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No to the inequality which spawns violence 

59. Today in many places we hear a call for greater security. But 
until exclusion and inequality in society and between peoples is 
reversed, it will be impossible to eliminate violence. The poor 
and the poorer peoples are accused of violence, yet without 
equal opportunities the different forms of aggression and conflict 
will find a fertile terrain for growth and eventually explode. 
When a society – whether local, national or global – is willing to 
leave a part of itself on the fringes, no political programmes or 
resources spent on law enforcement or surveillance systems can 
indefinitely guarantee tranquility. This is not the case simply 
because inequality provokes a violent reaction from those 
excluded from the system, but because the socioeconomic 
system is unjust at its root. Just as goodness tends to spread, 
the toleration of evil, which is injustice, tends to expand its 
baneful influence and quietly to undermine any political and 
social system, no matter how solid it may appear. If every action 
has its consequences, an evil embedded in the structures of a 
society has a constant potential for disintegration and death. It 
is evil crystallized in unjust social structures, which cannot be the 
basis of hope for a better future. We are far from the so-called 
“end of history”, since the conditions for a sustainable and 
peaceful development have not yet been adequately articulated 
and realized. 

60. Today’s economic mechanisms promote inordinate 
consumption, yet it is evident that unbridled consumerism 
combined with inequality proves doubly damaging to the social 
fabric. Inequality eventually engenders a violence which 
recourse to arms cannot and never will be able to resolve. This 
serves only to offer false hopes to those clamouring for 



heightened security, even though nowadays we know that 
weapons and violence, rather than providing solutions, create 
new and more serious conflicts. Some simply content themselves 
with blaming the poor and the poorer countries themselves for 
their troubles; indulging in unwarranted generalizations, they 
claim that the solution is an “education” that would tranquilize 
them, making them tame and harmless. All this becomes even 
more exasperating for the marginalized in the light of the 
widespread and deeply rooted corruption found in many 
countries – in their governments, businesses and institutions – 
whatever the political ideology of their leaders. 

 

Some cultural challenges 

61. We also evangelize when we attempt to confront the various 
challenges which can arise.[56] On occasion these may take the 
form of veritable attacks on religious freedom or new 
persecutions directed against Christians; in some countries these 
have reached alarming levels of hatred and violence. In many 
places, the problem is more that of widespread indifference and 
relativism, linked to disillusionment and the crisis of ideologies 
which has come about as a reaction to anything which might 
appear totalitarian. This not only harms the Church but the 
fabric of society as a whole. We should recognize how in a 
culture where each person wants to be bearer of his or her own 
subjective truth, it becomes difficult for citizens to devise a 
common plan which transcends individual gain and personal 
ambitions. 

62. In the prevailing culture, priority is given to the outward, the 
immediate, the visible, the quick, the superficial and the 
provisional. What is real gives way to appearances. In many 
countries globalization has meant a hastened deterioration of 
their own cultural roots and the invasion of ways of thinking and 



acting proper to other cultures which are economically advanced 
but ethically debilitated. This fact has been brought up by 
bishops from various continents in different Synods. The African 
bishops, for example, taking up the Encyclical Sollicitudo Rei 
Socialis, pointed out years ago that there have been frequent 
attempts to make the African countries “parts of a machine, cogs 
on a gigantic wheel. This is often true also in the field of social 
communications which, being run by centres mostly in the 
northern hemisphere, do not always give due consideration to 
the priorities and problems of such countries or respect their 
cultural make-up”.[57] By the same token, the bishops of Asia 
“underlined the external influences being brought to bear on 
Asian cultures. New patterns of behaviour are emerging as a 
result of over-exposure to the mass media… As a result, the 
negative aspects of the media and entertainment industries are 
threatening traditional values, and in particular the sacredness of 
marriage and the stability of the family”.[58] 

63. The Catholic faith of many peoples is nowadays being 
challenged by the proliferation of new religious movements, 
some of which tend to fundamentalism while others seem to 
propose a spirituality without God. This is, on the one hand, a 
human reaction to a materialistic, consumerist and individualistic 
society, but it is also a means of exploiting the weaknesses of 
people living in poverty and on the fringes of society, people 
who make ends meet amid great human suffering and are 
looking for immediate solutions to their needs. These religious 
movements, not without a certain shrewdness, come to fill, 
within a predominantly individualistic culture, a vacuum left by 
secularist rationalism. We must recognize that if part of our 
baptized people lack a sense of belonging to the Church, this is 
also due to certain structures and the occasionally unwelcoming 
atmosphere of some of our parishes and communities, or to a 
bureaucratic way of dealing with problems, be they simple or 
complex, in the lives of our people. In many places an 



administrative approach prevails over a pastoral approach, as 
does a concentration on administering the sacraments apart 
from other forms of evangelization. 

64. The process of secularization tends to reduce the faith and 
the Church to the sphere of the private and personal. 
Furthermore, by completely rejecting the transcendent, it has 
produced a growing deterioration of ethics, a weakening of the 
sense of personal and collective sin, and a steady increase in 
relativism. These have led to a general sense of disorientation, 
especially in the periods of adolescence and young adulthood 
which are so vulnerable to change. As the bishops of the United 
States of America have rightly pointed out, while the Church 
insists on the existence of objective moral norms which are valid 
for everyone, “there are those in our culture who portray this 
teaching as unjust, that is, as opposed to basic human rights. 
Such claims usually follow from a form of moral relativism that is 
joined, not without inconsistency, to a belief in the absolute 
rights of individuals. In this view, the Church is perceived as 
promoting a particular prejudice and as interfering with 
individual freedom”.[59] We are living in an information-driven 
society which bombards us indiscriminately with data – all 
treated as being of equal importance – and which leads to 
remarkable superficiality in the area of moral discernment. In 
response, we need to provide an education which teaches critical 
thinking and encourages the development of mature moral 
values. 

65. Despite the tide of secularism which has swept our societies, 
in many countries – even those where Christians are a minority – 
the Catholic Church is considered a credible institution by public 
opinion, and trusted for her solidarity and concern for those in 
greatest need. Again and again, the Church has acted as a 
mediator in finding solutions to problems affecting peace, social 
harmony, the land, the defence of life, human and civil rights, 
and so forth. And how much good has been done by Catholic 



schools and universities around the world! This is a good thing. 
Yet, we find it difficult to make people see that when we raise 
other questions less palatable to public opinion, we are doing so 
out of fidelity to precisely the same convictions about human 
dignity and the common good. 

66. The family is experiencing a profound cultural crisis, as are 
all communities and social bonds. In the case of the family, the 
weakening of these bonds is particularly serious because the 
family is the fundamental cell of society, where we learn to live 
with others despite our differences and to belong to one 
another; it is also the place where parents pass on the faith to 
their children. Marriage now tends to be viewed as a form of 
mere emotional satisfaction that can be constructed in any way 
or modified at will. But the indispensible contribution of marriage 
to society transcends the feelings and momentary needs of the 
couple. As the French bishops have taught, it is not born “of 
loving sentiment, ephemeral by definition, but from the depth of 
the obligation assumed by the spouses who accept to enter a 
total communion of life”.[60] 

67. The individualism of our postmodern and globalized era 
favours a lifestyle which weakens the development and stability 
of personal relationships and distorts family bonds. Pastoral 
activity needs to bring out more clearly the fact that our 
relationship with the Father demands and encourages a 
communion which heals, promotes and reinforces interpersonal 
bonds. In our world, especially in some countries, different 
forms of war and conflict are re-emerging, yet we Christians 
remain steadfast in our intention to respect others, to heal 
wounds, to build bridges, to strengthen relationships and to 
“bear one another’s burdens” (Gal 6:2). Today too, various 
associations for the defence of rights and the pursuit of noble 
goals are being founded. This is a sign of the desire of many 
people to contribute to social and cultural progress. 



Challenges to inculturating the faith 

68. The Christian substratum of certain peoples – most of all in 
the West – is a living reality. Here we find, especially among the 
most needy, a moral resource which preserves the values of an 
authentic Christian humanism. Seeing reality with the eyes of 
faith, we cannot fail to acknowledge what the Holy Spirit is 
sowing. It would show a lack of trust in his free and unstinting 
activity to think that authentic Christian values are absent where 
great numbers of people have received baptism and express 
their faith and solidarity with others in a variety of ways. This 
means more than acknowledging occasional “seeds of the word”, 
since it has to do with an authentic Christian faith which has its 
own expressions and means of showing its relationship to the 
Church. The immense importance of a culture marked by faith 
cannot be overlooked; before the onslaught of contemporary 
secularism an evangelized culture, for all its limits, has many 
more resources than the mere sum total of believers. An 
evangelized popular culture contains values of faith and 
solidarity capable of encouraging the development of a more just 
and believing society, and possesses a particular wisdom which 
ought to be gratefully acknowledged. 

69. It is imperative to evangelize cultures in order to inculturate 
the Gospel. In countries of Catholic tradition, this means 
encouraging, fostering and reinforcing a richness which already 
exists. In countries of other religious traditions, or profoundly 
secularized countries, it will mean sparking new processes for 
evangelizing culture, even though these will demand long-term 
planning. We must keep in mind, however, that we are 
constantly being called to grow. Each culture and social group 
needs purification and growth. In the case of the popular 
cultures of Catholic peoples, we can see deficiencies which need 
to be healed by the Gospel: machismo, alcoholism, domestic 
violence, low Mass attendance, fatalistic or superstitious notions 
which lead to sorcery, and the like. Popular piety itself can be 



the starting point for healing and liberation from these 
deficiencies. 

70. It is also true that at times greater emphasis is placed on the 
outward expressions and traditions of some groups, or on 
alleged private revelations which would replace all else, than on 
the impulse of Christian piety. There is a kind of Christianity 
made up of devotions reflecting an individual and sentimental 
faith life which does not in fact correspond to authentic “popular 
piety”. Some people promote these expressions while not being 
in the least concerned with the advancement of society or the 
formation of the laity, and in certain cases they do so in order to 
obtain economic benefits or some power over others. Nor can 
we overlook the fact that in recent decades there has been a 
breakdown in the way Catholics pass down the Christian faith to 
the young. It is undeniable that many people feel disillusioned 
and no longer identify with the Catholic tradition. Growing 
numbers of parents do not bring their children for baptism or 
teach them how to pray. There is also a certain exodus towards 
other faith communities. The causes of this breakdown include: 
a lack of opportunity for dialogue in families, the influence of the 
communications media, a relativistic subjectivism, unbridled 
consumerism which feeds the market, lack of pastoral care 
among the poor, the failure of our institutions to be welcoming, 
and our difficulty in restoring a mystical adherence to the faith in 
a pluralistic religious landscape. 

Challenges from urban cultures 

71. The new Jerusalem, the holy city (cf. Rev 21:2-4), is the goal 
towards which all of humanity is moving. It is curious that God’s 
revelation tells us that the fullness of humanity and of history is 
realized in a city. We need to look at our cities with a 
contemplative gaze, a gaze of faith which sees God dwelling in 
their homes, in their streets and squares. God’s presence 
accompanies the sincere efforts of individuals and groups to find 



encouragement and meaning in their lives. He dwells among 
them, fostering solidarity, fraternity, and the desire for 
goodness, truth and justice. This presence must not be contrived 
but found, uncovered. God does not hide himself from those 
who seek him with a sincere heart, even though they do so 
tentatively, in a vague and haphazard manner. 

72. In cities, as opposed to the countryside, the religious 
dimension of life is expressed by different lifestyles, daily 
rhythms linked to places and people. In their daily lives people 
must often struggle for survival and this struggle contains within 
it a profound understanding of life which often includes a deep 
religious sense. We must examine this more closely in order to 
enter into a dialogue like that of our Lord and the Samaritan 
woman at the well where she sought to quench her thirst (cf. Jn 
4:1-15). 

73. New cultures are constantly being born in these vast new 
expanses where Christians are no longer the customary 
interpreters or generators of meaning. Instead, they themselves 
take from these cultures new languages, symbols, messages and 
paradigms which propose new approaches to life, approaches 
often in contrast with the Gospel of Jesus. A completely new 
culture has come to life and continues to grow in the cities. The 
Synod noted that today the changes taking place in these great 
spaces and the culture which they create are a privileged locus 
of the new evangelization.[61] This challenges us to imagine 
innovative spaces and possibilities for prayer and communion 
which are more attractive and meaningful for city dwellers. 
Through the influence of the media, rural areas are being 
affected by the same cultural changes, which are significantly 
altering their way of life as well. 

74. What is called for is an evangelization capable of shedding 
light on these new ways of relating to God, to others and to the 
world around us, and inspiring essential values. It must reach 



the places where new narratives and paradigms are being 
formed, bringing the word of Jesus to the inmost soul of our 
cities. Cities are multicultural; in the larger cities, a connective 
network is found in which groups of people share a common 
imagination and dreams about life, and new human interactions 
arise, new cultures, invisible cities. Various subcultures exist side 
by side, and often practise segregation and violence. The Church 
is called to be at the service of a difficult dialogue. On the one 
hand, there are people who have the means needed to develop 
their personal and family lives, but there are also many “non-
citizens”, “half citizens” and “urban remnants”. Cities create a 
sort of permanent ambivalence because, while they offer their 
residents countless possibilities, they also present many people 
with any number of obstacles to the full development of their 
lives. This contrast causes painful suffering. In many parts of the 
world, cities are the scene of mass protests where thousands of 
people call for freedom, a voice in public life, justice and a 
variety of other demands which, if not properly understood, will 
not be silenced by force. 

75. We cannot ignore the fact that in cities human trafficking, 
the narcotics trade, the abuse and exploitation of minors, the 
abandonment of the elderly and infirm, and various forms of 
corruption and criminal activity take place. At the same time, 
what could be significant places of encounter and solidarity often 
become places of isolation and mutual distrust. Houses and 
neighbourhoods are more often built to isolate and protect than 
to connect and integrate. The proclamation of the Gospel will be 
a basis for restoring the dignity of human life in these contexts, 
for Jesus desires to pour out an abundance of life upon our cities 
(cf. Jn 10:10). The unified and complete sense of human life 
that the Gospel proposes is the best remedy for the ills of our 
cities, even though we have to realize that a uniform and rigid 
program of evangelization is not suited to this complex reality. 
But to live our human life to the fullest and to meet every 



challenge as a leaven of Gospel witness in every culture and in 
every city will make us better Christians and bear fruit in our 
cities.	  


