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II. PASTORAL ACTIVITY AND CONVERSION 

25. I am aware that nowadays documents do not arouse the 
same interest as in the past and that they are quickly forgotten. 
Nevertheless, I want to emphasize that what I am trying to 
express here has a programmatic significance and important 
consequences. I hope that all communities will devote the 
necessary effort to advancing along the path of a pastoral and 
missionary conversion which cannot leave things as they 
presently are. “Mere administration” can no longer be 
enough.[21] Throughout the world, let us be “permanently in a 
state of mission”.[22] 

26. Paul VI invited us to deepen the call to renewal and to make 
it clear that renewal does not only concern individuals but the 
entire Church. Let us return to a memorable text which 
continues to challenge us. “The Church must look with 
penetrating eyes within herself, ponder the mystery of her own 
being… This vivid and lively self-awareness inevitably leads to a 
comparison between the ideal image of the Church as Christ 
envisaged her and loved her as his holy and spotless bride (cf. 
Eph 5:27), and the actual image which the Church presents to 
the world today... This is the source of the Church’s heroic and 
impatient struggle for renewal: the struggle to correct those 
flaws introduced by her members which her own self-
examination, mirroring her exemplar, Christ, points out to her 
and condemns”.[23] The Second Vatican Council presented 
ecclesial conversion as openness to a constant self-renewal born 
of fidelity to Jesus Christ: “Every renewal of the Church 
essentially consists in an increase of fidelity to her own calling… 
Christ summons the Church as she goes her pilgrim way… to 
that continual reformation of which she always has need, in so 



far as she is a human institution here on earth”.[24] 

There are ecclesial structures which can hamper efforts at 
evangelization, yet even good structures are only helpful when 
there is a life constantly driving, sustaining and assessing them. 
Without new life and an authentic evangelical spirit, without the 
Church’s “fidelity to her own calling”, any new structure will soon 
prove ineffective. 

 

An ecclesial renewal which cannot be deferred 

27. I dream of a “missionary option”, that is, a missionary 
impulse capable of transforming everything, so that the Church’s 
customs, ways of doing things, times and schedules, language 
and structures can be suitably channeled for the evangelization 
of today’s world rather than for her self-preservation. The 
renewal of structures demanded by pastoral conversion can only 
be understood in this light: as part of an effort to make them 
more mission-oriented, to make ordinary pastoral activity on 
every level more inclusive and open, to inspire in pastoral 
workers a constant desire to go forth and in this way to elicit a 
positive response from all those whom Jesus summons to 
friendship with him. As John Paul II once said to the Bishops of 
Oceania: “All renewal in the Church must have mission as its 
goal if it is not to fall prey to a kind of ecclesial introversion”.[25] 

 

28. The parish is not an outdated institution; precisely because it 
possesses great flexibility, it can assume quite different contours 
depending on the openness and missionary creativity of the 
pastor and the community. While certainly not the only 
institution which evangelizes, if it proves capable of self-renewal 
and constant adaptivity, it continues to be “the Church living in 



the midst of the homes of her sons and daughters”.[26] This 
presumes that it really is in contact with the homes and the lives 
of its people, and does not become a useless structure out of 
touch with people or a self-absorbed cluster made up of a 
chosen few. The parish is the presence of the Church in a given 
territory, an environment for hearing God’s word, for growth in 
the Christian life, for dialogue, proclamation, charitable outreach, 
worship and celebration.[27] In all its activities the parish 
encourages and trains its members to be evangelizers.[28] It is 
a community of communities, a sanctuary where the thirsty 
come to drink in the midst of their journey, and a centre of 
constant missionary outreach. We must admit, though, that the 
call to review and renew our parishes has not yet sufficed to 
bring them nearer to people, to make them environments of 
living communion and participation, and to make them 
completely mission-oriented. 

29. Other Church institutions, basic communities and small 
communities, movements, and forms of association are a source 
of enrichment for the Church, raised up by the Spirit for 
evangelizing different areas and sectors. Frequently they bring a 
new evangelizing fervour and a new capacity for dialogue with 
the world whereby the Church is renewed. But it will prove 
beneficial for them not to lose contact with the rich reality of the 
local parish and to participate readily in the overall pastoral 
activity of the particular Church.[29] This kind of integration will 
prevent them from concentrating only on part of the Gospel or 
the Church, or becoming nomads without roots. 

 

30. Each particular Church, as a portion of the Catholic Church 
under the leadership of its bishop, is likewise called to 
missionary conversion. It is the primary subject of 
evangelization,[30] since it is the concrete manifestation of the 
one Church in one specific place, and in it “the one, holy, 



catholic, and apostolic Church of Christ is truly present and 
operative”.[31] It is the Church incarnate in a certain place, 
equipped with all the means of salvation bestowed by Christ, but 
with local features. Its joy in communicating Jesus Christ is 
expressed both by a concern to preach him to areas in greater 
need and in constantly going forth to the outskirts of its own 
territory or towards new sociocultural settings.[32] Wherever the 
need for the light and the life of the Risen Christ is greatest, it 
will want to be there.[33] To make this missionary impulse ever 
more focused, generous and fruitful, I encourage each particular 
Church to undertake a resolute process of discernment, 
purification and reform. 

31. The bishop must always foster this missionary communion in 
his diocesan Church, following the ideal of the first Christian 
communities, in which the believers were of one heart and one 
soul (cf. Acts 4:32). To do so, he will sometimes go before his 
people, pointing the way and keeping their hope vibrant. At 
other times, he will simply be in their midst with his unassuming 
and merciful presence. At yet other times, he will have to walk 
after them, helping those who lag behind and – above all – 
allowing the flock to strike out on new paths. In his mission of 
fostering a dynamic, open and missionary communion, he will 
have to encourage and develop the means of participation 
proposed in the Code of Canon Law,[34] and other forms of 
pastoral dialogue, out of a desire to listen to everyone and not 
simply to those who would tell him what he would like to hear. 
Yet the principal aim of these participatory processes should not 
be ecclesiastical organization but rather the missionary aspiration 
of reaching everyone. 

32. Since I am called to put into practice what I ask of others, I 
too must think about a conversion of the papacy. It is my duty, 
as the Bishop of Rome, to be open to suggestions which can 
help make the exercise of my ministry more faithful to the 
meaning which Jesus Christ wished to give it and to the present 



needs of evangelization. Pope John Paul II asked for help in 
finding “a way of exercising the primacy which, while in no way 
renouncing what is essential to its mission, is nonetheless open 
to a new situation”.[35] We have made little progress in this 
regard. The papacy and the central structures of the universal 
Church also need to hear the call to pastoral conversion. The 
Second Vatican Council stated that, like the ancient patriarchal 
Churches, episcopal conferences are in a position “to contribute 
in many and fruitful ways to the concrete realization of the 
collegial spirit”.[36] Yet this desire has not been fully realized, 
since a juridical status of episcopal conferences which would see 
them as subjects of specific attributions, including genuine 
doctrinal authority, has not yet been sufficiently elaborated.[37] 
Excessive centralization, rather than proving helpful, complicates 
the Church’s life and her missionary outreach. 

33. Pastoral ministry in a missionary key seeks to abandon the 
complacent attitude that says: “We have always done it this 
way”. I invite everyone to be bold and creative in this task of 
rethinking the goals, structures, style and methods of 
evangelization in their respective communities. A proposal of 
goals without an adequate communal search for the means of 
achieving them will inevitably prove illusory. I encourage 
everyone to apply the guidelines found in this document 
generously and courageously, without inhibitions or fear. The 
important thing is to not walk alone, but to rely on each other as 
brothers and sisters, and especially under the leadership of the 
bishops, in a wise and realistic pastoral discernment.	  


