
The Holy See

POPE FRANCIS

GENERAL AUDIENCE

Saint Peter's Square
Wednesday, 22 March 2023

[Multimedia]

_______________________________________

Catechesis. The passion for evangelization: the apostolic zeal of the believer 8. The first way of
evangelization: witness" (cfr. Evangelii nuntiandi)

Dear brothers and sisters, good morning!

Today we will listen to the “magna carta ” of evangelization in the contemporary world: Saint Paul
VI’s Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii nuntiandi (EN, 8 December 1975). It is topical. It was written
in 1975, but it is as though it had been written yesterday. Evangelization is more than just simple
doctrinal and moral transmission. It is, first and foremost, witness — one cannot evangelize
without witness — witness of the personal encounter with Jesus Christ, the Incarnate Word in
which salvation is fulfilled. An indispensable witness because, firstly, the world needs
“evangelizers to speak to it of a God whom the evangelists themselves should know and be
familiar with” (EN, 76). It is not transmitting an ideology or a “doctrine” on God, no. It is transmitting
God who is living in me. This is witness. Also because, “modern man listens more willingly to
witnesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it is because they are witnesses”
(ibid., 41). The witness of Christ, then, is at the same time the first means of evangelization (cf.
ibid.), and an essential condition for its efficacy (cf. ibid., 76), so that the proclamation of the
Gospel may be fruitful. Being witnesses.

It is necessary to remember that witness also includes professed faith, that is, convinced and
manifest adherence to God the Father and Son and Holy Spirit, who created us out of love, who
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redeemed us. A faith that transforms us, that transforms our relationships, the criteria and the
values that determine our choices. Witness, therefore, cannot be separated from consistency
between what one believes and what one proclaims, and what one lives. One is not credible just
by stating a doctrine or an ideology, no. A person is credible if there is harmony between what he
or she believes and lives. Many Christians only say they believe, but they live something else, as if
they did not. And this is hypocrisy. The opposite of witness is hypocrisy. How many times have we
heard, “Ah, this person goes to Mass every Sunday and then he lives like this, or that”: it is true, it
is counter-witness.

Every one of us is called to respond to three fundamental questions, posed in this way by Paul VI:
“Do you believe what you are proclaiming? Do you live what you believe? Do you preach what you
live?” (cf. ibid.). Is there harmony: do you believe what you proclaim? Do you live what you
believe? Do you proclaim what you live? We cannot be satisfied with easy, pre-packaged
answers. We are called upon to accept the risk, albeit destabilizing, of the search, trusting fully in
the action of the Holy Spirit who works in each one of us, driving us ever further: beyond our
boundaries, beyond our barriers, beyond our limits, of any type.

In this sense, the witness of a Christian life involves a journey of holiness, based on Baptism,
which makes us “sharers in the divine nature. In this way they are really made holy” (Dogmatic
Constitution Lumen gentium, 40). A holiness that is not reserved to the few; that is a gift from God
and demands to be listened to and made to bear fruit for ourselves and for others. Chosen and
beloved by God, we must bring this love to others. Paul VI teaches that the zeal for evangelization
springs from holiness, it springs from the heart that is filled with God. Nourished by prayer and
above all by love for the Eucharist, evangelization in turn increases holiness in the people who
carry it out (cf. EN, 76). At the same time, without holiness, the word of the evangelizer “will have
difficulty in touching the heart of modern man”, and “risks being vain and sterile” (ibid.).

Therefore, we must be aware that the people to whom evangelization is addressed are not only
others, those who profess other faiths or who profess none, but also ourselves, believers in Christ
and active members of the People of God. And we must convert every day, receive the Word of
God and change our life: every day. And this is how the heart is evangelized. To bear this witness,
the Church as such must also begin by evangelizing herself. If the Church does not evangelize
herself, she remains a museum piece. Instead, it is by evangelizing herself that she is continually
updated. She needs to listen unceasingly to what she must believe, to her reasons for hope, to the
new commandment of love. The Church, which is a People of God immersed in the world, and
often tempted by idols — many of them — always needs to hear the proclamation of the works of
God. In brief, this means that she has a constant need of being evangelized, she needs to read
the Gospel, to pray and to feel the force of the Spirit changing her heart (cf. EN, 15).

A Church that evangelizes herself in order to evangelize is a Church that, guided by the Holy
Spirit, is called to walk a demanding path, a path of conversion and renewal. This also entails the
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ability to change the ways of understanding and living her evangelizing presence in history,
avoiding taking refuge in the protected zones of the logic of “it has always been done this way”.
They are the refuges that cause the Church to sicken. The Church must go forward; she must
grow continually. In this way, she will remain young. This Church is entirely turned to God,
therefore a participant in his plan of salvation for humanity, and, at the same time, entirely turned
towards humanity. The Church must be a Church that dialogically encounters the contemporary
world, that weaves fraternal relationships, that generates spaces of encounter, implementing good
practices of hospitality, of welcome, of recognition and integration of the other and of otherness,
and that cares for the common home that is creation. That is, a Church that dialogically
encounters the contemporary world, that dialogues with the contemporary world, but that
encounters the Lord every day and dialogues with the Lord, and allows the Holy Spirit, the agent
of evangelization, to enter. Without the Holy Spirit we can only publicize the Church, not
evangelize. It is the Spirit in us that drives us towards evangelization, and this is the true freedom
of the children of God.

Dear brothers and sisters, I renew my invitation to you to read and re-read Evangelii nuntiandi. I
will tell you the truth, I read it often, because it is Saint Paul VI’s masterpiece, it is the legacy he
left to us, to evangelize.

____________________________________

Special Greetings

I extend a warm welcome to the English-speaking pilgrims and visitors taking part in today’s
Audience, especially the groups from England, Indonesia, the Philippines and the United States of
America. May our Lenten journey bring us to Easter with hearts purified and renewed by the grace
of the Holy Spirit. Upon you and your families I invoke joy and peace in Christ our risen Lord.

Lastly, as usual, my thoughts turn to young people, to the sick, to the elderly and to newlyweds.
May the Lenten Season we are living help you to rediscover the great gift of being disciples of
Jesus. Follow him without reserve, imitate his dedication to the will of the Father and the love for
his brothers and sisters.

I offer my blessing to all of you.

________________________________________

APPEALS

Today is World Water Day. The words of Saint Francis of Assisi come to mind: “Praised be You,
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my Lord, through Sister Water, who is very useful and humble and precious and chaste”. In these
simple words we feel the beauty of creation and the awareness of the challenges involved in
caring for it. During these days, the second United Nations Water Conference is taking place in
New York. I pray for a successful outcome and hope that this important event will accelerate
initiatives in support of those who suffer from the scarcity of water, this primary good. Water
cannot be wasted and abused or a cause for war, but must be preserved for our benefit and that of
future generations.

On Saturday, we will celebrate the Solemnity of the Annunciation of the Lord, and our thoughts
turn to 25 March last year, when, in union with all the bishops of the world, the Church and
humanity, especially Russia and Ukraine, were consecrated to the Immaculate Heart of Mary. Let
us never tire of entrusting the cause of peace to the Queen of Peace. I would therefore like to
invite every believer and community, especially prayer groups, to renew the act of consecration to
Our Lady every 25 March, so that she, who is Mother, may preserve us all in unity and peace.

And let us not forget, in these days, troubled Ukraine, who is suffering so much.

__________________________________________

Summary of the Holy Father's words

Dear brothers and sisters: In our continuing catechesis on missionary zeal, we now consider the
teaching of Saint Paul VI in his Apostolic Exhoration Evangelii Nuntiandi, on evangelization in the
modern world. Pope Paul insisted that evangelization is primarily a personal witness to the Gospel
and its saving truth. For this reason, he stressed the importance, in all the baptized, of a living faith
in the triune God, manifested in a life of holiness fully consistent with the message we proclaim.
Holiness of life, grounded in the gift of the Holy Spirit received in baptism, is the source of our zeal
to share with others the treasure of new life and hope that is ours. Pope Paul went on to say that
the Church not only evangelizes, but is herself evangelized, that is, constantly called to conversion
and interior renewal in the Spirit. A Church that evangelizes is entirely turned to God, the source of
our salvation, and, at the same time, entirely engaged in a creative dialogue with the world,
cooperating with the Lord’s gracious plan for the unity and peace of our human family.
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