternal love appears in 
several scriptural texts which we would do well to meditate 
upon, in order to appreciate all their consequences. The 
message is one which we often take for granted, and can repeat 
almost mechanically, without necessarily ensuring that it has a 
real effect on our lives and in our communities. How dangerous 
and harmful this is, for it makes us lose our amazement, our 
excitement and our zeal for living the Gospel of fraternity and 
justice! God’s word teaches that our brothers and sisters are the 
prolongation of the incarnation for each of us: “As you did it to 
one of these, the least of my brethren, you did it to me” (Mt 
25:40). The way we treat others has a transcendent dimension: 
“the measure you give will be the measure you get” (Mt 7:2). It 



corresponds to the mercy which God has shown us: “Be 
merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Do not judge, and you 
will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be 
condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will 
be given to you… For the measure you give will be the measure 
you get back” (Lk 6:36-38). What these passages make clear is 
the absolute priority of “going forth from ourselves towards our 
brothers and sisters” as one of the two great commandments 
which ground every moral norm and as the clearest sign for 
discerning spiritual growth in response to God’s completely free 
gift. For this reason, “the service of charity is also a constituent 
element of the Church’s mission and an indispensable expression 
of her very being”.[144] By her very nature the Church is 
missionary; she abounds in effective charity and a compassion 
which understands, assists and promotes. 

 

The kingdom and its challenge 

180. Reading the Scriptures also makes it clear that the Gospel is 
not merely about our personal relationship with God. Nor should 
our loving response to God be seen simply as an accumulation of 
small personal gestures to individuals in need, a kind of “charity 
à la carte”, or a series of acts aimed solely at easing our 
conscience. The Gospel is about the kingdom of God (cf. Lk 
4:43); it is about loving God who reigns in our world. To the 
extent that he reigns within us, the life of society will be a 
setting for universal fraternity, justice, peace and dignity. Both 
Christian preaching and life, then, are meant to have an impact 
on society. We are seeking God’s kingdom: “Seek first God’s 
kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given 
to you as well” (Mt 6:33). Jesus’ mission is to inaugurate the 
kingdom of his Father; he commands his disciples to proclaim 
the good news that “the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Mt 
10:7). 



181. The kingdom, already present and growing in our midst, 
engages us at every level of our being and reminds us of the 
principle of discernment which Pope Paul VI applied to true 
development: it must be directed to “all men and the whole 
man”.[145] We know that “evangelization would not be 
complete if it did not take account of the unceasing interplay of 
the Gospel and of man’s concrete life, both personal and 
social”.[146] This is the principle of universality intrinsic to the 
Gospel, for the Father desires the salvation of every man and 
woman, and his saving plan consists in “gathering up all things 
in Christ, things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph 1:10). Our 
mandate is to “go into all the world and proclaim the good news 
to the whole creation” (Mk 16:15), for “the creation waits with 
eager longing for the revealing of the children of God” (Rom 
8:19). Here, “the creation” refers to every aspect of human life; 
consequently, “the mission of proclaiming the good news of 
Jesus Christ has a universal destination. Its mandate of charity 
encompasses all dimensions of existence, all individuals, all areas 
of community life, and all peoples. Nothing human can be alien 
to it”.[147] True Christian hope, which seeks the eschatological 
kingdom, always generates history. 

The Church’s teaching on social questions 

182. The Church’s teachings concerning contingent situations 
are subject to new and further developments and can be open 
to discussion, yet we cannot help but be concrete – without 
presuming to enter into details – lest the great social principles 
remain mere generalities which challenge no one. There is a 
need to draw practical conclusions, so that they “will have 
greater impact on the complexities of current situations”.[148] 
The Church’s pastors, taking into account the contributions of 
the different sciences, have the right to offer opinions on all that 
affects people’s lives, since the task of evangelization implies 
and demands the integral promotion of each human being. It is 
no longer possible to claim that religion should be restricted to 



the private sphere and that it exists only to prepare souls for 
heaven. We know that God wants his children to be happy in 
this world too, even though they are called to fulfilment in 
eternity, for he has created all things “for our enjoyment” (1 Tim 
6:17), the enjoyment of everyone. It follows that Christian 
conversion demands reviewing especially those areas and 
aspects of life “related to the social order and the pursuit of the 
common good”.[149] 

183. Consequently, no one can demand that religion should be 
relegated to the inner sanctum of personal life, without influence 
on societal and national life, without concern for the soundness 
of civil institutions, without a right to offer an opinion on events 
affecting society. Who would claim to lock up in a church and 
silence the message of Saint Francis of Assisi or Blessed Teresa 
of Calcutta? They themselves would have found this 
unacceptable. An authentic faith – which is never comfortable or 
completely personal – always involves a deep desire to change 
the world, to transmit values, to leave this earth somehow better 
that we found it. We love this magnificent planet on which God 
has put us, and we love the human family which dwells here, 
with all its tragedies and struggles, its hopes and aspirations, its 
strengths and weaknesses. The earth is our common home and 
all of us are brothers and sisters. If indeed “the just ordering of 
society and of the state is a central responsibility of politics”, the 
Church “cannot and must not remain on the sidelines in the fight 
for justice”.[150] All Christians, their pastors included, are called 
to show concern for the building of a better world. This is 
essential, for the Church’s social thought is primarily positive: it 
offers proposals, it works for change and in this sense it 
constantly points to the hope born of the loving heart of Jesus 
Christ. At the same time, it unites “its own commitment to that 
made in the social field by other Churches and Ecclesial 
Communities, whether at the level of doctrinal reflection or at 
the practical level”.[151] 



 

184. This is not the time or the place to examine in detail the 
many grave social questions affecting today’s world, some of 
which I have dealt with in the second chapter. This Exhortation 
is not a social document, and for reflection on those different 
themes we have a most suitable tool in the Compendium of the 
Social Doctrine of the Church, whose use and study I heartily 
recommend. Furthermore, neither the Pope nor the Church have 
a monopoly on the interpretation of social realities or the 
proposal of solutions to contemporary problems. Here I can 
repeat the insightful observation of Pope Paul VI: “In the face of 
such widely varying situations, it is difficult for us to utter a 
unified message and to put forward a solution which has 
universal validity. This is not our ambition, nor is it our mission. 
It is up to the Christian communities to analyze with objectivity 
the situation which is proper to their own country”.[152] 

185. In what follows I intend to concentrate on two great issues 
which strike me as fundamental at this time in history. I will 
treat them more fully because I believe that they will shape the 
future of humanity. These issues are first, the inclusion of the 
poor in society, and second, peace and social dialogue.	  


