
Jesus Christ – the incarnate love of God 

12. Though up to now we have been speaking mainly of the Old Testament, nevertheless the 

profound compenetration of the two Testaments as the one Scripture of the Christian faith has 

already become evident. The real novelty of the New Testament lies not so much in new ideas as 

in the figure of Christ himself, who gives flesh and blood to those concepts—an unprecedented 

realism. In the Old Testament, the novelty of the Bible did not consist merely in abstract notions 

but in God's unpredictable and in some sense unprecedented activity. This divine activity now 

takes on dramatic form when, in Jesus Christ, it is God himself who goes in search of the “stray 

sheep”, a suffering and lost humanity. When Jesus speaks in his parables of the shepherd who 

goes after the lost sheep, of the woman who looks for the lost coin, of the father who goes to 

meet and embrace his prodigal son, these are no mere words: they constitute an explanation of 

his very being and activity. His death on the Cross is the culmination of that turning of God 

against himself in which he gives himself in order to raise man up and save him. This is love in 

its most radical form. By contemplating the pierced side of Christ (cf. 19:37), we can understand 

the starting-point of this Encyclical Letter: “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8). It is there that this truth can 

be contemplated. It is from there that our definition of love must begin. In this contemplation the 

Christian discovers the path along which his life and love must move. 

14. Here we need to consider yet another aspect: this sacramental “mysticism” is social in 

character, for in sacramental communion I become one with the Lord, like all the other 

communicants. As Saint Paul says, “Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, 

for we all partake of the one bread” (1 Cor 10:17). Union with Christ is also union with all those 

to whom he gives himself. I cannot possess Christ just for myself; I can belong to him only in 

union with all those who have become, or who will become, his own. Communion draws me out 

of myself towards him, and thus also towards unity with all Christians. We become “one body”, 

completely joined in a single existence. Love of God and love of neighbour are now truly united: 

God incarnate draws us all to himself. We can thus understand how agape also became a term 

for the Eucharist: there God's own agape comes to us bodily, in order to continue his work in us 

and through us. Only by keeping in mind this Christological and sacramental basis can we 

correctly understand Jesus' teaching on love. The transition which he makes from the Law and 

the Prophets to the twofold commandment of love of God and of neighbour, and his grounding 

the whole life of faith on this central precept, is not simply a matter of morality—something that 

could exist apart from and alongside faith in Christ and its sacramental re-actualization. Faith, 

worship and ethos are interwoven as a single reality which takes shape in our encounter with 

God's agape. Here the usual contraposition between worship and ethics simply falls apart. 

“Worship” itself, Eucharistic communion, includes the reality both of being loved and of loving 

others in turn. A Eucharist which does not pass over into the concrete practice of love is 

intrinsically fragmented. Conversely, as we shall have to consider in greater detail below, the 

“commandment” of love is only possible because it is more than a requirement. Love can be 

“commanded” because it has first been given. 

The Church's charitable activity as a manifestation of Trinitarian love 



19. “If you see charity, you see the Trinity”, wrote Saint Augustine.[11] In the foregoing 

reflections, we have been able to focus our attention on the Pierced one (cf. Jn 19:37, Zech 

12:10), recognizing the plan of the Father who, moved by love (cf. Jn 3:16), sent his only-

begotten Son into the world to redeem man. By dying on the Cross—as Saint John tells us—

Jesus “gave up his Spirit” (Jn 19:30), anticipating the gift of the Holy Spirit that he would make 

after his Resurrection (cf. Jn 20:22). This was to fulfil the promise of “rivers of living water” that 

would flow out of the hearts of believers, through the outpouring of the Spirit (cf. Jn 7:38-39). 

The Spirit, in fact, is that interior power which harmonizes their hearts with Christ's heart and 

moves them to love their brethren as Christ loved them, when he bent down to wash the feet of 

the disciples (cf. Jn 13:1-13) and above all when he gave his life for us (cf. Jn 13:1, 15:13). 

The Spirit is also the energy which transforms the heart of the ecclesial community, so that it 

becomes a witness before the world to the love of the Father, who wishes to make humanity a 

single family in his Son. The entire activity of the Church is an expression of a love that seeks 

the integral good of man: it seeks his evangelization through Word and Sacrament, an 

undertaking that is often heroic in the way it is acted out in history; and it seeks to promote man 

in the various arenas of life and human activity. Love is therefore the service that the Church 

carries out in order to attend constantly to man's sufferings and his needs, including material 

needs. And this is the aspect, this service of charity, on which I want to focus in the second part 

of the Encyclical. 

29. We can now determine more precisely, in the life of the Church, the relationship between 

commitment to the just ordering of the State and society on the one hand, and organized 

charitable activity on the other. We have seen that the formation of just structures is not directly 

the duty of the Church, but belongs to the world of politics, the sphere of the autonomous use of 

reason. The Church has an indirect duty here, in that she is called to contribute to the purification 

of reason and to the reawakening of those moral forces without which just structures are neither 

established nor prove effective in the long run. 

The direct duty to work for a just ordering of society, on the other hand, is proper to the lay 

faithful. As citizens of the State, they are called to take part in public life in a personal capacity. 

So they cannot relinquish their participation “in the many different economic, social, legislative, 

administrative and cultural areas, which are intended to promote organically and institutionally 

the common good.” [21] The mission of the lay faithful is therefore to configure social life 

correctly, respecting its legitimate autonomy and cooperating with other citizens according to 

their respective competences and fulfilling their own responsibility.[22] Even if the specific 

expressions of ecclesial charity can never be confused with the activity of the State, it still 

remains true that charity must animate the entire lives of the lay faithful and therefore also their 

political activity, lived as “social charity”.[23] 

The Church's charitable organizations, on the other hand, constitute an opus proprium, a task 

agreeable to her, in which she does not cooperate collaterally, but acts as a subject with direct 

responsibility, doing what corresponds to her nature. The Church can never be exempted from 

practising charity as an organized activity of believers, and on the other hand, there will never be 

a situation where the charity of each individual Christian is unnecessary, because in addition to 

justice man needs, and will always need, love. 
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