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III. FROM THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL 

34. If we attempt to put all things in a missionary key, this will 
also affect the way we communicate the message. In today’s 
world of instant communication and occasionally biased media 
coverage, the message we preach runs a greater risk of being 
distorted or reduced to some of its secondary aspects. In this 
way certain issues which are part of the Church’s moral teaching 
are taken out of the context which gives them their meaning. 
The biggest problem is when the message we preach then 
seems identified with those secondary aspects which, important 
as they are, do not in and of themselves convey the heart of 
Christ’s message. We need to be realistic and not assume that 
our audience understands the full background to what we are 
saying, or is capable of relating what we say to the very heart of 
the Gospel, which gives it meaning, beauty and attractiveness. 

35. Pastoral ministry in a missionary style is not obsessed with 
the disjointed transmission of a multitude of doctrines to be 
insistently imposed. When we adopt a pastoral goal and a 
missionary style which would actually reach everyone without 
exception or exclusion, the message has to concentrate on the 
essentials, on what is most beautiful, most grand, most 
appealing and at the same time most necessary. The message is 
simplified, while losing none of its depth and truth, and thus 
becomes all the more forceful and convincing. 

36. All revealed truths derive from the same divine source and 
are to be believed with the same faith, yet some of them are 
more important for giving direct expression to the heart of the 
Gospel. In this basic core, what shines forth is the beauty of the 
saving love of God made manifest in Jesus Christ who died and 



rose from the dead. In this sense, the Second Vatican Council 
explained, “in Catholic doctrine there exists an order or a 
‘hierarchy’ of truths, since they vary in their relation to the 
foundation of the Christian faith”.[38] This holds true as much 
for the dogmas of faith as for the whole corpus of the Church’s 
teaching, including her moral teaching. 

37. Saint Thomas Aquinas taught that the Church’s moral 
teaching has its own “hierarchy”, in the virtues and in the acts 
which proceed from them.[39] What counts above all else is 
“faith working through love” (Gal 5:6). Works of love directed to 
one’s neighbour are the most perfect external manifestation of 
the interior grace of the Spirit: “The foundation of the New Law 
is in the grace of the Holy Spirit, who is manifested in the faith 
which works through love”.[40] Thomas thus explains that, as 
far as external works are concerned, mercy is the greatest of all 
the virtues: “In itself mercy is the greatest of the virtues, since 
all the others revolve around it and, more than this, it makes up 
for their deficiencies. This is particular to the superior virtue, and 
as such it is proper to God to have mercy, through which his 
omnipotence is manifested to the greatest degree”.[41] 

38. It is important to draw out the pastoral consequences of the 
Council’s teaching, which reflects an ancient conviction of the 
Church. First, it needs to be said that in preaching the Gospel a 
fitting sense of proportion has to be maintained. This would be 
seen in the frequency with which certain themes are brought up 
and in the emphasis given to them in preaching. For example, if 
in the course of the liturgical year a parish priest speaks about 
temperance ten times but only mentions charity or justice two or 
three times, an imbalance results, and precisely those virtues 
which ought to be most present in preaching and catechesis are 
overlooked. The same thing happens when we speak more 
about law than about grace, more about the Church than about 
Christ, more about the Pope than about God’s word. 



39. Just as the organic unity existing among the virtues means 
that no one of them can be excluded from the Christian ideal, so 
no truth may be denied. The integrity of the Gospel message 
must not be deformed. What is more, each truth is better 
understood when related to the harmonious totality of the 
Christian message; in this context all of the truths are important 
and illumine one another. When preaching is faithful to the 
Gospel, the centrality of certain truths is evident and it becomes 
clear that Christian morality is not a form of stoicism, or self-
denial, or merely a practical philosophy or a catalogue of sins 
and faults. Before all else, the Gospel invites us to respond to 
the God of love who saves us, to see God in others and to go 
forth from ourselves to seek the good of others. Under no 
circumstance can this invitation be obscured! All of the virtues 
are at the service of this response of love. If this invitation does 
not radiate forcefully and attractively, the edifice of the Church’s 
moral teaching risks becoming a house of cards, and this is our 
greatest risk. It would mean that it is not the Gospel which is 
being preached, but certain doctrinal or moral points based on 
specific ideological options. The message will run the risk of 
losing its freshness and will cease to have “the fragrance of the 
Gospel”.	  


