
59. If people proclaim in the world the Gospel of salvation, they do so by the command of, in the name of and with 
the grace of Christ the Savior. "They will never have a preacher unless one is sent,"[81] wrote he who was without 
doubt one of the greatest evangelizers. No one can do it without having been sent. 
 
But who then has the mission of evangelizing? 
 
The Second Vatican Council gave a clear reply to this question: it is upon the Church that "there rests, by divine 
mandate, the duty of going out into the whole world and preaching the gospel to every creature."[82] And in 
another text: "...the whole Church is missionary, and the work of evangelization is a basic duty of the People of 
God."[83] 
We have already mentioned this intimate connection between the Church and evangelization. While the Church is 
proclaiming the kingdom of God and building it up, she is establishing herself in the midst of the world as the sign 
and instrument of this kingdom which is and which is to come. The Council repeats the following expression of St. 
Augustine on the missionary activity of the Twelve: "They preached the word of truth and brought forth 
Churches."[84] 
60. The observation that the Church has been sent out and given a mandate to evangelize the world should awaken 
in us two convictions. 
The first is this: evangelization is for no one an individual and isolated act; it is one that is deeply ecclesial. When the 
most obscure preacher, catechist or pastor in the most distant land preaches the Gospel, gathers his little 
community together or administers a sacrament, even alone, he is carrying out an ecclesial act, and his action is 
certainly attached to the evangelizing activity of the whole Church by institutional relationships, but also by 
profound invisible links in the order of grace. This presupposes that he acts not in virtue of a mission which he 
attributes to himself or by a personal inspiration, but in union with the mission of the Church and in her name. 
From this flows the second conviction: if each individual evangelizes in the name of the Church, who herself does 
so by virtue of a mandate from the Lord, no evangelizer is the absolute master of his evangelizing action, with a 
discretionary power to carry it out in accordance with individualistic criteria and perspectives; he acts in communion 
with the Church and her pastors. 
We have remarked that the Church is entirely and completely evangelizing. This means that, in the whole world and 
in each part of the world where she is present, the Church feels responsible for the task of spreading the Gospel. 
61. Brothers and sons and daughters, at this stage of our reflection, we wish to pause with you at a question which is 
particularly important at the present time. In the celebration of the liturgy, in their witness before judges and 
executioners and in their apologetical texts, the first Christians readily expressed their deep faith in the Church by 
describing her as being spread throughout the universe. They were fully conscious of belonging to a large 
community which neither space nor time can limit: From the just Abel right to the last of the elect,[85] "indeed to 
the ends of the earth,[86] "to the end of time."[87] 
This is how the Lord wanted His Church to be: universal, a great tree whose branches shelter the birds of the 
air,[88] a net which catches fish of every kind[89] or which Peter drew in filled with one hundred and fifty-three big 
fish,[90] a flock which a single shepherd pastures.[91] A universal Church without boundaries or frontiers except, 
alas, those of the heart and mind of sinful man. 
 
62. Nevertheless this universal Church is in practice incarnate in the individual Churches made up of such or such 
an actual part of mankind, speaking such and such a language, heirs of a cultural patrimony, of a vision of the world, 
of an historical past, of a particular human substratum. Receptivity to the wealth of the individual Church 
corresponds to a special sensitivity of modern man. 
 
Let us be very careful not to conceive of the universal Church as the sum, or, if one can say so, the more or less 
anomalous federation of essentially different individual Churches. In the mind of the Lord the Church is universal 
by vocation and mission, but when she puts down her roots in a variety of cultural, social and human terrains, she 
takes on different external expressions and appearances in each part of the world. 
 
Thus each individual Church that would voluntarily cut itself off from the universal Church would lose its 
relationship to God's plan and would be impoverished in its ecclesial dimension. But, at the same time, a Church 
toto orbe diffusa would become an abstraction if she did not take body and life precisely through the individual 



Churches. Only continual attention to these two poles of the Church will enable us to perceive the richness of this 
relationship between the universal Church and the individual Churches. 
 
63. The individual Churches, intimately built up not only of people but also of aspirations, of riches and limitations, 
of ways of praying, of loving, of looking at life and the world, which distinguish this or that human gathering, have 
the task of assimilating the essence of the Gospel message and of transposing it, without the slightest betrayal of its 
essential truth, into the language that these particular people understand, then of proclaiming it in this language. 
 
The transposition has to be done with the discernment, seriousness, respect and competence which the matter calls 
for in the field of liturgical expression,[92] and in the areas of catechesis, theological formulation, secondary ecclesial 
structures, and ministries. And the word "language" should be understood here less in the semantic or literary sense 
than in the sense which one may call anthropological and cultural. 
 
The question is undoubtedly a delicate one. Evangelization loses much of its force and effectiveness if it does not 
take into consideration the actual people to whom it is addresses, if it does not use their language, their signs and 
symbols, if it does not answer the questions they ask, and if it does not have an impact on their concrete life. But on 
the other hand, evangelization risks losing its power and disappearing altogether if one empties or adulterates its 
content under the pretext of translating it; if, in other words, one sacrifices this reality and destroys the unity 
without which there is no universality, out of a wish to adapt a universal reality to a local situation. Now, only a 
Church which preserves the awareness of her universality and shows that she is in fact universal is capable of having 
a message which can be heard by all, regardless of regional frontiers. 
 
Legitimate attention to individual Churches cannot fail to enrich the Church. Such attention is indispensable and 
urgent. It responds to the very deep aspirations of peoples and human communities to find their own identity ever 
more clearly. 
 
64. But this enrichment requires that the individual Churches should keep their profound openness towards the 
universal Church. It is quite remarkable, moreover, that the most simple Christians, the ones who are most faithful 
to the Gospel and most open to the true meaning of the Church, have a completely spontaneous sensitivity to this 
universal dimension. They instinctively and very strongly feel the need for it, they easily recognize themselves in 
such a dimension. They feel with it and suffer very deeply within themselves when, in the name of theories which 
they do not understand, they are forced to accept a Church deprived of this universality, a regionalist Church, with 
no horizon. 
 
As history in fact shows, whenever an individual Church has cut itself off from the universal Church and from its 
living and visible center- sometimes with the best of intentions, with theological, sociological, political or pastoral 
arguments, or even in the desire for a certain freedom of movement or action- it has escaped only with great 
difficulty (if indeed it has escaped) from two equally serious dangers. The first danger is that of a withering 
isolationism, and then, before long, of a crumbling away, with each of its cells breaking away from it just as it itself 
has broken away from the central nucleus. The second danger is that of losing its freedom when, being cut off from 
the center and from the other Churches which gave it strength and energy, it finds itself all alone and a prey to the 
most varied forces of slavery and exploitation. 
 
The more an individual Church is attached to the universal Church by solid bonds of communion, in charity and 
loyalty, in receptiveness to the Magisterium of Peter, in the unity of the lex orandi which is also the lex credendi, in 
the desire for unity with all the other Churches which make up the whole- the more such a Church will be capable 
of translating the treasure of faith into the legitimate variety of expressions of the profession of faith, of prayer and 
worship, of Christian life and conduct and of the spiritual influence on the people among which it dwells. The more 
will it also be truly evangelizing, that is to say, capable of drawing upon the universal patrimony in order to enable 
its own people to profit from it, and capable too of communicating to the universal Church the experience and the 
life of this people, for the benefit of all. 
 
 


