
During the Synod, the bishops very frequently referred to this truth: Jesus Himself, the Good News of God,[15] was the very first 
and the greatest evangelizer; He was so through and through: to perfection and to the point of the sacrifice of His earthly life. 

To evangelize: what meaning did this imperative have for Christ? It is certainly not easy to express in a complete synthesis the 
meaning, the content and the modes of evangelization as Jesus conceived it and put it into practice. In any case the attempt to make 
such a synthesis will never end. Let it suffice for us to recall a few essential aspects. 

As an evangelizer, Christ first of all proclaims a kingdom, the kingdom of God; and this is so important that, by comparison, 
everything else becomes "the rest," which is "given in addition."[16] Only the kingdom therefore is absolute and it makes everything 
else relative. The Lord will delight in describing in many ways the happiness of belonging to this kingdom (a paradoxical happiness 
which is made up of things that the world rejects),[17] the demands of the kingdom and its Magna Charta,[18] the heralds of the 
kingdom,[19] its mysteries,[20] its children,[21] the vigilance and fidelity demanded of whoever awaits its definitive coming.[22] 

As the kernel and center of His Good News, Christ proclaims salvation, this great gift of God which is liberation from everything 
that oppresses man but which is above all liberation from sin and the Evil One, in the joy of knowing God and being known by 
Him, of seeing Him, and of being given over to Him. All of this is begun during the life of Christ and definitively accomplished by 
His death and resurrection. But it must be patiently carried on during the course of history, in order to be realized fully on the day of 
the final coming of Christ, whose date is known to no one except the Father.[23] 

It is well known in what terms numerous bishops from all the continents spoke of this at the last Synod, especially the bishops from 
the Third World, with a pastoral accent resonant with the voice of the millions of sons and daughters of the Church who make up 
those peoples. Peoples, as we know, engaged with all their energy in the effort and struggle to overcome everything which condemns 
them to remain on the margin of life: famine, chronic disease, illiteracy, poverty, injustices in international relations and especially in 
commercial exchanges, situations of economic and cultural neo-colonialism sometimes as cruel as the old political colonialism. The 
Church, as the bishops repeated, has the duty to proclaim the liberation of millions of human beings, many of whom are her own 
children- the duty of assisting the birth of this liberation, of giving witness to it, of ensuring that it is complete. This is not foreign to 
evangelization. 

 Between evangelization and human advancement- development and liberation- there are in fact profound links. These include links 
of an anthropological order, because the man who is to be evangelized is not an abstract being but is subject to social and economic 
questions. They also include links in the theological order, since one cannot dissociate the plan of creation from the plan of 
Redemption. The latter plan touches the very concrete situations of injustice to be combated and of justice to be restored. They 
include links of the eminently evangelical order, which is that of charity: how in fact can one proclaim the new commandment 
without promoting in justice and in peace the true, authentic advancement of man? We ourself have taken care to point this out, by 
recalling that it is impossible to accept "that in evangelization one could or should ignore the importance of the problems so much 
discussed today, concerning justice, liberation, development and peace in the world. This would be to forget the lesson which comes 
to us from the Gospel concerning love of our neighbor who is suffering and in need." 

The same voices which during the Synod touched on this burning theme with zeal, intelligence and courage have, to our great joy, 
furnished the enlightening principles for a proper understanding of the importance and profound meaning of liberation, such as it 
was proclaimed and achieved by Jesus of Nazareth and such as it is preached by the Church. 

We must not ignore the fact that many, even generous Christians who are sensitive to the dramatic questions involved in the 
problem of liberation, in their wish to commit the Church to the liberation effort are frequently tempted to reduce her mission to 
the dimensions of a simply temporal project. They would reduce her aims to a man-centered goal; the salvation of which she is the 
messenger would be reduced to material well-being. Her activity, forgetful of all spiritual and religious preoccupation, would become 
initiatives of the political or social order. But if this were so, the Church would lose her fundamental meaning. Her message of 
liberation would no longer have any originality and would easily be open to monopolization and manipulation by ideological systems 
and political parties. She would have no more authority to proclaim freedom as in the name of God. This is why we have wished to 
emphasize, in the same address at the opening of the Synod, "the need to restate clearly the specifically religious finality of 
evangelization. This latter would lose its reason for existence if it were to diverge from the religious axis that guides it: the kingdom 
of God, before anything else, in its fully theological meaning...." 

 With regard to the liberation which evangelization proclaims and strives to put into practice one should rather say this: 

- it cannot be contained in the simple and restricted dimension of economics, politics, social or cultural life; it must envisage the 
whole man, in all his aspects, right up to and including his openness to the absolute, even the divine Absolute; 

- it is therefore attached to a view of man which it can never sacrifice to the needs of any strategy, practice or short-term efficiency. 



Hence, when preaching liberation and associating herself with those who are working and suffering for it, the Church is certainly not 
willing to restrict her mission only to the religious field and dissociate herself from man's temporal problems. Nevertheless she 
reaffirms the primacy of her spiritual vocation and refuses to replace the proclamation of the kingdom by the proclamation of forms 
of human liberation- she even states that her contribution to liberation is incomplete if she neglects to proclaim salvation in Jesus 
Christ. 

The Church links human liberation and salvation in Jesus Christ, but she never identifies them, because she knows through 
revelation, historical experience and the reflection of faith that not every notion of liberation is necessarily consistent and compatible 
with an evangelical vision of man, of things and of events; she knows too that in order that God's kingdom should come it is not 
enough to establish liberation and to create well-being and development. 

And what is more, the Church has the firm conviction that all temporal liberation, all political liberation- even if it endeavors to find 
its justification in such or such a page of the Old or New Testament, even if it claims for its ideological postulates and its norms of 
action theological data and conclusions, even if it pretends to be today's theology- carries within itself the germ of its own negation 
and fails to reach the ideal that it proposes for itself whenever its profound motives are not those of justice in charity, whenever its 
zeal lacks a truly spiritual dimension and whenever its final goal is not salvation and happiness in God. 

. The Church considers it to be undoubtedly important to build up structures which are more human, more just, more respectful of 
the rights of the person and less oppressive and less enslaving, but she is conscious that the best structures and the most idealized 
systems soon become inhuman if the inhuman inclinations of the human heart are not made wholesome, if those who live in these 
structures or who rule them do not undergo a conversion of heart and of outlook. 

The Church cannot accept violence, especially the force of arms- which is uncontrollable once it is let loose- and indiscriminate 
death as the path to liberation, because she knows that violence always provokes violence and irresistibly engenders new forms of 
oppression and enslavement which are often harder to bear than those from which they claimed to bring freedom. We said this 
clearly during our journey in Colombia: "We exhort you not to place your trust in violence and revolution: that is contrary to the 
Christian spirit, and it can also delay instead of advancing that social uplifting to which you lawfully aspire."[63] "We must say and 
reaffirm that violence is not in accord with the Gospel, that it is not Christian; and that sudden or violent changes of structures 
would be deceitful, ineffective of themselves, and certainly not in conformity with the dignity of the people."[64] 

Having said this, we rejoice that the Church is becoming ever more conscious of the proper manner and strictly evangelical means 
that she possesses in order to collaborate in the liberation of many. And what is she doing? She is trying more and more to 
encourage large numbers of Christians to devote themselves to the liberation of men. She is providing these Christian "liberators" 
with the inspiration of faith, the motivation of fraternal love, a social teaching which the true Christian cannot ignore and which he 
must make the foundation of his wisdom and of his experience in order to translate it concretely into forms of action, participation 
and commitment. All this must characterize the spirit of a committed Christian, without confusion with tactical attitudes or with the 
service of a political system. The Church strives always to insert the Christian struggle for liberation into the universal plan of 
salvation which she herself proclaims. 

What we have just recalled comes out more than once in the Synod debates. In fact we devoted to this theme a few clarifying words 
in our address to the Fathers at the end of the assembly. 

It is to be hoped that all these considerations will help to remove the ambiguity which the word "liberation" very often takes on in 
ideologies, political systems or groups. The liberation which evangelization proclaims and prepares is the one which Christ Himself 
announced and gave to man by His sacrifice. 

The necessity of ensuring fundamental human rights cannot be separated from this just liberation which is bound up with 
evangelization and which endeavors to secure structures safeguarding human freedoms. Among these fundamental human rights, 
religious liberty occupies a place of primary importance. We recently spoke of the relevance of this matter, emphasizing "how many 
Christians still today, because they are Christians, because they are Catholics, live oppressed by systematic persecution! The drama of 
fidelity to Christ and of the freedom of religion continues, even if it is disguised by categorical declarations in favor of the rights of 
the person and of life in society!" 

 


