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John Paul I I  institutes the Pontif ical  Council  for Culture by a letter to H.E. Cardinal
Agostino Casaroli ,  Secretary of State -  May 20, 1982

Your Eminence,

Since the beginning of  my pont i f icate,  I  have considered the Church's dialogue with the
cul tures of  our t ime to be a v i ta l  area, one in which the dest iny of  the wor ld at  the end of
th is twent ieth century is at  stake. There exists,  in fact ,  a fundamental  d imension capable of
strengthening or shaking to their  foundat ions the systems into which humanity as a whole is
organized, and of  l iberat ing human existence, indiv idual ly and col lect ively,  f rom the threats
hanging over i t .  This fundamental  d imension is the human person, the total i ty of  the human
person.

Now, cul ture al lows us to l ive a fu l ly  human l i fe.  “Yes, the future of  humanity depends on
cul ture”,  as I  said in my speech to UNESCO on 2 June 1980, speaking to an audience
which was so very di f ferent in i ts backgrounds and convict ions.  And I  added, “We
rediscover ourselves on the ground of  cul ture,  the fundamental  real i ty which uni tes us. . .
We rediscover ourselves through that which is al l  around us and, in a certain sense, in us
as humans”.

For these reasons, beginning from 15 November 1979, i t  has been my wish to consul t  about
the fundamental  problem of the Holy See's responsibi l i ty  wi th regard to cul ture wi th al l  the
members of  the Sacred Col lege meet ing in Rome, and af terwards, on 17 December 1980,
with al l  the Heads of  Departments,  in order to discuss with them the opinions received in
the consul tat ions of  which I  had asked Cardinal  Gabr ie l -Marie Garrone to take charge.

Preliminary Study

Final ly,  at  my request,  the Cardinal  chaired a Counci l  which was set up on 25 November
1981 and was requested to study in pract ical  terms, over several  months,  how best to
ensure the relat ions of  the Church and the Holy See with cul ture,  in al l  i ts  d i f ferent
expressions.

I  would l ike to express to the Cardinal  my deep grat i tude for the exemplary work performed
by him to th is end, wi th the generous support  of  bodies wi th c lose relat ions wi th the
world of  cul ture:  the Sacred Congregat ion for  Cathol ic Educat ion,  the Secretar iat  for  Non-
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Bel ievers,  the Pont i f ical  Academy of  Science, and the Research Centre of  the Internat ional
Federat ion of  Cathol ic Universi t ies.

The Heritage of Vatican I I

The t ime has come to prof i t  f rom these labours.  For th is reason, i t  seems to me opportune
to found a special  permanent body for the purpose of  promot ing the great object ives which
the Second Vat ican Ecumenical  Counci l  proposed regarding the relat ions between the
Church and cul ture.  In fact ,  the Counci l  emphasized, by giv ing i t  a whole sect ion in the
Pastoral  Const i tut ion Gaudium et Spes, the fundamental  importance of  cul ture for  the fu l l
development of  the human person, the manifold l inks between the message of  salvat ion
and cul ture,  the reciprocal  enr ichment of  the Church and the di f ferent cul tures as they
have shared history wi th di f ferent c iv i l izat ions,  as wel l  as the necessi ty for  bel ievers to
understand in depth the way of  th inking and feel ing of  the other people of  their  t ime, as
these are expressed in their  respect ive cul ture Gaudium et Spes ,  nos 53-62).

In the wake of  the Counci l ,  the Session of  the Synod of  Bishops held in autumn 1974
clear ly real ized the role of  the di f ferent cul tures in the evangel izat ion of  peoples.  And
my predecessor Paul  VI ,  gather ing together the f ru i ts of  i ts  labours in the Apostol ic
Exhortat ion Evangel i i  Nunt iandi ,  declared: “The Gospel ,  and therefore evangel izat ion,
are certainly not ident ical  wi th cul ture and are independent in regard to al l  cul tures.
Nevertheless,  the Kingdom which the Gospel  proclaims is l ived by people who are
profoundly l inked to a cul ture,  and the bui ld ing up of  the Kingdom cannot avoid borrowing
the elements of  human cul ture or cul tures.  Though independent of  cul tures,  the Gospel
and evangel izat ion are not necessar i ly  incompat ib le wi th them; rather they are capable of
permeat ing them al l  wi thout becoming subject  to any one of  them” (Evangel i i  Nunt iandi No.
20).

When I  too came to gather together the r ich her i tage of  the Ecumenical  Counci l ,  the Synod
of Bishops and my esteemed predecessor Paul  VI ,  I  declared in Par is,  on 1 and 2 June
1980, to the Cathol ic Inst i tute and later to the extraordinary assembly of  UNESCO, that
there is an organic and const i tut ive l ink exist ing between Christ iani ty and cul ture -  wi th
humans, therefore,  in their  humanity.  This l ink between the Gospel  and cul ture,  as I  said
in my address to that  learned body of  men and women of  cul ture and science from al l  over
the wor ld,  “ is  in fact  the creator of  cul ture at  i ts  very foundat ions”.  And i f  cul ture is that  by
which a person as a person becomes more human, what is at  stake in th is case is the very
dest iny of  humans. Hence the importance for the Church, whose concern i t  is ,  of  a careful
and far-s ighted pastoral  act iv i ty wi th regard to cul ture,  and in a part icular way with regard
to what is cal led l iv ing cul ture,  that  is ,  the whole of  the pr inciples and values which make
up the ethos of  a people:  “The synthesis between cul ture and fai th is not just  a demand of
cul ture,  but  a lso of  fa i th. . .  A fa i th which does not become cul ture is a fa i th which has not
been ful ly received, not thoroughly thought through, not fa i thful ly l ived out” ,  as I  said on
16 January 1982 (Discourse to the part ic ipants at  the Nat ional  Congress of  the Movement
of  Cul tural  Commitment) .

To be sure,  many bodies wi th in the Church have been working for a long t ime in th is
f ie ld (cf .  Apostol ic Const i tut ionSapient ia Chr ist iana Easter 1979),  and there have been
innumerable Chr ist ians who, according to the Counci l ,  have str iven, along with many
bel ievers and non-bel ievers,  so that “a l l  the indiv iduals and social  groups of  a part icular
people wi l l  be able to at ta in a fu l l  development of  their  cul tural  l i fe in harmony with
their  capabi l i t ies and their  t radi t ions” (Gaudium et Spes ,  no.  60).  Even when ideologies
which are agnost ic and host i le to the Chr ist ian t radi t ion,  or  even openly atheist ic,  are the
inspirat ion of  certain inf luent ia l  th inkers,  then al l  the greater is the urgency for the Church
to jo in in a dialogue with cul tures so that modern man may discover that  God, far  f rom
being a r ival  to humans, gives them the gi f t  of  sel f - fu l f i lment,  in his image and l ikeness.
In fact ,  people know how to go inf in i te ly beyond themsleves, as is c lear ly demonstrated by
the ef for ts made by so many creat ive geniuses in order to catch and f ix,  in works of  ar t
and thought,  t ranscendent values of  beauty and truth,  more or less f leet ingly intui ted as an
expression of  the absolute.  In th is way, the meet ing of  cul tures is nowadays a pr iv i leged
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area of  d ia logue between those commit ted to the search for a new humanism for our t ime,
beyond the di f ferences which separate them: as Paul  VI  said in the name of al l  the Fathers
of the Ecumenical  Counci l ,  of  which I  too was a member,  “We too, more than anyone else,
have a care for  the human person” (Closing discourse, 7 December 1965).  And he told the
General  Assembly of  the Uni ted Nat ions,  “The Church is an expert  in humanity”  (4 October
1965),  that  humanity which she serves with love. Love is l ike a great force hidden deep
within cul tures in order to urge them to overcome their  incurable f in i teness by opening
themselves to him who is their  Source and End, and to give them, when they do open
themselves to his grace, enr iching ful lness.

Moreover,  i t  is  urgent that  our contemporar ies,  and Cathol ics in part icular,  quest ion
themselves ser iously about the condi t ions which are at  the basis of  the development of
peoples.  I t  is  more and more clear that  cul tural  progress is int imately bound up with the
construct ion of  a wor ld wi th more just ice and brotherhood. As I  said in Hiroshima on 25
February 1981 to the representat ives of  science and cul ture gathered in the Universi ty
of  the Uni ted Nat ions,  “The construct ion of  a more just  humanity and a more uni ted
internat ional  community is not a dream or a vain ideal .  I t  is  a moral  imperat ive,  a sacred
duty,  which human intel lectual  and spir i tual  genius can set about by way of  a new
mobi l izat ion of  each person's ta lents and energies and by exploi t ing humna cul tural  and
technical  resources” (L'Osservatore Romano ,  26 February 1981).

The Council  for Culture

Consequent ly,  by v i r tue of  my apostol ic mission, I  feel  the responsibi l i ty  la id upon me,
at  the centre of  the Universal  Church's col legial i ty and in contact  and agreement wi th
the local  Churches, of  intensi fy ing the relat ions of  the Holy See with every manifestat ion
of cul ture.  This wi l l  a lso ensure a new relat ionship,  in f ru i t fu l  internat ional  col laborat ion,
wi th in the fami ly of  nat ions or great “communit ies of  peoples uni ted by di f ferent bonds, but
above al l  and essent ia l ly ,  by cul ture” (Discourse to UNESCO, 2 June 1980).

For th is reason, I  have decided to found and inst i tute a Counci l  for  Cul ture,  capable of
giv ing the whole Church a common impulse in the cont inuously renewed encounter between
the salv i f ic  message of  the Gospel  and the mult ip l ic i ty of  cul tures,  in the diversi ty of
cul tures to which she must carry her f ru i ts of  grace.

And so, Your Eminence, s ince I  know that you closely share my concerns,  af ter  having
given deep thought to the reasons just  expressed and having prayerful ly considered i ts
opportuneness, I  put  you in charge of  presiding over the organizat ion of  th is Pont i f ical
Counci l  for  Cul ture,  which includes a President ia l  Commit tee and an Execut ive Commit tee,
as wel l  as an Internat ional  Counci l  made up of  qual i f ied representat ives of  Cathol ic cul ture
throughout the wor ld,  which wi l l  meet at  least  once a year.  Through you, the Pont i f ical
Counci l  wi l l  remain l inked direct ly to me, as a new and or ig inal  service which ref lect ion
and exper ience wi l l  l i t t le by l i t t le al low to be given a sui table structure,  s ince the Church
does not stand outside cul ture but inside i t ,  as a leaven, on account of  the organic and
const i tut ive l ink which jo ins them closely together.

The Counci l  wi l l  pursue i ts ends in an ecumenical  and brother ly spir i t ,  promot ing also
dialogue with non-Christ ian rel ig ions,  and with indiv iduals or groups who do not profess
any rel ig ion,  in a jo int  search for cul tural  communicat ion wi th al l  men of  good wi l l .

I t  wi l l  regular ly report  to the Holy See on the major cul tural  aspirat ions of  today's wor ld,
researching the expectat ions of  contemporary c iv i l izat ions and explor ing new ways of
cul tural  d ia logue; th is wi l l  a l low the Pont i f ical  Counci l  for  Cul ture to carry out better the
tasks for  which i t  has been inst i tuted and which, in out l ine,  are:

       1.        To give wi tness, to the Church and to the wor ld,  to the deep interest  which
the Holy See has, by i ts speci f ic  mission, in the progress of  cul ture and frui t fu l  d ia logue
between cul tures,  as wel l  as in their  benef ic ia l  encounter wi th the Gospel .
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       2.        To become a part ic ipant in the cul tural  concerns which the Departments of
the Holy See encounter in their  work,  in such a way as to faci l i tate the coordinat ion of  their
tasks in the evangel izat ion of  cul tures,  and to ensure co-operat ion between the cul tural
inst i tut ions of  the Holy See.

       3.        To enter into dialogue with the Episcopal  Conferences, wi th the aim,
among others,  of  drawing benef i t  for  the whole Church from the researches, in i t iat ives,
accompl ishments and product ions which al low the local  Churches to take an act ive part  in
their  own cul tural  environment.

       4.        To col laborate wi th internat ional  Cathol ic organizat ions of  a universi ty,
histor ical ,  phi losophical ,  theological ,  scient i f ic ,  ar t is t ic and intel lectual  nature,  and to
promote their  reciprocal  co-operat ion.

         5.     In a fashion appropr iate to i t ,  and always except ing the speci f ic  competencies
of other bodies in the Cur ia in th is matter,  to keep up with the act iv i t ies of  internat ional
bodies,  beginning with UNESCO and the Cultural  Co-operat ion Counci l  of  the Counci l  of
Europe, which are interested in cul ture,  the phi losophy of  science and the human sciences,
and to ensure the ef fect ive part ic ipat ion of  the Holy See in internat ional  congresses
concerned with science, cul ture and educat ion.

       6.        To keep up with the pol ic ies and cul tural  act iv i t ies of  the di f ferent governments
of the wor ld which are legi t imately concerned to give a fu l ly  human dimension to the
promot ion of  the common good of  the people for  whom they have responsibi l i ty .

       7.        To faci l i tate Church-cul ture dialogue at  the level  of  universi t ies and research
centres,  organizat ions of  ar t is ts and special ists,  researchers and scholars,  and to promote
worthwhi le meet ings between these cul tural  groups.

       8.             To welcome to Rome representat ives of  cul ture interested in a better
understanding of  the Church's act iv i t ies in th is f ie ld,  and in benef i t ing the Holy See with
their  r ich exper ience, by of fer ing them in Rome a meet ing-place for dialogue.

These broad or ientat ions,  put gradual ly into ef fect  under your supreme management and
as possibi l i t ies permit ,  but  wi th a c lear and constant commitment,  wi l l  most certainly be a
witness and an incent ive.

I t  is  wi th great conf idence and high hopes, Your Eminence, that  I  entrust  such an important
charge to you, and at  the same t ime I  invoke upon this enterpr ise,  which is nowadays so
opportune and necessary,  the abundance of  d iv ine aid.

With my special  Apostol ic Blessing.

Given in Rome, at  the Basi l ica of  Saint  Peter,  on the feast of  the Ascension of  Our Lord,
20 May 1982, the fourth year of  my Pont i f icate.

JOANNES PAULUS PP. I I


