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with personal responsibility, all are impelled by their own nature and are bound
by a moral obligation to seek truth, above all religious truth. They are further
bound to hold to the truth once it is known, and to regulate their whole lives by
its demands."14

 

The Church As Sign and Instrument of Salvation

9. The first beneficiary of salvation is the Church. Christ won the Church for
himself at the price of his own blood and made the Church his co-worker in the
salvation of the world. Indeed, Christ dwells within the Church. She is his Bride.
It is he who causes her to grow. He carries out his mission through her.

The Council makes frequent reference to the Church's role in the salvation of
mankind. While acknowledging that God loves all people and grants them the
possibility of being saved (cf. l Tm 2:4),15 the Church believes that God has
established Christ as the one mediator and that she herself has been established
as the universal sacrament of salvation. 16 "To this catholic unity of the people of
God, therefore,...all are called, and they belong to it or are ordered to it in
various ways, whether they be Catholic faithful or others who believe in Christ or
finally all people everywhere who by the grace of God are called to salvation."17

It is necessary to keep these two truths together, namely, the real possibility of
salvation in Christ for all mankind and the necessity of the Church for salvation.
Both these truths help us to understand the one mystery of salvation, so that we
can come to know God's mercy and our own responsibility. Salvation, which
always remains a gift of the Holy Spirit, requires man's cooperation, both to save
himself and to save others. This is God's will, and this is why he established the
Church and made her a part of his plan of salvation. Referring to "this messianic
people," the Council says; "It has been set up by Christ as a communion of life,
love and truth; by him too it is taken up as the instrument of salvation for all,
and sent on a mission to the whole world as the light of the world and the salt of
the earth."18

 

Salvation in Christ Is Offered to All

10. The universality of salvation means that it is granted not only to those who
explicitly believe in Christ and have entered the Church. Since salvation is offered
to all, it must be made concretely available to all. But it is clear that today, as in
the past, many people do not have an opportunity to come to know or accept the
gospel revelation or to enter the Church. The social and cultural conditions in
which they live do not permit this, and frequently they have been brought up in
other religious traditions. For such people salvation in Christ is accessible by
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virtue of a grace which, while having a mysterious relationship to the Church,
does not make them formally part of the Church but enlightens them in a way
which is accommodated to their spiritual and material situation. This grace comes
from Christ; it is the result of his Sacrifice and is communicated by the Holy
Spirit. It enables each person to attain salvation through his or her free
cooperation.

For this reason the Council, after affirming the centrality of the Paschal Mystery,
went on to declare that "this applies not only to Christians but to all people of
good will in whose hearts grace is secretly at work. Since Christ died for
everyone, and since the ultimate calling of each of us comes from God and is
therefore a universal one, we are obliged to hold that the Holy Spirit offers
everyone the possibility of sharing in this Paschal Mystery in a manner known to
God."19

 

"We cannot but speak" (Acts 4:20)

11. What then should be said of the objections already mentioned regarding the
mission ad gentes? While respecting the beliefs and sensitivities of all, we must
first clearly affirm our faith in Christ, the one Savior of mankind, a faith we have
received as a gift from on high, not as a result of any merit of our own. We say
with Paul, "I am not ashamed of the Gospel: it is the power of God for salvation
to everyone who has faith" (Rom 1:16). Christian martyrs of all times - including
our own - have given and continue to give their lives in order to bear witness to
this faith, in the conviction that every human being needs Jesus Christ, who has
conquered sin and death and reconciled mankind to God.

Confirming his words by miracles and by his resurrection from the dead, Christ
proclaimed himself to be the Son of God dwelling in intimate union with the
Father, and was recognized as such by his disciples. The Church offers mankind
the Gospel, that prophetic message which responds to the needs and aspirations
of the human heart and always remains "Good News." The Church cannot fail to
proclaim that Jesus came to reveal the face of God and to merit salvation for all
humanity by his cross and resurrection.

To the question, "why mission?" we reply with the Church's faith and experience
that true liberation consists in opening oneself to the love of Christ. In him, and
only in him, are we set free from all alienation and doubt, from slavery to the
power of sin and death. Christ is truly "our peace" (Eph 2:14); "the love of Christ
impels us" (2 Cor 5:14), giving meaning and joy to our life. Mission is an issue of
faith, an accurate indicator of our faith in Christ and his love for us.

The temptation today is to reduce Christianity to merely human wisdom, a
pseudo-science of well-being. In our heavily secularized world a "gradual
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