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INTRODUCTION

1. The Church draws her life from the Eucharist. This truth does not simply express a daily experience of faith, but
recapitulates the heart of the mystery of the Church. In a variety of ways she joyfully experiences the constant
fulfilment of the promise: “Lo, | am with you always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28:20), but in the Holy Eucharist,
through the changing of bread and wine into the body and blood of the Lord, she rejoices in this presence with unique
intensity. Ever since Pentecost, when the Church, the People of the New Covenant, began her pilgrim journey towards
her heavenly homeland, the Divine Sacrament has continued to mark the passing of her days, filling them with
confident hope.

The Second Vatican Council rightly proclaimed that the Eucharistic sacrifice is “the source and summit of the Christian
life".1 “For the most holy Eucharist contains the Church's entire spiritual wealth: Christ himself, our passover and
living bread. Through his own flesh, now made living and life-giving by the Holy Spirit, he offers life to men”.2
Consequently the gaze of the Church is constantly turned to her Lord, present in the Sacrament of the Altar, in which
she discovers the full manifestation of his boundlesslove.

2. During the Great Jubilee of the Y ear 2000 | had an opportunity to celebrate the Eucharist in the Cenacle of Jerusalem
where, according to tradition, it was first celebrated by Jesus himself. The Upper Room was where this most holy
Sacrament was ingtituted. It is there that Christ took bread, broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying: “Take this, all of
you, and eat it: thisis my body which will be given up for you” (cf. Mk 26:26; Lk 22:19; 1 Cor 11:24). Then he took
the cup of wine and said to them: “Take this, al of you and drink from it: thisis the cup of my blood, the blood of the
new and everlasting covenant. It will be shed for you and for al, so that sins may be forgiven” (cf. Mt 14:24; Lk 22:20;
1 Cor 11:25). | am grateful to the Lord Jesus for allowing me to repeat in that same place, in obedience to his
command: “Do thisin memory of me” (Lk 22:19), the words which he spoke two thousand years ago.

Did the Apostles who took part in the Last Supper understand the meaning of the words spoken by Christ? Perhaps not.
Those words would only be fully clear at the end of the Triduum sacrum, the time from Thursday evening to Sunday
morning. Those days embrace the myste- rium paschale; they also embrace the mysterium echaristicum.

3. The Church was born of the paschal mystery. For this very reason the Eucharist, which isin an outstanding way the
sacrament of the paschal mystery, stands at the centre of the Church's life. Thisis aready clear from the earliest images
of the Church found in the Acts of the Apostles. “ They devoted themselves to the Apostles teaching and fellowship, to
the bresking of bread and the prayers’ (2:42). The “breaking of the bread” refers to the Eucharist. Two thousand years
later, we continue to relive that primordia image of the Church. At every celebration of the Eucharist, we are
spiritually brought back to the paschal Triduum: to the events of the evening of Holy Thursday, to the Last Supper and
to what followed it. The ingtitution of the Eucharist sacramentally anticipated the events which were about to take
place, beginning with the agony in Gethsemane. Once again we see Jesus as he leaves the Upper Room, descends with
his disciples to the Kidron valley and goes to the Garden of Olives. Even today that Garden shelters some very ancient
olive trees. Perhaps they witnessed what happened beneath their shade that evening, when Christ in prayer was filled
with anguish “and his sweat became like drops of blood falling down upon the ground” (cf. Lk 22:44). The blood
which shortly before he had given to the Church as the drink of salvation in the sacrament of the Eucharist, began to be
shed; its outpouring would then be completed on Golgotha to become the means of our redemption: “Christ... as high
priest of the good things to come..., entered once for al into the Holy Place, taking not the blood of goats and calves
but his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption” (Heb 9:11- 12).



4. The hour of our redemption. Although deeply troubled, Jesus does not flee before his “hour”. “ And what shall | say?
'Father, save me from this hour? No, for this purpose | have come to this hour” (Jn 12:27). He wanted his disciples to
keep him company, yet he had to experience loneliness and abandonment: “ So, could you not watch with me one hour?
Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation” (Mt 26:40-41). Only John would remain at the foot of the
Cross, at the side of Mary and the faithful women. The agony in Gethsemane was the introduction to the agony of the
Cross on Good Friday. The holy hour, the hour of the redemption of the world. Whenever the Eucharist is celebrated at
the tomb of Jesus in Jerusalem, there is an almost tangible return to his “hour”, the hour of his Cross and glorification.
Every priest who celebrates Holy Mass, together with the Christian community which takes part in it, is led back in
spirit to that place and that hour.

“He was crucified, he suffered death and was buried; he descended to the dead; on the third day he rose again”. The
words of the profession of faith are echoed by the words of contemplation and proclamation: “This is the wood of the
Cross, on which hung the Saviour of the world. Come, let us worship”. This is the invitation which the Church extends
to al in the afternoon hours of Good Friday. She then takes up her song during the Easter season in order to proclaim:
“The Lord isrisen from the tomb; for our sake he hung on the Cross, Alleluia’.

5. “Mysterium fidei! - The Mystery of Faith!”. When the priest recites or chants these words, all present acclaim: “We
announce your death, O Lord, and we proclaim your resurrection, until you comein glory”.

In these or similar words the Church, while pointing to Christ in the mystery of his passion, also reveals her own
mystery: Ecclesia de Eucharistia. By the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost the Church was born and set out upon the
pathways of the world, yet a decisive moment in her taking shape was certainly the institution of the Eucharist in the
Upper Room. Her foundation and wellspring is the whole Triduum paschale, but this is as it were gathered up,
foreshadowed and “ concentrated' for ever in the gift of the Eucharist. In this gift Jesus Christ entrusted to his Church
the perennial making present of the paschal mystery. With it he brought about a mysterious “onenessin time” between
that Triduum and the passage of the centuries.

The thought of this leads us to profound amazement and gratitude. In the paschal event and the Eucharist which makes
it present throughout the centuries, there is a truly enormous “ capacity” which embraces all of history as the recipient
of the grace of the redemption. This amazement should always fill the Church assembled for the celebration of the
Eucharist. But in a special way it should fill the minister of the Eucharist. For it is he who, by the authority given him
in the sacrament of priestly ordination, effects the consecration. It is he who says with the power coming to him from
Christ in the Upper Room: “Thisis my body which will be given up for you This s the cup of my blood, poured out for
you...”. The priest says these words, or rather he puts his voice at the disposal of the One who spoke these words in the
Upper Room and who desires that they should be repeated in every generation by al those who in the Church
ministerialy sharein his priesthood.

6. | would like to rekindle this Eucharistic “amazement” by the present Encyclical Letter, in continuity with the Jubilee
heritage which | have left to the Church in the Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte and its

Marian crowning, Rosarium Virginis Mariae. To contemplate the face of Christ, and to contemplate it with Mary, isthe
“programme” which | have set before the Church at the dawn of the third millennium, summoning her to put out into
the deep on the sea of history with the enthusiasm of the new evangelization. To contemplate Christ involves being able
to recognize him wherever he manifests himself, in his many forms of presence, but above all in the living sacrament of
his body and his blood. The Church draws her life from Christ in the Eucharist; by him she is fed and by him she is
enlightened. The Eucharist is both a mystery of faith and a “mystery of light”.3 Whenever the Church celebrates the
Eucharist, the faithful can in some way relive the experience of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus:. “their eyes
were opened and they recognized him” (Lk 24:31).

7. From the time | began my ministry as the Successor of Peter, | have always marked Holy Thursday, the day of the
Eucharist and of the priesthood, by sending a letter to al the priests of the world. This year, the twenty-fifth of my
Pontificate, | wish to involve the whole Church more fully in this Eucharistic reflection, also as away of thanking the
Lord for the gift of the Eucharist and the priesthood: “Gift and Mystery”.4 By proclaiming the Year of the Rosary, |
wish to put this, my twenty-fifth anniversary, under the aegis of the contemplation of Christ at the school of Mary.
Conseguently, | cannot let this Holy Thursday 2003 pass without halting before the “Eucharistic face” of Christ and
pointing out with new force to the Church the centrality of the Eucharist.

From it the Church draws her life. From this “living bread” she draws her nourishment. How could | not feel the need
to urge everyone to experience it ever anew?

8. When | think of the Eucharist, and look at my life as a priest, as a Bishop and as the Successor of Peter, | naturally
recall the many times and places in which | was able to celebrate it. | remember the parish church of Niegowie, where |
had my first pastoral assignment, the collegiate church of Saint Florian in Krakow, Wawel Cathedral, Saint Peter's
Basilica and so many basilicas and churches in Rome and throughout the world. | have been able to celebrate Holy
Mass in chapels built along mountain paths, on lakeshores and seacoasts; | have celebrated it on altars built in stadiums
and in city squares... This varied scenario of celebrations of the Eucharist has given me a powerful experience of its
universal and, so to speak, cosmic character. Yes, cosmic! Because even when it is celebrated on the humble altar of a
country church, the Eucharist is always in some way celebrated on the altar of the world. It unites heaven and earth. It
embraces and permeates all creation. The Son of God became man in order to restore dl creation, in one supreme act of



praise, to the One who made it from nothing. He, the Eternal High Priest who by the blood of his Cross entered the
eternal sanctuary, thus gives back to the Creator and Father all creation redeemed. He does so through the priestly
ministry of the Church, to the glory of the Most Holy Trinity. Truly thisis the mysterium fidei which is accomplished
in the Eucharist: the world which came forth from the hands of God the Creator now returns to him redeemed by
Christ.

9. The Eucharist, as Christ's saving presence in the community of the faithful and its spiritual food, isthe most precious
possession which the Church can have in her journey through history. This explains the lively concern which she has
always shown for the Eucharistic mystery, a concern which finds authoritative expression in the work of the Councils
and the Popes. How can we not admire the doctrinal expositions of the Decrees on the Most Holy Eucharist and on the
Holy Sacrifice of the Mass promulgated by the Council of Trent? For centuries those Decrees guided theology and
catechesis, and they are till a dogmatic reference-point for the continual renewal and growth of God's People in faith
and in love for the Eucharist. In times closer to our own, three Encyclical Letters should be mentioned: the Encyclical
Mirae Caritatis of Leo XIII (28 May 1902), 5 the Encyclical Mediator Dei of Pius X1l (20 November 1947)6 and the
Encyclical Mysterium Fidei of Paul V1 (3 September 1965).7

The Second Vatican Council, while not issuing a specific document on the Eucharistic mystery, considered its various
aspects throughout its documents, especially the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium and the
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium.

I myself, in the first years of my apostolic ministry in the Chair of Peter, wrote the Apostolic Letter Dominicae Cenae
(24 February 1980), 8 in which | discussed some aspects of the Eucharistic mystery and its importance for the life of
those who are its ministers. Today | take up anew the thread of that argument, with even greater emotion and gratitude
in my heart, echoing as it were the word of the Psalmist: “What shall | render to the Lord for all his bounty to me? |
will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord” (Ps 116:12-13).

10. The Magisterium's commitment to proclaiming the Eucharistic mystery has been matched by interior growth within
the Christian community. Certainly the liturgical reform inaugurated by the Council has greatly contributed to a more
conscious, active and fruitful participation in the Holy Sacrifice of the Altar on the part of the faithful. In many places,
adoration of the Blessed Sacrament is also an important daily practice and becomes an inexhaustible source of holiness.
The devout participation of the faithful in the Eucharistic procession on the Solemnity of the Body and Blood of Christ
isagrace from the Lord which yearly brings joy to those who take part in it.

Other positive signs of Eucharistic faith and love might also be mentioned.

Unfortunately, alongside these lights, there are also shadows. In some places the practice of Eucharistic adoration has
been almost completely abandoned. In various parts of the Church abuses have occurred, leading to confusion with
regard to sound faith and Catholic doctrine concerning this wonderful sacrament. At times one encounters an extremely
reductive understanding of the Eucharistic mystery. Stripped of its sacrificial meaning, it is celebrated as if it were
simply a fraternal banquet. Furthermore, the necessity of the ministerial priesthood, grounded in apostolic succession,
is at times obscured and the sacramental nature of the Eucharist is reduced to its mere effectiveness as a form of
proclamation. This has led here and there to ecumenical initiatives which, albeit well-intentioned, indulge in
Eucharistic practices contrary to the discipline by which the Church expresses her faith. How can we not express
profound grief at all this? The Eucharist istoo great a gift to tolerate ambiguity and depreciation.

It is my hope that the present Encyclical Letter will effectively help to banish the dark clouds of unacceptable doctrine
and practice, so that the Eucharist will continue to shine forth in al its radiant mystery.

CHAPTER ONE

THE MYSTERY OF FAITH

11. “The Lord Jesus on the night he was betrayed” (1 Cor 11:23) instituted the Eucharistic Sacrifice of his body and his
blood. The words of the Apostle Paul bring us back to the dramatic setting in which the Eucharist was born. The
Eucharist is indelibly marked by the event of the Lord's passion and death, of which it is not only a reminder but the
sacramental re-presentation. It is the sacrifice of the Cross perpetuated down the ages.9 This truth is well expressed by
the words with which the assembly in the Latin rite responds to the priest's proclamation of the “Mystery of Faith”:
“We announce your death, O Lord”.

The Church has received the Eucharist from Christ her Lord not as one gift — however precious — among so many
others, but as the gift par excellence, for it is the gift of himself, of his person in his sacred humanity, as well as the gift
of his saving work. Nor does it remain confined to the past, since “all that Christ is— all that he did and suffered for all
men — participates in the divine eternity, and so transcends all times’.10

When the Church celebrates the Eucharist, the memorial of her Lord's death and resurrection, this central event of
salvation becomes really present and “the work of our redemption is carried out”.11 This sacrifice is so decisive for the
salvation of the human race that Jesus Christ offered it and returned to the Father only after he had Ieft us a means of
sharing in it asif we had been present there. Each member of the faithful can thus take part in it and inexhaustibly gain
its fruits. This is the faith from which generations of Christians down the ages have lived. The Church's Magisterium
has constantly reaffirmed this faith with joyful gratitude for its inestimable gift.12 | wish once more to recall this truth



and to join you, my dear brothers and sisters, in adoration before this mystery: a great mystery, a mystery of mercy.
What more could Jesus have done for us? Truly, in the Eucharist, he shows us a love which goes “to the end” (cf. Jn
13:1), alove which knows no measure.

12. This aspect of the universa charity of the Eucharistic Sacrifice is based on the words of the Saviour himself. In
instituting it, he did not merely say: “This is my body”, “this is my blood”, but went on to add: “which is given for
you”, “which is poured out for you” (Lk 22:19-20). Jesus did not simply state that what he was giving them to eat and
drink was his body and his blood; he also expressed its sacrificial meaning and made sacramentally present his sacrifice
which would soon be offered on the Cross for the salvation of all. “The Mass is at the same time, and inseparably, the
sacrificial memorial in which the sacrifice of the Cross is perpetuated and the sacred banquet of communion with the
Lord's body and blood”.13

The Church constantly draws her life from the redeeming sacrifice; she approaches it not only through faith-filled
remembrance, but also through areal contact, since this sacrifice is made present ever anew, sacramentally perpetuated,
in every community which offers it at the hands of the consecrated minister. The Eucharist thus applies to men and
women today the reconciliation won once for al by Christ for mankind in every age. “The sacrifice of Christ and the
sacrifice of the Eucharist are one single sacrifice”.14 Saint John Chrysostom put it well: “We aways offer the same
Lamb, not one today and another tomorrow, but always the same one. For this reason the sacrifice is aways only one...
Even now we offer that victim who was once offered and who will never be consumed” .15

The Mass makes present the sacrifice of the Cross; it does not add to that sacrifice nor does it multiply it.16 What is
repeated is its memorial celebration, its “ commemorative representation” (memorialis demonstratio), 17 which makes
Christ's one, definitive redemptive sacrifice aways present in time. The sacrificial nature of the Eucharistic mystery
cannot therefore be understood as something separate, independent of the Cross or only indirectly referring to the
sacrifice of Calvary.

13. By virtue of its close relationship to the sacrifice of Golgotha, the Eucharist is a sacrifice in the strict sense, and not
only in ageneral way, asif it were simply a matter of Christ's offering himself to the faithful astheir spiritual food. The
gift of his love and obedience to the point of giving his life (cf. Jn 10:17-18) is in the first place a gift to his Father.
Certainly it is a gift given for our sake, and indeed that of all humanity (cf. Mt 26:28; Mk 14:24; Lk 22:20; Jn 10:15),
yet it isfirst and foremost a gift to the Father: “asacrifice that the Father accepted, giving, in return for this total self-
giving by his Son, who 'became obedient unto death’ (Phil 2:8), his own paternal gift, that is to say the grant of new
immortal life in the resurrection”.18

In giving his sacrifice to the Church, Christ has also made his own the spiritual sacrifice of the Church, which is called
to offer herself in union with the sacrifice of Christ. This is the teaching of the Second Vatican Council concerning all
the faithful: “Taking part in the Eucharistic Sacrifice, which is the source and summit of the whole Christian life, they
offer the divine victim to God, and offer themselves along with it”.19

14. Christ's passover includes not only his passion and death, but also his resurrection. This is recalled by the
assembly's acclamation following the consecration: “We proclaim your resurrection”. The Eucharistic Sacrifice makes
present not only the mystery of the Saviour's passion and death, but also the mystery of the resurrection which crowned
his sacrifice. It is as the living and risen One that Christ can become in the Eucharist the “bread of life” (Jn 6:35, 48),
the “living bread” (Jn 6:51). Saint Ambrose reminded the newly-initiated that the Eucharist applies the event of the
resurrection to their lives: “Today Christ is yours, yet each day he rises again for you”.20 Saint Cyril of Alexandria also
makes clear that sharing in the sacred mysteries “is a true confession and a remembrance that the Lord died and
returned to life for us and on our behalf”.21

15. The sacramenta re-presentation of Christ's sacrifice, crowned by the resurrection, in the Mass involves a most
specia presence which —in the words of Paul VI —“is called 'rea' not as away of excluding all other types of presence
as if they were 'not real', but because it is a presence in the fullest sense: a substantial presence whereby Christ, the
God-Man, is wholly and entirely present”.22 This sets forth once more the perennially valid teaching of the Council of
Trent: “the consecration of the bread and wine effects the change of the whole substance of the bread into the substance
of the body of Christ our Lord, and of the whole substance of the wine into the substance of his blood. And the holy
Catholic Church has fittingly and properly called this change transubstantiation”.23 Truly the Eucharist is a mysterium
fidei, a mystery which surpasses our understanding and can only be received in faith, as is often brought out in the
catechesis of the Church Fathers regarding this divine sacrament: “Do not see — Saint Cyril of Jerusalem exhorts —in
the bread and wine merely natural elements, because the Lord has expressly said that they are his body and his blood:
faith assures you of this, though your senses suggest otherwise”.24

Adoro te devote, latens Deitas, we shall continue to sing with the Angelic Doctor. Before this mystery of love, human
reason fully experiences its limitations. One understands how, down the centuries, this truth has stimulated theology to
strive to understand it ever more deeply.

These are praiseworthy efforts, which are al the more helpful and insightful to the extent that they are able to join
critical thinking to the “living faith” of the Church, as grasped especially by the Magisterium's “ sure charism of truth”
and the “intimate sense of spiritual realities’25 which is attained above all by the saints. There remains the boundary
indicated by Paul VI: “Every theological explanation which seeks some understanding of this mystery, in order to bein
accord with Catholic faith, must firmly maintain that in objective reality, independently of our mind, the bread and



wine have ceased to exist after the consecration, so that the adorable body and blood of the Lord Jesus from that
moment on are really before us under the sacramental species of bread and wine”.26

16. The saving efficacy of the sacrifice is fully realized when the Lord's body and blood are received in communion.
The Eucharistic Sacrifice is intrinsically directed to the inward union of the faithful with Christ through communion;
we receive the very One who offered himself for us, we receive his body which he gave up for us on the Cross and his
blood which he “poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins’ (Mt 26:28). We are reminded of his words: “As the
living Father sent me, and | live because of the Father, so he who eats me will live because of me” (Jn 6:57). Jesus
himself reassures us that this union, which he compares to that of the life of the Trinity, istruly realized. The Eucharist
is atrue banquet, in which Christ offers himself as our nourishment. When for the first time Jesus spoke of this food,
his listeners were astonished and bewildered, which forced the Master to emphasize the objective truth of his words:
“Truly, truly, | say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life within you”
(Jn 6:53). Thisis no metaphorical food: “My flesh isfood indeed, and my blood is drink indeed” (Jn 6:55).

17. Through our communion in his body and blood, Christ also grants us his Spirit. Saint Ephrem writes. “He called the
bread his living body and he filled it with himself and his Spirit... He who eats it with faith, eats Fire and Spirit... Take
and eat this, al of you, and eat with it the Holy Spirit. For it is truly my body and whoever eats it will have eternal
life”.27 The Church implores this divine Gift, the source of every other gift, in the Eucharistic epiclesis. In the Divine
Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom, for example, we find the prayer: “We beseech, implore and beg you: send your Holy
Spirit upon us al and upon these gifts... that those who partake of them may be purified in soul, receive the forgiveness
of their sins, and share in the Holy Spirit”.28 And in the Roman Missal the celebrant prays: “grant that we who are
nourished by his body and blood may be filled with his Holy Spirit, and become one body, one spirit in Christ”.29 Thus
by the gift of his body and blood Christ increases within us the gift of his Spirit, already poured out in Baptism and
bestowed as a*“seal” in the sacrament of Confirmation.

18. The acclamation of the assembly following the consecration appropriately ends by expressing the eschatological
thrust which marks the celebration of the Eucharist (cf. 1 Cor 11:26): “until you come in glory”. The Eucharist is a
straining towards the goal, a foretaste of the fullness of joy promised by Christ (cf. Jn 15:11); it is in some way the
anticipation of heaven, the “pledge of future glory”.30 In the Eucharist, everything speaks of confident waiting “in
joyful hope for the coming of our Saviour, Jesus Christ”.31 Those who feed on Christ in the Eucharist need not wait
until the hereafter to receive eternal life: they aready possess it on earth, as the first-fruits of a future fullness which
will embrace man in his totality. For in the Eucharist we a so receive the pledge of our bodily resurrection at the end of
the world: “He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and | will raise him up at the last day” (Jn 6:54).
This pledge of the future resurrection comes from the fact that the flesh of the Son of Man, given asfood, is his body in
its glorious state after the resurrection. With the Eucharist we digest, asit were, the “secret” of the resurrection. For this
reason Saint Ignatius of Antioch rightly defined the Eucharistic Bread as “a medicine of immortality, an antidote to
death”.32

19. The eschatologica tension kindled by the Eucharist expresses and reinforces our communion with the Church in
heaven. It is not by chance that the Eastern Anaphoras and the Latin Eucharistic Prayers honour Mary, the ever-Virgin
Mother of Jesus Christ our Lord and God, the angels, the holy apostles, the glorious martyrs and all the saints. Thisis
an aspect of the Eucharist which merits greater attention: in celebrating the sacrifice of the Lamb, we are united to the
heavenly “liturgy” and become part of that great multitude which cries out: “ Salvation belongs to our God who sits
upon the throne, and to the Lamb!” (Rev 7:10). The Eucharist is truly a glimpse of heaven appearing on earth. Itisa
gloriousray of the heavenly Jerusalem which pierces the clouds of our history and lights up our journey.

20. A significant consequence of the eschatological tension inherent in the Eucharist is also the fact that it spurs us on
our journey through history and plants a seed of living hope in our daily commitment to the work before us. Certainly
the Christian vision leads to the expectation of “new heavens’ and “a new earth” (Rev 21:1), but this increases, rather
than lessens, our sense of responsibility for the world today.33 | wish to reaffirm this forcefully at the beginning of the
new millennium, so that Christians will feel more obliged than ever not to neglect their duties as citizens in this world.
Theirs is the task of contributing with the light of the Gospel to the building of a more human world, a world fully in
harmony with God's plan.

Many problems darken the horizon of our time. We need but think of the urgent need to work for peace, to base
relationships between peoples on solid premises of justice and solidarity, and to defend human life from conception to
its natural end. And what should we say of the thousand inconsistencies of a*“globalized” world where the weakest, the
most powerless and the poorest appear to have so little hope! It isin this world that Christian hope must shine forth!
For this reason too, the Lord wished to remain with us in the Eucharist, making his presence in meal and sacrifice the
promise of a humanity renewed by hislove. Significantly, in their account of the Last Supper, the Synoptics recount the
institution of the Eucharist, while the Gospel of John relates, as a way of bringing out its profound meaning, the
account of the “washing of the feet”, in which Jesus appears as the teacher of communion and of service (cf. Jn 13:1-
20). The Apostle Paul, for his part, says that it is “unworthy” of a Christian community to partake of the Lord's Supper
amid division and indifference towards the poor (cf. 1 Cor 11:17-22, 27-34).34

Proclaiming the death of the Lord “until he comes’ (1 Cor 11:26) entails that all who take part in the Eucharist be
committed to changing their lives and making them in a certain way completely “Eucharistic”. It is this fruit of a



transfigured existence and a commitment to transforming the world in accordance with the Gospel which splendidly
illustrates the eschatological tension inherent in the celebration of the Eucharist and in the Christian life as a whole:
“Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:20).

CHAPTER TWO
THE EUCHARIST BUILDS THE CHURCH

21. The Second Vatican Council teaches that the celebration of the Eucharist is at the centre of the process of the
Church's growth. After stating that “the Church, as the Kingdom of Christ already present in mystery, grows visibly in
the world through the power of God”, 35 then, as if in answer to the question: “How does the Church grow?’, the
Council adds: “as often as the sacrifice of the Cross by which 'Christ our pasch is sacrificed' (1 Cor 5:7) is celebrated
on the altar, the work of our redemption is carried out. At the same time in the sacrament of the Eucharistic bread, the
unity of the faithful, who form one body in Christ (cf. 1 Cor 10:17), is both expressed and brought about”.36

A causa influence of the Eucharist is present at the Church's very origins. The Evangelists specify that it was the
Twelve, the Apostles, who gathered with Jesus at the Last Supper (cf. Mt 26:20; Mk 14:17; Lk 22:14). Thisis a detall
of notable importance, for the Apostles “were both the seeds of the new Isragl and the beginning of the sacred
hierarchy”.37 By offering them his body and his blood as food, Christ mysteriously involved them in the sacrifice
which would be completed later on Calvary. By analogy with the Covenant of Mount Sinai, sealed by sacrifice and the
sprinkling of blood, 38 the actions and words of Jesus at the Last Supper laid the foundations of the new messianic
community, the People of the New Covenant.

The Apostles, by accepting in the Upper Room Jesus' invitation: “Take, eat”, “Drink of it, al of you” (Mt 26:26-27),
entered for the first time into sacramental communion with him. From that time forward, until the end of the age, the
Church is built up through sacramental communion with the Son of God who was sacrificed for our sake: “Do thisis
remembrance of me... Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me” (1 Cor 11:24-25; cf. Lk 22:19).

22. Incorporation into Christ, which is brought about by Baptism, is constantly renewed and consolidated by sharing in
the Eucharistic Sacrifice, especialy by that full sharing which takes place in sacramental communion. We can say not
only that each of us receives Christ, but also that Christ receives each of us. He enters into friendship with us; “You are
my friends’ (Jn 15:14). Indeed, it is because of him that we have life; “He who eats me will live because of me”’ (Jn
6:57). Eucharistic communion brings about in a sublime way the mutual “abiding” of Christ and each of his followers:
“Abideinme, and | inyou” (Jn 15:4).

By its union with Christ, the People of the New Covenant, far from closing in upon itself, becomes a “sacrament” for
humanity, 39 a sign and instrument of the salvation achieved by Christ, the light of the world and the salt of the earth
(cf. Mt 5:13-16), for the redemption of all.40 The Church's mission stands in continuity with the mission of Christ: “As
the Father has sent me, even so | send you” (Jn 20:21). From the perpetuation of the sacrifice of the Cross and her
communion with the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist, the Church draws the spiritual power needed to carry
out her mission. The Eucharist thus appears as both the source and the summit of all evangelization, since its goa isthe
communion of mankind with Christ and in him with the Father and the Holy Spirit.41

23. Eucharistic communion also confirms the Church in her unity as the body of Christ. Saint Paul refers to this
unifying power of participation in the banquet of the Eucharist when he writes to the Corinthians. “ The bread which we
break, isit not a communion in the body of Christ? Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we
all partake of the one bread” (1 Cor 10:16-17). Saint John Chrysostom's commentary on these words is profound and
perceptive: “For what is the bread? It is the body of Christ. And what do those who receive it become? The Body of
Christ — not many bodies but one body. For as bread is completely one, though made of up many grains of wheat, and
these, albeit unseen, remain nonethel ess present, in such away that their difference is not apparent since they have been
made a perfect whole, so too are we mutually joined to one another and together united with Christ”.42 The argument
is compelling: our union with Christ, which is a gift and grace for each of us, makes it possible for us, in him, to share
in the unity of his body which is the Church. The Eucharist reinforces the incorporation into Christ which took placein
Baptism though the gift of the Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 12:13, 27).

The joint and inseparable activity of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, which is at the origin of the Church, of her
consolidation and her continued life, is at work in the Eucharist. This was clearly evident to the author of the Liturgy of
Saint James: in the epiclesis of the Anaphora, God the Father is asked to send the Holy Spirit upon the faithful and
upon the offerings, so that the body and blood of Christ “may be a help to al those who partake of it... for the
sanctification of their souls and bodies’.43 The Church isfortified by the divine Paraclete through the sanctification of
the faithful in the Eucharist.

24. The gift of Christ and his Spirit which we receive in Eucharistic communion superabundantly fulfils the yearning
for fraternal unity deeply rooted in the human heart; at the same time it elevates the experience of fraternity already
present in our common sharing at the same Eucharistic table to a degree which far surpasses that of the simple human
experience of sharing a meal. Through her communion with the body of Christ the Church comes to be ever more



profoundly “in Christ in the nature of a sacrament, that is, a sign and instrument of intimate unity with God and of the
unity of the whole human race”’ .44

The seeds of disunity, which daily experience shows to be so deeply rooted in humanity as aresult of sin, are countered
by the unifying power of the body of Christ. The Eucharist, precisely by building up the Church, creates human
community.

25. The worship of the Eucharist outside of the Mass is of inestimable value for the life of the Church. Thisworship is
strictly linked to the celebration of the Eucharistic Sacrifice. The presence of Christ under the sacred species reserved
after Mass — a presence which lasts as long as the species of bread and of wine remain 45 — derives from the celebration
of the sacrifice and is directed towards communion, both sacramental and spiritual .46 It is the responsibility of Pastors
to encourage, aso by their personal witness, the practice of Eucharistic adoration, and exposition of the Blessed
Sacrament in particular, aswell as prayer of adoration before Christ present under the Eucharistic species.47

It is pleasant to spend time with him, to lie close to his breast like the Beloved Disciple (cf. Jn 13:25) and to feel the
infinite love present in his heart. If in our time Christians must be distinguished above all by the “art of prayer”, 48 how
can we not feel arenewed need to spend time in spiritual converse, in silent adoration, in heartfelt love before Christ
present in the Most Holy Sacrament? How often, dear brother and sisters, have | experienced this, and drawn from it
strength, consolation and support!

This practice, repeatedly praised and recommended by the Magisterium, 49 is supported by the example of many saints.
Particularly outstanding in this regard was Saint Alphonsus Liguori, who wrote: “ Of all devotions, that of adoring Jesus
in the Blessed Sacrament is the greatest after the sacraments, the one dearest to God and the one most helpful to us’.50
The Eucharist is a priceless treasure: by not only celebrating it but also by praying before it outside of Mass we are
enabled to make contact with the very wellspring of grace. A Christian community desirous of contemplating the face
of Christ in the spirit which | proposed in the Apostolic Letters Novo Millennio Ineunte and Rosarium Virginis Mariae
cannot fail also

to develop this aspect of Eucharistic worship, which prolongs and increases the fruits of our communion in the body
and blood of the Lord.

CHAPTER THREE
THE APOSTOLICITY OF THE EUCHARIST AND OF THE CHURCH

26. If, as | have said, the Eucharist builds the Church and the Church makes the Eucharigt, it follows that there is a
profound relationship between the two, so much so that we can apply to the Eucharistic mystery the very words with
which, in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, we profess the Church to be “one, holy, catholic and apostolic”. The
Eucharist too is one and catholic. It is aso holy, indeed, the Most Holy Sacrament. But it is above all its apostolicity
that we must now consider.

27. The Catechism of the Catholic Church, in explaining how the Church is apostolic — founded on the Apostles — sees
three meanings in this expression. First, “she was and remains built on ‘the foundation of the Apostles (Eph 2:20), the
witnesses chosen and sent on mission by Christ himself”.51 The Eucharist too

as its foundation in the Apostles, not in the sense that it did not originate in Christ himself, but because it was entrusted
by Jesus to the Apostles and has been handed down to us by them and by their successors. It is in continuity with the
practice of the Apostles, in obedience to the Lord's command, that the Church has celebrated the Eucharist down the
centuries.

The second sense in which the Church is apostolic, as the Catechism points out, is that “with the help of the Spirit
dwelling in her, the Church keeps and hands on the teaching, the 'good deposit', the salutary words she has heard from
the Apostles’.52 Here too the Eucharist is apostolic, for it is celebrated in conformity with the faith of the Apostles. At
various times in the two-thousand-year history of the People of the New Covenant, the Church's Magisterium has more
precisely defined her teaching on the Eucharist, including its proper terminology, precisely in order to safeguard the
apostolic faith with regard to this sublime mystery. This faith remains unchanged and it is essential for the Church that
it remain unchanged.

28. Lastly, the Church is apostolic in the sense that she “continues to be taught, sanctified and guided by the Apostles
until Christ's return, through their successors in pastoral office: the college of Bishops assisted by priests, in union with
the Successor of Peter, the Church's supreme pastor”.53 Succession to the Apostles in the pastoral mission necessarily
entails the sacrament of Holy Orders, that is, the uninterrupted sequence, from the very beginning, of valid episcopal
ordinations.54 This succession is essential for the Church to exist in a proper and full sense.

The Eucharist also expresses this sense of apostolicity. As the Second Vatican Council teaches, “the faithful join in the
offering of the Eucharist by virtue of their royal priesthood”, 55 yet it is the ordained priest who, “acting in the person
of Christ, brings about the Eucharistic Sacrifice and offers it to God in the name of all the people’.56 For this reason,
the Roman Missal prescribes that only the priest should recite the Eucharistic Prayer, while the people participate in
faith and in silence.57



29. The expression repeatedly employed by the Second Vatican Council, according to which “the ministerial priest,
acting in the person of Christ, brings about the Eucharistic Sacrifice”, 58 was already firmly rooted in papal teaching.59
As| have pointed out on other occasions, the phrase in persona Christi “means more than offering 'in the name of' or 'in
the place of' Christ. In persona means in specific sacramental identification with the eternal High Priest who is the
author and principa subject of this sacrifice of his, a sacrifice in which, in truth, nobody can take his place”.60 The
ministry of priests who have received the sacrament of Holy Orders, in the economy of salvation chosen by Christ,
makes clear that the Eucharist which they celebrate is a gift which radically transcends the power of the assembly and
isin any event essential for validly linking the Eucharistic consecration to the sacrifice of the Cross and to the Last
Supper. The assembly gathered together for the celebration of the Eucharist, if it isto be a truly Eucharistic assembly,
absolutely requires the presence of an ordained priest as its president. On the other hand, the community is by itself
incapable of providing an ordained minister. This minister is a gift which the assembly receives through episcopal
succession going back to the Apostles. It is the Bishop who, through the Sacrament of Holy Orders, makes a new
presbyter by conferring upon him the power to consecrate the Eucharist. Consequently, “the Eucharistic mystery cannot
be celebrated in any community except by an ordained priest, as the Fourth Lateran Council expressly taught”.61

30. The Catholic Church's teaching on the relationship between priestly ministry and the Eucharist and her teaching on
the Eucharistic Sacrifice have both been the subject in recent decades of a fruitful dialogue in the area of ecumenism.
We must give thanks to the Blessed Trinity for the significant progress and convergence achieved in this regard, which
lead us to hope one day for afull sharing of faith. Nonetheless, the observations of the Council concerning the Ecclesial
Communities which arose in the West from the sixteenth century onwards and are separated from the Catholic Church
remain fully pertinent: “The Ecclesidl Communities separated from us lack that fullness of unity with us which should
flow from Baptism, and we believe that especially because of the lack of the sacrament of Orders they have not
preserved the genuine and total reality of the Eucharistic mystery. Nevertheless, when they commemorate the Lord's
death and resurrection in the Holy Supper, they profess that it signifies life in communion with Christ and they await
his coming in glory”.62

The Catholic faithful, therefore, while respecting the religious convictions of these separated brethren, must refrain
from receiving the communion distributed in their celebrations, so as not to condone an ambiguity about the nature of
the Eucharist and, consequently, to fail in their duty to bear clear witness to the truth. This would result in slowing the
progress being made towards full visible unity. Similarly, it is unthinkable to substitute for Sunday Mass ecumenical
celebrations of the word or services of common prayer with Christians from the aforementioned Ecclesial
Communities, or even participation in their own liturgical services. Such celebrations and services, however
praiseworthy in certain situations, prepare for the goal of full communion, including Eucharistic communion, but they
cannot replace it.

The fact that the power of consecrating the Eucharist has been entrusted only to Bishops and priests does not represent
any kind of belittlement of the rest of the People of God, for in the communion of the one body of Christ which isthe
Church this gift redounds to the benefit of all.

31. If the Eucharist is the centre and summit of the Church's life, it is likewise the centre and summit of priestly
ministry. For this reason, with a heart filled with gratitude to our Lord Jesus Christ, | repeat that the Eucharist “is the
principal and central raison d'ére of the sacrament of priesthood, which effectively came into being at the moment of
theingtitution of the Eucharist”.63

Priests are engaged in awide variety of pastoral activities. If we also consider the social and cultural conditions of the
modern world it is easy to understand how priests face the very real risk of losing their focus amid such a great number
of different tasks. The Second Vatican Council saw in pastora charity the bond which gives unity to the priest'slife and
work. This, the Council adds, “flows mainly from the Eucharistic Sacrifice, which is therefore the centre and root of the
whole priestly life”.64 We can understand, then, how important it is for the spiritua life of the priest, as well as for the
good of the Church and the world, that priests follow the Council's recommendation to celebrate the Eucharist daily:
“for even if the faithful are unable to be present, it isan act of Christ and the Church” .65 In thisway priests will be able
to counteract the daily tensions which lead to a lack of focus and they will find in the Eucharistic Sacrifice — the true
centre of their lives and ministry — the spiritual strength needed to deal with their different pastoral responsibilities.
Their daily activity will thus become truly Eucharistic.

The centrality of the Eucharist in the life and ministry of priestsisthe basis of its centrality in the pastoral promation of
priestly vocations. It is in the Eucharist that prayer for vocations is most closely united to the prayer of Christ the
Eternal High Priest. At the same time the diligence of priests in carrying out their Eucharistic ministry, together with
the conscious, active and fruitful participation of the faithful in the Eucharist, provides young men with a powerful
example and incentive for responding generously to God's call. Often it is the example of a priest's fervent pastoral
charity which the Lord uses to sow and to bring to fruition in ayoung man's heart the seed of a priestly calling.

32. All of this shows how distressing and irregular is the situation of a Christian community which, despite having
sufficient numbers and variety of faithful to form a parish, does not have a priest to lead it. Parishes are communities of
the baptized who express and affirm their identity above all through the celebration of the Eucharistic Sacrifice. But
this requires the presence of a presbyter, who alone is qualified to offer the Eucharist in persona Christi. When a
community lacks a priest, attempts are rightly made somehow to remedy the situation so that it can continue its Sunday



celebrations, and those religious and laity who lead their brothers and sisters in prayer exercise in a praiseworthy way
the common priesthood of all the faithful based on the grace of Baptism. But such solutions must be considered merely
temporary, while the community awaits a priest.

The sacramental incompleteness of these celebrations should above al inspire the whole community to pray with
greater fervour that the Lord will send labourers into his harvest (cf. Mt 9:38). It should aso be an incentive to mobilize
all the resources needed for an adequate pastoral promotion of vocations, without yielding to the temptation to seek
solutions which lower the moral and formative standards demanded of candidates for the priesthood.

33. When, due to the scarcity of priests, non-ordained members of the faithful are entrusted with a share in the pastoral
care of a parish, they should bear in mind that — as the Second Vatican Council teaches —“no Christian community can
be built up unless it has its basis and centre in the celebration of the most Holy Eucharist”.66 They have a
responsibility, therefore, to keep alive in the community a genuine “hunger” for the Eucharist, so that no opportunity
for the celebration of Mass will ever be missed, also taking advantage of the occasional presence of a priest who is not
impeded by Church law from celebrating Mass.

CHAPTER FOUR
THE EUCHARIST AND ECCLESIAL COMMUNION

34. The Extraordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops in 1985 saw in the concept of an “ecclesiology of
communion” the central and fundamental idea of the documents of the Second Vatican Council.67 The Church is called
during her earthly pilgrimage to maintain and promote communion with the Triune God and communion among the
faithful. For this purpose she possesses the word and the sacraments, particularly the Eucharist, by which she
“congtantly lives and grows’68 and in which she expresses her very nature. It is not by chance that the term
communion has become one of the names given to this sublime

sacrament.

The Eucharist thus appears as the culmination of all the sacraments in perfecting our communion with God the Father
by identification with his only-begotten Son through the working of the Holy Spirit. With discerning faith a
distinguished writer of the Byzantine tradition voiced this truth: in the Eucharist “unlike any other sacrament, the
mystery [of communion] is so perfect that it brings us to the heights of every good thing: here is the ultimate goal of
every human desire, because here we attain God and God joins himself to us in the most perfect union”.69 Precisely for
this reason it is good to cultivate in our hearts a constant desire for the sacrament of the Eucharist. This was the origin
of the practice of “spiritual communion”, which has happily been established in the Church for centuries and
recommended by saints who were masters of the spiritual life. Saint Teresa of Jesus wrote: “When you do not receive
communion and you do not attend Mass, you can make a spiritual communion, which is a most beneficial practice; by
it the love of God will be greatly impressed on you”.70

35. The celebration of the Eucharist, however, cannot be the starting-point for communion; it presupposes that
communion already exists, a communion which it seeks to consolidate and bring to perfection. The sacrament is an
expression of this bond of communion both in its invisible dimension, which, in Christ and through the working of the
Holy Spirit, unites us to the Father and among ourselves, and in its visible dimension, which entails communion in the
teaching of the Apostles, in the sacraments and in the Church's hierarchical order. The profound relationship between
the invisible and the visible elements of ecclesial communion is congtitutive of the Church as the sacrament of
salvation.71 Only in this context can there be a legitimate celebration of the Eucharist and true participation in it.
Consequently it is an intrinsic requirement of the Eucharist that it should be celebrated in communion, and specifically
maintaining the various bonds of that communion intact.

36. Invisible communion, though by its nature always growing, presupposes the life of grace, by which we become
“partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4), and the practice of the virtues of faith, hope and love. Only in this way do
we have true communion with the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Nor is faith sufficient; we must persevere in
sanctifying grace and love, remaining within the Church “bodily” as well as “in our heart”; 72 what is required, in the
words of Saint Paul, is “faith working through love’ (Gal 5:6).

Keeping these invisible bonds intact is a specific moral duty incumbent upon Christians who wish to participate fully in
the Eucharist by receiving the body and blood of Christ. The Apostle Paul appeals to this duty when he warns: “Let a
man examine himself, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup” (1 Cor 11:28). Saint John Chrysostom, with his
stirring eloquence, exhorted the faithful: “I too raise my voice, | beseech, beg and implore that no one draw near to this
sacred table with a sullied and corrupt conscience. Such an act, in fact, can never be called ‘communion’, not even were
we to touch the Lord's body athousand times over, but ‘condemnation’, ‘torment' and 'increase of punishment”.73
Along these same lines, the Catechism of the Catholic Church rightly stipulates that “anyone conscious of a grave sin
must receive the sacrament of Reconciliation before coming to communion”.74 | therefore desire to reaffirm that in the
Church there remains in force, now and in the future, the rule by which the Council of Trent gave concrete expression



to the Apostle Paul's stern warning when it affirmed that, in order to receive the Eucharist in a worthy manner, “one
must first confess one's sins, when one is aware of mortal sin”.75

37. The two sacraments of the Eucharist and Penance are very closely connected. Because the Eucharist makes present
the redeeming sacrifice of the Cross, perpetuating it sacramentaly, it naturally gives rise to a continuous need for
conversion, for a personal response to the appeal made by Saint Paul to the Christians of Corinth: “We beseech you on
behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor 5:20). If a Christian's conscience is burdened by serious sin, then the
path of penance through the sacrament of Reconciliation becomes necessary for full participation in the Eucharistic
Sacrifice.

The judgment of one's state of grace obviously belongs only to the person involved, since it is a question of examining
one's conscience. However, in cases of outward conduct which is seriously, clearly and steadfastly contrary to the
moral norm, the Church, in her pastoral concern for the good order of the community and out of respect for the
sacrament, cannot fail to feel directly involved. The Code of Canon Law refers to this situation of a manifest lack of
proper moral disposition when it states that those who “ obstinately persist in manifest grave sin” are not to be admitted
to Eucharistic communion.76

38. Ecclesial communion, as | have said, is likewise visible, and finds expression in the series of “bonds’ listed by the
Council when it teaches: “They are fully incorporated into the society of the Church who, possessing the Spirit of
Christ, accept her whole structure and al the means of salvation established within her, and within her visible
framework are united to Christ, who governs her through the Supreme Pontiff and the Bishops, by the bonds of
profession of faith, the sacraments, ecclesiastical government and communion”.77

The Eucharist, as the supreme sacramental manifestation of communion in the Church, demands to be celebrated in a
context where the outward bonds of communion are also intact. In a special way, since the Eucharist is “as it were the
summit of the spiritual life and the goal of all the sacraments’, 78 it requires that the bonds of communion in the
sacraments, particularly in Baptism and in priestly Orders, be real. It is not possible to give communion to a person
who is not baptized or to one who rejects the full truth of the faith regarding the Eucharistic mystery. Christ is the truth
and he bears witness to the truth (cf. Jn 14:6; 18:37); the sacrament of his body and blood does not permit duplicity.

39.

Furthermore, given the very nature of ecclesial communion and its relation to the sacrament of the Eucharist, it must
be recalled that “the Eucharistic Sacrifice, while always offered in a particular community, is never a celebration of that
community alone. In fact, the community, in receiving the Eucharistic presence of the Lord, receives the entire gift of
salvation and shows, even in its lasting visible particular form, that it is the image and true presence of the one, holy,
catholic and apostolic Church”.79 From this it follows that a truly Eucharistic community cannot be closed in upon
itself, as though it were somehow self-sufficient; rather it must persevere in harmony with every other Catholic
community.

The ecclesial communion of the Eucharistic assembly is a communion with its own Bishop and with the Roman
Pontiff. The Bishop, in effect, is the visible principle and the foundation of unity within his particular Church.80 It
would therefore be a great contradiction if the sacrament par excellence of the Church's unity were celebrated without
true communion with the Bishop. As Saint Ignatius of Antioch wrote: “That Eucharist which is celebrated under the
Bishop, or under one to whom the Bishop has given this charge, may be considered certain”.81 Likewise, since “the
Roman Pontiff, as the successor of Peter, is the perpetual and visible source and foundation of the unity of the Bishops
and of the multitude of the faithful”, 82 communion with him is intrinsically required for the celebration of the
Eucharistic Sacrifice. Hence the great truth expressed which the Liturgy expresses in a variety of ways. “Every
celebration of the Eucharist is performed in union not only with the proper Bishop, but also with the Pope, with the
episcopal order, with all the clergy, and with the entire people. Every valid celebration of the Eucharist expresses this
universal communion with Peter and with the whole Church, or objectively calls for it, as in the case of the Christian
Churches separated from Rome” .83

40. The Eucharist creates communion and fosters communion. Saint Paul wrote to the faithful of Corinth explaining
how their divisions, reflected in their Eucharistic gatherings, contradicted what they were celebrating, the Lord's
Supper. The Apostle then urged them to reflect on the true reality of the Eucharist in order to return to the spirit of
fraternal communion (cf. 1 Cor 11:17- 34). Saint Augustine effectively echoed this call when, in recalling the Apostle's
words: “You are the body of Christ and individually members of it” (1 Cor 12: 27), he went on to say: “If you are his
body and members of him, then you will find set on the Lord's table your own mystery. Yes, you receive your own
mystery”.84 And from this observation he concludes: “ Christ the Lord... hallowed at his table the mystery of our peace
and unity. Whoever receives the mystery of unity without preserving the bonds of peace receives not a mystery for his
benefit but evidence against himself”.85

41. The Eucharist's particular effectiveness in promoting communion is one of the reasons for the importance of
Sunday Mass. | have already dwelt on this and on the other reasons which make Sunday Mass fundamental for the life
of the Church and of individual believersin my Apostolic Letter on the sanctification of Sunday Dies Domini.86 There
| recalled that the faithful have the obligation to attend

Mass, unless they are seriously impeded, and that Pastors have the corresponding duty to see that it is practical and
possible for all to fulfil this precept.87 More recently, in my Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte, in setting forth



the pastoral path which the Church must take at the beginning of the third millennium, | drew particular attention to the
Sunday Eucharist, emphasizing its effectiveness for building communion. “It is’ — | wrote — “the privileged place
where communion is ceaselessly proclaimed and nurtured. Precisely through sharing in the Eucharigt, the Lord's Day
also becomes the Day of the Church, when she can effectively exercise her role as the sacrament of unity” .88

42. The safeguarding and promotion of ecclesial communion is a task of each member of the faithful, who finds in the
Eucharist, as the sacrament of the Church's unity, an area of special concern. More specificaly, this task is the
particular responsibility of the Church's Pastors, each according to his rank and ecclesiastical office. For this reason the
Church has drawn up norms aimed both at fostering the frequent and fruitful access of the faithful to the Eucharistic
table and at determining the objective conditions under which communion may not be given. The care shown in
promoting the faithful observance of these norms becomes a practical means of showing love for the Eucharist and for
the Church.

43. In considering the Eucharist as the sacrament of ecclesial communion, there is one subject which, due to its
importance, must not be overlooked: | am referring to the relationship of the Eucharist to ecumenical activity. We
should all give thanks to the Blessed Trinity for the many members of the faithful throughout the world who in recent
decades have felt an ardent desire for unity among all Christians. The Second Vatican Council, at the beginning of its
Decree on Ecumenism, sees this as a special gift of God.89 It was an efficacious grace which inspired us, the sons and
daughters of the Catholic Church and our brothers and sisters from other Churches and Ecclesial Communities, to set
forth on the path of ecumenism.

Our longing for the goal of unity prompts usto turn to the Eucharist, which is the supreme sacrament of the unity of the
People of God, in as much asit is the apt expression and the unsurpassable source of that unity.90 In the celebration of
the Eucharistic Sacrifice the Church prays that God, the Father of mercies, will grant his children the fullness of the
Holy Spirit so that they may become one body and one spirit in Christ.91 In raising this prayer to the Father of lights,
from whom comes every good endowment and every perfect gift (cf. Jas 1:17), the Church believes that she will be
heard, for she praysin union with Christ her Head and Spouse, who takes up this plea of his Bride and joinsit to that of
his own redemptive sacrifice.

44. Precisely because the Church's unity, which the Eucharist brings about through the Lord's sacrifice and by
communion in his body and blood, absolutely requires full communion in the bonds of the profession of faith, the
sacraments and ecclesiastical governance, it is not possible to celebrate together the same Eucharistic liturgy until those
bonds are fully re-established. Any such concelebration would not be avalid means, and might well prove instead to be
an obstacle, to the attainment of full communion, by weakening the sense of how far we remain from this goal and by
introducing or exacerbating ambiguities with regard to one or another truth of the faith. The path towards full unity can
only be undertaken in truth. In this area, the prohibitions of Church law leave no room for uncertainty, 92 in fidelity to
the mora norm laid down by the Second Vatican Council.93

| would like nonetheless to reaffirm what | said in my Encyclical Letter Ut Unum Sint after having

acknowledged the impossibility of Eucharistic sharing: “And yet we do have a burning desire to join in celebrating the
one Eucharist of the Lord, and this desire itself is already a common prayer of praise, a single supplication. Together
we speak to the Father and increasingly we do so 'with one heart” .94

45. While it is never legitimate to concelebrate in the absence of full communion, the same is not true with respect to
the administration of the Eucharist under special circumstances, to individual persons belonging to Churches or
Ecclesia Communities not in full communion with the Catholic Church. In this case, in fact, the intention is to meet a
grave spiritual need for the eternal salvation of an individual believer, not to bring about an intercommunion which
remains impossible until the visible bonds of ecclesial communion are fully re-established.

This was the approach taken by the Second Vatican Council when it gave guidelines for responding to Eastern
Christians separated in good faith from the Catholic Church, who spontaneously ask to receive the Eucharist from a
Catholic minister and are properly disposed.95 This approach was then ratified by both Codes, which also consider —
with necessary modifications — the case of other non-Eastern Christians who are not in full communion with the
Catholic Church.96

46. In my Encyclical Ut Unum Sint | expressed my own appreciation of these norms, which make it possible to provide
for the salvation of souls with proper discernment: “It is a source of joy to note that Catholic ministers are able, in
certain particular cases, to administer the sacraments of the Eucharist, Penance and Anointing of the Sick to Christians
who are not in full communion with the Catholic Church but who greatly desire to receive these sacraments, freely
request them and manifest the faith which the Catholic Church professes with regard to these sacraments. Conversely,
in specific cases and in particular circumstances, Catholics too can request these same sacraments from ministers of
Churches in which these sacraments are valid” .97

These conditions, from which no dispensation can be given, must be carefully respected, even though they deal with
specific individual cases, because the denial of one or more truths of the faith regarding these sacraments and, among
these, the truth regarding the need of the ministerial priesthood for their validity, renders the person asking improperly
disposed to legitimately receiving them. And the opposite is also true: Catholics may not receive communion in those
communities which lack avalid sacrament of Orders.98



The faithful observance of the body of norms established in this area 99 is a manifestation and, at the same time, a
guarantee of our love for Jesus Christ in the Blessed Sacrament, for our brothers and sisters of different Christian
confessions —who have aright to our witness to the truth — and for the cause itself of the promotion of unity.

CHAPTER FIVE
THE DIGNITY OF THE EUCHARISTIC CELEBRATION

47. Reading the account of the institution of the Eucharist in the Synoptic Gospels, we are struck by the simplicity and
the “solemnity” with which Jesus, on the evening of the Last Supper, instituted this great sacrament. There is an
episode which in some way serves as its prelude: the anointing at Bethany. A woman, whom John identifies as Mary
the sister of Lazarus, pours a flask of costly ointment over Jesus head, which provokes from the disciples — and from
Judas in particular (cf. Mt 26:8; Mk 14:4; Jn 12:4) — an indignant response, as if this act, in light of the needs of the
poor, represented an intolerable “waste”. But Jesus own reaction is completely different. While in no way detracting
from the duty of charity towards the needy, for whom the disciples must always show specia care — “the poor you will
always have with you” (Mt 26, 11; Mk 14:7; cf. Jn 12:8) — he looks towards his imminent death and burial, and sees
this act of anointing as an anticipation of the honour which his body will continue to merit even after his death,
indissolubly bound as it isto the mystery of his person.

The account continues, in the Synoptic Gospels, with Jesus' charge to the disciples to prepare carefully the “large upper
room” needed for the Passover mea (cf. Mk 14:15; Lk 22:12) and with the narration of the institution of the Eucharist.
Reflecting at least in part the Jewish rites of the Passover meal leading up to the singing of the Hallel (cf. Mt 26:30; Mk
14:26), the story presents with sobriety and solemnity, even in the variants of the different traditions, the words spoken
by Christ over the bread and wine, which he made into concrete expressions of the handing over of his body and the
shedding of his blood. All these details are recorded by the Evangelists in the light of a praxis of the “breaking of the
bread” aready well-established in the early Church. But certainly from the time of Jesus on, the event of Holy
Thursday has shown visible traces of a liturgica “sensibility” shaped by Old Testament tradition and open to being
reshaped in Christian celebrations in away consonant with the new content of Easter.

48. Like the woman who anointed Jesus in Bethany, the Church has feared no “extravagance”, devoting the best of her
resources to expressing her wonder and adoration before the unsurpassable gift of the Eucharist. No less than the first
disciples charged with preparing the “large upper room”, she has felt the need, down the centuries and in her
encounters with different cultures, to celebrate the Eucharist in a setting worthy of so great a mystery. In the wake of
Jesus' own words and actions, and building upon the ritual heritage of Judaism, the Christian liturgy was born. Could
there ever be an adequate means of expressing the acceptance of that self-gift which the divine Bridegroom continually
makes to his Bride, the Church, by bringing the Sacrifice offered once and for al on the Cross to successive
generations of believers and thus becoming nourishment for al the faithful? Though the idea of a“banquet” naturally
suggests familiarity, the Church has never yielded to the temptation to trivialize this “intimacy” with her Spouse by
forgetting that heis also her Lord and that the “banquet” always remains a sacrificial banquet marked by the blood shed
on Golgotha. The Eucharistic Banquet is truly a “sacred” banquet, in which the simplicity of the signs conceals the
unfathomable holiness of God: O sacrum convivium, in quo Christus sumitur! The bread which is broken on our altars,
offered to us as wayfarers along the paths of the world, is panis angelorum, the bread of angels, which cannot be
approached except with the humility of the centurion in the Gospel: “Lord, | am not worthy to have you come under my
roof ” (Mt 8:8; Lk 7:6).

49. With this heightened sense of mystery, we understand how the faith of the Church in the mystery of the Eucharist
has found historical expression not only in the demand for an interior disposition of devotion, but also in outward forms
meant to evoke and emphasize the grandeur of the event being celebrated. Thisled progressively to the development of
aparticular form of regulating the Eucharistic liturgy, with due respect for the various legitimately constituted ecclesial
traditions. On this foundation arich artistic heritage also developed. Architecture, sculpture, painting and music, moved
by the Christian mystery, have found in the Eucharist, both directly and indirectly, a source of great inspiration.

Such was the case, for example, with architecture, which witnessed the transition, once the historical situation made it
possible, from the first places of Eucharistic celebration in the domus or “homes’ of Christian families to the solemn
basilicas of the early centuries, to the imposing cathedrals of the Middle Ages, and to the churches, large and small,
which gradually sprang up throughout the lands touched by Christianity. The designs of atars and tabernacles within
Church interiors were often not simply motivated by artistic inspiration but also by a clear understanding of the
mystery. The same could be said for sacred music, if we but think of the inspired Gregorian melodies and the many,
often great, composers who sought to do justice to the liturgical texts of the Mass. Similarly, can we overlook the
enormous quantity of artistic production, ranging from fine craftsmanship to authentic works of art, in the area of
Church furnishings and vestments used for the celebration of the Eucharist?

It can be said that the Eucharist, while shaping the Church and her spirituality, has also powerfully affected “culture”,
and the artsin particular.



50. In this effort to adore the mystery grasped in its ritual and aesthetic dimensions, a certain “competition” has taken
place between Christians of the West and the East. How could we not give particular thanks to the Lord for the
contributions to Christian art made by the great architectural and artistic works of the Greco-Byzantine tradition and of
the whole geographical area marked by Slav culture? In the East, sacred art has preserved a remarkably powerful sense
of mystery, which leads artists to see their efforts at creating beauty not simply as an expression of their own talents,
but also as a genuine service to the faith. Passing well beyond mere technical skill, they have shown themselves docile
and open to the ingpiration of the Holy Spirit.

The architectural and mosaic splendours of the Christian East and West are a patrimony belonging to all believers; they
contain a hope, and even a pledge, of the desired fullness of communion in faith and in celebration. This would
presuppose and demand, as in Rublév's famous depiction of the Trinity, a profoundly Eucharistic Church in which the
presence of the mystery of Christ in the broken bread is as it were immersed in the ineffable unity of the three divine
Persons, making of the Church herself an “icon” of the Trinity.

Within this context of an art aimed at expressing, in al its elements, the meaning of the Eucharist in accordance with
the Church's teaching, attention needs to be given to the norms regulating the construction and decor of sacred
buildings. As history shows and as | emphasized in my Letter to Artists, 100 the Church has always left ample room for
the creativity of artists. But sacred art must be outstanding for its ability to express adequately the mystery grasped in
the fullness of the Church's faith and in accordance with the pastoral guidelines appropriately laid down by competent
Authority. This holds true both for the figurative arts and for sacred music.

51. The development of sacred art and liturgical discipline which took place in lands of ancient Christian heritage is
also taking place on continents where Christianity is younger. This was precisely the approach supported by the Second
Vatican Council on the need for sound and proper “inculturation”. In my numerous Pastoral Visits | have seen,
throughout the world, the great vitality which the celebration of the Eucharist can have when marked by the forms,
styles and sensibilities of different cultures. By adaptation to the changing conditions of time and place, the Eucharist
offers sustenance not only to individuals but to entire peoples, and it shapes cultures inspired by Christianity.

It is necessary, however, that this important work of adaptation be carried out with a constant awareness of the
ineffable mystery against which every generation is called to measure itself. The “treasure” is too important and
precious to risk impoverishment or compromise through forms of experimentation or practices introduced without a
careful review on the part of the competent ecclesiastical authorities.

Furthermore, the centrality of the Eucharistic mystery demands that any such review must be undertaken in close
association with the Holy See. As | wrote in my Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Asia, “such
cooperation is essential because the Sacred Liturgy expresses and celebrates the one faith professed by al and, being
the heritage of the whole Church, cannot be determined by local Churchesin isolation from the universal Church”.101
52. All of this makes clear the great responsibility which belongs to priests in particular for the celebration of the
Eucharist. It is their responsibility to preside at the Eucharist in persona Christi and to provide a witness to and a
service of communion not only for the community directly taking part in the celebration, but aso for the universal
Church, which is a part of every Eucharist. It must be lamented that, especially in the years following the post-conciliar
liturgical reform, as a result of a misguided sense of creativity and adaptation there have been a number of abuses
which have been a source of suffering for many. A certain reaction against “formalism” has led some, especialy in
certain regions, to consider the “forms” chosen by the Church's great liturgical tradition and her Magisterium as non-
binding and to introduce unauthorized innovations which are often completely inappropriate.

| consider it my duty, therefore to appeal urgently that the liturgical norms for the celebration of the Eucharist be
observed with great fidelity. These norms are a concrete expression of the authentically ecclesial nature of the
Eucharist; this is their deepest meaning. Liturgy is never anyone's private property, be it of the celebrant or of the
community in which the mysteries are celebrated. The Apostle Paul had to address fiery words to the community of
Corinth because of grave shortcomings in their celebration of the Eucharist resulting in divisions (schismata) and the
emergence of factions (haireseis) (cf. 1 Cor 11:17-34). Our time, too, calls for a renewed awareness and appreciation of
liturgical norms as a reflection of, and a witness to, the one universal Church made present in every celebration of the
Eucharist. Priests who faithfully celebrate Mass according to the liturgical norms, and communities which conform to
those norms, quietly but eloquently demonstrate their love for the Church. Precisely to bring out more clearly this
deeper meaning of liturgical norms, | have asked the competent offices of the Roman Curia to prepare a more specific
document, including prescriptions of a juridical nature, on this very important subject. No one is permitted to
undervalue the mystery entrusted to our hands: it is too great for anyone to feel free to treat it lightly and with disregard
for its sacredness and its universality.

CHAPTER SIX
AT THE SCHOOL OF MARY, “WOMAN OF THE EUCHARIST”

53. If we wish to rediscover in al its richness the profound relationship between the Church and the Eucharist, we
cannot neglect Mary, Mother and model of the Church. In my Apostolic Letter Rosarium



Virginis Mariae, | pointed to the Blessed Virgin Mary as our teacher in contemplating Christ's face, and among the
mysteries of light | included the institution of the Eucharist.102 Mary can guide us towards this most holy sacrament,
because she herself has a profound relationship with it.

At first glance, the Gospel is silent on this subject. The account of the institution of the Eucharist on the night of Holy
Thursday makes no mention of Mary. Yet we know that she was present among the Apostles who prayed “with one
accord” (cf. Acts 1:14) in the first community which gathered after the Ascension in expectation of Pentecost. Certainly
Mary must have been present at the Eucharistic celebrations of the first generation of Christians, who were devoted to
“the breaking of bread” (Acts 2:42).

But in addition to her sharing in the Eucharistic banquet, an indirect picture of Mary's relationship with the Eucharist
can be had, beginning with her interior disposition. Mary is a“woman of the Eucharist” in her whole life. The Church,
which looksto Mary as amodel, is also called to imitate her in her relationship with this most holy mystery.

54. Mysterium fidei! If the Eucharist is a mystery of faith which so greatly transcends our understanding as to call for
sheer abandonment to the word of God, then there can be no one like Mary to act as our support and guide in acquiring
this disposition. In repeating what Christ did at the Last Supper in obedience to his command: “Do this in memory of
me!”, we also accept Mary's invitation to obey him without hesitation: “Do whatever he tells you” (Jn 2:5). With the
same maternal concern which she showed at the wedding feast of Cana, Mary seemsto say to us: “Do not waver; trust
in the words of my Son. If he was able to change water into wine, he can also turn bread and wine into his body and
blood, and through this mystery bestow on believers the living memorial of his passover, thus becoming the 'bread of
life™.

55. In a certain sense Mary lived her Eucharistic faith even before the ingtitution of the Eucharist, by the very fact that
she offered her virginal womb for the Incarnation of God's Word. The Eucharist, while commemorating the passion and
resurrection, is also in continuity with the incarnation. At the Annunciation Mary conceived the Son of God in the
physical reality of his body and blood, thus anticipating within herself what to some degree happens sacramentally in
every believer who receives, under the signs of bread and wine, the Lord's body and blood.

As aresult, there is a profound analogy between the Fiat which Mary said in reply to the angel, and the Amen which
every believer says when receiving the body of the Lord. Mary was asked to believe that the One whom she conceived
“through the Holy Spirit” was “the Son of God” (Lk 1:30-35). In continuity with the Virgin's faith, in the Eucharistic
mystery we are asked to believe that the same Jesus Christ, Son of God and Son of Mary, becomes present in his full
humanity and divinity under the signs of bread and wine.

“Blessed is she who believed” (Lk 1:45). Mary aso anticipated, in the mystery of the incarnation, the Church's
Eucharistic faith. When, at the Visitation, she bore in her womb the Word made flesh, she became in some way a
“tabernacle” — the first “tabernacle” in history — in which the Son of God, till invisible to our human gaze, alowed
himself to be adored by Elizabeth, radiating his light as it were through the eyes and the voice of Mary. And is not the
enraptured gaze of Mary as she contemplated the face of the newborn Christ and cradled him in her arms that
unparalleled model of love which should inspire us every time we receive Eucharistic communion?

56. Mary, throughout her life at Christ's side and not only on Calvary, made her own the sacrificial dimension of the
Eucharist. When she brought the child Jesus to the Temple in Jerusalem “to present him to the Lord” (Lk 2:22), she
heard the aged Simeon announce that the child would be a “sign of contradiction” and that a sword would also pierce
her own heart (cf. Lk 2:34-35). The tragedy of her Son's crucifixion was thus foretold, and in some sense Mary's Stabat
Mater at the foot of the Cross was foreshadowed. In her daily preparation for Calvary, Mary experienced a kind of
“anticipated Eucharist” — one might say a “spiritual communion” — of desire and of oblation, which would culminate in
her union with her Son in his passion, and then find expression after Easter by her partaking in the Eucharist which the
Apostles celebrated as the memorial of that passion.

What must Mary have felt as she heard from the mouth of Peter, John, James and the other Apostles the words spoken
at the Last Supper: “Thisis my body which is given for you” (Lk 22:19)? The body given up for us and made present
under sacramental signs was the same body which she had conceived in her womb! For Mary, receiving the Eucharist
must have somehow meant welcoming once more into her womb that heart which had beat in unison with hers and
reliving what she had experienced at the foot of the Cross.

57. “Do this in remembrance of me” (Lk 22:19). In the “memorial” of Calvary al that Christ accomplished by his
passion and his death is present. Consequently all that Christ did with regard to his Mother for our sake is also present.
To her he gave the beloved disciple and, in him, each of us: “Behold, your Son!”. To each of us he also says: “Behold
your mother!” (cf. Jn 19: 26-27).

Experiencing the memorial of Christ's death in the Eucharist also means continually receiving this gift. It means
accepting — like John — the one who is given to us anew as our Mother. It also means taking on a commitment to be
conformed to Christ, putting ourselves at the school of his Mother and allowing her to accompany us. Mary is present,
with the Church and as the Mother of the Church, at each of our celebrations of the Eucharist. If the Church and the
Eucharist are inseparably united, the same ought to be said of Mary and the Eucharist. This is one reason why, since
ancient times, the commemoration of Mary has always been part of the Eucharistic celebrations of the Churches of East
and West.



58. In the Eucharist the Church is completely united to Christ and his sacrifice, and makes her own the spirit of Mary.
This truth can be understood more deeply by re-reading the Magnificat in a Eucharistic key. The Eucharist, like the
Canticle of Mary, is first and foremost praise and thanksgiving. When Mary exclaims: “My soul magnifies the Lord
and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour”, she aready bears Jesus in her womb. She praises God “through” Jesus, but
she also praises him “in” Jesus and “with” Jesus. Thisisitself the true “Eucharistic attitude”.

At the same time Mary recalls the wonders worked by God in salvation history in fulfilment of the promise once made
to the fathers (cf. Lk 1:55), and proclaims the wonder that surpasses them al, the redemptive incarnation. Lastly, the
Magnificat reflects the eschatological tension of the Eucharist. Every time the Son of God comes again to us in the
“poverty” of the sacramental signs of bread and wine, the seeds of that new history wherein the mighty are “put down
from their thrones’” and “those of low degree are exalted” (cf. Lk 1:52), take root in the world. Mary sings of the “new
heavens’ and the “new earth” which find in the Eucharist their anticipation and in some sense their programme and
plan. The Magnificat expresses Mary's spirituality, and there is nothing greater than this spirituality for helping us to
experience the mystery of the Eucharist. The Eucharist has been given to us so that our life, like that of Mary, may
become completely a Magnificat!

CONCLUSION

59. Ave, verum corpus natum de Maria Virgine! Several years ago | celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of my
priesthood. Today | have the grace of offering the Church this Encyclical on the Eucharist on the Holy Thursday which
falls during the twenty-fifth year of my Petrine ministry. As| do so, my heart is filled with gratitude. For over a half
century, every day, beginning on 2 November 1946, when | celebrated my first Mass in the Crypt of Saint Leonard in
Wawel Cathedral in Krakow, my eyes have gazed in recollection upon the host and the chalice, where time and space
in some way “merge” and the drama of Golgotha is re-presented in a living way, thus revealing its mysterious
“contemporaneity”. Each day my faith has been able to recognize in the consecrated bread and wine the divine
Wayfarer who joined the two disciples on the road to Emmaus and opened their eyesto the light and their hearts to new
hope (cf. Lk 24:13-35).

Allow me, dear brothers and sisters, to share with deep emotion, as a means of accompanying and strengthening your
faith, my own testimony of faith in the Most Holy Eucharist. Ave verum corpus natum de Maria Virgine, vere passum,
immolatum, in cruce pro homine! Here is the Church's treasure, the heart of the world, the pledge of the fulfilment for
which each man and woman, even unconsciously, yearns. A great and transcendent mystery, indeed, and one that taxes
our mind's ability to pass beyond appearances. Here our sensesfail us. visus, tactus, gustus in te falitur, in the words of
the hymn Adoro Te Devote; yet faith alone, rooted in the word of Christ handed down to us by the Apostles, is
sufficient for us. Allow me, like Peter at the end of the Eucharistic discourse in John's Gospel, to say once more to
Christ, in the name of the whole Church and in the name of each of you: “Lord to whom shall we go? Y ou have the
words of eternal life” (Jn 6:68).

60. At the dawn of this third millennium, we, the children of the Church, are caled to undertake with renewed
enthusiasm the journey of Christian living. As | wrotein my Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio

Ineunte, “it is not a matter of inventing a 'new programme’. The programme already exists: it is the plan found in the
Gospel and in the living Tradition; it is the same as ever. Ultimately, it has its centre in Christ himself, who is to be
known, loved and imitated, so that in him we may live the life of the Trinity, and with him transform history until its
fulfilment in the heavenly Jerusalem”.103 The implementation of this programme of a renewed impetus in Christian
living passes through the Eucharist.

Every commitment to holiness, every activity aimed at carrying out the Church's mission, every work of pastoral
planning, must draw the strength it needs from the Eucharistic mystery and in turn be directed to that mystery as its
culmination. In the Eucharist we have Jesus, we have his redemptive sacrifice, we have his resurrection, we have the
gift of the Holy Spirit, we have adoration, obedience and love of the Father. Were we to disregard the Eucharist, how
could we overcome our own deficiency?

61. The mystery of the Eucharist — sacrifice, presence, banquet — does not allow for reduction or exploitation; it must
be experienced and lived in its integrity, both in its celebration and in the intimate converse with Jesus which takes
place after receiving communion or in a prayerful moment of Eucharistic adoration apart from Mass. These are times
when the Church is firmly built up and it becomes clear what she truly is: one, holy, catholic and apostolic; the people,
temple and family of God; the body and bride of Christ, enlivened by the Holy Spirit; the universal sacrament of
salvation and a hierarchically structured communion.

The path taken by the Church in these first years of the third millennium is also a path of renewed ecumenical
commitment. The final decades of the second millennium, culminating in the Great Jubilee, have spurred us along this
path and called for al the baptized to respond to the prayer of Jesus “ut unum sint ” (Jn 17:11). The path itself is long
and strewn with obstacles greater than our human resources alone can overcome, yet we have the Eucharist, and in its
presence we can hear in the depths of our hearts, as if they were addressed to us, the same words heard by the Prophet
Elijah: “Arise and eat, else the journey will be too great for you™ (1 Kg 19:7). The treasure of the Eucharist, which the
Lord places before us, impels us towards the goal of full sharing with all our brothers and sisters to whom we are joined



by our common Baptism. But if this treasure is not to be squandered, we need to respect the demands which derive
from its being the sacrament of communion in faith and in apostolic succession.

By giving the Eucharist the prominence it deserves, and by being careful not to diminish any of its dimensions or
demands, we show that we are truly conscious of the greatness of this gift. We are urged to do so by an uninterrupted
tradition, which from the first centuries on has found the Christian community ever vigilant in guarding this “treasure”.
Inspired by love, the Church is anxious to hand on to future generations of Christians, without loss, her faith and
teaching with regard to the mystery of the Eucharist.

There can be no danger of excessin our care for this mystery, for “in this sacrament is recapitulated the whole mystery
of our salvation”.104

62. Let us take our place, dear brothers and sisters, at the school of the saints, who are the great interpreters of true
Eucharistic piety. In them the theology of the Eucharist takes on all the splendour of a lived redlity; it becomes
“contagious’ and, in a manner of speaking, it “warms our hearts’. Above al, let uslisten to Mary Most Holy, in whom
the mystery of the Eucharist appears, more than in anyone else, as a mystery of light. Gazing upon Mary, we come to
know the transforming power present in the Eucharist. In her we see the world renewed in love. Contemplating her,
assumed body and soul into heaven, we see opening up before us those “new heavens’ and that “new earth” which will
appear at the second coming of Christ. Here below, the Eucharist represents their pledge, and in a certain way, their
anticipation: “Veni, Domine lesu!” (Rev 22:20).

In the humble signs of bread and wine, changed into his body and blood, Christ walks beside us as our strength and our
food for the journey, and he enables us to become, for everyone, witnesses of hope. If, in the presence of this mystery,
reason experiences its limits, the heart, enlightened by the grace of the Holy Spirit, clearly sees the response that is
demanded, and bows low in adoration and unbounded love.

Let us make our own the words of Saint Thomas Aquinas, an eminent theologian and an impassioned poet of Christ in
the Eucharist, and turn in hope to the contemplation of that goal to which our hearts aspire in their thirst for joy and
peace:

Bone pastor, panis vere, lesu, nostri miserere...

Come then, good Shepherd, bread divine,

Still show to usthy mercy sign;

Oh, feed us, still keep usthine;

So we may see thy glories shine

in fields of immortality.

O thou, the wisest, mightiest, best,

Our present food, our future rest,

Come, make us each thy chosen guest,
Co-heirs of thine, and comrades blest
With saints whose dwelling is with thee.

Given in Rome, at Saint Peter's, on 17 April, Holy Thursday, in the year 2003, the Twenty- fifth of my Pontificate, the
Y ear of the Rosary.

IOANNES PAULUSII
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TO THE BISHOPS

OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH
ON THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN FAITH AND REASON

My Venerable Brother Bishops, Health and the Apostolic Blessing!

Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth; and God has placed
in the human heart a desire to know the truth-in aword, to know himself-so that, by knowing and loving God, men and
women may also come to the fullness of truth about themselves (cf. Ex 33:18; Ps 27:8-9; 63:2-3; Jn 14:8; 1 Jn 3:2).

INTRODUCTION
“KNOW YOURSELF’

1. In both East and West, we may trace a journey which has led humanity down the centuries to meet and engage truth
more and more deeply. It is ajourney which has unfolded-as it must-within the horizon of personal self-consciousness:
the more human beings know reality and the world, the more they know themselves in their uniqueness, with the
question of the meaning of things and of their very existence becoming ever more pressing. Thisis why all that is the
object of our knowledge becomes a part of our life. The admonition Know yourself was carved on the temple portal at
Delphi, as testimony to a basic truth to be adopted as a minimal norm by those who seek to set themselves apart from
the rest of creation as “human beings’, that is as those who “know themselves’.

Moreover, a cursory glance at ancient history shows clearly how in different parts of the world, with their different
cultures, there arise at the same time the fundamental questions which pervade human life: Who am 1? Where have |
come from and where am | going? Why is there evil? What is there after this life?

These are the questions which we find in the sacred writings of Israel, as also in the Veda and the Avesta; we find them
in the writings of Confucius and Lao-Tze, and in the preaching of Tirthankara and Buddha; they appear in the poetry of
Homer and in the tragedies of Euripides and Sophocles, as they do in the philosophical writings of Plato and Aristotle.
They are questions which have their common source in the quest for meaning which has always compelled the human
heart. In fact, the answer given to these questions decides the direction which people seek to give to their lives.

2.

The Church is no stranger to this journey of discovery, nor could she ever be. From the moment when, through the
Paschal Mystery, she received the gift of the ultimate truth about human life, the Church has made her pilgrim way
along the paths of the world to proclaim that Jesus Christ is“the way, and the truth, and the life” (Jn 14:6). It is her duty
to serve humanity in different ways, but one way in particular imposes a responsibility of a quite specia kind: the
diakonia of the truth.(1) This mission on the one hand makes the believing community a partner in humanity's shared
struggle to arrive at truth; (2) and on the other hand it obliges the believing community to proclaim the certitudes
arrived at, albeit with a sense that every truth attained is but a step towards that fullness of truth which will appear with
the final Revelation of God: “For now we see in amirror dimly, but then face to face. Now | know in part; then | shall
understand fully” (1 Cor 13:12).

3.

Men and women have at their disposal an array of resources for generating greater knowledge of truth so that their
lives may be ever more human. Among these is philosophy, which is directly concerned with asking the question of
life's meaning and sketching an answer to it. Philosophy emerges, then, as one of noblest of human tasks. According to
its Greek etymology, the term philosophy means “love of wisdom”. Born and nurtured when the human being first
asked questions about the reason for things and their purpose, philosophy shows in different modes and forms that the
desire for truth is part of human nature itself. It is an innate property of human reason to ask why things are as they are,
even though the answers which gradually emerge are set within a horizon which reveals how the different human
cultures are complementary.

Philosophy's powerful influence on the formation and development of the cultures of the West should not obscure the
influence it has also had upon the ways of understanding existence found in the East. Every people has its own native
and semina wisdom which, as a true cultural treasure, tends to find voice and develop in forms which are genuinely
philosophical. One example of this is the basic form of philosophical knowledge which is evident to this day in the
postulates which inspire national and international legal systemsin regulating the life of society.
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Nonetheless, it is true that a single term conceals a variety of meanings. Hence the need for a preliminary clarification.
Driven by the desire to discover the ultimate truth of existence, human beings seek to acquire those universal elements
of knowledge which enable them to understand themselves better and to advance in their own self-realization. These
fundamental elements of knowledge spring from the wonder awakened in them by the contemplation of creation:
human beings are astonished to discover themselves as part of the world, in a relationship with others like them, all
sharing a common destiny. Here begins, then, the journey which will lead them to discover ever new frontiers of
knowledge. Without wonder, men and women would lapse into deadening routine and little by little would become
incapable of alife which is genuinely personal.

Through philosophy's work, the ability to speculate which is proper to the human intellect produces a rigorous mode of
thought; and then in turn, through the logical coherence of the affirmations made and the organic unity of their content,
it produces a systematic body of knowledge. In different cultural contexts and at different times, this process has
yielded results which have produced genuine systems of thought. Y et often enough in history this has brought with it
the temptation to identify one single stream with the whole of philosophy. In such cases, we are clearly dealing with a
“philosophical pride” which seeksto present its own partial and imperfect view as the complete reading of all reality. In
effect, every philosophica system, while it should always be respected in its wholeness, without any
instrumentalization, must still recognize the primacy of philosophical enquiry, from which it stems and which it ought
loyally to serve.

Although times change and knowledge increases, it is possible to discern a core of philosophical insight within the
history of thought as a whole. Consider, for example, the principles of non-contradiction, finality and causality, as well
as the concept of the person as a free and intelligent subject, with the capacity to know God, truth and goodness.
Consider as well certain fundamental moral norms which are shared by all. These are among the indications that,
beyond different schools of thought, there exists a body of knowledge which may be judged a kind of spiritual heritage
of humanity. It is as if we had come upon an implicit philosophy, as a result of which all feel that they possess these
principles, abeit in a general and unreflective way. Precisely because it is shared in some measure by al, this
knowledge should serve as a kind of reference-point for the different philosophical schools. Once reason successfully
intuits and formulates the first universal principles of being and correctly draws from them conclusions which are
coherent both logically and ethically, then it may be called right reason or, as the ancients called it, orthds logos, recta
ratio.

5. On her part, the Church cannot but set great value upon reason's drive to attain goals which render people'slives ever
more worthy. She sees in philosophy the way to come to know fundamental truths about human life. At the same time,
the Church considers philosophy an indispensable help for a deeper understanding of faith and for communicating the
truth of the Gospel to those who do not yet know it.

Therefore, following upon similar initiatives by my Predecessors, | wish to reflect upon this special activity of human
reason. | judge it necessary to do so because, at the present time in particular, the search for ultimate truth seems often
to be neglected. Modern philosophy clearly has the great merit of focusing attention upon man. From this starting-
point, human reason with its many questions has developed further its yearning to know more and to know it ever more
deeply. Complex systems of thought have thus been built, yielding results in the different fields of knowledge and
fostering the development of culture and history. Anthropology, logic, the natural sciences, history, linguistics and so
forth-the whole universe of knowledge has been involved in one way or another. Y et the positive results achieved must
not obscure the fact that reason, in its one-sided concern to investigate human subjectivity, seems to have forgotten that
men and women are always called to direct their steps towards a truth which transcends them. Sundered from that truth,
individuals are at the mercy of caprice, and their state as person ends up being judged by pragmatic criteria based
essentially upon experimental data, in the mistaken belief that technology must dominate all. It has happened therefore
that reason, rather than voicing the human orientation towards truth, has wilted under the weight of so much knowledge
and little by little has lost the capacity to lift its gaze to the heights, not daring to rise to the truth of being. Abandoning
the investigation of being, modern philosophical research has concentrated instead upon human knowing. Rather than
make use of the human capacity to know the truth, modern philosophy has preferred to accentuate the ways in which
this capacity islimited and conditioned.

This has given rise to different forms of agnosticism and relativism which have led philosophical research to lose its
way in the shifting sands of widespread scepticism. Recent times have seen the rise to prominence of various doctrines
which tend to devalue even the truths which had been judged certain. A legitimate plurality of positions has yielded to
an undifferentiated pluralism, based upon the assumption that all positions are equally valid, which is one of today's
most widespread symptoms of the lack of confidence in truth. Even certain conceptions of life coming from the East
betray this lack of confidence, denying truth its exclusive character and assuming that truth reveals itself equally in
different doctrines, even if they contradict one another. On this understanding, everything is reduced to opinion; and
there is a sense of being adrift. While, on the one hand, philosophica thinking has succeeded in coming closer to the
reality of human life and its forms of expression, it has aso tended to pursue issues-existential, hermeneutical or
linguistic-which ignore the radical question of the truth about personal existence, about being and about God. Hence we
see among the men and women of our time, and not just in some philosophers, attitudes of widespread distrust of the
human being's great capacity for knowledge. With a false modesty, people rest content with partial and provisional



truths, no longer seeking to ask radical questions about the meaning and ultimate foundation of human, personal and
social existence. In short, the hope that philosophy might be able to provide definitive answers to these questions has
dwindled.

6. Sure of her competence as the bearer of the Revelation of Jesus Christ, the Church reaffirms the need to reflect upon
truth. This is why | have decided to address you, my venerable Brother Bishops, with whom | share the mission of
“proclaiming the truth openly” (2 Cor 4:2), as aso theologians and philosophers whose duty it is to explore the
different aspects of truth, and al those who are searching; and | do so in order to offer some reflections on the path
which leads to true wisdom, so that those who love truth may take the sure path leading to it and so find rest from their
labours and joy for their spirit.

| feel impelled to undertake this task above all because of the Second Vatican Council's insistence that the Bishops are
“witnesses of divine and catholic truth”.(3) To bear witness to the truth is therefore a task entrusted to us Bishops; we
cannot renounce this task without failing in the ministry which we have received. In reaffirming the truth of faith, we
can both restore to our contemporaries a genuine trust in their capacity to know and challenge philosophy to recover
and develop its own full dignity.

There is a further reason why | write these reflections. In my Encyclical Letter Veritatis Splendor, | drew attention to
“certain fundamental truths of Catholic doctrine which, in the present circumstances, risk being distorted or denied”.(4)
In the present Letter, | wish to pursue that reflection by concentrating on the theme of truth itself and on its foundation
in relation to faith. For it is undeniable that this time of rapid and complex change can leave especialy the younger
generation, to whom the future belongs and on whom it depends, with a sense that they have no valid points of
reference. The need for a foundation for personal and communal life becomes all the more pressing at a time when we
are faced with the patent inadequacy of perspectives in which the ephemeral is affirmed as a value and the possibility of
discovering the real meaning of lifeis cast into doubt. Thisiswhy many people stumble through life to the very edge of
the abyss without knowing where they are going. At times, this happens because those whose vocation it is to give
cultural expression to their thinking no longer look to truth, preferring quick success to the toil of patient enquiry into
what makes life worth living. With its enduring appeal to the search for truth, philosophy has the great responsibility of
forming thought and culture; and now it must strive resolutely to recover its original vocation. Thisis why | have felt
both the need and the duty to address this theme so that, on the threshold of the third millennium of the Christian era,
humanity may come to a clearer sense of the great resources with which it has been endowed and may commit itself
with renewed courage to implement the plan of salvation of which its history is part.

CHAPTERI
THE REVELATION OF GOD'S WISDOM

Jesus, revedler of the Father

7. Underlying all the Church's thinking is the awareness that she is the bearer of a message which hasits origin in God
himself (cf. 2 Cor 4:1-2). The knowledge which the Church offers to man has its origin not in any speculation of her
own, however sublime, but in the word of God which she has received in faith (cf. 1 Th 2:13). At the origin of our life
of faith there is an encounter, unique in kind, which discloses a mystery hidden for long ages (cf. 1 Cor 2:7; Rom
16:25-26) but which is now revealed: “In his goodness and wisdom, God chose to reveal himself and to make known to
us the hidden purpose of hiswill (cf. Eph 1:9), by which, through Christ, the Word made flesh, man has access to the
Father in the Holy Spirit and comes to share in the divine nature”.(5) Thisinitiative is utterly gratuitous, moving from
God to men and women in order to bring them to salvation. As the source of love, God desires to make himself known;
and the knowledge which the human being has of God perfects all that the human mind can know of the meaning of
life.

8.

Restating amost to the letter the teaching of the First Vatican Council's Congtitution Dei Filius, and taking into
account the principles set out by the Council of Trent, the Second Vatican Council's Constitution Del Verbum pursued
the age-old journey of understanding faith, reflecting on Revelation in the light of the teaching of Scripture and of the
entire Patristic tradition. At the First Vatican Council, the Fathers had stressed the supernatural character of God's
Revelation. On the basis of mistaken and very widespread assertions, the rationalist critique of the time attacked faith
and denied the possibility of any knowledge which was not the fruit of reason's natural capacities. This obliged the
Council to reaffirm emphatically that there exists a knowledge which is peculiar to faith, surpassing the knowledge
proper to human reason, which nevertheless by its nature can discover the Creator. This knowledge expresses a truth
based upon the very fact of God who reveals himself, a truth which is most certain, since God neither deceives nor
wishes to deceive.(6)

9.

The First Vatican Council teaches, then, that the truth attained by philosophy and the truth of Revelation are neither
identical nor mutually exclusive: “There exists a twofold order of knowledge, distinct not only as regards their source,
but also as regards their object. With regard to the source, because we know in one by natural reason, in the other by



divine faith. With regard to the object, because besides those things which natural reason can attain, there are proposed
for our belief mysteries hidden in God which, unless they are divinely revealed, cannot be known”.(7) Based upon
God's testimony and enjoying the supernatural assistance of grace, faith is of an order other than philosophical
knowledge which depends upon sense perception and experience and which advances by the light of the intellect alone.
Philosophy and the sciences function within the order of natura reason; while faith, enlightened and guided by the
Spirit, recognizes in the message of salvation the “fullness of grace and truth” (cf. Jn 1:14) which God has willed to
reveal in history and definitively through his Son, Jesus Christ (cf. 1 Jn 5:9; Jn 5:31-32).

10.

Contemplating Jesus as revealer, the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council stressed the salvific character of God's
Revelation in history, describing it in these terms: “In this Revelation, the invisible God (cf. Col 1:15; 1 Tim 1:17), out
of the abundance of his love speaks to men and women as friends (cf. Ex 33:11; Jn 15:14-15) and lives among them (cf.
Bar 3:38), so that he may invite and take them into communion with himself. This plan of Revelation is realized by
deeds and words having an inner unity: the deeds wrought by God in the history of salvation manifest and confirm the
teaching and realities signified by the words, while the words proclaim the deeds and clarify the mystery contained in
them. By this Revelation, then, the deepest truth about God and human salvation is made clear to us in Christ, who is
the mediator and at the same time the fullness of al Revelation”.(8)
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God's Revelation is therefore immersed in time and history. Jesus Christ took flesh in the “fullness of time” (Gal 4:4);
and two thousand years later, | feel bound to restate forcefully that “in Christianity time has a fundamental
importance”.(9) It is within time that the whole work of creation and salvation comes to light; and it emerges clearly
above al that, with the Incarnation of the Son of God, our lifeis even now aforetaste of the fulfilment of time which is
to come (cf. Heb 1:2).

The truth about himself and his life which God has entrusted to humanity is immersed therefore in time and history;
and it was declared once and for al in the mystery of Jesus of Nazareth. The Congtitution Dei Verbum puts it
eloquently: “After speaking in many places and varied ways through the prophets, God 'last of al in these days has
spoken to us by his Son' (Heb 1:1-2). For he sent his Son, the eternal Word who enlightens all people, so that he might
dwell among them and tell them the innermost realities about God (cf. Jn 1:1-18). Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh,
sent as 'a human being to human beings, 'speaks the words of God' (Jn 3:34), and completes the work of salvation
which his Father gave him to do (cf. Jn 5:36; 17:4). To see Jesus is to see his Father (Jn 14:9). For this reason, Jesus
perfected Revelation by fulfilling it through his whole work of making himself present and manifesting himself:
through his words and deeds, his signs and wonders, but especially though his death and glorious Resurrection from the
dead and finally his sending of the Spirit of truth”.(10)

For the People of God, therefore, history becomes a path to be followed to the end, so that by the unceasing action of
the Holy Spirit (cf. Jn 16:13) the contents of revealed truth may find their full expression. Thisis the teaching of the
Congtitution Dei Verbum when it states that “as the centuries succeed one another, the Church constantly progresses
towards the fullness of divinetruth, until the words of God reach their complete fulfilment in her”.(11)

12. History therefore becomes the arena where we see what God does for humanity. God comes to us in the things we
know best and can verify most easily, the things of our everyday life, apart from which we cannot understand
ourselves.

In the Incarnation of the Son of God we see forged the enduring and definitive synthesis which the human mind of
itself could not even have imagined: the Eternal enters time, the Whole lies hidden in the part, God takes on a human
face. The truth communicated in Christ's Revelation is therefore no longer confined to a particular place or culture, but
is offered to every man and woman who would welcome it as the word which is the absolutely valid source of meaning
for human life. Now, in Christ, al have access to the Father, since by his Death and Resurrection Christ has bestowed
the divine life which the first Adam had refused (cf. Rom 5:12-15). Through this Revelation, men and women are
offered the ultimate truth about their own life and about the goal of history. As the Constitution Gaudium et Spes puts
it, “only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light”.(12) Seen in any other terms, the
mystery of personal existence remains an insoluble riddle. Where might the human being seek the answer to dramatic
questions such as pain, the suffering of the innocent and death, if not in the light streaming from the mystery of Christ's
Passion, Death and Resurrection?

Reason before the mystery

13. It should nonetheless be kept in mind that Revelation remains charged with mystery. It is true that Jesus, with his
entire life, revealed the countenance of the Father, for he came to teach the secret things of God.(13) But our vision of
the face of God is aways fragmentary and impaired by the limits of our understanding. Faith alone makes it possible to
penetrate the mystery in away that allows us to understand it coherently.

The Council teaches that “the obedience of faith must be given to God who reveals himself”.(14) This brief but dense
statement points to a fundamental truth of Christianity. Faith is said first to be an obedient response to God. This
implies that God be acknowledged in his divinity, transcendence and supreme freedom. By the authority of his absolute



transcendence, God who makes himself known is also the source of the credibility of what he reveals. By faith, men
and women give their assent to this divine testimony.

This means that they acknowledge fully and integrally the truth of what is revealed because it is God himself who is the
guarantor of that truth. They can make no claim upon this truth which comes to them as gift and which, set within the
context of interpersonal communication, urges reason to be open to it and to embrace its profound meaning. This is
why the Church has always considered the act of entrusting oneself to God to be a moment of fundamental decision
which engages the whole person. In that act, the intellect and the will display their spiritual nature, enabling the subject
to act in away which realizes personal freedom to the full.(15) It is not just that freedom is part of the act of faith: it is
absolutely required. Indeed, it is faith that allows individuals to give consummate expression to their own freedom. Put
differently, freedom is not realized in decisions made against God. For how could it be an exercise of true freedom to
refuse to be open to the very reality which enables our self-realization? Men and women can accomplish no more
important act in their lives than the act of faith; it is here that freedom reaches the certainty of truth and chooses to live
in that truth.

To assist reason in its effort to understand the mystery there are the signs which Revelation itself presents. These serve
to lead the search for truth to new depths, enabling the mind in its autonomous exploration to penetrate within the
mystery by use of reason's own methods, of which it isrightly jealous. Y et these signs aso urge reason to look beyond
their status as signs in order to grasp the deeper meaning which they bear. They contain a hidden truth to which the
mind is drawn and which it cannot ignore without destroying the very signswhich it is given.

In a sense, then, we return to the sacramental character of Revelation and especially to the sign of the Eucharigt, in
which the indissoluble unity between the signifier and signified makes it possible to grasp the depths of the mystery. In
the Eucharist, Christ is truly present and alive, working through his Spirit; yet, as Saint Thomas said so well, “what you
neither see nor grasp, faith confirms for you, leaving nature far behind; asign it is that now appears, hiding in mystery
realities sublime”.(16) He is echoed by the philosopher Pascal: “ Just as Jesus Christ went unrecognized among men, so
does his truth appear without external difference among common modes of thought. So too does the Eucharist remain
among common bread”.(17)

In short, the knowledge proper to faith does not destroy the mystery; it only reveas it the more, showing how necessary
itisfor people's lives: Christ the Lord “in revealing the mystery of the Father and his love fully reveals man to himself
and makes clear his supreme calling”, (18) which isto share in the divine mystery of thelife of the Trinity.(19)

14. From the teaching of the two Vatican Councils there also emerges a genuinely novel consideration for philosophical
learning. Revelation has set within history a point of reference which cannot be ignored if the mystery of human lifeis
to be known. Y et this knowledge refers back constantly to the mystery of God which the human mind cannot exhaust
but can only receive and embrace in faith. Between these two poles, reason has its own specific field in which it can
enquire and understand, restricted only by its finiteness before the infinite mystery of God.

Revelation therefore introduces into our history a universal and ultimate truth which stirs the human mind to ceaseless
effort; indeed, it impels reason continually to extend the range of its knowledge until it senses that it has done all in its
power, leaving no stone unturned. To assist our reflection on this point we have one of the most fruitful and important
minds in human history, a point of reference for both philosophy and theology: Saint Anselm. In his Proslogion, the
Archbishop of Canterbury puts it this way: “Thinking of this problem frequently and intently, at times it seemed | was
ready to grasp what | was seeking; at other times it eluded my thought completely, until finally, despairing of being
able to find it, | wanted to abandon the search for something which was impossible to find. | wanted to rid myself of
that thought because, by filling my mind, it distracted me from other problems from which | could gain some profit; but
it would then present itself with ever greater insistence... Woe is me, one of the poor children of Eve, far from God,
what did | set out to do and what have | accomplished? What was | aiming for and how far have | got? What did |
aspire to and what did | long for?... O Lord, you are not only that than which nothing greater can be conceived (non
solum es quo maius cogitari nequit), but you are greater than al that can be conceived (quiddam maius quam cogitari
possit)... If you were not such, something greater than you could be thought, but thisisimpossible’.(20)

15. The truth of Christian Revelation, found in Jesus of Nazareth, enables all men and women to embrace the
“mystery” of their own life. As absolute truth, it summons human beings to be open to the transcendent, whilst
respecting both their autonomy as creatures and their freedom. At this point the relationship between freedom and truth
is complete, and we understand the full meaning of the Lord's words: “Y ou will know the truth, and the truth will make
you free” (Jn 8:32).

Christian Revelation is the true lodestar of men and women as they strive to make their way amid the pressures of an
immanentist habit of mind and the constrictions of atechnocratic logic. It is the ultimate possibility offered by God for
the human being to know in al its fullness the seminal plan of love which began with creation. To those wishing to
know the truth, if they can look beyond themselves and their own concerns, there is given the possibility of taking full
and harmonious possession of their lives, precisely by following the path of truth. Here the words of the Book of
Deuteronomy are pertinent: “This commandment which | command you is not too hard for you, neither isit far off. Itis
not in heaven that you should say, "Who will go up for us to heaven, and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?
Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, 'Who will go over the sea for us, and bring it to us, that we may hear
and do it? But the word is very near you; it isin your mouth and in your heart, that you can do it” (30:11-14). This text



finds an echo in the famous dictum of the holy philosopher and theologian Augustine: “ Do not wander far and wide but
return into yourself. Deep within man there dwells the truth” (Noli foras ire, in te ipsum redi. In interiore homine
habitat veritas).(21)

These considerations prompt afirst conclusion: the truth made known to us by Revelation is neither the product nor the
consummation of an argument devised by human reason. It appears instead as something gratuitous, which itself stirs
thought and seeks acceptance as an expression of love. This revealed truth is set within our history as an anticipation of
that ultimate and definitive vision of God which is reserved for those who believe in him and seek him with a sincere
heart. The ultimate purpose of persona existence, then, is the theme of philosophy and theology alike. For al their
difference of method and content, both disciplines point to that “path of life” (Ps 16:11) which, asfaith tellsus, leadsin
the end to the full and lasting joy of the contemplation of the Triune God.

CHAPTERII
CREDO UT INTELLEGAM

“Wisdom knows al and understands all” (Wis 9:11)

16. Sacred Scripture indicates with remarkably clear cues how deeply related are the knowledge conferred by faith and
the knowledge conferred by reason; and it isin the Wisdom literature that this relationship is addressed most explicitly.
What is striking about these biblical texts, if they are read without prejudice, is that they embody not only the faith of
Israel, but also the treasury of cultures and civilizations which have long vanished. As if by special design, the voices
of Egypt and Mesopotamia sound again and certain features common to the cultures of the ancient Near East come to
life in these pages which are so singularly rich in deep intuition.

It is no accident that, when the sacred author comes to describe the wise man, he portrays him as one who loves and
seeks the truth: “Happy the man who meditates on wisdom and reasons intelligently, who reflects in his heart on her
ways and ponders her secrets. He pursues her like a hunter and liesin wait on her paths. He peers through her windows
and listens at her doors. He camps near her house and fastens his tent-peg to her walls; he pitches his tent near her and
so finds an excellent resting-place; he places his children under her protection and lodges under her boughs; by her he
is sheltered from the heat and he dwells in the shade of her glory” (Sir 14:20-27).

For the inspired writer, as we see, the desire for knowledge is characteristic of all people. Intelligence enables
everyone, believer and non-believer, to reach “the deep waters’ of knowledge (cf. Prov 20:5). It is true that ancient
Israel did not come to knowledge of the world and its phenomena by way of abstraction, as did the Greek philosopher
or the Egyptian sage. Still less did the good Israglite understand knowledge in the way of the modern world which
tends more to distinguish different kinds of knowing. Nonetheless, the biblical world has made its own distinctive
contribution to the theory of knowledge.

What is distinctive in the biblical text is the conviction that there is a profound and indissoluble unity between the
knowledge of reason and the knowledge of faith. The world and all that happens within it, including history and the fate
of peoples, are redlities to be observed, analysed and assessed with all the resources of reason, but without faith ever
being foreign to the process. Faith intervenes not to abolish reason's autonomy nor to reduce its scope for action, but
solely to bring the human being to understand that in these events it is the God of Israel who acts. Thus the world and
the events of history cannot be understood in depth without professing faith in the God who is at work in them. Faith
sharpens the inner eye, opening the mind to discover in the flux of events the workings of Providence. Here the words
of the Book of Proverbs are pertinent: “ The human mind plans the way, but the Lord directs the steps’ (16:9). Thisisto
say that with the light of reason human beings can know which path to take, but they can follow that path to its end,
quickly and unhindered, only if with a rightly tuned spirit they search for it within the horizon of faith. Therefore,
reason and faith cannot be separated without diminishing the capacity of men and women to know themselves, the
world and God in an appropriate way.

17.

Thereis thus no reason for competition of any kind between reason and faith: each contains the other, and each has its
own scope for action. Again the Book of Proverbs points in this direction when it exclaims: “It is the glory of God to
conceal things, but the glory of kings is to search things out” (Prov 25:2). In their respective worlds, God and the
human being are set within a unique relationship. In God there lies the origin of all things, in him is found the fullness
of the mystery, and in this his glory consists; to men and women there falls the task of exploring truth with their reason,
and in this their nobility consists. The Psalmist adds one final piece to this mosaic when he says in prayer: “How deep
to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! If | try to count them, they are more than the sand. If |
come to the end, | am still with you” (139:17-18). The desire for knowledge is so great and it works in such away that
the human heart, despite its experience of insurmountable limitation, yearns for the infinite riches which lie beyond,
knowing that there is to be found the satisfying answer to every question as yet unanswered.

18.

We may say, then, that Israel, with her reflection, was able to open to reason the path that leads to the mystery. With
the Revelation of God Israel could plumb the depths of all that she sought in vain to reach by way of reason. On the



basis of this deeper form of knowledge, the Chosen People understood that, if reason were to be fully true to itself, then
it must respect certain basic rules. The first of these is that reason must realize that human knowledge is a journey
which alows no rest; the second stems from the awareness that such a path is not for the proud who think that
everything is the fruit of personal conquest; a third rule is grounded in the “fear of God” whose transcendent
sovereignty and provident love in the governance of the world reason must recognize.

In abandoning these rules, the human being runs the risk of failure and ends up in the condition of “the fool”. For the
Bible, in this foolishness there lies a threat to life. The fool thinks that he knows many things, but really he isincapable
of fixing his gaze on the things that truly matter. Therefore he can neither order his mind (Prov 1:7) nor assume a
correct attitude to himself or to the world around him. And so when he claims that “God does not exist” (cf. Ps 14:1),
he shows with absolute clarity just how deficient his knowledge is and just how far he is from the full truth of things,
their origin and their destiny.

19.

The Book of Wisdom contains several important texts which cast further light on this theme. There the sacred author
speaks of God who reveals himself in nature. For the ancients, the study of the natural sciences coincided in large part
with philosophical learning. Having affirmed that with their intelligence human beings can “know the structure of the
world and the activity of the elements... the cycles of the year and the constellations of the stars, the natures of animals
and the tempers of wild beasts” (Wis 7:17, 19-20)-in aword, that he can philosophize-the sacred text takes a significant
step forward. Making his own the thought of Greek philosophy, to which he seems to refer in the context, the author
affirms that, in reasoning about nature, the human being can rise to God: “From the greatness and beauty of created
things comes a corresponding perception of their Creator” (Wis 13:5). This is to recognize as a first stage of divine
Revelation the marvellous “book of nature”, which, when read with the proper tools of human reason, can lead to
knowledge of the Creator. If human beings with their intelligence fail to recognize God as Creator of al, it is not
because they lack the means to do so, but because their free will and their sinfulness place an impediment in the way.
20.

Seen in this light, reason is valued without being overvalued. The results of reasoning may in fact be true, but these
results acquire their true meaning only if they are set within the larger horizon of faith: “All man's steps are ordered by
the Lord: how then can man understand his own ways?’ (Prov 20:24). For the Old Testament, then, faith liberates
reason in so far asit allows reason to attain correctly what it seeks to know and to place it within the ultimate order of
things, in which everything acquires true meaning. In brief, human beings attain truth by way of reason because,
enlightened by faith, they discover the deeper meaning of all things and most especially of their own existence. Rightly,
therefore, the sacred author identifies the fear of God as the beginning of true knowledge: “ The fear of the Lord is the
beginning of knowledge” (Prov 1:7; cf. Sir 1:14).

“Acquire wisdom, acquire understanding” (Prov 4:5)

21. For the Old Testament, knowledge is not simply a matter of careful observation of the human being, of the world
and of history, but supposes as well an indispensable link with faith and with what has been revealed. These are the
challenges which the Chosen People had to confront and to which they had to respond. Pondering this as his situation,
biblical man discovered that he could understand himself only as “being in relation” -with himself, with people, with the
world and with God. This opening to the mystery, which came to him through Revelation, was for him, in the end, the
source of true knowledge. It was this which allowed his reason to enter the realm of the infinite where an understanding
for which until then he had not dared to hope became a possihility.

For the sacred author, the task of searching for the truth was not without the strain which comes once the limits of
reason are reached. This is what we find, for example, when the Book of Proverbs notes the weariness which comes
from the effort to understand the mysterious designs of God (cf. 30:1-6). Yet, for al the toil involved, believers do not
surrender. They can continue on their way to the truth because they are certain that God has created them “explorers’
(cf. Qoh 1:13), whose mission it is to leave no stone unturned, though the temptation to doubt is aways there. Leaning
on God, they continue to reach out, always and everywhere, for all that is beautiful, good and true.

22. In the first chapter of his Letter to the Romans, Saint Paul helps us to appreciate better the depth of insight of the
Wisdom literature's reflection. Developing a philosophical argument in popular language, the Apostle declares a
profound truth: through all that is created the “eyes of the mind” can come to know God. Through the medium of
creatures, God stirsin reason an intuition of his“power” and his “divinity” (cf. Rom 1:20). Thisis to concede to human
reason a capacity which seems amost to surpass its natural limitations. Not only is it not restricted to sensory
knowledge, from the moment that it can reflect critically upon the data of the senses, but, by discoursing on the data
provided by the senses, reason can reach the cause which lies at the origin of al perceptible reality. In philosophical
terms, we could say that this important Pauline text affirms the human capacity for metaphysical enquiry.

According to the Apostle, it was part of the original plan of the creation that reason should without difficulty reach
beyond the sensory data to the origin of al things: the Creator. But because of the disobedience by which man and
woman chose to set themselves in full and absolute autonomy in relation to the One who had created them, this ready
access to God the Creator diminished.



This is the human condition vividly described by the Book of Genesis when it tells us that God placed the human being
in the Garden of Eden, in the middle of which there stood “the tree of knowledge of good and evil” (2:17). The symbol
is clear: man was in no position to discern and decide for himself what was good and what was evil, but was
constrained to appea to a higher source. The blindness of pride deceived our first parents into thinking themselves
sovereign and autonomous, and into thinking that they could ignore the knowledge which comes from God. All men
and women were caught up in this primal disobedience, which so wounded reason that from then on its path to full
truth would be strewn with obstacles. From that time onwards the human capacity to know the truth was impaired by an
aversion to the One who is the source and origin of truth. It is again the Apostle who reveals just how far human
thinking, because of sin, became “empty”, and human reasoning became distorted and inclined to falsehood (cf. Rom
1:21-22). The eyes of the mind were no longer able to see clearly: reason became more and more a prisoner to itself.
The coming of Christ was the saving event which redeemed reason from its weakness, setting it free from the shackles
in which it had imprisoned itself.

23. Thisis why the Christian's relationship to philosophy requires thorough-going discernment. In the New Testament,
especialy in the Letters of Saint Paul, one thing emerges with great clarity: the opposition between “the wisdom of this
world” and the wisdom of God revealed in Jesus Christ. The depth of revealed wisdom disrupts the cycle of our
habitual patterns of thought, which are in no way able to express that wisdom in its fullness.

The beginning of the First Letter to the Corinthians poses the dilemmain aradical way. The crucified Son of God is the
historic event upon which every attempt of the mind to construct an adequate explanation of the meaning of existence
upon merely human argumentation comes to grief. The true key-point, which challenges every philosophy, is Jesus
Christ's death on the Cross. It is here that every attempt to reduce the Father's saving plan to purely human logic is
doomed to failure. “Where is the one who is wise? Where is the learned? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God
made foolish the wisdom of the world?’” (1 Cor 1:20), the Apostle asks emphatically. The wisdom of the wise is no
longer enough for what God wants to accomplish; what is required is a decisive step towards welcoming something
radically new: “God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise...; God chose what is low and despised in the
world, things that are not to reduce to nothing things that are” (1 Cor 1:27-28). Human wisdom refuses to seein itsown
weakness the possibility of its strength; yet Saint Paul is quick to affirm: “When | am weak, then | am strong” (2 Cor
12:10). Man cannot grasp how death could be the source of life and love; yet to revea the mystery of his saving plan
God has chosen precisely that which reason considers “foolishness’ and a “scandal”. Adopting the language of the
philosophers of his time, Paul comes to the summit of his teaching as he speaks the paradox: “God has chosen in the
world... that which is nothing to reduce to nothing things that are” (cf. 1 Cor 1:28). In order to express the gratuitous
nature of the love revealed in the Cross of Christ, the Apostle is not afraid to use the most radical language of the
philosophers in their thinking about God. Reason cannot eliminate the mystery of love which the Cross represents,
while the Cross can give to reason the ultimate answer which it seeks. It is not the wisdom of words, but the Word of
Wisdom which Saint Paul offers as the criterion of both truth and salvation.

The wisdom of the Cross, therefore, breaks free of al cultural limitations which seek to contain it and insists upon an
openness to the universality of the truth which it bears. What a challenge this is to our reason, and how great the gain
for reason if it yields to this wisdom! Of itself, philosophy is able to recognize the human being's ceaselesdly self-
transcendent orientation towards the truth; and, with the assistance of faith, it is capable of accepting the “foolishness’
of the Cross as the authentic critique of those who delude themselves that they possess the truth, when in fact they run
it aground on the shoals of a system of their own devising. The preaching of Christ crucified and risen is the reef upon
which the link between faith and philosophy can break up, but it is also the reef beyond which the two can set forth
upon the boundless ocean of truth. Here we see not only the border between reason and faith, but also the space where
the two may meet.

CHAPTER I
INTELLEGO UT CREDAM
Journeying in search of truth

24. In the Acts of the Apostles, the Evangelist Luke tells of Paul's coming to Athens on one of his missionary journeys.
The city of philosophers was full of statues of various idols. One altar in particular caught his eye, and he took thisas a
convenient starting-point to establish a common base for the proclamation of the kerygma. “Athenians, ” he said, “| see
how extremely religious you are in every way. For as | went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your
worship, | found among them an altar with the inscription, 'To an unknown god'. What therefore you worship as
unknown, this | proclaim to you” (Acts 17:22-23). From this starting-point, Saint Paul speaks of God as Creator, as the
One who transcends all things and gives life to al. He then continues his speech in these terms: “From one ancestor he
made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places
where they would live, so that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him-though indeed he is
not far from each one of us’ (Acts 17:26-27).



The Apostle accentuates a truth which the Church has always treasured: in the far reaches of the human heart thereis a
seed of desire and nostalgia for God. The Liturgy of Good Friday recalls this powerfully when, in praying for those
who do not believe, we say: “Almighty and eternal God, you created mankind so that all might long to find you and
have peace when you are found”.(22) There is therefore a path which the human being may choose to take, a path
which begins with reason's capacity to rise beyond what is contingent and set out towards the infinite.

In different ways and at different times, men and women have shown that they can articulate this intimate desire of
theirs. Through literature, music, painting, sculpture, architecture and every other work of their creative intelligence
they have declared the urgency of their quest. In a special way philosophy has made this search its own and, with its
specific tools and scholarly methods, has articulated this universal human desire.

25. “All human beings desire to know”, (23) and truth is the proper object of this desire. Everyday life shows how
concerned each of usisto discover for ourselves, beyond mere opinions, how things really are. Within visible creation,
man is the only creature who not only is capable of knowing but who knows that he knows, and is therefore interested
in the real truth of what he perceives. People cannot be genuinely indifferent to the question of whether what they know
is true or not. If they discover that it is false, they reect it; but if they can establish its truth, they feel themselves
rewarded. It is this that Saint Augustine teaches when he writes: “| have met many who wanted to deceive, but none
who wanted to be deceived”.

(24) It isrightly claimed that persons have reached adulthood when they can distinguish independently between truth
and falsehood, making up their own minds about the objective reality of things. This is what has driven so many
enquiries, especidly in the scientific field, which in recent centuries have produced important results, leading to
genuine progress for all humanity.

No less important than research in the theoretical field is research in the practical field-by which | mean the search for
truth which looks to the good which is to be performed. In acting ethically, according to a free and rightly tuned will,
the human person sets foot upon the path to happiness and moves towards perfection. Here too it is a question of truth.
It is this conviction which | stressed in my Encyclical Letter Veritatis Splendor: “There is no morality without
freedom... Although each individua has aright to be respected in his own journey in search of the truth, there exists a
prior mora obligation, and agrave one at that, to seek the truth and to adhere to it once it is known”.(25)

It is essential, therefore, that the values chosen and pursued in one's life be true, because only true values can lead
people to realize themselves fully, allowing them to be true to their nature. The truth of these valuesis to be found not
by turning in on oneself but by opening oneself to apprehend that truth even at levels which transcend the person. This
isan essentia condition for us to become ourselves and to grow as mature, adult persons.

26. The truth comes initially to the human being as a question: Does life have a meaning? Where is it going? At first
sight, personal existence may seem completely meaningless. It is not necessary to turn to the philosophers of the absurd
or to the provocative questioning found in the Book of Job in order to have doubts about life's meaning. The daily
experience of suffering-in one's own life and in the lives of others-and the array of facts which seem inexplicable to
reason are enough to ensure that a question as dramatic as the question of meaning cannot be evaded.(26) Moreover,
the first absolutely certain truth of our life, beyond the fact that we exist, is the inevitability of our death. Given this
unsettling fact, the search for afull answer is inescapable. Each of us has both the desire and the duty to know the truth
of our own destiny. We want to know if death will be the definitive end of our life or if there is something beyond-if it
is possible to hope for an after-life or not. It is not insignificant that the death of Socrates gave philosophy one of its
decisive orientations, no less decisive now than it was more than two thousand years ago. It is not by chance, then, that
faced with the fact of death philosophers have again and again posed this question, together with the question of the
meaning of life and immortality.

27. No-one can avoid this questioning, neither the philosopher nor the ordinary person. The answer we give will
determine whether or not we think it possible to attain universal and absolute truth; and this is a decisive moment of the
search. Every truth-if it really is truth-presents itself as universal, even if it is not the whole truth. If something is true,
then it must be true for al people and at all times. Beyond this universality, however, people seek an absolute which
might give to al their searching a meaning and an answer-something ultimate, which might serve as the ground of all
things. In other words, they seek afinal explanation, a supreme value, which refers to nothing beyond itself and which
puts an end to al questioning. Hypotheses may fascinate, but they do not satisfy. Whether we admit it or not, there
comes for everyone the moment when personal existence must be anchored to a truth recognized as final, a truth which
confers a certitude no longer open to doubt.

Through the centuries, philosophers have sought to discover and articulate such a truth, giving rise to various systems
and schools of thought. But beyond philosophical systems, people seek in different ways to shape a “philosophy” of
their own-in personal convictions and experiences, in traditions of family and culture, or in journeys in search of life's
meaning under the guidance of a master. What inspires al of these is the desire to reach the certitude of truth and the
certitude of its absolute value.

The different faces of human truth

28.



The search for truth, of course, is not aways so transparent nor does it aways produce such results. The natural
limitation of reason and the inconstancy of the heart often obscure and distort a person's search. Truth can also drown
in awelter of other concerns. People can even run from the truth as soon as they glimpse it because they are afraid of
its demands. Yet, for al that they may evade it, the truth till influences life. Life in fact can never be grounded upon
doubt, uncertainty or deceit; such an existence would be threatened constantly by fear and anxiety. One may define the
human being, therefore, as the one who seeks the truth.

29.

It is unthinkable that a search so deeply rooted in human nature would be completely vain and useless. The capacity to
search for truth and to pose questions itself implies the rudiments of a response. Human beings would not even begin to
search for something of which they knew nothing or for something which they thought was wholly beyond them. Only
the sense that they can arrive at an answer leads them to take the first step. Thisis what normally happens in scientific
research. When scientists, following their intuition, set out in search of the logical and verifiable explanation of a
phenomenon, they are confident from the first that they will find an answer, and they do not give up in the face of
setbacks. They do not judge their original intuition useless ssmply because they have not reached their goal; rightly
enough they will say that they have not yet found a satisfactory answer.

The same must be equally true of the search for truth when it comes to the ultimate questions. The thirst for truth is so
rooted in the human heart that to be obliged to ignore it would cast our existence into jeopardy. Everyday life shows
well enough how each one of usis preoccupied by the pressure of afew fundamental questions and how in the soul of
each of usthereis at least an outline of the answers. One reason why the truth of these answers convinces is that they
are no different in substance from the answers to which many others have come. To be sure, not every truth to which
we come has the same value. But the sum of the results achieved confirms that in principle the human being can arrive
at the truth.

30.

It may help, then, to turn briefly to the different modes of truth. Most of them depend upon immediate evidence or are
confirmed by experimentation. This is the mode of truth proper to everyday life and to scientific research. At another
level we find philosophical truth, attained by means of the speculative powers of the human intellect. Findly, there are
religious truths which are to some degree grounded in philosophy, and which we find in the answers which the different
religious traditions offer to the ultimate questions.(27)

The truths of philosophy, it should be said, are not restricted only to the sometimes ephemeral teachings of professional
philosophers. All men and women, as | have noted, are in some sense philosophers and have their own philosophical
conceptions with which they direct their lives. In one way or other, they shape a comprehensive vision and an answer to
the question of life's meaning; and in the light of this they interpret their own life's course and regulate their behaviour.
At this point, we may pose the question of the link between, on the one hand, the truths of philosophy and religion and,
on the other, the truth revealed in Jesus Christ. But before tackling that question, one last datum of philosophy needs to
be weighed.

31.

Human beings are not made to live alone. They are born into a family and in a family they grow, eventually entering
society through their activity. From birth, therefore, they are immersed in traditions which give them not only a
language and a cultural formation but also a range of truths in which they believe almost instinctively. Yet personal
growth and maturity imply that these same truths can be cast into doubt and evaluated through a process of critical
enquiry. It may be that, after this time of transition, these truths are “recovered” as aresult of the experience of life or
by dint of further reasoning. Nonetheless, there are in the life of a human being many more truths which are smply
believed than truths which are acquired by way of personal verification. Who, for instance, could assess critically the
countless scientific findings upon which modern life is based? Who could personally examine the flow of information
which comes day after day from all parts of the world and which is generally accepted as true? Who in the end could
forge anew the paths of experience and thought which have yielded the treasures of human wisdom and religion? This
means that the human being-the one who seeks the truth-is a so the one who lives by belief.

32.

In believing, we entrust ourselves to the knowledge acquired by other people. This suggests an important tension. On
the one hand, the knowledge acquired through belief can seem an imperfect form of knowledge, to be perfected
gradually through personal accumulation of evidence; on the other hand, belief is often humanly richer than mere
evidence, because it involves an interpersonal relationship and brings into play not only a person's capacity to know but
also the deeper capacity to entrust oneself to others, to enter into a relationship with them which is intimate and
enduring.

It should be stressed that the truths sought in this interpersonal relationship are not primarily empirical or philosophical.
Rather, what is sought is the truth of the person-what the person is and what the person reveas from deep within.
Human perfection, then, consists not simply in acquiring an abstract knowledge of the truth, but in a dynamic
relationship of faithful self-giving with others. It isin this faithful self-giving that a person finds a fullness of certainty
and security. At the same time, however, knowledge through belief, grounded as it is on trust between persons, is
linked to truth: in the act of believing, men and women entrust themselves to the truth which the other declares to them.



Any number of examples could be found to demonstrate this; but | think immediately of the martyrs, who are the most
authentic witnesses to the truth about existence. The martyrs know that they have found the truth about life in the
encounter with Jesus Christ, and nothing and no-one could ever take this certainty from them. Neither suffering nor
violent death could ever lead them to abandon the truth which they have discovered in the encounter with Christ. This
iswhy to this day the witness of the martyrs continues to arouse such interest, to draw agreement, to win such a hearing
and to invite emulation. Thisiswhy their word inspires such confidence: from the moment they speak to us of what we
perceive deep down as the truth we have sought for so long, the martyrs provide evidence of a love that has no need of
lengthy arguments in order to convince. The martyrs stir in us a profound trust because they give voice to what we
already feel and they declare what we would like to have the strength to express.

33. Step by step, then, we are assembling the terms of the question. It is the nature of the human being to seek the truth.
This search looks not only to the attainment of truths which are partial, empirical or scientific; nor is it only in
individual acts of decision-making that people seek the true good. Their search looks towards an ulterior truth which
would explain the meaning of life. And it is therefore a search which can reach its end only in reaching the
absolute.(28) Thanks to the inherent capacities of thought, man is able to encounter and recognize a truth of this kind.
Such a truth-vital and necessary as it is for life-is attained not only by way of reason but also through trusting
acquiescence to other persons who can guarantee the authenticity and certainty of the truth itself. Thereis no doubt that
the capacity to entrust oneself and one's life to another person and the decision to do so are among the most significant
and expressive human acts.

It must not be forgotten that reason too needs to be sustained in al its searching by trusting dialogue and sincere
friendship. A climate of suspicion and distrust, which can beset speculative research, ignores the teaching of the ancient
philosophers who proposed friendship as one of the most appropriate contexts for sound philosophical enquiry.

From all that | have said to this point it emerges that men and women are on a journey of discovery which is humanly
unstoppable-a search for the truth and a search for a person to whom they might entrust themselves. Christian faith
comes to meet them, offering the concrete possibility of reaching the goal which they seek. Moving beyond the stage of
simple believing, Christian faith immerses human beings in the order of grace, which enables them to share in the
mystery of Christ, which in turn offers them a true and coherent knowledge of the Triune God. In Jesus Christ, who is
the Truth, faith recognizes the ultimate appeal to humanity, an appeal made in order that what we experience as desire
and nostalgia may come to its fulfilment.

34.

This truth, which God reveals to us in Jesus Christ, is not opposed to the truths which philosophy perceives. On the
contrary, the two modes of knowledge lead to truth in al its fullness. The unity of truth is a fundamental premise of
human reasoning, as the principle of non-contradiction makes clear. Revelation renders this unity certain, showing that
the God of creation is also the God of salvation history. It is the one and the same God who establishes and guarantees
the intelligibility and reasonableness of the natural order of things upon which scientists confidently depend, (29) and
who reveals himself as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. This unity of truth, natural and revealed, is embodied in a
living and personal way in Christ, as the Apostle reminds us: “Truth isin Jesus’ (cf. Eph 4:21; Col 1:15-20). He isthe
eternal Word in whom all things were created, and he is the incarnate Word who in his entire person (30) reveals the
Father (cf. Jn 1:14, 18). What human reason seeks “without knowing it” (cf. Acts 17:23) can be found only through
Christ: what isrevealed in him is “the full truth” (cf. Jn 1:14-16) of everything which was created in him and through
him and which therefore in him finds its fulfilment (cf. Col 1:17).

35.

On the basis of these broad considerations, we must now explore more directly the relationship between revealed truth
and philosophy. This relationship imposes a twofold consideration, since the truth conferred by Revelation is a truth to
be understood in the light of reason. It is this duality alone which allows us to specify correctly the relationship
between revealed truth and philosophical learning. First, then, let us consider the links between faith and philosophy in
the course of history. From this, certain principles will emerge as useful reference-points in the attempt to establish the
correct link between the two orders of knowledge.

CHAPTER IV
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FAITH AND REASON
Important moments in the encounter of faith and reason

36.

The Acts of the Apostles provides evidence that Christian proclamation was engaged from the very first with the
philosophical currents of the time. In Athens, we read, Saint Paul entered into discussion with “certain Epicurean and
Stoic philosophers’ (17:18); and exegetical analysis of his speech at the Areopagus has revealed frequent alusions to
popular beliefs deriving for the most part from Stoicism. This is by no means accidenta. If pagans were to understand
them, the first Christians could not refer only to “Moses and the prophets’ when they spoke. They had to point as well



to natural knowledge of God and to the voice of conscience in every human being (cf. Rom 1:19-21; 2:14-15; Acts

14:16-17). Since in pagan religion this natural knowledge had lapsed into idolatry (cf. Rom 1:21-32), the Apostle
judged it wiser in his speech to make the link with the thinking of the philosophers, who had always set in opposition to
the myths and mystery cults notions more respectful of divine transcendence.

One of the mgjor concerns of classical philosophy was to purify human notions of God of mythological elements. We
know that Greek religion, like most cosmic religions, was polytheistic, even to the point of divinizing natura things
and phenomena. Human attempts to understand the origin of the gods and hence the origin of the universe find their
earliest expression in poetry; and the theogonies remain the first evidence of this human search. But it was the task of
the fathers of philosophy to bring to light the link between reason and religion. As they broadened their view to include
universal principles, they no longer rested content with the ancient myths, but wanted to provide a rational foundation
for their belief in the divinity. This opened a path which took its rise from ancient traditions but allowed a devel opment
satisfying the demands of universal reason. This development sought to acquire a critical awareness of what they
believed in, and the concept of divinity was the prime beneficiary of this. Superstitions were recognized for what they
were and religion was, at least in part, purified by rational analysis. It was on this basis that the Fathers of the Church
entered into fruitful dialogue with ancient philosophy, which offered new ways of proclaiming and understanding the
God of Jesus Christ.

37.

In tracing Christianity's adoption of philosophy, one should not forget how cautiously Christians regarded other
elements of the cultural world of paganism, one example of which is gnosticism. It was easy to confuse philosophy-
understood as practical wisdom and an education for life-with a higher and esoteric kind of knowledge, reserved to
those few who were perfect. It is surely this kind of esoteric speculation which Saint Paul has in mind when he puts the
Colossians on their guard: “ See to it that no-one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deceit, according to
human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe and not according to Christ” (2:8). The Apostle's
words seem all too pertinent now if we apply them to the various kinds of esoteric superstition widespread today, even
among some believers who lack a proper critical sense. Following Saint Paul, other writers of the early centuries,
especially Saint Irenaeus and Tertullian, sound the alarm when confronted with a cultural perspective which sought to
subordinate the truth of Revelation to the interpretation of the philosophers.

38.

Christianity's engagement with philosophy was therefore neither straight-forward nor immediate. The practice of
philosophy and attendance at philosophical schools seemed to the first Christians more of a disturbance than an
opportunity. For them, the first and most urgent task was the proclamation of the Risen Christ by way of a personal
encounter which would bring the listener to conversion of heart and the request for Baptism. But that does not mean
that they ignored the task of deepening the understanding of faith and its motivations. Quite the contrary. That is why
the criticism of Celsus-that Christians were “illiterate and uncouth”(31)-is unfounded and untrue. Their initial
disinterest is to be explained on other grounds. The encounter with the Gospel offered such a satisfying answer to the
hitherto unresolved question of life's meaning that delving into the philosophers seemed to them something remote and
in some ways outmoded.

That seems still more evident today, if we think of Christianity's contribution to the affirmation of the right of everyone
to have access to the truth. In dismantling barriers of race, social status and gender, Christianity proclaimed from the
first the equality of all men and women before God. One prime implication of this touched the theme of truth. The
elitism which had characterized the ancients' search for truth was clearly abandoned. Since access to the truth enables

access to God, it must be denied to none. There are many paths which lead to truth, but since Christian truth has a
salvific value, any one of these paths may be taken, aslong asit leads to the final goal, that is to the Revelation of Jesus
Christ.

A pioneer of positive engagement with philosophical thinking-albeit with cautious discernment-was Saint Justin.
Although he continued to hold Greek philosophy in high esteem after his conversion, Justin claimed with power and
clarity that he had found in Christianity “the only sure and profitable philosophy”.

(32) Similarly, Clement of Alexandria called the Gospel “the true philosophy”, (33) and he understood philosophy, like
the Mosaic Law, as instruction which prepared for Christian faith (34) and paved the way for the Gospel.(35) Since
“philosophy yearns for the wisdom which consists in rightness of soul and speech and in purity of life, it is well
disposed towards wisdom and does all it can to acquire it. We call philosophers those who love the wisdom that is
creator and mistress of all things, that is knowledge of the Son of God”.(36) For Clement, Greek philosophy is not
meant in the first place to bolster and complete Christian truth. Its task is rather the defence of the faith: “The teaching
of the Saviour is perfect in itself and has no need of support, because it is the strength and the wisdom of God. Greek
philosophy, with its contribution, does not strengthen truth; but, in rendering the attack of sophistry impotent and in
disarming those who betray truth and wage war upon it, Greek philosophy is rightly called the hedge and the protective
wall around the vineyard”.(37)

39.

It is clear from history, then, that Christian thinkers were critical in adopting philosophical thought. Among the early

examples of this, Origen is certainly outstanding. In countering the attacks launched by the philosopher Celsus, Origen



adopts Platonic philosophy to shape his argument and mount his reply. Assuming many elements of Platonic thought,
he begins to construct an early form of Christian theology. The name “theology” itself, together with the idea of
theology as rational discourse about God, had to this point been tied to its Greek origins. In Aristotelian philosophy, for
example, the name signified the noblest part and the true summit of philosophical discourse. But in the light of
Christian Revelation what had signified a generic doctrine about the gods assumed a wholly new meaning, signifying
now the reflection undertaken by the believer in order to express the true doctrine about God. As it developed, this new
Christian thought made use of philosophy, but at the same time tended to distinguish itself clearly from philosophy.
History shows how Platonic thought, once adopted by theology, underwent profound changes, especially with regard to
concepts such as the immortality of the soul, the divinization of man and the origin of evil.

40.

In this work of christianizing Platonic and Neo-Platonic thought, the Cappadocian Fathers, Dionysius called the
Areopagite and especially Saint Augustine were important. The great Doctor of the West had come into contact with
different philosophical schoals, but all of them left him disappointed. It was when he encountered the truth of Christian
faith that he found strength to undergo the radical conversion to which the philosophers he had known had been
powerless to lead him. He himself reveals his motive: “From thistime on, | gave my preference to the Catholic faith. |
thought it more modest and not in the least misleading to be told by the Church to believe what could not be
demonstrated-whether that was because a demonstration existed but could not be understood by all or whether the
matter was not one open to rational proof-rather than from the Manichees to have a rash promise of knowledge with
mockery of mere belief, and then afterwards to be ordered to believe many fabulous and absurd myths impossible to
prove true’.

(38) Though he accorded the Platonists a place of privilege, Augustine rebuked them because, knowing the goa to
seek, they had ignored the path which leads to it: the Word made flesh.(39) The Bishop of Hippo succeeded in
producing the first great synthesis of philosophy and theology, embracing currents of thought both Greek and Latin. In
him too the great unity of knowledge, grounded in the thought of the Bible, was both confirmed and sustained by a
depth of speculative thinking. The synthesis devised by Saint Augustine remained for centuries the most exalted form
of philosophical and theological speculation known to the West. Reinforced by his personal story and sustained by a
wonderful holiness of life, he could also introduce into his works a range of material which, drawing on experience,
was a prelude to future developmentsin different currents of philosophy.

41.

The ways in which the Fathers of East and West engaged the philosophical schools were, therefore, quite different.
This does not mean that they identified the content of their message with the systems to which they referred. Consider
Tertullian's question: “What does Athens have in common with Jerusalem? The Academy with the Church?’.(40) This
clearly indicates the critical consciousness with which Christian thinkers from the first confronted the problem of the
relationship between faith and philosophy, viewing it comprehensively with both its positive aspects and its limitations.
They were not naive thinkers. Precisely because they were intense in living faith's content they were able to reach the
deepest forms of speculation. It is therefore minimalizing and mistaken to restrict their work simply to the transposition
of the truths of faith into philosophical categories. They did much more. In fact they succeeded in disclosing
completely all that remained implicit and preliminary in the thinking of the great philosophers of antiquity.(41) As |
have noted, theirs was the task of showing how reason, freed from external constraints, could find its way out of the
blind alley of myth and open itself to the transcendent in a more appropriate way. Purified and rightly tuned, therefore,
reason could rise to the higher planes of thought, providing a solid foundation for the perception of being, of the
transcendent and of the absolute.

It is here that we see the originality of what the Fathers accomplished. They fully welcomed reason which was open to
the absolute, and they infused it with the richness drawn from Revelation. This was more than a meeting of cultures,
with one culture perhaps succumbing to the fascination of the other. It happened rather in the depths of human souls,
and it was a meeting of creature and Creator. Surpassing the goal towards which it unwittingly tended by dint of its
nature, reason attained the supreme good and ultimate truth in the person of the Word made flesh. Faced with the
various philosophies, the Fathers were not afraid to acknowledge those elements in them that were consonant with
Revelation and those that were not. Recognition of the points of convergence did not blind them to the points of
divergence.

42.

In Scholastic theology, the role of philosophically trained reason becomes even more conspicuous under the impulse of
Saint Anselm's interpretation of the intellectus fidei. For the saintly Archbishop of Canterbury the priority of faith is not
in competition with the search which is proper to reason. Reason in fact is not asked to pass judgement on the contents
of faith, something of which it would be incapable, since thisis not its function. Its function is rather to find meaning,
to discover explanations which might allow everyone to come to a certain understanding of the contents of faith. Saint
Anselm underscores the fact that the intellect must seek that which it loves: the more it loves, the more it desires to
know. Whoever lives for the truth is reaching for aform of knowledge which isfired more and more with love for what
it knows, while having to admit that it has not yet attained what it desires: “To see you was | conceived; and | have yet
to conceive that for which | was conceived (Ad te videndum factus sum; et nondum feci propter quod factus sum)”.(42)



The desire for truth, therefore, spurs reason always to go further; indeed, it is asif reason were overwhelmed to see that
it can always go beyond what it has already achieved. It is at this point, though, that reason can learn where its path will
lead in the end: “I think that whoever investigates something incomprehensible should be satisfied if, by way of
reasoning, he reaches a quite certain perception of its reality, even if hisintellect cannot penetrate its mode of being...
But is there anything so incomprehensible and ineffable as that which is above al things? Therefore, if that which until
now has been a matter of debate concerning the highest essence has been established on the basis of due reasoning,
then the foundation of one's certainty is not shaken in the least if the intellect cannot penetrate it in a way that allows
clear formulation. If prior thought has concluded rationally that one cannot comprehend (rationabiliter comprehendit
incomprehensibile esse) how supernal wisdom knows its own accomplishments..., who then will explain how this same
wisdom, of which the human being can know nothing or next to nothing, is to be known and expressed?’.(43)

The fundamental harmony between the knowledge of faith and the knowledge of philosophy is once again confirmed.
Faith asks that its object be understood with the help of reason; and at the summit of its searching reason acknowledges
that it cannot do without what faith presents.

The enduring originality of the thought of Saint Thomas Aquinas

43. A quite specia place in this long development belongs to Saint Thomas, not only because of what he taught but
also because of the dialogue which he undertook with the Arab and Jewish thought of his time. In an age when
Christian thinkers were rediscovering the treasures of ancient philosophy, and more particularly of Aristotle, Thomas
had the great merit of giving pride of place to the harmony which exists between faith and reason. Both the light of
reason and the light of faith come from God, he argued; hence there can be no contradiction between them.(44)

More radically, Thomas recognized that nature, philosophy's proper concern, could contribute to the understanding of
divine Revelation. Faith therefore has no fear of reason, but seeks it out and has trust in it. Just as grace builds on nature
and brings it to fulfilment, (45) so faith builds upon and perfects reason. Illumined by faith, reason is set free from the
fragility and limitations deriving from the disobedience of sin and finds the strength required to rise to the knowledge
of the Triune God. Although he made much of the supernatural character of faith, the Angelic Doctor did not overlook
the importance of its reasonableness; indeed he was able to plumb the depths and explain the meaning of this
reasonableness. Faith is in a sense an “exercise of thought”; and human reason is neither annulled nor debased in
assenting to the contents of faith, which are in any case attained by way of free and informed choice.(46)

Thisiswhy the Church has been justified in consistently proposing Saint Thomas as a master of thought and a model of
the right way to do theology. In this connection, | would recall what my Predecessor, the Servant of God Paul V1, wrote
on the occasion of the seventh centenary of the death of the Angelic Doctor: “Without doubt, Thomas possessed
supremely the courage of the truth, a freedom of spirit in confronting new problems, the intellectual honesty of those
who allow Christianity to be contaminated neither by secular philosophy nor by a prejudiced rejection of it. He passed
therefore into the history of Christian thought as a pioneer of the new path of philosophy and universal culture. The key
point and almost the kernel of the solution which, with all the brilliance of his prophetic intuition, he gave to the new
encounter of faith and reason was a reconciliation between the secularity of the world and the radicality of the Gospel,
thus avoiding the unnatural tendency to negate the world and its values while at the same time keeping faith with the
supreme and inexorable demands of the supernatural order”.(47)

44. Another of the great insights of Saint Thomas was his perception of the role of the Holy Spirit in the process by
which knowledge matures into wisdom. From the first pages of his Summa Theologiae, (48) Aquinas was keen to show
the primacy of the wisdom which is the gift of the Holy Spirit and which opens the way to a knowledge of divine
realities. His theology alows us to understand what is distinctive of wisdom in its close link with faith and knowledge
of the divine. This wisdom comes to know by way of connaturality; it presupposes faith and eventually formulates its
right judgement on the basis of the truth of faith itself: “The wisdom named among the gifts of the Holy Spirit is
distinct from the wisdom found among the intellectual virtues. This second wisdom is acquired through study, but the
first ‘comes from on high', as Saint James putsit. This aso distinguishesit from faith, since faith accepts divine truth as
it is. But the gift of wisdom enables judgement according to divine truth”.(49)

Yet the priority accorded this wisdom does not lead the Angelic Doctor to overlook the presence of two other
complementary forms of wisdom-philosophical wisdom, which is based upon the capacity of the intellect, for al its
natural limitations, to explore reality, and theological wisdom, which is based upon Revelation and which explores the
contents of faith, entering the very mystery of God.

Profoundly convinced that “whatever its source, truth is of the Holy Spirit” (omne verum a quocumque dicatur a Spiritu
Sancto est) (50) Saint Thomas was impartial in his love of truth. He sought truth wherever it might be found and gave
consummate demonstration of its universality. In him, the Church's Magisterium has seen and recognized the passion
for truth; and, precisely because it stays consistently within the horizon of universal, objective and transcendent truth,
his thought scales “heights unthinkable to human intelligence”.(51) Rightly, then, he may be called an “apostle of the
truth”.(52) Looking unreservedly to truth, the realism of Thomas could recognize the objectivity of truth and produce
not merely a philosophy of “what seemsto be” but a philosophy of “what is’.



The drama of the separation of faith and reason

45,

With the rise of the first universities, theology came more directly into contact with other forms of learning and
scientific research. Although they insisted upon the organic link between theology and philosophy, Saint Albert the
Great and Saint Thomas were the first to recognize the autonomy which philosophy and the sciences needed if they
were to perform well in their respective fields of research. From the late Medieval period onwards, however, the
legitimate distinction between the two forms of learning became more and more a fateful separation. As aresult of the
exaggerated rationalism of certain thinkers, positions grew more radical and there emerged eventualy a philosophy
which was separate from and absolutely independent of the contents of faith. Another of the many consequences of this
separation was an ever deeper mistrust with regard to reason itself. In a spirit both sceptical and agnostic, some began
to voice a general mistrust, which led some to focus more on faith and others to deny itsrationality altogether.

In short, what for Patristic and Medieval thought was in both theory and practice a profound unity, producing
knowledge capable of reaching the highest forms of speculation, was destroyed by systems which espoused the cause
of rational knowledge sundered from faith and meant to take the place of faith.

46.

The more influentia of these radical positions are well known and high in profile, especially in the history of the West.
It is not too much to claim that the development of a good part of modern philosophy has seen it move further and
further away from Christian Revelation, to the point of setting itself quite explicitly in opposition. This process reached
its apogee in the last century. Some representatives of idealism sought in various ways to transform faith and its
contents, even the mystery of the Death and Resurrection of Jesus, into dialectical structures which could be grasped by
reason. Opposed to this kind of thinking were various forms of atheistic humanism, expressed in philosophical terms,
which regarded faith as aienating and damaging to the development of a full rationality. They did not hesitate to
present themselves as new religions serving as a basis for projects which, on the political and socia plane, gave rise to
totalitarian systems which have been disastrous for humanity.

In the field of scientific research, a positivistic mentality took hold which not only abandoned the Christian vision of
the world, but more especially rejected every appeal to a metaphysical or moral vision. It follows that certain scientists,
lacking any ethical point of reference, are in danger of putting at the centre of their concerns something other than the
human person and the entirety of the person's life. Further till, some of these, sensing the opportunities of
technological progress, seem to succumb not only to a market-based logic, but also to the temptation of a quasi-divine
power over nature and even over the human being.

As aresult of the crisis of rationalism, what has appeared finally is nihilism. As a philosophy of nothingness, it has a
certain attraction for people of our time. Its adherents claim that the search is an end in itself, without any hope or
possibility of ever attaining the goa of truth. In the nihilist interpretation, life is no more than an occasion for
sensations and experiences in which the ephemeral has pride of place. Nihilism is at the root of the widespread
mentality which claims that a definitive commitment should no longer be made, because everything is fleeting and
provisional.

47. 1t should also be borne in mind that the role of philosophy itself has changed in modern culture. From universal
wisdom and learning, it has been gradually reduced to one of the many fields of human knowing; indeed in some ways
it has been consigned to awholly marginal role. Other forms of rationality have acquired an ever higher profile, making
philosophical learning appear all the more peripheral. These forms of rationality are directed not towards the
contemplation of truth and the search for the ultimate goal and meaning of life; but instead, as “instrumental reason”,
they are directed-actually or potentially-towards the promotion of utilitarian ends, towards enjoyment or power.

In my first Encyclical Letter | stressed the danger of absolutizing such an approach when | wrote: “The man of today
seems ever to be under threat from what he produces, that is to say from the result of the work of his hands and, even
more so, of the work of his intellect and the tendencies of his will. All too soon, and often in an unforeseeable way,
what this manifold activity of man yields is not only subject to 'alienation’, in the sense that it is simply taken away
from the person who produces it, but rather it turns against man himself, at least in part, through the indirect
consequences of its effects returning on himself. It is or can be directed against him. This seems to make up the main
chapter of the drama of present-day human existence in its broadest and universal dimension. Man therefore lives
increasingly in fear. He is afraid of what he produces-not all of it, of course, or even most of it, but part of it and
precisely that part that contains a special share of his genius and initiative-can radically turn against himself”.(53)

In the wake of these cultural shifts, some philosophers have abandoned the search for truth in itself and made their sole
aim the attainment of a subjective certainty or a pragmatic sense of utility. Thisin turn has obscured the true dignity of
reason, which is no longer equipped to know the truth and to seek the absolute.

48. This rapid survey of the history of philosophy, then, reveals a growing separation between faith and philosophical
reason. Yet closer scrutiny shows that even in the philosophical thinking of those who helped drive faith and reason
further apart there are found at times precious and seminal insights which, if pursued and developed with mind and
heart rightly tuned, can lead to the discovery of truth's way. Such insights are found, for instance, in penetrating
analyses of perception and experience, of the imaginary and the unconscious, of personhood and intersubjectivity, of



freedom and values, of time and history. The theme of death as well can become for al thinkers an incisive appeal to
seek within themsel ves the true meaning of their own life. But this does not mean that the link between faith and reason
as it now stands does not need to be carefully examined, because each without the other is impoverished and enfeebled.
Deprived of what Revelation offers, reason has taken side-tracks which expose it to the danger of losing sight of its
final goal. Deprived of reason, faith has stressed feeling and experience, and so run the risk of no longer being a
universal proposition. It is an illusion to think that faith, tied to weak reasoning, might be more penetrating; on the
contrary, faith then runs the grave risk of withering into myth or superstition. By the same token, reason which is
unrelated to an adult faith is not prompted to turn its gaze to the newness and radicality of being.

Thisiswhy | make this strong and insistent appeal-not, | trust, untimely-that faith and philosophy recover the profound
unity which alows them to stand in harmony with their nature without compromising their mutual autonomy. The
parrhesia of faith must be matched by the boldness of reason.

CHAPTER YV

THE MAGISTERIUM'S INTERVENTIONS
IN PHILOSOPHICAL MATTERS

The Magisterium's discernment as diakonia of the truth

49.

The Church has no philosophy of her own nor does she canonize any one particular philosophy in preference to
others.(54) The underlying reason for this reluctance is that, even when it engages theology, philosophy must remain
faithful to its own principles and methods. Otherwise there would be no guarantee that it would remain oriented to truth
and that it was moving towards truth by way of a process governed by reason. A philosophy which did not proceed in
the light of reason according to its own principles and methods would serve little purpose. At the deepest level, the
autonomy which philosophy enjoys is rooted in the fact that reason is by its nature oriented to truth and is equipped
moreover with the means necessary to arrive at truth. A philosophy conscious of this as its * constitutive status’ cannot
but respect the demands and the data of revealed truth.

Yet history shows that philosophy-especially modern philosophy-has taken wrong turns and fallen into error. It is
neither the task nor the competence of the Magisterium to intervene in order to make good the lacunas of deficient
philosophical discourse. Rather, it is the Magisterium's duty to respond clearly and strongly when controversial
philosophical opinions threaten right understanding of what has been revealed, and when false and partial theories
which sow the seed of serious error, confusing the pure and simple faith of the People of God, begin to spread more
widely.

50.

In the light of faith, therefore, the Church's Magisterium can and must authoritatively exercise acritical discernment of
opinions and philosophies which contradict Christian doctrine.(55) It is the task of the Magisterium in the first place to
indicate which philosophical presuppositions and conclusions are incompatible with revealed truth, thus articulating the
demands which faith's point of view makes of philosophy. Moreover, as philosophical learning has developed, different
schools of thought have emerged. This pluralism also imposes upon the Magisterium the responsibility of expressing a
judgement as to whether or not the basic tenets of these different schools are compatible with the demands of the word
of God and theological enquiry.

It is the Church's duty to indicate the elements in a philosophical system which are incompatible with her own faith. In
fact, many philosophical opinions-concerning God, the human being, human freedom and ethical behaviour- engage
the Church directly, because they touch on the revealed truth of which she is the guardian. In making this discernment,
we Bishops have the duty to be “witnesses to the truth”, fulfilling a humble but tenacious ministry of service which
every philosopher should appreciate, a servicein favour of rectaratio, or of reason reflecting rightly upon what istrue.
51.

This discernment, however, should not be seen as primarily negative, as if the Magisterium intended to abolish or limit
any possible mediation. On the contrary, the Magisterium's interventions are intended above all to prompt, promote and
encourage philosophical enquiry. Besides, philosophers are the first to understand the need for self-criticism, the
correction of errors and the extension of the too restricted terms in which their thinking has been framed. In particular,
it is necessary to keep in mind the unity of truth, even if its formulations are shaped by history and produced by human
reason wounded and weakened by sin. Thisis why no historical form of philosophy can legitimately claim to embrace
the totality of truth, nor to be the complete explanation of the human being, of the world and of the human being's
relationship with God.

Today, then, with the proliferation of systems, methods, concepts and philosophical theses which are often extremely
complex, the need for a critical discernment in the light of faith becomes more urgent, even if it remains a daunting
task. Given al of reason's inherent and historical limitations, it is difficult enough to recognize the inalienable powers
proper to it; but it is still more difficult at times to discern in specific philosophical claims what is valid and fruitful



from faith's point of view and what is mistaken or dangerous. Y et the Church knows that “the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge” are hidden in Christ (Col 2:3) and therefore intervenes in order to stimulate philosophical enquiry, lest it
stray from the path which leads to recognition of the mystery.

52.

It is not only in recent times that the Magisterium of the Church has intervened to make its mind known with regard to
particular philosophical teachings. It is enough to recall, by way of example, the pronouncements made through the
centuries concerning theories which argued in favour of the pre-existence of the soul, (56) or concerning the different
forms of idolatry and esoteric superstition found in astrological speculations, (57) without forgetting the more
systematic pronouncements against certain claims of Latin Averroism which were incompatible with the Christian
faith.(58)

If the Magisterium has spoken out more frequently since the middle of the last century, it is because in that period not a
few Catholics felt it their duty to counter various streams of modern thought with a philosophy of their own. At this
point, the Magisterium of the Church was obliged to be vigilant lest these philosophies developed in ways which were
themselves erroneous and negative. The censures were delivered even-handedly: on the one hand, fideism (59) and
radical traditionalism, (60) for their distrust of reason's natural capacities, and, on the other, rationalism (61) and
ontologism (62) because they attributed to natural reason a knowledge which only the light of faith could confer. The
positive elements of this debate were assembled in the Dogmatic Constitution Dei Filius, in which for the first time an
Ecumenica Council-in this case, the First Vatican Council-pronounced solemnly on the relationship between reason
and faith. The teaching contained in this document strongly and positively marked the philosophical research of many
believers and remains today a standard reference-point for correct and coherent Christian thinking in this regard.

53.

The Magisterium's pronouncements have been concerned less with individual philosophical theses than with the need
for rational and hence ultimately philosophical knowledge for the understanding of faith. In synthesizing and solemnly
reaffirming the teachings constantly proposed to the faithful by the ordinary Papal Magisterium, the First Vatican
Council showed how inseparable and at the same time how distinct were faith and reason, Revelation and natura
knowledge of God. The Council began with the basic criterion, presupposed by Revelation itself, of the natura
knowability of the existence of God, the beginning and end of all things, (63) and concluded with the solemn assertion
quoted earlier: “There are two orders of knowledge, distinct not only in their point of departure, but also in their
object”.(64) Against all forms of rationalism, then, there was a need to affirm the distinction between the mysteries of
faith and the findings of philosophy, and the transcendence and precedence of the mysteries of faith over the findings of
philosophy. Against the temptations of fideism, however, it was necessary to stress the unity of truth and thus the
positive contribution which rational knowledge can and must make to faith's knowledge: “Even if faith is superior to
reason there can never be a true divergence between faith and reason, since the same God who reveals the mysteries
and bestows the gift of faith has also placed in the human spirit the light of reason. This God could not deny himself,
nor could the truth ever contradict the truth”.(65)

54.

In our own century too the Magisterium has revisited the theme on a number of occasions, warning against the lure of
rationalism. Here the pronouncements of Pope Saint Pius X are pertinent, stressing as they did that at the basis of
Modernism were philosophical claims which were phenomenist, agnostic and immanentist.(66) Nor can the importance
of the Cathalic regjection of Marxist philosophy and atheistic Communism be forgotten.(67)

Later, in his Encyclical Letter Humani Generis, Pope Pius X1l warned against mistaken interpretations linked to
evolutionism, existentialism and historicism. He made it clear that these theories had not been proposed and devel oped
by theologians, but had their origins “outside the sheepfold of Christ”.(68) He added, however, that errors of this kind
should not ssimply be rejected but should be examined critically: “ Catholic theologians and philosophers, whose grave
duty it is to defend natural and supernatural truth and ingtill it in human hearts, cannot afford to ignore these more or
less erroneous opinions. Rather they must come to understand these theories well, not only because diseases are
properly treated only if rightly diagnosed and because even in these false theories some truth is found at times, but
because in the end these theories provoke a more discriminating discussion and evaluation of philosophical and
theological truths’.(69)

In accomplishing its specific task in service of the Roman Pontiff's universal Magisterium, (70) the Congregation for
the Doctrine of Faith has more recently had to intervene to re-emphasize the danger of an uncritical adoption by some
liberation theologians of opinions and methods drawn from Marxism.(71)

In the past, then, the Magisterium has on different occasions and in different ways offered its discernment in
philosophical matters. My revered Predecessors have thus made an invaluable contribution which must not be
forgotten.

55. Surveying the situation today, we see that the problems of other times have returned, but in a new key. It is no
longer a matter of questions of interest only to certain individuals and groups, but convictions so widespread that they
have become to some extent the common mind. An example of this is the deep-seated distrust of reason which has
surfaced in the most recent developments of much of philosophical research, to the point where there istalk at times of



“the end of metaphysics’. Philosophy is expected to rest content with more modest tasks such as the ssimple
interpretation of facts or an enquiry into restricted fields of human knowing or its structures.

In theology too the temptations of other times have reappeared. In some contemporary theologies, for instance, a
certain rationalism is gaining ground, especially when opinions thought to be philosophically well founded are taken as
normative for theological research. This happens particularly when theologians, through lack of philosophical
competence, alow themselves to be swayed uncritically by assertions which have become part of current parlance and
culture but which are poorly grounded in reason.(72)

There are also signs of a resurgence of fideism, which fails to recognize the importance of rational knowledge and
philosophical discourse for the understanding of faith, indeed for the very possibility of belief in God. One currently
widespread symptom of this fideistic tendency isa*“biblicism” which tends to make the reading and exegesis of Sacred
Scripture the sole criterion of truth. In consequence, the word of God is identified with Sacred Scripture aone, thus
eliminating the doctrine of the Church which the Second Vatican Council stressed quite specifically. Having recalled
that the word of God is present in both Scripture and Tradition, (73) the Constitution Dei Verbum continues
emphatically: “Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture comprise a single sacred deposit of the word of God entrusted to
the Church. Embracing this deposit and united with their pastors, the People of God remain always faithful to the
teaching of the Apostles’.(74) Scripture, therefore, is not the Church's sole point of reference. The “supreme rule of her
faith” (75) derives from the unity which the Spirit has created between Sacred Tradition, Sacred Scripture and the
Magisterium of the Church in areciprocity which means that none of the three can survive without the others.(76)
Moreover, one should not underestimate the danger inherent in seeking to derive the truth of Sacred Scripture from the
use of one method aone, ignoring the need for a more comprehensive exegesis which enables the exegete, together
with the whole Church, to arrive at the full sense of the texts. Those who devote themselves to the study of Sacred
Scripture should always remember that the various hermeneutical approaches have their own philosophical
underpinnings, which need to be carefully evaluated before they are applied to the sacred texts.

Other modes of latent fideism appear in the scant consideration accorded to speculative theology, and in disdain for the
classical philosophy from which the terms of both the understanding of faith and the actua formulation of dogma have
been drawn. My revered Predecessor Pope Pius X1l warned against such neglect of the philosophical tradition and
against abandonment of the traditional terminology.(77)

56. In brief, there are signs of a widespread distrust of universal and absolute statements, especially among those who
think that truth is born of consensus and not of a consonance between intellect and objective reality. In a world
subdivided into so many speciaized fields, it is not hard to see how difficult it can be to acknowledge the full and
ultimate meaning of life which has traditionally been the goal of philosophy. Nonetheless, in the light of faith which
finds in Jesus Christ this ultimate meaning, | cannot but encourage philosophers-be they Christian or not-to trust in the
power of human reason and not to set themselves goals that are too modest in their philosophizing. The lesson of
history in this millennium now drawing to a close shows that this is the path to follow: it is necessary not to abandon
the passion for ultimate truth, the eagerness to search for it or the audacity to forge new paths in the search. It is faith
which gtirs reason to move beyond all isolation and willingly to run risks so that it may attain whatever is beautiful,
good and true. Faith thus becomes the convinced and convincing advocate of reason.

The Church'sinterest in philosophy

57. Y et the Magisterium does more than point out the misperceptions and the mistakes of philosophical theories. With
no less concern it has sought to stress the basic principles of a genuine renewal of philosophical enquiry, indicating as
well particular paths to be taken. In this regard, Pope Leo XIl1 with his Encyclical Letter Aterni Patris took a step of
historic importance for the life of the Church, since it remains to this day the one papal document of such authority
devoted entirely to philosophy. The great Pope revisited and developed the First Vatican Council's teaching on the
relationship between faith and reason, showing how philosophical thinking contributes in fundamental ways to faith
and theological learning.(78) More than a century later, many of the insights of his Encyclical Letter have lost none of
their interest from either a practica or pedagogical point of view-most particularly, his insistence upon the
incomparable value of the philosophy of Saint Thomas. A renewed insistence upon the thought of the Angelic Doctor
seemed to Pope Leo XI1I the best way to recover the practice of a philosophy consonant with the demands of faith.
“Just when Saint Thomas distinguishes perfectly between faith and reason”, the Pope writes, “he unites them in bonds
of mutual friendship, conceding to each its specific rights and to each its specific dignity”.(79)

58.

The positive results of the papal summons are well known. Studies of the thought of Saint Thomas and other
Scholastic writers received new impetus. Historical studies flourished, resulting in a rediscovery of the riches of
Medieval thought, which until then had been largely unknown; and there emerged new Thomistic schools. With the use
of historical method, knowledge of the works of Saint Thomas increased greatly, and many scholars had courage
enough to introduce the Thomistic tradition into the philosophical and theological discussions of the day. The most
influential Catholic theologians of the present century, to whose thinking and research the Second Vatican Council was
much indebted, were products of this revival of Thomistic philosophy. Throughout the twentieth century, the Church
has been served by a powerful array of thinkers formed in the school of the Angelic Doctor.

59.



Y et the Thomistic and neo-Thomistic revival was not the only sign of a resurgence of philosophical thought in culture
of Chrigtian inspiration. Earlier still, and parallel to Pope Leo's cdl, there had emerged a number of Catholic
philosophers who, adopting more recent currents of thought and according to a specific method, produced
philosophical works of great influence and lasting value. Some devised syntheses so remarkable that they stood
comparison with the great systems of idealism. Others established the epistemological foundations for a new
consideration of faith in the light of a renewed understanding of mora consciousness; others again produced a
philosophy which, starting with an analysis of immanence, opened the way to the transcendent; and there were finaly
those who sought to combine the demands of faith with the perspective of phenomenological method. From different
quarters, then, modes of philosophical speculation have continued to emerge and have sought to keep alive the great
tradition of Christian thought which unites faith and reason.

60.

The Second Vatican Council, for its part, offers a rich and fruitful teaching concerning philosophy. | cannot fail to
note, especialy in the context of this Encyclical Letter, that one chapter of the Constitution Gaudium et Spes amounts
to a virtual compendium of the biblical anthropology from which philosophy too can draw inspiration. The chapter
deals with the value of the human person created in the image of God, explains the dignity and superiority of the human
being over the rest of creation, and declares the transcendent capacity of human reason.(80) The problem of atheism is
also dealt with in Gaudium et Spes, and the flaws of its philosophical vision are identified, especialy in relation to the
dignity and freedom of the human person.(81) There is no doubt that the climactic section of the chapter is profoundly
significant for philosophy; and it was this which | took up in my first Encyclical Letter Redemptor Hominis and which
serves as one of the constant reference-points of my teaching: “The truth is that only in the mystery of the Incarnate
Word does the mystery of man take on light. For Adam, the first man, was a type of him who was to come, Christ the
Lord. Christ, the new Adam, in the very revelation of the mystery of the Father and of his love, fully reveals man to
himself and bringsto light his most high calling”.(82)

The Council aso dealt with the study of philosophy required of candidates for the priesthood; and its recommendations
have implications for Christian education as a whole. These are the Council's words: “The philosophical disciplines
should be taught in such a way that students acquire in the first place a solid and harmonious knowledge of the human
being, of the world and of God, based upon the philosophical heritage which is enduringly valid, yet taking into
account currents of modern philosophy”.(83)

These directives have been reiterated and developed in a number of other magisterial documents in order to guarantee a
solid philosophical formation, especially for those preparing for theological studies. | have myself emphasized several
times the importance of this philosophical formation for those who one day, in their pastoral life, will have to address
the aspirations of the contemporary world and understand the causes of certain behaviour in order to respond in
appropriate ways.(84)

61.

If it has been necessary from time to time to intervene on this question, to reiterate the value of the Angelic Doctor's
insights and insist on the study of his thought, this has been because the Magisterium'’s directives have not always been
followed with the readiness one would wish. In the years after the Second Vatican Council, many Catholic faculties
were in some ways impoverished by a diminished sense of the importance of the study not just of Scholastic
philosophy but more generally of the study of philosophy itself. | cannot fail to note with surprise and displeasure that
thislack of interest in the study of philosophy is shared by not afew theologians.

There are various reasons for this disenchantment. First, there is the distrust of reason found in much contemporary
philosophy, which has largely abandoned metaphysical study of the ultimate human questions in order to concentrate
upon problems which are more detailed and restricted, at times even purely formal. Another reason, it should be said, is
the misunderstanding which has arisen especially with regard to the “human sciences’. On a number of occasions, the
Second Vatican Council stressed the positive value of scientific research for a deeper knowledge of the mystery of the
human being.(85) But the invitation addressed to theologians to engage the human sciences and apply them properly in
their enquiries should not be interpreted as an implicit authorization to marginalize philosophy or to put something else
inits place in pastoral formation and in the praeparatio fidei. A further factor is the renewed interest in the inculturation
of faith. The life of the young Churches in particular has brought to light, together with sophisticated modes of
thinking, an array of expressions of popular wisdom; and this constitutes a genuine cultural wealth of traditions. Y et the
study of traditional ways must go hand in hand with philosophical enquiry, an enquiry which will alow the positive
traits of popular wisdom to emerge and forge the necessary link with the proclamation of the Gospel.(86)

62.

| wish to repeat clearly that the study of philosophy is fundamental and indispensable to the structure of theological
studies and to the formation of candidates for the priesthood. It is not by chance that the curriculum of theological
studies is preceded by a time of specia study of philosophy. This decision, confirmed by the Fifth Lateran Council,
(87) is rooted in the experience which matured through the Middle Ages, when the importance of a constructive
harmony of philosophical and theological learning emerged. This ordering of studies influenced, promoted and enabled
much of the development of modern philosophy, albeit indirectly. One telling example of this is the influence of the
Disputationes Metaphysicae of Francisco Suarez, which found its way even into the Lutheran universities of Germany.



Conversely, the dismantling of this arrangement has created serious gaps in both priestly formation and theological
research. Consider, for instance, the disregard of modern thought and culture which has led either to a refusal of any
kind of dialogue or to an indiscriminate acceptance of any kind of philosophy.

| trust most sincerely that these difficulties will be overcome by an intelligent philosophical and theological formation,
which must never be lacking in the Church.

63. For the reasons suggested here, it has seemed to me urgent to re-emphasize with this Encyclical Letter the Church's
intense interest in philosophy-indeed the intimate bond which ties theologica work to the philosophical search for
truth. From this comes the Magisterium's duty to discern and promote philosophical thinking which is not at odds with
faith. It is my task to state principles and criteriawhich in my judgement are necessary in order to restore a harmonious
and crestive relationship between theology and philosophy. In the light of these principles and criteria, it will be
possible to discern with greater clarity what link, if any, theology should forge with the different philosophical opinions
or systems which the world of today presents.

CHAPTER VI
THE INTERACTION BETWEEN PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY
The knowledge of faith and the demands of philosophical reason

64.

The word of God is addressed to all people, in every age and in every part of the world; and the human being is by
nature a philosopher. As a reflective and scientific elaboration of the understanding of God's word in the light of faith,
theology for its part must relate, in some of its procedures and in the performance of its specific tasks, to the
philosophies which have been developed through the ages. | have no wish to direct theologians to particular methods,
since that is not the competence of the Magisterium. | wish instead to recall some specific tasks of theology which, by
the very nature of the revealed word, demand recourse to philosophical enquiry.

65.

Theology is structured as an understanding of faith in the light of atwofold methodological principle: the auditus fidei
and the intellectus fidei. With the first, theology makes its own the content of Revelation as this has been gradually
expounded in Sacred Tradition, Sacred Scripture and the Church's living Magisterium.(88) With the second, theology
seeks to respond through speculative enquiry to the specific demands of disciplined thought.

Philosophy contributes specifically to theology in preparing for a correct auditus fidel with its study of the structure of
knowledge and personal communication, especialy the various forms and functions of language. No less important is
philosophy's contribution to a more coherent understanding of Church Tradition, the pronouncements of the
Magisterium and the teaching of the great masters of theology, who often adopt concepts and thought-forms drawn
from a particular philosophical tradition. In this case, the theologian is summoned not only to explain the concepts and
terms used by the Church in her thinking and the development of her teaching, but also to know in depth the
philosophical systems which may have influenced those concepts and terms, in order to formulate correct and
consistent interpretations of them.

66.

With regard to the intellectus fidei, a prime consideration must be that divine Truth “proposed to us in the Sacred
Scriptures and rightly interpreted by the Church's teaching” (89) enjoys an innate intelligibility, so logically consistent
that it stands as an authentic body of knowledge. The intellectus fidei expounds this truth, not only in grasping the
logical and conceptual structure of the propositions in which the Church's teaching is framed, but also, indeed
primarily, in bringing to light the salvific meaning of these propositions for the individual and for humanity. From the
sum of these propositions, the believer comes to know the history of salvation, which culminates in the person of Jesus
Christ and in his Paschal Mystery. Believersthen sharein this mystery by their assent of faith.

For its part, dogmatic theology must be able to articulate the universal meaning of the mystery of the One and Triune
God and of the economy of salvation, both as a narrative and, above al, in the form of argument. It must do so, in other
words, through concepts formulated in a critical and universally communicable way. Without philosophy's
contribution, it would in fact be impossible to discuss theological issues such as, for example, the use of language to
speak about God, the personal relations within the Trinity, God's creative activity in the world, the relationship between
God and man, or Christ's identity as true God and true man. This is no less true of the different themes of moral
theology, which employ concepts such as the moral law, conscience, freedom, personal responsibility and guilt, which
arein part defined by philosophical ethics.

It is necessary therefore that the mind of the believer acquire a natural, consistent and true knowledge of created
realities-the world and man himself-which are also the object of divine Revelation. Still more, reason must be able to
articulate this knowledge in concept and argument. Speculative dogmatic theology thus presupposes and implies a
philosophy of the human being, the world and, more radically, of being, which has objective truth asits foundation.

67.



With its specific character as a discipline charged with giving an account of faith (cf. 1 Pet 3:15), the concern of
fundamental theology will be to justify and expound the relationship between faith and philosophical thought.
Recalling the teaching of Saint Paul (cf. Rom 1:19-20), the First Vatican Council pointed to the existence of truths
which are naturaly, and thus philosophically, knowable; and an acceptance of God's Revelation necessarily
presupposes knowledge of these truths. In studying Revelation and its credibility, as well as the corresponding act of
faith, fundamental theology should show how, in the light of the knowledge conferred by faith, there emerge certain
truths which reason, from its own independent enquiry, already perceives. Revelation endows these truths with their
fullest meaning, directing them towards the richness of the revealed mystery in which they find their ultimate purpose.
Consider, for example, the natural knowledge of God, the possibility of distinguishing divine Revelation from other
phenomena or the recognition of its credibility, the capacity of human language to speak in a true and meaningful way
even of things which transcend al human experience. From all these truths, the mind is led to acknowledge the
existence of atruly propaedeutic path to faith, one which can lead to the acceptance of Revelation without in any way
compromising the principles and autonomy of the mind itself.(90)

Similarly, fundamental theology should demonstrate the profound compatibility that exists between faith and its need to
find expression by way of human reason fully free to give its assent. Faith will thus be able “to show fully the path to
reason in a sincere search for the truth. Although faith, a gift of God, is not based on reason, it can certainly not
dispense with it. At the same time, it becomes apparent that reason needs to be reinforced by faith, in order to discover
horizons it cannot reach on its own”.(91)

68.

Moral theology has perhaps an even greater need of philosophy's contribution. In the New Testament, human life is
much less governed by prescriptions than in the Old Testament. Life in the Spirit leads believers to a freedom and
responsibility which surpassthe Law. Y et the Gospel and the Apostolic writings still set forth both general principles of
Christian conduct and specific teachings and precepts. In order to apply these to the particular circumstances of
individual and communal life, Christians must be able fully to engage their conscience and the power of their reason. In
other words, moral theology requires a sound philosophical vision of human nature and society, as well as of the
general principles of ethical decision-making.

69.

It might be objected that the theologian should nowadays rely less on philosophy than on the help of other kinds of
human knowledge, such as history and above all the sciences, the extraordinary advances of which in recent times stir
such admiration. Others, more aert to the link between faith and culture, claim that theology should look more to the
wisdom contained in peoples traditions than to a philosophy of Greek and Eurocentric provenance. Others still,
prompted by a mistaken notion of cultural pluralism, simply deny the universal value of the Church's philosophical
heritage.

There is some truth in these claims which are acknowledged in the teaching of the Council.(92) Reference to the
sciences is often helpful, alowing as it does a more thorough knowledge of the subject under study; but it should not
mean the rejection of atypically philosophical and critical thinking which is concerned with the universal. Indeed, this
kind of thinking is required for afruitful exchange between cultures. What | wish to emphasize is the duty to go beyond
the particular and concrete, lest the prime task of demonstrating the universality of faith's content be abandoned. Nor
should it be forgotten that the specific contribution of philosophical enquiry enables us to discern in different world-
views and different cultures “not what people think but what the objective truth is’.(93) It is not an array of human
opinions but truth alone which can be of help to theology.

70.

Because of its implications for both philosophy and theology, the question of the relationship with cultures calls for
particular attention, which cannot however claim to be exhaustive. From the time the Gospel was first preached, the
Church has known the process of encounter and engagement with cultures. Christ's mandate to his disciples to go out
everywhere, “even to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8), in order to pass on the truth which he had revealed, led the
Christian community to recognize from the first the universality of its message and the difficulties created by cultural
differences. A passage of Saint Paul's letter to the Christians of Ephesus helps us to understand how the early
community responded to the problem. The Apostle writes: “Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been
brought near in the blood of Christ. For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the wall of
hostility” (2:13-14).

In the light of this text, we reflect further to see how the Gentiles were transformed once they had embraced the faith.
With the richness of the salvation wrought by Christ, the walls separating the different cultures collapsed. God's
promise in Christ now became a universal offer: no longer limited to one particular people, its language and its
customs, but extended to all as a heritage from which each might freely draw. From their different locations and
traditions all are called in Christ to share in the unity of the family of God's children. It is Christ who enables the two
peoples to become “one”. Those who were “far off” have come “near”, thanks to the newness brought by the Paschal
Mystery. Jesus destroys the walls of division and creates unity in a new and unsurpassed way through our sharing in his
mystery. This unity is so deep that the Church can say with Saint Paul: “Y ou are no longer strangers and sojourners, but
you are saints and members of the household of God” (Eph 2:19).



This simple statement contains a great truth: faith's encounter with different cultures has created something new. When
they are deeply rooted in experience, cultures show forth the human being's characteristic openness to the universal and
the transcendent. Therefore they offer different paths to the truth, which assuredly serve men and women well in
revealing values which can make their life ever more human.(94) Insofar as cultures appeal to the values of older
traditions, they point-implicitly but authentically-to the manifestation of God in nature, as we saw earlier in considering
the Wisdom literature and the teaching of Saint Paul.

71. Inseparable as they are from people and their history, cultures share the dynamics which the human experience of
life reveals. They change and advance because people meet in new ways and share with each other their ways of life.
Cultures are fed by the communication of values, and they survive and flourish insofar as they remain open to
assimilating new experiences. How are we to explain these dynamics? All people are part of a culture, depend upon it
and shape it. Human beings are both child and parent of the culture in which they are immersed. To everything they do,
they bring something which sets them apart from the rest of creation: their unfailing openness to mystery and their
boundless desire for knowledge. Lying deep in every culture, there appears this impulse towards a fulfilment. We may
say, then, that culture itself has an intrinsic capacity to receive divine Revelation.

Cultural context permeates the living of Christian faith, which contributes in turn little by little to shaping that context.
To every culture Christians bring the unchanging truth of God, which he reveals in the history and culture of a people.
Time and again, therefore, in the course of the centuries we have seen repeated the event witnessed by the pilgrimsin
Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost. Hearing the Apostles, they asked one ancther: “Are not all these who are speaking
Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of usin his own native language? Parthians and Medes and Elamites and
residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of

Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabians, we hear them
telling in our own tongues the mighty works of God” (Acts 2:7-11). While it demands of all who hear it the adherence
of faith, the proclamation of the Gospel in different cultures allows people to preserve their own cultural identity. This
in no way creates division, because the community of the baptized is marked by a universality which can embrace
every culture and help to foster whatever is implicit in them to the point where it will be fully explicit in the light of
truth.

This means that no one culture can ever become the criterion of judgment, much less the ultimate criterion of truth with
regard to God's Revelation. The Gospel is not opposed to any culture, asif in engaging a culture the Gospel would seek
to strip it of its native riches and force it to adopt forms which are alien to it. On the contrary, the message which
believers bring to the world and to cultures is a genuine liberation from all the disorders caused by sin and is, at the
same time, a call to the fullness of truth. Cultures are not only not diminished by this encounter; rather, they are
prompted to open themselves to the newness of the Gospel's truth and to be stirred by this truth to develop in new ways.
72. In preaching the Gospel, Christianity first encountered Greek philosophy; but this does not mean at al that other
approaches are precluded. Today, as the Gospel gradually comes into contact with cultural worlds which once lay
beyond Christian influence, there are new tasks of inculturation, which mean that our generation faces problems not
unlike those faced by the Church in the first centuries.

My thoughts turn immediately to the lands of the East, so rich in religious and philosophical traditions of great
antiquity. Among these lands, India has a special place. A great spiritual impulse leads Indian thought to seek an
experience which would liberate the spirit from the shackles of time and space and would therefore acquire absolute
value. The dynamic of this quest for liberation provides the context for great metaphysical systems.

In India particularly, it is the duty of Christians now to draw from this rich heritage the el ements compatible with their
faith, in order to enrich Christian thought. In this work of discernment, which finds its inspiration in the Council's
Declaration Nostra Aetate, certain criteria will have to be kept in mind. The first of these is the universality of the
human spirit, whose basic needs are the same in the most disparate cultures. The second, which derives from thefirst, is
this: in engaging great cultures for the first time, the Church cannot abandon what she has gained from her inculturation
in the world of Greco-Latin thought. To reject this heritage would be to deny the providential plan of God who guides
his Church down the paths of time and history. This criterion is valid for the Church in every age, even for the Church
of the future, who will judge herself enriched by all that comes from today's engagement with Eastern cultures and will
find in this inheritance fresh cues for fruitful dialogue with the cultures which will emerge as humanity moves into the
future. Thirdly, care will need to be taken lest, contrary to the very nature of the human spirit, the legitimate defense of
the uniqueness and originality of Indian thought be confused with the idea that a particular cultural tradition should
remain closed in its difference and affirm itself by opposing other traditions.

What has been said here of India is no less true for the heritage of the great cultures of China, Japan and the other
countries of Asia, as also for the riches of the traditiona cultures of Africa, which are for the most part orally
transmitted.

73.

In the light of these considerations, the relationship between theology and philosophy is best construed as a circle.
Theology's source and starting-point must always be the word of God revealed in history, while its final goa will be an
understanding of that word which increases with each passing generation. Y et, since God's word is Truth (cf. Jn 17:17),
the human search for truth-philosophy, pursued in keeping with its own rules-can only help to understand God's word



better. It is not just a question of theological discourse using this or that concept or element of a philosophical
construct; what matters most is that the believer's reason use its powers of reflection in the search for truth which
moves from the word of God towards a better understanding of it. It is as if, moving between the twin poles of God's
word and a better understanding of it, reason is offered guidance and is warned against paths which would lead it to
stray from revealed Truth and to stray in the end from the truth pure and simple. Instead, reason is stirred to explore
paths which of itself it would not even have suspected it could take. This circular relationship with the word of God
leaves philosophy enriched, because reason discovers new and unsuspected horizons.

74.

The fruitfulness of this relationship is confirmed by the experience of great Christian theologians who also
distinguished themselves as great philosophers, bequesthing to us writings of such high speculative value as to warrant
comparison with the masters of ancient philosophy. Thisistrue of both the Fathers of the Church, among whom at least
Saint Gregory of Nazianzus and Saint Augustine should be mentioned, and the Medieval Doctors with the great triad of
Saint Anselm, Saint Bonaventure and Saint Thomas Aquinas. We see the same fruitful relationship between philosophy
and the word of God in the courageous research pursued by more recent thinkers, among whom | gladly mention, in a
Western context, figures such as John Henry Newman, Antonio Rosmini, Jacques Maritain, Etienne Gilson and Edith
Stein and, in an Eastern context, eminent scholars such as Vladimir S. Soloviev, Pavel A. Florensky, Petr Chaadaev and
Vladimir N. Lossky. Obviously other names could be cited; and in referring to these | intend not to endorse every
aspect of their thought, but simply to offer significant examples of a process of philosophical enquiry which was
enriched by engaging the data of faith. One thing is certain: attention to the spiritual journey of these masters can only
give greater momentum to both the search for truth and the effort to apply the results of that search to the service of
humanity. It is to be hoped that now and in the future there will be those who continue to cultivate this great
philosophical and theological tradition for the good of both the Church and humanity.

Different stances of philosophy

75. As appears from this brief sketch of the history of the relationship between faith and philosophy, one can
distinguish different stances of philosophy with regard to Christian faith. First, there is a philosophy completely
independent of the Gospel's Revelation: this is the stance adopted by philosophy as it took shape in history before the
birth of the Redeemer and later in regions as yet untouched by the Gospel. We see here philosophy's valid aspiration to
be an autonomous enterprise, obeying its own rules and employing the powers of reason alone. Although seriously
handicapped by the inherent weakness of human reason, this aspiration should be supported and strengthened. As a
search for truth within the natural order, the enterprise of philosophy is aways open-at least implicitly-to the
supernatural .

Moreover, the demand for avalid autonomy of thought should be respected even when theological discourse makes use
of philosophical concepts and arguments. Indeed, to argue according to rigorous rational criteria is to guarantee that the
results attained are universally valid. This also confirms the principle that grace does not destroy nature but perfectsit:
the assent of faith, engaging the intellect and will, does not destroy but perfects the free will of each believer who deep
within welcomes what has been reveal ed.

It is clear that this legitimate approach is rejected by the theory of so-called “separate” philosophy, pursued by some
modern philosophers. This theory claims for philosophy not only a valid autonomy, but a self-sufficiency of thought
which is patently invalid. In refusing the truth offered by divine Revelation, philosophy only does itself damage, since
thisisto preclude access to a deeper knowledge of truth.

76. A second stance adopted by philosophy is often designated as Christian philosophy. In itself, the term isvalid, but it
should not be misunderstood: it in no way intends to suggest that there is an official philosophy of the Church, since the
faith as such is not a philosophy. The term seeks rather to indicate a Christian way of philosophizing, a philosophical
speculation conceived in dynamic union with faith. It does not therefore refer simply to a philosophy developed by
Christian philosophers who have striven in their research not to contradict the faith. The term Christian philosophy
includes those important developments of philosophical thinking which would not have happened without the direct or
indirect contribution of Christian faith.

Christian philosophy therefore has two aspects. The first is subjective, in the sense that faith purifies reason. As a
theological virtue, faith liberates reason from presumption, the typical temptation of the philosopher. Saint Paul, the
Fathers of the Church and, closer to our own time, philosophers such as Pascal and Kierkegaard reproached such
presumption. The philosopher who learns humility will also find courage to tackle questions which are difficult to
resolve if the data of Revelation are ignored-for example, the problem of evil and suffering, the personal nature of God
and the question of the meaning of life or, more directly, the radical metaphysical question, “Why is there something
rather than nothing?”.

The second aspect of Christian philosophy is objective, in the sense that it concerns content. Revelation clearly
proposes certain truths which might never have been discovered by reason unaided, although they are not of themselves
inaccessible to reason. Among these truths is the notion of a free and personal God who is the Creator of the world, a
truth which has been so crucial for the development of philosophical thinking, especially the philosophy of being.



There is also the reality of sin, as it appears in the light of faith, which helps to shape an adequate philosophical
formulation of the problem of evil. The notion of the person as a spiritual being is another of faith's specific
contributions: the Christian proclamation of human dignity, equality and freedom has undoubtedly influenced modern
philosophical thought. In more recent times, there has been the discovery that history as event-so central to Christian
Revelation-is important for philosophy aswell. It is no accident that this has become pivotal for a philosophy of history
which stakes its claim as a new chapter in the human search for truth.

Among the objective elements of Christian philosophy we might also place the need to explore the rationality of certain
truths expressed in Sacred Scripture, such as the possibility of man's supernatural vocation and original sin itself. These
are tasks which challenge reason to recognize that there is something true and rational lying far beyond the straits
within which it would normally be confined. These questionsin fact broaden reason's scope for action.

In speculating on these questions, philosophers have not become theologians, since they have not sought to understand
and expound the truths of faith on the basis of Revelation. They have continued working on their own terrain and with
their own purely rational method, yet extending their research to new aspects of truth. It could be said that a good part
of modern and contemporary philosophy would not exist without this stimulus of the word of God. This conclusion
retains al its relevance, despite the disappointing fact that many thinkers in recent centuries have abandoned Christian
orthodoxy.

77. Philosophy presents another stance worth noting when theology itself calls upon it. Theology in fact has aways
needed and still needs philosophy's contribution. As awork of critical reason in the light of faith, theology presupposes
and requires in al its research a reason formed and educated to concept and argument. Moreover, theology needs
philosophy as a partner in dialogue in order to confirm the intelligibility and universal truth of its claims. It was not by
accident that the Fathers of the Church and the Medieval theologians adopted non-Christian philosophies. This
historical fact confirms the value of philosophy's autonomy, which remains unimpaired when theology calls upon it;
but it shows as well the profound transformations which philosophy itself must undergo.

It was because of its noble and indispensable contribution that, from the Patristic period onwards, philosophy was
called the ancilla theologiae. The title was not intended to indicate philosophy's servile submission or purely functional
role with regard to theology. Rather, it was used in the sense in which Aristotle had spoken of the experimenta
sciences as “ancillary” to “prima philosophia’. The term can scarcely be used today, given the principle of autonomy to
which we have referred, but it has served throughout history to indicate the necessity of the link between the two
sciences and the impossibility of their separation.

Were theologians to refuse the help of philosophy, they would run the risk of doing philosophy unwittingly and locking
themselves within thought-structures poorly adapted to the understanding of faith. Were philosophers, for their part, to
shun theology completely, they would be forced to master on their own the contents of Christian faith, as has been the
case with some modern philosophers. Either way, the grounding principles of autonomy which every science rightly
wants guaranteed would be seriously threatened.

When it adopts this stance, philosophy, like theology, comes more directly under the authority of the Magisterium and
its discernment, because of the implications it has for the understanding of Revelation, as | have already explained. The
truths of faith make certain demands which philosophy must respect whenever it engages theology.

78.

It should be clear in the light of these reflections why the Magisterium has repeatedly acclaimed the merits of Saint
Thomas' thought and made him the guide and model for theological studies. This has not been in order to take a
position on properly philosophical questions nor to demand adherence to particular theses. The Magisterium's intention
has always been to show how Saint Thomas is an authentic model for all who seek the truth. In his thinking, the
demands of reason and the power of faith found the most elevated synthesis ever attained by human thought, for he
could defend the radical newness introduced by Revelation without ever demeaning the venture proper to reason.

79.

Developing further what the Magisterium before me has taught, | intend in this final section to point out certain
requirements which theology-and more fundamentaly still, the word of God itself-makes today of philosophical
thinking and contemporary philosophies. As | have already noted, philosophy must obey its own rules and be based
upon its own principles; truth, however, can only be one. The content of Revelation can never debase the discoveries
and legitimate autonomy of reason. Y et, conscious that it cannot set itself up as an absolute and exclusive value, reason
on its part must never lose its capacity to question and to be questioned. By virtue of the splendour emanating from
subsistent Being itself, revealed truth offers the fullness of light and will therefore illumine the path of philosophical
enquiry. In short, Christian Revelation becomes the true point of encounter and engagement between philosophical and
theological thinking in their reciprocal relationship. It isto be hoped therefore that theologians and philosophers will let
themselves be guided by the authority of truth alone so that there will emerge a philosophy consonant with the word of
God. Such a philosophy will be a place where Christian faith and human cultures may meet, a point of understanding
between believer and non-believer. It will help lead believersto a stronger conviction that faith grows deeper and more
authentic when it is wedded to thought and does not reject it. It is again the Fathers who teach us this: “To believe is
nothing other than to think with assent... Believers are also thinkers: in believing, they think and in thinking, they



believe... If faith does not think, it is nothing”.(95) And again: “If there is no assent, there is no faith, for without assent
one does not really believe’.(96)

CHAPTER VII
CURRENT REQUIREMENTS AND TASKS

The indispensabl e requirements of the word of God

80. In Sacred Scripture are found elements, both implicit and explicit, which allow avision of the human being and the
world which has exceptional philosophical density. Christians have come to an ever deeper awareness of the wealth to
be found in the sacred text. It is there that we learn that what we experience is not absolute: it is neither uncreated nor
self-generating. God aone is the Absolute. From the Bible there emerges also a vision of man as imago Dei. This
vision offers indications regarding man's life, his freedom and the immortality of the human spirit. Since the created
world is not self-sufficient, every illusion of autonomy which would deny the essential dependence on God of every
creature-the human being included-leads to dramatic situations which subvert the rational search for the harmony and
the meaning of human life.

The problem of moral evil-the most tragic of evil's forms-is also addressed in the Bible, which tells us that such evil
stems not from any material deficiency, but is a wound inflicted by the disordered exercise of human freedom. In the
end, the word of God poses the problem of the meaning of life and proffersits response in directing the human being to
Jesus Chrigt, the Incarnate Word of God, who is the perfect realization of human existence. A reading of the sacred text
would reveal other aspects of this problem; but what emerges clearly is the rejection of al forms of relativism,
materialism and pantheism.

The fundamental conviction of the “philosophy” found in the Bible is that the world and human life do have a meaning
and look towards their fulfilment, which comes in Jesus Christ. The mystery of the Incarnation will always remain the
central point of reference for an understanding of the enigma of human existence, the created world and God himself.
The challenge of this mystery pushes philosophy to its limits, as reason is summoned to make its own a logic which
brings down the walls within which it risks being confined. Yet only at this point does the meaning of life reach its
defining moment. The intimate essence of God and of the human being become intelligible: in the mystery of the
Incarnate Word, human nature and divine nature are safeguarded in all their autonomy, and at the same time the unique
bond which sets them together in mutuality without confusion of any kind is revealed.(97)

81. One of the most significant aspects of our current situation, it should be noted, is the “crisis of meaning”.
Perspectives on life and the world, often of a scientific temper, have so proliferated that we face an increasing
fragmentation of knowledge. This makes the search for meaning difficult and often fruitless. Indeed, still more
dramatically, in this maelstrom of data and facts in which we live and which seem to comprise the very fabric of life,
many people wonder whether it still makes sense to ask about meaning. The array of theories which vie to give an
answer, and the different ways of viewing and of interpreting the world and human life, serve only to aggravate this
radical doubt, which can easily lead to scepticism, indifference or to various forms of nihilism.

In consequence, the human spirit is often invaded by a kind of ambiguous thinking which leads it to an ever deepening
introversion, locked within the confines of its own immanence without reference of any kind to the transcendent. A
philosophy which no longer asks the question of the meaning of life would be in grave danger of reducing reason to
merely accessory functions, with no real passion for the search for truth.

To be consonant with the word of God, philosophy needs first of all to recover its sapiential dimension as a search for
the ultimate and overarching meaning of life. Thisfirst requirement isin fact most helpful in stimulating philosophy to
conform to its proper nature. In doing so, it will be not only the decisive critical factor which determines the
foundations and limits of the different fields of scientific learning, but will also take its place as the ultimate framework
of the unity of human knowledge and action, leading them to converge towards a final goal and meaning. This
sapiential dimension is all the more necessary today, because the immense expansion of humanity's technical capability
demands a renewed and sharpened sense of ultimate values. If this technology is not ordered to something greater than
amerely utilitarian end, then it could soon prove inhuman and even become potential destroyer of the human race.(98)
The word of God reveals the final destiny of men and women and provides a unifying explanation of al that they do in
the world. This is why it invites philosophy to engage in the search for the natural foundation of this meaning, which
corresponds to the religious impulse innate in every person. A philosophy denying the possibility of an ultimate and
overarching meaning would be not only ill-adapted to its task, but false.

82. Yet this sapiential function could not be performed by a philosophy which was not itself a true and authentic
knowledge, addressed, that is, not only to particular and subordinate aspects of reality-functional, formal or utilitarian-
but to its total and definitive truth, to the very being of the object which is known. This prompts a second requirement:
that philosophy verify the human capacity to know the truth, to come to a knowledge which can reach objective truth
by means of that adaequatio rei et intellectus to which the Scholastic Doctors referred.(99) This requirement, proper to
faith, was explicitly reaffirmed by the Second Vatican Council: “Intelligence is not confined to observable data alone.



It can with genuine certitude attain to reality itself as knowable, though in consequence of sin that certitude is partially
obscured and weakened”. (100)

A radically phenomenalist or relativist philosophy would be ill-adapted to help in the deeper exploration of the riches
found in the word of God. Sacred Scripture always assumes that the individual, even if guilty of duplicity and
mendacity, can know and grasp the clear and simple truth. The Bible, and the New Testament in particular, contains
texts and statements which have a genuinely ontological content. The inspired authors intended to formulate true
statements, capable, that is, of expressing objective redlity. It cannot be said that the Catholic tradition erred when it
took certain texts of Saint John and Saint Paul to be statements about the very being of Christ. In seeking to understand
and explain these statements, theology needs therefore the contribution of a philosophy which does not disavow the
possibility of a knowledge which is objectively true, even if not perfect. This applies equally to the judgements of
moral conscience, which Sacred Scripture considers capable of being objectively true. (101)

83. The two requirements already stipulated imply athird: the need for a philosophy of genuinely metaphysical range,
capable, that is, of transcending empirical data in order to attain something absolute, ultimate and foundational in its
search for truth. This requirement is implicit in sapiential and analytical knowledge alike; and in particular it is a
requirement for knowing the moral good, which has its ultimate foundation in the Supreme Good, God himself. Here |
do not mean to speak of metaphysics in the sense of a specific school or a particular historical current of thought. |
want only to state that reality and truth do transcend the factual and the empirical, and to vindicate the human being's
capacity to know this transcendent and metaphysical dimension in a way that is true and certain, albeit imperfect and
analogical. In this sense, metaphysics should not be seen as an aternative to anthropology, since it is metaphysics
which makes it possible to ground the concept of personal dignity in virtue of their spiritual nature. In a special way,
the person constitutes a privileged locus for the encounter with being, and hence with metaphysical enquiry.

Wherever men and women discover a call to the absolute and transcendent, the metaphysical dimension of reality
opens up before them: in truth, in beauty, in moral values, in other persons, in being itself, in God. We face a great
challenge at the end of this millennium to move from phenomenon to foundation, a step as necessary asit is urgent. We
cannot stop short at experience alone; even if experience does revea the human being's interiority and spirituality,
speculative thinking must penetrate to the spiritual core and the ground from which it rises. Therefore, a philosophy
which shuns metaphysics would be radically unsuited to the task of mediation in the understanding of Revelation.

The word of God refers constantly to things which transcend human experience and even human thought; but this
“mystery” could not be revealed, nor could theology render it in some way intelligible, (102) were human knowledge
limited strictly to the world of sense experience. Metaphysics thus plays an essentia role of mediation in theological
research. A theology without a metaphysical horizon could not move beyond an analysis of religious experience, nor
would it allow the intellectus fidel to give a coherent account of the universal and transcendent value of revealed truth.
If | insist so strongly on the metaphysical element, it is because | am convinced that it is the path to be taken in order to
move beyond the crisis pervading large sectors of philosophy at the moment, and thus to correct certain mistaken
modes of behaviour now widespread in our society.

84. The importance of metaphysics becomes still more evident if we consider current developments in hermeneutics
and the analysis of language. The results of such studies can be very helpful for the understanding of faith, since they
bring to light the structure of our thought and speech and the meaning which language bears. However, some scholars
working in these fields tend to stop short at the question of how reality is understood and expressed, without going
further to see whether reason can discover its essence. How can we fail to see in such aframe of mind the confirmation
of our present crisis of confidence in the powers of reason? When, on the basis of preconceived assumptions, these
positions tend to obscure the contents of faith or to deny their universal validity, then not only do they abase reason but
in so doing they also disqualify themselves. Faith clearly presupposes that human language is capable of expressing
divine and transcendent reality in a universal way-analogicaly, it istrue, but no less meaningfully for that. (103) Were
this not so, the word of God, which is aways a divine word in human language, would not be capable of saying
anything about God. The interpretation of this word cannot merely keep referring us to one interpretation after another,
without ever leading us to a statement which is simply true; otherwise there would be no Revelation of God, but only
the expression of human notions about God and about what God presumably thinks of us.

85. | am well aware that these regquirements which the word of God imposes upon philosophy may seem daunting to
many people involved in philosophical research today. Y et this is why, taking up what has been taught repeatedly by
the Popes for severa generations and reaffirmed by the Second Vatican Council itself, | wish to reaffirm strongly the
conviction that the human being can come to a unified and organic vision of knowledge. This is one of the tasks which
Christian thought will have to take up through the next millennium of the Christian era. The segmentation of
knowledge, with its splintered approach to truth and consequent fragmentation of meaning, keeps people today from
coming to an interior unity. How could the Church not be concerned by this? It is the Gospel which imposes this
sapiential task directly upon her Pastors, and they cannot shrink from their duty to undertake it.

| believe that those philosophers who wish to respond today to the demands which the word of God makes on human
thinking should develop their thought on the basis of these postulates and in organic continuity with the great tradition
which, beginning with the ancients, passes through the Fathers of the Church and the masters of Scholasticism and
includes the fundamental achievements of modern and contemporary thought. If philosophers can take their place



within this tradition and draw their inspiration from it, they will certainly not fail to respect philosophy's demand for
autonomy.

In the present situation, therefore, it is most significant that some philosophers are promoting a recovery of the
determining role of this tradition for aright approach to knowledge. The appeal to tradition is not a mere remembrance
of the pagt; it involves rather the recognition of a cultural heritage which belongs to all of humanity. Indeed it may be
said that it is we who belong to the tradition and that it is not ours to dispose of at will. Precisely by being rooted in the
tradition will we be able today to develop for the future an original, new and constructive mode of thinking. This same
appeal is al the more valid for theology. Not only because theology has the living Tradition of the Church as its
origina source, (104) but also because, in virtue of this, it must be able to recover both the profound theological
tradition of earlier times and the enduring tradition of that philosophy which by dint of its authentic wisdom can
transcend the boundaries of space and time.

86. This insistence on the need for a close relationship of continuity between contemporary philosophy and the
philosophy developed in the Christian tradition is intended to avert the danger which lies hidden in some currents of
thought which are especially prevalent today. It is appropriate, | think, to review them, however briefly, in order to
point out their errors and the consequent risks for philosophical work.

The first goes by the name of eclecticism, by which is meant the approach of those who, in research, teaching and
argumentation, even in theology, tend to use individual ideas drawn from different philosophies, without concern for
their internal coherence, their place within a system or their historical context. They therefore run the risk of being
unable to distinguish the part of truth of a given doctrine from elements of it which may be erroneous or ill-suited to the
task at hand. An extreme form of eclecticism appears aso in the rhetorical misuse of philosophical terms to which
some theologians are given at times. Such manipulation does not help the search for truth and does not train reason-
whether theological or philosophical-to formulate arguments seriously and scientifically. The rigorous and far-reaching
study of philosophical doctrines, their particular terminology and the context in which they arose, helps to overcome
the danger of eclecticism and makes it possible to integrate them into theological discourse in away appropriate to the
task.

87.

Eclecticism is an error of method, but lying hidden within it can also be the claims of historicism. To understand a
doctrine from the past correctly, it is necessary to set it within its proper historical and cultural context. The
fundamental claim of historicism, however, is that the truth of a philosophy is determined on the basis of its
appropriateness to a certain period and a certain historical purpose. At least implicitly, therefore, the enduring validity
of truth is denied. What was true in one period, historicists claim, may not be true in another. Thus for them the history
of thought becomes little more than an archeological resource useful for illustrating positions once held, but for the
most part outmoded and meaningless now. On the contrary, it should not be forgotten that, even if a formulation is
bound in some way by time and culture, the truth or the error which it expresses can invariably be identified and
evaluated as such despite the distance of space and time.

In theological enquiry, historicism tends to appear for the most part under the guise of “modernism”. Rightly concerned
to make theological discourse relevant and understandable to our time, some theologians use only the most recent
opinions and philosophical language, ignoring the critical evaluation which ought to be made of them in the light of the
tradition. By exchanging relevance for truth, this form of modernism shows itself incapable of satisfying the demands
of truth to which theology is called to respond.

88.

Another threat to be reckoned with is scientism. This is the philosophical notion which refuses to admit the validity of
forms of knowledge other than those of the positive sciences; and it relegates religious, theological, ethical and
aesthetic knowledge to the realm of mere fantasy. In the past, the same idea emerged in positivism and neo-positivism,
which considered metaphysical statements to be meaningless. Critical epistemology has discredited such a claim, but
now we see it revived in the new guise of scientism, which dismisses values as mere products of the emotions and
rejects the notion of being in order to clear the way for pure and simple facticity. Science would thus be poised to
dominate all aspects of human life through technological progress. The undeniable triumphs of scientific research and
contemporary technology have helped to propagate a scientistic outlook, which now seems boundless, given its inroads
into different cultures and the radical changesit has brought.

Regrettably, it must be noted, scientism consigns all that has to do with the question of the meaning of life to the realm
of the irrational or imaginary. No less disappointing is the way in which it approaches the other great problems of
philosophy which, if they are not ignored, are subjected to analyses based on superficial analogies, lacking all rational
foundation. This leads to the impoverishment of human thought, which no longer addresses the ultimate problems
which the human being, as the animal rationale, has pondered constantly from the beginning of time. And since it
leaves no space for the critique offered by ethical judgement, the scientistic mentality has succeeded in leading many to
think that if something istechnically possibleit istherefore morally admissible.

89.

No less dangerous is pragmatism, an attitude of mind which, in making its choices, precludes theoretica
considerations or judgements based on ethical principles. The practical consequences of this mode of thinking are



significant. In particular there is growing support for a concept of democracy which is not grounded upon any reference
to unchanging values: whether or not a line of action is admissible is decided by the vote of a parliamentary majority.

(105) The consequences of this are clear: in practice, the great moral decisions of humanity are subordinated to
decisions taken one after another by institutional agencies. Moreover, anthropology itself is severely compromised by a
one-dimensional vision of the human being, a vision which excludes the great ethical dilemmas and the existential
analyses of the meaning of suffering and sacrifice, of life and death.

90.

The positions we have examined lead in turn to a more general conception which appears today as the common
framework of many philosophies which have rejected the meaningfulness of being. | am referring to the nihilist
interpretation, which is at once the denial of all foundations and the negation of all objective truth. Quite apart from the
fact that it conflicts with the demands and the content of the word of God, nihilism is a denial of the humanity and of
the very identity of the human being. It should never be forgotten that the neglect of being inevitably leads to losing
touch with objective truth and therefore with the very ground of human dignity. Thisin turn makes it possible to erase
from the countenance of man and woman the marks of their likeness to God, and thus to lead them little by little either
to a destructive will to power or to a solitude without hope. Once the truth is denied to human beings, it is pureillusion
to try to set them free. Truth and freedom either go together hand in hand or together they perish in misery. (106)

91.

In discussing these currents of thought, it has not been my intention to present a complete picture of the present state of
philosophy, which would, in any case, be difficult to reduce to a unified vision. And | certainly wish to stress that our
heritage of knowledge and wisdom has indeed been enriched in different fields. We need only cite logic, the philosophy
of language, epistemology, the philosophy of nature, anthropology, the more penetrating analysis of the affective
dimensions of knowledge and the existential approach to the analysis of freedom. Since the last century, however, the
affirmation of the principle of immanence, central to the rationalist argument, has provoked a radical regquestioning of
claims once thought indisputable. In response, currents of irrationalism arose, even as the baselessness of the demand
that reason be absolutely self-grounded was being critically demonstrated.

Our age has been termed by some thinkers the age of “postmodernity”. Often used in very different contexts, the term
designates the emergence of a complex of new factors which, widespread and powerful as they are, have shown
themselves able to produce important and lasting changes. The term was first used with reference to aesthetic, social
and technological phenomena. It was then transposed into the philosophical field, but has remained somewhat
ambiguous, both because judgement on what is called “postmodern” is sometimes positive and sometimes negative,
and because there is as yet no consensus on the delicate question of the demarcation of the different historical periods.
One thing however is certain: the currents of thought which claim to be postmodern merit appropriate attention.
According to some of them, the time of certainties is irrevocably past, and the human being must now learn to livein a
horizon of total absence of meaning, where everything is provisional and ephemeral. In their destructive critique of
every certitude, several authors have failed to make crucial distinctions and have called into question the certitudes of
faith.

This nihilism has been justified in a sense by the terrible experience of evil which has marked our age. Such a dramatic
experience has ensured the collapse of rationalist optimism, which viewed history as the triumphant progress of reason,
the source of all happiness and freedom; and now, at the end of this century, one of our greatest threats is the
temptation to despair.

Even so, it remains true that a certain positivist cast of mind continues to nurture the illusion that, thanks to scientific
and technical progress, man and woman may live as a demiurge, single-handedly and completely taking charge of their
destiny.

Current tasks for theology

92. As an understanding of Revelation, theology has aways had to respond in different historical moments to the
demands of different cultures, in order then to mediate the content of faith to those cultures in a coherent and
conceptually clear way. Today, too, theology faces a dual task. On the one hand, it must be increasingly committed to
the task entrusted to it by the Second Vatican Council, the task of renewing its specific methods in order to serve
evangelization more effectively. How can we fail to recall in this regard the words of Pope John XXII1 at the opening
of the Council? He said then: “In line with the keen expectation of those who sincerely love the Christian, Catholic and
apostolic religion, this doctrine must be known more widely and deeply, and souls must be instructed and formed in it
more completely; and this certain and unchangeable doctrine, always to be faithfully respected, must be understood
more profoundly and presented in away which meets the needs of our time”. (107)

On the other hand, theology must look to the ultimate truth which Revelation entrusts to it, never content to stop short
of that goal. Theologians should remember that their work corresponds “to a dynamism found in the faith itself” and
that the proper object of their enquiry is “the Truth which is the living God and his plan for salvation revealed in Jesus
Christ”. (108) This task, which is theology's prime concern, challenges philosophy as well. The array of problems



which today need to be tackled demands a joint effort-approached, it is true, with different methods-so that the truth
may once again be known and expressed. The Truth, which is Christ, imposes itself as an all-embracing authority
which holds out to theology and philosophy alike the prospect of support, stimulation and increase (cf. Eph 4:15).

To believe it possible to know a universally valid truth isin no way to encourage intolerance; on the contrary, it is the
essential condition for sincere and authentic dialogue between persons. On this basis alone is it possible to overcome
divisions and to journey together towards full truth, walking those paths known only to the Spirit of the Risen Lord.
(109) | wish at this point to indicate the specific form which the call to unity now takes, given the current tasks of
theology.

93.

The chief purpose of theology is to provide an understanding of Revelation and the content of faith. The very heart of
theological enquiry will thus be the contemplation of the mystery of the Triune God. The approach to this mystery
begins with reflection upon the mystery of the Incarnation of the Son of God: his coming as man, his going to his
Passion and Death, a mystery issuing into his glorious Resurrection and Ascension to the right hand of the Father,
whence he would send the Spirit of truth to bring his Church to birth and give her growth. From this vantage-point, the
prime commitment of theology is seen to be the understanding of God's kenosis, a grand and mysterious truth for the
human mind, which finds it inconceivable that suffering and death can express a love which gives itself and seeks
nothing in return. In thislight, a careful analysis of texts emerges as a basic and urgent need: first the texts of Scripture,
and then those which express the Church's living Tradition. On this score, some problems have emerged in recent
times, problems which are only partially new; and a coherent solution to them will not be found without philosophy's
contribution.

9.

Aninitial problem is that of the relationship between meaning and truth. Like every other text, the sources which the
theologian interprets primarily transmit a meaning which needs to be grasped and explained. This meaning presents
itself as the truth about God which God himself communicates through the sacred text. Human language thus embodies
the language of God, who communicates his own truth with that wonderful “condescension” which mirrors the logic of
the Incarnation. (110) In interpreting the sources of Revelation, then, the theologian needs to ask what is the deep and
authentic truth which the texts wish to communicate, even within the limits of language.

The truth of the biblical texts, and of the Gospels in particular, is certainly not restricted to the narration of simple
historical events or the statement of neutral facts, as historicist positivism would claim. (111)

Beyond simple historical occurrence, the truth of the events which these texts relate lies rather in the meaning they have
in and for the history of salvation. This truth is elaborated fully in the Church's constant reading of these texts over the
centuries, a reading which preserves intact their original meaning. There is a pressing need, therefore, that the
relationship between fact and meaning, a relationship which constitutes the specific sense of history, be examined also
from the philosophical point of view.

95.

The word of God is not addressed to any one people or to any one period of history. Similarly, dogmatic statements,
while reflecting at times the culture of the period in which they were defined, formulate an unchanging and ultimate
truth. This prompts the question of how one can reconcile the absoluteness and the universality of truth with the
unavoidable historical and cultural conditioning of the formulas which express that truth. The claims of historicism, |
noted earlier, are untenable; but the use of a hermeneutic open to the appeal of metaphysics can show how it is possible
to move from the historical and contingent circumstances in which the texts developed to the truth which they express,
atruth transcending those circumstances.

Human language may be conditioned by history and constricted in other ways, but the human being can still express
truths which surpass the phenomenon of language. Truth can never be confined to time and culture; in history it is
known, but it aso reaches beyond history.

96.

To see this is to glimpse the solution of another problem: the problem of the enduring validity of the conceptual
language used in Conciliar definitions. This is a question which my revered predecessor Pius XII addressed in his
Encyclical Letter Humani Generis. (112)

Thisis a complex theme to ponder, since one must reckon seriously with the meaning which words assume in different
times and cultures. Nonetheless, the history of thought shows that across the range of cultures and their development
certain basic concepts retain their universal epistemological value and thus retain the truth of the propositions in which
they are expressed. (113) Were this not the case, philosophy and the sciences could not communicate with each other,
nor could they find a place in cultures different from those in which they were conceived and developed. The
hermeneutical problem exists, to be sure; but it is not insoluble. Moreover, the objective value of many concepts does
not exclude that their meaning is often imperfect. This is where philosophical speculation can be very helpful. We may
hope, then, that philosophy will be especially concerned to deepen the understanding of the relationship between
conceptual language and truth, and to propose ways which will lead to aright understanding of that relationship.

97.



The interpretation of sources is a vital task for theology; but another still more delicate and demanding task is the
understanding of revealed truth, or the articulation of the intellectus fidei. The intellectus fidei, as | have noted,
demands the contribution of a philosophy of being which first of all would enable dogmatic theology to perform its
functions appropriately. The dogmatic pragmatism of the early years of this century, which viewed the truths of faith as
nothing more than rules of conduct, has already been refuted and rejected; (114) but the temptation always remains of
understanding these truths in purely functional terms. This leads only to an approach which isinadequate, reductive and
superficial at the level of speculation. A Christology, for example, which proceeded solely “from below”, as is said
nowadays, or an ecclesiology devel oped solely on the model of civil society, would be hard pressed to avoid the danger
of such reductionism.

If the intellectus fidei wishes to integrate all the wealth of the theological tradition, it must turn to the philosophy of
being, which should be able to propose anew the problem of being-and this in harmony with the demands and insights
of the entire philosophical tradition, including philosophy of more recent times, without lapsing into sterile repetition of
antiquated formulas. Set within the Christian metaphysical tradition, the philosophy of being is a dynamic philosophy
which viewsreality inits ontological, causal and communicative structures. It is strong and enduring because it is based
upon the very act of being itself, which allows a full and comprehensive openness to readlity as a whole, surpassing
every limit in order to reach the One who brings all things to fulfilment. (115) In theology, which draws its principles
from Revelation as a new source of knowledge, this perspective is confirmed by the intimate relationship which exists
between faith and metaphysical reasoning.

98.

These considerations apply equally to moral theology. It is no less urgent that philosophy be recovered at the point
where the understanding of faith is linked to the moral life of believers. Faced with contemporary challenges in the
social, economic, political and scientific fields, the ethical conscience of people is disoriented. In the Encyclical Letter
Veritatis Splendor, | wrote that many of the problems of the contemporary world stem from a crisis of truth. | noted
that “once the idea of a universal truth about the good, knowable by human reason, is lost, inevitably the notion of
conscience also changes. Conscience is no longer considered in its prime redlity as an act of a person'sintelligence, the
function of which isto apply the universal knowledge of the good in a specific situation and thus to express a judgment
about the right conduct to be chosen here and now. Instead, there is a tendency to grant to the individual conscience the
prerogative of independently determining the criteria of good and evil and then acting accordingly. Such an outlook is
quite congenial to an individualist ethic, wherein each individual is faced with his own truth different from the truth of
others’. (116)

Throughout the Encyclical | underscored clearly the fundamental role of truth in the moral field. In the case of the more
pressing ethical problems, this truth demands of moral theology a careful enquiry rooted unambiguously in the word of
God. In order to fulfil its mission, moral theology must turn to a philosophical ethics which looks to the truth of the
good, to an ethics which is neither subjectivist nor utilitarian. Such an ethics implies and presupposes a philosophical
anthropology and a metaphysics of the good. Drawing on this organic vision, linked necessarily to Christian holiness
and to the practice of the human and supernatural virtues, moral theology will be able to tackle the various problemsin
its competence, such as peace, social justice, the family, the defence of life and the natural environment, in a more
appropriate and effective way.

99.

Theological work in the Church is first of al at the service of the proclamation of the faith and of catechesis. (117)
Proclamation or kerygma is a call to conversion, announcing the truth of Christ, which reaches its summit in his
Paschal Mystery: for only in Christ isit possible to know the fullness of the truth which saves (cf. Acts 4:12; 1 Tm 2:4-
6).

In this respect, it is easy to see why, in addition to theology, reference to catechesis is al'so important, since catechesis
has philosophical implications which must be explored more deeply in the light of faith. The teaching imparted in
catechesis helps to form the person. As a mode of linguistic communication, catechesis must present the Church's
doctrine in its integrity, (118) demonstrating its link with the life of the faithful. (119) The result is a unique bond
between teaching and living which is otherwise unattainable, since what is communicated in catechesisis not a body of
conceptua truths, but the mystery of the living God. (120)

Philosophical enquiry can help greatly to clarify the relationship between truth and life, between event and doctrinal
truth, and above all between transcendent truth and humanly comprehensible language. (121) This involves a
reciprocity between the theological disciplines and the insights drawn from the various strands of philosophy; and such
areciprocity can prove genuinely fruitful for the communication and deeper understanding of the faith.

CONCLUSION

100.

More than a hundred years after the appearance of Pope Leo Xlll's Encyclical Aterni Patris, to which | have often
referred in these pages, | have sensed the need to revisit in a more systematic way the issue of the relationship between
faith and philosophy. The importance of philosophical thought in the development of culture and its influence on



patterns of personal and social behaviour is there for al to see. In addition, philosophy exercises a powerful, though not
always obvious, influence on theology and its disciplines. For these reasons, | have judged it appropriate and necessary
to emphasize the value of philosophy for the understanding of the faith, as well as the limits which philosophy faces
when it neglects or rgjects the truths of Revelation. The Church remains profoundly convinced that faith and reason
“mutually support each other”; (122) each influences the other, as they offer to each other a purifying critique and a
stimulus to pursue the search for deeper understanding.

101.

A survey of the history of thought, especially in the West, shows clearly that the encounter between philosophy and
theology and the exchange of their respective insights have contributed richly to the progress of humanity. Endowed as
it is with an openness and originality which alow it to stand as the science of faith, theology has certainly challenged
reason to remain open to the radical newness found in God's Revelation; and this has been an undoubted boon for
philosophy which has thus glimpsed new vistas of further meanings which reason is summoned to penetrate.

Precisely in the light of this consideration, and just as | have reaffirmed theology's duty to recover its true relationship
with philosophy, | feel equally bound to stress how right it is that, for the benefit and development of human thought,
philosophy too should recover its relationship with theology. In theology, philosophy will find not the thinking of a
single person which, however rich and profound, till entails the limited perspective of an individual, but the wealth of
acommunal reflection. For by its very nature, theology is sustained in the search for truth by its ecclesial context (123)
and by the tradition of the People of God, with its harmony of many different fields of learning and culture within the
unity of faith.

102.

Insisting on the importance and true range of philosophical thought, the Church promotes both the defence of human
dignity and the proclamation of the Gospel message. There is today no more urgent preparation for the performance of
these tasks than this: to lead people to discover both their capacity to know the truth (124) and their yearning for the
ultimate and definitive meaning of life. In the light of these profound needs, inscribed by God in human nature, the
human and humanizing meaning of God's word aso emerges more clearly. Through the mediation of a philosophy
which is aso true wisdom, people today will come to realize that their humanity is all the more affirmed the more they
entrust themselves to the Gospel and open themselves to Christ.

103.

Philosophy moreover is the mirror which reflects the culture of a people. A philosophy which responds to the
challenge of theology's demands and evolves in harmony with faith is part of that “evangelization of culture’” which
Paul VI proposed as one of the fundamental goals of evangelization.

(125) | have unstintingly recalled the pressing need for a new evangelization; and | appea now to philosophers to
explore more comprehensively the dimensions of the true, the good and the beautiful to which the word of God gives
access. This task becomes all the more urgent if we consider the challenges which the new millennium seems to entail,
and which affect in a particular way regions and cultures which have along-standing Christian tradition. This attention
to philosophy too should be seen as a fundamental and original contribution in service of the new evangelization.

104.

Philosophical thought is often the only ground for understanding and dialogue with those who do not share our faith.
The current ferment in philosophy demands of believing philosophers an attentive and competent commitment, able to
discern the expectations, the points of openness and the key issues of this historical moment. Reflecting in the light of
reason and in keeping with its rules, and guided always by the deeper understanding given them by the word of God,
Christian philosophers can develop a reflection which will be both comprehensible and appealing to those who do not
yet grasp the full truth which divine Revelation declares. Such a ground for understanding and dialogue is all the more
vital nowadays, since the most pressing issues facing humanity-ecology, peace and the co-existence of different races
and cultures, for instance-may possibly find a solution if there is a clear and honest collaboration between Christians
and the followers of other religions and all those who, while not sharing a religious belief, have at heart the renewal of
humanity. The Second Vatican Council said as much: “For our part, the desire for such dialogue, undertaken solely out
of love for the truth and with all due prudence, excludes no one, neither those who cultivate the values of the human
spirit while not yet acknowledging their Source, nor those who are hostile to the Church and persecute her in various
ways’. (126) A philosophy in which there shines even a glimmer of the truth of Christ, the one definitive answer to
humanity's problems, (127) will provide a potent underpinning for the true and planetary ethics which the world now
needs.

105.

In concluding this Encyclical Letter, my thoughts turn particularly to theologians, encouraging them to pay special
attention to the philosophical implications of the word of God and to be sure to reflect in their work al the speculative
and practical breadth of the science of theology. | wish to thank them for their service to the Church. The intimate bond
between theological and philosophical wisdom is one of the Christian tradition's most distinctive treasures in the
exploration of revealed truth. Thisiswhy | urge them to recover and express to the full the metaphysical dimension of
truth in order to enter into a demanding critical dialogue with both contemporary philosophical thought and with the
philosophical tradition in all its aspects, whether consonant with the word of God or not. Let theologians aways



remember the words of that great master of thought and spirituality, Saint Bonaventure, who in introducing his
Itinerarium Mentis in Deum invites the reader to recognize the inadequacy of “reading without repentance, knowledge
without devation, research without the impulse of wonder, prudence without the ability to surrender to joy, action
divorced from religion, learning sundered from love, intelligence without humility, study unsustained by divine grace,
thought without the wisdom inspired by God”. (128)

| am thinking too of those responsible for priestly formation, whether academic or pastoral. | encourage them to pay
specia attention to the philosophical preparation of those who will proclaim the Gospel to the men and women of today
and, even more, of those who will devote themselves to theological research and teaching. They must make every effort
to carry out their work in the light of the directives laid down by the Second Vatican Council (129) and subsequent
legislation, which speak clearly of the urgent and binding obligation, incumbent on all, to contribute to a genuine and
profound communication of the truths of the faith. The grave responsibility to provide for the appropriate training of
those charged with teaching philosophy both in seminaries and ecclesiastical faculties must not be neglected. (130)
Teaching in this field necessarily entails a suitable scholarly preparation, a systematic presentation of the great heritage
of the Christian tradition and due discernment in the light of the current needs of the Church and the world.

106.

| appeal aso to philosophers, and to al teachers of philosophy, asking them to have the courage to recover, in the flow
of an enduringly valid philosophical tradition, the range of authentic wisdom and truth-metaphysical truth included-
which is proper to philosophical enquiry. They should be open to the impelling questions which arise from the word of
God and they should be strong enough to shape their thought and discussion in response to that challenge. Let them
always strive for truth, aert to the good which truth contains. Then they will be able to formulate the genuine ethics
which humanity needs so urgently at this particular time. The Church follows the work of philosophers with interest
and appreciation; and they should rest assured of her respect for the rightful autonomy of their discipline. | would want
especialy to encourage believers working in the philosophical field to illumine the range of human activity by the
exercise of areason which grows more penetrating and assured because of the support it receives from faith.

Finaly, | cannot fail to address aword to scientists, whose research offers an ever greater knowledge of the universe as
awhole and of the incredibly rich array of its component parts, animate and inanimate, with their complex atomic and
molecular structures. So far has science come, especially in this century, that its achievements never cease to amaze us.
In expressing my admiration and in offering encouragement to these brave pioneers of scientific research, to whom
humanity owes so much of its current development, | would urge them to continue their efforts without ever
abandoning the sapiential horizon within which scientific and technological achievements are wedded to the
philosophical and ethical values which are the distinctive and indelible mark of the human person. Scientists are well
aware that “the search for truth, even when it concerns a finite reality of the world or of man, is never-ending, but
always points beyond to something higher than the immediate object of study, to the questions which give access to
Mystery”. (131)

107.

| ask everyone to look more deeply at man, whom Christ has saved in the mystery of hislove, and at the human being's
unceasing search for truth and meaning. Different philosophical systems have lured people into believing that they are
their own absolute master, able to decide their own destiny and future in complete autonomy, trusting only in
themselves and their own powers. But this can never be the grandeur of the human being, who can find fulfilment only
in choosing to enter the truth, to make a home under the shade of Wisdom and dwell there. Only within this horizon of
truth will people understand their freedom in its fullness and their call to know and love God as the supreme realization
of their true self.

108.

| turn in the end to the woman whom the prayer of the Church invokes as Seat of Wisdom, and whose life itself is a
true parable illuminating the reflection contained in these pages. For between the vocation of the Blessed Virgin and
the vocation of true philosophy there is a deep harmony. Just as the Virgin was called to offer herself entirely as human
being and as woman that God's Word might take flesh and come among us, so too philosophy is called to offer its
rational and critical resources that theology, as the understanding of faith, may be fruitful and creative. And just asin
giving her assent to Gabriel's word, Mary lost nothing of her true humanity and freedom, so too when philosophy heeds
the summons of the Gospel's truth its autonomy is in no way impaired. Indeed, it is then that philosophy sees all its
enquiries rise to their highest expression. This was a truth which the holy monks of Christian antiquity understood well
when they called Mary “the table at which faith sitsin thought”. (132) In her they saw alucid image of true philosophy
and they were convinced of the need to philosophari in Maria.

May Mary, Seat of Wisdom, be a sure haven for all who devote their lives to the search for wisdom. May their journey
into wisdom, sure and final goal of all true knowing, be freed of every hindrance by the intercession of the one who, in
giving birth to the Truth and treasuring it in her heart, has shared it forever with al the world.

Given in Rome, at Saint Peter's, on 14 September, the Feast of the Triumph of the Cross, in the year 1998, the twentieth
of my Pontificate.
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On commitment to Ecumenism 1995.05.25
INTRODUCTION

1. Ut unum sint! The call for Christian unity made by the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council with such impassioned
commitment is finding an ever greater echo in the hearts of believers, especialy as the Year 2000 approaches, a year
which Christians will celebrate as a sacred Jubilee, the commemoration of the Incarnation of the Son of God, who
became man in order to save humanity.

The courageous witness of so many martyrs of our century, including members of Churches and Ecclesial
Communities not in full communion with the Catholic Church, gives new vigour to the Council's call and reminds us of
our duty to listen to and put into practice its exhortation. These brothers and sisters of ours, united in the selfless
offering of their lives for the Kingdom of God, are the most powerful proof that every factor of division can be
transcended and overcome in the total gift of self for the sake of the Gospel.

Christ calls al his disciples to unity. My earnest desire is to renew this cal today, to propose it once more with
determination, repeating what | said at the Roman Colosseum on Good Friday 1994, at the end of the meditation on the
Via Crucis prepared by my Venerable Brother Bartholomew, the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople. There |
stated that believers in Christ, united in following in the footsteps of the martyrs, cannot remain divided. If they wish
truly and effectively to oppose the world's tendency to reduce to

powerlessness the Mystery of Redemption, they must profess together the same truth about the Cross. 1 The Cross! An
anti-Christian outlook seeks to minimize the Cross, to empty it of its meaning, and to deny that in it man has the source
of hisnew life. It claims that the Crossis unable to provide either vision or hope. Man, it says, is nothing but an earthly
being, who must live asif God did not exist.

2. No one is unaware of the challenge which all this poses to believers. They cannot fail to meet this challenge. Indeed,
how could they refuse to do everything possible, with God's help, to break down the walls of division and distrust, to
overcome obstacles and prejudices which thwart the proclamation of the Gospel of salvation in the Cross of Jesus, the
one Redeemer of man, of every individual?

| thank the Lord that he has led us to make progress along the path of unity and communion between Christians, a path
difficult but so full of joy. Interconfessional dialogues at the theological level have produced positive and tangible
results: this encourages us to move forward.

Nevertheless, besides the doctrina differences needing to be resolved, Christians cannot underestimate the burden of
long-standing misgivings inherited from the past, and of mutual misunderstandings and prejudices. Complacency,
indifference and insufficient knowledge of one another often make this situation worse. Consequently, the commitment
to ecumenism must be based upon the conversion of hearts and upon prayer, which will also lead to the necessary
purification of past memories. With the grace of the Holy Spirit, the Lord's disciples, inspired by love, by the power of
the truth and by a sincere desire for mutual forgiveness and reconciliation, are called to re-examine together their
painful past and the hurt which that past regrettably continues to provoke even today. All together, they are invited by
the ever fresh power of the Gospel to acknowledge with sincere and total objectivity the mistakes made and the
contingent factors at work at the origins of their deplorable divisions. What is needed is a cam, clear-sighted and
truthful vision of things, a vision enlivened by divine mercy and capable of freeing people's minds and of inspiring in
everyone a renewed willingness, precisaly with a view to proclaiming the Gospel to the men and women of every
people and nation.

3. At the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church committed herself irrevocably to following the path of the
ecumenical venture, thus heeding the Spirit of the Lord, who teaches people to interpret carefully the "signs of the
times'. The experiences of these years have made the Church even more profoundly aware of her identity and her
mission in history. The Catholic Church acknowledges and confesses the weaknesses of her members, conscious that
their sins are so many betrayals of and obstacles to the accomplishment of the Saviour's plan. Because she feels hersel f
constantly called to be renewed in the spirit of the Gospel, she does not cease to do penance. At the same time, she
acknowledges and exalts still more the power of the Lord, who fills her with the gift of holiness, leads her forward, and
conforms her to his Passion and Resurrection.

Taught by the events of her history, the Church is committed to freeing herself from every purely human support, in
order to live in depth the Gospel law of the Beatitudes. Conscious that the truth does not impose itself except "by virtue
of its own truth, as it makes its entrance into the mind at once quietly and with

power", 2 she seeks nothing for herself but the freedom to proclaim the Gospel. Indeed, her authority is exercised in the
service of truth and charity.



| myself intend to promote every suitable initiative aimed at making the witness of the entire Catholic community
understood in its full purity and consistency, especialy considering the engagement which awaits the Church at the
threshold of the new Millennium. That will be an exceptional occasion, in view of

which she asks the Lord to increase the unity of all Christians until they reach full communion.3 The present Encyclical
Letter is meant as a contribution to this most noble goal. Essentially pastoral in character, it seeks to encourage the
efforts of all who work for the cause of unity.

4. Thisis a specific duty of the Bishop of Rome as the Successor of the Apostle Peter. | carry out this duty with the
profound conviction that | am obeying the Lord, and with a clear sense of my own human frailty. Indeed, if Christ
himself gave Peter this special mission in the Church and exhorted him to strengthen his brethren, he also made clear to
him his human weakness and his special need of conversion: "And when you have turned again, strengthen your
brethren" (Lk 22:32). It is precisely in Peter's human weakness that it becomes fully clear that the Pope, in order to
carry out this special ministry in the Church, depends totally on the Lord's grace and prayer: "I have prayed for you that
your faith may not fail" (Lk 22:32). The conversion of Peter and that of his Successors is upheld by the very prayer of
the Redeemer, and the Church constantly makes this petition her own. In our ecumenical age, marked by the Second
Vatican Council, the mission of the Bishop of Rome is particularly directed to recalling the need for full communion
among Christ's disciples.

The Bishop of Rome himself must fervently make his own Christ's prayer for that conversion which is indispensable
for "Peter" to be able to serve his brethren. | earnestly invite the faithful of the Catholic Church and all Christians to
sharein this prayer. May al join mein praying for this conversion!

We know that during her earthly pilgrimage the Church has suffered and will continue to suffer opposition and
persecution. But the hope which sustains her is unshakable, just as the joy which flows from this hope is indestructible.
In effect, the firm and enduring rock upon which sheis founded is Jesus Christ, her Lord.

CHAPTER| -THE CATHOLIC CHURCH'S COMMITMENT TO ECUMENISM
God's plan and communion

5. Together with all Christ's disciples, the Catholic Church bases upon God's plan her ecumenical commitment to
gather all Christians into unity. Indeed, "the Church is not a reality closed in on hersdlf. Rather, she is permanently
open to missionary and ecumenical endeavour, for she is sent to the world to announce and witness, to make present
and spread the mystery of communion which is essential to her, and

to gather al people and all thingsinto Christ, so asto be for all an 'inseparable sacrament of unity' ".4

Already in the Old Testament, the Prophet Ezekidl, referring to the situation of God's People at that time, and using the
simple sign of two broken sticks which are first divided and then joined together, expressed the divine will to "gather
from all sides’ the members of his scattered people. "I will be their God, and they shall be my people. Then the nations
will know that | the Lord sanctify Israel” (cf. 37:16-28). The Gospel of John, for its part, considering the situation of
the People of God at the time it was written, sees in Jesus death the reason for the unity of God's children: "Jesus
would die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but to gather into one the children of God who are scattered
abroad" (11:51-52). Indeed, as the Letter to the Ephesians explains, Jesus "broke down the dividing wall of hostility...
through the Cross, thereby bringing the hostility to an end"; in place of what was divided he brought about unity (cf.
2:14-16).

6. The unity of al divided humanity is the will of God. For this reason he sent his Son, so that by dying and rising for
us he might bestow on us the Spirit of love. On the eve of his sacrifice on the Cross, Jesus himself prayed to the Father
for his disciples and for all those who believe in him, that theymight be one, a living communion. This is the basis not
only of the duty, but also of the responsibility before God and his plan, which falls to those who through Baptism
become members of the Body of Christ, a Body in which the fullness of reconciliation and communion must be made
present. How isit possible to remain divided, if we have been "buried” through Baptism in the Lord's death, in the very
act by which God, through the desth of his Son, has broken down the walls of division? Division "openly contradicts
the will of Christ, provides a stumbling block to the world, and inflicts damage on the most holy cause of proclaiming
the Good News to every creature”.5

The way of ecumenism: the way of the Church

7.

"The Lord of the Ages wisely and patiently follows out the plan of his grace on behalf of us sinners. In recent times he
has begun to bestow more generously upon divided Christians remorse over their divisions and a longing for unity.
Everywhere, large numbers have felt the impulse of this grace, and among our separated brethren also there increases
from day to day a movement, fostered by the grace of the Holy Spirit, for the restoration of unity among all Christians.
Taking part in this movement, which is called ecumenical, are those who invoke the Triune God and confess Jesus as
Lord and Saviour. They join in not merely as individuals but also as members of the corporate groups in which they



have heard the Gospel, and which each regards as his Church and, indeed, God's. And yet almost everyone, though in
different ways, longs that there may be one visible Church of God, a Church truly universal and sent forth to the whole
world that the world may be converted to the Gospel and so be saved, to the glory of God".6

8.

This statement of the Decree Unitatis Redintegratio is to be read in the context of the complete teaching of the Second
Vatican Council. The Council expresses the Church's decision to take up the ecumenical task of working for Christian
unity and to propose it with conviction and vigour: "This sacred Synod exhorts all the Catholic faithful to recognize the
signs of the times and to participate actively in the work of ecumenism”.7

In indicating the Catholic principles of ecumenism, the Decree Unitatis Redintegratio recalls above al the teaching on
the Church set forth in the Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium in its chapter on the People of God.8 At the same
time, it takes into account everything affirmed in the Council's Declaration on Religious Freedom Dignitatis Humanae.
9

The Catholic Church embraces with hope the commitment to ecumenism as a duty of the Christian conscience
enlightened by faith and guided by love. Here too we can apply the words of Saint Paul to the first Christians of Rome:
"God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit"; thus our "hope does not disappoint us' (Rom 5:5).
This is the hope of Christian unity, which has its divine source in the Trinitarian unity of the Father, the Son and the
Holy Spirit.

9. Jesus himself, at the hour of his Passion, prayed "that they may all be one" (Jn 17:21). This unity, which the Lord has
bestowed on his Church and in which he wishes to embrace al people, is not something added on, but stands at the
very heart of Christ's mission. Nor isit some secondary attribute of the community of his disciples. Rather, it belongs to
the very essence of this community. God wills the Church, because he wills unity, and unity is an expression of the
whole depth of his agape.

In effect, this unity bestowed by the Holy Spirit does not merely consist in the gathering of people as a collection of
individuals. It is a unity congtituted by the bonds of the profession of faith, the sacraments and hierarchical
communion.10 The faithful are one because, in the Spirit, they are in communion with the Son and, in him, sharein his
communion with the Father: "Our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ" (1 Jn 1:3). For the
Catholic Church, then, thecommunion of Christians is none other than the manifestation in them of the grace by which
God makes them sharers in his own communion, which is his eternal life. Christ's words "that they may be one" are
thus his prayer to the Father that the Father's plan may be fully accomplished, in such away that everyone may clearly
see "what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things' (Eph 3:9). To believe in Christ
means to desire unity; to desire unity means to desire the Church; to desire the Church means to desire the communion
of grace which corresponds to the Father's plan from all eternity. Such is the meaning of Christ's prayer: "Ut unum
sint".

10. In the present situation of the lack of unity among Christians and of the confident quest for full communion, the
Catholic faithful are conscious of being deeply chalenged by the Lord of the Church. The Second Vatican Council
strengthened their commitment with a clear ecclesiological vision, open to al the ecclesial values present among other
Christians. The Catholic faithful face the ecumenical question in a spirit of faith.

The Council states that the Church of Christ "subsists in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the Successor of
Peter and by the Bishops in communion with him", and at the same time acknowledges that "many elements of
sanctification and of truth can be found outside her visible structure. These elements, however, as gifts properly
belonging to the Church of Christ, possess an inner dynamism towards Catholic unity".11

"It follows that these separated Churches and Communities, though we believe that they suffer from defects, have by no
means been deprived of significance and vaue in the mystery of salvation. For the Spirit of Christ has not refrained
from using them as means of salvation which derive their efficacy from the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to
the Catholic Church".12

11. The Catholic Church thus affirms that during the two thousand years of her history she has been preserved in unity,
with al the means with which God wishes to endow his Church, and this despite the often grave crises which have
shaken her, the infidelity of some of her ministers, and the faults into which her members daily fall. The Catholic
Church knows that, by virtue of the strength which comes to her from the Spirit, the weaknesses, mediocrity, sins and
at times the betrayals of some of her children cannot destroy what God has bestowed on her as part of his plan of grace.
Moreover, "the powers of death shall not prevail against it" (Mt 16:18). Even so, the Catholic Church does not forget
that many among her members cause God's plan to be discernible only with difficulty. Speaking of the lack of unity
among Christians, the Decree on Ecumenism does not ignore the fact that "people of both sides were to blame”, 13 and
acknowledges that responsibility cannot be attributed only to the "other side". By God's grace, however, neither what
belongs to the structure of the Church of Christ nor that communion which still exists with the other Churches and
Ecclesial Communities has been destroyed.

Indeed, the elements of sanctification and truth present in the other Christian Communities, in a degree which varies
from one to the other, constitute the objective basis of the communion, albeit imperfect, which exists between them and
the Catholic Church.



To the extent that these elements are found in other Christian Communities, the one Church of Christ is effectively
present in them. For this reason the Second Vatican Council speaks of a certain, though imperfect communion. The
Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium stresses that the Catholic Church "recognizes that in many ways sheis linked"
14 with these Communities by atrue union in the Holy Spirit.

12. The same Dogmatic Consgtitution listed at length "the elements of sanctification and truth" which in various ways
are present and operative beyond the visible boundaries of the Catholic Church: "For there are many who honour
Sacred Scripture, taking it as anorm of belief and of action, and who show a true religious zeal. They lovingly believe
in God the Father Almighty and in Christ, Son of God and Saviour. They are consecrated by Baptism, through which
they are united with Christ. They also recognize and receive other sacraments within their own Churches or Ecclesia
Communities. Many of them rejoice in the episcopate, celebrate the Holy Eucharist, and cultivate devotion towards the
Virgin Mother of God. They also share with usin prayer and other spiritual benefits. Likewise, we can say that in some
real way they are joined with us in the Holy Spirit, for to them also he gives his gifts and graces, and is thereby
operative among them with his sanctifying power. Some indeed he has strengthened to the extent of the shedding of
their blood. In all of Christ's disciples the Spirit arouses the desire to be peacefully united, in the manner determined by
Christ, as one flock under one shepherd”.15

The Council's Decree on Ecumenism, referring to the Orthodox Churches, went so far as to declare that "through the
celebration of the Eucharist of the Lord in each of these Churches, the Church of God is built up and grows in
stature".16 Truth demands that all this be recognized.

13. The same Document carefully draws out the doctrinal implications of this situation. Speaking of the members of
these Communities, it declares: "All those justified by faith through Baptism are incorporated into Christ. They
therefore have a right to be honoured by the title of Christian, and are properly regarded as brothers and sisters in the
Lord by the sons and daughters of the Catholic Church".17

With reference to the many positive elements present in the other Churches and Ecclesia Communities, the Decree
adds: "All of these, which come from Christ and lead back to him, belong by right to the one Church of Christ. The
separated brethren also carry out many of the sacred actions of the Christian religion. Undoubtedly, in many ways that
vary according to the condition of each Church or Community, these actions can truly engender alife of grace, and can
be rightly described as capable of providing access to the community of salvation".18

These are extremely important texts for ecumenism. It is not that beyond the boundaries of the Catholic community
there is an ecclesia vacuum. Many elements of great value (eximia), which in the Catholic Church are part of the
fullness of the means of salvation and of the gifts of grace which make up the Church, are also found in the other
Christian Communities.

14. All these elements bear within themselves a tendency towards unity, having their fullness in that unity. It is not a
meatter of adding together all the riches scattered throughout the various Christian Communities in order to arrive a a
Church which God has in mind for the future. In accordance with the great Tradition, attested to by the Fathers of the
East and of the West, the Catholic Church believes that in the Pentecost Event God has already manifested the Church
in her eschatological reality, which he had prepared "from the time of Abel, the just one".19 This reality is something
already given. Consequently we are even now in the last times. The elements of this already-given Church exist, found
in their fullness in the Catholic Church and, without this fullness, in the other Communities, 20 where certain features
of the Christian mystery have at times been more effectively emphasized. Ecumenism is directed precisely to making
the partial communion existing between Christians grow towards full communion in truth and charity.

Renewal and conversion

15. Passing from principles, from the obligations of the Christian conscience, to the actual practice of the ecumenical
journey towards unity, the Second Vatican Council emphasizes above al the need for interior conversion. The
messianic proclamation that "the time is fulfilled and the Kingdom of God is at hand", and the subsequent call to
"repent, and believe in the Gospel" (Mk 1:15) with which Jesus begins his mission, indicate the essential element of
every new beginning: the fundamental need for evangelization at every stage of the Church's journey of salvation. This
is true in a special way of the process begun by the Second Vatican Council, when it indicated as a dimension of
renewal the ecumenical task of uniting divided Christians. "There can be no ecumenism worthy of the name without a
change of heart".21

The Council calls for personal conversion as well as for communal conversion. The desire of every Christian
Community for unity goes hand in hand with its fidelity to the Gospel. In the case of individuals who live their
Christian vocation, the Council speaks of interior conversion, of arenewal of mind.22

Each one therefore ought to be more radically converted to the Gospel and, without ever losing sight of God's plan,
change his or her way of looking at things. Thanks to ecumenism, our contemplation of "the mighty works of God"
(mirabilia Del) has been enriched by new horizons, for which the Triune God calls us to give thanks: the knowledge
that the Spirit is at work in other Christian Communities, the discovery of examples of holiness, the experience of the
immense riches present in the communion of saints, and contact with unexpected dimensions of Christian commitment.
In a corresponding way, there is an increased sense of the need for repentance: an awareness of certain exclusions



which seriously harm fraternal charity, of certain refusals to forgive, of a certain pride, of an unevangelical insistence
on condemning the "other side", of a disdain born of an unhealthy presumption. Thus, the entire life of Christians is
marked by a concern for ecumenism; and they are called to let themselves be shaped, as it were, by that concern.

16. In the teaching of the Second Vatican Council there is a clear connection between renewal, conversion and reform.
The Council states that "Christ summons the Church, as she goes her pilgrim way, to that continual reformation of
which she always has need, insofar as she is an institution of human beings here on earth. Therefore, if the influence of
events or of the times has led to deficiencies... these should be appropriately rectified at the proper moment”.23 No
Christian Community can exempt itself from this call.

By engaging in frank dialogue, Communities help one another to look at themselves together in the light of the
Apostolic Tradition. This leads them to ask themselves whether they truly express in an adequate way all that the Holy
Spirit has transmitted through the Apostles.24 With regard to the Catholic Church, | have frequently recalled these
obligations and perspectives, as for example on the anniversary of the Baptism of Kievan Rus 25 or in commemorating
the eleven hundred years since the evangelizing activity of Saints

Cyril and Methodius.26 More recently, the Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism,
issued with my approval by the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, has applied them to the pastoral
sphere.27

17. With regard to other Christians, the principal documents of the Commission on Faith and Order 28 and the
statements of numerous bilateral dialogues have aready provided Christian Communities with useful tools for
discerning what is necessary to the ecumenical movement and to the conversion which it must inspire. These studies
are important from two points of view: they demonstrate the remarkable progress already made, and they are a source
of hope inasmuch as they represent a sure foundation for further study.

The increase of fellowship in a reform which is continuous and carried out in the light of the Apostolic Tradition is
certainly, in the present circumstances of Christians, one of the distinctive and most important aspects of ecumenism.
Moreover, it is an essential guarantee for its future. The faithful of the Catholic Church cannot forget that the
ecumenical thrust of the Second Vatican Council is one consequence of al that the Church at that time committed
herself to doing in order to re-examine herself in the light of the Gospel and the great Tradition. My Predecessor, Pope
John XXIII, understood this clearly: in calling the Council, he refused to separate renewa from ecumenical
openness.29 At the conclusion of the Council, Pope Paul VI solemnly sealed the Council's commitment to ecumenism,
renewing the dialogue of charity with the Churches in communion with the Patriarch of Constantinople, and joining the
Patriarch in the concrete and profoundly significant gesture which "condemned to oblivion" and "removed from
memory and from the midst of the Church" the excommunications of the past. It is worth recalling that the
establishment of a specia body for ecumenical matters coincided with the launching of preparations for the Second
Vatican Council 30 and that through this body the opinions and judgments of the other Christian Communities played a
part in the great debates about Revelation, the Church, the nature of ecumenism and religious freedom.

The fundamental importance of doctrine

18. Taking up an idea expressed by Pope John XXIII at the opening of the Council, 31 the Decree on Ecumenism
mentions the way of formulating doctrine as one of the elements of a continuing reform.32 Here it is not a question of
altering the deposit of faith, changing the meaning of dogmas, eliminating essential words from them, accommodating
truth to the preferences of a particular age, or suppressing certain articles of the Creed under the false pretext that they
are no longer understood today. The unity willed by God can be attained only by the adherence of al to the content of
revealed faith in its entirety. In matters of faith, compromise isin contradiction with God who is Truth. In the Body of
Christ, "the way, and the truth, and the life" (Jn 14:6), who could consider legitimate a reconciliation brought about at
the expense of the truth? The Council's Declaration on Religious Freedom Dignitatis Humanae attributes to human
dignity the quest for truth, "especially in what concerns God and his Church", 33 and adherence to

truth's demands. A "being together" which betrayed the truth would thus be opposed both to the nature of God who
offers his communion and to the need for truth found in the depths of every human heart.

19. Even so, doctrine needs to be presented in a way that makes it understandable to those for whom God himself
intends it. In my Encyclical Epistle Slavorum Apostoli, | recalled that this was the very reason why Saints Cyril and
Methodius laboured to trandate the ideas of the Bible and the concepts of Greek theology in the context of very
different historical experiences and ways of thinking. They wanted the one word of God to be "made accessible in each
civilization's own forms of expression".34 They recognized that they could not therefore "impose on the peoples
assigned to their preaching either the undeniable superiority of the Greek language and Byzantine culture, or the
customs and way of life of the more advanced society in which they had grown up".35 Thus they put into practice that
"perfect communion in love which preserves the Church from all forms of particularism, ethnic exclusivism or racia
prejudice, and from any nationalistic arrogance”.36 In the same spirit, | did not hesitate to say to the Aboriginal Peoples
of Australia: "You do not have to be divided into two parts... Jesus calls you to accept his words and his values into
your own culture".37 Because by its nature the content of faith is meant for al humanity, it must be translated into all
cultures. Indeed, the element which determines communion in truth is the meaning of truth. The expression of truth can



take different forms. The renewal of these forms of expression becomes necessary for the sake of transmitting to the
people of today the Gospel message in its unchanging meaning.38

"This renewal therefore has notable ecumenical significance".39 And not only renewal in which the faith is expressed,
but also of the very life of faith. It might therefore be asked: who is responsible for doing this? To this question the
Council replies clearly: "Concern for restoring unity pertains to the whole Church, faithful and clergy alike. It extends
to everyone, according to the ability of each, whether it be exercised in daily Christian living or in theological and
historical studies'.40

20. All this is extremely important and of fundamental significance for ecumenical activity. Thus it is absolutely clear
that ecumenism, the movement promoting Christian unity, is not just some sort of "appendix" which is added to the
Church's traditional activity. Rather, ecumenism is an organic part of her life and work, and consegquently must pervade
all that sheisand does; it must be like the fruit borne by a healthy and flourishing tree which grows to its full stature.
This is what Pope John XXI1I believed about the unity of the Church and how he saw full Christian unity. With regard
to other Christians, to the great Christian family, he observed: "What unites us is much greater than what divides us'.
The Second Vatican Council for its part exhorts "all Christ's faithful to remember that the more purely they strive to
live according to the Gospel, the more they are fostering and even practising Christian unity. For they can achieve
depth and ease in strengthening mutual brotherhood to the

degree that they enjoy profound communion with the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit".41

The primacy of prayer

21. "This change of heart and holiness of life, along with public and private prayer for the unity of Christians, should be
regarded as the soul of the whole ecumenical movement, and can rightly be called 'spiritual ecumenism' ".42

We proceed along the road leading to the conversion of hearts guided by love which is directed to God and, at the same
time, to all our brothers and sisters, including those not in full communion with us. Love gives rise to the desire for
unity, even in those who have never been aware of the need for it. Love builds communion between individuals and
between Communities. If we love one another, we strive to deepen our communion and make it perfect. Love is given
to God as the perfect source of communion-the unity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit-that we may draw from that source
the strength to build communion between individuals and Communities, or to re-establish it between Christians still
divided. Loveisthe great undercurrent which giveslife and adds vigour to the movement towards unity.

This love finds its most complete expression in common prayer. When brothers and sisters who are not in perfect
communion with one another come together to pray, the Second Vatican Council defines their prayer as the soul of the
whole ecumenical movement. This prayer is "a very effective means of petitioning for the grace of unity"”, "a genuine
expression of the ties which even now bind Catholics to their separated brethren".43 Even when prayer is not
specifically offered for Christian unity, but for other intentions such as peace, it actually becomes an expression and
confirmation of unity. The common prayer of Christians is an invitation to Christ himself to visit the community of
those who call upon him: "Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am | in the midst of them™ (Mt 18:20).
22.

When Christians pray together, the goal of unity seems closer. The long history of Christians marked by many
divisions seems to converge once more because it tends towards that Source of its unity which is Jesus Christ. He "is
the same yesterday, today and forever!" (Heb 13:8). In the fellowship of prayer Christ istruly present; he prays"in us’,
"with us" and "for us". It is he who leads our prayer in the Spirit-Consoler whom he promised and then bestowed on his
Church in the Upper Room in Jerusalem, when he established her in her origina unity.

Along the ecumenical path to unity, pride of place certainly belongs to common prayer, the prayerful union of those
who gather together around Christ himself. If Christians, despite their divisions, can grow ever more united in common
prayer around Christ, they will grow in the awareness of how little divides them in comparison to what unites them. If
they meet more often and more regularly before Christ in prayer, they will be able to gain the courage to face all the
painful human reality of their divisions, and they will find themselves together once more in that community of the
Church which Christ constantly builds up in the Holy Spirit, in spite of all weaknesses and human limitations.

23.

Finally, fellowship in prayer leads people to look at the Church and Christianity in a new way. It must not be forgotten
in fact that the Lord prayed to the Father that his disciples might be one, so that their unity might bear witness to his
mission and the world would believe that the Father had sent him (cf. Jn 17:21). It can be said that the ecumenical
movement in a certain sense was born out of the negative experience of each one of those who, in proclaiming the one
Gospel, appealed to his own Church or Ecclesia Community. This was a contradiction which could not escape those
who listened to the message of salvation and found in this fact an obstacle to acceptance of the Gospel. Regrettably,
this grave obstacle has not been overcome. It is true that we are not yet in full communion. And yet, despite our
divisions, we are on the way towards full unity, that unity which marked the Apostolic Church at its birth and which we
sincerely seek. Our common prayer, inspired by faith, is proof of this. In that prayer, we gather together in the name of
Christ who is One. Heis our unity.



"Ecumenical" prayer is at the service of the Christian mission and its credibility. It must thus be especially present in
the life of the Church and in every activity aimed at fostering Christian unity. It is as if we constantly need to go back
and meet in the Upper Room of Holy Thursday, even though our presence together in that place will not be perfect until
the obstacles to full ecclesiad communion are overcome and al Christians can gather together in the common
celebration of the Eucharist.44
24. It is a source of joy to see that the many ecumenical meetings almost always include and indeed culminate in
prayer. The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, celebrated in January or, in some countries, around Pentecost, has
become a widespread and well established tradition. But there are also many other occasions during the year when
Christians are led to pray together. In this context, | wish to mention the special experience of the Pope's pilgrimages to
the various Churches in the different continents and countries of the present-day oikoumene. | am very conscious that it
was the Second Vatican Council which led the Pope to exercise his apostolic ministry in this particular way. Even more
can be said. The Council made these visits of the Pope a specific responsibility in carrying out the role of the Bishop of
Rome at the service of communion.45 My visits have amost always included an ecumenical meeting and common
prayer with our brothers and sisters who seek unity in Christ and in his Church. With profound emotion | remember
praying together with the Primate of the Anglican Communion at Canterbury Cathedral (29 May 1982); in that
magnificent edifice, | saw "an eloquent witness both to our long years of common inheritance and to the sad years of
division that followed".46 Nor can | forget the meetings held in the Scandinavian and Nordic Countries (1-10 June
1989), in North and South America and in Africa, and at the headquarters of the World Council of Churches (12 June
1984), the organization committed to calling its member Churches and Ecclesia Communities "to the goal of visible
unity in one faith and in one Eucharistic fellowship expressed in worship and in common life in Christ".47 And how
could | ever forget taking part in the Eucharistic Liturgy in the Church of Saint George at the Ecumenical Patriarchate
(30 November 1979), and the service held in Saint Peter's Basilica during the visit to Rome of my Venerable Brother,
Patriarch Dimitrios | (6 December 1987)? On that occasion, at the Altar of the Confession, we recited together the
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed according to its original Greek text. It is hard to describe in a few words the unique
nature of each of these occasions of prayer. Given the differing ways in which each of these meetings was conditioned
by past events, each had its own specia eloquence. They have all become part of the Church's memory as sheis guided
by the Paraclete to seek the full unity of all believersin Christ.

25.

It is not just the Pope who has become a pilgrim. In recent years, many distinguished leaders of other Churches and
Ecclesial Communities have visited me in Rome, and | have been able to join them in prayer, both in public and in
private. | have already mentioned the visit of the Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios|. | would now like to recall the prayer
meeting, aso held in Saint Peter's Basilica, at which | joined the Lutheran Archbishops, the Primates of Sweden and
Finland, for the celebration of Vespers on the occasion of the Sixth Centenary of the Canonization of Saint Birgitta (5
October 1991). Thisisjust one example, because awareness of the duty to pray for unity has become an integral part of
the Church's life. There is no important or significant event which does not benefit from Christians coming together and
praying. It is impossible for me to give a complete list of such meetings, even though each one deserves to be
mentioned. Truly the Lord has taken us by the hand and is guiding us. These exchanges and these prayers have already
written pages and pages of our "Book of unity”, a"Book" which we must constantly return to and re-read so asto draw
from it new inspiration and hope.

26.

Prayer, the community at prayer, enables us always to discover anew the evangelical truth of the words: "Y ou have one
Father" (Mt 23:9), the Father-Abba-invoked by Christ himself, the Only-begotten and Consubstantial Son. And again:
"Y ou have one teacher, and you are all brethren" (Mt 23:8). "Ecumenical" prayer discloses this fundamental dimension
of brotherhood in Christ, who died to gather together the children of God who were scattered, so that in becoming "sons
and daughtersin the Son" (cf. Eph 1:5) we might show forth more fully both the mysterious reality of God's fatherhood
and the truth about the human nature shared by each and every individual.

"Ecumenical” prayer, as the prayer of brothers and sisters, expresses al this. Precisely because they are separated from
one another, they meet in Christ with all the more hope, entrusting to him the future of their unity and their
communion. Here too we can appropriately apply the teaching of the Council: "The Lord Jesus, when he prayed to the
Father 'that all may be one... as we are one' (Jn 17:21-22), opened up vistas closed to human reason. For he implied a
certain likeness between the union of the Divine Persons, and the union of God's children in truth and charity”.48

The change of heart which is the essential condition for every authentic search for unity flows from prayer and its
realization is guided by prayer: "For it is from newness of attitudes, from self-denial and unstinted love, that yearnings
for unity take their rise and grow towards maturity. We should therefore pray to the divine Spirit for the grace to be
genuinely self-denying, humble, gentle in the service of others, and to have an attitude of brotherly generosity towards
them".49

27. Praying for unity is not a matter reserved only to those who actually experience the lack of unity among Christians.

In the deep persona dialogue which each of us must carry on with the Lord in prayer, concern for unity cannot be
absent. Only in this way, in fact, will that concern fully become part of the reality of our life and of the commitments
we have taken on in the Church. It was in order to reaffirm this duty that | set before the faithful of the Catholic Church



a model which | consider exemplary, the model of a Trappistine Sister, Blessed Maria Gabriella of Unity, whom |
beatified on 25 January 1983.50 Sister Maria Gabriella, called by her vocation to be apart from the world, devoted her
life to meditation and prayer centered on chapter seventeen of Saint John's Gospel, and offered her life for Christian
unity. Thisistruly the cornerstone of al prayer: the total and unconditional offering of one's life to the Father, through
the Son, in the Holy Spirit. The example of Sister Maria Gabriellais instructive; it helps us to understand that there are
no special times, situations or places of prayer for unity. Christ's prayer to the Father is offered as a model for everyone,
always and everywhere.

Ecumenical dialogue

28. If prayer isthe "soul" of ecumenical renewal and of the yearning for unity, it is the basis and support for everything
the Council defines as "dialogue”. This definition is certainly not unrelated to today's personalist way of thinking. The
capacity for "dialogue” is rooted in the nature of the person and his dignity. As seen by philosophy, this approach is
linked to the Christian truth concerning man as expressed by the Council: man is in fact "the only creature on earth
which God willed for itself"; thus he cannot "fully find himself except through a sincere gift of himself".51 Dialogue is
an indispensable step along the path towards human self-realization, the self-realization both of each individual and of
every human community. Although the concept of "dialogue" might appear to give priority to the cognitive dimension

(dia-logos), all dialogue implies a global, existential dimension. It involves the human subject in his or her entirety;
dialogue between communities involvesin a particular way the subjectivity of each.

This truth about dialogue, so profoundly expressed by Pope Paul V1 in his Encyclical Ecclesiam Suam, 52 was also
taken up by the Council in its teaching and ecumenical activity. Dialogue is not simply an exchange of ideas. In some
way it is always an "exchange of gifts'.53

29.

For this reason, the Council's Decree on Ecumenism also emphasizes the importance of "every effort to eliminate
words, judgments, and actions which do not respond to the condition of separated brethren with truth and fairness and
so make mutual relations between them more difficult".54 The Decree approaches the question from the standpoint of
the Catholic Church and refers to the criteria which she must apply in relation to other Christians. In all this, however,
reciprocity is required. To follow these criteria is a commitment of each of the parties which desire to enter into
dialogue and it is a precondition for starting such dialogue. It is necessary to pass from antagonism and conflict to a
situation where each party recognizes the other as a partner. When undertaking dialogue, each side must presuppose in
the other a desire for reconciliation, for unity in truth. For this to happen, any display of mutua opposition must
disappear. Only thuswill dialogue help to overcome division and lead us closer to unity.

30.

It can be said, with a sense of lively gratitude to the Spirit of Truth, that the Second Vatican Council was a blessed
time, during which the bases for the Catholic Church's participation in ecumenical dialogue were laid. At the same
time, the presence of many observers from various Churches and Ecclesial Communities, their deep involvement in the
events of the Council, the many meetings and the common prayer which the Council made possible, aso helped bring
about the conditions for dialogue with one another. During the Council, the representatives of other Churches and
Ecclesial Communities experienced the readiness of the worldwide Catholic Episcopate, and in particular of the
Apostolic See, to engage in dialogue.

Local structures of dialogue

31. The Church's commitment to ecumenical dialogue, as it has clearly appeared since the Council, far from being the
responsibility of the Apostolic See aone, is aso the duty of individual local or particular Churches. Special
commissions for fostering the ecumenical spirit and ecumenical activity have been set up by the Bishops Conferences
and the Synods of the Eastern Catholic Churches. Suitable structures similar to these are operating in individual
Dioceses. These initiatives are a sign of the widespread practical commitment of the Catholic Church to apply the
Council's guidelines on ecumenism: this is an essential aspect of the ecumenical movement.55 Dialogue has not only
been undertaken; it has become an outright necessity, one of the Church's priorities. As a result, the "methods" of
dialogue have been improved, which in turn has helped the spirit of dialogue to grow. In this context mention has to be
made in the first place of "dialogue between competent experts from different Churches and Communities. In their
meetings, which are organized in areligious spirit, each explains the teaching of his Communion in greater depth and
brings out clearly its distinctive features'.56 Moreover, it is useful for al the faithful to be familiar with the method
which makes dialogue possible.

32. As the Council's Declaration on Religious Freedom affirms: "Truth is to be sought after in a manner proper to the
dignity of the human person and his social nature. The inquiry is to be free, carried on with the aid of teaching or
instruction, communication, and dialogue. In the course of these, people explain to one another the truth they have
discovered, or think they have discovered, in order thus to assist one another in the quest for truth. Moreover, as the
truth is discovered, it is by a personal assent that individuals are to adhere to it".57



Ecumenical dialogue is of essential importance. "Through such dialogue everyone gains a truer knowledge and more
just appreciation of the teaching and religious life of both Communions. In addition, these Communions cooperate
more closely in whatever projects a Christian conscience demands for the common good. They also come together for
common prayer, where that is permitted. Finaly, all are led to examine their own faithfulness to Christ's will for the
Church and, wherever necessary, undertake with vigour the tasks of renewal and reform™.58

Dialogue as an examination of conscience

33.

In the Council's thinking, ecumenical dialogue is marked by a common quest for truth, particularly concerning the
Church. In effect, truth forms consciences and directs efforts to promote unity. At the same time, it demands that the
consciences and actions of Christians, as brethren divided from one another, should be inspired by and submissive to
Christ's prayer for unity. There is a close relationship between prayer and dialogue. Degper and more conscious prayer
makes dialogue more fruitful. If on the one hand, dialogue depends on prayer, so, in another sense, prayer also becomes
the ever more mature fruit of dialogue.

34.

Thanks to ecumenical dialogue we can speak of a greater maturity in our common prayer for one ancther. This is
possible inasmuch as dialogue a so serves as an examination of conscience. In this context, how can we fail to recall the
words of the First Letter of John? "If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we
confess our sins, God is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness" (1:8-9).
John even goes so far as to state: "If we say that we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us"
(1:10). Such aradical exhortation to acknowledge our condition as sinners ought also to mark the spirit which we bring
to ecumenical dialogue. If such dialogue does not become an examination of conscience, a kind of "dialogue of
consciences', can we count on the assurance which the First Letter of John gives us? "My little children, | am writing
this to you so that you may not sin; but if any one does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the
righteous; and he is the expiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world" (2:1-2).
All the sins of the world were gathered up in the saving sacrifice of Christ, including the sins committed against the
Church's unity: the sins of Christians, those of the pastors no less than those of the lay faithful. Even after the many sins
which have contributed to our historical divisions, Christian unity is possible, provided that we are humbly conscious
of having sinned against unity and are convinced of our need for conversion. Not only personal sins must be forgiven
and left behind, but also social sins, which is to say the sinful "structures' themselves which have contributed and can
still contribute to division and to the reinforcing of division.

35. Here once again the Council proves helpful. It can be said that the entire Decree on Ecumenism is permeated by the
spirit of conversion.59 In the Document, ecumenical dialogue takes on a specific characteristic; it becomes a "dialogue
of conversion”, and thus, in the words of Pope Paul V1, an authentic "dialogue of salvation".60 Dialogue cannot take
place merely on ahorizontal level, being restricted to meetings, exchanges of points of view or even the sharing of gifts
proper to each Community. It has also a primarily vertical thrust, directed towards the One who, as the Redeemer of the
world and the Lord of history, is himself our Reconciliation. This vertica aspect of dialogue lies in our
acknowledgment, jointly and to each other, that we are men and women who have sinned. It is precisely this
acknowledgment which creates in brothers and sisters living in Communities not in full communion with one another
that interior space where Christ, the source of the Church's unity, can effectively act, with all the power of his Spirit,
the Paraclete.

Dialogue as a means of resolving disagreements

36. Dialogue is also a naturd instrument for comparing differing points of view and, above all, for examining those
disagreements which hinder full communion between Christians. The Decree on Ecumenism dwellsin the first place on
a description of the attitudes under which doctrina discussions should take place: "Catholic theologians engaged in
ecumenical dialogue, while standing fast by the teaching of the Church and searching together with separated brothers
and sistersinto the divine mysteries, should act with love for truth, with charity, and with humility".61

Love for the truth is the deepest dimension of any authentic quest for full communion between Christians. Without this
love it would be impossible to face the objective theological, cultural, psychological and socia difficulties which
appear when disagreements are examined. This dimension, which is interior and personal, must be inseparably
accompanied by a spirit of charity and humility. There must be charity towards one's partner in dialogue, and humility
with regard to the truth which comes to light and which might require areview of assertions and attitudes.

With regard to the study of areas of disagreement, the Council requires that the whole body of doctrine be clearly
presented. At the same time, it asks that the manner and method of expounding the Catholic faith should not be a
hindrance to dialogue with our brothers and sisters.62 Certainly it is possible to profess one's faith and to explain its



teaching in away that is correct, fair and understandable, and which at the same time takes into account both the way of
thinking and the actual historical experiences of the other party.

Full communion of course will have to come about through the acceptance of the whol e truth into which the Holy Spirit
guides Christ's disciples. Hence all forms of reductionism or facile "agreement”" must be absolutely avoided. Serious
guestions must be resolved, for if not, they will reappear at another time, either in the same terms or in adifferent guise.
37.

The Decree Unitatis Redintegratio also indicates a criterion to be followed when Catholics are presenting or comparing
doctrines: "They should remember that in Catholic teaching there exists an order or ‘hierarchy’ of truths, since they vary
in their relationship to the foundation of the Christian faith. Thus the way will be opened for this kind of fraternal
rivalry to incite all to a deeper realization and a clearer expression of the unfathomable riches of Christ".63
38.

In dialogue, one inevitably comes up against the problem of the different formulations whereby doctrine is expressed
in the various Churches and Ecclesial Communities. This has more than one consequence for the work of ecumenism.
In the first place, with regard to doctrinal formulations which differ from those normally in use in the community to
which one belongs, it is certainly right to determine whether the words involved say the same thing. This has been
ascertained in the case for example of the recent common declarations signed by my Predecessors or by myself with the
Patriarchs of Churches with which for centuries there have been disputes about Christology. As far as the formulation
of revealed truths is concerned, the Declaration Mysterium Ecclesiae states: "Even though the truths which the Church
intends to teach through her dogmatic formulas are distinct from the changeable conceptions of a given epoch and can
be expressed without them, nevertheless it can sometimes happen that these truths may be enunciated by the Sacred
Magisterium in terms that bear traces of such conceptions. In view of this, it must be stated that the dogmatic formulas
of the Church's Magisterium were from the very beginning suitable for communicating revealed truth, and that as they
are they remain for ever suitable for communicating this truth to those who interpret them correctly".64 In this regard,
ecumenical dialogue, which prompts the parties involved to question each other, to understand each other and to
explain their positions to each other, makes surprising discoveries possible. Intolerant polemics and controversies have
made incompatible assertions out of what was really the result of two different ways of looking at the same reality.
Nowadays we need to find the formula which, by capturing the reality in its entirety, will enable us to move beyond
partial readings and eliminate false interpretations.

One of the advantages of ecumenism is that it helps Christian Communities to discover the unfathomable riches of the
truth. Here too, everything that the Spirit brings about in "others" can serve for the building up of all Communities 65
and in a certain sense instruct them in the mystery of Christ. Authentic ecumenism is a gift at the service of truth.

39. Finally, dialogue puts before the participants real and genuine disagreements in matters of faith. Above al, these
disagreements should be faced in a sincere spirit of fraternal charity, of respect for the demands of one's own
conscience and of the conscience of the other party, with profound humility and love for the truth. The examination of
such disagreements has two essential points of reference: Sacred Scripture and the great Tradition of the Church.
Catholics have the help of the Church'sliving Magisterium.

Practical cooperation

40. Relations between Christians are not aimed merely at mutual knowledge, common prayer and dialogue.

They presuppose and from now on call for every possible form of practical cooperation at all levels. pastoral, cultural
and social, aswell as that of witnessing to the Gospel message.66

"Cooperation among all Christians vividly expresses that bond which already unites them, and it sets in clearer relief
the features of Christ the Servant".67 This cooperation based on our common faith is not only filled with fraternal
communion, but is a manifestation of Christ himself.

Moreover, ecumenical cooperation is atrue school of ecumenism, a dynamic road to unity. Unity of action leads to the
full unity of faith: "Through such cooperation, al believersin Christ are able to learn easily how they can understand
each other better and esteem each other more, and how the road to the unity of Christians may be made smooth".68

In the eyes of the world, cooperation among Christians becomes a form of common Christian witness and a means of
evangelization which benefits al involved.

CHAPTER I - THE FRUITS OF DIALOGUE
Brotherhood rediscovered

41.

What has been said above about ecumenical dialogue since the end of the Council inspires us to give thanks to the
Spirit of Truth promised by Christ the Lord to the Apostles and the Church (cf. Jn 14:26). It is the first time in history
that efforts on behalf of Christian unity have taken on such great proportions and have become so extensive. This is
truly an immense gift of God, one which deserves al our gratitude. From the fullness of Christ we receive "grace upon



grace' (Jn 1:16). An appreciation of how much God has aready given is the condition which disposes us to receive
those gifts still indispensable for bringing to compl etion the ecumenical work of unity.

An overall view of the last thirty years enables us better to appreciate many of the fruits of this common conversion to
the Gospel which the Spirit of God has brought about by means of the ecumenical movement.

42,

It happens for example that, in the spirit of the Sermon on the Mount, Christians of one confession no longer consider
other Christians as enemies or strangers but see them as brothers and sisters. Again, the very expression separated
brethren tends to be replaced today by expressions which more readily evoke the deep communion - linked to the
baptismal character - which the Spirit fosters in spite of historical and canonical divisions. Today we speak of "other
Christians', "others who have received Baptism", and "Christians of other Communities'. The Directory for the
Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism refers to the Communities to which these Christians belong as
"Churches and Ecclesial Communities that are not in full communion with the Catholic Church™.69 This broadening of
vocabulary is indicative of a significant change in attitudes. There is an increased awareness that we all belong to
Christ. | have personally been able many times to observe this during the ecumenical celebrations which are an
important part of my Apostolic Visits to various parts of the world, and also in the meetings and ecumenical
celebrations which have taken place in Rome. The "universal brotherhood" of Christians has become a firm ecumenical
conviction. Consigning to oblivion the excommunications of the past, Communities which were once rivals are now in
many cases helping one another: places of worship are sometimes lent out; scholarships are offered for the training of
ministers in the Communities most lacking in resources; approaches are made to civil authorities on behalf of other
Christians who are unjustly persecuted; and the dlander to which certain groups are subjected is shown to be
unfounded.

In aword, Christians have been converted to afraternal charity which embraces all Christ's disciples. If it happens that,
as aresult of violent political disturbances, a certain aggressiveness or a spirit of vengeance appears, the leaders of the
parties in question generally work to make the "New Law" of the spirit of charity prevail. Unfortunately, this spirit has
not been able to transform every situation where brutal conflict rages. In such circumstances those committed to
ecumenism are often required to make choices which are truly heroic.

It needs be reaffirmed in this regard that acknowledging our brotherhood is not the consequence of a large-hearted
philanthropy or a vague family spirit. It is rooted in recognition of the oneness of Baptism and the subsequent duty to
glorify God in his work. The Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism expresses the hope
that Baptisms will be mutually and officially recognized.70 This is something much more than an act of ecumenical
courtesy; it constitutes a basic ecclesiological statement.

It isfitting to recall that the fundamental role of Baptism in building up the Church has been clearly brought out thanks
also to multilateral dialogues.71

Solidarity in the service of humanity

43. It happens more and more often that the leaders of Christian Communities join together in taking a stand in the
name of Christ on important problems concerning man's calling and on freedom, justice, peace, and the future of the
world. In this way they "communicate" in one of the tasks which congtitutes the mission of Christians: that of
reminding society of God's will in a realistic manner, warning the authorities and their fellow-citizens against taking
steps which would lead to the trampling of human rights. It is clear, as experience shows, that in some circumstances
the united voice of Christians has more impact than any one isolated voice.

Nor are the leaders of Communities the only ones joined in the work for unity. Many Christians from all Communities,
by reason of their faith, are jointly involved in bold projects aimed at changing the world by inculcating respect for the
rights and needs of everyone, especialy the poor, the lowly and the defenceless. In my Encyclica Letter Sollicitudo
Rei Socidis, | was pleased to note this cooperation, stressing that the Catholic Church cannot fail to take part in these
efforts.72 In effect, Christians who once acted independently are now engaged together in the service of this cause, so
that God's mercy may triumph.

This way of thinking and acting is already that of the Gospel. Hence, reaffirming what | wrote in my first Encyclical
Letter Redemptor Hominis, | have had occasion "to insist on this point and to encourage every effort made in this
direction, at all levels where we meet our other brother Christians®.73 | have thanked God "for what he has aready
accomplished in the other Churches and Ecclesial Communities and through them™, as well as through the Catholic
Church.74 Today | see with satisfaction that the already vast network of ecumenical cooperation is constantly growing.
Thanks also to the influence of the World Council of Churches, much is being accomplished in this field.

Approaching one another through the Word of God and through divine worship
44

Significant progress in ecumenical cooperation has also been made in another area, that of the Word of God. | am
thinking above all of the importance for the different language groups of ecumenical trandations of the Bible.



Following the promulgation by the Second Vatican Council of the Constitution Dei V erbum, the Catholic Church could
not fail to welcome this development.75 These trandations, prepared by experts, generally offer a solid basis for the
prayer and pastoral activity of all Christ's followers. Anyone who recals how heavily debates about Scripture
influenced divisions, especially in the West, can appreciate the significant step forward which these common
trandlations represent.

45.

Corresponding to the liturgical renewal carried out by the Catholic Church, certain other Ecclesial Communities have
made efforts to renew their worship. Some, on the basis of a recommendation expressed at the ecumenical level, 76
have abandoned the custom of celebrating their liturgy of the Lord's Supper only infrequently and have opted for a
celebration each Sunday. Again, when the cycles of liturgical readings used by the various Christian Communities in
the West are compared, they appear to be essentially the same. Still on the ecumenical level, 77 very specia
prominence has been given to the liturgy and liturgical signs (images, icons, vestments, light, incense, gestures).
Moreover, in schools of theology where future ministers are trained, courses in the history and significance of the
liturgy are beginning to be part of the curriculum in response to a newly discovered need.

These are signs of convergence which regard various aspects of the sacramental life. Certainly, due to disagreementsin
meatters of faith, it is not yet possible to celebrate together the same Eucharistic Liturgy. And yet we do have a burning
desire to join in celebrating the one Eucharist of the Lord, and this desire itself is already a common prayer of praise, a
single supplication. Together we speak to the Father and increasingly we do so "with one heart". At times it seems that
we are closer to being able finally to seal this "real athough not yet full" communion. A century ago who could even
have imagined such athing?

46. In this context, it is a source of joy to note that Catholic ministers are able, in certain particular cases, to administer
the Sacraments of the Eucharist, Penance and Anointing of the Sick to Christians who are not in full communion with
the Catholic Church but who greatly desire to receive these sacraments, freely request them and manifest the faith
which the Catholic Church professes with regard to these sacraments. Conversely, in specific cases and in particular
circumstances, Catholics too can request these same sacraments from ministers of Churches in which these sacraments
are valid. The conditions for such reciprocal reception have been laid down in specific norms; for the sake of furthering
ecumenism these norms must be respected.78

Appreciating the endowments present among other Christians

47.

Dialogue does not extend exclusively to matters of doctrine but engages the whole person; it is also a dialogue of love.

The Council has stated: "Catholics must joyfully acknowledge and esteem the truly Christian endowments from our
common heritage which are to be found among our separated brothers and sisters. It is right and salutary to recognize
the riches of Christ and virtuous works in the lives of others who are bearing witness to Christ, sometimes even to the
shedding of their blood. For God is always wonderful in his works and worthy of admiration™.79
48.
The relationships which the members of the Catholic Church have established with other Christians since the Council
have enabled us to discover what God is bringing about in the members of other Churches and Ecclesial Communities.
This direct contact, at a variety of levels, with pastors and with the members of these Communities has made us aware
of the witness which other Christians bear to God and to Christ. A vast new field has thus opened up for the whole
ecumenical experience, which at the same time is the great challenge of our time. Is not the twentieth century atime of
great witness, which extends "even to the shedding of blood"? And does not this witness also involve the various
Churches and Ecclesial Communities which take their name from Christ, Crucified and Risen?
Such a joint witness of holiness, as fidelity to the one Lord, has an ecumenical potential extraordinarily rich in grace.
The Second Vatican Council made it clear that elements present among other Christians can contribute to the
edification of Catholics: "Nor should we forget that whatever is wrought by the grace of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of
our separated brothers and sisters can contribute to our own edification. Whatever is truly Christian never conflicts with
the genuine interests of the faith; indeed, it can always result in a more ample realization of the very mystery of Christ
and the Church".80 Ecumenical dialogue, as a true dialogue of salvation, will certainly encourage this process, which
has already begun well, to advance towards true and full communion.

The growth of communion

49. A valuable result of the contacts between Christians and of the theological dialogue in which they engage is the
growth of communion. Both contacts and dialogue have made Christians aware of the elements of faith which they
have in common. This has served to consolidate further their commitment to full unity. In all of this, the Second
Vatican Council remains a powerful source of incentive and orientation.

The Dogmatic Consgtitution Lumen Gentium links its teaching on the Catholic Church to an acknowledgment of the
saving elements found in other Churches and Ecclesial Communities.81 It is not a matter of becoming aware of static



elements passively present in those Churches and Communities. Insofar as they are elements of the Church of Christ,
these are by their nature a force for the re-establishment of unity. Consequently, the quest for Christian unity is not a
matter of choice or expediency, but a duty which springs from the very nature of the Christian community.

In a similar way, the bilateral theological dialogues carried on with the major Christian Communities start from a
recognition of the degree of communion already present, in order to go on to discuss specific areas of disagreement.
The Lord has made it possible for Christiansin our day to reduce the number of matterstraditionally in dispute.

Dialogue with the Churches of the East

50. In thisregard, it must first be acknowledged, with particular gratitude to Divine Providence, that our bonds with the
Churches of the East, weakened in the course of the centuries, were strengthened through the Second V atican Council.
The observers from these Churches present at the Council, together with representatives of the Churches and Ecclesial
Communities of the West, stated publicly, at that very solemn moment for the Catholic Church, their common
willingness to seek the re-establishment of communion.

The Council, for its part, considered the Churches of the East with objectivity and deep affection, stressing their
ecclesial nature and the real bonds of communion linking them with the Catholic Church. The Decree on Ecumenism
points out: "Through the celebration of the Eucharist of the Lord in each of these Churches, the Church of God is built
up and grows in stature”. It adds, as a consequence, that "although these Churches are separated from us, they possess
true sacraments, above all - by apostolic succession - the priesthood and the Eucharist, whereby they are still joined to
usin avery close relationship*.82

Speaking of the Churches of the East, the Council acknowledged their great liturgical and spiritua tradition, the
specific nature of their historical development, the disciplines coming from the earliest times and approved by the Holy
Fathers and Ecumenical Councils, and their own particular way of expressing their teaching. The Council made this
acknowledgement in the conviction that legitimate diversity is in no way opposed to the Church's unity, but rather
enhances her splendour and contributes greatly to the fulfilment of her mission.

The Second Vatican Ecumenical Council wished to base dialogue on the communion which already exists, and it draws
attention to the noble reality of the Churches of the East: "Therefore, this Sacred Synod urges all, but especially those
who plan to devote themselves to the work of restoring the full communion that is desired between the Eastern
Churches and the Catholic Church, to give due consideration to these special aspects of the origin and growth of the
Churches of the East, and to the character of the relations which obtained between them and the Roman See before the
separation, and to form for themselves a correct evaluation of these facts'.83

51. The Council's approach has proved fruitful both for the steady maturing of fraternal relations through the dialogue
of charity, and for doctrinal discussion in the framework of the Joint International Commission for the Theological
Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church. It has likewise proved most fruitful in relations with
the Ancient Churches of the East.

The process has been slow and arduous, yet a source of great joy; and it has been inspiring, for it has led to the gradual
rediscovery of brotherhood.

Resuming contacts

52. With regard to the Church of Rome and the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, the process which we have
just mentioned began thanks to the mutual openness demonstrated by Popes John X X111 and Paul VI on the one hand,
and by the Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras | and his successors on the other. The resulting change found its
historical expression in the ecclesial act whereby "there was removed from memory and from the midst of the Church"
84 the remembrance of the excommunications which nine hundred years before, in 1054, had become the symbol of the
schism between Rome and Constantinople. That ecclesia event, so filled with ecumenical commitment, took place
during the last days of the Council, on 7 December 1965. The Council thus ended with a solemn act which was at once
ahealing of historical memories, amutual forgiveness, and a firm commitment to strive for communion.

This gesture had been preceded by the meeting of Pope Paul VI and Patriarch Athenagoras | in Jerusalem, in January
1964, during the Pope's pilgrimage to the Holy Land. At that time Pope Paul was also able to meet Benedictos, the
Orthodox Patriarch of Jerusalem. Later, Pope Paul visited Patriarch Athenagoras at the Phanar (Istanbul), on 25 July
1967, and in October of the same year the Patriarch was solemnly received in Rome. These prayer-filled meetings
mapped out the path of rapprochement between the Church of the East and the Church of the West, and of the re-
establishment of the unity they shared in the first millennium.

Following the death of Pope Paul VI and the brief pontificate of Pope John I, when the ministry of Bishop of Rome was
entrusted to me, | considered it one of the first duties of my pontificate to renew personal contact with the Ecumenical
Patriarch Dimitrios |, who had meanwhile succeeded Patriarch Athenagoras in the See of Constantinople. During my
visit to the Phanar on 29 November 1979, the Patriarch and | were able to decide to begin theological dialogue between
the Catholic Church and all the Orthodox Churches in canonical communion with the See of Constantinople. In this
regard it would seem important to add that at that time preparations were already under way for the convocation of a



future Council of the Orthodox Churches. The quest for harmony between them contributes to the life and vitality of
these sister Churches; thisis also significant in view of the role they are caled to play in the path towards unity. The
Ecumenical Patriarch decided to repay my visit, and in December 1987 | had the joy of welcoming him to Rome with
deep affection and with the solemnity due to him. It isin this context of ecclesia fraternity that we should mention the
practice, which has now been in place for a number of years, of welcoming a delegation from the Ecumenical
Patriarchate to Rome for the Feast of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul, as well as the custom of sending a delegation of
the Holy See to the Phanar for the solemn celebration of Saint Andrew.

53. Among other things, these regular contacts permit a direct exchange of information and opinions with a view to
fostering fraternal coordination. Furthermore, taking part together in prayer accustoms us once more to living side by
side and helps usin accepting and putting into practice the Lord's will for his Church.

On the path which we have travelled since the Second Vatican Council, at least two particularly telling events of great
ecumenical significance for relations between East and West should be mentioned. The first of these was the 1984
Jubilee in commemoration of the eleventh centenary of the evangelizing activity of Saints Cyril and Methodius, an
occasion which enabled me to proclaim the two Holy Apostles of the Slavs, those heralds of faith, co-patrons of
Europe. In 1964, during the Council, Pope Paul VI had aready proclaimed Saint Benedict patron of Europe.
Associating the two Brothers from Thessalonica with the great founder of Western monasticism serves indirectly to
highlight that twofold ecclesial and cultural tradition which has proved so significant for the two thousand years of
Christianity which mark the history of Europe. Consequently it is worth recalling that Saints Cyril and Methodius came
from the background of the Byzantine Church of their day, at atime when the latter was in communion with Rome. In
proclaiming them patrons of Europe, together with Saint Benedict, it was my intention not only to reaffirm the
historical truth about Christianity in Europe, but also to provide an important topic for the dialogue between East and
West which has raised such high hopes in the period since the Council. As in Saint Benedict, so in Saints Cyril and
Methodius, Europe can rediscover its spiritual roots. Now, as the second millennium since the Birth of Christ draws to
aclose, they must be venerated together, as the patrons of our past and as the Saints to whom the Churches and nations
of Europe entrust their future.

54. The other event which | am pleased to recall is the celebration of the Millennium of the Baptism of Rus (988-
1988). The Catholic Church, and this Apostolic See in particular, desired to take part in the Jubilee celebrations and
also sought to emphasize that the Baptism conferred on Saint Vladimir in Kiev was akey event in the evangelization of
the world. The great Slav nations of Eastern Europe owe their faith to this event, as do the peoples living beyond the
Ural Mountains and as far as Alaska

In this perspective an expression which | have frequently employed finds its deepest meaning: the Church must breathe
with her two lungs! In the first millennium of the history of Christianity, this expression refers primarily to the
relationship between Byzantium and Rome. From the time of the Baptism of Rus it comes to have an even wider
application: evangelization spread to a much vaster area, so that it now includes the entire Church. If we then consider
that the salvific event which took place on the banks of the Dnieper goes back to a time when the Church in the East
and the Church in the West were not divided, we understand clearly that the vision of the full communion to be sought
isthat of unity in legitimate diversity. Thisis what | strongly asserted in my Encyclica Epistle Slavorum Apostoli 85
on Saints Cyril and Methodius and in my Apostolic Letter Euntes in Mundum 86 addressed to the faithful of the
Catholic Church in commemoration of the Millennium of the Baptism of Kievan Rus.

Sister Churches

55. In its historical survey the Council Decree Unitatis Redintegratio has in mind the unity which, in spite of
everything, was experienced in the first millennium and in a certain sense now serves as a kind of model. "This most
sacred Synod gladly reminds all... that in the East there flourish many particular or local Churches, among them the
Patriarchal Churches hold first place; and of these, many glory in taking their origin from the Apostles themselves'.87
The Church's journey began in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost and its original expansion in the oikoumene of that
time was centred around Peter and the Eleven (cf. Acts 2:14). The structures of the Church in the East and in the West
evolved in reference to that Apostolic heritage. Her unity during the first millennium was maintained within those same
structures through the Bishops, Successors of the Apostles, in communion with the Bishop of Rome. If today at the end
of the second millennium we are seeking to restore full communion, it is to that unity, thus structured, which we must
look.

The Decree on Ecumenism highlights a further distinctive aspect, thanks to which all the particular Churches remained
in unity: "an eager desire to perpetuate in a communion of faith and charity those family ties which ought to thrive
between local Churches, as between sisters'.88

56. Following the Second Vatican Council, and in the light of earlier tradition, it has again become usual to refer to the
particular or local Churches gathered around their Bishop as "Sister Churches'. In addition, the lifting of the mutual
excommunications, by eliminating a painful canonical and psychological obstacle, was a very significant step on the
way towards full communion.



The structures of unity which existed before the separation are a heritage of experience that guides our common path
towards the re-establishment of full communion. Obviously, during the second millennium the Lord has not ceased to
bestow on his Church abundant fruits of grace and growth. Unfortunately, however, the gradua and mutual
estrangement between the Churches of the West and the East deprived them of the benefits of mutual exchanges and
cooperation. With the grace of God a great effort must be made to re-establish full communion among them, the source
of such good for the Church of Christ. This effort calls for al our good will, humble prayer and a steadfast cooperation
which never yields to discouragement. Saint Paul urges us. "Bear one another's burdens' (Gal 6:2). How appropriate
and relevant for us is the Apostle's exhortation! The traditional designation of "Sister Churches' should ever
accompany us along this path.

57. In accordance with the hope expressed by Pope Paul V1, our declared purpose is to re-establish together full unity in
legitimate diversity: "God has granted us to receive in faith what the Apostles saw, understood, and proclaimed to us.
By Baptism ‘we are one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28). In virtue of the apostolic succession, we are united more closely by
the priesthood and the Eucharist. By participating in the gifts of God to his Church we are brought into communion
with the Father through the Son in the Holy Spirit... In each local Church this mystery of divine love is enacted, and
surely this is the ground of the traditional and very beautiful expression 'Sister Churches, which local Churches were
fond of applying to one another (cf. Decree, Unitatis Redintegratio, 14). For centuries we lived this life of 'Sister
Churches, and together held Ecumenical Councils which guarded the deposit of faith against all corruption. And now,
after along period of division and mutual misunderstanding, the Lord is enabling us to discover ourselves as 'Sister
Churches once more, in spite of the obstacles which were once raised between us'.89 If today, on the threshold of the
third millennium, we are seeking the re-establishment of full communion, it is for the accomplishment of this reality
that we must work and it isto thisreality that we must refer.

Contact with this glorious tradition is most fruitful for the Church. As the Council points out: "From their very origins
the Churches of the East have had a treasury from which the Church of the West has amply drawn for its liturgy,
spiritual tradition and jurisprudence”.90

Part of this "treasury" are also "the riches of those spiritual traditions to which monasticism gives special

expression. From the glorious days of the Holy Fathers, there flourished in the East that monastic spirituality which
later flowed over into the Western world".91 As | have had the occasion to emphasize in my recent Apostolic Letter
Orientale Lumen, the Churches of the East have lived with great generosity the commitment shown by monastic life,
"starting with evangelization, the highest service that the Christian can offer his brother, followed by many other forms
of spiritual and material service. Indeed it can be said that monasticism in antiquity-and at various times in subsequent
ages too-has been the privileged means for the evangelization of peoples*.92

The Council does not limit itself to emphasizing the elements of similarity between the Churches in the East and in the
West. In accord with historical truth, it does not hesitate to say: "It is hardly surprising if sometimes one tradition has
come nearer than the other to an apt appreciation of certain aspects of the revealed mystery or has expressed themin a
clearer manner. As aresult, these various theological formulations are often to be considered as complementary rather
than conflicting”.93 Communion is made fruitful by the exchange of gifts between the Churches insofar as they
complement each other.

58. From the reaffirmation of an already existing communion of faith, the Second Vatican Council drew pastoral
consequences which are useful for the everyday life of the faithful and for the promotion of the spirit of unity. By
reason of the very close sacramental bonds between the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches, the Decree on
Eastern Catholic Churches Orientalium Ecclesiarum has stated: "Pastoral experience clearly shows that with respect to
our Eastern brethren there should and can be taken into consideration various circumstances affecting individuals,
wherein the unity of the Church is not jeopardized nor are intolerable risks involved, but in which salvation itself and
the spiritual profit of souls are urgently at issue. Hence, in view of specia circumstances of time, place and personage,
the Catholic Church has often adopted and now adopts a milder policy, offering to all the means of salvation and an
example of charity among Christians through participation in the Sacraments and in other sacred functions and
objects'.94

In the light of experience gained in the years following the Council, this theological and pastoral orientation has been
incorporated into the two Codes of Canon Law.95 It has been explicitly treated from the pastoral standpoint in the
Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism. 96

In so important and sensitive a matter, it is necessary for Pastors to instruct the faithful with care, making them clearly
aware of the specific reasons both for this sharing in liturgical worship and for the various regulations which govern it.
There must never be aloss of appreciation for the ecclesiological implication of sharing in the sacraments, especially in
the Holy Eucharist.

Progressin dialogue
59.

Since its establishment in 1979, the Joint International Commission for the Theological Dialogue between the Catholic
Church and the Orthodox Church has worked steadily, directing its study to areas decided upon by mutual agreement,



with the purpose of re-establishing full communion between the two Churches. This communion which is founded on
the unity of faith, following in the footsteps of the experience and tradition of the ancient Church, will find its
fulfilment in the common celebration of the Holy Eucharist. In a positive spirit, and on the basis of what we have in
common, the Joint Commission has been able to make substantial progress and, as | was able to declare in union with
my Venerable Brother, His Holiness Dimitrios |, the Ecumenical Patriarch, it has concluded "that the Catholic Church
and the Orthodox Church can aready profess together that common faith in the mystery of the Church and the bond
between faith and sacraments'.97 The Commission was then able to acknowledge that "in our Churches apostolic
succession is fundamental for the sanctification and the unity of the people of God".98 These are important points of
reference for the continuation of the dialogue. Moreover, these joint affirmations represent the basis for Catholics and
Orthodox to be able from now on to bear a faithful and united common witness in our time, that the name of the Lord
may be proclaimed and glorified.

60.

More recently, the Joint International Commission took a significant step forward with regard to the very sensitive
guestion of the method to be followed in re-establishing full communion between the Catholic Church and the
Orthodox Church, an issue which has frequently embittered relations between Catholics and Orthodox. The
Commission has laid the doctrinal foundations for a positive solution to this problem on the basis of the doctrine of
Sister Churches. Here too it has become evident that the method to be followed towards full communion is the dialogue
of truth, fostered and sustained by the dialogue of love. A recognition of the right of the Eastern Catholic Churches to
have their own organizational structures and to carry out their own apostolate, as well as the actual involvement of
these Churches in the dialogue of charity and in theological dialogue, will not only promote atrue and fraternal mutual
esteem between Orthodox and Catholics living in the same territory, but will also foster their joint commitment to work
for unity.99 A step forward has been taken. The commitment must continue. Already there are signs of a lessening of
tensions, which is making the quest for unity more fruitful.

With regard to the Eastern Catholic Churches in communion with the Catholic Church, the Council expressed its
esteem in these terms. "While thanking God that many Eastern sons of the Catholic Church... are aready living in full
communion with their brethren who follow the tradition of the West, this sacred Synod declares that this entire heritage
of gpirituality and liturgy, of discipline and theology, in their various traditions, belongs to the full catholic and
apostolic character of the Church".100 Certainly the Eastern Catholic Churches, in the spirit of the Decree on

Ecumenism, will play a constructive role in the dialogue of love and in the theological dialogue at both the local and
international levels, and thus contribute to mutual understanding and the continuing pursuit of full unity.101
61. In view of al this, the Catholic Church desires nothing less than full communion between East and West. She finds
inspiration for this in the experience of the first millennium. In that period, indeed, "the development of different
experiences of ecclesial life did not prevent Christians, through mutual relations, from continuing to feel certain that
they were at home in any Church, because praise of the one Father, through Christ in the Holy Spirit, rose from them
al, in a marvellous variety of languages and melodies; all were gathered together to celebrate the Eucharist, the heart
and model for the community regarding not only spirituality and the moral life, but also the Church's very structure, in
the variety of ministries and services under the leadership of the Bishop, successor of the Apostles. The first Councils
are an eloquent witness to this enduring unity in diversity".102 How can unity be restored after ailmost a thousand
years? This is the great task which the Catholic Church must accomplish, a task equally incumbent on the Orthodox
Church. Thus can be understood the continuing relevance of dialogue, guided by the light and strength of the Holy

Spirit.
Relations with the Ancient Churches of the East

62. In the period following the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church has aso, in different ways and with
greater or lesser rapidity, restored fraternal relations with the Ancient Churches of the East which rejected the dogmatic
formulations of the Councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon. All these Churches sent official observers to the Second
Vatican Council; their Patriarchs have honoured us by their visits, and the Bishop of Rome has been able to converse
with them as with brothers who, after along time, joyfully meet again.

The return of fraternal relations with the Ancient Churches of the East witnesses to the Christian faith in situations
which are often hostile and tragic. Thisis a concrete sign of how we are united in Christ in spite of historical, political,
social and cultural barriers. And precisely in relation to Christology, we have been able to join the Patriarchs of some of
these Churches in declaring our common faith in Jesus Christ, true God and true man. Pope Paul VI of venerable
memory signed declarations to this effect with His Holiness Shenouda I 11, the Coptic Orthodox Pope and Patriarch, 103
and with His Beatitude Jacoub |11, the Syrian Orthodox Patriarch of Antioch.104 | myself have been able to confirm
this Christological agreement and draw on it for the development of dialogue with Pope Shenouda, 105 and for pastoral
cooperation with the Syrian Patriarch of Antioch Mor Ignatius Zakka | Iwas.106

When the Venerable Patriarch of the Ethiopian Church, Abuna Paulos, paid me a visit in Rome on 11 June 1993,
together we emphasized the deep communion existing between our two Churches. "We share the faith handed down
from the Apostles, as also the same sacraments and the same ministry, rooted in the apostolic succession... Today,



moreover, we can affirm that we have the one faith in Christ, even though for a long time this was a source of division
between us'.107

More recently, the Lord has granted me the great joy of signing acommon Christological declaration with the Assyrian
Patriarch of the East, His Holiness Mar Dinkha IV, who for this purpose chose to visit me in Rome in November 1994,
Taking into account the different theological formulations, we were able to profess together the true faith in Christ.108
| wish to express my joy at al thisin the words of the Blessed Virgin: "My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord"
(Lk 1:46).

63. Ecumenical contacts have thus made possible essential clarifications with regard to the traditional controversies
concerning Christology, so much so that we have been able to profess together the faith which we have in common.
Once again it must be said that this important achievement is truly a fruit of theological investigation and fraternal
dialogue. And not only this. It is an encouragement for us: for it shows us that the path followed is the right one and
that we can reasonably hope to discover together the solution to other disputed questions.

Dialogue with other Churches and Ecclesial Communities in the West

64. In its great plan for the re-establishment of unity among all Christians, the Decree on Ecumenism also speaks of
relations with the Churches and Ecclesid Communities of the West. Wishing to create a climate of Christian fraternity
and dialogue, the Council situates its guidelines in the context of two general considerations. one of an historical and
psychologica nature, and the other theological and doctrinal. On the one hand, this Decree affirms. "The Churches and
Ecclesial Communities which were separated from the Apostolic See of Rome during the very serious crisis that began
in the West at the end of the Middle Ages, or during later times, are bound to the Catholic Church by a specia affinity
and close relationship in view of the long span of earlier centuries when the Christian people lived in ecclesiastical
communion".109 On the other hand, with equal realism the same Document states: "At the same time one should
recognize that between these Churches and Communities on the one hand, and the Catholic Church on the other, there
are very weighty differences not only of a historical, sociological, psychological and cultural nature, but especially in
the interpretation of revealed truth".110

65. Common roots and similar, if distinct, considerations have guided the development in the West of the Catholic
Church and of the Churches and Communities which have their origins in the Reformation. Consequently these share
the fact that they are "Western" in character. Their "diversities’, athough significant as has been pointed out, do not
therefore preclude mutual interaction and complementarity.

The ecumenical movement really began within the Churches and Ecclesial Communities of the Reform. At about the
same time, in January, 1920, the Ecumenical Patriarchate expressed the hope that some kind of cooperation among the
Christian Communions could be organized. This fact shows that the weight of cultural background is not the decisive
factor. What is essential is the question of faith. The prayer of Christ, our one Lord, Redeemer and Master, speaks to
everyone in the same way, both in the East and in the West. That prayer becomes an imperative to leave behind our
divisionsin order to seek and re-establish unity, as aresult also of the bitter experiences of division itself.

66. The Second Vatican Council did not attempt to give a "description” of post-Reformation Christianity, since "in
origin, teaching and spiritual practice, these Churches and Ecclesia Communities differ not only from us but also
among themselves to a considerable degree".111 Furthermore, the Decree observes that the ecumenical movement and
the desire for peace with the Catholic Church have not yet taken root everywhere.112 These circumstances
notwithstanding, the Council calls for dialogue.

The Council Decree then seeks to "propose... some considerations which can and ought to serve as a basis and
motivation for such dialogue”.113

"Our thoughts are concerned... with those Christians who openly confess Jesus Christ as God and Lord and as the sole
Mediator between God and man unto the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit".114

These brothers and sisters promote love and veneration for the Sacred Scriptures. "Calling upon the Holy Spirit, they
seek in these Sacred Scriptures God as he speaks to them in Christ, the One whom the prophets foretold, God's Word
made flesh for us. In the Scriptures they contemplate the life of Christ, as well as the teachings and the actions of the
Divine Master on behalf of the salvation of al, in particular the mysteries of his Death and Resurrection... They affirm
the divine authority of the Sacred Books'.115

At the same time, however, they "think differently from us... about the relationship between the Scriptures and the
Church. In the Church, according to Catholic belief, an authentic teaching office plays a special role in the explanation
and proclamation of the written word of God".116 Even so, "in 1 dialogue itself, the sacred utterances are precious
instruments in the mighty hand of God for attaining that unity which the Saviour holds out to all".117

Furthermore, the Sacrament of Baptism, which we have in common, represents "a sacramental bond of unity linking all
who have been reborn by means of it".118 The theological, pastoral and ecumenical implications of our common
Baptism are many and important. Although this sacrament of itself is "only a beginning, a point of departure”, it is
"oriented towards a complete profession of faith, a complete incorporation into the system of salvation such as Christ
himself willed it to be, and finally, towards a complete participation in Eucharistic communion™.119



67. Doctrinal and historical disagreements at the time of the Reformation emerged with regard to the Church, the
sacraments and the ordained ministry. The Council therefore calls for "dialogue to be undertaken concerning the true
meaning of the Lord's Supper, the other sacraments and the Church's worship and ministry".120

The Decree Unitatis Redintegratio, pointing out that the post-Reformation Communities lack that "fullness of unity
with us which should flow from Baptism", observes that "especially because of the lack of the Sacrament of Orders
they have not preserved the genuine and total readlity of the Eucharistic mystery", even though "when they
commemorate the Lord's Death and Resurrection in the Holy Supper, they profess that it signifies life in communion
with Christ and they await his coming in glory”.121

68. The Decree does not overlook the spiritual life and its moral consequences: "The Christian way of life of these
brethren is nourished by faith in Christ. It is strengthened by the grace of Baptism and the hearing of God's Word. This
way of life expresses itself in private prayer, in meditation on the Bible, in Christian family life, and in services of
worship offered by Communities assembled to praise God. Furthermore, their worship sometimes displays notable
features of the ancient, common liturgy".122

The Council document moreover does not limit itself to these spiritual, moral and cultural aspects but extends its
appreciation to the lively sense of justice and to the sincere charity towards others which are present among these
brothers and sisters. Nor does it overlook their efforts to make social conditions more humane and to promote peace.
All thisisthe result of a sincere desire to be faithful to the Word of Christ as the source of Christian life.

The text thus raises a series of questions which, in the area of ethics and morality, is becoming ever more urgent in our
time: "There are many Christians who do not always understand the Gospel in the same way as Catholics'.123 In this
vast areathere is much room for dialogue concerning the moral principles of the Gospel and their implications.

69. The hopes and invitation expressed by the Second Vatican Council have been acted upon, and bilateral theological
dialogue with the various worldwide Churches and Christian Communities in the West has been progressively set in
motion.

Moreover, with regard to multilateral dialogue, as early as 1964 the process of setting up a"Joint Working Group™ with
the World Council of Churches was begun, and since 1968 Catholic theologians have been admitted as full members of
the theological Department of the Council, the Commission on Faith and Order.

This dialogue has been and continues to be fruitful and full of promise. The topics suggested by the Council Decree
have already been addressed, or will be in the near future. The reflections of the various bilateral dialogues, conducted
with a dedication which deserves the praise of all those committed to ecumenism, have concentrated on many disputed
guestions such as Baptism, the Eucharist, the ordained ministry, the sacramentality and authority of the Church and
apostolic succession. As aresult, unexpected possibilities for resolving these questions have come to light, while at the
same time there has been arealization that certain questions need to be studied more deeply.

70. This difficult and delicate research, which involves questions of faith and respect for one's own conscience as well
as for the consciences of others, has been accompanied and sustained by the prayer of the Catholic Church and of the
other Churches and Ecclesial Communities. Prayer for unity, already so deeply rooted in and spread throughout the
body of the Church, shows that Christians do indeed see the importance of ecumenism. Precisely because the search for
full unity requires believers to question one another in relation to their faith in the one Lord, prayer is the source of
enlightenment concerning the truth which has to be accepted in its entirety.

Moreover, through prayer the quest for unity, far from being limited to a group of specialists, comes to be shared by all
the baptized. Everyone, regardless of their role in the Church or level of education, can make a valuable contribution, in
ahidden and profound way.

Ecclesial relations

71.

We must give thanks to Divine Providence also for al the events which attest to progress on the path to unity. Besides
theological dialogue, mention should be made of other forms of encounter, common prayer and practical cooperation.
Pope Paul VI strongly encouraged this process by his visit to the headquarters of the World Council of Churches in
Geneva on 10 June 1969, and by his many meetings with representatives of various Churches and Ecclesial
Communities. Such contacts greatly help to improve mutual knowledge and to increase Christian fraternity.

Pope John Paul |, during his very brief Pontificate, expressed the desire to continue on this path.124 The Lord has
enabled me to carry on this work. In addition to important ecumenical meetings held in Rome, a significant part of my
Pastoral Visits is regularly devoted to fostering Christian unity. Some of my journeys have a precise ecumenical
"priority", especialy in countries where the Catholic communities constitute a minority with respect to the post-
Reformation communities or where the latter represent a considerable portion of the believers in Christ in a given
society.

72.

This is true above al for the European countries, in which these divisions first appeared, and for North America. In
this regard, without wishing to minimize the other visits, | would especialy mention those within Europe which took
me twice to Germany, in November 1980 and in April-May 1987; to the United Kingdom (England, Scotland and



Wales) in May-June 1982; to Switzerland in June 1984; and to the Scandinavian and Nordic countries (Finland,
Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Iceland) in June 1989. In an atmosphere of joy, mutual respect, Christian solidarity and
prayer | met so very many brothers and sisters, all making a committed effort to be faithful to the Gospel. Seeing all
this has been for me a great source of encouragement. We experienced the Lord's presence among us.

In this respect | would like to mention one demonstration dictated by fraternal charity and marked by deep clarity of
faith which made a profound impression on me. | am speaking of the Eucharistic celebrations at which | presided in
Finland and Sweden during my journey to the Scandinavian and Nordic countries. At Communion time, the Lutheran
Bishops approached the celebrant. They wished, by means of an agreed gesture, to demonstrate their desire for that
time when we, Catholics and Lutherans, will be able to share the same Eucharist, and they wished to receive the
celebrant's blessing. With love | blessed them. The same gesture, so rich in meaning, was repeated in Rome at the Mass
at which | presided in Piazza Farnese, on the sixth centenary of the canonization of Saint Birgitta of Sweden, on 6
October 1991.

| have encountered similar sentiments on the other side of the ocean aso: in Canada, in September 1984; and
particularly in September 1987 in the United States, where one notices a great ecumenical openness. This was the case,
to give one example, of the ecumenical meeting held at Columbia, South Carolinaon 11 September 1987. The very fact
that such meetings regularly take place between the Pope and these brothers and sisters whose Churches and Ecclesial
Communities originate in the Reformation is important in itself. | am deeply grateful for the warm reception which |
have received both from the leaders of the various Communities and from the Communities as a whole. From this
standpoint, | consider significant the ecumenical celebration of the Word held in Columbia on the theme of the family.
73. It is also a source of great joy to observe how in the postconciliar period and in the local Churches many
programmes and activities on behalf of Christian unity are in place, programmes and activities which have a
stimulating effect at the level of Episcopal Conferences, individual Dioceses and parishes, and at the level of the
various ecclesial organizations and movements.

Achievements of cooperation

74. "Not every one who says to me, 'Lord, Lord', will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my
Father who is in heaven" (Mt 7:21). The consistency and honesty of intentions and of statements of principles are
verified by their application to rea life. The Council Decree on Ecumenism notes that among other Christians "the faith
by which they believe in Christ bears fruit in praise and thanksgiving for the benefits received from the hands of God.
Joined to it are alively sense of justice and a true neighbourly charity".125

What has just been outlined is fertile ground not only for dialogue but aso for practical cooperation: "Active faith has
produced many organizations for the relief of spiritual and bodily distress, the education of youth, the advancement of
humane socia conditions, and the promotion of peace throughout the world".126

Social and cultural life offers ample opportunities for ecumenical cooperation. With increasing frequency Christians are
working together to defend human dignity, to promote peace, to apply the Gospel to social life, to bring the Christian
spirit to the world of science and of the arts. They find themselves ever more united in striving to meet the sufferings
and the needs of our time: hunger, natural disasters and social injustice.

75. For Christians, this cooperation, which draws its inspiration from the Gospel itself, is never mere humanitarian
action. It has its reason for being in the Lord's words: "For | was hungry and you gave me food" (Mt 25:35). As | have
already emphasized, the cooperation among Christians clearly manifests that degree of communion which already
exists among them.127

Before the world, united action in society on the part of Christians has the clear value of a joint witness to the name of
the Lord. It isalso aform of proclamation, since it reveals the face of Christ.

The doctrinal disagreements which remain exercise a negative influence and even place limits on cooperation. Still, the
communion of faith which aready exists between Christians provides a solid foundation for their joint action not only
in the social field but also in the religious sphere.

Such cooperation will facilitate the quest for unity. The Decree on Ecumenism noted that "through such cooperation, all
believersin Christ are able to learn easily how they can understand each other better and esteem each other more, and
how the road to the unity of Christians may be made smooth".128

76. In this context, how can | fail to mention the ecumenical interest in peace, expressed in prayer and action by ever
greater numbers of Christians and with a steadily growing theological inspiration? It could not be otherwise. Do we not
believe in Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace? Christians are becoming ever more united in their rejection of violence,
every kind of violence, from warsto social injustice.

We are called to make ever greater efforts, so that it may be ever more apparent that religious considerations are not the
real cause of current conflicts, even though, unfortunately, there is still arisk of religion being exploited for political
and polemical purposes.

In 1986, at Assisi, during the World Day of Prayer for Peace, Christians of the various Churches and Ecclesia
Communities prayed with one voice to the Lord of history for peace in the world. That same day, in a different but



paralel way, Jews and representatives of non-Christian religions also prayed for peace in a harmonious expression of
feelings which struck a resonant chord deep in the human spirit.

Nor do | wish to overlook the Day of Prayer for Peace in Europe, especialy in the Balkans, which took me back to the
town of Saint Francis as a pilgrim on 9-10 January 1993, and the Mass for Peace in the Balkans and especialy in
Bosnia-Hercegovina, which | celebrated on 23 January 1994 in Saint Peter's Basilica during the Week of Prayer for
Christian Unity.

When we survey the world joy fills our hearts. For we note that Christians feel ever more challenged by the issue of
peace. They seeit asintimately connected with the proclamation of the Gospel and with the coming of God's Kingdom.

CHAPTER Il -QUANTA EST NOBISVIA?
Continuing and deepening dialogue

77.

We can now ask how much further we must travel until that blessed day when full unity in faith will be attained and
we can celebrate together in peace the Holy Eucharist of the Lord. The greater mutual understanding and the doctrinal
convergences aready achieved between us, which have resulted in an affective and effective growth of communion,
cannot suffice for the conscience of Christians who profess that the Church is one, holy, catholic and apostolic. The
ultimate goal of the ecumenical movement is to re-establish full visible unity among all the baptized.

In view of thisgoal, al the results so far attained are but one stage of the journey, however promising and positive.

78.

In the ecumenical movement, it is not only the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches which hold to this
demanding concept of the unity willed by God. The orientation towards such unity is aso expressed by others.129
Ecumenism implies that the Christian communities should help one another so that there may be truly present in them
the full content and all the requirements of "the heritage handed down by the Apostles'.130 Without this, full
communion will never be possible. This mutua help in the search for truth is a sublime form of evangelical charity.
The documents of the many International Mixed Commissions of dialogue have expressed this commitment to seeking
unity. On the basis of a certain fundamental doctrina unity, these texts discuss Baptism, Eucharist, ministry and
authority.
From this basic but partial unity it is now necessary to advance towards the visible unity which is required and
sufficient and which is manifested in areal and concrete way, so that the Churches may truly become a sign of that full
communion in the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church which will be expressed in the common celebration of the
Eucharist.
This journey towards the necessary and sufficient visible unity, in the communion of the one Church willed by Christ,
continues to require patient and courageous efforts. In this process, one must not impose any burden beyond that which
isstrictly necessary (cf. Acts 15:28).
79. It is adready possible to identify the areas in need of fuller study before a true consensus of faith can be achieved: 1)
the relationship between Sacred Scripture, as the highest authority in matters of faith, and Sacred Tradition, as
indispensable to the interpretation of the Word of God; 2) the Eucharist, as the Sacrament of the Body and Blood of
Christ, an offering of praise to the Father, the sacrificial memorial and Real Presence of Christ and the sanctifying
outpouring of the Holy Spirit; 3) Ordination, as a Sacrament, to the threefold ministry of the episcopate, presbyterate
and diaconate; 4) the Magisterium of the Church, entrusted to the Pope and the Bishops in communion with him,
understood as a responsibility and an authority exercised in the name of Christ for teaching and safeguarding the faith;
5) the Virgin Mary, as Mother of God and Icon of the Church, the spiritual Mother who intercedes for Christ's disciples
and for all humanity.

In this courageous journey towards unity, the transparency and the prudence of faith require us to avoid both false
irenicism and indifference to the Church's ordinances.131 Conversely, that same transparency and prudence urge us to
reject a halfhearted commitment to unity and, even more, a prejudicial opposition or a defeatism which tends to see
everything in negative terms.

To uphold avision of unity which takes account of all the demands of revealed truth does not mean to put a brake on
the ecumenical movement.132 On the contrary, it means preventing it from settling for apparent solutions which would
lead to no firm and solid results.133 The obligation to respect the truth is absolute. Is this not the law of the Gospel?

Reception of the results already achieved
80. While dialogue continues on new subjects or develops at deeper levels, a new task lies before us: that of receiving
the results already achieved. These cannot remain the statements of bilateral commissions but must become a common
heritage. For this to come about and for the bonds of communion to be thus strengthened, a serious examination needs
to be made, which, by different ways and means and at various levels of responsibility, must involve the whole People
of God. We are in fact dealing with issues which frequently are matters of faith, and these require universal consent,
extending from the Bishops to the lay faithful, all of whom have received the anointing of the Holy Spirit.134 It is the
same Spirit who assists the Magisterium and awakens the sensus fidei.



Consequently, for the outcome of dialogue to be received, there is needed a broad and precise critical process which
analyzes the results and rigorously tests their consistency with the Tradition of faith received from the Apostles and
lived out in the community of believers gathered around the Bishop, their legitimate Pastor.

81. This process, which must be carried forward with prudence and in a spirit of faith, will be assisted by the Holy
Spirit. If it isto be successful, its results must be made known in appropriate ways by competent persons. Significant in
this regard is the contribution which theologians and faculties of theology are called to make by exercising their
charism in the Church. It is also clear that ecumenical commissions have very specific responsibilities and tasks in this
regard.

The whole process is followed and encouraged by the Bishops and the Holy See. The Church's teaching authority is
responsible for expressing a definitive judgment.

In all this, it will be of great help methodologically to keep carefully in mind the distinction between the deposit of faith
and the formulation in which it is expressed, as Pope John XXIl1 recommended in his opening address at the Second
Vatican Council.135

Continuing spiritual ecumenism and bearing witness to holiness

82. It is understandable how the seriousness of the commitment to ecumenism presents a deep challenge to the Catholic
faithful. The Spirit calls them to make a serious examination of conscience. The Catholic Church must enter into what
might be called a "dialogue of conversion”, which constitutes the spiritual foundation of ecumenical dialogue. In this
dialogue, which takes place before God, each individual must recognize his own faults, confess his sins and place
himself in the hands of the One who is our Intercessor before the Father, Jesus Christ.

Certainly, in this attitude of conversion to the will of the Father and, at the same time, of repentance and absolute trust
in the reconciling power of the truth which is Christ, we will find the strength needed to bring to a successful
conclusion the long and arduous pilgrimage of ecumenism. The "dialogue of conversion" with the Father on the part of
each Community, with the full acceptance of all that it demands, is the basis of fraterna relations which will be
something more than a mere cordial understanding or external sociability. The bonds of fraternal koinonia must be
forged before God and in Christ Jesus.

Only the act of placing ourselves before God can offer a solid basis for that conversion of individual Christians and for
that constant reform of the Church, insofar as she is also a human and earthly institution, 136 which represent the
preconditions for al ecumenical commitment. One of the first steps in ecumenical dialogue is the effort to draw the
Christian Communities into this completely interior spiritual space in which Christ, by the power of the Spirit, leads
them all, without exception, to examine themselves before the Father and to ask themselves whether they have been
faithful to his plan for the Church.

83.

I have mentioned the will of the Father and the spiritual space in which each community hears the call to overcome the
obstacles to unity. All Christian Communities know that, thanks to the power given by the Spirit, obeying that will and
overcoming those obstacles are not beyond their reach. All of them in fact have martyrs for the Christian faith.137
Despite the tragedy of our divisions, these brothers and sisters have preserved an attachment to Christ and to the Father
so radical and absolute as to lead even to the shedding of blood. But is not this same attachment at the heart of what |
have called a"dialogue of conversion"? Isit not precisely this dialogue which clearly shows the need for an ever more
profound experience of the truth if full communion isto be attained?

84.

In atheocentric vision, we Christians already have a common Martyrology. This also includes the martyrs of our own
century, more numerous than one might think, and it shows how, at a profound level, God preserves communion
among the baptized in the supreme demand of faith, manifested in the sacrifice of life itself.138 The fact that one can
diefor the faith shows that other demands of the faith can also be met. | have already remarked, and with deep joy, how
an imperfect but real communion is preserved and is growing at many levels of ecclesia life. | now add that this
communion is already perfect in what we all consider the highest point of the life of grace, martyria unto death, the
truest communion possible with Christ who shed his Blood, and by that sacrifice brings near those who once were far
off (cf. Eph 2:13).

While for all Christian communities the martyrs are the proof of the power of grace, they are not the only ones to bear
witness to that power. Albeit in an invisible way, the communion between our Communities, even if still incomplete, is
truly and solidly grounded in the full communion of the Saints-those who, at the end of a life faithful to grace, are in
communion with Christ in glory. These Saints come from all the Churches and Ecclesial Communities which gave
them entrance into the communion of salvation.

When we speak of a common heritage, we must acknowledge as part of it not only the institutions, rites, means of
salvation and the traditions which all the communities have preserved and by which they have been shaped, but first
and foremost this reality of holiness.139

In the radiance of the "heritage of the saints' belonging to al Communities, the "dialogue of conversion" towards full
and visible unity thus appears as a source of hope. This universal presence of the Saints is in fact a proof of the



transcendent power of the Spirit. It isthe sign and proof of God's victory over the forces of evil which divide humanity.
Astheliturgies sing: "You are glorified in your Saints, for their glory isthe crowning of your gifts'.140

Where there is a sincere desire to follow Christ, the Spirit is often able to pour out his grace in extraordinary ways. The
experience of ecumenism has enabled us to understand this better. If, in the interior spiritual space described above,
Communities are able truly to "be converted" to the quest for full and visible communion, God will do for them what
he did for their Saints. He will overcome the obstacles inherited from the past and will lead Communities along his
paths to where he wills: to the visible koinonia which is both praise of his glory and service of his plan of salvation.

85. Since God in his infinite mercy can always bring good even out of situations which are an offence to his plan, we
can discover that the Spirit has allowed conflicts to serve in some circumstances to make explicit certain aspects of the
Christian vocation, as happens in the lives of the Saints. In spite of fragmentation, which is an evil from which we need
to be healed, there has resulted a kind of rich bestowal of grace which is meant to embellish the koinonia. God's grace
will be with all those who, following the example of the Saints, commit themselves to meeting its demands. How can
we hesitate to be converted to the Father's expectations? He is with us.

Contribution of the Catholic Church to the quest for Christian unity

86.

The Constitution Lumen Gentium, in a fundamental affirmation echoed by the Decree Unitatis Redintegratio, 141
states that the one Church of Christ subsists in the Catholic Church.142 The Decree on Ecumenism emphasizes the
presence in her of the fullness (plenitudo) of the means of salvation.143 Full unity will come about when all share in
the fullness of the means of salvation entrusted by Christ to his Church.

87.

Along the way that leads to full unity, ecumenical dialogue works to awaken areciprocal fraternal assistance, whereby
Communities strive to give in mutual exchange what each one needs in order to grow towards definitive fullness in
accordance with God's plan (cf. Eph 4:11-13). | have said how we are aware, as the Catholic Church, that we have
received much from the witness borne by other Churches and Ecclesidl Communities to certain common Christian
values, from their study of those values, and even from the way in which they have emphasized and experienced them.
Among the achievements of the last thirty years, this reciprocal fraterna influence has had an important place. At the
stage which we have now reached, 144 this process of mutual enrichment must be taken seriously into account. Based
on the communion which already exists as aresult of the ecclesial elements present in the Christian communities,

this process will certainly be a force impelling towards full and visible communion, the desired goa of the journey we
are making. Here we have the ecumenical expression of the Gospel law of sharing. This leads me to state once more;
"We must take every care to meet the legitimate desires and expectations of our Christian brethren, coming to know
their way of thinking and their sensihilities... The talents of each must be developed for the utility and the advantage of
al".145

The ministry of unity of the Bishop of Rome

88. Among all the Churches and Ecclesial Communities, the Catholic Church is conscious that she has preserved the
ministry of the Successor of the Apostle Peter, the Bishop of Rome, whom God established as her "perpetual and
visible principle and foundation of unity" 146 and whom the Spirit sustainsin order that he may enable all the others to
share in this essential good. In the beautiful expression of Pope Saint Gregory the Great, my ministry is that of servus
servorum Dei. This designation is the best possible safeguard against the risk of separating power (and in particular the
primacy) from ministry. Such a separation would contradict the very meaning of power according to the Gospel: "I am
among you as one who serves' (Lk 22:27), says our Lord Jesus Christ, the Head of the Church. On the other hand, as |
acknowledged on the important occasion of a visit to the World Council of Churches in Geneva on 12 June 1984, the
Catholic Church's conviction that in the ministry of the Bishop of Rome she has preserved, in fidelity to the Apostolic
Tradition and the faith of the Fathers, the visible sign and guarantor of unity, congtitutes a difficulty for most other
Christians, whose memory is marked by certain painful recollections.

To the extent that we are responsible for these, | join my Predecessor Paul VI in asking forgiveness.147

89.

It is nonethel ess significant and encouraging that the question of the primacy of the Bishop of Rome has now become a
subject of study which is already under way or will be in the near future. It is likewise significant and encouraging that
this question appears as an essential theme not only in the theological dialogues in which the Catholic Church is
engaging with other Churches and Ecclesial Communities, but also more generally in the ecumenical movement as a
whole. Recently the delegates to the Fifth World Assembly of the Commission on Faith and Order of the World
Council of Churches, held in Santiago de Compostela, recommended that the Commission "begin a new study of the
guestion of a universal ministry of Christian unity".148 After centuries of bitter controversies, the other Churches and
Ecclesia Communities are more and more taking afresh look at this ministry of unity.149
90.



The Bishop of Rome is the Bishop of the Church which preserves the mark of the martyrdom of Peter and of Paul: "By
amysterious design of Providenceit is at Rome that [Peter] concludes his journey in following Jesus, and it is at Rome
that he gives his greatest proof of love and fidelity. Likewise Paul, the Apostle of the Gentiles, gives his supreme
witness at Rome. In this way the Church of Rome became the Church of Peter and of Paul".150
In the New Testament, the person of Peter has an eminent place. In the first part of the Acts of the Apostles, he appears
as the leader and spokesman of the Apostolic College described as "Peter... and the Eleven" (2:14; cf. 2:37, 5:29). The
place assigned to Peter is based on the words of Christ himself, as they are recorded in the Gospel traditions.
91. The Gospel of Matthew gives a clear outline of the pastoral mission of Peter in the Church: "Blessed are you,
Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who isin heaven. And | tell you, you
are Peter, and on this rock | will build my Church and the powers of death shall not prevail against it. | will give you
the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose
on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (16:17-19). Luke makes clear that Christ urged Peter to strengthen his brethren,
while at the same time reminding him of his own human weakness and need of conversion (cf. 22:31-32). It isjust as
though, against the backdrop of Peter's human weakness, it were made fully evident that his particular ministry in the
Church derives altogether from grace. It is as though the Master especially concerned himself with Peter's conversion
as away of preparing him for the task he was about to give him in his Church, and for this reason was very strict with
him. This same role of Peter, similarly linked with a realistic affirmation of his weakness, appears again in the Fourth
Gospel: "Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?... Feed my sheep” (cf. Jn 21:15-19). It is also significant
that according to the First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians the Risen Christ appears to Cephas and then to the Twelve
(cf. 15:5).
It isimportant to note how the weakness of Peter and of Paul clearly shows that the Church is founded upon the infinite
power of grace (cf. Mt 16:17; 2 Cor 12:7-10). Peter, immediately after receiving his mission, is rebuked with unusual
severity by Christ, who tellshim: "Y ou are a hindrance to me" (Mt 16:23). How can we fail to see that the mercy which
Peter needs is related to the ministry of that mercy which he is the first to experience? And yet, Peter will deny Jesus
three times. The Gospel of John emphasizes that Peter receives the charge of shepherding the flock on the occasion of a
threefold profession of love (cf. 21:15-17), which corresponds to his threefold denia (cf. 13:38). Luke, for his part, in
the words of Christ already quoted, words which the early tradition will concentrate upon in order to clarify the mission
of Peter, insists on the fact that he will have to "strengthen his brethren when he has turned again” (cf. 22:32).
92.
Asfor Paul, heis able to end the description of his ministry with the amazing words which he had heard from the Lord
himself: "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness'; consequently, he can exclaim:
"When | am wesk, then | am strong” (2 Cor 12:9-10). Thisis a basic characteristic of the Christian experience.
As the heir to the mission of Peter in the Church, which has been made fruitful by the blood of the Princes of the
Apostles, the Bishop of Rome exercises a ministry originating in the manifold mercy of God. This mercy converts
hearts and pours forth the power of grace where the disciple experiences the bitter taste of his personal weakness and
helplessness. The authority proper to this ministry is completely at the service of God's merciful plan and it must
always be seen in this perspective. Its power is explained from this perspective.

93.

Associating himself with Peter's threefold profession of love, which corresponds to the earlier threefold denial, his
Successor knows that he must be a sign of mercy. Hisis aministry of mercy, born of an act of Christ's own mercy. This
whole lesson of the Gospel must be constantly read anew, so that the exercise of the Petrine ministry may lose nothing
of its authenticity and transparency.

The Church of God is called by Christ to manifest to a world ensnared by its sins and evil designs that, despite
everything, God in his mercy can convert hearts to unity and enable them to enter into communion with him.

94.

This service of unity, rooted in the action of divine mercy, is entrusted within the College of Bishops to one among
those who have received from the Spirit the task, not of exercising power over the people-as the rulers of the Gentiles
and their great men do (cf. Mt 20:25; Mk 10:42)-but of leading them towards peaceful pastures. This task can require
the offering of one's own life (cf. Jn 10:11-18). Saint Augustine, after showing that Christ is "the one Shepherd, in
whose unity all are one", goes on to exhort: "May all shepherds thus be one in the one Shepherd; may they let the one
voice of the Shepherd be heard; may the sheep hear this voice and follow their Shepherd, not this shepherd or that, but
the only one; in him may they all let one voice be heard and not a babble of voices... the voice free of all division,
purified of all heresy, that the sheep hear".151 The mission of the Bishop of Rome within the College of al the Pastors
consists precisely in "keeping watch" (episkopein), like a sentinel, so that, through the efforts of the Pastors, the true
voice of Christ the Shepherd may be heard in all the particular Churches. In thisway, in each of the particular Churches
entrusted to those Pastors, the una, sancta, catholica et apostolica Ecclesiais made present. All the Churches arein full
and visible communion, because @l the Pastors are in communion with Peter and therefore united in Christ.

With the power and the authority without which such an office would be illusory, the Bishop of Rome must ensure the
communion of all the Churches. For this reason, he is the first servant of unity. This primacy is exercised on various
levels, including vigilance over the handing down of the Word, the celebration of the Liturgy and the Sacraments, the



Church's mission, discipline and the Christian life. It is the responsibility of the Successor of Peter to recall the
requirements of the common good of the Church, should anyone be tempted to overlook it in the pursuit of personal
interests. He has the duty to admonish, to caution and to declare at times that this or that opinion being circulated is
irreconcilable with the unity of faith. When circumstances require it, he speaks in the name of al the Pastors in
communion with him. He can aso- under very specific conditions clearly laid down by the First Vatican Council-
declare ex cathedra that a certain doctrine belongs to the deposit of faith.152 By thus bearing witness to the truth, he
Serves unity.

95. All this however must always be done in communion. When the Catholic Church affirms that the office of the
Bishop of Rome corresponds to the will of Christ, she does not separate this office from the mission entrusted to the
whole body of Bishops, who are also "vicars and ambassadors of Christ".153 The Bishop of Rome is a member of the
"College", and the Bishops are his brothers in the ministry.

Whatever relates to the unity of al Christian communities clearly forms part of the concerns of the primacy. As Bishop
of Rome | am fully aware, as | have reaffirmed in the present Encyclical Letter, that Christ ardently desires the full and
visible communion of all those Communities in which, by virtue of God's faithfulness, his Spirit dwells. | am
convinced that | have a particular responsibility in this regard, above al in acknowledging the ecumenical aspirations
of the majority of the Christian Communities and in heeding the request made of me to find 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. For
a whole millennium Christians were united in "a brotherly fraternal communion of faith and sacramenta life... If
disagreements in belief and discipline arose among them, the Roman See acted by common consent as moderator”.154
In thisway the primacy exercised its office of unity. When addressing the Ecumenical Patriarch His Holiness Dimitrios
I, I acknowledged my awareness that "for a great variety of reasons, and against the will of all concerned, what should
have been a service sometimes manifested itself in a very different light. But... it is out of a desire to obey the will of
Christ truly that | recognize that as Bishop of Rome | am called to exercise that ministry... | insistently pray the Holy
Spirit to shine his light upon us, enlightening all the Pastors and theologians of our Churches, that we may seek-
together, of course-the forms in which this ministry may accomplish a service of love recognized by al concerned”.155
96. This is an immense task, which we cannot refuse and which | cannot carry out by myself. Could not the real but
imperfect communion existing between us persuade Church leaders and their theologians to engage with me in a
patient and fraternal dialogue on this subject, a dialogue in which, leaving useless controversies behind, we could listen
to one another, keeping before us only the will of Christ for his Church and allowing ourselves to be deeply moved by
his plea "that they may all be one... so that the world may believe that you have sent me" (Jn 17:21)?

The communion of al particular Churches with the Church of Rome: a necessary condition for unity

97. The Catholic Church, both in her praxis and in her solemn documents, holds that the communion of the particular
Churches with the Church of Rome, and of their Bishops with the Bishop of Rome, is-in God's plan-an essential
requisite of full and visible communion. Indeed full communion, of which the Eucharist is the highest sacramental
manifestation, needs to be visibly expressed in a ministry in which all the Bishops recognize that they are united in
Christ and all the faithful find confirmation for their faith. The first part of the Acts of the Apostles presents Peter asthe
one who speaks in the name of the apostolic group and who serves the unity of the community-all the while respecting
the authority of James, the head of the Church in Jerusalem. This function of Peter must continue in the Church so that
under her sole Head, who is Jesus Christ, she may be visibly present in the world as the communion of al hisdisciples.
Do not many of those involved in ecumenism today feel a need for such a ministry? A ministry which presidesin truth
and love so that the ship-that beautiful symbol which the World Council of Churches has chosen as its emblem- will
not be buffeted by the storms and will one day reach its haven.

Full unity and evangelization

98. The ecumenical movement in our century, more than the ecumenical undertakings of past centuries, the importance
of which must not however be underestimated, has been characterized by a missionary outlook. In the verse of John's
Gospel which is ecumenism'’s inspiration and guiding motif-"that they may all be one... so that the world may believe
that you have sent me" (Jn 17:21)-the phrase that the world may believe has been so strongly emphasized that at times
we run the risk of forgetting that, in the mind of the Evangelist, unity is above al for the glory of the Father. At the
same time it is obvious that the lack of unity among Christians contradicts the Truth which Christians have the mission
to spread and, consequently, it gravely damages their witness. This was clearly understood and expressed by my
Predecessor Pope Paul VI, in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi: "As evangelizers, we must offer Christ's
faithful not the image of people divided and separated by unedifying quarrels, but the image of people who are mature
in faith and capable of finding a meeting-point beyond the real tensions, thanks to a shared, sincere and disinterested
search for truth. Yes, the destiny of evangelization is certainly bound up with the witness of unity given by the
Church... At this point we wish to emphasize the sign of unity among all Christians as the way and instrument of
evangelization. The division among Christians is a serious reality which impedes the very work of Christ".156

How indeed can we proclaim the Gospel of reconciliation without at the same time being committed to working for
reconciliation between Christians? However true it is that the Church, by the prompting of the Holy Spirit and with the



promise of indefectibility, has preached and still preaches the Gospel to all nations, it is also true that she must face the
difficulties which derive from the lack of unity. When non-believers meet missionaries who do not agree among
themselves, even though they al appeal to Christ, will they be in a position to receive the true message? Will they not
think that the Gospel is a cause of division, despite the fact that it is presented as the fundamental law of love?

99. When | say that for me, as Bishop of Rome, the ecumenical task is "one of the pastoral priorities' of my Pontificate,
157 | think of the grave obstacle which the lack of unity represents for the proclamation of the Gospel. A Christian
Community which believes in Christ and desires, with Gospel fervour, the salvation of mankind can hardly be closed to
the promptings of the Holy Spirit, who leads all Christians towards full and visible unity. Here an imperative of charity
isin question, an imperative which admits of no exception. Ecumenism is not only an internal question of the Christian
Communities. It is a matter of the love which God has in Jesus Christ for all humanity; to stand in the way of this love
is an offence against him and against his plan to gather all people in Christ. As Pope Paul VI wrote to the Ecumenical
Patriarch Athenagoras |: "May the Holy Spirit guide us along the way of reconciliation, so that the unity of our
Churches may become an ever more radiant sign of hope and consolation for all mankind".158

EXHORTATION

100. In my recent Letter to the Bishops, clergy and faithful of the Catholic Church indicating the path to be followed
towards the celebration of the Great Jubilee of the Holy Year 2000, | wrote that "the best preparation for the new
millennium can only be expressed in a renewed commitment to apply, as faithfully as possible, the teachings of Vatican
Il to the life of every individual and of the whole Church".159 The Second Vatican Council is the great beginning-the
Advent as it were-of the journey leading us to the threshold of the Third Millennium. Given the importance which the
Council attributed to the work of rebuilding Christian unity, and in this our age of grace for ecumenism, | thought it
necessary to reaffirm the fundamental convictions which the Council impressed upon the consciousness of the Catholic
Church, recalling them in the light of the progress subsequently made towards the full communion of al the baptized.
There is no doubt that the Holy Spirit is active in this endeavour and that he is leading the Church to the full realization
of the Father's plan, in conformity with the will of Christ. This will was expressed with heartfelt urgency in the prayer
which, according to the Fourth Gospel, he uttered at the moment when he entered upon the saving mystery of his
Passover. Just as he did then, today too Christ calls everyone to renew their commitment to work for full and visible
communion.

101. | therefore exhort my Brothers in the Episcopate to be especially mindful of this commitment. The two Codes of
Canon Law include among the responsibilities of the Bishop that of promoting the unity of all Christians by supporting
all activities or initiatives undertaken for this purpose, in the awareness that the Church has this obligation from the will
of Christ himself.160 Thisis part of the episcopal mission and it is a duty which derives directly from fidelity to Christ,
the Shepherd of the Church. Indeed all the faithful are asked by the Spirit of God to do everything possible to
strengthen the bonds of communion between all Christians and to increase cooperation between Christ's followers:
"Concern for restoring unity pertains to the whole Church, faithful and clergy alike. It extends to everyone according to
the potential of each".161

102. The power of God's Spirit gives growth and builds up the Church down the centuries. As the Church turns her
gaze to the new millennium, she asks the Spirit for the grace to strengthen her own unity and to make it grow towards
full communion with other Christians.

How is the Church to obtain this grace? In the first place, through prayer. Prayer should always concern itself with the
longing for unity, and as such is one of the basic forms of our love for Christ and for the Father who isrich in mercy. In
this journey which we are undertaking with other Christians towards the new millennium prayer must occupy the first
place.

How is she to obtain this grace? Through giving thanks, so that we do not present ourselves empty-handed at the
appointed time: "Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness... " intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words'
(Rom 8:26), disposing usto ask God for what we need.

How is she to obtain this grace? Through hope in the Spirit, who can banish from us the painful memories of our
separation. The Spirit is able to grant us clear-sightedness, strength and courage to take whatever steps are necessary,
that our commitment may be ever more authentic.

And should we ask if all thisis possible, the answer will always be yes. It is the same answer which Mary of Nazareth
heard: with God nothing isimpossible.

| am reminded of the words of Saint Cyprian's commentary on the Lord's Prayer, the prayer of every Christian: "God
does not accept the sacrifice of a sower of disunion, but commands that he depart from the altar so that he may first be
reconciled with his brother. For God can be appeased only by prayers that make peace. To God, the better offering is
peace, brotherly concord and a people made one in the unity of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit".162

At the dawn of the new millennium, how can we not implore from the Lord, with renewed enthusiasm and a deeper
awareness, the grace to prepare ourselves, together, to offer this sacrifice of unity?

103. 1, John Paul, servus servorum Del, venture to make my own the words of the Apostle Paul, whose martyrdom,
together with that of the Apostle Peter, has bequeathed to this See of Rome the splendour of its witness, and | say to



you, the faithful of the Catholic Church, and to you, my brothers and sisters of the other Churches and Ecclesia
Communities: "Mend your ways, encourage one ancther, live in harmony, and the God of love and peace will be with
you... The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you al" (2
Cor 13:11, 13).

Given in Rome, at Saint Peter's, on 25 May, the Solemnity of the Ascension of the Lord, in the year 1995, the
seventeenth of my Pontificate.

JOHN PAUL II
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INTRODUCTION

1. The Gospel of life is at the heart of Jesus' message. Lovingly received day after day by the Church, it is to be
preached with dauntless fidelity as "good news" to the people of every age and culture.

At the dawn of salvation, it is the Birth of a Child which is proclaimed as joyful news: "I bring you good news of a
great joy which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is Christ the
Lord" (Lk 2:10-11). The source of this "great joy" is the Birth of the Saviour; but Christmas also reveals the full
meaning of every human birth, and the joy which accompanies the Birth of the Messiah is thus seen to be the
foundation and fulfilment of joy at every child born into the world (cf. Jn 16:21).

When he presents the heart of his redemptive mission, Jesus says: "l came that they may have life, and have it
abundantly” (Jn 10:10). In truth, he is referring to that "new" and "eterna” life which consists in communion with the
Father, to which every person is freely called in the Son by the power of the Sanctifying Spirit. It is precisely in this
"life" that all the aspects and stages of human life achieve their full significance.

The incomparable worth of the human person

2. Man is called to a fullness of life which far exceeds the dimensions of his earthly existence, because it consists in
sharing the very life of God. The loftiness of this supernatural vocation reveals the greatness and the inestimable value
of human life even in its temporal phase. Life in time, in fact, is the fundamental condition, the initial stage and an
integral part of the entire unified process of human existence. It is a process which, unexpectedly and undeservedly, is
enlightened by the promise and renewed by the gift of divine life, which will reach its full realization in eternity (cf. 1
Jn 3:1-2). At the same time, it is precisely this supernatural calling which highlights the relative character of each
individua's earthly life. After all, life on earth is not an "ultimate” but a "penultimate” reality; even so, it remains a
sacred reality entrusted to us, to be preserved with a sense of responsibility and brought to perfection in love and in the
gift of ourselvesto God and to our brothers and sisters.

The Church knows that this Gospel of life, which she has received from her Lord, 1 has a profound and persuasive echo
in the heart of every person-believer and non-believer alike-because it marvellously fulfils all the heart's expectations
while infinitely surpassing them. Even in the midst of difficulties and uncertainties, every person sincerely open to truth
and goodness can, by the light of reason and the hidden action of grace, come to recognize in the natural law written in
the heart (cf. Rom 2:14-15) the sacred value of human life from its very beginning until its end, and can affirm the right
of every human being to have this primary good respected to the highest degree. Upon the recognition of this right,
every human community and the political community itself are founded.

In a specia way, believers in Christ must defend and promote this right, aware as they are of the wonderful truth
recalled by the Second Vatican Council: "By his incarnation the Son of God has united himself in some fashion with
every human being".2 This saving event reveals to humanity not only the boundless love of God who "so loved the
world that he gave his only Son" (Jn 3:16), but also the incomparable value of every human person.

The Church, faithfully contemplating the mystery of the Redemption, acknowledges this value with ever new wonder.3
She feels called to proclaim to the people of al times this"Gospel”, the source of invincible hope and true joy for every
period of history. The Gospel of God's love for man, the Gospel of the dignity of the person and the Gospel of lifearea
single and indivisible Gospel.

For this reason, man-living man-represents the primary and fundamental way for the Church. 4

New threats to human life
3. Every individual, precisely by reason of the mystery of the Word of God who was made flesh (cf. Jn 1:14), is

entrusted to the maternal care of the Church. Therefore every threat to human dignity and life must necessarily be felt
in the Church's very heart; it cannot but affect her at the core of her faith in the Redemptive Incarnation of the Son of



God, and engage her in her mission of proclaiming the Gospel of life in all the world and to every creature (cf. Mk
16:15).

Today this proclamation is especially pressing because of the extraordinary increase and gravity of threats to the life of
individuals and peoples, especialy where life is weak and defenceless. In addition to the ancient scourges of poverty,
hunger, endemic diseases, violence and war, new threats are emerging on an alarmingly vast scale.

The Second Vatican Council, in a passage which retains all its relevance today, forcefully condemned a number of
crimes and attacks against human life. Thirty years later, taking up the words of the Council and with the same
forcefulness | repeat that condemnation in the name of the whole Church, certain that | am interpreting the genuine
sentiment of every upright conscience: "Whatever is opposed to life itself, such as any type of murder, genocide,
abortion, euthanasia, or wilful self-destruction, whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such as mutilation,
torments inflicted on body or mind, attempts to coerce the will itself; whatever insults human dignity, such as
subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, slavery, prostitution, the selling of women and
children; as well as disgraceful working conditions, where people are treated as mere instruments of gain rather than as
free and responsible persons; all these things and others like them are infamies indeed. They poison human society, and
they do more harm to those who practise them than to those who suffer from the injury. Moreover, they are a

supreme dishonour to the Creator".5

4. Unfortunately, this disturbing state of affairs, far from decreasing, is expanding: with the new prospects opened up
by scientific and technological progress there arise new forms of attacks on the dignity of the human being. At the same
time a new cultural climate is developing and taking hold, which gives crimes against life a new and-if possible-even
more sinister character, giving rise to further grave concern: broad sectors of public opinion justify certain crimes
against life in the name of the rights of individual freedom, and on this basis they claim not only exemption from
punishment but even authorization by the State, so that these things can be done with total freedom and indeed with the
free assistance of health-care systems.

All this is causing a profound change in the way in which life and relationships between people are considered. The
fact that legislation in many countries, perhaps even departing from basic principles of their Constitutions, has
determined not to punish these practices against life, and even to make them altogether legal, is both a disturbing
symptom and a significant cause of grave moral decline. Choices once unanimously considered criminal and rejected
by the common moral sense are gradually becoming socially acceptable. Even certain sectors of the medical profession,
which by its caling is directed to the defence and care of human life, are increasingly willing to carry out these acts
against the person. In this way the very nature of the medical profession is distorted and contradicted, and the dignity of
those who practiseit is degraded. In such a cultural and legidlative situation, the serious demographic, social and family
problems which weigh upon many of the world's peoples and which require responsible and effective attention from
national and international bodies, are left open to false and deceptive solutions, opposed to the truth and the good of
persons and nations.

The end result of thisistragic: not only isthe fact of the destruction of so many human lives still to be born or in their
final stage extremely grave and disturbing, but no less grave and disturbing is the fact that conscience itself, darkened
as it were by such widespread conditioning, is finding it increasingly difficult to distinguish between good and evil in
what concerns the basic value of human life.

In communion with all the Bishops of the world

5. The Extraordinary Consistory of Cardinals held in Rome on 4-7 April 1991 was devoted to the problem of the threats
to human life in our day. After a thorough and detailed discussion of the problem and of the challenges it poses to the
entire human family and in particular to the Christian community, the Cardinals unanimously asked me to reaffirm with
the authority of the Successor of Peter the value of human life and its inviolability, in the light of present circumstances
and attacks threatening it today.

In response to this request, at Pentecost in 1991 | wrote a personal letter to each of my Brother Bishops asking them, in
the spirit of episcopal collegiality, to offer me their cooperation in drawing up a specific document. 6 | am deeply
grateful to all the Bishops who replied and provided me with valuable facts, suggestions and proposals. In so doing
they bore witness to their unanimous desire to share in the doctrinal and pastoral mission of the Church with regard to
the Gospel of life.

In that same letter, written shortly after the celebration of the centenary of the Encyclical Rerum Novarum, | drew
everyone's attention to this striking analogy: "Just as a century ago it was the working classes which were oppressed in
their fundamental rights, and the Church very courageously came to their defence by proclaiming the sacrosanct rights
of the worker as a person, so how, when another category of persons is being oppressed in the fundamental right to life,
the Church feels in duty bound to speak out with the same courage on behalf of those who have no voice. Hers is
always the evangelical cry in defence of the world's poor, those who are threatened and despised and whose human
rights are violated".7

Today there exists a great multitude of weak and defenceless human beings, unborn children in particular, whose
fundamental right to life is being trampled upon. If, at the end of the last century, the Church could not be silent about



the injustices of those times, still less can she be silent today, when the socia injustices of the past, unfortunately not
yet overcome, are being compounded in many regions of the world by still more grievous forms of injustice and
oppression, even if these are being presented as elements of progressin view of anew world order.

The present Encyclical, the fruit of the cooperation of the Episcopate of every country of the world, is therefore meant
to be a precise and vigorous reaffirmation of the value of human life and its inviolability, and at the same time a
pressing appeal addressed to each and every person, in the name of God: respect, protect, love and serve life, every
human life! Only in this direction will you find justice, development, true freedom, peace and happiness!

May these words reach al the sons and daughters of the Church! May they reach all people of good will who are
concerned for the good of every man and woman and for the destiny of the whole of society!

6. In profound communion with all my brothers and sistersin the faith, and inspired by genuine friendship towards al,
| wish to meditate upon once more and proclaim the Gospel of life, the splendour of truth which enlightens
consciences, the clear light which corrects the darkened gaze, and the unfailing source of faithfulness and steadfastness
in facing the ever new challenges which we meet along our path.

As | recall the powerful experience of the Year of the Family, as if to complete the Letter which | wrote "to every
particular family in every part of the world", 8 | look with renewed confidence to every household and | pray that at
every level agenera commitment to support the family will reappear and be strengthened, so that today too-even amid
so many difficulties and serious threats-the family will aways remain, in accordance with God's plan, the "sanctuary of
life".9

To al the members of the Church, the people of life and for life, | make this most urgent appeal, that together we may
offer this world of ours new signs of hope, and work to ensure that justice and solidarity will increase and that a new
culture of human life will be affirmed, for the building of an authentic civilization of truth and love.

CHAPTER I - THE VOICE OF YOUR BROTHER'S BLOOD CRIES TO ME FROM THE GROUND PRESENT-
DAY THREATS TO HUMAN LIFE

"Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him" (Gen 4:8): the roots of violence against life

7. "God did not make death, and he does not delight in the death of the living. For he has created all things that they
might exist... God created man for incorruption, and made him in the image of his own eternity, but through the devil's
envy death entered the world, and those who belong to his party experienceit" (Wis 1:13-14; 2:23-24).

The Gospel of life, proclaimed in the beginning when man was created in the image of God for a destiny of full and
perfect life (cf. Gen 2:7; Wis 9:2-3), is contradicted by the painful experience of death which enters the world and casts
its shadow of meaninglessness over man's entire existence. Death came into the world as a result of the devil's envy (cf.
Gen 3:1, 4-5) and the sin of our first parents (cf. Gen 2:17, 3:17-19). And death entered it in a violent way, through the
killing of Abel by his brother Cain: "And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed
him" (Gen 4:8).

This first murder is presented with singular eloguence in a page of the Book of Genesis which has universal
significance: it is a page rewritten daily, with inexorable and degrading frequency, in the book of human history.

Let us re-read together this biblical account which, despite its archaic structure and its extreme simplicity, has much to
teach us.

"Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain atiller of the ground. In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an
offering of the fruit of the ground, and Abel brought of the firstlings of hisflock and of their fat portions. And the Lord
had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had not regard. So Cain was very angry, and his
countenance fell. The Lord said to Cain, AWhy are you angry and why has your countenance fallen? If you do well, will
you hot be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master
it'.

"Cain said to Abel his brother, ?Let us go out to the field'. And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his
brother Abel, and killed him. Then the Lord said to Cain, AVhere is Abel your brother? He said, ?I do not know; am |
my brother's keeper? And the Lord said, AWhat have you done? The voice of your brother's blood is crying to me from
the ground. And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from
your hand. When you till the ground, it shall no longer yield to you its strength; you shall be a fugitive and a wanderer
on the earth’. Cain said to the Lord, ? My punishment is greater than | can bear. Behold, you have driven me this day
away from the ground; and from your face | shall be hidden; and | shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and
whoever finds me will slay me'. Then the Lord said to him, ?Not so! If any one slays Cain, vengeance shall be taken on
him sevenfold'. And the Lord put a mark on Cain, lest any who came upon him should kill him. Then Cain went away
from the presence of the Lord, and dwelt in the land of Nod, east of Eden" (Gen 4:2-16).

8. Cain was "very angry" and his countenance "fell" because "the Lord had regard for Abel and his offering” (Gen 4:4-
5). The biblical text does not reveal the reason why God prefers Abel's sacrifice to Cain's. It clearly shows however that
God, although preferring Abel's gift, does not interrupt his dialogue with Cain. He admonishes him, reminding him of
his freedom in the face of evil: man is in no way predestined to evil. Certainly, like Adam, he is tempted by the



malevolent force of sin which, like awild beast, liesin wait at the door of his heart, ready to leap on its prey. But Cain
remains free in the face of sin. He can and must overcome it: "lts desireisfor you, but you must master it" (Gen 4:7).
Envy and anger have the upper hand over the Lord's warning, and so Cain attacks his own brother and kills him. Aswe
read in the Catechism of the Catholic Church: "In the account of Abel's murder by his brother Cain, Scripture reveals
the presence of anger and envy in man, consequences of original sin, from the beginning of human history. Man has
become the enemy of his fellow man".10

Brother kills brother. Like the first fratricide, every murder is a violation of the "spiritual" kinship uniting mankind in
one great family, 11 in which all share the same fundamental good: equal personal dignity. Not infrequently the kinship
"of flesh and blood" is also violated; for example when threats to life arise within the relationship between parents and
children, such as happens in abortion or when, in the wider context of family or kinship, euthanasia is encouraged or
practised.

At the root of every act of violence against one's neighbour there is a concession to the "thinking" of the evil one, the
one who "was a murderer from the beginning" (Jn 8:44). As the Apostle John reminds us. "For this is the message
which you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another, and not be like Cain who was of the evil
one and murdered his brother" (1 Jn 3:11-12). Cain's killing of his brother at the very dawn of history is thus a sad
witness of how evil spreads with amazing speed: man's revolt against God in the earthly paradise is followed by the
deadly combat of man against man.

After the crime, God intervenes to avenge the one killed. Before God, who asks him about the fate of Abel, Cain,
instead of showing remorse and apologizing, arrogantly eludes the question: "I do not know; am | my brother's
keeper?' (Gen 4:9). "I do not know": Cain tries to cover up his crime with alie. Thiswas and still is the case, when al
kinds of ideologies try to justify and disguise the most atrocious crimes against human beings. "Am | my brother's
keeper?': Cain does not wish to think about his brother and refuses to accept the responsibility which every person has
towards others. We cannot but think of today's tendency for people to refuse to accept responsibility for their brothers
and sisters. Symptoms of this trend include the lack of solidarity towards society's weakest members-such as the
elderly, the infirm, immigrants, children- and the indifference frequently found in relations between the world's peoples
even when basic values such as survival, freedom and peace are involved.

9. But God cannot leave the crime unpunished: from the ground on which it has been spilt, the blood of the one
murdered demands that God should render justice (cf. Gen 37:26; |s 26:21; Ez 24.7-8). From this text the Church has
taken the name of the "sins which cry to God for justice", and, first among them, she has included wilful murder. 12
For the Jewish people, as for many peoples of antiquity, blood is the source of life. Indeed "the blood is the life" (Dt
12:23), and life, especially human life, belongs only to God: for this reason whoever attacks human life, in some way
attacks God himself.

Cain is cursed by God and also by the earth, which will deny him its fruit (cf. Gen 4:11-12). He is punished: he will
live in the wilderness and the desert. Murderous violence profoundly changes man's environment. From being the
"garden of Eden" (Gen 2:15), a place of plenty, of harmonious interpersonal relationships and of friendship with God,
the earth becomes "the land of Nod" (Gen 4:16), a place of scarcity, loneliness and separation from God. Cain will be
"afugitive and awanderer on the earth” (Gen 4:14): uncertainty and restlessness will follow him forever.

And yet God, who is aways merciful even when he punishes, "put a mark on Cain, lest any who came upon him should
kill him" (Gen 4:15). He thus gave him a distinctive sign, not to condemn him to the hatred of others, but to protect and
defend him from those wishing to kill him, even out of a desire to avenge Abel's death. Not even a murderer loses his
personal dignity, and God himself pledges to guarantee this. And it is pre- cisely here that the paradoxical mystery of
the merciful justice of God is shown forth. As Saint Ambrose writes. "Once the crime is admitted at the very inception
of this sinful act of parricide, then the divine law of God's mercy should be immediately extended. If punishment is
forthwith inflicted on the accused, then men in the exercise of justice would in no way observe patience and
moderation, but would straightaway condemn the defendant to punishment.... God drove Cain out of his presence and
sent him into exile far away from his native land, so that he passed from a life of human kindness to one which was
more akin to the rude existence of awild beast. God, who preferred the correction rather than the death of a sinner, did
not desire that a homicide be punished by the exaction of another act of homicide".13

"What have you done?"' (Gen 4:10): the eclipse of the value of life

10. The Lord said to Cain: "What have you done? The voice of your brother's blood is crying to me from the ground”
(Gen 4:10).The voice of the blood shed by men continues to cry out, from generation to generation, in ever new and
different ways.

The Lord's question: "What have you done?', which Cain cannot escape, is addressed also to the people of today, to
make them realize the extent and gravity of the attacks against life which continue to mark human history; to make
them discover what causes these attacks and feeds them; and to make them ponder seriously the consequences which
derive from these attacks for the existence of individuals and peoples.



Some threats come from nature itself, but they are made worse by the culpable indifference and negligence of those
who could in some cases remedy them. Others are the result of situations of violence, hatred and conflicting interests,
which lead people to attack others through murder, war, dlaughter and genocide.
And how can we fail to consider the violence against life done to millions of human beings, especialy children, who
are forced into poverty, malnutrition and hunger because of an unjust distribution of resources between peoples and
between social classes? And what of the violence inherent not only in wars as such but in the scandalous arms trade,
which spawns the many armed conflicts which stain our world with blood? What of the spreading of death caused by
reckless tampering with the world's ecological balance, by the criminal spread of drugs, or by the promotion of certain
kinds of sexua activity which, besides being morally unacceptable, also involve grave risks to life? It is impossible to
catalogue completely the vast array of threats to human life, so many are the forms, whether explicit or hidden, in
which they appear today!
11. Here though we shall concentrate particular attention on another category of attacks, affecting lifein its earliest and
in its final stages, attacks which present new characteristics with respect to the past and which raise questions of
extraordinary seriousness. It is not only that in generalized opinion these attacks tend no longer to be considered as
"crimes"; paradoxically they assume the nature of "rights", to the point that the State is called upon to give them legal
recognition and to make them available through the free services of health-care personnel. Such attacks strike human
life at the time of its greatest frailty, when it lacks any means of self-defence. Even more serious is the fact that, most
often, those attacks are carried out in the very heart of and with the complicity of the family-the family which by its
natureis called to be the "sanctuary of life".
How did such a situation come about? Many different factors have to be taken into account. In the background thereis
the profound crisis of culture, which generates scepticism in relation to the very foundations of knowledge and ethics,
and which makes it increasingly difficult to grasp clearly the meaning of what man is, the meaning of hisrights and his
duties. Then there are all kinds of existential and interpersonal difficulties, made worse by the complexity of a society
in which individuals, couples and families are often left alone with their problems. There are situations of acute
poverty, anxiety or frustration in which the struggle to make ends meet, the presence of unbearable pain, or instances of
violence, especialy against women, make the choice to defend and promote life so demanding as sometimes to reach
the point of heroism.
All this explains, at least in part, how the value of life can today undergo a kind of "eclipse”, even though conscience
does not cease to point to it as a sacred and inviolable value, as is evident in the tendency to disguise certain crimes
against lifein its early or fina stages by using innocuous medical terms which distract attention from the fact that what
isinvolved istheright to life of an actual human person.

12.

In fact, while the climate of widespread moral uncertainty can in some way be explained by the multiplicity and
gravity of today's social problems, and these can sometimes mitigate the subjective responsibility of individuas, it isno
less true that we are confronted by an even larger reality, which can be described as a veritable structure of sin. This
reality is characterized by the emergence of a culture which denies solidarity and in many cases takes the form of a
veritable "culture of death". This culture is actively fostered by powerful cultural, economic and political currents
which encourage an idea of society excessively concerned with efficiency. Looking at the situation from this point of
view, it is possible to speak in a certain sense of a war of the powerful against the weak: a life which would require
greater acceptance, love and care is considered useless, or held to be an intolerable burden, and is therefore rejected in
one way or another. A person who, because of illness, handicap or, more simply, just by existing, compromises the
well-being or life-style of those who are more favoured tends to be looked upon as an enemy to be resisted or
eliminated. In thisway akind of "conspiracy against life" is unleashed. This conspiracy involves not only individualsin
their personal, family or group relationships, but goes far beyond, to the point of damaging and distorting, at the
international level, relations between peoples and States.

13.

In order to facilitate the spread of abortion, enormous sums of money have been invested and continue to be invested
in the production of pharmaceutical products which make it possible to kill the fetus in the mother's womb without
recourse to medical assistance. On this point, scientific research itself seems to be amost exclusively preoccupied with
developing products which are ever more simple and effective in suppressing life and which at the same time are
capable of removing abortion from any kind of control or social responsibility.

It is frequently asserted that contraception, if made safe and available to al, is the most effective remedy against
abortion. The Catholic Church is then accused of actually promoting abortion, because she obstinately continues to
teach the moral unlawfulness of contraception. When looked at carefully, this objection is clearly unfounded. It may be
that many people use contraception with a view to excluding the subsequent temptation of abortion. But the negative
values inherent in the "contraceptive mentality"-which is very different from responsible parenthood, lived in respect
for the full truth of the conjuga act-are such that they in fact strengthen this temptation when an unwanted life is
conceived. Indeed, the pro- abortion culture is especially strong precisely where the Church's teaching on contraception
isrejected. Certainly, from the moral point of view contraception and abortion arespecifically different evils: the former
contradicts the full truth of the sexual act as the proper expression of conjugal love, while the latter destroys the life of



a human being; the former is opposed to the virtue of chastity in marriage, the latter is opposed to the virtue of justice
and directly violates the divine commandment "Y ou shall not kill".

But despite their differences of nature and moral gravity, contraception and abortion are often closely connected, as
fruits of the same tree. It is true that in many cases contraception and even abortion are practised under the pressure of
real- life difficulties, which nonetheless can never exonerate from striving to observe God's law fully. Still, in very
many other instances such practices are rooted in a hedonistic mentality unwilling to accept responsibility in matters of
sexuality, and they imply a self-centered concept of freedom, which regards procreation as an obstacle to personal
fulfilment. The life which could result from a sexual encounter thus becomes an enemy to be avoided at al costs, and
abortion becomes the only possible decisive response to failed contraception.

The close connection which exists, in mentality, between the practice of contraception and that of abortion is becoming
increasingly obvious. It is being demonstrated in an aarming way by the development of chemical products,
intrauterine devices and vaccines which, distributed with the same ease as contraceptives, really act as abortifacientsin
the very early stages of the development of the life of the new human being.

14. The various techniques of artificial reproduction, which would seem to be at the service of life and which are
frequently used with this intention, actually open the door to new threats against life. Apart from the fact that they are
morally unacceptable, since they separate procreation from the fully human context of the conjugal act, 14 these
techniques have a high rate of failure: not just failure in relation to fertilization but with regard to the subsequent
development of the embryo, which is exposed to the risk of death, generally within a very short space of time.
Furthermore, the number of embryos produced is often greater than that needed for implantation in the woman's womb,
and these so-called "spare embryos" are then destroyed or used for research which, under the pretext of scientific or
medical progress, in fact reduces human life to the level of simple "biological material” to be freely disposed of.
Prenatal diagnosis, which presents no moral objections if carried out in order to identify the medical treatment which
may be needed by the child in the womb, all too often becomes an opportunity for proposing and procuring an abortion.
Thisiseugenic abortion, justified in public opinion on the basis of a mentality-mistakenly held to be consistent with the
demands of "therapeutic interventions'-which accepts life only under certain conditions and rejects it when it is
affected by any limitation, handicap or illness.

Following this same logic, the point has been reached where the most basic care, even nourishment, is denied to babies
born with serious handicaps or illnesses. The contemporary scene, moreover, is becoming even more aarming by
reason of the proposals, advanced here and there, to justify even infanticide, following the same arguments used to
justify the right to abortion. In this way, we revert to a state of barbarism which one hoped had been left behind forever.
15. Threats which are no less serious hang over the incurably ill and the dying. In a social and cultural context which
makes it more difficult to face and accept suffering, the temptation becomes all the greater to resolve the problem of
suffering by eliminating it at the root, by hastening death so that it occurs at the moment considered most suitable.
Various considerations usually contribute to such a decision, al of which converge in the same terrible outcome. In the
sick person the sense of anguish, of severe discomfort, and even of desperation brought on by intense and prolonged
suffering can be a decisive factor. Such a situation can threaten the already fragile equilibrium of an individual's
personal and family life, with the result that, on the one hand, the sick person, despite the help of increasingly effective
medical and social assistance, risks feeling overwhelmed by his or her own frailty; and on the other hand, those close to
the sick person can be moved by an understandable even if misplaced compassion. All this is aggravated by a cultural
climate which fails to perceive any meaning or value in suffering, but rather considers suffering the epitome of evil, to
be eliminated at all costs. Thisis especially the case in the absence of areligious outlook which could help to providea
positive understanding of the mystery of suffering.

On amore general level, there exists in contemporary culture a certain Promethean attitude which leads people to think
that they can control life and death by taking the decisions about them into their own hands. What really happensin this
case is that the individual is overcome and crushed by a death deprived of any prospect of meaning or hope. We see a
tragic expression of al this in the spread of euthanasia-disguised and surreptitious, or practised openly and even
legally. As well as for reasons of a misguided pity at the sight of the patient's suffering, euthanasia is sometimes
justified by the utilitarian motive of avoiding costs which bring no return and which weigh heavily on society. Thus it
is proposed to eliminate malformed babies, the severely handicapped, the disabled, the elderly, especially when they
are not self-sufficient, and the terminally ill. Nor can we remain silent in the face of other more furtive, but no less
serious and real, forms of euthanasia. These could occur for example when, in order to increase the availability of
organs for transplants, organs are removed without respecting objective and adequate criteria which verify the death of
the donor.

16. Another present-day phenomenon, frequently used to justify threats and attacks against life, is the demographic
question. This question arises in different ways in different parts of the world. In the rich and developed countries there
isadisturbing decline or collapse of the birthrate. The poorer countries, on the other hand, generally have a high rate of
population growth, difficult to sustain in the context of low economic and social development, and especially where
there is extreme underdevelopment. In the face of over- population in the poorer countries, instead of forms of global
intervention at the international level-serious family and socia policies, programmes of cultural development and of
fair production and distribution of resources-anti-birth policies continue to be enacted.



Contraception, sterilization and abortion are certainly part of the reason why in some cases there is a sharp decline in
the birthrate. It is not difficult to be tempted to use the same methods and attacks against life also where there is a
situation of "demographic explosion".

The Pharaoh of old, haunted by the presence and increase of the children of Israel, submitted them to every kind of
oppression and ordered that every male child born of the Hebrew women was to be killed (cf. Ex 1:7-22). Today not a
few of the powerful of the earth act in the same way. They too are haunted by the current demographic growth, and fear
that the most prolific and poorest peoples represent a threat for the well-being and peace of their own countries.
Consequently, rather than wishing to face and solve these serious problems with respect for the dignity of individuals
and families and for every person's inviolable right to life, they prefer to promote and impose by whatever means a
massive programme of birth control. Even the economic help which they would be ready to give is unjustly made
conditional on the acceptance of an anti-birth policy.

17. Humanity today offers us a truly alarming spectacle, if we consider not only how extensively attacks on life are
spreading but also their unheard-of numerical proportion, and the fact that they receive widespread and powerful
support from a broad consensus on the part of society, from widespread legal approval and the involvement of certain
sectors of health-care personnel.

As | emphatically stated at Denver, on the occasion of the Eighth World Y outh Day, "with time the threats against life
have not grown weaker. They are taking on vast proportions. They are not only threats coming from the outside, from
the forces of nature or the ?Cains' who kill the ?Abels’; no, they are scientifically and systematically programmed
threats. The twentieth century will have been an era of massive attacks on life, an endless series of wars and a continual
taking of innocent human life. False prophets and false teachers have had the greatest success'.15 Aside from
intentions, which can be varied and perhaps can seem convincing at times, especialy if presented in the name of
solidarity, we are in fact faced by an objective "conspiracy against life", involving even international Institutions,
engaged in encouraging and carrying out actual campaigns to make contraception, sterilization and abortion widely
available. Nor can it be denied that the mass media are often implicated in this conspiracy, by lending credit to that
culture which presents recourse to contraception, sterilization, abortion and even euthanasia as a mark of progress and a
victory of freedom, while depicting as enemies of freedom and progress those positions which are unreservedly pro-
life.

"Am | my brother's keeper?' (Gen 4:9): aperverse idea of freedom

18. The panorama described needs to be understood not only in terms of the phenomena of death which characterize it
but also in the variety of causes which determine it. The Lord's question: "What have you done?' (Gen 4:10), seems
almost like an invitation addressed to Cain to go beyond the material dimension of his murderous gesture, in order to
recognizein it al the gravity of the motives which occasioned it and the consequences which result from it.

Decisions that go against life sometimes arise from difficult or even tragic situations of profound suffering, loneliness,
atotal lack of economic pros- pects, depression and anxiety about the future. Such circumstances can mitigate evento a
notable degree subjective responsibility and the consequent culpability of those who make these choices which in
themselves are evil. But today the prob- lem goes far beyond the necessary recognition of these personal situations. Itis
a problem which exists at the cultural, social and political level, where it reveals its more sinister and disturbing aspect
in the tendency, ever more widely shared, to interpret the above crimes against life as legitimate expressions of
individual freedom, to be acknowledged and protected as actual rights.

In thisway, and with tragic consequences, along historical process is reaching a turning-point. The process which once
led to discovering the idea of "human rights'-rights inherent in every person and prior to any Constitution and State
legislation-is today marked by a surprising contradiction. Precisely in an age when the inviolable rights of the person
are solemnly proclaimed and the value of life is publicly affirmed, the very right to life is being denied or trampled
upon, especially at the more significant moments of existence: the moment of birth and the moment of death.

On the one hand, the various declarations of human rights and the many initiatives inspired by these declarations show
that at the global level there is a growing moral sensitivity, more alert to acknowledging the value and dignity of every
individual as a human being, without any distinction of race, nationality, religion, political opinion or social class.

On the other hand, these noble proclamations are unfortunately contradicted by atragic repudiation of them in practice.
Thisdenial is still more distressing, indeed more scandalous, precisely because it is occurring in a society which makes
the affirmation and protection of human rights its primary objective and its boast. How can these repeated affirmations
of principle be reconciled with the continual increase and widespread justification of attacks on human life? How can
we reconcile these declarations with the refusal to accept those who are weak and needy, or elderly, or those who have
just been conceived? These attacks go directly against respect for life and they represent a direct threat to the entire
culture of human rights. It is athreat capable, in the end, of jeopardizing the very meaning of democratic coexistence:
rather than societies of "people living together", our cities risk becoming societies of people who are rejected,
marginalized, uprooted and oppressed. If we then look at the wider worldwide perspective, how can we fail to think
that the very affirmation of the rights of individuals and peoples made in distinguished international assemblies is a
merely futile exercise of rhetoric, if we fail to unmask the selfishness of the rich countries which exclude poorer



countries from access to development or make such access dependent on arbitrary prohibitions against procreation,
setting up an opposition between development and man himself? Should we not question the very economic models
often adopted by States which, also as aresult of international pressures and forms of conditioning, cause and aggravate
situations of injustice and violence in which the life of whole peoples is degraded and trampled upon?

19. What are the roots of this remarkable contradiction?

We can find them in an overall assessment of a cultural and moral nature, beginning with the mentality which carries
the concept of subjectivity to an extreme and even distorts it, and recognizes as a subject of rights only the person who
enjoys full or at least incipient autonomy and who emerges from a state of total dependence on others. But how can we
reconcile this approach with the exaltation of man as a being who is "not to be used"? The theory of human rights is
based precisely on the affirmation that the human person, unlike animals and things, cannot be subjected to domination
by others. We must also mention the mentality which tends to equate personal dignity with the capacity for verba and
explicit, or at least perceptible, communication. It is clear that on the basis of these presuppositions there is no place in
the world for anyone who, like the unborn or the dying, is a weak element in the socia structure, or for anyone who
appears completely at the mercy of others and radically dependent on them, and can only communicate through the
silent language of a profound sharing of affection. In this case it is force which becomes the criterion for choice and
action in interpersona relations and in socia life. But this is the exact opposite of what a State ruled by law, as a
community in which the "reasons of force" are replaced by the "force of reason", historically intended to affirm.

At another level, the roots of the contradiction between the solemn affirmation of human rights and their tragic denial
in practice lies in a notion of freedom which exalts the isolated individual in an absolute way, and gives no place to
solidarity, to openness to others and service of them. While it is true that the taking of life not yet born or in its final
stages is sometimes marked by a mistaken sense of altruism and human compassion, it cannot be denied that such a
culture of death, taken as awhole, betrays a completely individualistic concept of freedom, which ends up by becoming
the freedom of "the strong" against the weak who have no choice but to submit.

It is precisaly in this sense that Cain's answer to the Lord's question: "Where is Abel your brother?' can be interpreted:
"I do not know; am | my brother's keeper?' (Gen 4:9). Yes, every man is his "brother's keeper", because God entrusts
usto one another. And it isalso in view of this entrusting that God gives everyone freedom, a freedom which possesses
an inherently relational dimension. Thisis a great gift of the Creator, placed asit is at the service of the person and of
his fulfilment through the gift of self and openness to others; but when freedom is made absolute in an individualistic
way, it isemptied of itsoriginal content, and its very meaning and dignity are contradicted.

There is an even more profound aspect which needs to be emphasized: freedom negates and destroys itself, and
becomes a factor leading to the destruction of others, when it no longer recognizes and respects its essential link with
the truth. When freedom, out of a desire to emancipate itself from all forms of tradition and authority, shuts out even
the most obvious evidence of an objective and universal truth, which is the foundation of personal and social life, then
the person ends up by no longer taking as the sole and indisputable point of reference for his own choices the truth
about good and evil, but only his subjective and changeable opinion or, indeed, his selfish interest and whim.

20. This view of freedom leads to a serious distortion of life in society. If the promotion of the self is understood in
terms of absolute autonomy, people inevitably reach the point of rejecting one another. Everyone else is considered an
enemy from whom one has to defend oneself. Thus soci- ety becomes a mass of individuals placed side by side, but
without any mutual bonds. Each one wishes to assert himself independently of the other and in fact intends to make his
own interests prevail. Still, in the face of other peopl€'s analogous interests, some kind of compromise must be found, if
one wants a society in which the maximum possible freedom is guaranteed to each individual. In this way, any
reference to common values and to a truth absolutely binding on everyone is lost, and socia life ventures on to the
shifting sands of complete relativism. At that point, everything is negotiable, everything is open to bargaining: even the
first of the fundamental rights, theright to life.

This is what is happening also at the level of politics and government: the original and inalienable right to life is
questioned or denied on the basis of a parliamentary vote or the will of one part of the people-even if it is the majority.
Thisis the sinister result of a relativism which reigns unopposed: the "right" ceases to be such, because it is no longer
firmly founded on the inviolable dignity of the person, but is made subject to the will of the stronger part. In this way
democracy, contradicting its own principles, effectively moves towards aform of totalitarianism. The State is no longer
the "common home" where all can live together on the basis of principles of fundamental equality, but is transformed
into a tyrant State, which arrogates to itself the right to dispose of the life of the weakest and most defenceless
members, from the unborn child to the elderly, in the name of a public interest which is really nothing but the interest
of one part. The appearance of the strictest respect for legality is maintained, at least when the laws permitting abortion
and euthanasia are the result of a ballot in accordance with what are generally seen as the rules of democracy. Really,
what we have here is only the tragic caricature of legality; the democratic ideal, which is only truly such when it
acknowledges and safeguards the dignity of every human person, is betrayed in its very foundations: "How is it still
possible to speak of the dignity of every human person when the killing of the weakest and most innocent is permitted?
In the name of what justice isthe most unjust of discriminations



practised: some individuals are held to be deserving of defence and others are denied that dignity?' 16 When this
happens, the process leading to the breakdown of a genuinely human co-existence and the disintegration of the State
itself has aready begun.

To claim the right to abortion, infanticide and euthanasia, and to recognize that right in law, means to attribute to
human freedom a perverse and evil significance: that of an absolute power over others and against others. This is the
death of true freedom: "Truly, truly, | say to you, every one who commitssinisaslaveto sin" (Jn 8:34).

"And from your face | shall be hidden" (Gen 4:14): the eclipse of the sense of God and of man

21.

In seeking the deepest roots of the struggle between the "culture of life" and the "culture of death”, we cannot restrict
ourselves to the perverse idea of freedom mentioned above. We have to go to the heart of the tragedy being experienced
by modern man: the eclipse of the sense of God and of man, typica of a social and cultural climate dominated by
secularism, which, with its ubiquitous tentacles, succeeds at times in putting Christian communities themselves to the
test. Those who allow themselves to be influenced by this climate easily fall into a sad vicious circle: when the sense of
God islogt, there is also a tendency to lose the sense of man, of his dignity and hislife; in turn, the systematic violation
of the moral law, especialy in the serious matter of respect for human life and its dignity, produces a kind of
progressive darkening of the capacity to discern God's living and saving presence.

Once again we can gain insight from the story of Abel's murder by his brother. After the curse imposed on him by God,
Cain thus addresses the Lord: "My punishment is greater than | can bear. Behold, you have driven me this day away
from the ground; and from your face | shall be hidden; and | shall be a fugitive and wanderer on the earth, and whoever
finds me will slay me" (Gen 4:13-14). Cain is convinced that his sin will not obtain pardon from the Lord and that his
inescapable destiny will be to have to "hide his face" from him. If Cain is capable of confessing that his fault is "greater
than he can bear", it is because he is conscious of being in the presence of God and before God's just judgment. It is
realy only before the Lord that man can admit his sin and recognize its full seriousness. Such was the experience of
David who, after "having committed evil in the sight of the Lord", and being rebuked by the Prophet Nathan,
exclaimed: "My offences truly | know them; my sin is always before me. Against you, you alone, have | sinned; what is
evil inyour sight | have done" (Ps 51:5-6).

22.

Consequently, when the sense of God is lost, the sense of man is also threatened and poisoned, as the Second Vatican
Council concisely states: "Without the Creator the creature would disappear... But when God is forgotten the creature
itself grows unintelligible".17 Man is no longer able to see himself as "mysteriously different" from other earthly
creatures; he regards himself merely as one more living being, as an organism which, at most, has reached a very high
stage of perfection. Enclosed in the narrow horizon of his physical nature, he is somehow reduced to being "a thing",
and no longer grasps the "transcendent” character of his "existence as man". He no longer considers life as a splendid
gift of God, something "sacred" entrusted to his responsibility and thus also to his loving care and "veneration”. Life
itself becomes a mere "thing", which man claims as his exclusive property, completely subject to his control and
manipulation.

Thus, in relation to life at birth or at death, man is no longer capable of posing the question of the truest meaning of his
own existence, nor can he assimilate with genuine freedom these crucial moments of his own history. He is concerned
only with "doing", and, using all kinds of technology, he busies himself with programming, controlling and dominating
birth and death. Birth and death, instead of being primary experiences demanding to be "lived", become things to be
merely "possessed” or "rejected".

Moreover, once all reference to God has been removed, it is not surprising that the meaning of everything else becomes
profoundly distorted. Nature itself, from being "mater" (mother), is now reduced to being "matter", and is subjected to
every kind of manipulation. This is the direction in which a certain technical and scientific way of thinking, prevalent
in present-day culture, appears to be leading when it rejects the very idea that there is a truth of creation which must be
ac- knowledged, or a plan of God for life which must be respected. Something similar happens when concern about the
consequences of such a "freedom without law" |eads some people to the opposite position of a "law without freedom”,
as for example in ideologies which consider it unlawful to interfere in any way with nature, practically "divinizing" it.
Again, this is a misunderstanding of nature's dependence on the plan of the Creator. Thus it is clear that the loss of
contact with God's wise design is the deepest root of modern man's confusion, both when this loss leads to a freedom
without rules and when it leaves man in "fear" of his freedom.

By living "asif God did not exist", man not only loses sight of the mystery of God, but also of the mystery of the world
and the mystery of his own being.

23. The eclipse of the sense of God and of man inevitably leads to a practical materialism, which breeds individualism,
utilitarianism and hedonism. Here too we see the permanent validity of the words of the Apostle: "And since they did
not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a base mind and to improper conduct” (Rom 1:28). The values of
being are replaced by those of having. The only goal which counts is the pursuit of one's own material well-being. The
so-called "quality of life" is interpreted primarily or exclusively as economic efficiency, inordinate consumerism,



physical beauty and pleasure, to the neglect of the more profound dimensions-interpersonal, spiritual and religious-of
existence.

In such a context suffering, an inescapable burden of human existence but also a factor of possible persona growth, is
"censored"”, rejected as useless, indeed opposed as an evil, aways and in every way to be avoided. When it cannot be
avoided and the prospect of even some future well-being vanishes, then life appears to have lost all meaning and the
temptation grows in man to claim the right to suppressit.

Within this same cultural climate, the body is no longer perceived as a properly personal reality, a sign and place of
relations with others, with God and with the world. It is reduced to pure materiality: it is simply a complex of organs,
functions and energies to be used according to the sole criteria of pleasure and efficiency. Consequently, sexuality too
is depersonalized and exploited: from being the sign, place and language of love, that is, of the gift of self and
acceptance of another, in all the other's richness as a person, it increasingly becomes the occasion and instrument for
self-assertion and the selfish satisfaction of personal desires and instincts. Thus the original import of human sexuality
is distorted and falsified, and the two meanings, unitive and procreative, inherent in the very nature of the conjugal act,
are artificially separated: in this way the marriage union is betrayed and its fruitfulness is subjected to the caprice of the
couple. Procreation then becomes the "enemy" to be avoided in sexual activity: if it is welcomed, thisis only because it
expresses a desire, or indeed the intention, to have a child "at al costs", and not because it signifies the complete
acceptance of the other and therefore an openness to the richness of life which the child represents.

In the materialistic perspective described so far, interpersonal relations are seriously impoverished. The first to be
harmed are women, children, the sick or suffering, and the elderly. The criterion of persona dignity-which demands
respect, generosity and service-is replaced by the criterion of efficiency, functionality and usefulness: others are
considered not for what they "are", but for what they "have, do and produce”. This is the supremacy of the strong over
the weak.

24. 1t is at the heart of the moral conscience that the eclipse of the sense of God and of man, with all its various and
deadly consequences for life, is taking place. It is a question, above al, of the individual conscience, asit stands before
God in its singleness and uniqueness. 18 But it is also a question, in a certain sense, of the "mora conscience" of
society: in away it too is responsible, not only because it tolerates or fosters behaviour contrary to life, but also because
it encourages the "culture of death”, creating and consolidating actual "structures of sin" which go against life. The
moral conscience, both individual and social, is today subjected, also as a result of the penetrating influence of the
media, to an extremely serious and mortal danger: that of confusion between good and evil, precisely in relation to the
fundamental right to life. A large part of contemporary society looks sadly like that humanity which Paul describesin
his Letter to the Romans. It is composed "of men who by their wickedness suppress the truth” (1:18): having denied
God and believing that they can build the earthly city without him, "they became futile in their thinking" so that "their
senseless minds were darkened” (1:21); "claiming to be wise, they became fools' (1:22), carrying out works deserving
of death, and "they not only do them but approve those who practise them" (1:32). When conscience, this bright lamp
of the soul (cf. Mt 6:22-23), cals "evil good and good evil" (Is 5:20), it is already on the path to the most alarming
corruption and the darkest moral blindness.

And yet all the conditioning and efforts to enforce silence fail to stifle the voice of the Lord echoing in the conscience
of every individual: it is always from this intimate sanctuary of the conscience that a new journey of love, openness and
service to human life can begin.

"Y ou have come to the sprinkled blood" (cf. Heb 12: 22, 24): signs of hope and invitation to commitment

25. "The voice of your brother's blood is crying to me from the ground" (Gen 4:10). It is not only the voice of the blood
of Abel, the first innocent man to be murdered, which cries to God, the source and defender of life. The blood of every
other human being who has been killed since Abel is aso avoice raised to the Lord. In an absolutely singular way, as
the author of the Letter to the Hebrews reminds us, the voice of the blood of Christ, of whom Abel in hisinnocenceisa
prophetic figure, cries out to God: "Y ou have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God... to the mediator of
anew covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks more graciously than the blood of Abel" (12:22, 24).

It is the sprinkled blood. A symbol and prophetic sign of it had been the blood of the sacrifices of the Old Covenant,
whereby God expressed his will to communicate his own life to men, purifying and consecrating them (cf. Ex 24:8;
Lev 17:11). Now all of thisisfulfilled and comes true in Christ: hisis the sprinkled blood which redeems, purifies and
saves; it is the blood of the Mediator of the New Covenant "poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins' (Mt
26:28). This blood, which flows from the pierced side of Christ on the Cross (cf. Jn 19:34), "speaks more graciously”
than the blood of Abel; indeed, it expresses and requires a more radical "justice", and above al it implores mercy, 19 it
makes intercession for the brethren before the Father (cf. Heb 7:25), and it is the source of perfect redemption and the
gift of new life.

The blood of Christ, while it reveals the grandeur of the Father's love, shows how precious man isin God's eyes and
how priceless the value of hislife. The Apostle Peter reminds us of this: "Y ou know that you were ransomed from the
futile ways inherited from your fathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of
Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot" (1 Pt 1:18-19). Precisely by contemplating the precious blood of



Christ, the sign of his self-giving love (cf. Jn 13:1), the believer learns to recognize and appreciate the almost divine
dignity of every human being and can exclaim with ever renewed and grateful wonder: "How precious must man be in
the eyes of the Creator, if he ?gained so great a Redeemer' (Exsultet of the Easter Vigil), and if God ?gave his only Son'
in order that man ?should not perish but have eternal life' (cf. Jn 3:16)!". 20

Furthermore, Christ's blood reveals to man that his greatness, and therefore his vocation, consists in the sincere gift of
self. Precisely because it is poured out as the gift of life, the blood of Christ is no longer a sign of death, of definitive
separation from the brethren, but the instrument of a communion which is richness of life for al. Whoever in the
Sacrament of the Eucharist drinks this blood and abides in Jesus (cf. Jn 6:56) is drawn into the dynamism of his love
and gift of life, in order to bring to its fullness the origina vocation to love which belongs to everyone (cf. Gen 1:27;
2:18-24).

It isfrom the blood of Christ that al draw the strength to commit themselves to promoting life. It is precisely this blood
that is the most powerful source of hope, indeed it is the foundation of the absolute certitude that in God's plan life will
be victorious. "And death shall be no more", exclaims the powerful voice which comes from the throne of God in the
Heavenly Jerusalem (Rev 21:4). And Saint Paul assures us that the present victory over sin is a sign and anticipation of
the definitive victory over death, when there "shall come to pass the saying that is written: ?Death is swallowed up in
victory'. ?0 death, where is your victory? O death, where isyour sting? " (1 Cor 15:54-55).

26. In effect, signs which point to this victory are not lacking in our societies and cultures, strongly marked though they
are by the "culture of death". It would therefore be to give a one-sided picture, which could lead to sterile
discouragement, if the condemnation of the threats to life were not accompanied by the presentation of the positive
signs at work in humanity's present situation.

Unfortunately it is often hard to see and recognize these positive signs, perhaps also because they do not receive
sufficient attention in the communications media. Yet, how many initiatives of help and support for people who are
weak and defenceless have sprung up and continue to spring up in the Christian community and in civil society, at the
local, national and international level, through the efforts of individuals, groups, movements and organizations of
various kinds!

There are till many married couples who, with a generous sense of responsibility, are ready to accept children as "the
supreme gift of marriage”.21 Nor is there a lack of families which, over and above their everyday service to life, are
willing to accept abandoned children, boys and girls and teenagers in difficulty, handicapped persons, elderly men and
women who have been left alone. Many centres in support of life, or similar institutions, are sponsored by individuals
and groups which, with admirable dedication and sacrifice, offer moral and material support to mothers who are in
difficulty and are tempted to have recourse to abortion. Increasingly, there are appearing in many places groups of
volunteers prepared to offer hospitaity to persons without a family, who find themselves in conditions of particular
distress or who need a supportive environment to help them to overcome destructive habits and discover anew the
meaning of life.

Medical science, thanks to the committed efforts of researchers and practitioners, continues in its efforts to discover
ever more effective remedies: treatments which were once inconceivable but which now offer much promise for the
future are today being developed for the unborn, the suffering and those in an acute or terminal stage of sickness.
Various agencies and organizations are mobilizing their efforts to bring the benefits of the most advanced medicine to
countries most afflicted by poverty and endemic diseases. In a similar way national and international associations of
physicians are being organized to bring quick relief to peoples affected by natural disasters, epidemics or wars. Even if
ajust international distribution of medical resources is till far from being a reality, how can we not recognize in the
steps taken so far the sign of a growing solidarity among peoples, a praiseworthy human and moral sensitivity and a
greater respect for life?

27. In view of laws which permit abortion and in view of efforts, which here and there have been successful, to legalize
euthanasia, movements and initiatives to raise socia awareness in defence of life have sprung up in many parts of the
world. When, in accordance with their principles, such movements act resolutely, but without resorting to violence,
they promote a wider and more profound consciousness of the value of life, and evoke and bring about a more
determined commitment to its defence.

Furthermore, how can we fail to mention all those daily gestures of openness, sacrifice and unselfish care which
countless people lovingly make in families, hospitals, orphanages, homes for the elderly and other centres or
communities which defend life? Allowing herself to be guided by the example of Jesus the "Good Samaritan™ (cf. Lk
10:29-37) and upheld by his strength, the Church has always been in the front line in providing charitable help: so
many of her sons and daughters, especially men and women Religious, in traditional and ever new forms, have
consecrated and continue to consecrate their lives to God, freely giving of themselves out of love for their neighbour,
especialy for the weak and needy. These deeds strengthen the bases of the "civilization of love and life", without which
the life of individuals and of society itself loses its most genuinely human quality. Even if they go unnoticed and
remain hidden to most people, faith assures us that the Father "who sees in secret" (Mt 6:6) not only will reward these
actions but already here and now makes them produce lasting fruit for the good of all.

Among the signs of hope we should also count the spread, at many levels of public opinion, of a new sensitivity ever
more opposed to war as an instrument for the resolution of conflicts between peoples, and increasingly oriented to



finding effective but "non-violent" means to counter the armed aggressor. In the same perspective there is evidence of a
growing public opposition to the death penalty, even when such a penalty is seen as a kind of "legitimate defence" on
the part of society. Modern society in fact has the means of effectively suppressing crime by rendering criminals
harmless without definitively denying them the chance to reform.

Another welcome sign is the growing attention being paid to the quality of life and to ecology, especialy in more
developed societies, where peopl€e's expectations are no longer concentrated so much on problems of survival as on the
search for an overal improvement of living conditions. Especially significant is the reawakening of an ethical
reflection on issues affecting life. The emergence and ever more widespread development of bioethics is promoting
more reflection and dial ogue-between believers and non-believers, as well as between followers of different religions-
on ethical problems, including fundamental issues pertaining to human life.

28. This situation, with its lights and shadows, ought to make us all fully aware that we are facing an enormous and
dramatic clash between good and evil, death and life, the "culture of death” and the "culture of life". We find ourselves
not only "faced with" but necessarily "in the midst of" this conflict: we are all involved and we all share in it, with the
inescapable responsibility of choosing to be unconditionally pro-life.

For us too Moses' invitation rings out loud and clear: "See, | have set before you this day life and good, death and
evil.... | have set before you life and death, blessing and curse; therefore choose life, that you and your descendants may
live" (Dt 30:15, 19). This invitation is very appropriate for us who are called day by day to the duty of choosing
between the "culture of life" and the "culture of death". But the call of Deuteronomy goes even deeper, for it urges usto
make a choice which is properly religious and moral. It is a question of giving our own existence a basic orientation
and living the law of the Lord faithfully and consistently: "If you obey the commandments of the Lord your God which
I command you this day, by loving the Lord your God, by walking in his ways, and by keeping his commandments and
his statutes and his ordinances, then you shall live... therefore choose life, that you and your descendants may live,
loving the Lord your God, obeying his voice, and cleaving to him; for that means life to you and length of days" (30:16,
19-20).

The unconditional choice for life reaches its full religious and moral meaning when it flows from, is formed by and
nourished by faith in Christ. Nothing helps us so much to face positively the conflict between death and life in which
we are engaged as faith in the Son of God who became man and dwelt among men so "that they may have life, and
have it abundantly" (Jn 10:10). It is a matter of faith in the Risen Lord, who has conquered death; faith in the blood of
Christ "that speaks more graciously than the blood of Abel" (Heb 12:24).

With the light and strength of this faith, therefore, in facing the challenges of the present situation, the Church is
becoming more aware of the grace and responsibility which come to her from her Lord of proclaiming, celebrating and
serving the Gospel of life.

CHAPTERII - | CAME THAT THEY MAY HAVE LIFE
THE CHRISTIAN MESSAGE CONCERNING LIFE

"The life was made manifest, and we saw it" (1 Jn 1:2): with our gaze fixed on Christ, "the Word of life"

29. Faced with the countless grave threats to life present in the modern world, one could feel overwhelmed by sheer
powerlessness. good can never be powerful enough to triumph over evil!

At such times the People of God, and this includes every believer, is called to profess with humility and courage its
faith in Jesus Christ, "the Word of life" (1 Jn 1:1). The Gospel of life is not ssmply a reflection, however new and
profound, on human life. Nor is it merely a commandment aimed at raising awareness and bringing about significant
changes in society. Still lessis it an illusory promise of a better future. The Gospel of life is something concrete and
personal, for it consists in the proclamation of the very person of Jesus. Jesus made himself known to the Apostle
Thomas, and in him to every person, with the words: "I am the way, and the truth, and the life" (Jn 14:6). Thisis aso
how he spoke of himself to Martha, the sister of Lazarus: "I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me,
though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in me shall never die" (Jn 11:25-26). Jesus is the Son
who from all eternity receives life from the Father (cf. Jn 5:26), and who has come among men to make them sharersin
this gift: "I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (Jn 10:10).

Through the words, the actions and the very person of Jesus, man is given the possibility of "knowing" the complete
truth concerning the value of human life. From this "source" he receives, in particular, the capacity to "accomplish” this
truth perfectly (cf. Jn 3:21), that is, to accept and fulfil completely the responsibility of loving and serving, of defending
and promoting human life. In Christ, the Gospel of life is definitively proclaimed and fully given. This is the Gospel
which, aready present in the Revelation of the Old Testament, and indeed written in the heart of every man and
woman, has echoed in every conscience "from the beginning”, from the time of creation itself, in such a way that,
despite the negative consequences of sin, it can also be known in its essential traits by human reason. As the Second
Vatican Council teaches, Christ "perfected revelation by fulfilling it through his whole work of making himself present
and manifesting himself; through his words and deeds, his signs and wonders, but especially through his death and
glorious Resurrection from the dead and final sending of the Spirit of truth. Moreover, he confirmed with divine



testimony what revelation proclaimed: that God is with us to free us from the darkness of sin and death, and to raise us
up to life eternal".22

30. Hence, with our attention fixed on the Lord Jesus, we wish to hear from him once again "the words of God" (Jn
3:34) and meditate anew on the Gospel of life. The deepest and most origina meaning of this meditation on what
revelation tells us about human life was taken up by the Apostle John in the opening words of his First Letter: "That
which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon
and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life-the life was made manifest, and we saw it, and testify to it, and
proclaim to you the eternal life which was with the Father and was made manifest to us-that which we have seen and
heard we proclaim also to you, so that you may have fellowship with us' (1:1-3).

In Jesus, the "Word of life", God's eternal life is thus proclaimed and given. Thanks to this proclamation and gift, our
physical and spiritual life, also in its earthly phase, acquires its full value and meaning, for God's eterna lifeisin fact
the end to which our living in thisworld is directed and called. In this way the Gospel of life includes everything that
human experience and reason tell us about the value of human life, accepting it, purifying it, exalting it and bringing it
to fulfilment.

"The Lord is my strength and my song, and he has become my salvation" (Ex 15:2): lifeis always agood

31. Thefullness of the Gospel message about life was prepared for in the Old Testament. Especially in the events of the
Exodus, the centre of the Old Testament faith experience, Israel discovered the preciousness of its life in the eyes of
God. When it seemed doomed to extermination because of the threat of death hanging over all its newborn males (cf.
Ex 1:15-22), the Lord revealed himself to Israel asits Saviour, with the power to ensure a future to those without hope.
Israel thus comes to know clearly that its existence is not at the mercy of a Pharaoh who can exploit it at his despotic
whim. On the contrary, Israel's lifeis the object of God's gentle and intense love.

Freedom from slavery meant the gift of an identity, the recognition of an indestructible dignity and the beginning of a
new history, in which the discovery of God and discovery of self go hand in hand. The Exodus was a foundational
experience and amodel for the future. Through it, Israel comesto learn that whenever its existence is threatened it need
only turn to God with renewed trust in order to find in him effective help: "I formed you, you are my servant; O Isragl,
you will not be forgotten by me" (Is 44:21).

Thus, in coming to know the value of its own existence as a people, Isragl also grows in its perception of the meaning
and value of life itself. This reflection is developed more specifically in the Wisdom Literature, on the basis of daily
experience of the precariousness of life and awareness of the threats which assail it. Faced with the contradictions of
life, faith is challenged to respond.

More than anything else, it is the problem of suffering which challenges faith and putsit to the test. How can we fail to
appreciate the universal anguish of man when we meditate on the Book of Job? The innocent man overwhelmed by
suffering is understandably led to wonder: "Why is light given to him that is in misery, and life to the bitter in soul,
who long for death, but it comes not, and dig for it more than for hid treasures?' (3:20-21). But even when the darkness
is deepest, faith points to a trusting and adoring acknowledgment of the "mystery": "1 know that you can do all things,
and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted" (Job 42:2).

Revelation progressively allows the first notion of immortal life planted by the Creator in the human heart to be
grasped with ever greater clarity: "He has made everything beautiful in its time; aso he has put eternity into man's
mind" (Ec 3:11). Thisfirst notion of totality and fullness is waiting to be manifested in love and brought to perfection,
by God's free gift, through sharing in his eternal life.

"The name of Jesus... has made this man strong" (Acts 3:16): in the uncertainties of human life, Jesus brings life's
meaning to fulfilment

32. The experience of the people of the Covenant is renewed in the experience of al the "poor" who meet Jesus of
Nazareth. Just as God who "loves the living" (cf. Wis 11:26) had reassured Israel in the midst of danger, so now the
Son of God proclaims to all who feel threatened and hindered that their lives too are a good to which the Father's love
gives meaning and value.

"The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor
have good news preached to them” (Lk 7:22). With these words of the Prophet Isaiah (35:5-6, 61:1), Jesus sets forth the
meaning of his own mission: all who suffer because their lives are in some way "diminished" thus hear from him the
"good news" of God's concern for them, and they know for certain that their livestoo are a gift carefully guarded in the
hands of the Father (cf. Mt 6:25-34).

It is above al the "poor" to whom Jesus speaks in his preaching and actions. The crowds of the sick and the outcasts
who follow him and seek him out (cf. Mt 4:23-25) find in his words and actions a revelation of the great value of their
lives and of how their hope of salvation is well-founded.

The same thing has taken place in the Church's mission from the beginning. When the Church proclaims Christ as the
one who "went about doing good and healing all that were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him" (Acts 10:38),



she is conscious of being the bearer of a message of salvation which resounds in all its newness precisely amid the
hardships and poverty of human life. Peter cured the cripple who daily sought alms at the "Beautiful Gate" of the
Temple in Jerusalem, saying: "l have no silver and gold, but | give you what | have; in the name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth, walk" (Acts 3:6). By faith in Jesus, "the Author of life" (Acts 3:15), life which lies abandoned and cries out
for help regains self-esteem and full dignity.

The words and deeds of Jesus and those of his Church are not meant only for those who are sick or suffering or in some
way neglected by society. On a deeper level they affect the very meaning of every person'slifein its moral and spiritua
dimensions. Only those who recognize that their life is marked by the evil of sin can discover in an encounter with
Jesus the Saviour the truth and the authenticity of their own existence. Jesus himself says as much: "Those who are well
have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; | have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance”
(Lk 5:31-32).

But the person who, like the rich land-owner in the Gospel parable, thinks that he can make his life secure by the
possession of material goods aone, is deluding himself. Life is dipping away from him, and very soon he will find
himself bereft of it without ever having appreciated its real meaning: "Fool! This night your soul is required of you; and
the things you have prepared, whose will they be?" (Lk 12:20).

33. In Jesus own life, from beginning to end, we find a singular "dialectic" between the experience of the uncertainty of
human life and the affirmation of its value. Jesus' life is marked by uncertainty from the very moment of his birth. Heis
certainly accepted by the righteous, who echo Mary's immediate and joyful "yes' (cf. Lk 1:38). But there is also, from
the start, rejection on the part of a world which grows hostile and looks for the child in order "to destroy him" (Mt
2:13); aworld which remains indifferent and unconcerned about the fulfilment of the mystery of this life entering the
world: "there was no place for them in theinn" (Lk 2:7). In this contrast between threats and insecurity on the one hand
and the power of God's gift on the other, there shines forth all the more clearly the glory which radiates from the house
at Nazareth and from the manger at Bethlehem: this life which is born is salvation for all humanity (cf. Lk 2:11).

Life's contradictions and risks were fully accepted by Jesus: "though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so
that by his poverty you might become rich" (2 Cor 8:9). The poverty of which Paul speaks is not only a stripping of
divine privileges, but also a sharing in the lowliest and most vulnerable conditions of human life (cf. Phil 2:6-7). Jesus
lived this poverty throughout his life, until the culminating moment of the Cross: "he humbled himself and became
obedient unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name
which is above every name" (Phil 2:8-9). It is precisely by his death that Jesus reveals all the splendour and value of
life, inasmuch as his self-oblation on the Cross becomes the source of new life for all people (cf. Jn 12:32). In his
journeying amid contradictions and in the very loss of his life, Jesus is guided by the certainty that his life is in the
hands of the Father. Consequently, on the Cross, he can say to him: "Father, into your hands | commend my spirit!" (Lk
23:46), that is, my life. Truly great must be the value of human life if the Son of God has taken it up and made it the
instrument of the salvation of all humanity!

"Called... to be conformed to the image of his Son" (Rom 8:28-29): God's glory shines on the face of man

34. Life is dways a good. This is an instinctive perception and a fact of experience, and man is called to grasp the
profound reason why thisis so.

Why islife agood? This question is found everywhere in the Bible, and from the very first pages it receives a powerful
and amazing answer. The life which God gives man is quite different from the life of al other living creatures,
inasmuch as man, although formed from the dust of the earth (cf. Gen 2:7, 3:19; Job 34:15; Ps 103:14; 104:29), isa
manifestation of God in the world, a sign of his presence, a trace of his glory (cf. Gen 1:26-27; Ps 8:6). This is what
Saint Irenaeus of Lyons wanted to emphasize in his celebrated definition: "Man, living man, is the glory of God".23
Man has been given a sublime dignity, based on the intimate bond which unites him to his Creator: in man there shines
forth areflection of God himself.

The Book of Genesis affirms this when, in the first account of creation, it places man at the summit of God's creative
activity, asits crown, at the culmination of a process which leads from indistinct chaos to the most perfect of creatures.
Everything in creation is ordered to man and everything is made subject to him: "Fill the earth and subdue it; and have
dominion over... every living thing" (1:28); this is God's command to the man and the woman. A similar message is
found also in the other account of creation: "The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and
keep it" (Gen 2:15). We see here a clear affirmation of the primacy of man over things; these are made subject to him
and entrusted to his responsible care, whereas for no reason can he be made subject to other men and almost reduced to
the level of athing.

In the biblical narrative, the difference between man and other creatures is shown above al by the fact that only the
creation of man is presented as the result of a specia decision on the part of God, a deliberation to establish a particular
and specific bond with the Creator: "L et us make man in our image, after our likeness' (Gen 1:26). The life which God
offersto man is a gift by which God shares something of himself with his creature.

Israel would ponder at length the meaning of this particular bond between man and God. The Book of Sirach too
recognizes that God, in creating human beings, "endowed them with strength like his own, and made them in his own



image" (17:3). The biblical author sees as part of this image not only man's dominion over the world but also those
spiritual faculties which are distinctively human, such as reason, discernment between good and evil, and free will: "He
filled them with knowledge and understanding, and showed them good and evil" (Sir 17:7). The ability to attain truth
and freedom are human prerogatives inasmuch as man is created in the image of his Creator, God who is true and just
(cf. Dt 32:4). Man aone, among all visible creatures, is "capable of knowing and loving his Creator".24 The life which
God bestows upon man is much more than mere existence in time. It is adrive towards fullness of life; it is the seed of
an existence which transcends the very limits of time: "For God created man for incorruption, and made him in the
image of hisown eternity” (Wis 2:23).

35. The Yahwist account of creation expresses the same conviction. This ancient narrative speaks of a divine breath
which is breathed into man so that he may come to life: "The Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became aliving being” (Gen 2:7).

The divine origin of this spirit of life explains the perennial dissatisfaction which man feels throughout his days on
earth. Because he is made by God and bears within himself an indelible imprint of God, man is naturally drawn to God.
When he heeds the deepest yearnings of the heart, every man must make his own the words of truth expressed by Saint
Augustine: "Y ou have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you".25

How very significant is the dissatisfaction which marks man's life in Eden as long as his sole point of reference is the
world of plants and animals (cf. Gen 2:20). Only the appearance of the woman, a being who is flesh of his flesh and
bone of his bones (cf. Gen 2:23), and in whom the spirit of God the Creator is also alive, can satisfy the need for
interpersonal dialogue, so vital for human existence. In the other, whether man or woman, there is a reflection of God
himself, the definitive goal and fulfilment of every person.

"What is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care for him?", the Psalmist wonders (Ps 8:4).
Compared to the immensity of the universe, man is very small, and yet this very contrast reveals his greatness. "You
have made him little less than a god, and crown him with glory and honour" (Ps 8:5). The glory of God shines on the
face of man. In man the Creator finds his rest, as Saint Ambrose comments with a sense of awe: "The sixth day is
finished and the creation of the world ends with the formation of that masterpiece which is man, who exercises
dominion over al living creatures and is as it were the crown of the universe and the supreme beauty of every created
being. Truly we should maintain a reverential silence, since the Lord rested from every work he had undertaken in the
world. He rested then in the depths of man, he rested in man's mind and in his thought; after all, he had created man
endowed with reason, capable of imitating him, of emulating his virtue, of hungering for heavenly graces. In these his
gifts God reposes, who has said: ?Upon whom shall | rest, if not upon the one who is humble, contrite in spirit and
trembles at my word? (Is 66:1-2). | thank the Lord our God who has created so wonderful awork in which to take his
rest".26

36. Unfortunately, God's marvellous plan was marred by the appearance of sin in history. Through sin, man rebels
against his Creator and ends up by worshipping creatures. "They exchanged the truth about God for a lie and
worshipped and served the creature rather than the Creator" (Rom 1:25). As aresult man not only deforms the image of
God in his own person, but is tempted to offences against it in others as well, replacing relationships of communion by
attitudes of distrust, indifference, hostility and even murderous hatred. When God is not acknowledged as God, the
profound meaning of man is betrayed and communion between people is compromised.

In the life of man, God's image shines forth anew and is again revealed in al its fullness at the coming of the Son of
God in human flesh. "Christ is the image of the invisible God" (Col 1:15), he "reflects the glory of God and bears the
very stamp of his nature” (Heb 1:3). He is the perfect image of the Father.

The plan of life given to the first Adam finds at last its fulfilment in Christ. Whereas the disobedience of Adam had
ruined and marred God's plan for human life and introduced death into the world, the redemptive obedience of Christ is
the source of grace poured out upon the human race, opening wide to everyone the gates of the kingdom of life (cf.
Rom 5:12-21). As the Apostle Paul states: "The first man Adam became a living being; the last Adam became a life-
giving spirit" (1 Cor 15:45).

All who commit themselves to following Christ are given the fullness of life: the divine image is restored, renewed and
brought to perfection in them. God's plan for human beings is this, that they should "be conformed to the image of his
Son" (Rom 8:29). Only thus, in the splendour of this image, can man be freed from the slavery of idolatry, rebuild lost
fellowship and rediscover histrue identity.

"Whoever lives and believesin me shall never die" (Jn 11:26): the gift of eternal life

37. Thelife which the Son of God came to give to human beings cannot be reduced to mere existence in time. The life
which was always "in him" and which is the "light of men" (Jn 1:4) consists in being begotten of God and sharing in
the fullness of his love: "To al who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of
God; who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God" (Jn 1:12-13).

Sometimes Jesus refers to this life which he came to give simply as "life", and he presents being born of God as a
necessary condition if man is to attain the end for which God has created him: "Unless one is born anew, he cannot see
the kingdom of God" (Jn 3:3). To give thislife isthereal object of Jesus mission: he is the one who "comes down from



heaven, and gives life to the world" (Jn 6:33). Thus can he truly say: "He who follows me... will have the light of life"
(In8:12).

At other times, Jesus speaks of "eternal life". Here the adjective does more than merely evoke a perspective which is
beyond time. The life which Jesus promises and gives is "eternal" because it is a full participation in the life of the
"Eternal One". Whoever believes in Jesus and enters into communion with him has eternal life (cf. Jn 3:15; 6:40)
because he hears from Jesus the only words which reveal and communicate to his existence the fullness of life. These
are the "words of eternal life" which Peter acknowledges in his confession of faith: "Lord, to whom shall we go? You
have the words of eternal life; and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God" (Jn
6:68-69). Jesus himself, addressing the Father in the great priestly prayer, declares what eternal life consistsin: "Thisis
eternal life, that they may know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent" (Jn 17:3). To know God
and his Son isto accept the mystery of the loving communion of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit into one's own
life, which even now is open to eternal life because it sharesin the life of God.

38. Eternal life is therefore the life of God himself and at the same time the life of the children of God. As they ponder
this unexpected and inexpressible truth which comes to us from God in Christ, believers cannot fail to be filled with
ever new wonder and unbounded gratitude. They can say in the words of the Apostle John: "See what love the Father
has given us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are.... Beloved, we are God's children now; it does
not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall seehim as heis'
(1In3:1-2).

Here the Christian truth about life becomes most sublime. The dignity of thislife is linked not only to its beginning, to
the fact that it comes from God, but also to its final end, to its destiny of fellowship with God in knowledge and love of
him. In the light of thistruth Saint Irenaeus qualifies and completes his prai se of

man: "the glory of God" isindeed, "man, living man", but "the life of man consistsin the vision of God".27

Immediate consequences arise from this for human life in its earthly state, in which, for that matter, eternal life already
springs forth and begins to grow. Although man instinctively loves life because it is a good, this love will find further
inspiration and strength, and new breadth and depth, in the divine dimensions of this good. Similarly, the love which
every human being has for life cannot be reduced simply to a desire to have sufficient space for self-expression and for
entering into relationships with others; rather, it devel- ops in a joyous awareness that life can become the "place”
where God manifests himself, where we meet him and enter into communion with him. The life which Jesus gives in
no way lessens the value of our existence in time; it takes it and directs it to its final destiny: "I am the resurrection and
thelife... whoever lives and believesin me shall never die" (Jn 11:25-26).
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"From man in regard to his fellow man | will demand an accounting” (Gen 9:5): reverence and love for every human
life

39. Man'slife comes from God; it is his gift, hisimage and imprint, a sharing in his breath of life. God therefore is the
sole Lord of this life: man cannot do with it as he wills. God himself makes this clear to Noah after the Flood: "For
your own lifeblood, too, | will demand an accounting... and from man in regard to his fellow man | will demand an
accounting for human life" (Gen 9:5). The biblical text is concerned to emphasize how the sacredness of life has its
foundation in God and in his creative activity: "For God made man in his own image" (Gen 9:6).

Human life and death are thus in the hands of God, in his power: "In his hand is the life of every living thing and the
breath of all mankind", exclaims Job (12:10). "The Lord brings to death and brings to life; he brings down to Sheol and
raisesup” (1 Sam 2:6). He alone can say: "It is | who bring both death and life" (Dt 32:39).

But God does not exercise this power in an arbitrary and threatening way, but rather as part of his care and loving
concern for his creatures. If it istrue that human lifeisin the hands of God, it is no less true that these are loving hands,
like those of a mother who accepts, nurtures and takes care of her child: "I have calmed and quieted my soul, like a
child quieted at its mother's breast; like a child that is quieted is my soul” (Ps 131:2; cf. Is 49:15; 66:12-13; Hos 11:4).
Thus Isragl does not see in the history of peoples and in the destiny of individuals the outcome of mere chance or of
blind fate, but rather the results of aloving plan by which God brings together al the possibilities of life and opposes
the powers of death arising from sin: "God did not make death, and he does not delight in the death of the living. For he
created all things that they might exist” (Wis 1:13-14).

40. The sacredness of life gives rise to its inviolability, written from the beginning in man's heart, in his conscience.
The question: "What have you done?" (Gen 4:10), which God addresses to Cain after he has killed his brother Abel,
interprets the experience of every person: in the depths of his conscience, man is always reminded of the inviolability
of life-his own life and that of others-as something which does not belong to him, because it is the property and gift of
God the Creator and Father.

The commandment regarding the inviolability of human life reverberates at the heart of the "ten words" in the covenant
of Sinai (cf. Ex 34:28). In the first place that commandment prohibits murder: "Y ou shall not kill" (Ex 20:13); "do not
day the innocent and righteous' (Ex 23:7). But, as is brought out in Isragl's later legidation, it also prohibits all
personal injury inflicted on another (cf. Ex 21:12-27). Of course we must recognize that in the Old Testament this sense



of the value of life, though already quite marked, does not yet reach the refinement found in the Sermon on the Mount.
This is apparent in some aspects of the current penal legislation, which provided for severe forms of corpora
punishment and even the death penalty. But the overall message, which the New Testament will bring to perfection, isa
forceful appeal for respect for the inviolability of physical life and the integrity of the person. It culminates in the
positive commandment which obliges us to be responsible for our neighbour as for ourselves: "You shall love your
neighbour as yourself" (Lev 19:18).

41. The commandment "You shall not kill", included and more fully expressed in the positive command of love for
one's neighbour, is reaffirmed in all its force by the Lord Jesus. To the rich young man who asks him: "Teacher, what
good deed must | do, to have eternal life?", Jesus replies: "If you would enter life, keep the commandments' (Mt 19:16,
17). And he quotes, as the first of these: "You shall not kill" (Mt 19:18). In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus demands
from his disciples a righteousness which surpasses that of the Scribes and Pharisees, also with regard to respect for life:
"You have heard that it was said to the men of old, ?Y ou shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment'.
But | say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment" (Mt 5:21-22).

By his words and actions Jesus further unveils the positive requirements of the commandment regarding the
inviolability of life. These requirements were aready present in the Old Testament, where legisation dealt with
protecting and defending life when it was weak and threatened: in the case of foreigners, widows, orphans, the sick and
the poor in general, including children in the womb (cf. Ex 21.:22; 22:20-26). With Jesus these positive requirements
assume new force and urgency, and are revealed in al their breadth and depth: they range from caring for the life of
one's brother (whether a blood brother, someone belonging to the same people, or a foreigner living in the land of
Israel) to showing concern for the stranger, even to the point of loving one's enemy.

A stranger is no longer a stranger for the person who mustbecome a neighbour to someone in need, to the point of
accepting responsibility for his life, as the parable of the Good Samaritan shows so clearly (cf. Lk 10:25-37). Even an
enemy ceases to be an enemy for the person who is obliged to love him (cf. Mt 5:38-48; Lk 6:27-35), to "do good" to
him (cf. Lk 6:27, 33, 35) and to respond to his immediate needs promptly and with no expectation of repayment (cf. Lk
6:34-35). The height of thislove isto pray for one's enemy. By so doing we achieve harmony with the providential love
of God: "But | say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your
Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good and sends rain on the just and on the
unjust" (Mt 5:44-45; cf. Lk 6:28, 35).

Thus the deepest element of God's commandment to protect human life is the requirement to show reverence and love
for every person and the life of every person. This is the teaching which the Apostle Paul, echoing the words of Jesus,
address- es to the Christians in Rome: "The commandments, ?Y ou shall not commit adultery, You shall not kill, You
shall not steal, You shall not covet', and any other commandment, are summed up in this sentence, ?Y ou shall love your
neighbour as yourself'. Love does no wrong to a neighbour; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law" (Rom 13:9-10).

"Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it" (Gen 1:28): man's responsibility for life

42. To defend and promote life, to show reverence and love for it, is a task which God entrusts to every man, caling
him as his living image to share in his own lordship over the world: "God blessed them, and God said to them, ?Be
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of
the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth' " (Gen 1:28).

The biblical text clearly shows the breadth and depth of the lordship which God bestows on man. It is a matter first of
all of dominion over the earth and over every living creature, as the Book of Wisdom makes clear: "O God of my
fathers and Lord of mercy... by your wisdom you have formed man, to have dominion over the creatures you have
made, and rule the world in holiness and righteousness' (Wis 9:1, 2-3). The Psalmist too extols the dominion given to
man as a sign of glory and honour from his Creator: "Y ou have given him dominion over the works of your hands; you
have put all things under hisfeet, all sheep and oxen, and a so the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish of
the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the sea' (Ps 8:6-8).

Asone called to till and look after the garden of the world (cf. Gen 2:15), man has a specific responsibility towards the
environment in which he lives, towards the creation which God has put at the service of his personal dignity, of hislife,
not only for the present but also for future generations. It isthe ecological question-ranging from the preservation of the
natural habitats of the different species of animals and of other forms of life to "human ecology” properly speaking 28 -
which finds in the Bible clear and strong ethical direction, leading to a solution which respects the great good of life, of
every life. In fact, "the do-minion granted to man by the Creator is not an absolute power, nor can one speak of a
freedom to ?use and misuse, or to dispose of things as one pleases. The limitation imposed from the beginning by the
Creator himself and expressed symboalically by the prohibition not to ?eat of the fruit of the tree' (cf. Gen 2:16-17)
shows clearly enough that, when it comes to the natural world, we are subject not only to biological laws but also to
moral ones, which cannot be violated with impunity”.29

43. A certain sharing by man in God's lordship is aso evident in the specific responsibility which he is given for human
life as such. It is a responsibility which reaches its highest point in the giving of life through procreation by man and
woman in marriage. As the Second Vatican Council teaches: "God himself who said, 2t is not good for man to be



alone' (Gen 2:18) and 2who made man from the beginning male and female' (Mt 19:4), wished to share with man a
certain special participation in his own creative work. Thus he blessed male and female saying: ?Increase and multiply’
(Gen 1:28). 30

By speaking of "a certain special participation” of man and woman in the "creative work" of God, the Council wishes
to point out that having a child is an event which is deeply human and full of religious meaning, insofar as it involves
both the spouses, who form "one flesh" (Gen 2:24), and God who makes himself present. As | wrote in my Letter to
Families: "When a new person is born of the conjugal union of the two, he brings with him into the world a particular
image and likeness of God himself: the genealogy of the person is inscribed in the very biology of generation. In
affirming that the spouses, as parents, cooperate with God the Creator in conceiving and giving birth to a new human
being, we are not speaking merely with reference to the laws of biology. Instead, we wish to emphasize that God
himself is present in human fatherhood and motherhood quite differently than he is present in al other instances of
begetting ?on earth’. Indeed, God aone is the source of that Zimage and likeness which is proper to the human being,
asit wasreceived at Creation. Begetting is the continuation of Creation".31

This is what the Bible teaches in direct and eloquent language when it reports the joyful cry of the first woman, "the
mother of all the living" (Gen 3:20). Aware that God has intervened, Eve exclaims: "l have begotten a man with the
help of the Lord" (Gen 4:1). In procreation therefore, through the communication of life from parents to child, God's
own image and likeness is transmitted, thanks to the creation of the immortal soul. 32 The beginning of the "book of
the genealogy of Adam" expresses it in this way: "When God created man, he made him in the likeness of God. Male
and female he created them, and he blessed them and called them man when they were created. When Adam had lived
a hundred and thirty years, he became the father of a son in his own likeness, after his image, and named him Seth"
(Gen 5:1-3). It is precisely in their role as co-workers with God who transmits his image to the new creature that we see
the greatness of couples who are ready "to cooperate with the love of the Creator and the Saviour, who through them
will enlarge and enrich his own family day by day".33 Thisiswhy the Bishop Amphilochius extolled "holy matrimony,
chosen and elevated above al other earthly gifts' as "the begetter of humanity, the creator of images of God".34

Thus, a man and woman joined in matrimony become partners in a divine undertaking: through the act of procreation,
God's gift is accepted and a new life opens to the future.

But over and above the specific mission of parents, the task of accepting and serving life involves everyone; and this
task must be fulfilled above all towards life when it is at its weakest. It is Christ himself who reminds us of this when
he asks to be loved and served in his brothers and sisters who are suffering in any way: the hungry, the thirsty, the
foreigner, the naked, the sick, the impris- oned... Whatever is done to each of them is done to Christ himself (cf. Mt
25:31-46).

"For you formed my inmost being" (Ps 139:13): the dignity of the unborn child

44. Human life finds itself most vulnerable when it enters the world and when it leaves the realm of time to embark
upon eternity. The word of God frequently repeats the call to show care and respect, above all where life is undermined
by sickness and old age. Although there are no direct and explicit calls to protect human life at its very beginning,
specifically life not yet born, and life nearing its end, this can easily be explained by the fact that the mere possibility of
harming, attacking, or actually denying life in these circumstances is completely foreign to the religious and cultural
way of thinking of the People of God.

In the Old Testament, sterility is dreaded as a curse, while numerous offspring are viewed as a blessing: "Sons are a
heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb areward" (Ps 127:3; cf. Ps 128:3-4). This belief is aso based on Isragl's
awareness of being the people of the Covenant, called to increase in accordance with the promise made to Abraham:
"Look towards heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them... so shall your descendants be" (Gen
15:5). But more than anything else, at work here is the certainty that the life which parents transmit has its origins in
God. We see this attested in the many biblical passages which respectfully and lovingly speak of conception, of the
forming of life in the mother's womb, of giving birth and of the intimate connection between the initial moment of life
and the action of God the Creator.

"Before | formed you in the womb | knew you, and before you were born | consecrated you" (Jer 1:5): the life of every
individual, from its very beginning, is part of God's plan. Job, from the depth of his pain, stops to contemplate the work
of God who miraculously formed his body in his mother's womb. Here he finds reason for trust, and he expresses his
belief that there is a divine plan for his life: "Y ou have fashioned and made me; will you then turn and destroy me?
Remember that you have made me of clay; and will you turn me to dust again? Did you not pour me out like milk and
curdle me like cheese? You clothed me with skin and flesh, and knit me together with bones and sinews. You have
granted me life and steadfast love; and your care has preserved my spirit" (Job 10:8-12). Expressions of awe and
wonder at God'sintervention in the life of achild in its mother's womb occur again and again in the Psalms. 35

How can anyone think that even a single moment of this marvellous process of the unfolding of life could be separated
from the wise and loving work of the Creator, and left prey to human caprice? Certainly the mother of the seven
brothers did not think so; she professes her faith in God, both the source and guarantee of life from its very conception,
and the foundation of the hope of new life beyond death: "I do not know how you came into being in my womb. It was



not | who gave you life and breath, nor | who set in order the elements within each of you. Therefore the Creator of the
world, who shaped the beginning of man and devised the origin of al things, will in his mercy give life and breath back
to you again, since you now forget yourselves for the sake of hislaws' (2 Mac 7:22-23).

45. The New Testament revelation confirms the indisputable recognition of the value of life from its very beginning.
The exaltation of fruitfulness and the eager expectation of life resound in the words with which Elizabeth rejoices in
her pregnancy: "The Lord has looked on me... to take away my reproach among men" (Lk 1:25). And even more so, the
value of the person from the moment of conception is celebrated in the meeting between the Virgin Mary and
Elizabeth, and between the two children whom they are carrying in the womb. It is precisely the children who reveal
the advent of the Messianic age: in their meeting, the redemptive power of the presence of the Son of God among men
first becomes operative. As Saint Ambrose writes: "The arrival of Mary and the blessings of the Lord's presence are
also speedily declared... Elizabeth was the first to hear the voice; but John was the first to expe- rience grace. She heard
according to the order of nature; he leaped because of the mystery. She recognized the arrival of Mary; he the arrival of
the Lord. The woman recognized the woman's arrival; the child, that of the child. The women speak of grace; the
babies make it effective from within to the advantage of their mothers who, by a double miracle, prophesy under the
inspiration of their children. The infant leaped, the mother was filled with the Spirit. The mother was not filled before
the son, but after the son was filled with the Holy Spirit, he filled his mother too".36

"I kept my faith even when | said, 2l am greatly afflicted' " (Ps 116:10): lifein old age and at times of suffering

46. With regard to the last moments of life too, it would be anachronistic to expect biblical revelation to make express
reference to present-day issues concerning respect for elderly and sick persons, or to condemn explicitly attempts to
hasten their end by force. The cultural and religious context of the Bible is in no way touched by such temptations;
indeed, in that context the wisdom and experience of the elderly are recognized as a unique source of enrichment for
the family and for society.

Old age is characterized by dignity and surrounded with reverence (cf. 2 Mac 6:23). The just man does not seek to be
delivered from old age and its burden; on the contrary his prayer is this: "You, O Lord, are my hope, my trust, O Lord,
from my youth... so even to old age and grey hairs, O God, do not forsake me, till I proclaim your might to al the
generations to come" (Ps 71:5, 18). The ideal of the Messianic age is presented as a time when "no more shall there
be... an old man who does not fill out his days" (Is 65:20).

In old age, how should one face the inevitable decline of life? How should one act in the face of death? The believer
knows that hislifeisin the hands of God: "You, O Lord, hold my lot" (cf. Ps 16:5), and he accepts from God the need
to die: "Thisisthe decree from the Lord for al flesh, and how can you reject the good pleasure of the Most High?* (Sir
41:3-4). Man is not the master of life, nor is he the master of death. In life and in death, he has to entrust himself
completely to the "good pleasure of the Most High", to hisloving plan.

In moments of sickness too, man is called to have the same trust in the Lord and to renew his fundamental faith in the
One who "heals all your diseases" (cf. Ps 103:3). When every hope of good health seems to fade before a person's eyes-
S0 as to make him cry out: "My days are like an evening shadow; | wither away like grass" (Ps 102:11)- even then the
believer is sustained by an unshakable faith in God's life-giving power. 1lIness does not drive such a person to despair
and to seek death, but makes him cry out in hope: "I kept my faith, even when | said, 21 am greatly afflicted " (Ps
116:10); "O Lord my God, | cried to you for help, and you have healed me. O Lord, you have brought up my soul from
Sheal, restored me to life from among those gone down to the pit" (Ps 30:2-3).

47. The mission of Jesus, with the many healings he performed, shows God's great concern even for man's bodily life.
Jesus, as "the physician of the body and of the spirit", 37 was sent by the Father to proclaim the good news to the poor
and to heal the brokenhearted (cf. Lk 4:18; Is 61:1). Later, when he sends his disciples into the world, he gives them a
mission, a mission in which healing the sick goes hand in hand with the proclamation of the Gospel: "And preach as
you go, saying, ?The kingdom of heaven is at hand'. Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, cast out demons' (Mt
10:7-8; cf. Mk 6:13; 16:18).

Certainly the life of the body in its earthly state is not an absolute good for the believer, especially as he may be asked
to give up his life for a greater good. As Jesus says. "Whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his
life for my sake and the gospel's will save it" (Mk 8:35). The New Testament gives many different examples of this.
Jesus does not hesitate to sacrifice himself and he freely makes of his life an offering to the Father (cf. Jn 10:17) and to
those who belong to him (cf. Jn 10:15). The death of John the Baptist, precursor of the Saviour, also testifies that
earthly existence is not an absolute good; what is more important is remaining faithful to the word of the Lord even at
the risk of one's life (cf. Mk 6:17-29). Stephen, losing his earthly life because of his faithful witness to the Lord's
Resurrection, follows in the Master's footsteps and meets those who are stoning him with words of forgiveness (cf. Acts
7:59-60), thus becoming the first of a countless host of martyrs whom the Church has venerated since the very
beginning.

No one, however, can arbitrarily choose whether to live or die; the absolute master of such a decision is the Creator
alone, in whom "we live and move and have our being" (Acts 17:28).



"All who hold her fast will live" (Bar 4:1): from the law of Sinai to the gift of the Spirit

48. Lifeisindelibly marked by atruth of its own. By accepting God's gift, man is obliged to maintain life in this truth
which is essentia to it. To detach oneself from this truth is to condemn oneself to meaninglessness and unhappiness,
and possibly to become a threat to the existence of others, since the barriers guaranteeing respect for life and the
defence of life, in every circumstance, have been broken down.

The truth of life is revealed by God's commandment. The word of the Lord shows concretely the course which life must
follow if it is to respect its own truth and to preserve its own dignity. The protection of life is not only ensured by the
spe- cific commandment "You shall not kill* (Ex 20:13; Dt 5:17); the entire Law of the Lord serves to protect life,
because it reveals that truth in which life finds its full meaning.

It is not surprising, therefore, that God's Covenant with his people is so closely linked to the perspective of life, also in
its bodily dimension. In that Covenant, God's commandment is offered as the path of life: "I have set before you this
day life and good, death and evil. If you obey the commandments of the Lord your God which | command you this day,
by loving the Lord your God, by walking in his ways, and by keeping his commandments and his statutes and his
ordinances, then you shall live and multiply, and the Lord your God will bless you in the land which you are entering to
take possession of" (Dt 30:15-16). What is at stake is not only the land of Canaan and the existence of the people of
Israel, but also the world of today and of the future, and the existence of all humanity. In fact, it is altogether impossible
for life to remain authentic and complete once it is detached from the good; and the good, in its turn, is essentially
bound to the commandments of the Lord, that is, to the "law of life" (Sir 17:11). The good to be done is not added to
life as a burden which weighs on it, since the very purpose of life is that good and only by doing it can life be built up.

It is thus the Law as a whole which fully protects human life. This explains why it is so hard to remain faithful to the
commandment "You shall not kill" when the other "words of life" (cf. Acts 7:38) with which this commandment is
bound up are not observed. Detached from this wider framework, the commandment is destined to become nothing
more than an obligation imposed from without, and very soon we begin to look for its limits and try to find mitigating
factors and exceptions. Only when people are open to the fullness of the truth about God, man and history will the
words "Y ou shall not kill" shine forth once more as a good for man in himself and in his relations with others. In such a
perspective we can grasp the full truth of the passage of the Book of Deuteronomy which Jesus repeats in reply to the
first temptation: "Man does not live by bread alone, but... by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord" (Dt
8:3; cf. Mt 4:4).

It is by listening to the word of the Lord that we are able to live in dignity and justice. It is by observing the Law of
God that we are able to bring forth fruits of life and happiness: "All who hold her fast will live, and those who forsake
her will die" (Bar 4:1).

49. The history of Israel shows how difficult it is to remain faithful to the Law of life which God has inscribed in
human hearts and which he gave on Sinai to the people of the Covenant. When the people look for ways of living
which ignore God's plan, it is the Prophets in particular who forcefully remind them that the Lord alone is the authentic
source of life. Thus Jeremiah writes: "My people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of
living waters, and hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns, that can hold no water" (2:13). The Prophets
point an accusing finger at those who show contempt for life and violate people's rights: "They trample the head of the
poor into the dust of the earth" (Amos 2:7); "they have filled this place with the blood of innocents" (Jer 19:4). Among
them, the Prophet Ezekiel frequently condemns the city of Jerusalem, calling it "the bloody city" (22:2; 24:6, 9), the
"city that sheds blood in her own midst" (22:3).

But while the Prophets condemn offences against life, they are concerned above all to awaken hope for a new principle
of life, capable of bringing about a renewed relationship with God and with others, and of opening up new and
extraordinary possibilities for understanding and carrying out al the demands inherent in the Gospel of life. This will
only be possible thanks to the gift of God who purifies and renews: "I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall
be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from al your idols | will cleanse you. A new heart | will give you, and a new
spirit | will put within you" (Ezek 36:25-26; cf. Jer 31:34). This "new heart" will make it possible to appreciate and
achieve the deepest and most authentic meaning of life: namely, that of being a gift which isfully realized in the giving
of sef. Thisis the splendid message about the value of life which comes to us from the figure of the Servant of the
Lord: "When he makes himself an offering for sin, he shall see his offspring, he shall prolong hislife... he shal seethe
fruit of the trav- ail of his soul and be satisfied" (Is53:10, 11).

It isin the coming of Jesus of Nazareth that the Law is fulfilled and that a new heart is given through his Spirit. Jesus
does not deny the Law but brings it to fulfilment (cf. Mt 5:17): the Law and the Prophets are summed up in the golden
rule of mutual love (cf. Mt 7:12). In Jesus the Law becomes once and for all the "gospel”, the good news of God's
lordship over the world, which brings all life back to its roots and its original purpose. Thisisthe New Law, "the law of
the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus' (Rom 8:2), and its fundamental expression, following the example of the Lord who
gave his life for his friends (cf. Jn 15:13), is the gift of self in love for one's brothers and sisters. "We know that we
have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren" (1 Jn 3:14). This is the law of freedom, joy and
blessedness.



"They shall look on him whom they have pierced" (Jn 19:37): the Gospel of life is brought to fulfilment on the tree of
the Cross

50. At the end of this chapter, in which we have reflected on the Christian message about life, | would like to pause
with each one of you to contemplate the One who was pierced and who draws al people to himself (cf. Jn 19:37;
12:32). Looking at "the spectacle" of the Cross (cf. Lk 23:48) we shall discover in this glorious tree the fulfilment and
the complete revelation of the whole Gospel of life.

In the early afternoon of Good Friday, "there was darkness over the whole land... while the sun's light failed; and the
curtain of the temple was torn in two" (Lk 23:44, 45). This is the symbol of a great cosmic disturbance and a massive
conflict between the forces of good and the forces of evil, between life and death. Today we too find ourselves in the
midst of a dramatic conflict between the "culture of death" and the "culture of life". But the glory of the Crossis not
overcome by this darkness; rather, it shines forth ever more radiantly and brightly, and is revealed as the centre,
meaning and goal of all history and of every human life.

Jesus is nailed to the Cross and is lifted up from the earth. He experiences the moment of his greatest "powerlessness’,
and his life seems completely delivered to the derision of his adversaries and into the hands of his executioners: he is
mocked, jeered at, insulted (cf. Mk 15:24-36). And yet, precisely amid al this, having seen him breathe his last, the
Roman centurion exclaims. "Truly this man was the Son of God!" (Mk 15:39). It is thus, at the moment of his greatest
weakness, that the the Son of God is revealed for who heis. on the Cross his glory is made manifest.

By his death, Jesus sheds light on the meaning of the life and death of every human being. Before he dies, Jesus prays
to the Father, asking forgiveness for his persecutors (cf. Lk 23:34), and to the criminal who asks him to remember him
in his kingdom he replies: "Truly, | say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise" (Lk 23:43). After his death "the
tombs also were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised" (Mt 27:52). The salvation
wrought by Jesus is the bestowal of life and resurrection. Throughout his earthly life, Jesus had indeed bestowed
salvation by healing and doing good to all (cf. Acts 10:38). But his miracles, healings and even his raising of the dead
were signs of another salvation, a salvation which consists in the forgiveness of sins, that is, in setting man free from
his greatest sickness and in raising him to the very life of God.

On the Cross, the miracle of the serpent lifted up by Moses in the desert (Jn 3:14-15; cf. Num 21:8-9) is renewed and
brought to full and definitive perfection. Today too, by looking upon the one who was pierced, every person whose life
is threatened encounters the sure hope of finding freedom and redemption.

51. But there is yet another particular event which moves me deeply when | consider it. "When Jesus had received the
vinegar, he said, ?It is finished'; and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit" (Jn 19:30). Afterwards, the Roman
soldier "pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water" (Jn 19:34).

Everything has now reached its complete fulfilment. The "giving up" of the spirit describes Jesus death, a death like
that of every other human being, but it also seems to alude to the "gift of the Spirit", by which Jesus ransoms us from
death and opens before us anew life.

It is the very life of God which is now shared with man. It is the life which through the Sacraments of the Church-
symbolized by the blood and water flowing from Christ's side-is continually given to God's children, making them the
people of the New Covenant. From the Cross, the source of life, the "people of life" is born and increases.

The contemplation of the Cross thus brings us to the very heart of all that has taken place. Jesus, who upon entering
into the world said: "l have come, O God, to do your will" (cf. Heb 10:9), made himself obedient to the Father in
everything and, "having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end" (Jn 13:1), giving himself
completely for them.

He who had come "not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as aransom for many" (Mk 10:45), attains on the
Cross the heights of love: "Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends" (Jn 15:13).
And he died for us while we were yet sinners (cf. Rom 5:8).

In thisway Jesus proclaims that life finds its centre, its meaning and its fulfilment when it is given up.

At this point our meditation becomes praise and thanksgiving, and at the same time urges us to imitate Christ and
follow in his footsteps (cf. 1 Pt 2:21).

We too are called to give our lives for our brothers and sisters, and thus to realize in the fullness of truth the meaning
and destiny of our existence.

We shall be able to do this because you, O Lord, have given us the example and have bestowed on us the power of your
Spirit. We shall be able to do thisif every day, with you and like you, we are obedient to the Father and do hiswill.
Grant, therefore, that we may listen with open and generous hearts to every word which proceeds from the mouth of
God. Thus we shall learn not only to obey the commandment not to kill human life, but also to revere life, to love it and
to foster it.

CHAPTERIII - YOU SHALL NOT KILL
GOD'SHOLY LAW

"If you would enter life, keep the commandments' (Mt 19:17): Gospel and commandment



52. "And behold, one came up to him, saying, ?Teacher, what good deed must | do, to have eternal life? " (Mt 19:6).
Jesus replied, "If you would enter life, keep the commandments' (Mt 19:17). The Teacher is speaking about eternal
life, that is, a sharing in the life of God himself. This life is attained through the observance of the Lord's
commandments, including the commandment "Y ou shall not kill". Thisis the first precept from the Decalogue which
Jesus quotes to the young man who asks him what commandments he should observe: "Jesus said, ?Y ou shall not kill,
Y ou shall not commit adultery, Y ou shall not stedl...' " (Mt 19:18).

God's commandment is never detached from his love: it is always a gift meant for man's growth and joy. As such, it
represents an essential and indispensable aspect of the Gospel, actually becoming "gospel” itself: joyful good news.
The Gospel of life is both a great gift of God and an exacting task for humanity. It gives rise to amazement and
gratitude in the person graced with freedom, and it asks to be welcomed, preserved and esteemed, with a deep sense of
responsibility. In giving life to man, God demands that he love, respect and promote life. The gift thus becomes a
commandment, and the commandment is itself a gift.

Man, as the living image of God, iswilled by his Creator to be ruler and lord. Saint Gregory of Nyssa writes that "God
made man capable of carrying out his role as king of the earth... Man was created in the image of the One who governs
the universe. Everything demonstrates that from the beginning man's nature was marked by royalty... Man is a king.
Created to exercise dominion over the world, he was given alikeness to the king of the universe; he is the living image
who participates by his dignity in the perfection of the divine archetype'.38 Called to be fruitful and multiply, to
subdue the earth and to exercise dominion over other lesser creatures (cf. Gen 1:28), man is ruler and lord not only over
things but especially over himself, 39 and in a certain sense, over the life which he has received and which heis ableto
transmit through procreation, carried out with love and respect for God's plan. Man's lordship however is not absolute,
but ministerial: it is a real reflection of the unique and infinite lordship of God. Hence man must exercise it with
wisdom and love, sharing in the boundless wisdom and love of God. And this comes about through obedience to God's
holy Law: a free and joyful obedience (cf. Ps 119), born of and fostered by an awareness that the precepts of the Lord
are a gift of grace entrusted to man aways and solely for his good, for the preservation of his persona dignity and the
pursuit of his happiness.

With regard to things, but even more with regard to life, man is not the absolute master and final judge, but rather-and
thisis where hisincomparable greatness lies-he is the "minister of God's plan”.40

Life is entrusted to man as a treasure which must not be squandered, as a talent which must be used well. Man must
render an account of it to his Master (cf. Mt 25:14-30; Lk 19:12-27).

"From man in regard to hisfellow man | will demand an accounting for human life" (Gen 9:5): human lifeis sacred and
inviolable

53. "Human lifeis sacred because from its beginning it involves ?the creative action of God', and it remains forever in a
special relationship with the Creator, who is its sole end. God aone is the Lord of life from its beginning until its end:
no one can, in any circumstance, claim for himself the right to destroy directly an innocent human being".41 With these
words the Instruction Donum Vitae sets forth the central content of God's revelation on the sacredness and inviolability
of human life.

Sacred Scripture in fact presents the precept "You shall not kill" as a divine commandment (Ex 20:13; Dt 5:17). As||
have already emphasized, this commandment is found in the Deca- logue, at the heart of the Covenant which the Lord
makes with his chosen people; but it was already contained in the original covenant between God and humanity after
the purifying punishment of the Flood, caused by the spread of sin and violence (cf. Gen 9:5-6).

God proclaims that he is absolute Lord of the life of man, who is formed in his image and likeness (cf. Gen 1:26-28).
Human life is thus given a sacred and inviolable character, which reflects the inviolability of the Creator himself.
Precisely for this reason God will severely judge every violation of the commandment "You shall not kill", the
commandment which is at the basis of al life together in society. Heisthe "goel", the defender of the innocent (cf. Gen
4:9-15; 1s 41:14; Jer 50:34; Ps 19:14). God thus shows that he does not delight in the death of the living (cf. Wis 1:13).
Only Satan can delight therein: for through his envy death entered the world (cf. Wis 2:24). He who is "a murderer
from the beginning”, is aso "aliar and the father of lies' (Jn 8:44). By deceiving man he leads him to projects of sin
and death, making them appear as goals and fruits of life.

54. As explicitly formulated, the precept "You shall not kill" is strongly negative: it indicates the extreme limit which
can never be exceeded. Implicitly, however, it encourages a positive attitude of absolute respect for life; it leads to the
promotion of life and to progress along the way of alove which gives, receives and serves. The people of the Covenant,
although slowly and with some contradictions, progressively matured in this way of thinking, and thus prepared for the
great proclamation of Jesus that the commandment to love one's neighbour is like the commandment to love God; "on
these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets’ (cf. Mt 22:36-40). Saint Paul emphasizes that "the
commandment... you shall not kill... and any other commandment, are summed up in this phrase: ?Y ou shall love your
neighbour as yourself' " (Rom 13:9; cf. Gal 5:14). Taken up and brought to fulfilment in the New Law, the
commandment "Y ou shall not kill" stands as an indispensable condition for being able "to enter life" (cf. Mt 19:16-19).



In this same perspective, the words of the Apostle John have a categorical ring: "Anyone who hates his brother is a
murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him" (1 Jn 3:15).

From the beginning, the living Tradition of the Church-as shown by the Didache, the most ancient non-biblical
Christian writing-categorically repeated the commandment "Y ou shall not kill": "There are two ways, away of life and
away of death; there is a great difference between them... In accordance with the precept of the teaching: you shall not
kill... you shall not put a child to death by abortion nor kill it onceit is born... The way of death is this.... they show no
compassion for the poor, they do not suffer with the suffering, they do not acknowledge their Creator, they kill their
children and by abortion cause God's creatures to perish; they drive away the needy, oppress the suffering, they are
advocates of the rich and unjust judges of the poor; they are filled with every sin. May you be able to stay ever apart, o
children, from al these sing!". 42

As time passed, the Church's Tradition has always consistently taught the absolute and unchanging value of the
commandment "Y ou shall not kill". It is a known fact that in the first centuries, murder was put among the three most
serious sins-along with apostasy and adultery-and required a particularly heavy and lengthy public penance before the
repentant murderer could be granted forgiveness and readmission to the ecclesial community.

55. This should not cause surprise: to kill ahuman being, in whom the image of God is present, is a particularly serious
sin. Only God is the master of life! Yet from the beginning, faced with the many and often tragic cases which occur in
the life of individuals and society, Christian reflection has sought a fuller and deeper understanding of what God's
commandment prohibits and prescribes. 43 There are in fact situations in which values proposed by God's Law seem to
involve a genuine paradox. This happens for example in the case of legitimate defence, in which the right to protect
one's own life and the duty not to harm someone else's life are difficult to reconcile in practice. Certainly, the intrinsic
value of life and the duty to love oneself no less than others are the basis of atrue right to self-defence. The demanding
commandment of love of neighbour, set forth in the Old Testament and confirmed by Jesus, itself presupposes love of
oneself as the basis of comparison: "Y ou shall love your neighbour as yourself " (Mk 12:31). Consequently, no one can
renounce the right to self-defence out of lack of love for life or for self. This can only be done in virtue of a heroic love
which deepens and transfigures the love of self into a radical self-offering, according to the spirit of the Gospel
Beatitudes (cf. Mt 5:38-40). The sublime example of this self-offering is the Lord Jesus himself.

Moreover, "legitimate defence can be not only aright but a grave duty for someone responsible for another's life, the
common good of the family or of the State".44 Unfortunately it happens that the need to render the aggressor incapable
of causing harm sometimes involves taking hislife. In this case, the fatal outcome is attributable to the aggressor whose
action brought it about, even though he may not be morally responsible because of alack of the use of reason. 45

56. This is the context in which to place the problem of the death penalty. On this matter there is a growing tendency,
both in the Church and in civil society, to demand that it be applied in a very limited way or even that it be abolished
completely. The problem must be viewed in the context of a system of penal justice ever more in line with human
dignity and thus, in the end, with God's plan for man and society. The primary purpose of the punishment which society
inflictsis "to redress the disorder caused by the offence".46 Public authority must redress the violation of persona and
social rights by imposing on the offender an adequate punishment for the crime, as a condition for the offender to
regain the exercise of his or her freedom. In this way authority also fulfils the purpose of defending public order and
ensuring people's safety, while at the same time offering the offender an incentive and help to change his or her
behaviour and be rehabilitated. 47

It is clear that, for these purposes to be achieved, the nature and extent of the punishment must be carefully evaluated
and decided upon, and ought not go to the extreme of executing the offender except in cases of absolute necessity: in
other words, when it would not be possible otherwise to defend society. Today however, as a result of steady
improvements in the organization of the penal system, such cases are very rare, if not practically non-existent.

In any event, the principle set forth in the new Catechism of the Catholic Church remains valid: "If bloodless means are
sufficient to defend human lives against an aggressor and to protect public order and the safety of persons, public
authority must limit itself to such means, because they better correspond to the concrete conditions of the common
good and are more in conformity to the dignity of the human person™.48

57. If such great care must be taken to respect every life, even that of criminals and unjust aggressors, the
commandment "Y ou shall not kill" has absolute value when it refers to the innocent person. And all the more so in the
case of weak and defenceless human beings, who find their ultimate defence against the arrogance and caprice of others
only in the absolute binding force of God's commandment.

In effect, the absolute inviolability of innocent human lifeis amoral truth clearly taught by Sacred Scripture, constantly
upheld in the Church's Tradition and consistently proposed by her Magisterium. This consistent teaching is the evident
result of that "supernatural sense of the faith" which, inspired and sustained by the Holy Spirit, safeguards the Peopl e of
God from error when "it shows universal agreement in matters of faith and morals'.49

Faced with the progressive weakening in individual consciences and in society of the sense of the absolute and grave
moral illicitness of the direct taking of al innocent human life, especialy at its beginning and at its end, the Church's
Magisterium has spoken out with increasing frequency in defence of the sacredness and inviolability of human life. The
Papal Magisterium, particularly insistent in this regard, has always been seconded by that of the Bishops, with



numerous and comprehensive doctrinal and pastoral documents issued either by Episcopal Conferences or by
individual Bishops. The Second Vatican Council also addressed the matter forcefully, in abrief but incisive passage. 50
Therefore, by the authority which Christ conferred upon Peter and his Successors, and in communion with the Bishops
of the Catholic Church, | confirm that the direct and voluntary killing of an innocent human being is always gravely
immoral. This doctrine, based upon that unwritten law which man, in the light of reason, finds in his own heart (cf.
Rom 2:14-15), is reaffirmed by Sacred Scripture, transmitted by the Tradition of the Church and taught by the ordinary
and universal Magisterium. 51

The deliberate decision to deprive an innocent human being of his life is aways morally evil and can never be licit
either as an end in itself or as a means to a good end. It is in fact a grave act of disobedience to the moral law, and
indeed to God himself, the author and guarantor of that law; it contradicts the fundamental virtues of justice and
charity. "Nothing and no one can in any way permit the killing of an innocent human being, whether a fetus or an
embryo, an infant or an adult, an old person, or one suffering from an incurable disease, or a person who is dying.
Furthermore, no one is permitted to ask for this act of killing, either for himself or herself or for another person
entrusted to his or her care, nor can he or she consent to it, either explicitly or implicitly. Nor can any authority
legitimately recommend or permit such an action".52

Asfar astheright to life is concerned, every innocent human being is absolutely equal to all others. This equality isthe
basis of all authentic social relationships which, to be truly such, can only be founded on truth and justice, recognizing
and protecting every man and woman as a person and not as an object to be used. Before the moral norm which
prohibits the direct taking of the life of an innocent human being "there are no privileges or exceptions for anyone. It
makes no difference whether one is the master of the world or the ?poorest of the poor' on the face of the earth. Before
the demands of morality we are al absolutely equal".53

"Y our eyes beheld my unformed substance" (Ps 139:16): the unspeakable crime of abortion

58. Among all the crimes which can be committed against life, procured abortion has characteristics

making it particularly serious and deplorable. The Second Vatican Council defines abortion, together with infanticide,
as an "unspeakable crime”.54

But today, in many people's consciences, the perception of its gravity has become progressively obscured. The
acceptance of abortion in the popular mind, in behaviour and even in law itself, is a telling sign of an extremely
dangerous crisis of the moral sense, which is becoming more and more incapable of distinguishing between good and
evil, even when the fundamental right to life is at stake. Given such a grave situation, we need now more than ever to
have the courage to look the truth in the eye and to call things by their proper name, without yielding to convenient
compromises or to the temptation of self-deception. In this regard the reproach of the Prophet is extremely
straightforward: "Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness” (Is
5:20). Especially in the case of abortion there is a widespread use of ambiguous terminology, such as "interruption of
pregnancy”, which tends to hide abortion's true nature and to attenuate its seriousness in public opinion. Perhaps this
linguistic phenomenon is itself a symptom of an uneasiness of conscience. But no word has the power to change the
reality of things: procured abortion is the deliberate and direct killing, by whatever meansiit is carried out, of a human
being in theinitial phase of his or her existence, extending from conception to birth.

The moral gravity of procured abortion is apparent in al its truth if we recognize that we are dealing with murder and,
in particular, when we consider the specific elements involved. The one eliminated is a human being at the very
beginning of life. No one more absolutely innocent could be imagined. In no way could this human being ever be
considered an aggressor, much less an unjust aggressor! He or she is weak, defenceless, even to the point of lacking
that minimal form of defence consisting in the poignant power of a newborn baby's cries and tears. The unborn child is
totally entrusted to the protection and care of the woman carrying him or her in the womb. And yet sometimes it is
precisely the mother herself who makes the decision and asks for the child to be eliminated, and who then goes about
having it done.

It is true that the decision to have an abortion is often tragic and painful for the mother, insofar as the decision to rid
herself of the fruit of conception is not made for purely selfish reasons or out of convenience, but out of a desire to
protect certain important values such as her own health or a decent standard of living for the other members of the
family. Sometimes it is feared that the child to be born would live in such conditions that it would be better if the birth
did not take place. Nevertheless, these reasons and others like them, however serious and tragic, can never justify the
deliberate killing of an innocent human being.

59. Aswell as the mother, there are often other people too who decide upon the death of the child in the womb. In the
first place, the father of the child may be to blame, not only when he di- rectly pressures the woman to have an
abortion, but also when he indirectly encourages such a decision on her part by leaving her alone to face the problems
of pregnancy: 55 in this way the family is thus mortally wounded and profaned in its nature as a community of love and
in its vocation to be the "sanctuary of life". Nor can one overlook the pressures which sometimes come from the wider
family circle and from friends. Sometimes the woman is subjected to such strong pressure that she feels
psychologically forced to have an abortion: certainly in this case moral responsibility lies particularly with those who



have directly or indirectly obliged her to have an abortion. Doctors and nurses are also responsible, when they place at
the service of death skills which were acquired for promoting life.

But responsibility likewise falls on the legislators who have promoted and approved abortion laws, and, to the extent
that they have a say in the matter, on the administrators of the health-care centres where abortions are performed. A
general and no less serious responsibility lies with those who have encouraged the spread of an attitude of sexual
permissiveness and a lack of esteem for motherhood, and with those who should have ensured-but did not-effective
family and social policies in support of families, especially larger families and those with particular financial and
educational needs. Finally, one cannot overlook the network of complicity which reaches out to include international
institutions, foundations and associations which systematically campaign for the legalization and spread of abortion in
the world. In this sense abortion goes beyond the responsibility of individuals and beyond the harm done to them, and
takes on a distinctly social dimension. It is amost serious wound inflicted on society and its culture by the very people
who ought to be society's promoters and defenders. As | wrote in my Letter to Families, "we are facing an immense
threat to life: not only to the life of individuals but also to that of civilization itself".56 We are facing what can be called
a"structure of sin" which opposes human life not yet born.

60. Some people try to justify abortion by claiming that the result of conception, at least up to a certain number of days,
cannot yet be considered a personal human life. But in fact, "from the time that the ovum is fertilized, a life is begun
which is neither that of the father nor the mother; it is rather the life of a new human being with his own growth. It
would never be made human if it were not human aready. This has always been clear, and... modern genetic science
offers clear confirmation. It has demonstrated that from the first instant there is established the programme of what this
living being will be: a person, thisindividual person with his characteristic aspects aready well determined. Right from
fertilization the adventure of a human life begins, and each of its capacities requires time-a rather lengthy time-to find
its place and to be in a position to act".57 Even if the presence of a spiritual soul cannot be ascertained by empirical
data, the results themselves of scientific research on the human embryo provide "avaluable indication for discerning by
the use of reason a personal presence at the moment of the first appearance of a human life: how could a human
individual not be a human person?'. 58

Furthermore, what is at stake is so important that, from the standpoint of moral obligation, the mere probability that a
human person is involved would suffice to justify an absolutely clear prohibition of any intervention aimed at killing a
human embryo. Precisely for this reason, over and above al scientific debates and those philosophical affirmations to
which the Magisterium has not expressly committed itself, the Church has always taught and continues to teach that the
result of human procreation, from the first moment of its existence, must be guaranteed that unconditional respect
which is morally due to the human being in his or her totality and unity as body and spirit: "The human being is to be
respected and treated as a person from the moment of conception; and therefore from that same moment his rights as a
person must be recognized, among which in the first place is the inviolable right of every innocent human being to
life".59

61. The texts of Sacred Scripture never address the question of deliberate abortion and so do not directly and
specifically condemn it. But they show such great respect for the human being in the mother's womb that they require
asalogical consequence that God's commandment "Y ou shall not kill* be extended to the unborn child as well.

Human life is sacred and inviolable at every moment of existence, including the initial phase which precedes birth. All
human beings, from their mothers womb, belong to God who searches them and knows them, who forms them and
knits them together with his own hands, who gazes on them when they are tiny shapeless embryos and already seesin
them the adults of tomorrow whose days are numbered and whose vocation is even now written in the "book of life"
(cf. Ps 139: 1, 13-16). There too, when they are till in their mothers womb-as many passages of the Bible bear
witness60-they are the personal objects of God's loving and fatherly providence.

Christian Tradition-as the Declaration issued by the Congregation for the Daoctrine of the Faith points out so well61-is
clear and unanimous, from the beginning up to our own day, in describing abortion as a particularly grave mora
disorder. From its first contacts with the Greco-Roman world, where abortion and infanticide were widely practised,
the first Christian community, by its teaching and practice, radically opposed the customs rampant in that society, asis
clearly shown by the Didache mentioned earlier. 62

Among the Greek ecclesiastical writers, Athenagoras records that Christians consider as murderesses women who have
recourse to abortifacient medicines, because children, even if they are till in their mother's womb, "are already under
the protection of Divine Providence'.63 Among the Latin authors, Tertullian affirms; "It is anticipated murder to
prevent someone from being born; it makes little difference whether one kills a soul already born or putsit to death at
birth. He who will one day be aman is a man aready".64

Throughout Christianity's two thousand year history, this same doctrine has been constantly taught by the Fathers of the
Church and by her Pastors and Doctors. Even scientific and philosophical discussions about the precise moment of the
infusion of the spiritual soul have never given rise to any hesitation about the moral condemnation of abortion.

62. The more recent Papal Magisterium has vigorously reaffirmed this common doctrine. Pius XI in particular, in his
Encyclical Casti Connubii, rejected the specious justifications of abortion. 65 Pius X11 excluded all direct abortion, i.e.,
every act tending directly to destroy human life in the womb "whether such destruction is intended as an end or only as
a means to an end".66 John XXIII reaffirmed that human life is sacred because "from its very beginning it directly



involves God's creative activity".67 The Second Vatican Council, as mentioned earlier, sternly condemned abortion:
"From the moment of its conception life must be guarded with the greatest care, while abortion and infanticide are
unspeakable crimes'.68

The Church's canonical discipline, from the earliest centuries, has inflicted penal sanctions on those guilty of abortion.
This practice, with more or less severe penalties, has been confirmed in various periods of history. The 1917 Code of
Canon Law punished abortion with excommunication. 69 The revised canonical legislation continues this tradition
when it decrees that "a person who actually procures an abortion incurs automatic (latae sententiae)
excommunication”.70 The excommu- nication affects all those who commit this crime with knowledge of the penalty
attached, and thus includes those accomplices without whose help the crime would not have been committed. 71 By
this reiterated sanction, the Church makes clear that abortion is a most serious and dangerous crime, thereby
encouraging those who commit it to seek without delay the path of conversion. In the Church the purpose of the penalty
of excommunication is to make an individual fully aware of the gravity of a certain sin and then to foster genuine
conversion and repentance.

Given such unanimity in the doctrinal and disciplinary tradition of the Church, Paul VI was able to declare that this
tradition is unchanged and unchangeable. 72 Therefore, by the authority which Christ conferred upon Peter and his
Successors, in communion with the Bishops-who on various occasions have condemned abortion and who in the
aforementioned consultation, albeit dispersed throughout the world, have shown unanimous agreement concerning this
doctrine-| declare that direct abortion, that is, abortion willed as an end or as a means, always constitutes a grave moral
disorder, since it is the deliberate killing of an innocent human being. This doctrine is based upon the natural law and
upon the written Word of God, is transmitted by the Church's Tradition and taught by the ordinary and universal
Magisterium. 73

No circumstance, no purpose, no law whatsoever can ever make licit an act which is intrinsically illicit, since it is
contrary to the Law of God which is written in every human heart, knowable by reason itself, and proclaimed by the
Church.

63. This evaluation of the morality of abortion is to be applied also to the recent forms of intervention on human
embryos which, although carried out for purposes legitimate in themselves, inevitably involve the killing of those
embryos. Thisis the case with experimentation on embryos, which is becoming increasingly widespread in the field of
biomedical research and is legally permitted in some countries. Although "one must uphold as licit procedures carried
out on the human embryo which respect the life and integrity of the embryo and do not involve disproportionate risks
for it, but rather are directed to its healing, the improvement of its condition of headlth, or itsindividual surviva", 74 it
must nonethel ess be stated that the use of human embryos or fetuses as an object of experimentation constitutes a crime
against their dignity as human beings who have aright to the same respect owed to a child once born, just asto every75
person.

This moral condemnation also regards procedures that exploit living human embryos and fetuses-sometimes
specifically "produced” for this purpose by in vitro fertilization-either to be used as "biological materia” or as
providers of organs or tissue for transplants in the treatment of certain diseases. The killing of innocent human
creatures, even if carried out to help others, constitutes an absolutely unacceptable act.

Special attention must be given to evaluating the morality of prenatal diagnostic techniques which enable the early
detection of possible anomalies in the unborn child. In view of the complexity of these techniques, an accurate and
systematic moral judgment is necessary. When they do not involve disproportionate risks for the child and the mother,
and are meant to make possible early therapy or even to favour a serene and informed acceptance of the child not yet
born, these techniques are morally licit. But since the possibilities of prenatal therapy are today still limited, it not
infrequently happens that these techniques are used with a eugenic intention which accepts selective abortion in order
to prevent the birth of children affected by various types of anomalies. Such an attitude is shameful and utterly
reprehensible, since it presumes to measure the value of a human life only within the parameters of "normality" and
physical well-being, thus opening the way to legitimizing infanticide and euthanasia as well.

And yet the courage and the serenity with which so many of our brothers and sisters suffering from serious disabilities
lead their lives when they are shown acceptance and love bears el oquent witness to what gives authentic value to life,
and makes it, even in difficult conditions, something precious for them and for others. The Church is close to those
married couples who, with great anguish and suffering, willingly accept gravely handicapped children. She is also
grateful to al those families which, through adoption, welcome children abandoned by their parents because of
disabilities or illnesses.

"Itis| who bring both death and life" (Dt 32:39): the tragedy of euthanasia

64. At the other end of life's spectrum, men and women find themselves facing the mystery of death. Today, as a result
of advances in medicine and in a cultural context frequently closed to the transcendent, the experience of dying is
marked by new features. When the prevailing tendency is to value life only to the extent that it brings pleasure and
well-being, suffering seems like an unbearable setback, something from which one must be freed at al costs. Death is
considered "senseless’ if it suddenly interrupts a life still open to a future of new and interesting experiences. But it



becomes a "rightful liberation" once life is held to be no longer meaningful because it isfilled with pain and inexorably
doomed to even greater suffering.

Furthermore, when he denies or neglects his fundamental relationship to God, man thinks he is his own rule and
measure, with the right to demand that society should guarantee him the ways and means of deciding what to do with
his lifein full and complete autonomy. It is especialy people in the devel oped countries who act in this way: they feel
encouraged to do so also by the constant progress of medicine and its ever more advanced techniques. By using highly
sophisticated systems and equipment, science and medical practice today are able not only to attend to cases formerly
considered untreatable and to reduce or eliminate pain, but also to sustain and prolong life even in situations of extreme
frailty, to resuscitate artifi-cially patients whose basic biological functions have undergone sudden collapse, and to use
specia procedures to make organs available for transplanting.

In this context the temptation grows to have recourse to euthanasia, that is, to take control of death and bring it about
before its time, "gently" ending one's own life or the life of others. In reality, what might seem logical and humane,
when looked at more closely is seen to be senseless and inhumane. Here we are faced with one of the more alarming
symptoms of the "culture of death", which is advancing above all in prosperous societies, marked by an attitude of
excessive preoccupation with efficiency and which sees the growing number of elderly and disabled people as
intolerable and too burdensome. These people are very often isolated by their families and by society, which are
organized almost exclusively on the basis of criteria of productive efficiency, according to which a hopelessly impaired
life no longer has any value.

65. For a correct moral judgment on euthanasia, in the first place a clear definition is required. Euthanasia in the strict
sense is understood to be an action or omission which of itself and by intention causes death, with the purpose of
eliminating all suffering. "Euthanasia's terms of reference, therefore, are to be found in the intention of the will and in
the methods used”.76

Euthanasia must be distinguished from the decision to forego so-called "aggressive medical treatment", in other words,
medical procedures which no longer correspond to the real situation of the patient, either because they are by now
disproportionate to any expected results or because they impose an excessive burden on the patient and his family. In
such situations, when death is clearly imminent and inevitable, one can in conscience "refuse forms of treatment that
would only secure a precarious and burdensome prolongation of life, so long as the normal care due to the sick person
in similar casesis not interrupted".77 Certainly there is a moral obligation to care for oneself and to allow oneself to be
cared for, but this duty must take account of concrete circumstances. It needs to be determined whether the means of
treatment available are objectively proportionate to the prospects for improvement. To forego extraordinary or
disproportionate means is not the equivalent of suicide or euthanasia; it rather expresses acceptance of the human
condition in the face of death. 78

In modern medicine, increased attention is being given to what are called "methods of palliative care", which seek to
make suffering more bearable in the final stages of illness and to ensure that the patient is supported and accompanied
in his or her ordeal. Among the questions which arise in this context is that of the licitness of using various types of
painkillers and sedatives for relieving the patient's pain when this involves the risk of shortening life. While praise may
be due to the person who voluntarily accepts suffering by forgoing treatment with pain-killers in order to remain fully
lucid and, if a believer, to share conscioudly in the Lord's Passion, such "heroic" behaviour cannot be considered the
duty of everyone. Pius XII affirmed that it is licit to relieve pain by narcotics, even when the result is decreased
consciousness and a shortening of life, "if no other means exist, and if, in the given circumstances, this does not prevent
the carrying out of other religious and moral duties'.79 In such a case, death is not willed or sought, even though for
reasonable motives one runs the risk of it: there is ssmply a desire to ease pain effectively by using the analgesics which
medicine provides. All the same, "it is not right to deprive the dying person of consciousness without a serious reason”:
80 as they approach death people ought to be able to satisfy their moral and family duties, and above all they ought to
be able to prepare in afully conscious way for their definitive meeting with God.

Taking into account these distinctions, in harmony with the Magisterium of my Predecessors 81 and in communion
with the Bishops of the Catholic Church, | confirm that euthanasiais a grave violation of the law of God, sinceit isthe
deliberate and morally unacceptable killing of a human person. This doctrine is based upon the natural law and upon
the written word of God, is transmitted by the Church's Tradition and taught by the ordinary and universal
Magisterium. 82

Depending on the circumstances, this practice involves the malice proper to suicide or murder.

66. Suicide is aways as morally objectionable as murder. The Church's tradition has always rejected it as a gravely evil
choice. 83 Even though a certain psychological, cultural and socia conditioning may induce a person to carry out an
action which so radically contradicts the innate inclination to life, thus lessening or removing subjective responsibility,
suicide, when viewed aobjectively, is a gravely immoral act. In fact, it involves the rgjection of love of self and the
renunciation of the obligation of justice and charity towards one's neighbour, towards the communities to which one
belongs, and towards society as a whole. 84 In its deepest redlity, suicide represents a rejection of God's absolute
sovereignty over life and death, as proclaimed in the prayer of the ancient sage of Israel: "Y ou have power over life and
death; you lead men down to the gates of Hades and back again" (Wis 16:13; cf. Tob 13:2).



To concur with the intention of another person to commit suicide and to help in carrying it out through so-called
"assisted suicide" means to cooperate in, and at times to be the actual perpetrator of, an injustice which can never be
excused, even if it is requested. In a remarkably relevant passage Saint Augustine writes that "it is never licit to kill
another: even if he should wish it, indeed if he request it because, hanging between life and death, he begs for help in
freeing the soul struggling against the bonds of the body and longing to be released; nor is it licit even when a sick
person is no longer able to live'.85 Even when not motivated by a selfish refusal to be burdened with the life of
someone who is suffering, euthanasia must be called a false mercy, and indeed a disturbing "perversion” of mercy. True
"compassion™ leads to sharing another's pain; it does not kill the person whose suffering we cannot bear. Moreover, the
act of euthanasia appears all the more perverse if it is carried out by those, like relatives, who are supposed to treat a
family member with patience and love, or by those, such as doctors, who by virtue of their specific profession are
supposed to care for the sick person even in the most painful terminal stages.

The choice of euthanasia becomes more serious when it takes the form of a murder committed by others on a person
who has in no way requested it and who has never consented to it. The height of arbitrariness and injustice is reached
when certain people, such as physicians or legislators, arrogate to themselves the power to decide who ought to live and
who ought to die. Once again we find ourselves before the temptation of Eden: to become like God who "knows good
and evil" (cf. Gen 3:5). God alone has the power over life and death: "It is | who bring both death and life" (Dt 32:39;
cf. 2 Kg 5:7; 1 Sam 2:6). But he only exercises this power in accordance with a plan of wisdom and love. When man
usurps this power, being enslaved by afoolish and selfish way of thinking, he inevitably usesit for injustice and death.
Thus the life of the person who isweak is put into the hands of the one who is strong; in society the sense of justiceis
lost, and mutual trust, the basis of every authentic interpersonal relationship, is undermined at its root.

67. Quite different from thisis the way of love and true mercy, which our common humanity calls for, and upon which
faith in Christ the Redeemer, who died and rose again, sheds ever new light. The request which arises from the human
heart in the supreme confrontation with suffering and death, especially when faced with the temptation to give up in
utter desperation, is above all a request for companionship, sympathy and support in the time of trial. It is a plea for
help to keep on hoping when all human hopesfail. Asthe Second Vatican Council reminds us: "It isin the face of death
that the riddle of human existence becomes most acute” and yet "man rightly follows the intuition of his heart when he
abhors and repudiates the absolute ruin and total disappearance of his own person. Man rebels against death because he
bearsin himself an eternal seed which cannot be reduced to mere matter".86

This natural aversion to death and this incipient hope of immortality are illumined and brought to fulfilment by
Christian faith, which both promises and offers a share in the victory of the Risen Christ: it is the victory of the One
who, by his redemptive death, has set man free from death, "the wages of sin" (Rom 6:23), and has given him the
Spirit, the pledge of resurrection and of life (cf. Rom 8:11). The certainty of future immortality and hope in the
promised resurrection cast new light on the mystery of suffering and death, and fill the believer with an extraordinary
capacity to trust fully in the plan of God.

The Apostle Paul expressed this newness in terms of belonging completely to the Lord who embraces every human
condition: "None of uslivesto himself, and none of us diesto himself. If welive, weliveto the Lord, and if we die, we
dieto the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord's' (Rom 14:7-8). Dying to the Lord means
experiencing one's death as the supreme act of obedience to the Father (cf. Phil 2:8), being ready to meet death at the
"hour" willed and chosen by him (cf.Jn 13:1), which can only mean when one's earthly pilgrimage is completed. Living
to the Lord also means recognizing that suffering, while till an evil and atrial in itself, can always become a source of
good. It becomes such if it is experienced for love and with love through sharing, by God's gracious gift and one's own
personal and free choice, in the suffering of Christ Crucified. In thisway, the person who lives his suffering in the Lord
grows more fully conformed to him (cf. Phil 3:10; 1 Pet 2:21) and more closely

associated with his redemptive work on behalf of the Church and humanity. 87 This was the experience of Saint Paul,
which every person who suffersis caled to relive: "I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh | complete
what islacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his Body, that is, the Church” (Col 1:24).

"We must obey God rather than men" (Acts 5:29): civil law and the moral law

68. One of the specific characteristics of present-day attacks on human life-as has aready been said several times-
consists in the trend to demand a legal justification for them, as if they were rights which the State, at least under
certain conditions, must acknowledge as belonging to citizens. Consequently, there is a tendency to claim that it should
be possible to exercise these rights with the safe and free assistance of doctors and medical personnel.

It is often claimed that the life of an unborn child or a seriously disabled person is only arelative good: according to a
proportionalist approach, or one of sheer calculation, this good should be compared with and balanced against other
goods. It is even maintained that only someone present and personally involved in a concrete situation can correctly
judge the goods at stake: consequently, only that person would be able to decide on the morality of his choice. The
State therefore, in the interest of civil coexistence and social harmony, should respect this choice, even to the point of
permitting abortion and euthanasia.



At other times, it is claimed that civil law cannot demand that all citizens should live according to moral standards
higher than what all citizens themselves acknowledge and share. Hence the law should always express the opinion and
will of the magjority of citizens and recognize that they have, at least in certain extreme cases, the right even to abortion
and euthanasia. Moreover the prohibition and the punishment of abortion and euthanasia in these cases would
inevitably lead-so it is said-to an increase of illegal practices. and these would not be subject to necessary control by
society and would be carried out in amedically unsafe way. The question is also raised whether supporting alaw which
in practice cannot be enforced would not ultimately undermine the authority of all laws.

Finally, the more radical views go so far as to maintain that in a modern and pluralistic society people should be
allowed complete freedom to dispose of their own lives as well as of the lives of the unborn: it is asserted that it is not
the task of the law to choose between different moral opinions, and still less can the law claim to impose one particular
opinion to the detriment of others.

69.

In any case, in the democratic culture of our time it is commonly held that the legal system of any society should limit
itself to taking account of and accepting the convictions of the majority. It should therefore be based solely upon what
the majority itself considers moral and actually practises. Furthermore, if it is believed that an objective truth shared by
all is de facto unattainable, then respect for the freedom of the citizens-who in a democratic system are considered the
true rulersswould require that on the legidative level the autonomy of individual consciences be acknowledged.
Consequently, when establishing those norms which are absolutely necessary for socia coexistence, the only
determining factor should be the will of the majority, whatever this may be. Hence every politician, in his or her
activity, should clearly separate the realm of private conscience from that of public conduct.

As a result we have what appear to be two diametrically opposed tendencies. On the one hand, individuals claim for
themselves in the moral sphere the most complete freedom of choice and demand that the State should not adopt or
impose any ethical position but limit itself to guaranteeing maximum space for the freedom of each individual, with the
sole limitation of not infringing on the freedom and rights of any other citizen. On the other hand, it is held that, in the
exercise of public and professional duties, respect for other people's freedom of choice requires that each one should set
aside his or her own convictions in order to satisfy every demand of the citizens which is recognized and guaranteed by
law; in carrying out one's duties the only moral criterion should be what is laid down by the law itself. Individual
responsibility is thus turned over to the civil law, with a renouncing of persona conscience, at least in the public
sphere.

70.

At the basis of all these tendencies lies the ethical relativism which characterizes much of present-day culture. There
are those who consider such relativism an essential condition of democ- racy, inasmuch asit alone is held to guarantee
tolerance, mutual respect between people and acceptance of the decisions of the mgjority, whereas moral norms
considered to be objective and binding are held to lead to authoritarianism and intol erance.

But it is precisely the issue of respect for life which shows what misunderstandings and contradictions, accompanied by
terrible practical consequences, are concealed in this position.

It is true that history has known cases where crimes have been committed in the name of "truth". But equally grave
crimes and radical denials of freedom have also been committed and are still being committed in the name of "ethical
relativism”. When a parliamentary or social magjority decrees that it is legal, at least under certain conditions, to kill
unborn human life, is it not really making a "tyrannical" decision with regard to the weakest and most defenceless of
human beings? Everyone's conscience rightly rejects those crimes against humanity of which our century has had such
sad experience. But would these crimes cease to be crimes if, instead of being committed by unscrupulous tyrants, they
were |legitimated by popular consensus?

Democracy cannot be idolized to the point of making it a substitute for morality or a panacea for immorality.
Fundamentally, democracy isa"system" and as such is a means and not an end. Its "moral" value is not automatic, but
depends on conformity to the moral law to which it, like every other form of human behaviour, must be subject: in
other words, its morality depends on the morality of the ends which it pursues and of the means which it employs. If
today we see an almost universal consensus with regard to the value of democracy, thisis to be considered a positive
"sign of the times', as the Church's Magisterium has frequently noted. 88 But the value of democracy stands or falls
with the values which it embodies and promotes. Of course, values such as the dignity of every human person, respect
for inviolable and inalienable human rights, and the adoption of the "common good" as the end and criterion regulating
political life are certainly fundamental and not to be ignored.

The basis of these values cannot be provisional and changeable "majority" opinions, but only the acknowledgment of
an objective moral law which, as the "natural law" written in the human heart, is the obligatory point of reference for
civil law itsdlf. If, as a result of a tragic obscuring of the collective conscience, an attitude of scepticism were to
succeed in bringing into question even the fundamental principles of the moral law, the democratic system itself would
be shaken in its foundations, and would be reduced to a mere mechanism for regulating different and opposing interests
on apurely empirical basis. 89
Some might think that even this function, in the absence of anything better, should be valued for the sake of peace in
society. While one acknowledges some element of truth in this point of view, it is easy to see that without an objective



moral grounding not even democracy is capable of ensuring a stable peace, especialy since peace which is not built
upon the values of the dignity of every individual and of solidarity between all people frequently proves to be illusory.
Even in participatory systems of government, the regulation of interests often occurs to the advantage of the most
powerful, since they are the ones most capable of manoeuvering not only the levers of power but also of shaping the
formation of consensus. In such a situation, democracy easily becomes an empty word.

71. It istherefore urgently necessary, for the future of society and the development of a sound democracy, to rediscover
those essential and innate human and moral values which flow from the very truth of the human being and express and
safeguard the dignity of the person: values which no individual, no majority and no State can ever create, modify or
destroy, but must only acknowledge, respect and promote.

Consequently there is a heed to recover the basic elements of a vision of the relationship between civil law and moral
law, which are put forward by the Church, but which are also part of the patrimony of the great juridical traditions of
humanity.

Certainly the purpose of civil law is different and more limited in scope than that of the moral law. But "in no sphere of
life can the civil law take the place of conscience or dictate norms concerning things which are outside its competence”,
90 which is that of ensuring the common good of people through the recognition and defence of their fundamental
rights, and the promotion of peace and of public morality. 91 The rea purpose of civil law is to guarantee an ordered
social coexistence in true justice, so that all may "lead a quiet and peaceable life, godly and respectful in every way" (1
Tim 2:2). Precisely for this reason, civil law must ensure that all members of society enjoy respect for certain
fundamental rights which innately belong to the person, rights which every positive law must recognize and guarantee.
First and fundamental among these is the inviolable right to life of every innocent human being. While public authority
can sometimes choose not to put a stop to something which-were it prohibited- would cause more serious harm, 92 it
can never presume to legitimize as a right of individuals-even if they are the majority of the members of society-an
offence against other persons caused by the disregard of so fundamental aright as the right to life. The legal toleration
of abortion or of euthanasia can in no way claim to be based on respect for the conscience of others, precisely because
society has the right and the duty to protect itself against the abuses which can occur in the name of conscience and
under the pretext of freedom. 93

In the Encyclical Pacem in Terris, John XXIII pointed out that "it is generally accepted today that the common good is
best safeguarded when personal rights and duties are guaranteed. The chief concern of civil authorities must therefore
be to ensure that these rights are recognized, respected, co-ordinated, defended and promoted, and that each individual
is enabled to perform his duties more easily. For ?to safeguard the inviolable rights of the human person, and to
facilitate the performance of his duties, is the principal duty of every public authority'. Thus any government which
refused to recognize human rights or acted in violation of them, would not only fail in its duty; its decrees would be
wholly lacking in binding force".94

72. The doctrine on the necessary conformity of civil law with the moral law isin continuity with the whole tradition of
the Church. This is clear once more from John XXIII's Encyclical: "Authority is a postulate of the mora order and
derives from God. Consequently, laws and decrees enacted in contravention of the moral order, and hence of the divine
will, can have no binding force in conscience...; indeed, the passing of such laws undermines the very nature of
authority and results in shameful abuse".95 This is the clear teaching of Saint Thomas Aquinas, who writes that
"human law is law inasmuch asit isin conformity with right reason and thus derives from the eternal law. But when a
law is contrary to reason, it is called an unjust law; but in this case it ceases to be a law and becomes instead an act of
violence".96 And again: "Every law made by man can be called alaw insofar asit derives from the natural law. But if it
is somehow opposed to the natural law, then it is not really alaw but rather a corruption of the law".97

Now the first and most immediate application of this teaching concerns a human law which disregards the fundamental
right and source of all other rights which is the right to life, a right belonging to every individual. Consequently, laws
which legitimize the direct killing of innocent human beings through abortion or euthanasia are in complete opposition
to the inviolable right to life proper to every individua; they thus deny the equality of everyone before the law. It might
be objected that such is not the case in euthanasia, when it is requested with full awareness by the person involved. But
any State which made such a request legitimate and authorized it to be carried out would be legalizing a case of
suicide-murder, contrary to the fundamental principles of absolute respect for life and of the protection of every
innocent life. In this way the State contributes to lessening respect for life and opens the door to ways of acting which
are destructive of trust in relations between people. Laws which authorize and promote abortion and euthanasia are
therefore radically opposed not only to the good of the individual but also to the common good; as such they are
completely lacking in authentic juridical validity. Disregard for the right to life, precisely because it leads to the killing
of the person whom society exists to serve, is what most directly conflicts with the possibility of achieving the common
good. Consequently, acivil law authorizing abortion or euthanasia ceases by that very fact to be a true, morally binding
civil law.

73. Abortion and euthanasia are thus crimes which no human law can claim to legitimize. There is no obligation in
conscience to obey such laws; instead there is a grave and clear obligation to oppose them by conscientious objection.
From the very beginnings of the Church, the apostolic preaching reminded Christians of their duty to obey legitimately
constituted public authorities (cf. Rom 13:1-7; 1 Pet 2:13-14), but at the same time it firmly warned that "we must obey



God rather than men" (Acts 5:29). In the Old Testament, precisaly in regard to threats against life, we find a significant
example of resistance to the unjust command of those in authority. After Pharaoh ordered the killing of al newborn
males, the Hebrew midwives refused. "They did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them, but |et the male children
live" (Ex 1:17). But the ultimate reason for their action should be noted: "the midwives feared God" (ibid.). It is
precisely from obedience to God-to whom alone is due that fear which is acknowledgment of his absolute sovereignty-
that the strength and the courage to resist unjust human laws are born. It is the strength and the courage of those
prepared even to be imprisoned or put to the sword, in the certainty that thisis what makes for "the endurance and faith
of thesaints" (Rev 13:10).

In the case of an intrinsically unjust law, such as a law permitting abortion or euthanasia, it is therefore never licit to
obey it, or to "take part in a propaganda campaign in favour of such alaw, or vote for it".98

A particular problem of conscience can arise in cases where a legidlative vote would be decisive for the passage of a
more restrictive law, aimed at limiting the number of authorized abortions, in place of a more permissive law already
passed or ready to be voted on. Such cases are not infrequent. It is a fact that while in some parts of the world there
continue to be campaigns to introduce laws favouring abortion, often supported by powerful international
organizations, in other nations-particularly those which have already experienced the bitter fruits of such permissive
legislation-there are growing signs of a rethinking in this matter. In a case like the one just mentioned, when it is not
possible to overturn or completely abrogate a pro-abortion law, an elected official, whose absolute personal opposition
to procured abortion was well known, could licitly support proposals aimed at limiting the harm done by such a law
and at lessening its negative consegquences at the level of general opinion and public morality. This does not in fact
represent an illicit cooperation with an unjust law, but rather alegitimate and proper attempt to limit its evil aspects.

74. The passing of unjust laws often raises difficult problems of conscience for morally upright people with regard to
the issue of cooperation, since they have a right to demand not to be forced to take part in morally evil actions.
Sometimes the choices which have to be made are difficult; they may require the sacrifice of prestigious professional
positions or the relinquishing of reasonable hopes of career advancement. In other cases, it can happen that carrying out
certain actions, which are provided for by legislation that overal is unjust, but which in themselves are indifferent, or
even positive, can serve to protect human lives under threat. There may be reason to fear, however, that willingness to
carry out such actions will not only cause scandal and weaken the necessary opposition to attacks on life, but will
gradually lead to further capitulation to a mentality of permissiveness.

In order to shed light on this difficult question, it is necessary to recall the general principles concerning cooperation in
evil actions. Christians, like all people of good will, are called upon under grave obligation of conscience not to
cooperate formally in practices which, even if permitted by civil legidation, are contrary to God's law. Indeed, from the
moral standpoint, it is never licit to cooperate formally in evil. Such cooperation occurs when an action, either by its
very nature or by the form it takes in a concrete situation, can be defined as a direct participation in an act against
innocent human life or a sharing in the immoral intention of the person committing it. This cooperation can never be
justified either by invoking respect for the freedom of others or by appealing to the fact that civil law permits it or
requires it. Each individual in fact has moral responsibility for the acts which he personally performs; no one can be
exempted from this responsibility, and on the basis of it everyone will be judged by God himself (cf. Rom 2:6; 14:12).
To refuse to take part in committing an injustice is not only a moral duty; it is also a basic human right. Were this not
so, the human person would be forced to perform an action intrinsically incompatible with human dignity, and in this
way human freedom itself, the authentic meaning and purpose of which are found in its orientation to the true and the
good, would be radically compromised. What is at stake therefore is an essential right which, precisely as such, should
be acknowledged and protected by civil law. In this sense, the opportunity to refuse to take part in the phases of
consultation, preparation and execution of these acts against life should be guaranteed to physicians, health-care
personnel, and directors of hospitals, clinics and convalescent facilities. Those who have recourse to conscientious
objection must be protected not only from legal penalties but also from any negative effects on the legal, disciplinary,
financial and professional plane.

"Y ou shall love your neighbour as yourself" (Lk 10:27):"promote” life

75. God's commandments teach us the way of life. The negative moral precepts, which declare that the choice of certain
actions is morally unacceptable, have an absolute value for human freedom: they are valid always and everywhere,
without exception. They make it clear that the choice of certain ways of acting is radically incompatible with the love
of God and with the dignity of the person created in his image. Such choices cannot be redeemed by the goodness of
any intention or of any consequence; they are irrevocably opposed to the bond between persons; they contradict the
fundamental decision to direct one's life to God.

99

In this sense, the negative mora precepts have an extremely important positive function. The "no" which they
unconditionally require makes clear the absolute limit beneath which free individuals cannot lower themselves. At the
same time they indicate the minimum which they must respect and from which they must start out in order to say "yes"
over and over again, a "yes' which will gradualy embrace the entire horizon of the good (cf. Mt 5:48). The



commandments, in particular the negative moral precepts, are the beginning and the first necessary stage of the journey
towards freedom. As Saint Augustine writes, "the beginning of freedom is to be free from crimes... like murder,
adultery, fornication, theft, fraud, sacrilege and so forth. Only when one stops committing these crimes (and no
Christian should commit them), one begins to lift up one's head towards freedom. But this is only the beginning of
freedom, not perfect freedom”.100

76. The commandment "Y ou shall not kill" thus establishes the point of departure for the start of true freedom. It leads
us to promote life actively, and to develop particular ways of thinking and acting which serve life. In this way we
exercise our responsibility towards the persons entrusted to us and we show, in deeds and in truth, our gratitude to God
for the great gift of life (cf. Ps 139:13-14).

The Creator has entrusted man's life to his responsible concern, not to make arbitrary use of it, but to preserve it with
wisdom and to care for it with loving fidelity. The God of the Covenant has entrusted the life of every individual to his
or her fellow human beings, brothers and sisters, according to the law of reciprocity in giving and receiving, of self-
giving and of the acceptance of others. In the fullness of time, by taking flesh and giving his life for us, the Son of God
showed what heights and depths this law of reciprocity can reach. With the gift of his Spirit, Christ gives new content
and meaning to the law of reciprocity, to our being entrusted to one another. The Spirit who builds up communion in
love creates between us a new fraternity and solidarity, a true reflection of the mystery of mutua self-giving and
receiving proper to the Most Holy Trinity. The Spirit becomes the new law which gives strength to believers and
awakens in them a responsibility for sharing the gift of self and for accepting others, as a sharing in the boundless love
of Jesus Christ himself.

77. This new law also gives spirit and shape to the commandment "Y ou shall not kill". For the Christian it involves an
absolute imperative to respect, love and promote the life of every brother and sister, in accordance with the
requirements of God's bountiful love in Jesus Christ. "He laid down his life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives
for the brethren” (1 Jn 3:16).

The commandment "Y ou shall not kill", even in its more positive aspects of respecting, loving and promoting human
life, is binding on every individual human being. It resounds in the moral conscience of everyone as an irrepressible
echo of the original covenant of God the Creator with mankind. It can be recognized by everyone through the light of
reason and it can be observed thanks to the mysterious working of the Spirit who, blowing where he wills (cf. Jn 3:8),
comes to and involves every person living in this world.

It is therefore a service of love which we are al committed to ensure to our neighbour, that his or her life may be
always defended and promoted, especially when it is weak or threatened. It is not only a personal but a social concern
which we must all foster: a concern to make unconditional respect for human life the foundation of arenewed society.
We are asked to love and honour the life of every man and woman and to work with perseverance and courage so that
our time, marked by all too many signs of death, may at last witness the establishment of a new culture of life, the fruit
of the culture of truth and of love.

CHAPTERIV - YOU DID IT TOME
FOR A NEW CULTURE OF HUMAN LIFE

"You are God's own people, that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his
marvellous light" (1 Pet 2:9): apeople of life and for life

78. The Church has received the Gospel as a proclamation and a source of joy and salvation. She has received it as a
gift from Jesus, sent by the Father "to preach good news to the poor" (Lk 4:18). She has received it through the
Apostles, sent by Christ to the whole world (cf. Mk 16:15; Mt 28:19-20). Born from this evangelizing activity, the
Church hears every day the echo of Saint Paul's words of warning: "Woe to me if | do not preach the Gospel!" (1 Cor
9:16). As Paul VI wrote, "evangelization is the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity. She exists
in order to evangelize".101

Evangelization is an all-embracing, progressive activity through which the Church participates in the prophetic, priestly
and royal mission of the Lord Jesus. It is therefore inextricably linked to preaching, celebration and the service of
charity. Evangelization is a profoundly ecclesial act, which calls al the various workers of the Gospel to action,
according to their individual charisms and ministry.

This is also the case with regard to the proclamation of the Gospel of life, an integral part of that Gospel which is Jesus
Christ himself. We are at the service of this Gospel, sustained by the awareness that we have received it as a gift and
are sent to preach it to all humanity, "to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). With humility and gratitude we know that we
are the people of life and for life, and thisis how we present ourselves to everyone.

79. We are the people of life because God, in his unconditional love, has given us the Gospel of life and by this same
Gospel we have been transformed and saved. We have been ransomed by the "Author of life" (Acts 3:15) at the price of
his precious blood (cf. 1 Cor 6:20; 7:23; 1 Pet 1:19). Through the waters of Baptism we have been made a part of him
(cf. Rom 6:4-5; Col 2:12), as branches which draw nourishment and fruitfulness from the one tree (cf. Jn 15:5).



Interiorly renewed by the grace of the Spirit, "who is the Lord and giver of life", we have become a people for life and
we are called to act accordingly.

We have been sent. For us, being at the service of life is not a boast but rather a duty, born of our awareness of being
"God's own people, that we may declare the wonderful deeds of him who called us out of darkness into his marvellous
light" (cf. 1 Pet 2:9). On our journey we are guided and sustained by the law of love: alove which has as its source and
model the Son of God made man, who "by dying gave life to the world".102

We have been sent as a people. Everyone has an obligation to be at the service of life. Thisis a properly "ecclesia"
responsibility, which requires concerted and generous action by al the members and by all sectors of the Christian
community. This community commitment does not however eliminate or lessen the responsibility of each individual,
called by the Lord to "become the neighbour” of everyone: "Go and do likewise" (Lk 10:37).

Together we all sense our duty to preach the Gospel of life, to celebrate it in the Liturgy and in our whole existence,
and to serve it with the various programmes and structures which support and promote life.

"That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you" (1 Jn 1:3): proclaiming the Gospel of life

80. "That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have
looked upon and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life... we proclaim also to you, so that you may have
fellowship with us' (1 Jn 1:1, 3). Jesusisthe only Gospel: we have nothing further to say or any other witnessto bear.
To proclaim Jesus isitself to proclaim life. For Jesusis "theword of life" (1 Jn 1:1). In him "life was made manifest" (1
Jn 1:2); he himself is "the eternal life which was with the Father and was made manifest to us" (1 Jn 1:2). By the gift of
the Spirit, this same life has been bestowed on us. It is in being destined to life in its fullness, to "eternal life", that
every person's earthly life acquiresits full meaning.

Enlightened by this Gospel of life, we feel a need to proclaim it and to bear witness to it in all its marvellous newness.
Sinceit is one with Jesus himself, who makes all things new 103 and conquers the "oldness' which comes from sin and
leads to death, 104 this Gospel exceeds every human expectation and reveals the sublime heights to which the dignity
of the human person is raised through grace. Thisis how Saint Gregory of Nyssa understands it: "Man, as abeing, is of
no account; heis dust, grass, vanity. But once he is adopted by the God of the universe as a son, he becomes part of the
family of that Being, whose excellence and greatness no one can see, hear or understand. What words, thoughts or
flight of the spirit can praise the superabundance of this grace? Man surpasses his nature: mortal, he becomes immortal;
perishable, he becomes imperishable; fleeting, he becomes eternal; human, he becomes divine".105

Gratitude and joy at the incomparable dignity of man impel us to share this message with everyone: "that which we
have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you may have fellowship with us® (1 Jn 1:3). We need to bring the
Gospel of life to the heart of every man and woman and to make it penetrate every part of society.

81. Thisinvolves above al proclaiming the core of this Gospel. It is the proclamation of a living God who is close to
us, who calls us to profound communion with himself and awakens in us the certain hope of eternal life. It is the
affirmation of the inseparable connection between the person, hislife and his bodiliness. It is the presentation of human
life as alife of relationship, a gift of God, the fruit and sign of his love. It is the proclamation that Jesus has a unique
relationship with every person, which enables us to see in every human face the face of Christ. It is the call for a
"sincere gift of self" asthe fullest way to realize our personal freedom.

It also involves making clear all the consequences of this Gospel. These can be summed up as follows. human life, asa
gift of God, is sacred and inviolable. For this reason procured abortion and euthanasia are absolutely unacceptable. Not
only must human life not be taken, but it must be protected with loving concern. The meaning of life is found in giving
and receiving love, and in this light human sexuality and procreation reach their true and full significance. Love aso
gives meaning to suffering and death; despite the mystery which surrounds them, they can become saving events.
Respect for life requires that science and technology should aways be at the service of man and his integral
development. Society as a whole must respect, defend and promote the dignity of every human person, at every
moment and in every condition of that person'slife.

82. To be truly a people at the service of life we must propose these truths constantly and courageously from the very
first proclamation of the Gospel, and thereafter in catechesis, in the various forms of preaching, in persona dialogue
and in all educational activity. Teachers, catechists and theologians have the task of emphasizing the anthropological
reasons upon which respect for every human life is based. In this way, by making the newness of the Gospel of life
shine forth, we can aso help everyone discover in the light of reason and of persona experience how the Christian
message fully reveals what man is and the meaning of his being and existence. We shall find important points of
contact and dialogue also with non-believers, in our common commitment to the establishment of anew culture of life.
Faced with so many opposing points of view, and a widespread rejection of sound doctrine concerning human life, we
can feel that Paul's entreaty to Timothy is aso addressed to us. "Preach the word, be urgent in season and out of season,
convince, rebuke, and exhort, be unfailing in patience and in teaching" (2 Tim 4:2). This exhortation should resound
with special force in the hearts of those members of the Church who di- rectly share, in different ways, in her mission
as "teacher" of the truth. May it resound above all for us who are Bishops: we are the first ones called to be untiring
preachers of the Gospel of life. We are also entrusted with the task of ensuring that the doctrine which is once again



being set forth in this Encyclical is faithfully handed on in its integ- rity. We must use appropriate means to defend the
faithful from all teaching which is contrary to it. We need to make sure that in theological faculties, seminaries and
Catholic

institutions sound doctrine is taught, explained and more fully investigated. 106 May Paul's exhortation strike a chord
in al theologians, pastors, teachers and in all those responsible for catechesis and the formation of consciences. Aware
of their specific role, may they never be so grievously irresponsible as to betray the truth and their own mission by
proposing personal ideas contrary to the Gospel of life as faithfully presented and interpreted by the Magisterium.

In the proclamation of this Gospel, we must not fear hostility or unpopularity, and we must refuse any compromise or
ambiguity which might conform us to the world's way of thinking (cf. Rom 12:2). We must be in the world but not of
the world (cf. Jn 15:19; 17:16), drawing our strength from Christ, who by his Death and Res- urrection has overcome
the world (cf. Jn 16:33).

"I give you thanksthat | am fearfully, wonderfully made" (Ps 139:14): celebrating the Gospel of life

83. Because we have been sent into the world as a "people for life", our proclamation must also become a genuine
celebration of the Gospel of life. This celebration, with the evocative power of its gestures, symbols and rites, should
become a precious and significant setting in which the beauty and grandeur of this Gospel is handed on.

For this to happen, we need first of all to foster, in ourselves and in others, a contemplative outlook. 107 Such an
outlook arises from faith in the God of life, who has created every individual as a "wonder" (cf. Ps 139:14). It is the
outlook of those who see life in its deeper meaning, who grasp its utter gratuitousness, its beauty and its invitation to
freedom and responsibility. It is the outlook of those who do not presume to take possession of reality but instead
accept it as a gift, discovering in al things the reflection of the Creator and seeing in every person his living image (cf.
Gen 1:27; Ps 8:5). This outlook does not give in to discouragement when confronted by those who are sick, suffering,
outcast or at death's door. Instead, in all these situations it feels challenged to find meaning, and precisely in these
circumstances it is open to perceiving in the face of every person acall to encounter, dialogue and solidarity.

Itistime for al of usto adopt this outlook, and with deep religious awe to rediscover the ability to revere and honour
every person, as Paul VI invited us to do in one of his first Christmas messages. 108 Inspired by this contemplative
outlook, the new people of the redeemed cannot but respond with songs of joy, praise and thanksgiving for the priceless
gift of life, for the mystery of every individual's call to share through Christ in the life of grace and in an existence of
unending communion with God our Creator and Father.

84. To celebrate the Gospel of life means to celebrate the God of life, the God who gives life: "We must celebrate
Eterna Life, from which every other life proceeds. From this, in proportion to its capacities, every being which in any
way participates in life, receives life. This Divine Life, which is above every other life, gives and preserves life. Every
life and every living movement proceed from this Life which transcends al life and every principle of life. It isto this
that souls owe their incorruptibility; and because of this al animals and plants live, which receive only the faintest
glimmer of life. To men, beings made of spirit and matter, Life grants life. Even if we should abandon Life, because of
its overflowing love for man, it converts us and calls us back to itself. Not only this: it promises to bring us, soul and
body, to perfect life, to immortality. It istoo little to say that this Lifeis aive: it is the Principle of life, the Cause and
sole Wellspring of life. Every living thing must contemplate it and give it praise: it is Life which overflows with
life".109

Like the Psalmist, we too, in our daily prayer as individuals and as a community, praise and bless God our Father, who
knitted us together in our mother's womb, and saw and loved us while we were still without form (cf. Ps 139:13, 15-
16). We exclaim with overwhelming joy: "I give you thanks that | am fearfully, wonderfully made; wonderful are your
works. You know me through and through" (Ps 139:14). Indeed, "despite its hardships, its hidden mysteries, its
suffering and its inevitable frailty, this mortal life is a most beautiful thing, a marvel ever new and moving, an event
worthy of being exalted in joy and glory".110 Moreover, man and his life appear to us not only as one of the greatest
marvels of creation: for God has granted to man a dignity which is near to divine (Ps 8:5-6). In every child which is
born and in every person who lives or dies we see the image of God's glory. We celebrate this glory in every human
being, asign of the living God, an icon of Jesus Christ.

We are called to express wonder and gratitude for the gift of life and to welcome, savour and share the Gospel of life
not only in our personal and community prayer, but above all in the celebrations of the liturgical year. Particularly
important in this regard are the Sacraments, the efficacious signs of the presence and saving action of the Lord Jesus in
Christian life. The Sacraments make us sharersin divine life, and provide the spiritual strength necessary to experience
life, suffering and death in their fullest meaning. Thanks to a genuine rediscovery and a better appreciation of the
significance of these rites, our liturgical celebrations, especially celebrations of the Sacraments, will be ever more
capable of expressing the full truth about birth, life, suffering and death, and will help us to live these moments as a
participation in the Paschal Mystery of the Crucified and Risen Christ.

85.

In celebrating the Gospel of life we also need toappreciate and make good use of the wealth of gestures and symbols
present in the traditions and customs of different cultures and peoples. There are special times and ways in which the



peoples of different nations and cultures express joy for a newborn life, respect for and protection of individual human
lives, care for the suffering or needy, closeness to the elderly and the dying, participation in the sorrow of those who
mourn, and hope and desire for immortality.

In view of this and following the suggestion made by the Cardinals in the Consistory of 1991, | propose that a Day for
Life be celebrated each year in every country, as already established by some Episcopal Conferences. The celebration
of this Day should be planned and carried out with the active participation of all sectors of the local Church. Its primary
purpose should be to foster in individual consciences, in families, in the Church and in civil society a recognition of the
meaning and value of human life at every stage and in every condition. Particular attention should be drawn to the
seriousness of abortion and euthanasia, without neglecting other aspects of life which from time to time deserve to be
given careful consideration, as occasion and circumstances demand.

86.

As part of the spiritual worship acceptable to God (cf. Rom 12:1), the Gospel of life is to be celebrated above al in
daily living, which should be filled with self-giving love for others. In this way, our lives will become a genuine and
respon- sible acceptance of the gift of life and a heartfelt song of praise and gratitude to God who has given us this gift.
Thisis aready happening in the many different acts of selfless generosity, often humble and hidden, carried out by men
and women, children and adults, the young and the old, the healthy and the sick.

It isin this context, so humanly rich and filled with love, that heroic actions too are born. These are the most solemn
celebration of the Gospel of life, for they proclaim it by the total gift of self. They are the radiant manifestation of the
highest degree of love, which isto give one's life for the person loved (cf. Jn 15:13). They are a sharing in the mystery
of the Cross, in which Jesus reveals the value of every person, and how life attains its fullness in the sincere gift of self.
Over and above such outstanding moments, there is an everyday heroism, made up of gestures of sharing, big or small,
which build up an authentic culture of life. A particularly praiseworthy example of such gestures is the donation of
organs, performed in an ethically acceptable manner, with a view to offering a chance of health and even of lifeitself to
the sick who sometimes have no other hope.

Part of this daily heroism is also the silent but effective and eloguent witness of all those "brave mothers who devote
themselves to their own fam- ily without reserve, who suffer in giving birth to their children and who are ready to make
any effort, to face any sacrifice, in order to pass on to them the best of themselves'.111 In living out their mission
"these heroic women do not always find support in the world around them. On the contrary, the cultura models
frequently promoted and broadcast by the media do not encourage motherhood. In the name of progress and modernity
the values of fidelity, chastity, sacrifice, to which a host of Christian wives and mothers have borne and continue to
bear outstanding witness, are presented as obsolete... We thank you, heroic mothers, for your invincible love! We thank
you for your intrepid trust in God and in his love. We thank you for the sacrifice of your life... In the Paschal Mystery,
Christ restores to you the gift you gave him. Indeed, he has the power to give you back the life you gave him as an
offering".112

"What does it profit, my brethren, if aman says he has faith but has not works?' (Jas 2:14): serving the Gospel of life

87. By virtue of our sharing in Christ's royal mission, our support and promotion of human life must be accomplished
through the service of charity, which finds expression in personal witness, various forms of volunteer work, social
activity and political commitment. Thisis a particularly pressing need at the present time, when the "culture of death”
so forcefully opposes the "culture of life" and often seems to have the upper hand. But even before that it is a need
which springs from "faith working through love" (Gal 5:6). Asthe Letter of James admonishes us: "What does it profit,
my brethren, if aman says he has faith but has not works? Can his faith save him? If abrother or sister isill-clad and in
lack of daily food, and one of you says to them, ?Go in peace, be warmed and filled', without giving them the things
needed for the body, what does it profit? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead" (2:14-17).

In our service of charity, we must be inspired and distinguished by a specific attitude: we must care for the other as a
person for whom God has made us responsible. As disciples of Jesus, we are called to become neighbours to everyone
(cf. Lk 10:29-37), and to show special favour to those who are poorest, most alone and most in need. In helping the
hungry, the thirsty, the foreigner, the naked, the sick, the imprisoned-as well as the child in the womb and the old
person who is suffering ornear death-we have the opportunity to serve Jesus. He himself said: "As you did it to one of
the least of these my breth- ren, you did it to me" (Mt 25:40). Hence we cannot but feel called to account and judged by
the ever relevant words of Saint John Chrysostom: "Do you wish to honour the body of Christ? Do not neglect it when
you find it naked. Do not do it homage here in the church with silk fabrics only to neglect it outside where it suffers
cold and nakedness'.113

Where life isinvolved, the service of charity must be profoundly consistent. It cannot tolerate bias and discrimination,
for human lifeis sacred and inviolable at every stage and in every situation; it is an indivisible good. We need then to
"show care" for al life and for the life of everyone. Indeed, at an even deeper level, we need to go to the very roots of
lifeand love.

It is this deep love for every man and woman which has given rise down the centuries to an outstanding history of
charity, a history which has brought into being in the Church and society many forms of service to life which evoke



admiration from all unbiased observers. Every Christian community, with a renewed sense of responsibility, must
continue to write this history through various kinds of pastoral and social activity. To this end, appropriate and effective
programmes of support for new life must be implemented, with special closeness to mothers who, even without the
help of the father, are not afraid to bring their child into the world and to raise it. Similar care must be shown for the
life of the marginalized or suffering, especially in itsfinal phases.

88. All of thisinvolves a patient and fearless work of education aimed at encouraging one and all to bear each other's
burdens (cf. Gal 6:2). It requires a continuous promotion of vocations to service, particularly among the young. It
involves the implementation of long-term practical projects and initiatives inspired by the Gospel.

Many are the means towards this end which need to be developed with skill and serious commitment. At the first stage
of life, centres for natural methods of regulating fertility should be promoted as a valuable help to responsible
parenthood, in which all individuals, and in the first place the child, are recognized and respected in their own right,
and where every decision is guided by the ideal of the sincere gift of self. Marriage and family counselling agencies by
their specific work of guidance and prevention, carried out in accordance with an anthropology consistent with the
Christian vision of the person, of the couple and of sexuality, also offer valuable help in rediscovering the meaning of
love and life, and in supporting and accompanying every family in its mission as the "sanctuary of life". Newborn life
is also served by centres of assistance and homes or centres where new life receives a welcome. Thanks to the work of
such centres, many unmarried mothers and couples in difficulty discover new hope and find assistance and support in
overcoming hardship and the fear of accepting anewly conceived life or life which has just come into the world.

When life is challenged by conditions of hardship, maladjustment, sickness or rejection, other programmes-such as
communities for treating drug addiction, residential communities for minors or the mentally ill, care and relief centres
for AIDS patients, associations for solidarity especially towards the disabled-are eloquent expressions of what charity is
ableto devise in order to give everyone new reasons for hope and practical possibilitiesfor life.

And when earthly existence draws to a close, it is again charity which finds the most appropriate means for enabling
the elderly, especially those who can no longer ook after themselves, and the terminally ill to enjoy genuinely humane
assistance and to receive an adequate response to their needs, in particular their anxiety and their loneliness. In these
cases the role of families is indispensable; yet families can receive much help from socia welfare agencies and, if
necessary, from recourse to palliative care, taking advantage of suitable medical and social services available in public
institutions or in the home.

In particular, the role of hospitals, clinics and convalescent homes needs to be reconsidered. These should not merely
be ingtitutions where care is provided for the sick or the dying. Above all they should be places where suffering, pain
and death are acknowledged and understood in their human and specifically Christian meaning. This must be especialy
evident and effective in institutes staffed by Religious or in any way connected with the Church.

89. Agencies and centres of service to life, and all other initiatives of support and solidarity which circumstances may
from time to time suggest, need to be directed by people who are generous in their involvement and fully aware of the
importance of the Gospel of life for the good of individuals and society.

A unique responsibility belongs to health-care personnel: doctors, pharmacists, nurses, chaplains, men and women
religious, administrators and volunteers. Their profession calls for them to be guardians and servants of human life. In
today's cultural and social context, in which science and the practice of medicine risk losing sight of their inherent
ethical dimension, health-care professionals can be strongly tempted at times to become manipulators of life, or even
agents of death. In the face of this temptation their responsibility today is greatly increased. Its deepest inspiration and
strongest support lie in the intrinsic and undeniable ethical dimension of the health-care profession, something already
recognized by the ancient and still relevant Hippocratic Oath, which requires every doctor to commit himself to
absolute respect for human life and its sacredness.

Absolute respect for every innocent human life also requires the exercise of conscientious objection in relation to
procured abortion and euthanasia. ""Causing death" can never be considered aform of medical treatment, even when the
intention is solely to comply with the patient's request. Rather, it runs completely counter to the health- care profession,
which is meant to be an impassioned and unflinching affirmation of life. Bio- medical research too, a field which
promises great benefits for humanity, must always reject experimentation, research or applications which disregard the
inviolable dignity of the human being, and thus cease to be at the service of people and become instead means which,
under the guise of helping people, actually harm them.

90. Volunteer workers have a specific role to play: they make a valuable contribution to the service of life when they
combine professiona ability and generous, selfless love. The Gospel of life inspires them to lift their feelings of good
will towards others to the heights of Christ's charity; to renew every day, amid hard work and weariness, their
awareness of the dignity of every person; to search out people's needs and, when necessary, to set out on new paths
where needs are greater but care and support weaker.

If charity is to be realistic and effective, it demands that the Gospel of life be implemented also by means of certain
forms of social activity and commitment in the political field, as a way of defending and promoting the value of lifein
our ever more complex and pluralistic societies. Individuals, families, groups and associations, albeit for different
reasons and in different ways, all have a responsibility for shaping society and developing cultural, economic, political
and legidative projects which, with respect for all and in keeping with democratic principles, will contribute to the



building of a society in which the dignity of each person is recognized and protected and the lives of all are defended
and enhanced.

This task is the particular responsibility of civil leaders. Called to serve the people and the common good, they have a
duty to make courageous choices in support of life, especialy through legislative measures. In a democratic system,
where laws and decisions are made on the basis of the consensus of many, the sense of persona responsibility in the
consciences of individuals invested with authority may be weakened. But no one can ever renounce this responsibility,
especially when he or she has a legislative or decision-making mandate, which calls that person to answer to God, to
his or her own conscience and to the whole of society for choices which may be contrary to the common good.
Although laws are not the only means of protecting human life, nevertheless they do play a very important and
sometimes decisive role in influencing patterns of thought and behaviour. | repeat once more that a law which violates
an innocent person's natural right to life is unjust and, as such, is not valid as a law. For this reason | urgently appeal
once more to all political leaders not to pass laws which, by disregarding the dignity of the person, undermine the very
fabric of society.

The Church well knows that it is difficult to mount an effective legal defence of life in pluralistic democracies, because
of the presence of strong cultural currents with differing outlooks. At the same time, certain that moral truth cannot fail
to make its presence deeply felt in every conscience, the Church encourages political leaders, starting with those who
are Christians, not to give in, but to make those choices which, taking into account what is realistically attainable, will
lead to the re- establishment of ajust order in the defence and promotion of the value of life. Here it must be noted that
it is not enough to remove unjust laws. The underlying causes of attacks on life have to be eliminated, especialy by
ensuring proper support for families and motherhood. A family policy must be the basis and driving force of &l social
policies. For this reason there need to be set in place social and political initiatives capable of guaranteeing conditions
of true freedom of choice in matters of parenthood. It is also necessary to rethink labour, urban, residential and social
service policies so as to harmonize working schedules with time available for the family, so that it becomes effectively
possible to take care of children and the elderly.

91. Today an important part of policies which favour life is the issue of population growth. Certainly public authorities
have a responsibility to "intervene to orient the demography of the population".114 But such interventions must always
take into account and respect the primary and inalienable responsibility of married couples and families, and cannot
employ methods which fail to respect the person and fundamental human rights, beginning with the right to life of
every innocent human being. It is therefore morally unacceptable to encourage, let alone impose, the use of methods
such as contraception, sterilization and abortion in order to regulate births. The ways of solving the population problem
are quite different. Governments and the various international agencies must above al strive to create economic, social,
public health and cultural conditions which will enable married couples to make their choices about procreation in full
freedom and with genuine responsibility. They must then make efforts to ensure "greater opportunities and a fairer
distribution of wealth so that everyone can share equitably in the goods of creation. Solutions must be sought on the
global level by establishing a true economy of communion and sharing of goods, in both the national and international
order".115 This is the only way to respect the dignity of persons and families, as well as the authentic cultural
patrimony of peoples.

Service of the Gospel of life is thus an immense and complex task. This service increasingly appears as a valuable and
fruitful area for positive cooperation with our brothers and sisters of other Churches and ecclesial communities, in
accordance with the practical ecumenism which the Second Vatican Council authoritatively encouraged. 116 It also
appears as a providential area for dialogue and joint efforts with the followers of other religions and with all people of
good will. No single person or group has a monopoly on the defence and promotion of life. These are everyone's task
and responsibility. On the eve of the Third Millennium, the challenge facing us is an arduous one: only the concerted
efforts of all those who believe in the value of life can prevent a setback of unforeseeable consequences for civilization.

"Y our children will be like olive shoots around your table" (Ps 128:3): the family as the "sanctuary of life"

92. Within the "people of life and the peoplefor life", the family has a decisive responsibility. This

responsibility flows from its very nature as a community of life and love, founded upon marriage, and from its mission
to "guard, reveal and communicate love".117 Here it is a matter of God's own love, of which parents are co-workers
and as it were interpreters when they transmit life and raise it according to his fatherly plan. 118 This is the love that
becomes selflessness, receptiveness and gift. Within the family each member is accepted, respected and honoured
precisely because he or she is a person; and if any family member is in greater need, the care which he or she receives
isal the moreintense and attentive.

The family has a specia role to play throughout the life of its members, from birth to death. It is truly "the sanctuary of
life: the place in which life-the gift of God-can be properly welcomed and protected against the many attacks to which
it is exposed, and can develop in accordance with what constitutes authentic human growth".119 Consequently the role
of the family in building a culture of lifeis decisive and irreplaceable.

As the domestic church, the family is summoned to proclaim, celebrate and serve the Gospel of life. This is a
responsibility which first concerns married couples, called to be givers of life, on the basis of an ever greater awareness



of the meaning of procreation as a unique event which clearly reveals that human life is a gift received in order then to
be given as a gift. In giving origin to a new life, parents recognize that the child, "as the fruit of their mutual gift of
love, is, in turn, agift for both of them, a gift which flows from them".120

It isaboveall in raising children that the family fulfilsits mission to proclaim the Gospdl of life. By word and example,
in the daily round of relations and choices, and through concrete actions and signs, parents lead their children to
authentic freedom, actualized in the sincere gift of self, and they cultivate in them respect for others, a sense of justice,
cordial openness, dialogue, generous service, solidarity and all the other values which help people to live life as a gift.
In raising children Christian parents must be concerned about their children's faith and help them to fulfil the vocation
God has given them. The parents mission as educators also includes teaching and giving their children an example of
the true meaning of suffering and death. They will be able to do thisif they are sensitive to all kinds of suffering around
them and, even more, if they succeed in fostering attitudes of closeness, assistance and sharing towards sick or elderly
members of the family.

93. The family celebrates the Gospel of life through daily prayer, both individual prayer and family prayer. The family
prays in order to glorify and give thanks to God for the gift of life, and implores his light and strength in order to face
times of difficulty and suffering without losing hope. But the celebration which gives meaning to every other form of
prayer and worship is found in the family's actual daily life together, if itisalife of love and self-giving.

This celebration thus becomes a service to the Gospel of life, expressed through solidarity as experienced within and
around the family in the form of concerned, attentive and loving care shown in the humble, ordinary events of each
day. A particularly significant expression of solidarity between families is a willingness to adopt or take in children
abandoned by their parents or in situations of serious hardship. True parental love is ready to go beyond the bonds of
flesh and blood in order to accept children from other families, offering them whatever is necessary for their well-being
and full development. Among the various forms of adoption, consideration should be given to adoption-at-a-distance,
preferable in cases where the only reason for giving up the child is the extreme poverty of the child's family. Through
this type of adoption, parents are given the help needed to support and raise their children, without their being uprooted
from their natural environment.

As "a firm and persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good", 121 solidarity also needs to be
practised through participation in socia and political life. Serving the Gospel of life thus means that the family,
particularly through its membership of family associations, works to ensure that the laws and institutions of the State in
no way violate the right to life, from conception to natural death, but rather protect and promote it.

94. Special attention must be given to the elderly. While in some cultures older people remain a part of the family with
an important and active role, in others the elderly are regarded as a useless burden and are left to themselves. Here the
temptation to resort to euthanasia can more easily arise.

Neglect of the elderly or their outright rejection are intolerable. Their presence in the family, or at least their closeness
to the family in cases where limited living space or other reasons make thisimpossible, is of fundamental importancein
creating a climate of mutual interaction and enriching communication between the different age-groups. It is therefore
important to preserve, or to re-establish where it has been lost, a sort of "covenant" between generations. In this way
parents, in their later years, can receive from their children the acceptance and solidarity which they themselves gave to
their children when they brought them into the world. This is required by obedience to the divine commandment to
honour one's father and mother (cf. Ex 20:12; Lev 19:3). But there is more. The elderly are not only to be considered
the object of our concern, closeness and service. They themselves have a valuable contribution to make to the Gospel
of life. Thanks to the rich treasury of experiences they have acquired through the years, the elderly can and must be
sources of wisdom and witnesses of hope and love.

Although it is true that "the future of humanity passes by way of the family”, 122 it must be admitted that modern
social, economic and cultural conditions make the family's task of serving life more difficult and demanding. In order
to fulfil its vocation as the "sanctuary of life", as the cell of a society which loves and welcomes life, the family
urgently needs to be helped and supported. Communities and States must guarantee all the support, including economic
support, which families need in order to meet their problems in a truly human way. For her part, the Church must
untiringly promote a plan of pastoral care for families, capable of making every family rediscover and live with joy and
courage its mission to further the Gospel of life.

"Walk as children of light" (Eph 5:8): bringing about a transformation of culture

95. "Walk as children of light... and try to learn what is pleasing to the Lord. Take no part in the unfruitful works of
darkness' (Eph 5:8, 10-11). In our present social context, marked by a dramatic struggle between the "culture of life"
and the "culture of death”, there is need to develop a deep critical sense, capable of discerning true values and authentic
needs.

What is urgently called for is a genera mobilization of consciences and a united ethical effort to activate a great
campaign in support of life. All together, we must build a new culture of life: new, because it will be able to confront
and solve today's unprecedented problems affecting human life; new, because it will be adopted with deeper and more
dynamic conviction by al Christians;, new, because it will be capable of bringing about a serious and courageous



cultural dialogue among all parties. While the urgent need for such a cultural transformation is linked to the present
historical situation, it is also rooted in the Church's mission of evangelization. The purpose of the Gospel, in fact, is"to
transform humanity from within and to make it

new".123 Like the yeast which leavens the whole measure of dough (cf. Mt 13:33), the Gospel is meant to permeate all
cultures and give them life from within, 124 so that they may express the full truth about the human person and about
human life.

We need to begin with the renewal of a culture of life within Christian communities themselves. Too often it happens
that believers, even those who take an active part in the life of the Church, end up by separating their Christian faith
from its ethical requirements concerning life, and thus fall into moral subjectivism and certain objectionable ways of
acting. With great openness and courage, we need to question how widespread is the culture of life today among
individual Christians, families, groups and communities in our Dioceses. With egual clarity and determination we must
identify the steps we are called to take in order to serve life in al its truth. At the same time, we need to promote a
serious and in-depth exchange about basic issues of human life with everyone, including non-believers, in intellectual
circles, in the various professional spheres and at the level of people's everyday life.

96. The first and fundamental step towards this cultural transformation consists in forming consciences with regard to
the incomparable and inviolable worth of every human life. It is of the greatest importance to re-establish the essential
connection between life and freedom. These are inseparable goods: where one is violated, the other also ends up being
violated. There is no true freedom where life is not welcomed and loved; and there is no fullness of life except in
freedom. Both reglities have something inherent and specific which links them inextricably: the vocation to love. Love,
as asincere gift of self, 125 iswhat gives the life and freedom of the person their truest meaning.

No less critical in the formation of conscience is the recovery of the necessary link between freedom and truth. As |
have frequently stated, when freedom is detached from objective truth it becomes impossible to establish personal
rights on a firm rationa basis, and the ground is laid for society to be at the mercy of the unrestrained will of
individuals or the oppressive totalitarianism of public authority. 126

It is therefore essential that man should acknowledge his inherent condition as a creature to whom God has granted
being and life as a gift and a duty. Only by admitting his innate dependence can man live and use his freedom to the
full, and at the same time respect the life and freedom of every other person. Here

especially one sees that "at the heart of every culture lies the attitude man takes to the greatest mystery: the mystery of
God".127 Where God is denied and people live as though he did not exist, or his commandments are not taken into
account, the dignity of the human person and the inviolability of human life aso end up being rejected or
compromised.

97. Closely connected with the formation of conscience is the work of education, which helps individuals to be ever
more human, leads them ever more fully to the truth, instils in them growing respect for life, and trains them in right
interpersonal relationships.

In particular, there is a need for education about the value of life from its very origins. It is anillusion to think that we
can build a true culture of human life if we do not help the young to accept and experience sexuality and love and the
whole of life according to their true meaning and in their close interconnection. Sexuality, which enriches the whole
person, "manifests its inmost meaning in leading the person to the gift

of self in love'.128 The trivialization of sexuality is among the principal factors which have led to contempt for new
life. Only a true love is able to protect life. There can be no avoiding the duty to offer, especially to adolescents and
young adults, an authentic education in sexuality and in love, an education which involves training in chagtity as a
virtue which fosters personal maturity and makes one capable of respecting the "spousal” meaning of the body.

The work of educating in the service of life involves the training of married couples in responsible procreation. In its
true meaning, responsible procreation requires couples to be obedient to the Lord's call and to act as faithful interpreters
of his plan. This happens when the family is generously open to new lives, and when couples maintain an attitude of
openness and service to life, even if, for serious reasons and in respect for the moral law, they choose to avoid a new
birth for the time being or indefinitely. The moral law obliges them in every case to control the impulse of instinct and
passion, and to respect the biological laws inscribed in their person. It is precisely this respect which makes legitimate,
at the service of responsible procreation, the use of natural methods of regulating fertility. From the scientific point of
view, these methods are becoming more and more accurate and make it possible in practice to make choices in
harmony with moral values. An honest appraisal of their effectiveness should dispel certain prejudices which are still
widely held, and should convince married couples, as well as health-care and social workers, of the importance of
proper training in this area. The Church is grateful to those who, with personal sacrifice and often unacknowledged
dedication, devote themselves to the study and spread of these methods, as well to the promotion of education in the
moral values which they presuppose.

The work of education cannot avoid a consideration of suffering and death. These are a part of human existence, and it
isfutile, not to say misleading, to try to hide them or ignore them. On the contrary, people must be helped to understand
their profound mystery in all its harsh readlity. Even pain and suffering have meaning and value when they are
experienced in close connection with love received and given. In thisregard, | have called for the yearly celebration of
the World Day of the Sick, emphasizing "the salvific nature of the offering up of suffering which, experienced in



communion with Christ, belongs to the very essence of the Redemption”.129 Death itself is anything but an event
without hope. It is the door which opens wide on eternity and, for those who live in Christ, an experience of
participation in the mystery of his Death and Resurrection.

98. In a word, we can say that the cultural change which we are calling for demands from everyone the courage to
adopt a new life-style, consisting in making practical choices-at the personal, family, social and international level-on
the basis of a correct scale of values: the primacy of being over having, 130 of the person over things. 131 This
renewed life-style involves a passing from indifference to concern for others, from rejection to acceptance of them.
Other people are not rivals from whom we must defend ourselves, but brothers and sisters to be supported. They are to
be loved for their own sakes, and they enrich us by their very presence.

In this mobilization for a new culture of life no one must feel excluded: everyone has an important role to play.
Together with the family, teachers and educators have a particularly valuable contribution to make. Much will depend
on them if young people, trained in true freedom, are to be able to preserve for themselves and make known to others
new, authentic ideals of life, and if they are to grow in respect for and service to every other person, in the family and
in society.

Intellectuals can also do much to build a new culture of human life. A specia task fals to Catholic intellectuas, who
are called to be present and active in the leading centres where culture is formed, in schools and universities, in places
of scientific and technological research, of artistic creativity and of the study of man. Allowing their talents and activity
to be nourished by the living force of the Gospel, they ought to place themselves at the service of a new culture of life
by offering serious and well documented contributions, capable of commanding general respect and interest by reason
of their merit. It was precisely for this purpose that | established the Pontifical Acad- emy for Life, assigning it the task
of "studying and providing information and training about the principal problems of law and biomedicine pertaining to
the promotion of life, especially in the direct relationship they have with Christian morality and the directives of the
Church's Magisterium”.132 A specific contribution will also have to come from Universities, particularly from Catholic
Universities, and from Centres, Institutes and Committees of Bioethics.

An important and serious responsibility belongs to those involved in the mass media, who are called to ensure that the
messages which they so effectively transmit will support the culture of life. They need to present noble models of life
and make room for instances of people's positive and sometimes heroic love for others. With great respect they should
also present the positive values of sexuality and human love, and not insist on what defiles and cheapens human
dignity. In their interpretation of things, they should refrain from emphasizing anything that suggests or fosters feelings
or attitudes of indifference, contempt or rejection in relation to life. With scrupulous concern for factual truth, they are
called to combine freedom of information with respect for every person and a profound sense of humanity.

99. In transforming culture so that it supports life, women occupy a place, in thought and action, which is unique and
decisive. It depends on them to promote a "new feminism" which rejects the temptation of imitating models of "male
domination”, in order to acknowledge and affirm the true genius of women in every aspect of the life of society, and
overcome al discrimination, violence and exploitation.

Making my own the words of the concluding message of the Second Vatican Council, | address to women this urgent
appeal: "Reconcile people with life".133 You are called to bear witness to the meaning of genuine love, of that gift of
self and of that acceptance of others which are present in a special way in the relationship of husband and wife, but
which ought also to be at the heart of every other interpersonal relationship. The experience of motherhood makes you
acutely aware of the other person and, at the same time, confers on you a particular task: "Motherhood involves a
specia communion with the mystery of life, as it develops in the woman's womb... This unique contact with the new
human being devel oping within her gives rise to an attitude towards human beings not only towards her own child, but
every human being,

which profoundly marks the woman's personality".134 A mother welcomes and carries in herself another human being,
enabling it to grow inside her, giving it room, respecting it in its otherness. Women first learn and then teach others that
human relations are authentic if they are open to accepting the other person: a person who is recognized and loved
because of the dignity which comes from being a person and not from other considerations, such as usefulness,
strength, intelligence, beauty or health. This is the fundamental contribution which the Church and humanity expect
from women. And it is the indispensable prerequisite for an authentic cultural change.

| would now like to say a special word to women who have had an abortion. The Church is aware of the many factors
which may have influenced your decision, and she does not doubt that in many cases it was a painful and even
shattering decision. The wound in your heart may not yet have healed. Certainly what happened was and remains
terribly wrong. But do not give in to discouragement and do not lose hope. Try rather to understand what happened and
face it honestly. If you have not aready done so, give yourselves over with humility and trust to repentance. The Father
of mercies is ready to give you his forgiveness and his peace in the Sacrament of Reconciliation. To the same Father
and his mercy you can with sure hope entrust your child. With the friendly and expert help and advice of other people,
and as a result of your own painful experience, you can be among the most eloguent defenders of everyone's right to
life. Through your commitment to life, whether by accepting the birth of other children or by welcoming and caring for
those most in need of someone to be close to them, you will become promoters of anew way of looking at human life.



100. In this great endeavour to create a new culture of life we are inspired and sustained by the confidence that comes
from knowing that the Gospel of life, like the Kingdom of God itself, is growing and producing abundant fruit (cf. Mk
4:26-29). Thereis certainly an enormous disparity between the powerful resources available to the forces promoting the
"culture of death" and the means at the disposal of those working for a "culture of life and love". But we know that we
can rely on the help of God, for whom nothing isimpossible (cf. Mt 19:26).

Filled with this certainty, and moved by profound concern for the destiny of every man and woman, | repeat what | said
to those families who carry out their challenging mission amid so many difficulties: 135 a great prayer for life is
urgently needed, a prayer which will rise up throughout the world. Through specia initiatives and in daily prayer, may
an impassioned plearise to God, the Creator and lover of life, from every Christian community, from every group and
association, from every family and from the heart of every believer. Jesus himself has shown us by his own example
that prayer and fasting are the first and most effective weapons against the forces of evil (cf. Mt 4:1-11). As he taught
his disciples, some demons cannot be driven out except in this way (cf. Mk 9:29). Let us therefore discover anew the
humility and the courage to pray and fast so that power from on high will break down the walls of lies and deceit: the
walls which conceal from the sight of so many of our brothers and sisters the evil of practices and laws which are
hogtile to life. May this same power turn their hearts to resolutions and goals inspired by the civilization of life and
love.

"We are writing this that our joy may be complete” (1 Jn 1:4): the Gospel of lifeisfor the whole of human society

101. "We are writing you this that our joy may be complete” (1 Jn 1:4). The revelation of the Gospel of lifeis given to
us as a good to be shared with all people: so that all men and women may have fellowship with us and with the Trinity
(cf. 1 Jn 1:3). Our own joy would not be complete if we failed to share this Gospel with others but kept it only for
ourselves.

The Gospel of lifeis not for believers alone: it is for everyone. The issue of life and its defence and promotion is not a
concern of Christians alone. Although faith provides special light and strength, this question arises in every human
conscience which seeks the truth and which cares about the future of humanity. Life certainly has a sacred and religious
value, but in no way is that value a concern only of believers. The value at stake is one which every human being can
grasp by the light of reason; thus it necessarily concerns everyone.

Consequently, all that we do as the "people of life and for life" should be interpreted correctly and welcomed with
favour. When the Church declares that unconditional respect for the right to life of every innocent person-from
conception to natural death-is one of the pillars on which every civil society stands, she "wants simply to promote a
human State. A State which recognizes the defence of the fundamental rights of the human person, especialy of the
weakest, asits primary duty".136

The Gospel of life is for the whole of human society. To be actively pro-life is to contribute to the renewal of society
through the promotion of the common good. It is impossible to further the common good without acknowledging and
defending the right to life, upon which all the other inalienable rights of individuals are founded and from which they
develop. A society lacks solid foundations when, on the one hand, it asserts values such as the dignity of the person,
justice and peace, but then, on the other hand, radically acts to the contrary by allowing or tolerating a variety of ways
in which human life is devalued and violated, especially where it is weak or marginalized. Only respect for life can be
the foundation and guarantee of the most precious and essential goods of society, such as democracy and peace.

There can be no true democracy without a rec- ognition of every person's dignity and without respect for his or her
rights.

Nor can there be true peace unless life is defended and promoted. As Paul VI pointed out; "Every crime against lifeis
an attack on peace, especialy if it strikes at the moral conduct of people... But where human rights are truly professed
and publicly recognized and defended, peace becomes the joyful and operative climate of lifein society".137

The "people of life" rgjoices in being able to share its commitment with so many others. Thus may the "people for life"
constantly grow in number and may a new culture of love and solidarity develop for the true good of the whole of
human society.

CONCLUSION

102. At the end of this Encyclical, we naturally look again to the Lord Jesus, “the Child born for us® (cf. Is 9:6), that in
him we may contemplate "the Life" which "was made manifest” (1 Jn 1:2). In the mystery of Christ's Birth the
encounter of God with man takes place and the earthly journey of the Son of God begins, a journey which will
culminate in the gift of his life on the Cross. By his death Christ will conquer death and become for al humanity the
source of new life.

The one who accepted "Life" in the name of all and for the sake of all was Mary, the Virgin Mother; she is thus most
closely and personally associated with the Gospel of life. Mary's consent at the Annunciation and her motherhood stand
a the very beginning of the mystery of life which Christ came to bestow on humanity (cf. Jn 10:10). Through her



acceptance and loving care for the life of the Incarnate Word, human life has been rescued from condemnation to final
and eternal death.

For this reason, Mary, "like the Church of which sheis the type, is a mother of all who are reborn to life. Sheisin fact
the mother of the Life by which everyone lives, and when she brought it forth from herself she in some way brought to
rebirth all those who wereto live by that Life".138

As the Church contemplates Mary's motherhood, she discovers the meaning of her own motherhood and the way in
which she is called to express it. At the same time, the Church's experience of motherhood leads to a most profound
understanding of Mary's experience as the incomparable model of how life should be welcomed and cared for.

"A great portent appeared in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun" (Rev 12:1): the motherhood of Mary and of the
Church

103. The mutual relationship between the mystery of the Church and Mary appears clearly in the "great portent”
described in the Book of Rev- elation: "A great portent appeared in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun, with the
moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars' (12:1). In this sign the Church recognizes an image of
her own mystery: present in history, she knows that she transcends history, inasmuch as she constitutes on earth the
"seed and beginning" of the Kingdom of God. 139 The Church sees this mystery fulfilled in complete and exemplary
fashionin Mary. Sheisthe woman of glory in whom God's plan could be carried out with supreme perfection.

The "woman clothed with the sun"-the Book of Revelation tells us-"was with child" (12:2). The Church is fully aware
that she bears within herself the Saviour of the world, Christ the Lord. She is aware that she is caled to offer Christ to
the world, giving men and women new birth into God's own life. But the Church cannot forget that her mission was
made possible by the motherhood of Mary, who conceived and bore the One who is "God from God", "true God from
true God". Mary is truly the Mother of God, the Theotokos, in whose motherhood the vocation to motherhood
bestowed by God on every woman is raised to its highest level. Thus Mary becomes the model of the Church, called to
be the "new Eve", the mother of believers, the mother of the "living" (cf. Gen 3:20).

The Church's spiritual motherhood is only achieved-the Church knows this too-through the pangs and "the labour" of
childbirth (cf. Rev 12:2), that is to say, in constant tension with the forces of evil which till roam the world and affect
human hearts, offering resistance to Christ: "In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it" (Jn 1:4-5).

Like the Church, Mary too had to live her motherhood amid suffering: "This child is set... for a sign that is spoken
against-and a sword will pierce through your own soul also-that thoughts out of many hearts may be revealed" (Lk
2:34-35). The words which Simeon addresses to Mary at the very beginning of the Saviour's earthly life sum up and
prefigure the rejection of Jesus, and with him of Mary, a rejection which will reach its culmination on Calvary.
"Standing by the cross of Jesus' (Jn 19:25), Mary shares in the gift which the Son makes of himself: she offers Jesus,
gives him over, and begets him to the end for our sake. The "yes" spoken on the day of the Annunciation reaches full
meaturity on the day of the Cross, when the time comes for Mary to receive and beget as her children all those who
become disciples, pouring out upon them the saving love of her Son: "When Jesus saw his mother, and the disciple
whom he loved standing near, he said to his mother, AWoman, behold, your son!" " (Jn 19:26).

"And the dragon stood before the woman... that he might devour her child when she brought it forth” (Rev 12:4): life
menaced by the forces of evil

104. In the Book of Revelation, the "great portent” of the "woman" (12:1) is accompanied by "another portent which
appeared in heaven": "agreat red dragon” (Rev 12:3), which represents Satan, the personal power of evil, aswell as all
the powers of evil at work in history and opposing the Church's mission.

Here too Mary sheds light on the Community of Believers. The hostility of the powers of evil is, in fact, an insidious
opposition which, before affecting the disciples of Jesus, is directed against his mother. To save the life of her Son from
those who fear him as a dangerous threat, Mary hasto flee with Joseph and the Child into Egypt (cf. Mt 2:13-15).

Mary thus helps the Church to redlize that life is aways at the centre of a great struggle between good and evil,
between light and darkness. The dragon wishes to devour "the child brought forth” (cf. Rev 12:4), a figure of Christ,
whom Mary brought forth "in the fullness of time" (Gal 4:4) and whom the Church must unceasingly offer to peoplein
every age. But in a way that child is also a figure of every person, every child, especialy every helpless baby whose
life is threatened, because-as the Council reminds us-"by his Incarnation the Son of God has united himself in some
fashion with every person”.140 It is precisely in the "flesh” of every person that Christ continues to reveal himself and
to enter into fellowship with us, so that rgjection of human life, in whatever form that rejection takes, is really a
rejection of Christ. This is the fascinating but also demanding truth which Christ reveals to us and which his Church
continues untiringly to proclaim: "Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me" (Mt 18:5); "Truly, | say
to you, asyou did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me" (Mt 25:40).

"Death shall be no more" (Rev 21:4): the splendour of the Resurrection



105. The angel's Annunciation to Mary is framed by these reassuring words: "Do not be afraid, Mary" and "with God
nothing will be impossible" (Lk 1:30, 37). The whole of the Virgin Mother'slifeisin fact pervaded by the certainty that
God is near to her and that he accompanies her with his providential care. The same is true of the Church, which finds
"a place prepared by God" (Rev 12:6) in the desert, the place of trial but also of the manifestation of God's love for his
people (cf. Hos 2:16). Mary is a living word of comfort for the Church in her struggle against death. Showing us the
Son, the Church assures us that in him the forces of death have already been defeated: "Death with life contended:
combat strangely ended! Life's own Champion, slain, yet livesto reign".141

The Lamb who was slain is aive, bearing the marks of his Passion in the splendour of the Res- urrection.

He alone is master of al the events of history: he opensits "seals' (cf. Rev 5:1-10) and proclaims, in time and beyond,
the power of life over death. In the "new Jerusalem", that new world towards which human history is travelling, "death
shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed
away" (Rev 21:4).And as we, the pilgrim people, the people of life and for life, make our way in confidence towards "a
new heaven and a new earth" (Rev 21:1), we look to her who isfor us "asign of sure hope and solace'.142

O Mary,

bright dawn of the new world,

Mother of theliving,

to you do we entrust the cause of life
Look down, O Mother,

upon the vast numbers

of babies not allowed to be born,

of the poor whose lives are made difficult,
of men and women

who are victims of brutal violence,

of the elderly and the sick killed

by indifference or out of misguided mercy.
Grant that al who believe in your Son
may proclaim the Gospel of life

with honesty and love

to the people of our time.

Obtain for them the grace

to accept that Gospel

as agift ever new,

thejoy of celebrating it with gratitude
throughout their lives

and the courage to bear witnessto it
resolutely, in order to build,

together with all people of good will,
the civilization of truth and love,

to the praise and glory of God,

the Creator and lover of life.

Given in Rome, at Saint Peter's, on 25 March, the Solemnity of the Annunciation of the Lord, in the year 1995, the
seventeenth of my Pontificate.
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Blessing

Venerable Brothers in the Episcopate, Health and the Apostolic Blessing!

The splendour of truth shines forth in all the works of the Creator and, in a special way, in man, created in the image
and likeness of God (cf. Gen 1:26). Truth enlightens man's intelligence and shapes his freedom, leading him to know
and love the Lord. Hence the Psalmist prays: "Let the light of your face shine on us, O Lord" (Ps 4:6).

INTRODUCTION

Jesus Chrigt, the true light that enlightens everyone

1. Cdled to salvation through faith in Jesus Christ, "the true light that enlightens everyone" (Jn 1:9), people become
"light in the Lord" and "children of light" (Eph 5:8), and are made holy by "obedience to the truth" (1 Pet 1:22).

This obedience is not always easy. As a result of that mysterious original sin, committed at the prompting of Satan, the
onewho is"aliar and the father of lies' (Jn 8:44), man is constantly tempted to turn his gaze away from the living and
true God in order to direct it towards idols (cf. 1 Thes 1:9), exchanging "the truth about God for alie" (Rom 1:25).
Man's capacity to know the truth is also darkened, and hiswill to submit to it is weakened. Thus, giving himself over to
relativism and scepticism (cf. Jn 18:38), he goes off in search of an illusory freedom apart from truth itself.

But no darkness of error or of sin can totally take away from man the light of God the Creator. In the depths of his heart
there always remains a yearning for absolute truth and a thirst to attain full knowledge of it. Thisis eloquently proved
by man's tireless search for knowledge in all fields. It is proved even more by his search for the meaning of life. The
development of science and technology, this splendid testimony of the human capacity for understanding and for
perseverance, does not free humanity from the obligation to ask the ultimate religious questions. Rather, it spurs us on
to face the most painful and decisive of struggles, those of the heart and of the moral conscience.

2. No one can escape from the fundamental questions: What must | do? How do | distinguish good from evil? The
answer is only possible thanks to the splendour of the truth which shines forth deep within the human spirit, as the
Psalmist bears witness: "There are many who say: 'O that we might see some good! Let the light of your face shine on
us, O Lord' " (Ps4:6).

Thelight of God's face shinesin all its beauty on the countenance of Jesus Christ, "the image of the invisible God" (Col
1:15), the "reflection of God's glory" (Heb 1:3), "full of grace and truth" (Jn 1:14). Christ is "the way, and the truth, and
thelife" (Jn 14:6). Consequently the decisive answer to every one of man's questions, his religious and mora questions
in particular, is given by Jesus Christ, or rather is Jesus Christ himself, as the Second Vatican Council recalls: "In fact,
itisonly in the mystery of the Word incarnate that light is shed on the mystery of man. For Adam, the first man, was a
figure of the future man, namely, of Christ the Lord. It is Christ, the last Adam, who fully discloses man to himself and
unfolds his noble calling by revealing the mystery of the Father and the Father's love".1

Jesus Christ, the "light of the nations", shines upon the face of his Church, which he sends forth to the whole world to
proclaim the Gospel to every creature (cf. Mk 16:15).2 Hence the Church, as the People of God among the nations, 3
while attentive to the new challenges of history and to mankind's efforts to discover the meaning of life, offers to
everyone the answer which comes from the truth about Jesus Christ and his Gospel. The Church remains deeply
conscious of her "duty in every age of examining the signs of the times and interpreting them in the light of the Gospel,
so that she can offer in a manner appropriate to each generation replies to the continual human questionings on the
meaning of thislife and the life to come and on how they are related” .4

3. The Church's Pastors, in communion with the Successor of Peter, are close to the faithful in this effort; they guide
and accompany them by their authoritative teaching, finding ever new ways of speaking with love and mercy not only
to believers but to all people of good will. The Second Vatican Council remains an extraordinary witness of this
attitude on the part of the Church which, as an "expert in humanity", 5 places herself at the service of every individual
and of the whole world.6

The Church knows that the issue of morality is one which deeply touches every person; it involves al people, even
those who do not know Christ and his Gospel or God himself. She knows that it is precisely on the path of the moral
life that the way of salvation is open to all. The Second Vatican Council clearly recalled this when it stated that "those
who without any fault do not know anything about Christ or his Church, yet who search for God with a sincere heart
and under the influence of grace, try to put into effect the will of God as known to them through the dictate of
conscience... can obtain eternal salvation". The Council added: "Nor does divine Providence deny the helps that are
necessary for salvation to those who, through no fault of their own, have not yet attained to the express recognition of
God, yet who strive, not without divine grace, to lead an upright life. For whatever goodness and truth is found in them



is considered by the Church as a preparation for the Gospel and bestowed by him who enlightens everyone that they
may in the end have life".7

The purpose of the present Encyclical

4. At al times, but particularly in the last two centuries, the Popes, whether individually or together with the College of
Bishops, have developed and proposed a moral teaching regarding the many different spheres of human life. In Christ's
name and with his authority they have exhorted, passed judgment and explained. In their efforts on behalf of humanity,
in fidelity to their mission, they have confirmed, supported and consoled. With the guarantee of assistance from the
Spirit of truth they have contributed to a better understanding of moral demands in the areas of human sexuality, the
family, and social, economic and political life. In the tradition of the Church and in the history of humanity, their
teaching represents a constant deepening of knowledge with regard to morality.8

Today, however, it seems necessary to reflect on the whole of the Church's moral teaching, with the precise goal of
recalling certain fundamental truths of Catholic doctrine which, in the present circumstances, risk being distorted or
denied. In fact, a new situation has come about within the Christian community itself, which has experienced the spread
of numerous doubts and objections of a human and psychological, social and cultural, religious and even properly
theological nature, with regard to the Church's moral teachings. It is no longer a matter of limited and occasional
dissent, but of an overall and systematic calling into question of traditional moral doctrine, on the basis of certain
anthropological and ethical presuppositions. At the root of these presuppositions is the more or less obvious influence
of currents of thought which end by detaching human freedom from its essential and constitutive relationship to truth.
Thus the traditional doctrine regarding the natural law, and the universality and the permanent validity of its precepts, is
rejected; certain of the Church's moral teachings are found simply unacceptable; and the Magisterium itself is
considered capable of intervening in matters of morality only in order to "exhort consciences" and to "propose values”,
in the light of which each individual will independently make his or her decisions and life choices.

In particular, note should be taken of the lack of harmony between the traditional response of the Church and certain
theological positions, encountered even in Seminaries and in Faculties of Theology, with regard to questions of the
greatest importance for the Church and for the life of faith of Christians, as well as for the life of society itself. In
particular, the question is asked: do the commandments of God, which are written on the human heart and are part of
the Covenant, really have the capacity to clarify the daily decisions of individuals and entire societies? Is it possible to
obey God and thus love God and neighbour, without respecting these commandments in al circumstances? Also, an
opinion is frequently heard which questions the intrinsic and unbreakable bond between faith and mordlity, as if
membership in the Church and her internal unity were to be decided on the basis of faith alone, while in the sphere of
morality a pluralism of opinions and of kinds of behaviour could be tolerated, these being left to the judgment of the
individual subjective conscience or to the diversity of social and cultural contexts.

5. Given these circumstances, which still exist, | came to the decision - as | announced in my Apostolic Letter Spiritus
Domini, issued on 1 August 1987 on the second centenary of the death of Saint Alphonsus Maria de' Liguori - to write
an Encyclical with the aim of treating "more fully and more deeply the issues regarding the very foundations of moral
theology", 9 foundations which are being undermined by certain present day tendencies.

| address myself to you, Venerable Brothers in the Episcopate, who share with me the responsibility of safeguarding
"sound teaching” (2 Tim 4:3), with the intention of clearly setting forth certain aspects of doctrine which are of crucial
importance in facing what is certainly a genuine crisis, since the difficulties which it engenders have most serious
implications for the moral life of the faithful and for communion in the Church, aswell as for ajust and fraternal social
life.

If this Encyclical, so long awaited, is being published only now, one of the reasons is that it seemed fitting for it to be
preceded by the Catechism of the Catholic Church, which contains a complete and systematic exposition of Christian
moral teaching. The Catechism presents the moral life of believersin its fundamental elements and in its many aspects
asthelife of the "children of God": "Recognizing in the faith their new dignity, Christians are called to lead henceforth
alife'worthy of the Gospel of Christ' (Phil 1:27).

Through the sacraments and prayer they receive the grace of Christ and the gifts of his Spirit which make them capable
of such a life".10 Consequently, while referring back to the Catechism "as a sure and authentic reference text for
teaching Catholic doctrine”, 11 the Encyclical will limit itself to dealing with certain fundamental questions regarding
the Church's moral teaching, taking the form of a necessary discernment about issues being debated by ethicists and
moral theologians. The specific purpose of the present Encyclical isthis: to set forth, with regard to the problems being
discussed, the principles of a moral teaching based upon Sacred Scripture and the living Apostolic Tradition, 12 and at
the same time to shed light on the presuppositions and consequences of the dissent which that teaching has met.

CHAPTER | - "TEACHER, WHAT GOOD MUST | DO...?" (Mt 19:16) - Christ and the answer to the question about
morality

"Someone came to him..." (Mt 19:16)



6.

The dialogue of Jesus with the rich young man, related in the nineteenth chapter of Saint Matthew's Gospel, can serve
as a useful guide for listening once more in alively and direct way to his moral teaching: "Then someone came to him
and said, Teacher, what good must | do to have eternal life? And he said to him, 'Why do you ask me about what is
good? There is only one who is good. If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments. 'He said to him, 'Which
ones? And Jesus said, "You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear
false witness; Honour your father and mother; also, You shall love your neighbour as yourself." The young man said to
him, 'l have kept all these; what do | till lack? Jesus said to him, 'If you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions
and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me' " (Mt 19:16-21).13

7.

"Then someone came to him...". In the young man, whom Matthew's Gospel does not name, we can recognize every
person who, consciously or not, approaches Christ the Redeemer of man and questions him about morality. For the
young man, the question is not so much about rules to be followed, but about the full meaning of life. Thisisin fact the
aspiration at the heart of every human decision and action, the quiet searching and interior prompting which sets
freedom in motion. This question is ultimately an appeal to the absolute Good which attracts us and beckons us; it is the
echo of a call from God who is the origin and goal of man's life. Precisely in this perspective the Second Vatican
Council caled for arenewal of moral theology, so that its teaching would display the lofty vocation which the faithful
have received in Christ, 14 the only response fully capable of satisfying the desire of the human heart.

In order to make this "encounter” with Christ possible, God willed his Church. Indeed, the Church "wishes to serve this
single end: that each person may be able to find Christ, in order that Christ may walk with each person the path of
life".15

"Teacher, what good must | do to have eternal life?' (Mt 19:16)

8. The question which the rich young man puts to Jesus of Nazareth is one which rises from the depths of his heart. It is
an essential and unavoidable question for the life of every man, for it is about the moral good which must be done, and
about eternal life. The young man senses that there is a connection between moral good and the fulfilment of his own
destiny. He is a devout Isradlite, raised as it were in the shadow of the Law of the Lord. If he asks Jesus this question,
we can presume that it is not because he is ignorant of the answer contained in the Law. It is more likely that the
attractiveness of the person of Jesus had prompted within him new questions about moral good. He feels the need to
draw near to the One who had begun his preaching with this new and decisive proclamation: "The time is fulfilled, and
the Kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the Gospel" (Mk 1:15).

People today need to turn to Christ once again in order to receive from him the answer to their questions about what is
good and what is evil. Christ is the Teacher, the Risen One who has life in himself and who is always present in his
Church and in the world. It is he who opens up to the faithful the book of the Scriptures and, by fully revealing the
Father's will, teaches the truth about moral action. At the source and summit of the economy of salvation, as the Alpha
and the Omega of human history (cf. Rev 1:8; 21:6; 22:13), Christ sheds light on man's condition and his integral
vocation. Consequently, "the man who wishes to understand himself thoroughly - and not just in accordance with
immediate, partial, often superficial, and even illusory standards and measures of his being - must with his unrest,
uncertainty and even his weakness and sinfulness, with his life and death, draw near to Christ. He must, so to speak,
enter him with al his own sdlf; he must 'appropriate’ and assimilate the whole of the reality of the Incarnation and
Redemption in order to find himself. If this profound process takes place within him, he then bears fruit not only of
adoration of God but also of deeper wonder at himself".16

If we therefore wish to go to the heart of the Gospel's moral teaching and grasp its profound and unchanging content,
we must carefully inquire into the meaning of the question asked by the rich young man in the Gospel and, even more,
the meaning of Jesus' reply, allowing ourselves to be guided by him. Jesus, as a patient and sensitive teacher, answers
the young man by taking him, as it were, by the hand, and leading him step by step to the full truth.

"Thereisonly onewho isgood” (Mt 19:17)

9. Jesus says: "Why do you ask me about what is good? There is only one who is good. If you wish to enter into life,
keep the commandments' (Mt 19:17). In the versions of the Evangelists Mark and Luke the question is phrased in this
way: "Why do you call me good? No oneis good but God alone" (Mk 10:18; cf. Lk 18:19).

Before answering the question, Jesus wishes the young man to have a clear idea of why he asked his question. The
"Good Teacher" points out to him - and to al of us - that the answer to the question, "What good must | do to have
eternal life?" can only be found by turning one's mind and heart to the "One" who is good: "No one is good but God
alone' (Mk 10:18; cf. Lk 18:19). Only God can answer the question about what is good, because he is the Good itself.
To ask about the good, in fact, ultimately means to turn towards God, the fullness of goodness. Jesus shows that the
young man's question is really areligious question, and that the goodness that attracts and at the same time obliges man



has its source in God, and indeed is God himself. God aone is worthy of being loved "with all on€e's heart, and with all
one's soul, and with al one's mind" (Mt 22:37). He is the source of man's happiness. Jesus brings the question about
morally good action back to its religious foundations, to the acknowledgment of God, who alone is goodness, fullness
of life, the final end of human activity, and perfect happiness.

10. The Church, instructed by the Teacher's words, believes that man, made in the image of the Creator, redeemed by
the Blood of Christ and made holy by the presence of the Holy Spirit, has as the ultimate purpose of hislifeto live "for
the praise of God's glory" (cf. Eph 1:12), striving to make each of his actions reflect the splendour of that glory.
"Know, then, O beautiful soul, that you are the image of God", writes Saint Ambrose. "Know that you are the glory of
God (1 Cor 11:7). Hear how you are his glory. The Prophet says: Y our knowledge has become too wonderful for me
(cf. Ps. 138:6, Vulg.). That is to say, in my work your majesty has become more wonderful; in the counsels of men
your wisdom is exated. When | consider myself, such as | am known to you in my secret thoughts and deepest
emotions, the mysteries of your knowledge are disclosed to me. Know then, O man, your greatness, and be vigilant".17

What man is and what he must do becomes clear as soon as God reveals himself. The Decalogue is based on these
words: "l am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage" (Ex 20:2-3).
In the "ten words" of the Covenant with Isragl, and in the whole Law, God makes himself known and acknowledged as
the One who "aone is good"; the One who despite man's sin remains the "model" for moral action, in accordance with
his command, "Y ou shall be holy; for | the Lord your God am holy" (Lev 19:2); as the One who, faithful to hislove for
man, gives him his Law (cf. Ex 19:9-24 and 20:18-21) in order to restore man's original and peaceful harmony with the
Creator and with all creation, and, what is more, to draw him into his divine love: "I will walk among you, and will be
your God, and you shall be my people" (Lev 26:12).

The moral life presents itself as the response due to the many gratuitous initiatives taken by God out of love for man. It
isaresponse of love, according to the statement made in Deuteronomy about the fundamental commandment: "Hear, O
Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your might. And these words which I command you this day shall be upon your heart; and you shall teach
them diligently to your children" (Dt 6:4-7). Thus the moral life, caught up in the gratuitousness of God's love, is called
to reflect his glory: "For the one who loves God it is enough to be pleasing to the One whom he loves: for no greater
reward should be sought than that love itself; charity in fact is of God in such away that God himself is charity”.18

11. The statement that "There is only one who is good" thus brings us back to the "first tablet" of the commandments,
which calls us to acknowledge God as the one Lord of all and to worship him aone for his infinite holiness (cf. Ex
20:2-11). The good is belonging to God, obeying him, walking humbly with him in doing justice and in loving kindness
(cf.Mic 6:8). Acknowledging the Lord as God is the very core, the heart of the Law, from which the particular precepts
flow and towards which they are ordered. In the morality of the commandments the fact that the people of Israel

belongs to the Lord is made evident, because God alone is the One who is good. Such is the witness of Sacred
Scripture, imbued in every one of its pages with a lively perception of God's absolute holiness: "Holy, holy, holy is the
Lord of hosts' (Is 6:3).

But if God aone is the Good, no human effort, not even the most rigorous observance of the commandments, succeeds
in "fulfilling" the Law, that is, acknowledging the Lord as God and rendering him the worship due to him alone (cf. Mt
4:10). This "fulfilment” can come only from a gift of God: the offer of a share in the divine Goodness revealed and
communicated in Jesus, the one whom the rich young man addresses with the words "Good Teacher" (Mk 10:17; Lk
18:18). What the young man now perhaps only dimly perceives will in the end be fully revealed by Jesus himself in the
invitation: "Come, follow me" (Mt 19:21).

"If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments' (Mt 19:17)

12. Only God can answer the question about the good, because he is the Good. But God has already given an answer to
this question: he did so by creating man and ordering him with wisdom and love to his final end, through the law which
is inscribed in his heart (cf. Rom 2:15), the "natural law". The latter "is nothing other than the light of understanding
infused in us by God, whereby we understand what must be done and what must be avoided. God gave this light and
this law to man at creation".19 He also did so in the history of Israel, particularly in the "ten words', the
commandments of Sinai, whereby he brought into existence the people of the Covenant (cf. Ex 24) and called them to
be his "own possession among all peoples’, "a holy nation” (Ex 19:5-6), which would radiate his holiness to al peoples
(cf. Wis 18:4; Ez 20:41). The gift of the Decalogue was a promise and sign of the New Covenant, in which the law
would be written in a new and definitive way upon the human heart (cf. Jer 31:31-34), replacing the law of sin which
had disfigured that heart (cf. Jer 17:1). In those days, "a new heart" would be given, for in it would dwell "a new spirit",
the Spirit of God (cf. Ez 36:24-28).20

Consequently, after making the important clarification: "There is only one who is good", Jesus tells the young man: "If
you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments’ (Mt 19:17). In this way, a close connection is made between
eternal life and obedience to God's commandments. God's commandments show man the path of life and they lead to it.
From the very lips of Jesus, the new Moses, man is once again given the commandments of the Decalogue. Jesus
himself definitively confirms them and proposes them to us as the way and condition of salvation. The commandments



are linked to a promise. In the Old Covenant the object of the promise was the possession of a land where the people
would be able to live in freedom and in accordance with righteousness (cf. Dt 6:20-25). In the New Covenant the object
of the promise is the "Kingdom of Heaven", as Jesus declares at the beginning of the "Sermon on the Mount" - a
sermon which contains the fullest and most complete formulation of the New Law (cf. Mt 5-7), clearly linked to the
Decalogue entrusted by God to Moses on Mount Sinai. This same reality of the Kingdom is referred to in the
expression "eternal life", which is a participation in the very life of God. It is attained in its perfection only after death,
but in faith it is even now alight of truth, a source of meaning for life, an inchoate share in the full following of Christ.
Indeed, Jesus says to his disciples after speaking to the rich young man: "Every one who has left houses or brothers or
sisters or father or mother or children or lands, for my name's sake, will receive a hundredfold and inherit eternal life"
(Mt 19:29).

13. Jesus answer is not enough for the young man, who continues by asking the Teacher about the commandments
which must be kept: "He said to him, "Which ones? " (Mt 19:18). He asks what he must do in life in order to show that
he acknowledges God's holiness. After directing the young man's gaze towards God, Jesus reminds him of the
commandments of the Decalogue regarding one's neighbour: "Jesus said: 'Y ou shall not murder; Y ou shall not commit
adultery; You shall not bear false witness; Honour your father and mother; also, You shall love your neighbour as
yoursdf' " (Mt 19:18-19).

From the context of the conversation, and especially from a comparison of Matthew's text with the parallel passagesin
Mark and Luke, it is clear that Jesus does not intend to list each and every one of the commandments required in order
to "enter into life", but rather wishes to draw the young man's attention to the "centrality" of the Decalogue with regard
to every other precept, inasmuch as it is the interpretation of what the words "I am the Lord your God" mean for man.
Nevertheless we cannot fail to notice which commandments of the Law the Lord recalls to the young man. They are
some of the commandments belonging to the so-called "second tablet" of the Decalogue, the summary (cf. Rom 13: 8-
10) and foundation of which is the commandment of love of neighbour: "You shall love your neighbour as yourself"
(Mt 19:19; cf. Mk 12:31). In this commandment we find a precise expression of the singular dignity of the human
person, "the only creature that God has wanted for its own sake".21 The different commandments of the Decalogue are
redly only so many reflections of the one commandment about the good of the person, at the level of the many
different goods which characterize his identity as a spiritual and bodily being in relationship with God, with his
neighbour and with the material world. As we read in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, "the Ten Commandments
are part of God's Revelation. At the same time, they teach us man's true humanity. They shed light on the essential
duties, and so indirectly on the fundamental rights, inherent in the nature of the human person".22

The commandments of which Jesus reminds the young man are meant to safeguard the good of the person, the image of
God, by protecting his goods. "Y ou shall not murder; Y ou shall not commit adultery; Y ou shall not steal; Y ou shall not
bear false witness' are moral rules formulated in terms of prohibitions. These negative precepts express with particular
force the ever urgent need to protect human life, the communion of persons in marriage, private property, truthfulness
and people's good name.

The commandments thus represent the basic condition for love of neighbour; at the same time they are the proof of that
love. They are the first necessary step on the journey towards freedom, its starting-point. "The beginning of freedom”,
Saint Augustine writes, "is to be free from crimes... such as murder, adultery, fornication, theft, fraud, sacrilege and so
forth. When once one is without these crimes (and every Christian should be without them), one begins to lift up one's
head towards freedom. But thisis only the beginning of freedom, not perfect freedom...".23

14. This certainly does not mean that Christ wishes to put the love of neighbour higher than, or even to set it apart from,
the love of God. This is evident from his conversation with the teacher of the Law, who asked him a question very
much like the one asked by the young man. Jesus refers him to the two commandments of love of God and love of
neighbour (cf. Lk 10:25-27), and reminds him that only by observing them will he have eterna life: "Do this, and you
will live" (Lk 10:28). Nonetheless it is significant that it is precisely the second of these commandments which arouses
the curiosity of the teacher of the Law, who asks him: "And who is my neighbour?' (Lk 10:29). The Teacher replies
with the parable of the Good Samaritan, which is critical for fully understanding the commandment of love of
neighbour (cf. Lk 10:30-37).

These two commandments, on which "depend all the Law and the Prophets’ (Mt 22:40), are profoundly connected and
mutually related. Their inseparable unity is attested to by Christ in his words and by his very life: his mission
culminates in the Cross of our Redemption (cf. Jn 3:14-15), the sign of his indivisible love for the Father and for
humanity (cf. Jn 13:1).

Both the Old and the New Testaments explicitly affirm that without love of neighbour, made concrete in keeping the
commandments, genuine love for God is not possible. Saint John makes the point with extraordinary forcefulness: "If
anyone says, 'l love God', and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen,
cannot love God whom he has not seen (Jn 4:20). The Evangelist echoes the moral preaching of Christ, expressed in a
wonderful and unambiguous way in the parable of the Good Samaritan (cf. Lk 10:30-37) and in his words about the
final judgment (cf. Mt 25:31-46).

15. In the "Sermon on the Mount", the magna charta of Gospel morality, 24 Jesus says. "Do not think that | have come
to abolish the Law and the Prophets; | have come not to abolish them but to fulfil them" (Mt 5:17). Christ isthe key to



the Scriptures: "Y ou search the Scriptures...; and it is they that bear witness to me" (Jn 5:39). Christ is the centre of the
economy of salvation, the recapitulation of the Old and New Testaments, of the promises of the Law and of their
fulfilment in the Gospel; he is the living and eternal link between the Old and the New Covenants. Commenting on
Paul's statement that "Christ is the end of the law" (Rom 10:4), Saint Ambrose writes: "end not in the sense of a
deficiency, but in the sense of the fullness of the Law: a fullness which is achieved in Christ (plenitudo legisin Christo
est), since he came not to abolish the Law but to bring it to fulfilment. In the same way that there is an Old Testament,
but all truth isin the New Testament, so it is for the Law: what was given through Moses is a figure of the true law.
Therefore, the Mosaic Law is an image of the truth".25

Jesus brings God's commandments to fulfilment, particularly the commandment of love of neighbour, by interiorizing
their demands and by bringing out their fullest meaning. Love of neighbour springs from a loving heart which,
precisely because it loves, is ready to live out the loftiest challenges. Jesus shows that the commandments must not be
understood as a minimum limit not to be gone beyond, but rather as a path involving a moral and spiritual journey
towards perfection, at the heart of which is love (cf. Col 3:14). Thus the commandment "You shall not murder"
becomes a call to an attentive love which protects and promotes the life of one's neighbour. The precept prohibiting
adultery becomes an invitation to a pure way of looking at others, capable of respecting the spousal meaning of the
body: "You have heard that it was said to the men of old, "You shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to
judgment'. But | say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment... Y ou have heard
that it was said, '"You shall not commit adultery'. But | say to you that every one who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart" (Mt 5:21-22, 27-28). Jesus himsdlf is the living "fulfilment" of the
Law inasmuch as he fulfils its authentic meaning by the total gift of himself: he himself becomes a living and personal
Law, who invites people to follow him; through the Spirit, he gives the grace to share his own life and love and
provides the strength to bear witness to that love in personal choices and actions (cf. Jn 13:34-35).

"If you wish to be perfect" (Mt 19:21)

16. The answer he receives about the commandments does not satisfy the young man, who asks Jesus a further
question. "I have kept al these; what do | still lack? " (Mt 19:20). It is not easy to say with a clear conscience "l have
kept all these", if one has any understanding of the real meaning of the demands contained in God's Law. And yet, even
though he is able to make this reply, even though he has followed the moral idea seriously and generously from
childhood, the rich young man knows that he is still far from the goal: before the person of Jesus he realizes that he is
till lacking something. It is his awareness of this insufficiency that Jesus addresses in his final answer. Conscious of
the young man's yearning for something greater, which would transcend a legdlistic interpretation of the
commandments, the Good Teacher invites him to enter upon the path of perfection: "If you wish to be perfect, go, sell
your possessions and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me" (Mt
19:21).

Like the earlier part of Jesus answer, this part too must be read and interpreted in the context of the whole moral
message of the Gospel, and in particular in the context of the Sermon on the Mount, the Beatitudes (cf. Mt 5:3-12), the
first of which is precisely the Beatitude of the poor, the "poor in spirit" as Saint Matthew makes clear (Mt 5:3), the
humble. In this sense it can be said that the Beatitudes are also relevant to the answer given by Jesus to the young man's
question: "What good must | do to have eternal life? ". Indeed, each of the Beatitudes promises, from a particular
viewpoint, that very "good" which opens man up to eternal life, and indeed is eternal life.

The Beatitudes are not specifically concerned with certain particular rules of behaviour. Rather, they speak of basic
attitudes and dispositionsin life and therefore they do not coincide exactly with the commandments. On the other hand,
there is no separation or opposition between the Beatitudes and the commandments: both refer to the good, to eternal
life. The Sermon on the Mount begins with the proclamation of the Beatitudes, but aso refers to the commandments
(cf. Mt 5:20-48). At the same time, the Sermon on the Mount demonstrates the openness of the commandments and
their orientation towards the horizon of the perfection proper to the Beatitudes. These latter are above all promises,
from which there also indirectly flow normative indications for the moral life. In their originality and profundity they
are a sort of self- portrait of Christ, and for this very reason are invitations to discipleship and to communion of life
with Christ.26

17. We do not know how clearly the young man in the Gospel understood the profound and challenging import of
Jesus' first reply: "If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments'. But it is certain that the young man's
commitment to respect all the moral demands of the commandments represents the absolutely essential ground in
which the desire for perfection can take root and mature, the desire, that is, for the meaning of the commandments to be
completely fulfilled in following Christ. Jesus conversation with the young man helps us to grasp the conditions for the
moral growth of man, who has been caled to perfection: the young man, having observed all the commandments,
shows that he is incapable of taking the next step by himself alone. To do so requires mature human freedom ("If you
wish to be perfect") and God's gift of grace ("Come, follow me").

Perfection demands that maturity in self-giving to which human freedom is called. Jesus points out to the young man
that the commandments are the first and indispensable condition for having eternal life; on the other hand, for the



young man to give up al he possesses and to follow the Lord is presented as an invitation; "If you wish...". These
words of Jesus reveal the particular dynamic of freedom's growth towards maturity, and at the same time they bear
witness to the fundamental relationship between freedom and divine law. Human freedom and God's law are not in
opposition; on the contrary, they appeal one to the other. The follower of Christ knows that his vocation is to freedom.
"Y ou were called to freedom, brethren" (Gal 5:13), proclaims the Apostle Paul with joy and pride. But he immediately
adds: "only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love be servants of one another"
(ibid.). The firmness with which the Apostle opposes those who believe that they are justified by the Law has nothing
to do with man's "liberation™ from precepts. On the contrary, the latter are at the service of the practice of love: "For he
who loves his neighbour has fulfilled the Law. The commandments, 'Y ou shall not commit adultery; You shall not
murder; Y ou shall not steal; You shall not covet, ' and any other commandment, are summed up in this sentence, 'Y ou
shall love your neighbour as yourself' " (Rom 13:8-9). Saint Augustine, after speaking of the observance of the
commandments as being a kind of incipient, imperfect freedom, goes on to say: "Why, someone will ask, is it not yet
perfect? Because 'l seein my members another law at war with the law of my reason'... In part freedom, in part savery:
not yet complete freedom, not yet pure, not yet whole, because we are not yet in eternity. In part we retain our
weakness and in part we have attained freedom. All our sins were destroyed in Baptism, but does it follow that no
weakness remained after iniquity was destroyed? Had none remained, we would live without sin in this life. But who
would dare to say this except someone who is proud, someone unworthy of the mercy of our deliverer?... Therefore,
since some weakness has remained in us, | dare to say that to the extent to which we serve God

we are free, while to the extent that we follow the law of sin, we are still slaves'.27

18. Those who live "by the flesh" experience God's law as a burden, and indeed as a denial or at least a restriction of
their own freedom. On the other hand, those who are impelled by love and "walk by the Spirit" (Gal 5:16), and who
desire to serve others, find in God's Law the fundamental and necessary way in which to practise love as something
freely chosen and freely lived out. Indeed, they feel an interior urge - a genuine "necessity" and no longer a form of
coercion - not to stop at the minimum demands of the Law, but to live them in their "fullness’. Thisis a still uncertain
and fragile journey aslong as we are on earth, but it is one made possible by grace, which enables us to possess the full
freedom of the children of God (cf. Rom 8:21) and thus to live our morad life in away worthy of our sublime vocation
as"sonsin the Son".

This vocation to perfect love is not restricted to a small group of individuals. The invitation, "go, sell your possessions
and give the money to the poor", and the promise "you will have treasure in heaven", are meant for everyone, because
they bring out the full meaning of the commandment of love for neighbour, just as the invitation which follows,
"Come, follow me", is the new, specific form of the commandment of love of God. Both the commandments and Jesus
invitation to the rich young man stand at the service of a single and indivisible charity, which spontaneously tends
towards that perfection whose measure is God alone: "You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is
perfect” (Mt 5:48). In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus makes even clearer the meaning of this perfection: "Be merciful, even
asyour Father ismerciful” (Lk 6:36).

"Come, follow me" (Mt 19:21)

19. The way and at the same time the content of this perfection consist in the following of Jesus, sequela Christi, once
one has given up one's own wealth and very self. Thisis precisely the conclusion of Jesus conversation with the young
man: "Come, follow me" (Mt 19:21). It is an invitation the marvellous grandeur of which will be fully perceived by the
disciples after Christ's Resurrection, when the Holy Spirit leads them to al truth (cf. Jn 16:13).

It is Jesus himself who takes the initiative and calls people to follow him. His call is addressed first to those to whom he
entrusts a particular mission, beginning with the Twelve; but it is also clear that every believer is caled to be afollower
of Christ (cf. Acts 6:1). Following Christ is thus the essential and primordial foundation of Christian morality: just as
the people of Israel followed God who led them through the desert towards the Promised Land (cf. Ex 13:21), so every
disciple must follow Jesus, towards whom he is drawn by the Father himself (cf. Jn 6:44).

This is not a matter only of disposing oneself to hear a teaching and obediently accepting a commandment. More
radically, it involves holding fast to the very person of Jesus, partaking of his life and his destiny, sharing in his free
and loving obedience to the will of the Father. By responding in faith and following the one who is Incarnate Wisdom,
the disciple of Jesus truly becomes a disciple of God (cf. Jn 6:45). Jesus is indeed the light of the world, the light of life
(cf. Jn 8:12). He is the shepherd who leads his sheep and feeds them (cf. Jn 10:11-16); he is the way, and the truth, and
the life (cf. Jn 14:6). It is Jesus who leads to the Father, so much so that to see him, the Son, is to see the Father (cf. Jn
14:6-10). And thus to imitate the Son, "the image of the invisible God" (Col 1:15), means to imitate the Father.

20. Jesus asks us to follow him and to imitate him along the path of love, a love which gives itself completely to the
brethren out of love for God: "This is my commandment, that you love one another as | have loved you" (Jn 15:12).
The word "as' requires imitation of Jesus and of his love, of which the washing of feet isasign: "If | then, your Lord
and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet. For | have given you an example, that
you should do as | have done to you" (Jn 13:14-15). Jesus way of acting and his words, his deeds and his precepts
congtitute the moral rule of Christian life. Indeed, his actions, and in particular his Passion and Death on the Cross, are



the living revelation of hislove for the Father and for others. Thisis exactly the love that Jesus wishes to be imitated by
all who follow him. It is the "new" commandment: "A new commandment | give to you, that you love one another;
even as | have loved you, that you aso love one ancther. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you
have love for one another" (Jn 13:34-35).

The word "as" also indicates the degree of Jesus' love, and of the love with which his disciples are called to love one
another. After saying: "This is my commandment, that you love one another as | have loved you" (Jn 15:12), Jesus
continues with words which indicate the sacrificial gift of hislife on the Cross, as the withess to alove "to the end” (Jn
13:1): "Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down hislife for hisfriends® (Jn 15:13).

As he calls the young man to follow him along the way of perfection, Jesus asks him to be perfect in the command of
love, in "his' commandment: to become part of the unfolding of his complete giving, to imitate and rekindle the very
love of the "Good" Teacher, the one who loved "to the end". Thisis what Jesus asks of everyone who wishes to follow
him: "If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me" (Mt 16:24).

21. Following Christ is not an outward imitation, since it touches man at the very depths of his being. Being a follower
of Christ means becoming conformed to him who became a servant even to giving himself on the Cross (cf. Phil 2:5-8).
Christ dwells by faith in the heart of the believer (cf. Eph 3:17), and thus the disciple is conformed to the Lord. Thisis
the effect of grace, of the active presence of the Holy Spiritin us.

Having become one with Christ, the Christian becomes a member of his Body, which is the Church (cf. Cor 12:13, 27).
By the work of the Spirit, Baptism radically configures the faithful to Christ in the Paschal Mystery of death and
resurrection; it "clothes him" in Christ (cf. Gal 3:27): "Let us rgjoice and give thanks', exclaims Saint Augustine
speaking to the baptized, "for we have become not only Christians, but Christ (...). Marvel and rejoice: we have become
Christ! ".28 Having died to sin, those who are baptized receive new life (cf. Rom 6:3-11): alive for God in Christ Jesus,
they are called to walk by the Spirit and to manifest the Spirit's fruits in their lives (cf. Gal 5:16-25). Sharing in the
Eucharist, the sacrament of the New Covenant (cf. 1 Cor 11:23-29), is the culmination of our assimilation to Christ, the
source of "eternal life" (cf. Jn 6:51-58), the source and power of that complete gift of self, which Jesus - according to
the testimony handed on by Paul - commands us to commemorate in liturgy and in life: "As often as you eat this bread
and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes® (1 Cor 11:26).

"With God all things are possible" (Mt 19:26)

22. The conclusion of Jesus' conversation with the rich young man is very poignant: "When the young man heard this,
he went away sorrowful, for he had many possessions" (Mt 19:22). Not only the rich man but the disciples themselves
are taken aback by Jesus' call to discipleship, the demands of which transcend human aspirations and abilities: "When
the disciples heard this, they were greatly astounded and said, "Then who can be saved? " (Mt 19:25). But the Master
refers them to God's power: "With men thisisimpossible, but with God all things are possible”" (Mt 19:26).

In the same chapter of Matthew's Gospel (19:3-10), Jesus, interpreting the Mosaic Law on marriage, rejects the right to
divorce, appealing to a "beginning" more fundamental and more authoritative than the Law of Moses: God's original
plan for mankind, a plan which man after sin has no longer been able to live up to: "For your hardness of heart Moses
allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so" (Mt 19:8). Jesus appeal to the "beginning”
dismays the disciples, who remark: "If such is the case of a man with hiswife, it is not expedient to marry" (Mt 19:10).
And Jesus, referring specifically to the charism of celibacy "for the Kingdom of Heaven" (Mt 19:12), but stating a
genera rule, indicates the new and surprising possibility opened up to man by God's grace. "He said to them: 'Not
everyone can accept this saying, but only those to whom it isgiven'" (Mt 19:11).

To imitate and live out the love of Christ is not possible for man by his own strength alone. He becomes capable of this
love only by virtue of a gift received. As the Lord Jesus receives the love of his Father, so he in turn freely
communicates that love to his disciples: "Asthe Father has loved me, so have | loved you; abide in my love" (Jn 15:9).
Christ's gift is his Spirit, whose first "fruit" (cf. Gal 5:22) is charity: "God's love has been poured into our hearts
through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us' (Rom 5:5). Saint Augustine asks: "Does love bring about the
keeping of the commandments, or does the keeping of the commandments bring about love?' And he answers: "But
who can doubt that love comes first? For the one who does not love has no reason for keeping the commandments'.29
23. "The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and death" (Rom 8:2). With these
words the Apostle Paul invites us to consider in the perspective of the history of salvation, which reaches its fulfilment
in Chrigt, the relationship between the (Old) Law and grace (the New Law). He recognizes the pedagogic function of
the Law, which, by enabling sinful man to take stock of his own powerlessness and by stripping him of the presumption
of his self-sufficiency, leads him to ask for and to receive "life in the Spirit". Only in thisnew lifeisit possible to carry
out God's commandments. Indeed, it is through faith in Christ that we have been made righteous (cf. Rom 3:28): the
"righteousness’ which the Law demands, but is unable to give, isfound by every believer to be revealed and granted by
the Lord Jesus. Once again it is Saint Augustine who admirably sums up this Pauline diaectic of law and grace: "The
law was given that grace might be sought; and grace was given, that the law might be fulfilled".30

Love and life according to the Gospel cannot be thought of first and foremost as a kind of precept, because what they
demand is beyond man's abilities. They are possible only as the result of a gift of God who hedls, restores and



transforms the human heart by his grace: "For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus
Christ" (Jn 1:17). The promise of eternal life is thus linked to the gift of grace, and the gift of the Spirit which we have
received is even now the "guarantee of our inheritance" (Eph 1:14).

24. And so we find revealed the authentic and original aspect of the commandment of love and of the perfection to
which it is ordered: we are speaking of a possibility opened up to man exclusively by grace, by the gift of God, by his
love. On the other hand, precisely the awareness of having received the gift, of possessing in Jesus Christ the love of
God, generates and sustains the free response of a full love for God and the brethren, as the Apostle John insistently
reminds us in his first Letter: "Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God and knows God. He who does not
love does not know God; for God is love... Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one another... We love,
because he first loved us' (1 Jn 4:7-8, 11, 19).

This inseparable connection between the Lord's grace and human freedom, between gift and task, has been expressed in
simple yet profound words by Saint Augustine in his prayer: "Da quod iubes et iube quod vis' (grant what you
command and command what you will).31

The gift does not lessen but reinforces the moral demands of love: "Thisis his commandment, that we should believein
the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another just as he has commanded us' (1 Jn 3:32). One can "abide" in
love only by keeping the commandments, as Jesus states: "If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love,
just as | have kept my Father's commandments and abide in hislove" (Jn 15:10).

Going to the heart of the moral message of Jesus and the preaching of the Apostles, and summing up in a remarkable
way the great tradition of the Fathers of the East and West, and of Saint Augustine in particular, 32 Saint Thomas was
able to write that the New Law is the grace of the Holy Spirit given through faith in Christ. 33 The externa precepts
also mentioned in the Gospel dispose one for this grace or produce its effects in one's life. Indeed, the New Law is not
content to say what must be done, but also gives the power to "do what is true" (cf. Jn 3:21). Saint John Chrysostom
likewise observed that the New Law was promulgated at the descent of the Holy Spirit from heaven on the day of
Pentecost, and that the Apostles "did not come down from the mountain carrying, like Moses, tablets of stone in their
hands; but they came down carrying the Holy Spirit in their hearts... having become by his grace aliving law, aliving
book".34

"Lo, | am with you always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28:20)

25.

Jesus' conversation with the rich young man continues, in a sense, in every period of history, including our own. The
guestion: "Teacher, what good must | do to have eternal life?" arises in the heart of every individual, and it is Christ
alone who is capable of giving the full and definitive answer. The Teacher who expounds God's commandments, who
invites others to follow him and gives the grace for anew life, is always present and at work in our midst, as he himself
promised: "Lo, | am with you always, to the close of the age" (Mt 28:20). Christ's relevance for people of al timesis
shown forth in his body, which is the Church. For this reason the Lord promised his disciples the Holy Spirit, who
would "bring to their remembrance” and teach them to understand his commandments (cf. Jn 14:26), and who would be
the principle and constant source of a new lifein the world (cf. Jn 3:5-8; Rom 8:1-13).

The moral prescriptions which God imparted in the Old Covenant, and which attained their perfection in the New and
Eternal Covenant in the very person of the Son of God made man, must be faithfully kept and continually put into
practice in the various different cultures throughout the course of history. The task of interpreting these prescriptions
was entrusted by Jesus to the Apostles and to their successors, with the special assistance of the Spirit of truth: "He who
hears you hears me" (Lk 10:16). By the light and the strength of this Spirit the Apostles carried out their mission of
preaching the Gospel and of pointing out the "way" of the Lord (cf. Acts 18:25), teaching above all how to follow and
imitate Christ: "For to meto liveis Christ" (Phil 1:21).

26.

In the moral catechesis of the Apostles, besides exhortations and directions connected to specific historical and cultural
situations, we find an ethical teaching with precise rules of behaviour. This is seen in their Letters, which contain the
interpretation, made under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, of the Lord's precepts as they are to be lived in different
cultural circumstances (cf. Rom 12-15; 1 Cor 11-14; Ga 5-6; Eph 4-6; Col 3-4; 1 Pt and Jas). From the Church's
beginnings, the Apostles, by virtue of their pastoral responsibility to preach the Gospel, were vigilant over the right
conduct of Christians, 35 just as they were vigilant for the purity of the faith and the handing down of the divine giftsin
the sacraments.36 The first Christians, coming both from the Jewish people and from the Gentiles, differed from the
pagans not only in their faith and their liturgy but also in the witness of their moral conduct, which was inspired by the
New Law.37 The Church is in fact a communion both of faith and of life; her rule of life is "faith working through
love" (Gal 5:6).

No damage must be done to the harmony between faith and life: the unity of the Church is damaged not only by
Christians who reject or distort the truths of faith but also by those who disregard the moral obligations to which they
are called by the Gospel (cf. 1 Cor 5:9-13). The Apostles decisively rejected any separation between the commitment of



the heart and the actions which express or proveit (cf. 1 Jn 2:3-6). And ever since Apostolic times the Church's Pastors
have unambiguously condemned the behaviour of those who fostered division by their teaching or by their actions.38
27. Within the unity of the Church, promoting and preserving the faith and the moral life is the task entrusted by Jesus
to the Apostles (cf. Mt 28:19-20), a task which continues in the ministry of their successors. This is apparent from the
living Tradition, whereby - as the Second Vatican Council teaches - "the Church, in her teaching, life and worship,
perpetuates and hands on to every generation all that she is and al that she believes. This Tradition which comes from
the Apostles, progresses in the Church under the assistance of the Holy Spirit".39 In the Holy Spirit, the Church
receives and hands down the Scripture as the witness to the "great things' which God has done in history (cf. Lk 1:49);
she professes by the lips of her Fathers and Doctors the truth of the Word made flesh, puts his precepts and love into
practice in the lives of her Saints and in the sacrifice of her Martyrs, and celebrates her hope in him in the Liturgy. By
this same Tradition Christians receive "the living voice of the Gospel”, 40 as the faithful expression of God's wisdom
and will.

Within Tradition, the authentic interpretation of the Lord's law develops, with the help of the Holy Spirit. The same
Spirit who is at the origin of the Revelation of Jesus commandments and teachings guarantees that they will be
reverently preserved, faithfully expounded and correctly applied in different times and places. This constant "putting
into practice" of the commandmentsis the sign and fruit of a deeper insight into Revelation and of an understanding in
the light of faith of new historical and cultura situations. Nevertheless, it can only confirm the permanent validity of
Revelation and follow in the line of the interpretation given to it by the great Tradition of the Church's teaching and
life, as witnessed by the teaching of the Fathers, the lives of the Saints, the Church's Liturgy and the teaching of the
Magisterium.

In particular, asthe Council affirms, "the task of authentically interpreting the word of God, whether in its

written form or in that of Tradition, has been entrusted only to those charged with the Church's living Magisterium,
whose authority is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ".41 The Church, in her life and teaching, is thus revealed as
"the pillar and bulwark of the truth” ( 1 Tim 3:15), including the truth regarding moral action. Indeed, "the Church has
the right always and everywhere to proclaim moral principles, even in respect of the socia order, and to make
judgments about any human matter in so far as this is required by fundamental human rights or the savation of
souls".42

Precisely on the questions frequently debated in moral theology today and with regard to which new tendencies and
theories have developed, the Magisterium, in fidelity to Jesus Christ and in continuity with the Church's tradition,
senses more urgently the duty to offer its own discernment and teaching, in order to help man in his journey towards
truth and freedom.

CHAPTER Il -"DO NOT BE CONFORMED TO THIS WORLD " (Rom 12:2) -The Church and the discernment of
certain tendencies in present-day moral theology

Teaching what befits sound doctrine (cf. Tit 2:1)

28. Our meditation on the dialogue between Jesus and the rich young man has enabled us to bring together the essential
elements of Revelation in the Old and New Testament with regard to moral action. These are: the subordination of man
and his activity to God, the One who "alone is good"; the relationship clearly indicated in the divine commandments,
between the moral good of human acts and eternal life; Christian discipleship, which opens up before man the
perspective of perfect love; and finally the gift of the Holy Spirit, source and means of the moral life of the "new
creation” (cf. 2 Cor 5:17).

In her reflection on morality, the Church has always kept in mind the words of Jesus to the rich young man.

Indeed, Sacred Scripture remains the living and fruitful source of the Church's mora doctrine; as the Second Vatican
Council recalled, the Gospel is "the source of al saving truth and moral teaching".43 The Church has faithfully
preserved what the word of God teaches, not only about truths which must be believed but also about moral action,
action pleasing to God (cf. 1 Th 4:1); she has achieved a doctrinal development analogous to that which has taken place
in the realm of the truths of faith. Assisted by the Holy Spirit who leads her into all the truth (cf. Jn 16:13), the Church
has not ceased, nor can she ever cease,

to contemplate the "mystery of the Word Incarnate”, in whom "light is shed on the mystery of man™".44

29. The Church's moral reflection, always conducted in the light of Christ, the "Good Teacher", has also developed in
the specific form of the theological science called "moral theology ", a science which accepts and examines Divine
Revelation while at the same time responding to the demands of human reason. Moral theology is a reflection
concerned with "morality"”, with the good and the evil of human acts and of the person who performs them; in this
sense it is accessible to al people. But it is aso "theology", inasmuch as it acknowledges that the origin and end of
moral action are found in the One who "aone is good" and who, by giving himself to man in Christ, offers him the
happiness of divinelife.

The Second Vatican Council invited scholars to take "specia care for the renewal of moral theology”, in such a way
that "its scientific presentation, increasingly based on the teaching of Scripture, will cast light on the exalted vocation of



the faithful in Christ and on their obligation to bear fruit in charity for the life of the world".45 The Council aso
encouraged theologians, "while respecting the methods and requirements of theological science, to look for a more
appropriate way of communicating doctrine to the people of their time; since there is a difference between the deposit
or the truths of faith and the manner in which they are expressed, keeping the same meaning and the same
judgment".46 This led to a further invitation, one extended to all the faithful, but addressed to theologians in particular:
"The faithful should live in the closest contact with others of their time, and should work for a perfect understanding of
their modes of thought and feelings as expressed in their culture".47

The work of many theologians who found support in the Council's encouragement has aready borne fruit in interesting
and helpful reflections about the truths of faith to be believed and applied in life, reflections offered in a form better
suited to the sensitivities and questions of our contemporaries. The Church, and particularly the Bishops, to whom
Jesus Christ primarily entrusted the ministry of teaching, are deeply appreciative of this work, and encourage
theologians to continue their efforts, inspired by that profound and authentic "fear of the Lord, which is the beginning
of wisdom" (cf. Prov 1:7).

At the same time, however, within the context of the theological debates which followed the Council, there have
developed certain interpretations of Christian morality which are not consistent with "sound teaching" (2 Tim 4:3).
Certainly the Church's Magisterium does not intend to impose upon the faithful any particular theological system, still
less a philosophical one. Nevertheless, in order to "reverently preserve and faithfully expound” the word of God, 48 the
Magisterium has the duty to state that some trends of theological thinking and certain philosophical affirmations are
incompatible with revealed truth.49

30. In addressing this Encyclical to you, my Brother Bishops, it is my intention to state the principles necessary for
discerning what is contrary to "sound doctrine", drawing attention to those elements of the Church's moral teaching
which today appear particularly exposed to error, ambiguity or neglect. Y et these are the very elements on which there
depends "the answer to the obscure riddles of the human condition which today also, as in the past, profoundly disturb
the human heart. What is man? What is the meaning and purpose of our life? What is good and what is sin? What
origin and purpose do sufferings have? What is the way to attaining true happiness? What are death, judgment and
retribution after death? Lastly, what isthat final, unutterable mystery which embraces our lives and from which we take
our origin and towards which we tend?'.50 These and other questions, such as: what is freedom and what is its
relationship to the truth contained in God's law? what is the role of conscience in man's moral development? how do we
determine, in accordance with the truth about the good, the specific rights and duties of the human person?

- can all be summed up in the fundamental question which the young man in the Gospel put to Jesus: "Teacher, what
good must | do to have eternal life?' Because the Church has been sent by Jesus to preach the Gospel and to "make
disciples of all nations..., teaching them to observe all" that he has commanded (cf. Mt 28:19-20), she today once more
puts forward the Master's reply, a reply that possesses a light and a power capable of answering even the most
controversial and complex questions. This light and power also impel the Church constantly to carry out not only her
dogmatic but also her mora reflection within an interdisciplinary context, which is especially necessary in facing new
issues.51

It isin the same light and power that the Church's Magi sterium continues to carry out its task of discernment, accepting
and living out the admonition addressed by the Apostle Paul to Timothy: "I charge you in the presence of God and of
Christ Jesus who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word, be urgent
in season and out of season, convince, rebuke, and exhort, be unfailing in patience and in teaching. For the time will
come when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers
to suit their own likings, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander into myths. As for you, always be
steady, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfil your ministry" (2 Tim 4:1-5; cf. Tit 1:10, 13-14).

"Y ou will know the truth, and the truth will make you free" (Jn 8:32)

31. The human issues most frequently debated and differently resolved in contemporary moral reflection are al closely
related, albeit in various ways, to a crucial issue: human freedom.

Certainly people today have a particularly strong sense of freedom. As the Council's Declaration on Religious Freedom
Dignitatis Humanae had already observed, "the dignity of the human person is a concern of which people of our time
are becoming increasingly more aware".52 Hence the insistent demand that people be permitted to "enjoy the use of
their own responsible judgment and freedom, and decide on their actions on grounds of duty and conscience, without
external pressure or coercion.53 In particular, the right to religious freedom and to respect for conscience on its
journey towards the truth isincreasingly perceived as the foundation of the cumulative rights of the person.54

This heightened sense of the dignity of the human person and of his or her uniqueness, and of the respect due to the
journey of conscience, certainly represents one of the positive achievements of modern culture. This perception,
authentic as it is, has been expressed in a number of more or less adequate ways, some of which however diverge from
the truth about man as a creature and the image of God, and thus need to be corrected and purified in the light of
faith.55

32. Certain currents of modern thought have gone so far as to exalt freedom to such an extent that it becomes an
absolute, which would then be the source of values. Thisis the direction taken by doctrines which have lost the sense of
the transcendent or which are explicitly atheist. The individual conscience is accorded the status of a supreme tribunal



of mora judgment which hands down categorical and infallible decisions about good and evil. To the affirmation that
one has a duty to follow one's conscience is unduly added the affirmation that one's moral judgment is true merely by
the fact that it has its origin in the conscience. But in this way the inescapable claims of truth disappear, yielding their
place to a criterion of sincerity, authenticity and "being at peace with oneself", so much so that some have come to
adopt aradically subjectivistic conception of mora judgment.

Asis immediately evident, the crisis of truth is not unconnected with this development. Once the idea of a universal
truth about the good, knowable by human reason, is lost, inevitably the notion of conscience also changes. Conscience
isno longer considered in its primordial reality as an act of a person'sintelligence, the function of which is to apply the
universal knowledge of the good in a specific situation and thus to express a judgment about the right conduct to be
chosen here and now. Instead, there is a tendency to grant to the individual conscience the prerogative of independently
determining the criteria of good and evil and then acting accordingly. Such an outlook is quite congenial to an
individualist ethic, wherein each individua is faced with his own truth, different from the truth of others. Taken to its
extreme conseguences, thisindividualism leads to adenial of the very idea of human nature.

These different notions are at the origin of currents of thought which posit a radical opposition between moral law and
conscience, and between nature and freedom.

33.

Side by side with its exaltation of freedom, yet oddly in contrast with it, modern culture radically questions the very
existence of this freedom. A number of disciplines, grouped under the name of the "behavioura sciences', have rightly
drawn attention to the many kinds of psychological and socia conditioning which influence the exercise of human
freedom. Knowledge of these conditionings and the study they have received represent important achievements which
have found application in various areas, for example in pedagogy or the administration of justice. But some people,
going beyond the conclusions which can be legitimately drawn from these observations, have come to question or even
deny the very reality of human freedom.

Mention should also be made here of theories which misuse scientific research about the human person. Arguing from
the great variety of customs, behaviour patterns and institutions present in humanity, these theories end up, if not with
an outright denial of universal human values, at least with arelativistic conception of morality.

34.

"Teacher, what good must | do to have eternal life?". The question of morality, to which Christ provides the answer,
cannot prescind from the issue of freedom. Indeed, it considers that issue central, for there can be no morality without
freedom: "It is only in freedom that man can turn to what is good".56 But what sort of freedom? The Council,
considering our contemporaries who "highly regard" freedom and "assiduously pursue” it, but who "often cultivateit in
wrong ways as a licence to do anything they please, even evil", speaks of "genuine" freedom: "Genuine freedom is an
outstanding manifestation of the divine image in man. For God willed to leave man "in the power of his own counsel"
(cf. Sir 15:14), so that he would seek his Creator of his own accord and would freely arrive at full and blessed
perfection by cleaving to God".57

Although each individual has a right to be respected in his own journey in search of the truth, there exists a prior moral
obligation, and a grave one at that, to seek the truth and to adhere to it once it is known.58 As Cardinal John Henry
Newman, that outstanding defender of the rights of conscience, forcefully put it: "Conscience has rights because it has
duties".59

Certain tendencies in contemporary moral theology, under the influence of the currents of subjectivism and
individualism just mentioned, involve novel interpretations of the relationship of freedom to the mora law, human
nature and conscience, and propose novel criteria for the moral evaluation of acts. Despite their variety, these
tendencies are at one in lessening or even denying the dependence of freedom on truth.

If we wish to undertake a critical discernment of these tendencies - a discernment capable of acknowledging what is
legitimate, useful and of value in them, while at the same time pointing out their ambiguities, dangers and errors - we
must examine them in the light of the fundamental dependence of freedom upon truth, a dependence which has found
its clearest and most authoritative expression in the words of Christ: "Y ou will know the truth, and the truth will set you
free" (In 8:32).

|. Freedom and Law
"Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat" (Gen 2:17)

35. In the Book of Genesis we read: "The Lord God commanded the man, saying, 'Y ou may eat freely of every tree of
the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall
die' " (Gen 2:16-17).

With this imagery, Revelation teaches that the power to decide what is good and what is evil does not belong to man,
but to God alone. The man is certainly free, inasmuch as he can understand and accept God's commands. And he
possesses an extremely far-reaching freedom, since he can eat "of every tree of the garden”. But his freedom is not
unlimited: it must halt before the "tree of the knowledge of good and evil", for it is called to accept the mora law given



by God. In fact, human freedom finds its authentic and complete fulfilment precisely in the acceptance of that law.
God, who alone is good, knows perfectly what is good for man, and by virtue of his very love proposes this good to
man in the commandments.

God's law does not reduce, much less do away with human freedom; rather, it protects and promotes that freedom. In
contrast, however, some present-day cultural tendencies have given rise to several currents of thought in ethics which
centre upon an alleged conflict between freedom and law. These doctrines would grant to individuals or social groups
the right to determine what is good or evil. Human freedom would thus be able to "create values' and would enjoy a
primacy over truth, to the point that truth itself would be considered a creation of freedom. Freedom would thus lay
claim to amoral autonomy which would actually amount to an absolute sovereignty.

36. The modern concern for the claims of autonomy has not failed to exercise an influence also in the sphere of
Catholic moral theology. While the latter has certainly never attempted to set human freedom against the divine law or
to question the existence of an ultimate religious foundation for moral norms, it has, nonetheless, been led to undertake
a profound rethinking about the role of reason and of faith in identifying moral norms with reference to specific
"innerworldly" kinds of behaviour involving oneself, others and the material world.

It must be acknowledged that underlying this work of rethinking there are certain positive concerns which to a great
extent belong to the best tradition of Catholic thought. In response to the encouragement of the Second Vatican
Council, 60 there has been a desire to foster dialogue with modern culture, emphasizing the rational - and thus
universally understandable and communicable - character of moral norms belonging

to the sphere of the natural moral law.61 There has aso been an attempt to reaffirm the interior character of the ethical
requirements deriving from that law, requirements which create an obligation for the will only because such an
obligation was previously acknowledged by human reason and, concretely, by personal conscience.

Some people, however, disregarding the dependence of human reason on Divine Wisdom and the need, given the
present state of fallen nature, for Divine Revelation as an effective means for knowing moral truths, even those of the
natural order, 62 have actually posited a complete sovereignty of reason in the domain of moral norms regarding the
right ordering of life in this world. Such norms would constitute the boundaries for a merely "human" morality; they
would be the expression of alaw which man in an autonomous manner lays down for himself and which has its source
exclusively in human reason. In no way could God be considered the Author of this law, except in the sense that human
reason exercises its autonomy in setting down laws by virtue of a primordia and total mandate given to man by God.
These trends of thought have led to adenid, in opposition to Sacred Scripture (cf. Mt 15:3-6) and the Church's constant
teaching, of the fact that the natural moral law has God as its author, and that man, by the use of reason, participatesin
the eternal law, which it isnot for him to establish.

37. In their desire, however, to keep the moral life in a Christian context, certain mora theologians have introduced a
sharp distinction, contrary to Catholic doctrine, 63 between an ethical order, which would be human in origin and of
value for this world alone, and an order of salvation, for which only certain intentions and interior attitudes regarding
God and neighbour would be significant. This has then led to an actual denial that there exists, in Divine Revelation, a
specific and determined moral content, universally valid and permanent. The word of God would be limited to
proposing an exhortation, a generic paraenesis, which the autonomous reason alone would then have the task of
completing with normative directives which are truly "objective”, that is, adapted to the concrete historical situation.
Naturally, an autonomy conceived in this way also involves the denial of a specific doctrinal competence on the part of
the Church and her Magisterium with regard to particular moral norms which deal with the so-called "human good".
Such norms would not be part of the proper content of Revelation, and would not in themselves be relevant for
salvation.

No one can fail to see that such an interpretation of the autonomy of human reason involves positions incompatible
with Catholic teaching.

In such a context it is absolutely necessary to clarify, in the light of the word of God and the living Tradition of the
Church, the fundamental notions of human freedom and of the moral law, as well as their profound and intimate
relationship. Only thus will it be possible to respond to the rightful claims of human reason in away which accepts the
valid elements present in certain currents of contemporary moral theology without compromising the Church's heritage
of moral teaching with ideas derived from an erroneous concept of autonomy.

"God left man in the power of hisown counsel” (Sir 15:14)

38. Taking up the words of Sirach, the Second Vatican Council explains the meaning of that "genuine freedom™" which
is "an outstanding manifestation of the divine image" in man: "God willed to leave man in the power of his own
counsel, so that he would seek his Creator of his own accord and would freely arrive

at full and blessed perfection by cleaving to God".64 These words indicate the wonderful depth of the sharing in God's
dominion to which man has been called: they indicate that man's dominion extends in a certain sense over man himself.
This has been a constantly recurring theme in theological reflection on human freedom, which is described as a form of
kingship. For example, Saint Gregory of Nyssa writes: "The soul shows its roya and exalted character... in that it is
free and self-governed, swayed autonomously by its own will. Of whom else can this be said, save a king?... Thus



human nature, created to rule other creatures, was by its likeness to the King of the universe made as it were a living
image, partaking with the Archetype both in dignity and in name".65

The exercise of dominion over the world represents a great and responsible task for man, one which involves his
freedom in obedience to the Creator's command: "Fill the earth and subdue it" (Gen 1:28). In view of this, a rightful
autonomy is due to every man, as well as to the human community, a fact to which the Council's Congtitution Gaudium
et spes calls specia attention. Thisisthe autonomy of earthly redlities, which means that "created things have their own
laws and values which are to be gradually discovered, utilized and ordered by man".66

39. Not only the world, however, but also man himself has been entrusted to his own care and responsibility. God left
man "in the power of his own counsel" (Sir 15:14), that he might seek his Creator and freely attain perfection. Attaining
such perfection means personally building up that perfection in himself. Indeed, just as man in exercising his dominion
over the world shapes it in accordance with his own intelligence and will, so too in performing morally good acts, man
strengthens, develops and consolidates within himself his likeness to God.

Even so, the Council warns against a false concept of the autonomy of earthly realities, one which would maintain that
"created things are not dependent on God and that man can use them without reference to their Creator".67 With regard
to man himself, such a concept of autonomy produces particularly baneful effects, and eventually leads to atheism:
"Without its Creator the creature ssimply disappears... If God isignored the creature itself isimpoverished".68

40. The teaching of the Council emphasizes, on the one hand, the role of human reason in discovering and applying the
moral law: the moral life calls for that creativity and originality typical of the person, the source and cause of his own
deliberate acts. On the other hand, reason draws its own truth and authority from the eternal law, which is none other
than divine wisdom itself.69 At the heart of the moral life we thus find the principle of a"rightful autonomy"70 of man,
the personal subject of his actions. The mora law hasits origin in God and always finds its source in him: at the same
time, by virtue of natural reason, which derives from divine wisdom, it is a properly human law. Indeed, as we have
seen, the natural law "is nothing other than the light of understanding infused in us by God, whereby we understand
what must be done and what must be avoided. God gave this light and this law to man at creation".71 The rightful
autonomy of the practical reason means that man possesses in himself his own law, received from the Creator.
Nevertheless, the autonomy of reason cannot mean that reason itself creates values and moral norms. 72 Were this
autonomy to imply a denia of the participation of the practical reason in the wisdom of the divine Creator and
Lawgiver, or were it to suggest a freedom which creates moral norms, on the basis of historical contingencies or the
diversity of societies and cultures, this sort of alleged autonomy would contradict the Church's teaching on the truth
about man.73 It would be the death of true freedom: "But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not
eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die" (Gen 2:17).

41. Man's genuine moral autonomy in no way means the rejection but rather the acceptance of the moral law, of God's
command: "The Lord God gave this command to the man..." (Gen 2:16). Human freedom and God's law meet and are
called to intersect, in the sense of man's free obedience to God and of God's completely gratuitous benevolence towards
man. Hence obedience to God is not, as some would believe, a heteronomy, as if the moral life were subject to the will
of something al-powerful, absolute, ex- traneous to man and intolerant of his freedom. If in fact a heteronomy of
morality were to mean adenial of man's self-determination or the imposition of norms unrelated to his good, this would
be in contradiction to the Revelation of the Covenant and of the redemptive Incarnation. Such a heteronomy would be
nothing but aform of alienation, contrary to divine wisdom and to the dignity of the human person.

Others speak, and rightly so, of theonomy, or participated theonomy, since man's free obedience to God's law
effectively implies that human reason and human will participate in God's wisdom and providence. By forbidding man
to "eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil", God makes it clear that man does not originally possess such
"knowledge" as something properly his own, but only participates in it by the light of natural reason and of Divine
Revelation, which manifest to him the requirements and the promptings of eternal wisdom. Law must therefore be
considered an expression of divine wisdom: by submitting to the law, freedom submits to the truth of creation.
Consequently one must acknowledge in the freedom of the human person the image and the nearness of God, who is
present in al (cf. Eph 4:6). But one must likewise acknowledge the majesty of the God of the universe and revere the
holiness of the law of God, who isinfinitely transcendent: Deus semper maior. 74

Blessed is the man who takes delight in the law of the Lord (cf. Ps 1:1-2)

42. Patterned on God's freedom, man's freedom is not negated by his obedience to the divine law; indeed, only through
this obedience does it abide in the truth and conform to human dignity. This is clearly stated by the Council: "Human
dignity requires man to act through conscious and free choice, as motivated and prompted personally from within, and
not through blind internal impulse or merely external pressure. Man achieves such dignity when he frees himself from
all subservience to his feelings, and in a free choice of the good, pursues his own end by effectively and assiduously
marshalling the appropriate means'.75

In his journey towards God, the One who "alone is good", man must freely do good and avoid evil. But in order to
accomplish this he must be able to distinguish good from evil. And this takes place above all thanks to the light of
natural reason, the reflection in man of the splendour of God's countenance. Thus Saint Thomas, commenting on a



verse of Psalm 4, writes: "After saying: Offer right sacrifices (Ps 4.5), as if some had then asked him what right works
were, the Psalmist adds: There are many who say: Who will make us see good? And in reply to the question he says:
The light of your face, Lord, is signed upon us, thereby implying that the light of natural reason whereby we discern
good from evil, which is the function of the natural law, is nothing else but an imprint on us of the divine light".76 It
also becomes clear why this law is called the natural law: it receives this name not because it refers to the nature of
irrational beings but because the reason which promulgates it is proper to human nature.77

43. The Second Vatican Council points out that the "supreme rule of life is the divine law itself, the eternal, objective
and universal law by which God out of his wisdom and love arranges, directs and governs the whole world and the
paths of the human community. God has enabled man to share in this divine law, and hence man is able under the
gentle guidance of God's providence increasingly to recognize the unchanging truth”.78

The Council refers back to the classic teaching on God's eternal law. Saint Augustine defines this as "the reason or the
will of God, who commands us to respect the natural order and forbids us to disturb it".79 Saint Thomas identifies it
with "the type of the divine wisdom as moving all things to their due end".80 And God's wisdom is providence, a love
which cares. God himself loves and cares, in the most literal and basic sense, for all creation (cf. Wis 7:22; 8:11). But
God provides for man differently from the way in which he provides for beings which are not persons. He cares for
man not "from without", through the laws of physical nature, but "from within", through reason, which, by its natural
knowledge of God's eternal law, is consequently able to show man the right direction to take in his free actions.81 In
thisway God calls man to participate in his own providence, since he desires to guide the world - not only the world of
nature but also the world of human persons - through man himself, through man's reasonable and responsible care. The
natural law enters here as the human expression of God's eternal law. Saint Thomas writes: "Among all others, the
rationa creature is subject to divine providence in the most excellent way, insofar as it partakes of a share of
providence, being provident both for itself and for others. Thus it has a share of the Eternal Reason, whereby it has a
natural inclination to its proper act and end. This participation of the eternal law in the rational creature is called natural
law".82

44. The Church has often made reference to the Thomistic doctrine of natural law, including it in her own teaching on
morality. Thus my Venerable Predecessor Leo X111 emphasized the essential subordination of reason and human law to
the Wisdom of God and to his law. After stating that "the natural law is written and engraved in the heart of each and
every man, since it is none other than human reason itself which commands us to do good and counsels us not to sin”,
Leo Xl appealed to the "higher reason" of the divine Lawgiver: "But this prescription of human reason could not have
the force of law unless it were the voice and the interpreter of some higher reason to which our spirit and our freedom
must be subject”. Indeed, the force of law consists in its authority to impose duties, to confer rights and to sanction
certain behaviour: "Now al of this, clearly, could not exist in man if, as his own supreme legislator, he gave himself the
rule of hisown actions'. And he concluded: "It follows that the natural law isitself the eternal law, implanted in beings
endowed with reason, and inclining them towards their right action and end; it is none other than the eterna reason of
the Creator and Ruler of the universe".83

Man is able to recognize good and evil thanks to that discernment of good from evil which he himself carries out by his
reason, in particular by his reason enlightened by Divine Revelation and by faith, through the law which God gave to
the Chosen People, beginning with the commandments on Sinai. Israel was called to accept and to live out God's law as
aparticular gift and sign of its election and of the divine Covenant, and also as a pledge of God's blessing. Thus Moses
could address the children of Isragl and ask them: "What great nation is that that has a god so near to it as the Lord our
God isto us, whenever we call upon him? And what great nation is there that has statutes and ordinances so righteous
as dl this law which | set before you this day?' (Dt 4:7-8). In the Psalms we encounter the sentiments of praise,
gratitude and veneration which the Chosen People is called to show towards God's law, together with an exhortation to
know it, ponder it and trandate it into life. "Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands
in the way of sinners, nor sitsin the seat of scoffers, but his delight isin the law of the Lord and on his law he meditates
day and night" (Ps 1:1-2). "The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the Lord is sure, making
wise the simple; the precepts of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the Lord is pure,
enlightening the eyes’ (Ps 1819:8-9).

45. The Church gratefully accepts and lovingly preserves the entire deposit of Revelation, treating it with religious
respect and fulfilling her mission of authentically interpreting God's law in the light of the Gospel. In addition, the
Church receives the gift of the New Law, which isthe "fulfilment” of God's law in Jesus Christ and in his Spirit. Thisis
an "interior" law (cf. Jer 31:31-33), "written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone
but on tablets of human hearts' (2 Cor 3:3); alaw of perfection and of freedom (cf. 2 Cor 3:17); "the law of the Spirit
of life in Christ Jesus' (Rom 8:2). Saint Thomas writes that this law "can be called law in two ways. First, the law of
the spirit is the Holy Spirit... who, dwelling in the soul, not only teaches what it is necessary to do by enlightening the
intellect on the things to be done, but also inclines the affections to act with uprightness... Second, the law of the spirit
can be called the proper effect of the Holy Spirit, and thus faith working through love (cf. Gal 5:6), which teaches
inwardly about the things to be done... and inclines the affections to act".84

Even if moral-theological reflection usually distinguishes between the positive or revealed law of God and the natural
law, and, within the economy of salvation, between the "old" and the "new" law, it must not be forgotten that these and



other useful distinctions always refer to that law whose author is the one and the same God and which is always meant
for man. The different ways in which God, acting in history, cares for the world and for mankind are not mutually
exclusive; on the contrary, they support each other and intersect. They have their origin and goal in the eternal, wise
and loving counsel whereby God predestines men and women "to be conformed to the image of his Son" (Rom 8:29).
God's plan poses no threat to man's genuine freedom; on the contrary, the acceptance of God's plan is the only way to
affirm that freedom.

"What the law requiresiswritten on their hearts' (Rom 2:15)

46. The aleged conflict between freedom and law is forcefully brought up once again today with regard to the natural
law, and particularly with regard to nature. Debates about nature and freedom have always marked the history of moral
reflection; they grew especially heated at the time of the Renaissance and the Reformation, as can be seen from the
teaching of the Council of Trent.85 Our own age is marked, though in a different sense, by a similar tension. The
penchant for empirical observation, the procedures of scientific objectification, technological progress and certain
forms of liberalism have led to these two terms being set in opposition, as if a diaectic, if not an absolute conflict,
between freedom and nature were characteristic of the structure of human history. At other periods, it seemed that

"nature" subjected man totally to its own dynamics and even its own unbreakable laws. Today too, the situation of the
world of the senses within space and time, physio-chemical constants, bodily processes, psychological impulses and
forms of social conditioning seem to many people the only really decisive factors of human reality. In this context even
moral facts, despite their specificity, are frequently treated as if they were statistically verifiable data, patterns of
behaviour which can be subject to observation or explained exclusively in categories of psychosocia processes. As a
result, some ethicists, professionally engaged in the study of human realities and behaviour, can be tempted to take as
the standard for their discipline and even for its operative norms the results of a statistical study of concrete human
behaviour patterns and the opinions about morality encountered in the majority of people.

Other mordlists, however, in their concern to stress the importance of values, remain sensitive to the dignity of
freedom, but they frequently conceive of freedom as somehow in opposition to or in conflict with materia and
biological nature, over which it must progressively assert itself. Here various approaches are at one in overlooking the
created dimension of nature and in misunderstanding its integrity. For some, "nature" becomes reduced to raw material
for human activity and for its power: thus nature needs to be profoundly transformed, and indeed overcome by
freedom, inasmuch as it represents a limitation and denial of freedom. For others, it is in the untrammelled
advancement of man's power, or of his freedom, that economic, cultural, social and even moral values are established:
nature would thus come to mean everything found in man and the world apart from freedom. In such an understanding,
nature would include in the first place the human body, its make-up and its processes: against this physical datum
would be opposed whatever is " constructed”, in other words "culture”, seen as the product and result of freedom.
Human nature, understood in this way, could be reduced to and treated as a readily available biological or social
material. This ultimately means making freedom selfdefining and a phenomenon creative of itself and its values.
Indeed, when all is said and done man would not even have a nature; he would be his own persona life-project. Man
would be nothing more than his own freedom!

47.

In this context, objections of physicalism and naturalism have been levelled against the traditional conception of the
natural law, which is accused of presenting as moral laws what are in themselves mere biological laws. Consequently,
in too superficial a way, a permanent and unchanging character would be attributed to certain kinds of human
behaviour, and, on the basis of this, an attempt would be made to formulate universally valid moral norms. According
to certain theologians, this kind of "biologistic or naturalistic argumentation” would even be present in certain
documents of the Church's Magisterium, particularly those dealing with the area of sexua and conjugal ethics. It was,
they maintain, on the basis of a naturadistic understanding of the sexual act that contraception, direct sterilization,
autoeroticism, pre-marital sexual relations, homosexua relations and artificial insemination were condemned as
morally unacceptable. In the opinion of these same theologians, a morally negative evaluation of such acts fails to take
into adequate consideration both man's character as a rational and free being and the cultural conditioning of all moral
norms. In their view, man, as a rationa being, not only can but actually must freely determine the meaning of his
behaviour. This process of "determining the meaning" would obviously have to take into account the many limitations
of the human being, as existing in a body and in history. Furthermore, it would have to take into consideration the
behavioural models and the meanings which the latter acquire in any given culture. Above all, it would have to respect
the fundamental commandment of love of God and neighbour. Still, they continue, God made man as arationally free
being; he left him "in the power of his own counsel" and he expects him to shape hislife in a personal and rational way.
Love of neighbour would mean above al and even exclusively respect for his freedom to make his own decisions. The
workings of typically human behaviour, as well as the so-called "natural inclinations", would establish at the most - so
they say - a genera orientation towards correct behaviour, but they cannot determine the moral assessment of
individual human acts, so complex from the viewpoint of situations.

48.



Faced with this theory, one has to consider carefully the correct relationship existing between freedom and human
nature, and in particular the place of the human body in questions of natural law.

A freedom which claims to be absolute ends up treating the human body as a raw datum, devoid of any meaning and
moral values until freedom has shaped it in accordance with its design. Consequently, human nature and the body
appear as presuppositions or preambles, materially necessary for freedom to make its choice, yet extrinsic to the person,
the subject and the human act. Their functions would not be able to constitute reference points for moral decisions,
because the finalities of these inclinations would be merely "physical" goods, called by some "pre-moral”. To refer to
them, in order to find in them rational indications with regard to the order of morality, would be to expose oneself to
the accusation of physicalism or biologism. In this way of thinking, the tension between freedom and a nature
conceived of in areductive way is resolved by a division within man himself.

This moral theory does not correspond to the truth about man and his freedom. It contradicts the Church's teachings on
the unity of the human person, whose rational soul is per se et essentialiter the form of his body.86 The spiritual and
immortal soul isthe principle of unity of the human being, whereby it exists as a whole - corpore et anima unus 87 - as
a person. These definitions not only point out that the body, which has been promised the resurrection, will also share
in glory. They also remind us that reason and free will are linked with all the bodily and sense faculties. The person,
including the body, is completely entrusted to himself, and it is in the unity of body and soul that the person is the
subject of his own mora acts. The person, by the light of reason and the support of virtue, discovers in the body the
anticipatory signs, the expression and the promise of the gift of self, in conformity with the wise plan of the Creator. It
is in the light of the dignity of the human person - a dignity which must be affirmed for its own sake - that reason
grasps the specific moral value of certain goods towards which the person is naturally inclined. And since the human
person cannot be reduced to a freedom which is self-designing, but entails a particular spiritual and bodily structure, the
primordial moral requirement of loving and respecting the person as an end and never as a mere means also implies, by
its very nature, respect for certain fundamental goods, without which one would fall into relativism and arbitrariness.
49,

A doctrine which dissociates the mora act from the bodily dimensions of its exercise is contrary to the teaching of
Scripture and Tradition. Such a doctrine revives, in new forms, certain ancient errors which have always been opposed
by the Church, inasmuch as they reduce the human person to a "spiritual” and purely formal freedom. This reduction
misunderstands the moral meaning of the body and of kinds of behaviour involving it (cf. 1 Cor 6:19). Saint Paul
declares that "the immoral, idolaters, adulterers, sexual perverts, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers' are
excluded from the Kingdom of God (cf. 1 Cor 6:9). This condemnation - repeated by the Council of Trent"88 - lists as
"mortal sins" or "immoral practices’ certain specific kinds of behaviour the wilful acceptance of which prevents
believers from sharing in the inheritance promised to them. In fact, body and soul are inseparable: in the person, in the
willing agent and in the deliberate act, they stand or fall together.

50.

At this point the true meaning of the natural law can be understood: it refers to man's proper and primordial nature, the
"nature of the human person”, 89 which is the person himself in the unity of soul and body, in the unity of his spiritual
and biological inclinations and of al the other specific characteristics necessary for the pursuit of his end. "The natural
moral law expresses and lays down the purposes, rights and duties which are based upon the bodily and spiritual nature
of the human person. Therefore this law cannot be thought of as simply a set of norms on the biological level; rather it
must be defined as the rational order whereby man is called by the Creator to direct and regulate hislife and actions and
in particular to make use of his own body".90 To give an example, the origin and the foundation of the duty of absolute
respect for human life are to be found in the dignity proper to the person and not simply in the natural inclination to
preserve one's own physical life. Human life, even though it is a fundamental good of man, thus acquires a moral
significance in reference to the good of the person, who must always be affirmed for his own sake. While it is aways
morally illicit to kill an innocent human being, it can be licit, praiseworthy or even imperative to give up one's own life
(cf. In 15:13) out of love of neighbour or as awitness to the truth. Only in reference to the human person in his "unified
totality", that is, as "a soul which expresses itself in a body and a body informed by an immortal spirit", 91 can the
specifically human meaning of the body be grasped. Indeed, natural inclinations take on moral relevance only insofar
as they refer to the human person and his authentic fulfilment, a fulfilment which for that matter can take place always
and only in human nature. By rejecting all manipulations of corporeity which ater its human meaning, the Church
serves man and shows him the path of true love, the only path on which he can find the true God.

The natural law thus understood does not allow for any division between freedom and nature. Indeed, these two
realities are harmoniously bound together, and each isintimately linked to the other. "From the beginning it was not so"
(Mt 19:8)

51. The alleged conflict between freedom and nature also has repercussions on the interpretation of certain specific
aspects of the natural law, especialy its universality and immutability. "Where then are these rules written", Saint
Augustine wondered, "except in the book of that light which is called truth? From thence every just law is transcribed
and transferred to the heart of the man who works justice, not by wandering but by being, as it were, impressed upon it,
just as the image from the ring passes over to the wax, and yet does not leave the ring".92



Precisely because of this "truth" the natural law involves universality. Inasmuch as it is inscribed in the rational nature
of the person, it makes itself felt to all beings endowed with reason and living in history. In order to perfect himself in
his specific order, the person must do good and avoid evil, be concerned for the transmission and preservation of life,
refine and develop the riches of the material world, cultivate socia life, seek truth, practise good and contemplate
beauty.93

The separation which some have posited between the freedom of individuals and the nature which all have in common,
as it emerges from certain philosophical theories which are highly influential in present- day culture, obscures the
perception of the universality of the moral law on the part of reason. But inasmuch as the natural law expresses the
dignity of the human person and lays the foundation for his fundamental rights and duties, it is universal in its precepts
and its authority extends to all mankind. This universality does not ignore the individuality of human beings, nor is it
opposed to the absolute uniqueness of each person. On the contrary, it embraces at its root each of the person's free
acts, which are meant to bear witness to the universality of the true good. By submitting to the common law, our acts
build up the true communion of persons and, by God's grace, practise charity, "which binds everything together in
perfect harmony" (Col 3:14). When on the contrary they disregard the law, or even are merely ignorant of it, whether
culpably or not, our acts damage the communion of persons, to the detriment of each.

52. Itisright and just, always and for everyone, to serve God, to render him the worship which is his due and to honour
one's parents as they deserve. Positive precepts such as these, which order us to perform certain actions and to cultivate
certain dispositions, are universally binding; they are "unchanging".94 They unite in the same common good all people
of every period of history, created for “the same divine calling and destiny”.95 These universal and permanent laws
correspond to things known by the practical reason and are applied to particular acts through the judgment of
conscience. The acting subject personally assimilates the truth contained in the law. He appropriates this truth of his
being and makes it his own by his acts and the corresponding virtues. The negative precepts of the natural law are
universally valid. They oblige each and every individual, always and in every circumstance. It is a matter of
prohibitions which forbid a given action semper et pro semper, without exception, because the choice of this kind of
behaviour isin no case compatible with the goodness of the will of the acting person, with his vocation to life with God
and to communion with his neighbour. It is prohibited - to everyone and in every case - to violate these precepts. They
oblige everyone, regardless of the cost, never to offend in anyone, beginning with oneself, the personal dignity
common to al.

On the other hand, the fact that only the negative commandments oblige always and under all circumstances does not
mean that in the moral life prohibitions are more important than the obligation to do good indicated by the positive
commandments. The reason is this: the commandment of love of God and neighbour does not have in its dynamic any
higher limit, but it does have a lower limit, beneath which the commandment is broken. Furthermore, what must be
done in any given situation depends on the circumstances, not all of which can be foreseen; on the other hand there are
kinds of behaviour which can never, in any situation, be a proper response - a response which isin conformity with the
dignity of the person. Finally, it is always possible that man, as the result of coercion or other circumstances, can be
hindered from doing certain good actions; but he can never be hindered from not doing certain actions, especialy if he
is prepared to die rather than to do evil.

The Church has always taught that one may never choose kinds of behaviour prohibited by the moral commandments
expressed in negative form in the Old and New Testaments. As we have seen, Jesus himself reaffirms that these
prohibitions allow no exceptions: "If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments... Y ou shall not murder, You
shall not commit adultery, Y ou shall not steal, Y ou shall not bear false witness' (Mt 19:17-18).

53. The great concern of our contemporaries for historicity and for culture has led some to call into question the
immutability of the natural law itself, and thus the existence of "objective norms of morality" 96 valid for al people of
the present and the future, as for those of the past. Is it ever possible, they ask, to consider as universally valid and
always binding certain rational determinations established in the past, when no one knew the progress humanity would
make in the future?

It must certainly be admitted that man always exists in a particular culture, but it must also be admitted that man is not
exhaustively defined by that same culture. Moreover, the very progress of cultures demonstrates that there is something
in man which transcends those cultures. This "something” is precisely human nature: this nature isitself the measure of
culture and the condition ensuring that man does not become the prisoner of any of his cultures, but asserts his personal
dignity by living in accordance with the profound truth of his being. To call into question the permanent structural
elements of man which are connected with his own bodily dimension would not only conflict with common experience,
but would render meaningless Jesus' reference to the "beginning", precisely where the social and cultural context of the
time had distorted the primordial meaning and the role of certain moral norms (cf. Mt 19:1-9). This is the reason why
"the Church affirms that underlying so many changes there are some things which do not change and are ultimately
founded upon Christ, who is the same yesterday and today and for ever".97 Christ is the "Beginning" who, having
taken on human nature, definitively illuminesit in its constitutive elements and in its dynamism of charity towards God
and neighbour.98

Certainly there is a need to seek out and to discover the most adequate formulation for universal and permanent moral
norms in the light of different cultural contexts, a formulation most capable of ceaselessly expressing their historical



relevance, of making them understood and of authentically interpreting their truth. This truth of the moral law - like
that of the "deposit of faith" - unfolds down the centuries. the norms expressing that truth remain valid in their
substance, but must be specified and determined "eodem sensu eademque sententia’ 99 in the light of historical
circumstances by the Church's Magisterium, whose decision is preceded and accompanied by the work of interpretation
and formulation characteristic of the reason of individual believers and of theological reflection.100

I. Conscience and truth
Man's sanctuary

54. The relationship between man's freedom and God's law is most deeply lived out in the "heart" of the person, in his
moral conscience. As the Second Vatican Council observed: "In the depths of his conscience man detects a law which
he does not impose on himself, but which holds him to obedience. Always summoning him to love good and avoid evil,
the voice of conscience can when necessary speak to his heart more specifically: 'do this, shun that'. For man hasin his
heart a law written by God. To obey it is the very dignity of man; according to it he will be judged (cf. Rom 2:14-
16)".101

The way in which one conceives the relationship between freedom and law is thus intimately bound up with one's
understanding of the moral conscience. Here the cultural tendencies referred to above - in which freedom and law are
set in opposition to each other and kept apart, and freedom is exalted almost to the point of idolatry - lead to a
"creative" understanding of moral conscience, which diverges from the teaching of the Church's tradition and her
Magi sterium.

55. According to the opinion of some theologians, the function of conscience had been reduced, at least at a certain
period in the past, to a simple application of general moral norms to individual casesin the life of the person. But those
norms, they continue, cannot be expected to foresee and to respect all the individual concrete acts of the person in all
their uniqueness and particularity. While such norms might somehow be useful for a correct assessment of the
situation, they cannot replace the individual persona decision on how to act in particular cases. The critique aready
mentioned of the traditional understanding of human nature and of its importance for the moral life has even led certain
authors to state that these norms are not so much a binding objective criterion for judgments of conscience, but a
general perspective which helps man tentatively to put order into his personal and social life. These authors also stress
the complexity typical of the phenomenon of conscience, a complexity profoundly related to the whole sphere of
psychology and the emotions, and to the numerous influences exerted by the individua's socia and cultura
environment. On the other hand, they give maximum attention to the value of conscience, which the Council itself
defined as "the sanctuary of man, where he is alone with God whose voice echoes within him".102 This voice, it is
said, leads man not so much to a meticulous observance of universal norms as to a creative and responsible acceptance
of the personal tasks entrusted to him by God.

In their desire to emphasize the "creative" character of conscience, certain authors no longer call its actions
"judgments’ but "decisions': only by making these decisions "autonomously” would man be able to attain moral
maturity. Some even hold that this process of maturing is inhibited by the excessively categorical position adopted by
the Church's Magisterium in many moral questions; for them, the Church's interventions are the cause of unnecessary
conflicts of conscience.

56. In order to justify these positions, some authors have proposed a kind of double status of moral truth. Beyond the
doctrinal and abstract level, one would have to acknowledge the priority of a certain more concrete existential
consideration. The latter, by taking account of circumstances and the situation, could legitimately be the basis of certain
exceptions to the general rule and thus permit one to do in practice and in good conscience what is qualified as
intrinsically evil by the moral law. A separation, or even an opposition, is thus established in some cases between the
teaching of the precept, which isvalid in general, and the norm of the individual conscience, which would in fact make
the final decision about what is good and what is evil. On this basis, an attempt is made to legitimize so-called
"pastoral" solutions contrary to the teaching of the Magisterium, and to justify a "creative" hermeneutic according to
which the moral conscienceisin no way obliged, in every case, by a particular negative precept.

No one can fail to realize that these approaches pose a challenge to the very identity of the moral conscience in relation
to human freedom and God's law. Only the clarification made earlier with regard to the relationship, based on truth,
between freedom and law makes possible a discernment concerning this " creative" understanding of conscience.

The judgment of conscience

57.

The text of the Letter to the Romans which has helped us to grasp the essence of the natural law also indicates the
biblical understanding of conscience, especially in its specific connection with the law: "When Gentiles who have not
the law do by nature what the law requires, they are alaw unto themselves, even though they do not have the law. They



show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting
thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them" (Rom 2:14-15).
According to Saint Paul, conscience in a certain sense confronts man with the law, and thus becomes a "witness' for
man: a witness of his own faithfulness or unfaithfulness with regard to the law, of his essential moral rectitude or
iniquity. Conscience is the only witness, since what takes place in the heart of the person is hidden from the eyes of
everyone outside. Conscience makes its witness known only to the person himself. And, in turn, only the person
himself knows what his own response is to the voice of conscience.
58.
The importance of this interior dialogue of man with himself can never be adequately appreciated. But it is also a
dialogue of man with God, the author of the law, the primordial image and final end of man. Saint Bonaventure teaches
that "conscience is like God's herald and messenger; it does not command things on its own authority, but commands
them as coming from God's authority, like a herald when he proclaims the edict of the king. Thisiswhy conscience has
binding force".103 Thus it can be said that conscience bears witness to man's own rectitude or iniquity to man himself
but, together with this and indeed even beforehand, conscience is the witness of God himself, whose voice and
judgment penetrate the depths of man's soul, calling him fortiter et suaviter to obedience. "Mora conscience does not
close man within an insurmountable and impenetrable solitude, but opens him to the call, to the voice of God. In this,
and not in anything else, lies the entire mystery and the dignity of the moral conscience: in being the place, the sacred
place where God speaks to man".104
59. Saint Paul does not merely acknowledge that conscience acts as a "witness'; he also reveals the way in which
conscience performs that function. He speaks of "conflicting thoughts' which accuse or excuse the Gentiles with regard
to their behaviour (cf. Rom 2:15). The term "conflicting thoughts" clarifies the precise nature of conscience: it is a
moral judgment about man and his actions, a judgment either of acquittal or of condemnation, according as human acts
are in conformity or not with the law of God written on the heart. In the same text the Apostle clearly speaks of the
judgment of actions, the judgment of their author and the moment when that judgment will be definitively rendered:
"(Thiswill take place) on that day when, according to my Gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus' (Rom
2:16).
The judgment of conscience is a practical judgment, a judgment which makes known what man must do or not do, or
which assesses an act already performed by him. It is a judgment which applies to a concrete situation the rational
conviction that one must love and do good and avoid evil. This first principle of practica reason is part of the natural
law; indeed it constitutes the very foundation of the natural law, inasmuch as it expresses that primordial insight about
good and evil, that reflection of God's creative wisdom which, like an imperishable spark (scintilla animag), shines in
the heart of every man. But whereas the natura law discloses the objective and universal demands of the moral good,
conscience is the application of the law to aparticular case; this application of the law thus becomes an inner dictate for
the individual, a summons to do what is good in this particular situation. Conscience thus formulates moral obligation
in the light of the natural law: it is the obligation to do what the individual, through the workings of his conscience,
knows to be a good he is called to do here and now. The universality of the law and its obligation are acknowledged,
not suppressed, once reason has established the law's application in concrete present circumstances. The judgment of
conscience states "in an ultimate way" whether a certain particular kind of behaviour is in conformity with the law; it
formulates the proximate norm of the morality of avoluntary act, "applying the objective law to a particular case".105

60.

Like the natural law itself and all practical knowledge, the judgment of conscience also has an imperative character:
man must act in accordance with it. If man acts against this judgment or, in a case where he lacks certainty about the
rightness and goodness of a determined act, till performs that act, he stands condemned by his own conscience, the
proximate norm of persona morality. The dignity of this rational forum and the authority of its voice and judgments
derive from the truth about moral good and evil, which it is called to listen to and to express. This truth is indicated by
the "divine law", the universal and objective norm of morality. The judgment of conscience does not establish the law;
rather it bears witness to the authority of the natural law and of the practical reason with reference to the supreme good,
whose attractiveness the human person perceives and whose commandments he accepts. "Conscience is not an
independent and exclusive capacity to decide what is good and what is evil. Rather there is profoundly imprinted upon
it a principle of obedience vis-&vis the objective norm which establishes and conditions the correspondence of its
decisions with the commands and prohibitions which are at the basis of human behaviour".106
61.

The truth about moral good, as that truth is declared in the law of reason, is practically and concretely recognized by
the judgment of conscience, which leads one to take responsibility for the good or the evil one has done. If man does
evil, the just judgment of his conscience remains within him as awitness to the universal truth of the good, aswell asto
the malice of his particular choice. But the verdict of conscience remains in him also as a pledge of hope and mercy:
while bearing witness to the evil he has done, it also reminds him of his need, with the help of God's grace, to ask
forgiveness, to do good and to cultivate virtue constantly.

Consequently in the practical judgment of conscience, which imposes on the person the obligation to perform a given
act, the link between freedom and truth is made manifest. Precisely for this reason conscience expresses itself in acts of



"judgment" which reflect the truth about the good, and not in arbitrary "decisions’. The maturity and responsibility of
these judgments - and, when all is said and done, of the individual who is their subject - are not measured by the
liberation of the conscience from objective truth, in favour of an alleged autonomy in persona decisions, but, on the
contrary, by an insistent search for truth and by allowing oneself to be guided by that truth in one's actions.

Seeking what is true and good

62. Conscience, as the judgment of an act, is not exempt from the possibility of error. As the Council puts it, "not
infrequently conscience can be mistaken as aresult of invincible ignorance, although it does not on that account forfeit
its dignity; but this cannot be said when a man shows little concern for seeking what is true and good, and conscience
gradually becomes almost blind from being accustomed to sin".107 In these brief words the Council sums up the
doctrine which the Church down the centuries has developed with regard to the erroneous conscience.

Certainly, in order to have a "good conscience" (1 Tim 1:5), man must seek the truth and must make judgments in
accordance with that same truth. As the Apostle Paul says, the conscience must be "confirmed by the Holy Spirit" (cf.
Rom 9:1); it must be "clear" (2 Tim 1:3); it must not "practise cunning and tamper with God's word", but "openly state
the truth” (cf. 2 Cor 4:2). On the other hand, the Apostle aso warns Christians: "Do not be conformed to this world but
be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you may prove what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable
and perfect" (Rom 12:2).

Paul's admonition urges us to be watchful, warning us that in the judgments of our conscience the possibility of error is
always present. Conscience is not an infallible judge; it can make mistakes. However, error of conscience can be the
result of an invincible ignorance, an ignorance of which the subject is not aware and which he is unable to overcome by
himself.

The Council reminds us that in cases where such invincible ignorance is not culpable, conscience does not lose its
dignity, because even when it directs usto act in away not in conformity with the objective moral order, it continues to
speak in the name of that truth about the good which the subject is called to seek sincerely.

63. In any event, it is always from the truth that the dignity of conscience derives. In the case of the correct conscience,
it is a question of the objective truth received by man; in the case of the erroneous conscience, it is a question of what
man, mistakenly, subjectively considers to be true. It is never acceptable to confuse a "subjective" error about moral
good with the "objective" truth rationally proposed to man in virtue of his end, or to make the moral value of an act
performed with a true and correct conscience equivalent to the moral value of an act performed by following the
judgment of an erroneous conscience.108 It is possible that the evil done as the result of invincible ignorance or a non-
culpable error of judgment may not be imputable to the agent; but even in this case it does not cease to be an evil, a
disorder in relation to the truth about the good. Furthermore, a good act which is not recognized as such does not
contribute to the moral growth of the person who performs it; it does not perfect him and it does not help to dispose
him for the supreme good. Thus, before fegling easily justified in the name of our conscience, we should reflect on the
words of the Psalm: "Who can discern his errors? Clear me from hidden faults’ (Ps 19:12). There are faults which we
fail to see but which nevertheless remain faults, because we have refused to walk towards the light (cf. Jn 9:39-41).
Conscience, as the ultimate concrete judgment, compromises its dignity when it is culpably erroneous, that is to say,
"when man shows little concern for seeking what is true and good, and conscience gradually becomes aimost blind
from being accustomed to sin".109 Jesus alludes to the danger of the conscience being deformed when he warns: "The
eye is the lamp of the body. So if your eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is not sound,
your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how great isthe darkness!" (Mt 6:22-23).
64. The words of Jesus just quoted also represent a call to form our conscience, to make it the object of a continuous
conversion to what is true and to what is good. In the same vein, Saint Paul exhorts us not to be conformed to the
mentality of thisworld, but to be transformed by the renewal of our mind (cf. Rom 12:2).

It is the "heart" converted to the Lord and to the love of what is good which is really the source of true judgments of
conscience. Indeed, in order to "prove what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect" (Rom 12:2),
knowledge of God's law in general is certainly necessary, but it is not sufficient: what is essentia is a sort of
"connaturality” between man and the true good. 110 Such a connaturality is rooted in and devel ops through the virtuous
attitudes of the individual himself: prudence and the other cardinal virtues, and even before these the theological virtues
of faith, hope and charity. Thisis the meaning of Jesus saying: "He who does what is true comesto the light" (Jn 3:21).
Christians have a great help for the formation of conscience in the Church and her Magisterium. As the Council
affirms; "In forming their consciences the Christian faithful must give careful attention to the sacred and certain
teaching of the Church. For the Catholic Church is by the will of Christ the teacher of truth. Her charge is to announce
and teach authentically that truth which is Christ, and at the same time with her authority to declare and confirm the
principles of the moral order which derive from human nature itself ".111 It follows that the authority of the Church,
when she pronounces on moral questions, in no way undermines the freedom of conscience of Christians. Thisis so not
only because freedom of conscience is never freedom "from" the truth but always and only freedom "in" the truth, but
also because the Magisterium does not bring to the Christian conscience truths which are extraneous to it; rather it
brings to light the truths which it ought already to possess, devel oping them from the starting point of the primordial act



of faith. The Church puts herself always and only at the service of conscience, helping it to avoid being tossed to and
fro by every wind of doctrine proposed by human deceit (cf. Eph 4:14), and helping it not to swerve from the truth
about the good of man, but rather, especialy in more difficult questions, to attain the truth with certainty and to abide in
it.

I11. Fundamental choice and specific kinds of behaviour
"Only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh" (Gal 5:13)

65. The heightened concern for freedom in our own day has led many students of the behavioural and the theological
sciences to develop a more penetrating analysis of its nature and of its dynamics. It has been rightly pointed out that
freedom is not only the choice for one or another particular action; it is also, within that choice, a decision about
oneself and a setting of one's own life for or against the Good, for or against the Truth, and ultimately for or against
God. Emphasis has rightly been placed on the importance of certain choices which "shape" a person's entire moral life,
and which serve as bounds within which other particular everyday choices can be situated and allowed to develop.
Some authors, however, have proposed an even more radica revision of the relationship between person and acts. They
speak of a "fundamenta freedom", deeper than and different from freedom of choice, which needs to be considered if
human actions are to be correctly understood and evaluated. According to these authors, the key role in the mord lifeis
to be attributed to a "fundamental option", brought about by that fundamental freedom whereby the person makes an
overall self-determination, not through a specific and conscious decision on the level of reflection, but in a
"transcendental" and "athematic" way. Particular acts which flow from this option would constitute only partial and
never definitive attempts to give it expression; they would only be its "signs' or symptoms. The immediate object of
such acts would not be absolute Good (before which the freedom of the person would be expressed on a transcendental
level), but particular (also termed "categorical" ) goods. In the opinion of some theologians, none of these goods, which
by their nature are partial, could determine the freedom of man as a person in his totality, even though it is only by
bringing them about or refusing to do so that man is able to express his own fundamental option.

A distinction thus comes to be introduced between the fundamental option and deliberate choices of a concrete kind of
behaviour. In some authors this division tends to become a separation, when they expressly limit moral "good" and
"evil" to the transcendental dimension proper to the fundamental option, and describe as "right" or "wrong" the choices
of particular "innerworldly" kinds of behaviour: those, in other words, concerning man's relationship with himself, with
others and with the material world. There thus appears to be established within human acting a clear digunction
between two levels of morality: on the one hand the order of good and evil, which is dependent on the will, and on the
other hand specific kinds of behaviour, which are judged to be morally right or wrong only on the basis of a technical
calculation of the proportion between the "premora” or "physical" goods and evils which actually result from the
action. Thisis pushed to the point where a concrete kind of behaviour, even one freely chosen, comes to be considered
as a merely physical process, and not according to the criteria proper to a human act. The conclusion to which this
eventually leads is that the properly moral assessment of the person is reserved to his fundamental option, prescinding
in whole or in part from his choice of particular actions, of concrete kinds of behaviour.

66. There is no doubt that Christian moral teaching, even inits Biblical roots, acknowledges the specific importance of
afundamental choice which qualifies the moral life and engages freedom on aradical level before God. It is a question
of the decision of faith, of the obedience of faith (cf. Rom 16:26) "by which man makes a total and free self-
commitment to God, offering 'the full submission of intellect and will to God as he reveals ".112 This faith, which
works through love (cf. Gal 5:6), comes from the core of man, from his "heart" (cf. Rom 10:10), whence it is called to
bear fruit in works (cf. Mt 12:33-35; Lk 6:43-45; Rom 8:5-10; Gal 5:22). In the Decal ogue one finds, as an introduction
to the various commandments, the basic clause: "I am the Lord your God..." (Ex 20:2), which, by impressing upon the
numerous and varied particular prescriptions their primordial meaning, gives the morality of the Covenant its aspect of
completeness, unity and profundity. Isragl's fundamental decision, then, is about the fundamental commandment (cf.
Jos 24:14-25; Ex 19:3-8; Mic 6:8). The morality of the New Covenant is similarly dominated by the fundamental call
of Jesus to follow him - thus he also says to the young man: "If you wish to be perfect... then come, follow me" (Mt
19:21); to this call the disciple must respond with aradical decision and choice. The Gospel parables of the treasure and
the pearl of great price, for which one sells all one's possessions, are eloquent and effective images of the radical and
unconditional nature of the decision demanded by the Kingdom of God. The radical nature of the decision to follow
Jesus is admirably expressed in his own words: "Whoever would save hislife will loseit; and whoever loses hislife for
my sake and the Gospel's will saveit" (Mk 8:35).

Jesus' call to "come, follow me" marks the greatest possible exaltation of human freedom, yet at the same time it
witnesses to the truth and to the obligation of acts of faith and of decisions which can be described as involving a
fundamental option. We find a similar exaltation of human freedom in the words of Saint Paul: "You were called to
freedom, brethren" (Gal 5:13). But the Apostle immediately adds a grave warning: "Only do not use your freedom as an
opportunity for the flesh". This warning echoes his earlier words. "For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast
therefore, and do not submit again to ayoke of davery" (Gal 5:1). Paul encourages usto be watchful, because freedom



is always threatened by slavery. And this is precisely the case when an act of faith - in the sense of a fundamental
option - becomes separated from the choice of particular acts, asin the tendencies mentioned above.

67. These tendencies are therefore contrary to the teaching of Scripture itself, which sees the fundamental option as a
genuine choice of freedom and links that choice profoundly to particular acts. By his fundamental choice, man is
capable of giving hislife direction and of progressing, with the help of grace, towards his end, following God's call. But
this capacity is actually exercised in the particular choices of specific actions, through which man deliberately
conforms himself to God's will, wisdom and law. It thus needs to be stated that the so-called fundamental option, to the
extent that it is distinct from a generic intention and hence one not yet determined in such a way that freedom is
obligated, is always brought into play through conscious and free decisions. Precisely for this reason, it is revoked
when man engages his freedom in conscious decisions to the contrary, with regard to morally grave matter.

To separate the fundamental option from concrete kinds of behaviour means to contradict the substantial integrity or
personal unity of the moral agent in his body and in his soul. A fundamental option understood without explicit
consideration of the potentialities which it putsinto effect and the determinations which expressit does not do justice to
the rational finality immanent in man's acting and in each of his deliberate decisions. In point of fact, the morality of
human acts is not deduced only from one's intention, orientation or fundamental option, understood as an intention
devoid of a clearly determined binding content or as an intention with no corresponding positive effort to fulfil the
different obligations of the moral life. Judgments about morality cannot be made without taking into consideration
whether or not the deliberate choice of a specific kind of behaviour is in conformity with the dignity and integral
vocation of the human person. Every choice always implies a reference by the deliberate will to the goods and evils
indicated by the natural law as goods to be pursued and evils to be avoided. In the case of the positive moral precepts,
prudence always has the task of verifying that they apply in a specific situation, for example, in view of other duties
which may be more important or urgent. But the negative mora precepts, those prohibiting certain concrete actions or
kinds of behaviour as intrinsically evil, do not allow for any legitimate exception. They do not leave room, in any
morally acceptable way, for the "creativity" of any contrary determination whatsoever. Once the moral species of an
action prohibited by a universal rule is concretely recognized, the only morally good act is that of obeying the moral
law and of refraining from the action which it forbids.

68. Here an important pastoral consideration must be added. According to the logic of the positions mentioned above,
an individual could, by virtue of a fundamental option, remain faithful to God independently of whether or not certain
of his choices and his acts are in conformity with specific moral norms or rules. By virtue of a primordial option for
charity, that individual could continue to be morally good, persevere in God's grace and attain salvation, even if certain
of his specific kinds of behaviour were deliberately and gravely contrary to God's commandments as set forth by the
Church.

In point of fact, man does not suffer perdition only by being unfaithful to that fundamental option whereby he has made
"a free self-commitment to God".113 With every freely committed mortal sin, he offends God as the giver of the law
and as a result becomes guilty with regard to the entire law (cf. Jas 2:8-11); even if he perseveres in faith, he loses
"sanctifying grace", "charity" and "eternal happiness'.114 As the Council of Trent teaches, "the grace of justification
once received islost not only by apostasy, by which faith itself islost, but also by any other mortal sin".115

Mortal and venial sin

69. As we have just seen, reflection on the fundamental option has also led some theologians to undertake a basic
revision of the traditional distinction between mortal sins and venial sins. They insist that the opposition to God's law
which causes the loss of sanctifying grace - and eternal damnation, when one dies in such a state of sin - could only be
the result of an act which engages the person in his totality: in other words, an act of fundamental option. According to
these theologians, mortal sin, which separates man from God, only exists in the rejection of God, carried out at a level
of freedom which is neither to be identified with an act of choice nor capable of becoming the object of conscious
awareness. Consequently, they go on to say, it is difficult, at least psychologicaly, to accept the fact that a Christian,
who wishes to remain united to Jesus Christ and to his Church, could so easily and repeatedly commit mortal sins, as
the "matter” itself of his actions would sometimes indicate. Likewise, it would be hard to accept that man is able, in a
brief lapse of time, to sever radically the bond of communion with God and afterwards be converted to him by sincere
repentance. The gravity of sin, they maintain, ought to be measured by the degree of engagement of the freedom of the
person performing an act, rather than by the matter of that act.

70. The Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Reconciliatio et Paenitentia reaffirmed the importance and permanent
validity of the distinction between mortal and venial sins, in accordance with the Church's tradition. And the 1983
Synod of Bishops, from which that Exhortation emerged, "not only reaffirmed the teaching of the Council of Trent
concerning the existence and nature of mortal and venial sins, but it also recalled that mortal sin is sin whose object is
grave matter and which is also committed with full knowledge and deliberate consent".116

The statement of the Council of Trent does not only consider the "grave matter" of mortal sin; it aso recalls that its
necessary condition is "full awareness and deliberate consent”. In any event, both in mora theology and in pastora
practice oneis familiar with cases in which an act which is grave by reason of its matter does not constitute a mortal sin



because of alack of full awareness or deliberate consent on the part of the person performing it. Even so, "care will
have to be taken not to reduce mortal sin to an act of 'fundamental option' - as is commonly said today - against God",
seen either as an explicit and formal regjection of God and neighbour or as an implicit and unconscious rejection of love.
"For mortal sin exists also when a person knowingly and willingly, for whatever reason, chooses something gravely
disordered. In fact, such a choice aready includes contempt for the divine law, a rejection of God's love for humanity
and the whole of creation: the person turns away from God and loses charity. Consequently, the fundamental
orientation can be radically changed by particular acts. Clearly, situations can occur which are very complex and
obscure from a psychological viewpoint, and which influence the sinner's subjective imputability. But from a
consideration of the psychological sphere one cannot proceed to create a theological category, which is precisely what
the ‘fundamental option' is, understanding it in such away that it objectively changes or casts doubt upon the traditional
concept of mortal sin".117

The separation of fundamental option from deliberate choices of particular kinds of behaviour, disordered in
themselves or in their circumstances, which would not engage that option, thus involves a denia of Catholic doctrine
on mortal sin: "With the whole tradition of the Church, we call mortal sin the act by which man freely and consciously
rejects God, his law, the covenant of love that God offers, preferring to turn in on himself or to some created and finite
reality, something contrary to the divine will (conversio ad creaturam). This can occur in a direct and forma way, in
the sins of idolatry, apostasy and atheism; or in an equivalent way, as in every act of disobedience to God's
commandments in a grave matter".118

IV. The moral act
Teleology and teleologism

71. The relationship between man's freedom and God's law, which has its intimate and living centre in the moral
conscience, is manifested and realized in human acts. It is precisely through his acts that man attains perfection as man,
as one who is called to seek his Creator of his own accord and freely to arrive at full and blessed perfection by cleaving
to him.119

Human acts are moral acts because they express and determine the goodness or evil of the individual who performs
them.120 They do not produce a change merely in the state of affairs outside of man but, to the extent that they are
deliberate choices, they give moral definition to the very person who performs them, determining his profound spiritual
traits. This was perceptively noted by Saint Gregory of Nyssa: "All things subject to change and to becoming never
remain constant, but continually pass from one state to another, for better or worse... Now, human life is aways subject
to change; it needs to be born ever anew...

But here birth does not come about by aforeign intervention, asis the case with bodily beings...; it is the result of afree
choice. Thuswe are in a certain way our own parents, creating ourselves as we will, by our decisions'.121

72. The morality of acts is defined by the relationship of man's freedom with the authentic good. This good is
established, as the eternal law, by Divine Wisdom which orders every being towards its end: this eternal law is known
both by man's natural reason (hence it is "natural law"), and - in an integral and perfect way - by God's supernatural
Revelation (henceit is called "divine law"). Acting is morally good when the choices of freedom are in conformity with
man's true good and thus express the voluntary ordering of the person towards his ultimate end: God himself, the
supreme good in whom man finds his full and perfect happiness. The first question in the young man's conversation
with Jesus. "What good must | do to have eternd life? " (Mt 19:6) immediately brings out the essential connection
between the moral value of an act and man's final end. Jesus, in his reply, confirms the young man's conviction: the
performance of good acts, commanded by the One who "alone is good”, constitutes the indispensable condition of and
path to eternal blessedness: "If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments' (Mt 19:17). Jesus answer and his
reference to the commandments also make it clear that the path to that end is marked by respect for the divine laws
which safeguard human good.Only the act in conformity with the good can be a path that leadsto life.

The rational ordering of the human act to the good in its truth and the voluntary pursuit of that good, known by reason,
constitute morality. Hence human activity cannot be judged as morally good merely because it is a means for attaining
one or another of its goals, or smply because the subject's intention is good.122 Activity is morally good when it attests
to and expresses the voluntary ordering of the person to his ultimate end and the conformity of a concrete action with
the human good as it is acknowledged in its truth by reason. If the object of the concrete action is not in harmony with
the true good of the person, the choice of that action makes our will and ourselves morally evil, thus putting us in
conflict with our ultimate end, the supreme good, God himself.

73. The Christian, thanks to God's Revelation and to faith, is aware of the "newness' which characterizes the morality
of his actions: these actions are called to show either consistency or inconsistency with that dignity and vocation which
have been bestowed on him by grace. In Jesus Christ and in his Spirit, the Christian isa"new creation”, a child of God,;
by his actions he shows his likeness or unlikeness to the image of the Son who is the first-born among many brethren
(cf. Rom 8:29), he lives out hisfidelity or



infidelity to the gift of the Spirit, and he opens or closes himself to eternal life, to the communion of vision, love and
happiness with God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.123 As Saint Cyril of Alexandria writes, Christ "forms us
according to his image, in such a way that the traits of his divine nature shine forth in us through sanctification and
justice and the life which is good and in conformity with virtue... The beauty of thisimage shines forth in uswho arein
Christ, when we show ourselves to be good in our works'.124

Consequently the moral life has an essential "teleological" character, since it consists in the deliberate ordering of
human acts to God, the supreme good and ultimate end (telos) of man. This is attested to once more by the question
posed by the young man to Jesus: "What good must | do to have eternal life? . But this ordering to one's ultimate end
is not something subjective, dependent solely upon one's intention. It presupposes that such acts are in themselves
capable of being ordered to this end, insofar as they are in conformity with the authentic moral good of man,
safeguarded by the commandments. This is what Jesus himself points out in his reply to the young man: "If you wish to
enter into life, keep the commandments” (Mt 19:17).

Clearly such an ordering must be rational and free, conscious and deliberate, by virtue of which man is "responsible"
for his actions and subject to the judgment of God, the just and good judge who, as the Apostle Paul reminds us,
rewards good and punishes evil: "We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive
good or evil, according to what he has done in the body" (2 Cor 5:10).

74. But on what does the moral assessment of man's free acts depend? What is it that ensures this ordering of human
acts to God? Is it the intention of the acting subject, the circumstances - and in particular the consequences - of his
action, or the object itself of hisact?

Thisiswhat is traditionally called the problem of the "sources of morality". Precisely with regard to this problem there
have emerged in the last few decades new or newly-revived theological and cultural trends which call for careful
discernment on the part of the Church's Magisterium.

Certain ethical theories, called "teleological”, claim to be concerned for the conformity of human acts with the ends
pursued by the agent and with the values intended by him. The criteria for evaluating the moral rightness of an action
are drawn from the weighing of the non-moral or pre-moral goods to be gained and the corresponding non-moral or
pre-moral values to be respected. For some, concrete behaviour would be right or wrong according as whether or not it
is capable of producing a better state of affairs for all concerned. Right conduct would be the one capable of
"maximizing" goods and "minimizing" evils.

Many of the Catholic moralists who follow in this direction seek to distance themselves from utilitarianism and
pragmatism, where the morality of human acts would be judged without any reference to the man's true ultimate end.
They rightly recognize the need to find ever more consistent rational argumentsin order to justify the requirements and
to provide a foundation for the norms of the moral life. This kind of investigation is legitimate and necessary, since the
moral order, as established by the natura law, is in principle accessible to human reason. Furthermore, such
investigation is well-suited to meeting the demands of dialogue and cooperation with non-Catholics and non-believers,
especialy in pluralistic societies.

75. But as part of the effort to work out such arational morality (for this reason it is sometimes called an "autonomous
morality" ) there exist false solutions, linked in particular to an inadequate understanding of the object of moral action.
Some authors do not take into sufficient consideration the fact that the will isinvolved in the concrete choices which it
makes:. these choices are a condition of its moral goodness and its being ordered to the ultimate end of the person.
Others are inspired by a notion of freedom which prescinds from the actual conditions of its exercise, from its objective
reference to the truth about the good, and from its determination through choices of concrete kinds of behaviour.
According to these theories, free will would neither be morally subjected to specific obligations nor shaped by its
choices, while nonetheless still remaining responsible for its own acts and for their consequences. This "teleologism”,
as a method for discovering the moral norm, can thus be called - according to terminology and approaches imported
from different currents of thought - "consequentialism" or "proportionalism". The former claims to draw the criteria of
the rightness of a given way of acting solely from a calculation of foreseeable consequences deriving from a given
choice. The latter, by weighing the various values and goods being sought, focuses rather on the proportion
acknowledged between the good and bad effects of that choice, with a view to the "greater good" or "lesser evil"
actually possible in a particular situation.

The teleological ethical theories (proportionalism, consequentialism), while acknowledging that moral values are
indicated by reason and by Revelation, maintain that it is never possible to formulate an absolute prohibition of
particular kinds of behaviour which would be in conflict, in every circumstance and in every culture, with those values.
The acting subject would indeed be responsible for attaining the values pursued, but in two ways:. the values or goods
involved in a human act would be, from one viewpoint, of the moral order (in relation to properly moral values, such as
love of God and neighbour, justice, etc.) and, from another viewpoint, of the pre-moral order, which some term non-
moral, physical or ontic (in relation to the advantages and disadvantages accruing both to the agent and to all other
persons possibly involved, such as, for example, health or its endangerment, physical integrity, life, death, loss of
material goods, etc.). In a world where goodness is always mixed with evil, and every good effect linked to other evil
effects, the morality of an act would be judged in two different ways: its moral "goodness' would be judged on the
basis of the subject's intention in reference to moral goods, and its "rightness' on the basis of a consideration of its



foreseeable effects or consequences and of their proportion. Consequently, concrete kinds of behaviour could be
described as "right" or "wrong", without it being thereby possible to judge as morally "good" or "bad" the will of the
person choosing them. In this way, an act which, by contradicting a universal negative norm, directly violates goods
considered as "pre-moral” could be qualified as morally acceptable if the intention of the subject is focused, in
accordance with a "responsible”" assessment of the goods involved in the concrete action, on the moral value judged to
be decisive in the situation.

The evaluation of the consequences of the action, based on the proportion between the act and its effects and between
the effects themselves, would regard only the pre-mora order. The mora specificity of acts, that is their goodness or
evil, would be determined exclusively by the faithfulness of the person to the highest values of charity and prudence,
without this faithfulness necessarily being incompatible with choices contrary to certain particular moral precepts. Even
when grave matter is concerned, these precepts should be considered as operative norms which are always relative and
open to exceptions.

In this view, deliberate consent to certain kinds of behaviour declared illicit by traditional moral theology would not
imply an objective moral evil.

The object of the deliberate act

76. These theories can gain a certain persuasive force from their affinity to the scientific mentality, which is rightly
concerned with ordering technical and economic activities on the basis of a calculation of resources and profits,
procedures and their effects. They seek to provide liberation from the constraints of a voluntaristic and arbitrary
morality of obligation which would ultimately be dehumanizing.

Such theories however are not faithful to the Church's teaching, when they believe they can justify, as morally good,
deliberate choices of kinds of behaviour contrary to the commandments of the divine and natural law. These theories
cannot claim to be grounded in the Catholic moral tradition. Although the latter did witness the development of a
casuistry which tried to assess the best ways to achieve the good in certain concrete situations, it is nonethel ess true that
this casuistry concerned only cases in which the law was uncertain, and thus the absolute validity of negative moral
precepts, which oblige without exception, was not called into question. The faithful are obliged to acknowledge and
respect the specific moral precepts declared and taught by the Church in the name of God, the Creator and Lord.125
When the Apostle Paul sums up the fulfilment of the law in the precept of love of neighbour as oneself (cf. Rom 13:8-
10), he is not weakening the commandments but reinforcing them, since he is revealing their requirements and their
gravity. Love of God and of one's neighbour cannot be separated from the observance of the commandments of the
Covenant renewed in the blood of Jesus Christ and in the gift of the Spirit. It is an honour characteristic of Christians to
obey God rather than men (cf. Acts 4:19; 5:29) and accept even martyrdom as a consequence, like the holy men and
women of the Old and New Testaments, who are considered such because they gave their lives rather than perform this
or that particular act contrary to faith or virtue.

77.

In order to offer rational criteriafor a right moral decision, the theories mentioned above take account of the intention
and consequences of human action. Certainly there is need to take into account both the intention - as Jesus forcefully
insisted in clear disagreement with the scribes and Pharisees, who prescribed in great detail certain outward practices
without paying attention to the heart (cf. Mk 7:20-21; Mt 15:19) - and the goods obtained and the evils avoided as a
result of a particular act. Responsibility demands as much. But the consideration of these consequences, and also of
intentions, is not sufficient for judging the moral quality of a concrete choice. The weighing of the goods and evils
foreseeable as the consequence of an action is not an adequate method for determining whether the choice of that
concrete kind of behaviour is "according to its species', or "in itself", morally good or bad, licit or illicit. The
foreseeabl e consequences are part of those circumstances of the act, which, while capable of lessening the gravity of an
evil act, nonetheless cannot alter its moral species.

Moreover, everyone recognizes the difficulty, or rather the impossibility, of evaluating al the good and evil
consequences and effects - defined as pre-moral - of one's own acts: an exhaustive rational calculation is not possible.
How then can one go about establishing proportions which depend on a measuring, the criteria of which remain
obscure? How could an absolute obligation be justified on the basis of such debatable calculations?

78.

The morality of the human act depends primarily and fundamentally on the "object” rationally chosen by the deliberate
will, asis borne out by the insightful analysis, still valid today, made by Saint Thomas.126 In order to be able to grasp
the object of an act which specifies that act morally, it is therefore necessary to place oneself in the perspective of the
acting person. The object of the act of willing is in fact a freely chosen kind of behaviour. To the extent that it isin
conformity with the order of reason, it is the cause of the goodness of the will; it perfects us morally, and disposes us to
recoghize our ultimate end in the perfect good, primordial love. By the object of a given mora act, then, one cannot
mean a process or an event of the merely physical order, to be assessed on the basis of its ability to bring about a given
state of affairsin the outside world. Rather, that object is the proximate end of a deliberate decision which determines
the act of willing on the part of the acting person. Consequently, as the Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches,



"there are certain specific kinds of behaviour that are always wrong to choose, because choosing them involves a
disorder of the will, that is, a moral evil".127 And Saint Thomas observes that "it often happens that man acts with a
good intention, but without spiritual gain, because he lacks a good will. Let us say that someone robs in order to feed
the poor: in this case, even though the intention is good, the uprightness of the will is lacking. Consequently, no evil
done with a good intention can be excused. 'There are those who say: And why not do evil that good may come? Their
condemnation isjust' (Rom 3:8)".128

The reason why a good intention is not itself sufficient, but a correct choice of actions is aso needed, is that the human
act depends on its object, whether that object is capable or not of being ordered to God, to the One who "alone is good",
and thus brings about the perfection of the person. An act is therefore good if its object is in conformity with the good
of the person with respect for the goods morally relevant for him. Christian ethics, which pays particular attention to
the moral object, does not refuse to consider the inner "teleology™" of acting, inasmuch asiit is directed to promoting the
true good of the person; but it recognizesthat it is really pursued only when the essential elements of human nature are
respected. The human act, good according to its object, is also capable of being ordered to its ultimate end. That same
act then attains its ultimate and decisive perfection when the will actually does order it to God through charity. As the
Patron of moral theologians and confessors teaches: "It is not enough to do good works; they need to be done well. For
our works to be good and perfect, they must be done for the sole purpose of pleasing God".129

"Intrinsic evil": it isnot licit to do evil that good may come of it (cf. Rom 3:8)

79. One must therefore reject the thesis, characteristic of teleological and proportionalist theories, which holds that it is
impossible to qualify as morally evil according to its species - its "object” - the deliberate choice of certain kinds of
behaviour or specific acts, apart from a consideration of the intention for which the choice is made or the totality of the
foreseeable consequences of that act for all persons concerned.

The primary and decisive element for moral judgment is the object of the human act, which establishes whether it is
capable of being ordered to the good and to the ultimate end, which is God. This capability is grasped by reason in the
very being of man, considered in his integral truth, and therefore in his natural inclinations, his motivations and his
finalities, which always have a spiritual dimension aswell. It is precisely these which are the contents of the natural law
and hence that ordered complex of "personal goods" which serve the "good of the person: the good which is the person
himself and his perfection. These are the goods safeguarded by the commandments, which, according to Saint Thomas,
contain the whole natural law.130

80. Reason attests that there are objects of the human act which are by their nature "incapable of being ordered" to God,
because they radically contradict the good of the person made in his image. These are the acts which, in the Church's
moral tradition, have been termed "intrinsically evil" (intrinsece malum): they are such always and per se, in other
words, on account of their very object, and quite apart from the ulterior intentions of the one acting and the
circumstances. Consequently, without in the least denying the influence on morality exercised by circumstances and
especialy by intentions, the Church teaches that "there exist acts which per se and in themselves, independently of
circumstances, are always seriously wrong by reason of their object".131 The Second Vatican Council itself, in
discussing the respect due to the human person, gives a number of examples of such acts: "Whatever is hostile to life
itself, such as any kind of homicide, genocide, abortion, euthanasia and voluntary suicide; whatever violates the
integrity of the human person, such as mutilation, physical and mental torture and attempts to coerce the spirit;
whatever is offensive to human dignity, such as subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation,
davery, prostitution and trafficking in women and children; degrading conditions of work which treat labourers as mere
instruments of profit, and not as free responsible persons: all these and the like are a disgrace, and so long as they infect
human civilization they contaminate those who inflict them more than those who suffer injustice, and they are a
negation of the honour due to the Creator".132

With regard to intrinsically evil acts, and in reference to contraceptive practices whereby the conjugal act is
intentionally rendered infertile, Pope Paul V1 teaches: "Though it is true that sometimes it is lawful to tolerate a lesser
moral evil in order to avoid a greater evil or in order to promote a greater good, it is never lawful, even for the gravest
reasons, to do evil that good may come of it (cf. Rom 3:8) - in other words, to intend directly something which of its
very nature contradicts the moral order, and which must therefore be judged unworthy of man, even though the
intention is to protect or promote the welfare of an individual, of afamily or of society in general”.133

81. In teaching the existence of intrinsically evil acts, the Church accepts the teaching of Sacred Scripture. The Apostle
Paul emphatically states: "Do not be deceived: neither the immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor sexual perverts,
nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor robbers will inherit the Kingdom of God" (1 Cor 6:9-10).

If actsareintrinsically evil, agood intention or particular circumstances can diminish their evil, but they cannot remove
it. They remain "irremediably" evil acts; per se and in themselves they are not capable of being ordered to God and to
the good of the person. "As for acts which are themselves sins (cum iam opera ipsa peccata sunt), Saint Augustine
writes, like theft, fornication, blasphemy, who would dare affirm that, by doing them for good motives (causis bonis),
they would no longer be sins, or, what is even more absurd, that they would be sins that are justified?'.134



Consequently, circumstances or intentions can never transform an act intrinsically evil by virtue of its object into an act
"subjectively" good or defensible as a choice.

82. Furthermore, an intention is good when it has as its aim the true good of the person in view of his ultimate end. But
acts whose object is "not capable of being ordered” to God and "unworthy of the human person” are always and in
every case in conflict with that good. Consequently, respect for norms which prohibit such acts and oblige semper et
pro semper, that is, without any exception, not only does not inhibit a good intention, but actually represents its basic
expression.

The doctrine of the object as a source of morality represents an authentic explicitation of the Biblical morality of the
Covenant and of the commandments, of charity and of the virtues. The moral quality of human acting is dependent on
this fidelity to the commandments, as an expression of obedience and of love. For this reason - we repeat - the opinion
must be rejected as erroneous which maintains that it is impossible to qualify as morally evil according to its species
the deliberate choice of certain kinds of behaviour or specific acts, without taking into account the intention for which
the choice was made or the totality of the foreseeable consequences of that act for all persons concerned. Without the
rational determination of the morality of human acting as stated above, it would be impossible to affirm the

existence of an "objective moral order"135 and to establish any particular norm the content of which would be binding
without exception. This would be to the detriment of human fraternity and the truth about the good, and would be
injurious to ecclesial communion as well.

83. As s evident, in the question of the morality of human acts, and in particular the question of whether there exist
intrinsically evil acts, we find ourselves faced with the question of man himself, of his truth and of the mora
consequences flowing from that truth. By acknowledging and teaching the existence of intrinsic evil in given human
acts, the Church remains faithful to the integral truth about man; she thus respects and promotes man in his dignity and
vocation. Consequently, she must reject the theories set forth above, which contradict this truth.

Dear Brothers in the Episcopate, we must not be content merely to warn the faithful about the errors and dangers of
certain ethical theories. We must first of al show the inviting splendour of that truth which is Jesus Christ himself. In
him, who is the Truth (cf. Jn 14:6), man can understand fully and live perfectly, through his good actions, his vocation
to freedom in obedience to the divine law summarized in the commandment of love of God and neighbour. And thisis
what takes place through the gift of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of truth, of freedom and of love: in him we are enabled to
interiorize the law, to receive it and to live it as the motivating force of true personal freedom: "the perfect law, the law
of liberty" (Jas 1:25).

CHAPTER 1l -"LEST THE CROSS OF CHRIST BE EMPTIED OF ITS POWER (1 Cor 1:17) -
Moral good for the life of the Church and of the world

"For freedom Christ has set us free" (Gal 5:1).

84. The fundamental question which the moral theories mentioned above pose in a particularly forceful way is that of
the relationship of man's freedom to God's law; it is ultimately the question of the relationship between freedom and
truth.

According to Christian faith and the Church's teaching, "only the freedom which submits to the Truth leads the human
person to histrue good. The good of the person isto bein the Truth and to do the Truth".136

A comparison between the Church's teaching and today's social and cultural situation immediately makes clear the
urgent need for the Church herself to develop an intense pastoral effort precisely with regard to this fundamental
guestion. "This essential bond between Truth, the Good and Freedom has been largely lost sight of by present-day
culture. As aresult, helping man to rediscover it represents nowadays one of the specific requirements of the Church's
mission, for the salvation of the world. Pilate's question: "What is truth" reflects the distressing perplexity of a man
who often no longer knows who he is, whence he comes and where he is going. Hence we not infrequently witness the
fearful plunging of the human person into situations of gradual self-destruction. According to some, it appears that one
no longer need acknowledge the enduring absoluteness of any moral value. All around us we encounter contempt for
human life after conception and before birth; the ongoing violation of basic rights of the person; the unjust destruction
of goods minimally necessary for a human life. Indeed, something more serious has happened: man is no longer
convinced that only in the truth can he find salvation. The saving power of the truth is contested, and freedom alone,
uprooted from any objectivity, is |eft to decide by itself what is good and what is evil. This relativism becomes, in the
field of theology, a lack of trust in the wisdom of God, who guides man with the moral law. Concrete situations are
unfavourably contrasted with the precepts of the moral law, nor is it any longer maintained that, when all is said and
done, the law of God is always the one true good of man".137

85. The discernment which the Church carries out with regard to these ethical theories is not simply limited to
denouncing and refuting them. In a positive way, the Church seeks, with great love, to help al the faithful to form a
moral conscience which will make judgments and lead to decisions in accordance with the truth, following the
exhortation of the Apostle Paul: "Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of your mind,
that you may prove what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom 12:2). This effort by the



Church finds its support - the "secret" of its educative power - not so much in doctrinal statements and pastoral appeals
to vigilance, as in constantly looking to the Lord Jesus. Each day the Church looks to Christ with unfailing love, fully
aware that the true and final answer to the problem of morality lies in him aone. In a particular way, it is in the
Crucified Christ that the Church finds the answer to the question troubling so many people today: how can obedience to
universal and unchanging moral norms respect the uniqueness and individuality of the person, and not represent a threat
to his freedom and dignity? The Church makes her own the Apostle Paul's awareness of the mission he had received:
"Christ... sent me... to preach the Gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its
power.... We preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both
Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God" (1 Cor 1:17, 23-24). The Crucified Christ reveals
the authentic meaning of freedom; he lives it fully in the total gift of himself and calls his disciples to share in his
freedom.

86. Rational reflection and daily experience demonstrate the weakness which marks man's freedom. That freedom is
real but limited: its absolute and unconditional originis not in itself, but in the life within which it is situated and which
represents for it, at one and the same time, both a limitation and a possibility. Human freedom belongs to us as
creatures; it is afreedom which is given as a gift, one to be received like a seed and to be cultivated responsibly. It isan
essential part of that creaturely image which is the basis of the dignity of the person. Within that freedom there is an
echo of the primordia vocation whereby the Creator calls man to the true Good, and even more, through Christ's
Revelation, to become his friend and to share his own divine life. It is at once inalienable self-possession and openness
to al that exists, in passing beyond self to knowledge and love of the other.138 Freedom then is rooted in the truth
about man, and it is ultimately directed towards communion.

Reason and experience not only confirm the weakness of human freedom; they also confirm its tragic aspects. Man
comes to realize that his freedom is in some mysterious way inclined to betray this openness to the True and the Good,
and that all too often he actually prefers to choose finite, limited and ephemeral goods. What is more, within his errors
and negative decisions, man glimpses the source of a deep rebellion, which leads him to reject the Truth and the Good
in order to set himself up as an absolute principle unto himself: "You will be like God" (Gen 3:5). Consequently,
freedom itself needs to be set free. It is Christ who setsit free: he "has set us free for freedom" (cf. Gal 5:1).

87. Christ reveals, first and foremost, that the frank and open acceptance of truth is the condition for authentic freedom:
"You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free" (Jn 8:32).139 This is truth which sets one free in the face of
worldly power and which gives the strength to endure martyrdom. So it was with Jesus before Pilate; "For this | was
born, and for this | have come into the world, to bear witness to the truth" (Jn 18:37). The true worshippers of God must
thus worship him "in spirit and truth” (In 4:23): in this worship they become free. Worship of God and a relationship
with truth are revealed in Jesus Christ as the degpest foundation of freedom.

Furthermore, Jesus reveals by his whole life, and not only by his words, that freedom is acquired in love, that is, in the
gift of self. The one who says: "Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends" (Jdn
15:13), freely goes out to meet his Passion (cf. Mt 26:46), and in obedience to the Father gives his life on the Cross for
all men (cf. Phil 2:6-11). Contemplation of Jesus Crucified is thus the highroad which the Church must tread every day
if she wishes to understand the full meaning of freedom: the gift of self in service to God and one's brethren.
Communion with the Crucified and Risen Lord is the never-ending source from which the Church draws unceasingly in
order to live in freedom, to give of herself and to serve. Commenting on the verse in Psalm 100 "Serve the Lord with
gladness’, Saint Augustine says. "In the house of the Lord, slavery is free. It is free because it serves not out of
necessity, but out of charity... Charity should make you a servant, just as truth has made you free... you are at once both
a servant and free: a servant, because you have become such; free, because you are loved by God your Creator; indeed,
you have also been enabled to love your Creator... You are a servant of the Lord and you are a freedman of the Lord.
Do not go looking for aliberation which will lead you far from the house of your liberator!".140

The Church, and each of her members, isthus called to share in the munus regale of the Crucified Christ (cf. Jn 12:32),
to sharein the grace and in the responsibility of the Son of man who came "not to be served but to serve, and to give his
life as aransom for many" (Mt 20:28).141

Jesus, then, is the living, personal summation of perfect freedom in total obedience to the will of God. His crucified
flesh fully reveals the unbreakable bond between freedom and truth, just as his Resurrection from the dead is the
supreme exaltation of the fruitfulness and saving power of afreedom lived out in truth.

Walking in thelight (cf. 1 Jn 1:7)

88. The attempt to set freedom in opposition to truth, and indeed to separate them radically, is the consequence,
manifestation and consummation of another more serious and destructive dichotomy, that which separates faith from
morality.

This separation represents one of the most acute pastoral concerns of the Church amid today's growing secularism,
wherein many, indeed too many, people think and live "as if God did not exist". We are speaking of a mentality which
affects, often in a profound, extensive and all-embracing way, even the attitudes and behaviour of Christians, whose
faith is weakened and loses its character as a new and original criterion for thinking and acting in personal, family and
social life. In awidely dechristianized culture, the criteria employed by believers themselves in making judgments and
decisions often appear extraneous or even contrary to those of the Gospel.



It is urgent then that Christians should rediscover the newness of the faith and its power to judge a prevalent and all-
intrusive culture. As the Apostle Paul admonishes us. "Once you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord;
walk as children of the light (for the fruit of the light is found in al that is good and right and true), and try to learn
what is pleasing to the Lord. Take no part in the unfruitful words of darkness, but instead expose them... Look carefully
then how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, making the most of the time, because the days are evil" (Eph 5:8-
11, 15-16; cf. 1 Th 5:4-8).

It is urgent to rediscover and to set forth once more the authentic reality of the Christian faith, which is not simply a set
of propositions to be accepted with intellectual assent. Rather, faith is a lived knowledge of Christ, a living
remembrance of his commandments, and a truth to be lived out. A word, in any event, is not truly received until it
passes into action, until it is put into practice. Faith is a decision involving one's whole existence. It is an encounter, a
dialogue, a communion of love and of life between the believer and Jesus Christ, the Way, and the Truth, and the Life
(cf. In 14:6). It entails an act of trusting abandonment to Christ, which enables us to live as he lived (cf. Gal 2:20), in
profound love of God and of our brothers and sisters.

89. Faith also possesses a moral content. It givesrise to and calls for a consistent life commitment; it entails and brings
to perfection the acceptance and observance of God's commandments. As Saint John writes, "God islight and in himis
no darkness at all. If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not live according
to the truth... And by this we may be sure that we know him, if we keep his commandments. He who says' | know him'
but disobeys his commandments is aliar, and the truth is not in him; but whoever keeps his word, in him truly love for
God is perfected. By this we may be sure that we are in him: he who says he abides in him ought to walk in the same
way in which hewalked" (1 Jn 1:5-6; 2:3-6).

Through the moral life, faith becomes "confession”, not only before God but also before men: it becomes witness. "Y ou
are the light of the world", said Jesus; "a city set on a hill cannot be hid. Nor do men light a lamp and put it under a
bushel, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your
good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven" (Mt 5:14-16). These works are above all those of charity
(cf. Mt 25:31-46) and of the authentic freedom which is manifested and lived in the gift of self, even to the total gift of
self, like that of Jesus, who on the Cross "loved the Church and gave himself up for her" (Eph 5:25). Christ's witnessis
the source, model and means for the witness of his disciples, who are called to walk on the same road: "If any man
would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me" (Lk 9:23). Charity, in conformity
with the radical demands of the Gospel, can lead the believer to the supreme witness of martyrdom. Once again this
means imitating Jesus who died on the Cross. "Be imitators of God, as beloved children”, Paul writes to the Christians
of Ephesus, "and walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God"
(Eph 5:1-2).

Martyrdom, the exaltation of the inviolable holiness of God's law

90.

The relationship between faith and morality shines forth with all its brilliance in the unconditional respect due to the
insistent demands of the personal dignity of every man, demands protected by those moral norms which prohibit
without exception actions which are intrinsically evil. The universality and the immutability of the moral norm make
manifest and at the same time serve to protect the personal dignity and inviolability of man, on whose face is reflected
the splendour of God (cf. Gen 9:5-6).

The unacceptability of "teleological", "consequentiaist” and "proportionalist" ethical theories, which deny the
existence of negative moral norms regarding specific kinds of behaviour, norms which are valid without exception, is
confirmed in a particularly eloquent way by Christian martyrdom, which has always accompanied and continues to
accompany the life of the Church even today.

91

In the Old Testament we already find admirable witnesses of fidelity to the holy law of God even to the point of a
voluntary acceptance of death. A prime example is the story of Susanna: in reply to the two unjust judges who
threatened to have her condemned to death if she refused to yield to their sinful passion, she says: " | am hemmed in on
every side. For if | do this thing, it is death for me; and if | do not, | shall not escape your hands. | choose not to do it
and to fall into your hands, rather than to sin in the sight of the Lord!" (Dan 13:22-23). Susanna, preferring to "fall
innocent” into the hands of the judges, bears witness not only to her faith and trust in God but also to her obedience to
the truth and to the absoluteness of the moral order. By her readiness to die a martyr, she proclaims that it is not right to
do what God's law qualifies as evil in order to draw some good from it. Susanna chose for herself the "better part": hers
was a perfectly clear witness, without any compromise, to the truth about the good and to the God of Israel. By her acts,
she revealed the holiness of God.

At the dawn of the New Testament, John the Baptist, unable to refrain from speaking of the law of the Lord and
rejecting any compromise with evil, "gave his life in witness to truth and justice", 142 and thus also became the
forerunner of the Messiah in the way he died (cf. Mk 6:17-29). "The one who came to bear witness to the light and who



deserved to be called by that same light, which is Christ, a burning and shining lamp, was cast into the darkness of
prison... The one to whom it was granted to baptize the Redeemer of the world was thus baptized in his own blood".143
In the New Testament we find many examples of followers of Christ, beginning with the deacon Stephen (cf. Acts 6:8-
7:60) and the Apostle James (cf. Acts 12:1-2), who died as martyrs in order to profess their faith and their love for
Christ, unwilling to deny him. In this they followed the Lord Jesus who "made the good confession” (1 Tim 6:13)
before Caiaphas and Pilate, confirming the truth of his message at the cost of his life. Countless other martyrs accepted
persecution and death rather than perform the idolatrous act of burning incense before the statue of the Emperor (cf.Rev
13:7-10). They even refused to feign such worship, thereby giving an example of the duty to refrain from performing
even a single concrete act contrary to God's love and the witness of faith. Like Christ himself, they obediently trusted
and handed over their lives to the Father, the one who could free them from death (cf. Heb 5:7).

The Church proposes the example of humerous Saints who bore witness to and defended moral truth even to the point
of enduring martyrdom, or who preferred death to a single mortal sin. In raising them to the honour of the atars, the
Church has canonized their witness and declared the truth of their judgment, according to which the love of God entails
the obligation to respect his commandments, even in the most dire of circumstances, and the refusal to betray those
commandments, even for the sake of saving one's own life.

92. Martyrdom, accepted as an affirmation of the inviolability of the moral order, bears splendid witness both to the
holiness of God's law and to the inviolability of the personal dignity of man, created in God's image and likeness. This
dignity may never be disparaged or called into question, even with good intentions, whatever the difficulties involved.
Jesus warns us most sternly: "What does it profit a man, to gain the whole world and forfeit hislife? " (Mk 8:36).
Martyrdom rejects as false and illusory whatever "human meaning" one might claim to attribute, even in "exceptional"
conditions, to an act moraly evil in itself. Indeed, it even more clearly unmasks the true face of such an act: it is a
violation of man's "humanity", in the one perpetrating it even before the one enduring

it.144 Hence martyrdom is also the exaltation of a person's perfect "humanity" and of true "life", asis attested by Saint
Ignatius of Antioch, addressing the Christians of Rome, the place of his own martyrdom: "Have mercy on me, brethren:
do not hold me back from living; do not wish that | die... Let me arrive at the pure light; once there | will be truly a
man. Let me imitate the passion of my God".145

93. Finally, martyrdom is an outstanding sign of the holiness of the Church. Fidelity to God's holy law, witnessed to by
death, is a solemn proclamation and missionary commitment usque ad sanguinem, so that the splendour of moral truth
may be undimmed in the behaviour and thinking of individuals and society. This witness makes an extraordinarily
valuable contribution to warding off, in civil society and within the ecclesial communities themselves, a headlong
plunge into the most dangerous crisis which can afflict man: the confusion between good and evil, which makes it
impossible to build up and to preserve the moral order of individuals and communities. By their eloquent and attractive
example of alife completely transfigured by the splendour of moral truth, the martyrs and, in general, all the Church's
Saints, light up every period of history by reawakening its moral sense. By witnessing fully to the good, they are a
living reproof to those who transgress the law (cf. Wis 2:12), and they make the words of the Prophet echo ever afresh:
"Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for
sweet and sweet for bitter!" (Is 5:20).

Although martyrdom represents the high point of the witness to moral truth, and one to which relatively few people are
called, there is nonetheless a consistent witness which all Christians must daily be ready to make, even at the cost of
suffering and grave sacrifice. Indeed, faced with the many difficulties which fidelity to the moral order can demand,
even in the most ordinary circumstances, the Christian is called, with the grace of God invoked in prayer, to a
sometimes heroic commitment. In this he or she is sustained by the virtue of fortitude, whereby - as Gregory the Great
teaches - one can actually "love the difficulties of thisworld for the sake of eternal rewards'.146

94. In this witness to the absoluteness of the moral good Christians are not alone: they are supported by the moral sense
present in peoples and by the great religious and sapientia traditions of East and West, from which the interior and
mysterious workings of God's Spirit are not absent. The words of the Latin poet Juvena apply to al: "Consider it the
greatest of crimes to prefer survival to honour and, out of love of physical life, to lose the very reason for living".147
The voice of conscience has always clearly recalled that there are truths and moral values for which one must be
prepared to give up one's life. In an individual's words and above all in the sacrifice of his life for a moral value, the
Church sees a single testimony to that truth which, already present in creation, shines forth in its fullness on the face of
Christ. As Saint Justin put it, "the Stoics, at least in their teachings on ethics, demonstrated wisdom, thanks to the seed
of the Word present in al peoples, and we know that those who followed their doctrines met with hatred and were
killed".148

Universal and unchanging moral norms at the service of the person and of society

95. The Church's teaching, and in particular her firmness in defending the universal and permanent validity of the
precepts prohibiting intrinsically evil acts, is not infrequently seen as the sign of an intolerable intransigence,
particularly with regard to the enormously complex and conflict-filled situations present in the moral life of individuals
and of society today; this intransigence is said to be in contrast with the Church’'s motherhood. The Church, one hears,



is lacking in understanding and compassion. But the Church's motherhood can never in fact be separated from her
teaching mission, which she must always carry out as the faithful Bride of Christ, who is the Truth in person. "As
Teacher, she never tires of proclaiming the moral norm... The Church is in no way the author or the arbiter of this
norm. In obedience to the truth which is Christ, whose image is reflected in the nature and dignity of the human person,
the Church interprets the moral norm and proposes it to all people of good will, without concealing its demands of
radicalness and perfection".149

In fact, genuine understanding and compassion must mean love for the person, for his true good, for his authentic
freedom. And this does not result, certainly, from concealing or weakening moral truth, but rather from proposing it in
its most profound meaning as an outpouring of God's eternal Wisdom, which we have received in Christ, and as a
service to man, to the growth of his freedom and to the attainment of his happiness.150

Still, aclear and forceful presentation of moral truth can never be separated from a profound and heartfelt respect, born
of that patient and trusting love which man always needs along his moral journey, a journey frequently wearisome on
account of difficulties, weakness and painful situations. The Church can never renounce the "the principle of truth and
consistency, whereby she does not agree to call good evil and evil good";151 she must always be careful not to break
the bruised reed or to quench the dimly burning wick (cf. Is 42:3). As Paul VI wrote: "While it is an outstanding
manifestation of charity towards souls to omit nothing from the saving doctrine of Christ, this must always be joined
with tolerance and charity, as Christ himself showed by his conversations and dealings with men. Having come not to
judge the world but to save it, he was uncompromisingly stern towards sin, but patient and rich in mercy towards
sinners*.152

96.

The Church's firmness in defending the universal and unchanging moral norms is not demeaning at al. Its only
purpose is to serve man's true freedom. Because there can be no freedom apart from or in opposition to the truth, the
categorical - unyielding and uncompromising - defence of the absolutely essential demands of man's personal dignity
must be considered the way and the condition for the very existence of freedom.

This service is directed to every man, considered in the uniqueness and singularity of his being and existence: only by
obedience to universal moral norms does man find full confirmation of his personal uniqueness and the possibility of
authentic moral growth. For this very reason, this service is also directed to all mankind: it is not only for individuals
but also for the community, for society as such. These norms in fact represent the unshakable foundation and solid
guarantee of ajust and peaceful human coexistence, and hence of genuine democracy, which can come into being and
develop only on the basis of the equality of al its members, who possess common rights and duties. When it is a matter
of the moral norms prohibiting intrinsic evil, there are no privileges or exceptions for anyone. It makes no difference
whether one is the master of the world or the "poorest of the poor" on the face of the earth. Before the demands of
morality we are all absolutely equal.

97.

In this way, moral norms, and primarily the negative ones, those prohibiting evil, manifest their meaning and force,
both personal and social. By protecting the inviolable personal dignity of every human being they help to preserve the
human social fabric and its proper and fruitful development. The commandments of the second table of the Decalogue
in particular - those which Jesus quoted to the young man of the Gospel (cf. Mt 19:19) - constitute the indispensable
rules of all socia life.

These commandments are formulated in general terms. But the very fact that "the origin, the subject and the purpose of
all socia ingtitutions is and should be the human person” 153 allows for them to be specified and made more explicit in
a detailed code of behaviour. The fundamental moral rules of social life thus entail specific demands to which both
public authorities and citizens are required to pay heed. Even though intentions may sometimes be good, and
circumstances frequently difficult, civil authorities and particular individuals never have authority to violate the
fundamental and inalienable rights of the human person. In the end, only a morality which acknowledges certain norms
as valid always and for everyone, with no exception, can guarantee the ethical foundation of social coexistence, both on
the national and international levels.

Morality and the renewal of social and political life

98. In the face of serious forms of social and economic injustice and political corruption affecting entire peoples and
nations, there is a growing reaction of indignation on the part of very many people whose fundamental human rights
have been trampled upon and held in contempt, as well as an ever more widespread and acute sense of the need for a
radical personal and social renewal capable of ensuring justice, solidarity, honesty and openness.

Certainly there is a long and difficult road ahead; bringing about such a renewal will require enormous effort,
especialy on account of the number and the gravity of the causes giving rise to and aggravating the situations of
injustice present in the world today. But, as history and personal experience show, it is not difficult to discover at the
bottom of these situations causes which are properly "cultural”, linked to particular ways of looking at man, society and
the world. Indeed, at the heart of the issue of culture we find the moral sense, which isin turn rooted and fulfilled in the
religious sense. 154



99. Only God, the Supreme Good, constitutes the unshakable foundation and essential condition of morality, and thus
of the commandments, particularly those negative commandments which always and in every case prohibit behaviour
and actions incompatible with the personal dignity of every man. The Supreme Good and the moral good meet in truth:
the truth of God, the Creator and Redeemer, and the truth of man, created and redeemed by him. Only upon this truth is
it possible to construct a renewed society and to solve the complex and weighty problems affecting it, above al the
problem of overcoming the various forms of totalitarianism, so as to make way for the authentic freedom of the person.
"Totalitarianism arises out of a denial of truth in the objective sense. If there is no transcendent truth, in obedience to
which man achieves his full identity, then there is no sure principle for guaranteeing just relations between people.
Their self-interest as a class, group or nation would inevitably set them in opposition to one another. If one does not
acknowledge transcendent truth, then the force of power takes over, and each person tends to make full use of the
means at his disposal in order to impose his own interests or his own opinion, with no regard for the rights of others....
Thus, the root of modern totalitarianism is to be found in the denial of the transcendent dignity of the human person
who, as the visible image of the invisible God, is therefore by his very nature the subject of rights which no one may
violate - no individual, group, class, nation or State. Not even the majority of a social body may violate these rights, by
going against the minority, by isolating, oppressing, or exploiting it, or by attempting to annihilate it".155
Consequently, the inseparable connection between truth and freedom - which expresses the essential bond between
God's wisdom and will - is extremely significant for the life of persons in the socio-economic and socio-political
sphere. Thisis clearly seen in the Church's social teaching - which "belongs to the field... of theology and particularly
of moral theology" 156 - and from her presentation of commandments governing social, economic and political life, not
only with regard to general attitudes but also to precise and specific kinds of behaviour and concrete acts.

100. The Catechism of the Catholic Church affirms that "in economic matters, respect for human dignity requires the
practice of the virtue of temperance, to moderate our attachment to the goods of this world; of the virtue of justice, to
preserve our neighbour's rights and to render what is his or her due; and of solidarity, following the Golden Rule and in
keeping with the generosity of the Lord, who 'though he was rich, yet for your sake... became poor, so that by his
poverty you might become rich' (2 Cor 8:9)".157 The Catechism goes on to present a series of kinds of behaviour and
actions contrary to human dignity: theft, deliberate retention of goods lent or objects lost, business fraud (cf. Dt 25:13-
16), unjust wages (cf. Dt 24:14-15), forcing up prices by trading on the ignorance or hardship of another (cf. Am 8:4-
6), the misappropriation and private use of the corporate property of an enterprise, work badly done, tax fraud, forgery
of cheques and invoices, excessive expenses, waste, etc.158 It continues: " The seventh commandment prohibits actions
or enterprises which for any reason - selfish or ideological, commercia or totalitarian - lead to the enslavement of
human beings, disregard for their personal dignity, buying or selling or ex- changing them like merchandise. Reducing
persons by violence to use-value or a source of profit is a sin against their dignity as persons and their fundamental
rights. Saint Paul set a Christian master right about treating his Christian slave 'no longer as a dave but... as a brother...
inthe Lord' (Philem 16)".159

101. In the political sphere, it must be noted that truthfulness in the relations between those governing and those
governed, openness in public administration, impartiality in the service of the body politic, respect for the rights of
political adversaries, safeguarding the rights of the accused against summary trials and convictions, the just and honest
use of public funds, the rejection of equivocal or illicit means in order to gain, preserve or increase power at any cost -
all these are principles which are primarily rooted in, and in fact derive their singular urgency from, the transcendent
value of the person and the objective moral demands of the functioning of States.160 When these principles are not
observed, the very basis of political coexistence is weakened and the life of society itself is gradually jeopardized,
threatened and doomed to decay (cf. Ps 14:3-4; Rev 18:2-3, 9-24). Today, when many countries have seen the fall of
ideologies which bound politics to a totalitarian conception of the world - Marxism being the foremost of these - there
isno less grave a danger that the fundamental rights of the human person will be denied and that the religious yearnings
which arise in the heart of every human being will be absorbed once again into politics. Thisis the risk of an alliance
between democracy and ethical relativism, which would remove any sure moral reference point from political and
social life, and on a deeper level make the acknowledgement of truth impossible. Indeed, "if thereis no ultimate truth to
guide and direct political activity, then ideas and convictions can easily be manipulated for reasons of power. As
history demonstrates, a democracy without values easily turnsinto open or thinly disguised totalitarianism".161

Thus, in every sphere of personal, family, social and political life, morality - founded upon truth and open in truth to
authentic freedom - renders a primordial, indispensable and immensely valuable service not only for the individual
person and his growth in the good, but also for society and its genuine development.

Grace and obedience to God's law

102. Even in the most difficult situations man must respect the norm of morality so that he can be obedient to God's
holy commandment and consistent with his own dignity as a person. Certainly, maintaining a harmony between
freedom and truth occasionally demands uncommon sacrifices, and must be won at a high price: it can even involve
martyrdom. But, as universal and daily experience demonstrates, man is tempted to break that harmony: "1 do not do
what | want, but | do the very thing | hate... | do not do the good | want, but the evil | do not want" (Rom 7:15, 19).



What is the ultimate source of this inner division of man? His history of sin begins when he no longer acknowledges
the Lord as his Creator and himself wishes to be the one who determines, with complete independence, what is good
and what is evil. "You will be like God, knowing good and evil" (Gen 3:5): this was the first temptation, and it is
echoed in all the other temptations to which man is more easily inclined to yield as aresult of the original Fall.

But temptations can be overcome, sins can be avoided, because together with the commandments the Lord gives us the
possibility of keeping them: "His eyes are on those who fear him, and he knows every deed of man. He has not
commanded any one to be ungodly, and he has not given any one permission to sin" (Sir 15:19-20). Keeping God's law
in particular situations can be difficult, extremely difficult, but it is never impossible. This is the constant teaching of
the Church's tradition, and was expressed by the Council of Trent: "But no one, however much justified, ought to
consider himself exempt from the observance of the commandments, nor should he employ that rash statement,
forbidden by the Fathers under anathema, that the commandments of God are impossible of observance by one who is
justified. For God does not command the impossible, but in commanding he admonishes you to do what you can and to
pray for what you cannot, and he gives his aid to enable you. His commandments are not burdensome (cf. 1 Jn 5:3); his
yoke is easy and his burden light (cf. Mt 11:30)".162

103. Man always has before him the spiritual horizon of hope, thanks to the help of divine grace and with the
cooperation of human freedom.

Itisin the saving Cross of Jesus, in the gift of the Holy Spirit, in the Sacraments which flow forth from the pierced side
of the Redeemer (cf. Jn 19:34), that believers find the grace and the strength always to keep God's holy law, even amid
the gravest of hardships. As Saint Andrew of Crete observes, the law itself "was enlivened by grace and made to serve
it in a harmonious and fruitful combination. Each element preserved its characteristics without change or confusion. In
a divine manner, he turned what could be burdensome and tyrannical into what is easy to bear and a source of
freedom".163

Only in the mystery of Christ's Redemption do we discover the "concrete” possibilities of man. "It would be a very
serious error to conclude... that the Church's teaching is essentially only an "ideal" which must then be adapted,
proportioned, graduated to the so-called concrete possibilities of man, according to a "balancing of the goods in
guestion”. But what are the "concrete possibilities of man" ? And of which man are we speaking? Of man dominated by
lust or of man redeemed by Christ? Thisiswhat is at stake: the reality of Christ's redemption. Christ has redeemed us!
This means that he has given us the possibility of realizing the entire truth of our being; he has set our freedom free
from the domination of concupiscence. And if redeemed man still sins, this is not due to an imperfection of Christ's
redemptive act, but to man's will not to avail himself of the grace which flows from that act. God's command is of
course proportioned to man's capabilities; but to the capabilities of the man to whom the Holy Spirit has been given; of
the man who, though he has fallen into sin, can always obtain pardon and enjoy the presence of the Holy Spirit".164
104. In this context, appropriate allowance is made both for God's mercy towards the sinner who converts and for the
understanding of human weakness. Such understanding never means compromising and falsifying the standard of good
and evil in order to adapt it to particular circumstances. It is quite human for the sinner to acknowledge his weakness
and to ask mercy for his failings; what is unacceptable is the attitude of one who makes his own weakness the criterion
of the truth about the good, so that he can feel self-justified, without even the need to have recourse to God and his
mercy. An attitude of this sort corrupts the morality of society as a whole, since it encourages doubt about the
objectivity of the moral law in general and a regjection of the absoluteness of moral prohibitions regarding specific
human acts, and it ends up by confusing all judgments about values.

Instead, we should take to heart the message of the Gospel parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector (cf. Lk 18:9-
14). The tax collector might possibly have had some justification for the sins he committed, such as to diminish his
responsibility. But his prayer does not dwell on such justifications, but rather on his own unworthiness before God's
infinite holiness: "God, be merciful to me a sinner! " (Lk 18:13). The Pharisee, on the other hand, is self-justified,
finding some excuse for each of his failings. Here we encounter two different attitudes of the moral conscience of man
in every age. The tax collector represents a "repentant” conscience, fully aware of the frailty of its own nature and
seeing in its own failings, whatever their subjective justifications, a confirmation of its need for redemption. The
Pharisee represents a "self-satisfied" conscience, under theillusion that it is able to observe the law without the help of
grace and convinced that it does not need mercy.

105. All people must take great care not to allow themselves to be tainted by the attitude of the Pharisee, which would
seek to eliminate awareness of one's own limits and of one's own sin. In our own day this attitude is expressed
particularly in the attempt to adapt the moral norm to one's own capacities and persona interests, and even in the
rejection of the very idea of a norm. Accepting, on the other hand, the "disproportion" between the law and human
ability (that is, the capacity of the moral forces of man left to himself) kindles the desire for grace and prepares one to
receive it. "Who will deliver me from this body of death?' asks the Apostle Paul. And in an outburst of joy and
gratitude he replies. "Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! " (Rom 7:24-25).

We find the same awareness in the following prayer of Saint Ambrose of Milan: "What then is man, if you do not visit
him? Remember, Lord, that you have made me as one who is weak, that you formed me from dust. How can | stand, if
you do not constantly look upon me, to strengthen this clay, so that my strength may proceed from your face? When
you hide your face, all grows weak (Ps 104:29): if you turn to look at me, woe is me! Y ou have nothing to see in me



but the stain of my crimes; there is no gain either in being abandoned or in being seen, because when we are seen, we
offend you. Still, we can imagine that God does not reject those he sees, because he purifies those upon whom he
gazes. Before him burns a fire capable of consuming our guilt (cf. Joel 2:3)".165

Morality and new evangelization

106. Evangelization is the most powerful and stirring challenge which the Church has been called to face from her very
beginning. Indeed, this challenge is posed not so much by the social and cultural milieux which she encounters in the
course of history, as by the mandate of the Risen Christ, who defines the very reason for the Church's existence: "Go
into all the world and preach the Gospel to the whole creation” (MK 16:15).

At least for many peoples, however, the present time is instead marked by a formidable challenge to undertake a "new
evangelization", a proclamation of the Gospel which is aways new and always the bearer of new things, an
evangelization which must be "new in its ardour, methods and expression”.166 Dechristianization, which weighs
heavily upon entire peoples and communities once rich in faith and Christian life, involves not only the loss of faith or
in any event its becoming irrelevant for everyday life, but also, and of necessity, a decline or obscuring of the moral
sense. This comes about both as a result of aloss of awareness of the originality of Gospel morality and as a result of
an eclipse of fundamental principles and ethical values themselves. Today's widespread tendencies towards
subjectivism, utilitarianism and relativism appear not merely as pragmatic attitudes or patterns of behaviour, but rather
as approaches having abasis in theory and claiming full cultural and social legitimacy.

107. Evangelization - and therefore the "new evangelization" - also involves the proclamation and presentation of
morality. Jesus himself, even as he preached the Kingdom of God and its saving love, caled people to faith and
conversion (cf. Mk 1:15). And when Peter, with the other Apostles, proclaimed the Resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth
from the dead, he held out a new life to be lived, a"way" to be followed, for those who would be disciples of the Risen
One (cf. Acts 2:37-41; 3:17-20).

Just as it does in proclaiming the truths of faith, and even more so in presenting the foundations and content of
Christian morality, the new evangelization will show its authenticity and unleash all its missionary force when it is
carried out through the gift not only of the word proclaimed but also of the word lived. In particular, the life of holiness
which is resplendent in so many members of the People of God, humble and often unseen, constitutes the simplest and
most attractive way to perceive at once the beauty of truth, the liberating force of God's love, and the value of
unconditional fidelity to all the demands of the Lord's law, even in the most difficult situations. For this reason, the
Church, as awise teacher of morality, has always invited believers to seek and to find in the Saints, and above al in the
Virgin Mother of God "full of grace" and "al-holy", the model, the strength and the joy needed to live a life in
accordance with God's commandments and the Beatitudes of the Gospel.

The lives of the saints, as a reflection of the goodness of God - the One who "alone is good" - constitute not only a
genuine profession of faith and an incentive for sharing it with others, but also a glorification of God and his infinite
holiness. The life of holiness thus brings to full expression and effectiveness the threefold and unitary munus
propheticum, sacerdotale et regale which every Christian receives as a gift by being born again "of water and the Spirit"
(In 3:5) in Baptism. His mora life has the value of a "spiritual worship” (Rom 12:1; cf. Phil 3:3), flowing from and
nourished by that inexhaustible source of holiness and glorification of God which isfound in the Sacraments, especially
in the Eucharist: by sharing in the sacrifice of the Cross, the Christian partakes of Christ's self-giving love and is
equipped and committed to live this same charity in al his thoughts and deeds. In the moral life the Christian's royal
service is also made evident and effective: with the help of grace, the more one obeys the new law of the Holy Spirit,
the more one grows in the freedom to which he or sheis called by the service of truth, charity and justice.

108. At the heart of the new evangdlization and of the new moral life which it proposes and awakens by its fruits of
holiness and missionary zeal, there is the Spirit of Christ, the principle and strength of the fruitfulness of Holy Mother
Church. As Pope Paul VI reminded us: "Evangelization will never be possible

without the action of the Holy Spirit".167 The Spirit of Jesus, received by the humble and docile heart of the believer,
brings about the flourishing of Christian moral life and the witness of holiness amid the great variety of vocations, gifts,
responsibilities, conditions and life situations. As Novatian once pointed out, here expressing the authentic faith of the
Church, it is the Holy Spirit "who confirmed the hearts and minds of the disciples, who revealed the mysteries of the
Gospel, who shed upon them the light of things divine. Strengthened by his gift, they did not fear either prisons or
chains for the name of the Lord; indeed they even trampled upon the powers and torments of the world, armed and
strengthened by him, having in themselves the gifts which this same Spirit bestows and directs like jewels to the
Church, the Bride of Christ. It isin fact he who raises up prophets in the Church, instructs teachers, guides tongues,
works wonders and healings, accomplishes miracles, grants the discernment of spirits, assigns governance, inspires
counsels, distributes and harmonizes every other charismatic gift. In this way he completes and perfects the Lord's
Church everywhere and in al things'.168

In the living context of this new evangelization, aimed at generating and nourishing "the faith which works through
love" (cf. Gal 5:6), and in relation to the work of the Holy Spirit, we can now understand the proper place which



continuing theological reflection about the mora life holds in the Church, the community of believers. We can likewise
speak of the mission and the responsibility proper to moral theologians.

The service of moral theologians

109. The whole Church is called to evangelization and to the witness of a life of faith, by the fact that she has been
made a sharer in the munus propheticum of the Lord Jesus through the gift of his Spirit. Thanks to the permanent
presence of the Spirit of truth in the Church (cf. Jn 14:16-17), "the universal body of the faithful who have received the
anointing of the holy one (cf. 1 Jn 2:20, 27) cannot be mistaken in belief. It displays this particular quality through a
supernatural sense of the faith in the whole people when, 'from the Bishops to the last of the lay faithful ', it expresses
the consensus of all in matters of faith and morals'.169

In order to carry out her prophetic mission, the Church must constantly reawaken or "rekindle" her own life of faith (cf.
2 Tim 1:6), particularly through an ever deeper reflection, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, upon the content of
faith itself. The "vocation" of the theologian in the Church is specifically at the service of this "believing effort to
understand the faith". As the Instruction Donum V eritatis teaches: "Among the vocations awakened by the Spirit in the
Church is that of the theologian. His role is to pursue in a particular way an ever deeper understanding of the word of
God found in the inspired Scriptures and handed on by the living Tradition of the Church. He does this in communion
with the Magisterium, which has been charged with the responsibility of preserving the deposit of faith. By its nature,
faith appeals to reason because it reveals to man the truth of his destiny and the way to attain it. Revealed truth, to be
sure, surpasses our telling. All our concepts fall short of its ultimately unfathomable grandeur (cf. Eph 3:19).
Nonetheless, revealed truth beckons reason - God's gift fashioned for the assimilation of truth - to enter into its light
and thereby come to understand in a certain measure what it has believed. Theological science responds to the
invitation of truth as it seeks to understand the faith. It thereby aids the People of God in fulfilling the Apostle's
command (cf. 1 Pet 3:15) to give an accounting for their hope to those who ask it".170

It is fundamental for defining the very identity of theology, and consequently for theology to carry out its proper
mission, to recognize its profound and vital connection with the Church, her mystery, her life and her mission:
"Theology is an ecclesial science because it grows in the Church and works on the Church... It is a service to the
Church and therefore ought to feel itself actively involved in the mission of the Church, particularly in its prophetic
mission".171 By its very nature and procedures, authentic theology can flourish and develop only through a committed
and responsible participation in and "belonging” to the Church as a "community of faith". In turn, the fruits of
theological research and deeper insight become a source of enrichment for the Church and her life of faith.

110. All that has been said about theology in general can and must also be said for moral theology, seen in its specific
nature as a scientific reflection on the Gospel as the gift and commandment of new life, a reflection on the life which
"professes the truth in love" (cf. Eph 4:15) and on the Church's life of holiness, in which there shines forth the truth
about the good brought to its perfection. The Church's Magisterium intervenes not only in the sphere of faith, but also,
and inseparably so, in the sphere of morals. It has the task of "discerning, by means of judgments normative for the
consciences of believers, those acts which in themselves conform to the demands of faith and foster their expression in
life and those which, on the contrary, because intrinsically evil, are incompatible with such demands®'.172 In
proclaiming the commandments of God and the charity of Christ, the Church's Magisterium also teaches the faithful
specific particular precepts and requires that they consider them in conscience as morally binding. In addition, the
Magisterium carries out an important work of vigilance, warning the faithful of the presence of possible errors, even
merely implicit ones, when their consciences fail to acknowledge the correctness and the truth of the moral norms
which the Magisterium teaches.

This is the point at which to consider the specific task of al those who by mandate of their legitimate Pastors teach
moral theology in Seminaries and Faculties of Theology. They have the grave duty to instruct the faithful - especially
future Pastors - about all those commandments and practical norms authoritatively declared by the Church.173 While
recognizing the possible limitations of the human

arguments employed by the Magisterium, moral theologians are called to develop a deeper understanding of the
reasons underlying its teachings and to expound the validity and obligatory nature of the precepts it proposes,
demonstrating their connection with one another and their relation with man's ultimate end.174 Moral theologians are
to set forth the Church's teaching and to give, in the exercise of their ministry, the example of a loyal assent, both
internal and external, to the Magisterium's teaching in the areas of both dogma and morality.175 Working together in
cooperation with the hierarchica Magisterium, theologians will be deeply concerned to clarify ever more fully the
biblical foundations, the ethical significance and the anthropological concerns which underlie the moral doctrine and
the vision of man set forth by the Church.

111. The service which moral theologians are called to provide at the present time is of the utmost importance, not only
for the Church's life and mission, but also for human society and culture. Mora theologians have the task, in close and
vital connection with biblical and dogmatic theology, to highlight through their scientific reflection "that dynamic
aspect which will €licit the response that man must give to the divine call which comes in the process of his growth in
love, within acommunity of salvation. In thisway, moral theology will acquire an inner spiritual dimension in response



to the need to develop fully the imago Del present in man, and in response to the laws of spiritual development
described by Christian ascetical and mystical theology".176

Certainly moral theology and its teaching are meeting with particular difficulty today. Because the Church's morality
necessarily involves a normative dimension, moral theology cannot be reduced to a body of knowledge worked out
purely in the context of the so-called behavioural sciences. The latter are concerned with the phenomenon of morality
as a historical and socia fact; mora theology, however, while needing to make use of the behavioural and natural
sciences, does not rely on the results of forma empirical observation or phenomenological understanding alone.
Indeed, the relevance of the behavioural sciences for moral theology must always be measured against the primordial
guestion: What is good or evil? What must be done to have eternal life?

112. The moral theologian must therefore exercise careful discernment in the context of today's prevalently scientific
and technical culture, exposed as it is to the dangers of relativism, pragmatism and positivism. From the theological
viewpoint, moral principles are not dependent upon the historical moment in which they are discovered. Moreover, the
fact that some believers act without following the teachings of the Magisterium, or erroneously consider as morally
correct a kind of behaviour declared by their Pastors as contrary to the law of God, cannot be a valid argument for
rejecting the truth of the moral norms taught by the Church. The affirmation of moral principles is not within the
competence of formal empirical methods. While not denying the validity of such methods, but at the same time not
restricting its viewpoint to them, moral theology, faithful to the supernatural sense of the faith, takes into account first
and foremost the spiritual dimension of the human heart and its vocation to divine love.

In fact, while the behavioural sciences, like all experimental sciences, develop an empirical and statistical concept of
"normality", faith teaches that this normality itself bears the traces of a fall from man's original situation - in other
words, it is affected by sin. Only Christian faith points out to man the way to return to "the beginning” (cf. Mt 19:8), a
way which is often quite different from that of empirical normality. Hence the behavioural sciences, despite the great
value of the information which they provide, cannot be considered decisive indications of moral norms. It is the Gospel
which reveals the full truth about man and his moral journey, and thus enlightens and admonishes sinners; it proclaims
to them God's mercy, which is constantly at work to preserve them both from despair at their inability fully to know
and keep God's law and from the presumption that they can be saved without merit. God aso reminds sinners of the joy
of forgiveness, which alone grants the strength to see in the moral law aliberating truth, a grace-filled source of hope, a
path of life.

113. Teaching moral doctrine involves the conscious acceptance of these intellectual, spiritual and pastoral
responsibilities. Moral theologians, who have accepted the charge of teaching the Church's doctrine, thus have a grave
duty to train the faithful to make this mora discernment, to be committed to the true good and to have confident
recourse to God's grace.

While exchanges and conflicts of opinion may constitute normal expressions of public life in a representative
democracy, moral teaching certainly cannot depend simply upon respect for a process. indeed, it is in no way
established by following the rules and deliberative procedures typical of a democracy.Dissent, in the form of carefully
orchestrated protests and polemics carried on in the media, is opposed to ecclesial communion and to a correct
understanding of the hierarchical constitution of the People of God. Opposition to the teaching of the Church's Pastors
cannot be seen as a legitimate expression either of Christian freedom or of the diversity of the Spirit's gifts. When this
happens, the Church's Pastors have the duty to act in conformity with their apostolic mission, insisting that the right of
the faithful to receive Catholic doctrine in its purity and integrity must always be respected. "Never forgetting that he
too is amember of the People of God, the theologian must be respectful of them, and be committed to offering

them ateaching which in no way does harm to the doctrine of the faith".177

Our own responsibilities as Pastors

114. Asthe Second Vatican Council reminds us, responsibility for the faith and the life of faith of the People of God is
particularly incumbent upon the Church's Pastors: "Among the principal tasks of Bishops the preaching of the Gospel is
pre-eminent. For the Bishops are the heralds of the faith who bring new disciples to Christ. They are authentic teachers,
that is, teachers endowed with the authority of Christ, who preach to the people entrusted to them the faith to be
believed and put into practice; they illustrate this faith in the light of the Holy Spirit, drawing out of the treasury of
Revelation things old and new (cf. Mt 13:52); they make it bear fruit and they vigilantly ward off errors that are
threatening their flock (cf. 2 Tim 4:1-4)".178

It is our common duty, and even before that our common grace, as Pastors and Bishops of the Church, to teach the
faithful the things which lead them to God, just as the Lord Jesus did with the young man in the Gospel. Replying to
the question: "What good must | do to have eternal life?", Jesus referred the young man to God, the Lord of creation
and of the Covenant. He reminded him of the moral commandments aready revealed in the Old Testament and he
indicated their spirit and deepest meaning by inviting the young man to follow him in poverty, humility and love:
"Come, follow me! ". The truth of this teaching was sealed on the Crossin the Blood of Christ: in the Holy Spirit, it has
become the new law of the Church and of every Christian.



This "answer" to the question about morality has been entrusted by Jesus Christ in a particular way to us, the Pastors of
the Church; we have been called to make it the object of our preaching, in the fulfilment of our munus propheticum. At
the same time, our responsibility as Pastors with regard to Christian moral teaching must also be exercised as part of
the munus sacerdotal e: this happens when we dispense to the faithful the gifts of grace and sanctification as an effective
means for obeying God's holy law, and when with our constant and confident prayers we support believers in their
efforts to be faithful to the demands of the faith and to live in accordance with the Gospel (cf. Col 1:9-12). Especialy
today, Christian moral teaching must be one of the chief areas in which we exercise our pastoral vigilance, in carrying
out our munus regale.

115. Thisisthefirst time, in fact, that the Magisterium of the Church has set forth in detail the fundamental elements of
this teaching, and presented the principles for the pastora discernment necessary in practical and cultural situations
which are complex and even crucial.

In the light of Revelation and of the Church's constant teaching, especially that of the Second Vatican Council, | have
briefly recalled the essential characteristics of freedom, as well as the fundamental values connected with the dignity of
the person and the truth of his acts, so as to be able to discern in obedience to the moral law a grace and a sign of our
adoption in the one Son (cf. Eph 1:4-6). Specifically, this Encyclical has evaluated certain trends in moral theology
today. | now pass this evaluation on to you, in obedience to the word of the Lord who entrusted to Peter the task of
strengthening his brethren (cf. Lk 22:32), in order to clarify and aid our common discernment.

Each of us knows how important is the teaching which represents the central theme of this Encyclical and which is
today being restated with the authority of the Successor of Peter. Each of us can see the seriousness of what isinvolved,
not only for individuals but also for the whole of society, with thereaffirmation of the universality and immutability of
the moral commandments, particularly those which prohibit always and without exception intrinsically evil acts.

In acknowledging these commandments, Christian hearts and our pastoral charity listen to the call of the One who "first
loved us' (1Jn 4:19). God asks us to be holy as heis holy (cf. Lev 19:2), to be - in Christ - perfect as he is perfect (cf.
Mt 5:48). The unwavering demands of that commandment are based upon God's infinitely merciful love (cf. Lk 6:36),
and the purpose of that commandment is to lead us, by the grace of Christ, on the path of that fullness of life proper to
the children of God.

116. We have the duty, as Bishops, to be vigilant that the word of God is faithfully taught. My Brothers in the
Episcopate, it is part of our pastoral ministry to see to it that this moral teaching is faithfully handed down and to have
recourse to appropriate measures to ensure that the faithful are guarded from every doctrine and theory contrary toiit. In
carrying out thistask we are all assisted by theologians; even so, theological opinions constitute neither the rule nor the
norm of our teaching. Its authority is derived, by the assistance of the Holy Spirit and in communion cum Petro et sub
Petro, from our fidelity to the Catholic faith which comes from the Apostles. As Bishops, we have the grave obligation
to be personally vigilant that the "sound doctrine" (1 Tim 1:10) of faith and moralsistaught in our Dioceses.

A particular responsibility is incumbent upon Bishops with regard to Catholic ingtitutions. Whether these are agencies
for the pastoral care of the family or for social work, or institutions dedicated to teaching or health care, Bishops can
canonically erect and recognize these structures and delegate certain responsibilities to them. Nevertheless, Bishops are
never relieved of their own personal obligations. It falls to them, in communion with the Holy See, both to grant the
title "Catholic" to Church-related schools, 179 universities, 180 health-care facilities and counselling services, and, in
cases of aseriousfailure to live up to that title, to take it away.

117. In the heart of every Christian, in the inmost depths of each person, there is always an echo of the question which
the young man in the Gospel once asked Jesus: "Teacher, what good must | do to have eternal life?" (Mt 19:16).
Everyone, however, needs to address this question to the "Good Teacher", since he is the only one who can answer in
the fullness of truth, in al situations, in the most varied of circumstances. And when Christians ask him the question
which rises from their conscience, the Lord replies in the words of the New Covenant which have been entrusted to his
Church. As the Apostle Paul said of himself, we have been sent "to preach the Gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom,
lest the Cross of Christ be emptied of its power" (1 Cor 1:17). The Church's answer to man's question contains the
wisdom and power of Christ Crucified, the Truth which gives of itself.

When people ask the Church the questions raised by their consciences, when the faithful in the Church turn to their
Bishops and Pastors, the Church's reply contains the voice of Jesus Christ, the voice of the truth about good and evil. In
the words spoken by the Church there resounds, in people's inmost being, the voice of God who "alone is good” (cf. Mt
19:17), who alone"islove" (1 Jn 4:8, 16).

Through the anointing of the Spirit this gentle but challenging word becomes light and life for man. Again the Apostle
Paul invites us to have confidence, because "our competence is from God, who has made us competent to be ministers
of a new covenant, not in awritten code but in the Spirit... The Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is,
thereisfreedom. And all of us, with unveiled faces, reflecting the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness
from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit" (2 Cor 3:5-6, 17-18).

CONCLUSION

Mary, Mother of Mercy



118. At the end of these considerations, let us entrust ourselves, the sufferings and the joys of our life, the moral life of
believers and people of good will, and the research of moralists, to Mary, Mother of God and Mother of Mercy.

Mary is Mother of Mercy because her Son, Jesus Christ, was sent by the Father as the revelation of God's mercy (cf. Jn
3:16-18). Christ came not to condemn but to forgive, to show mercy (cf. Mt 9:13). And the greatest mercy of al is
found in his being in our midst and calling us to meet him and to confess, with Peter, that he is "the Son of the living
God" (Mt 16:16). No human sin can erase the mercy of God, or prevent him from unleashing all his triumphant power,
if we only call upon him. Indeed, sin itself makes

even more radiant the love of the Father who, in order to ransom a slave, sacrificed his Son:181 his mercy towards usis
Redemption. This mercy reachesits fullness in the gift of the Spirit who bestows new life and demands that it be lived.
No matter how many and great the obstacles put in his way by human frailty and sin, the Spirit, who renews the face of
the earth (cf.Ps 104:30), makes possible the miracle of the perfect accomplishment of the good. This renewal, which
gives the ability to do what is good, noble, beautiful, pleasing to God and in conformity with his will, is in some way
the flowering of the gift of mercy, which offers liberation from the slavery of evil and gives the strength to sin no more.
Through the gift of new life, Jesus makes us sharersin hislove and leads us to the Father in the Spirit.

119. Such isthe consoling certainty of Christian faith, the source of its profound humanity and extraordinary simplicity.
At times, in the discussions about new and complex moral problems, it can seem that Christian morality isin itself too
demanding, difficult to understand and almost impossible to practise. This is untrue, since Christian morality consists,
in the simplicity of the Gospel, in following Jesus Christ, in abandoning oneself to him, in letting oneself be
transformed by his grace and renewed by his mercy, gifts which come to us in the living communion of his Church.
Saint Augustine reminds us that "he who would live has a place to live, and has everything needed to live. Let him
draw near, let him believe, let him become part of the body, that he may have life. Let him not shrink from the unity of
the members'.182 By the light of the Holy Spirit, the living essence of Christian morality can be understood by
everyone, even the least learned, but particularly those who are able to preserve an "undivided heart" (Ps 86:11). On the
other hand, this evangelical simplicity does not exempt one from facing reality in its complexity; rather it can lead to a
more genuine understanding of reality, inasmuch as following Christ will gradually bring out the distinctive character
of authentic Christian morality, while providing the vital energy needed to carry it out. It is the task of the Church's
Magisterium to see that the dynamic process of following Christ develops in an organic manner, without the
falsification or obscuring of its moral demands, with al their consequences. The one who loves Christ keeps his
commandments (cf. Jn 14:15).

120. Mary is a'so Mother of Mercy because it is to her that Jesus entrusts his Church and all humanity. At the foot of
the Cross, when she accepts John as her son, when she asks, together with Christ, forgiveness from the Father for those
who do not know what they do (cf. Lk 23:34), Mary experiences, in perfect docility to the Spirit, the richness and the
universality of God's love, which opens her heart and enables it to embrace the entire human race. Thus Mary becomes
Mother of each and every one of us, the Mother who obtains for us divine mercy.

Mary is the radiant sign and inviting model of the moral life. As Saint Ambrose put it, "The life of this one person ca