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"THE MAJORITY OF CATHOLICS ARE NOT STRONGLY
INCLINED TOWARD EVANGELIZATION. The very
term has for them a Protestant ring. The
Catholic Church is highly institutional,
sacramental, and hierarchical in its struc-
tures. Its activities are primarily directed
toward the instruction and pastoral care of
its own members, whose needs and de-
mands tax the institution to its limits. Ab-
sorbed in the inner problems of the Church,
and occasionally in issues of peace and jus-
tice, contemporary Catholics feel relatively
little responsibility for spreading the faith.

The Cuurcr’s MissioNary INVOLVEMENT

The Catholic Church has, of course, a long
history of missionary involvement. In the
early Middle Ages the Benedictine monks
evangelized much of Europe. Since the 16th
century the extension of Christianity be-
yond Europe was considered to be the spe-
cial vocation of missionary orders and so-
cieties rather than the responsibility of all
members of the Church. Even in these re-
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stricted circled Catholics before Vatican II
spoke rarely of evangelization. They used
terms such as missionary activity, the propa-
gation of the faith, and the planting or exten-
sion of the Church.

In predominantly Christian territories
Catholics showed no lack of interest in con-
vert-making, but again the thrust was not
evangelical; the gospel was hardly at the
center. This apostolate was mainly directed
to showing, against Protestants, that Christ
had founded a hierarchical Church, which
was to be accepted as the organ of divine
revelation. The focus was more on author-
ity than on content. Catholics were to be-
lieve whatever the Church taught precisely
because it was Church teaching.

The terminology of evangelization came
into Catholic literature toward the middle
of the present century, partly through the
influence of Protestant theologians such as
Karl Barth. In the face of dechristianization,
many pastoral theologians and religious
educators in Western Europe became con-
vinced that the best remedy was a confident
proclamation of the basic message of salva-
tion through Jesus Christ.! The kerygmatic
sermons of Peter and Paul, asreported in the
first chapters of the Acts of the Apostles,
were studied as models.

Some religious educators and missiolo-
gistsof this period distinguished threestages
of initiation into the faith.2 The first, called
pre-evangelization, was concerned with
arousing interest in religious questions and
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disposing people to hear the Christian mes-
sage. Then came the stage of evangeliza-
tion, the proclamation of the basic Christian
message. After faith in this message had
been elicited came the stage of catechesis, or
elementary doctrinal instruction, which in
principle should precede the reception of
the sacraments.

Building on the kerygmatic theology of
the preceding decade, Vatican Council 11
made use of evangelical terminology. A
comparison with Vatican Council I, which
reflected the 19th century mentality, is in-
structive. Vatican I used the term “gospel”
(evangelium) only once, and never used the
terms “evangelize” or “evangelization.”
Vatican II, by contrast mentioned the “gos-
pel” 157 times, “evangelize” 18 times, and
“evangelization” 31 times. When it spoke
of evangelizing, Vatican Il seems generally
to have meant what the kerygmatic theolo-
gians meant by the term: the proclamation
of the basic Christian message to those who
did not yet believe in Christ.

“In the face of dechristianization...
the best remedy [is] a confident
proclamation of the basic message
of salvation through Jesus Christ.”

In the very first sentence of its
Constitution on the Church, Vatican II af-
firmed that Christ had sent the Church to
preach the gospel toevery creature (LG 1; cf.
Mk 16:15). Since the Church is missionary
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by its very nature, evangelization, accord-
ing to the council, is a duty of every Chris-
tian (LG 16-17; cf. AG 23, 35). The bishops,
in union with the pope, are charged with
leading in the process (LG 23; CD 6; AG 29,
30); priestsare tostir up zeal for the evangeli-
zation of the world (PO 4; AG 39), and all the
laity are expected to cooperate in the work
of evangelization, especially in the environ-
ment of their work and family life (LG 35;
AA 2-3, 6; AG 41). Without slighting the
ministries of sacramental worship and pas-
toral leadership, Vatican II gave clear pri-
macy to the preaching of the word among
the responsibilities of bishops (LG 25) and
priests (PO 4). Nl

Pore PauL VI:

Emrrasis on EvancELIZATION

Following the lead of the council, Paul VI
(1963-1978) gave even greater emphasis to
evangelization. In choosing the name of
Paul he signified his intention to take the
Apostle of the Gentiles and the model for
this papal ministry. In 1967, when he reor-
ganized the Roman curia, he renamed the
Congregation for the Propagation of the
Faith the Congregation for the Evangeliza-
tion of Peoples. He was the first pope in
history to make apostolic journeys to the
other continents—first to the Holy Land
(1964), then to India (1964), then to New
York (1965), then to Portugal, Istanbul, and
Ephesus (1967), then to Colombia (1968),
4



then to Geneva and Uganda (1969), and
finally (1970) a long journey including
Tehran, East Pakistan, the Philippines, West
Samoa, Australia, Indonesia, Hong Kong,
and Sri Lanka. For good reason he was often
called the “pilgrim pope.” At his burial an
open book of the Gospels was fittingly laid
on his coffin, a sign of the evangelical qual-
ity of his ministry.

Wishing to orient the Church more to-
ward the dissemination of the gospel, Paul
VI chose as the theme for the synod of bish-
ops in 1974 the evangelization of the mod-
ernworld. From materials provided by that
synod he composed in 1975 his great apos-
tolic exhortation on evangelization,
Evangelii nuntiandi.*> That document pro-
posed a very comprehensive concept of
evangelization:

Evangelizationisin fact the graceand vo-
cation proper to the Church, her deepest
identity. She exists in order to evangel-
ize, that is to say in order to preach and
teach, to be the channel of the gift of
grace, to reconcile sinners with God, and

perpetuate Christ’s sacrifice in the Mass,
which is the memorial of this death and

glorious Resurrection. (14)

Paul VI's notion of evangelization is
more inclusive than that of the kerygmatic
theologians. In his view proclamation and
catechesis, while occupying an important
place in evangelization, are only one aspect
of it (22). Evangelization, moreover, should
be directed not simply at individuals but
also at cultures, which need to be regener-
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ated by contact with the Gospel (20). The
tasks of human development and libera-
tion, according to the apostolic exhortation,
are profoundly linked with evangelization.
But they are not the same thing. Againstall
secularizing tendencies, Paul VI warned
that evangelization can never be reduced to
a merely temporal project (30-34). It must
alwaysinclude aclearand unequivocal proc-
lamation of Jesus as Lord (22). It must be
directed to eternal life in God (26, 35). 0

Pore Joun PauL:
InTrRODUCING ‘NEW EvANGELIZATION

“On March 9, 1983 John Paul II
first mentioned the

r

‘new evangelization’.

John Paul Il at the opening of his pontificate
attended the general conference of the Latin
American bishops at Puebla, near Mexico
City, in January 1979. The theme of that
conference was “evangelization at Present
and in the Future of Latin American.”* While
accepting Paul VI's identification of
evangelization with the very mission of the
Church (4), Pueblaemphasized that through
evangelization the Church intends to “con-
tribute to the construction of a new society
that is more fraternal and just” (12).

In his opening address at Puebla John
Paul II quoted extensively from Evangelii

nuntiandi.® Like Paul VI, he warned against

acceptance of secular ideologies and socio-
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logical reductionism, but at the same time
he declared that the church “does not need
to have recourse to ideological systems in
order to love, defend, and collaborate in the
liberation of the human being” (III, 2). An
indispensable part of the Church’s evangel-
izing mission, he said, “is made up of works
on behalf of justice and human promotion”
(ibid.). “We cry out once more: Respect the
human being, who is the image of God!
Evangelize so that this may become a real-
ity, so that the Lord may transform hearts
and humanize political and economic sys-
tems, with the responsible commitment of
human beings as the starting point” (III, 5).
InMarch 1983 the popesent the Latin Ameri-
can bishops a letter with ringing endorse-
ment of the conclusions of the Puebla con-
ference.®

Beginning with the Puebla conference,
John Paul IT has made himself the principal

Pope John Paul |4
in Tanzania {8

evangelizer in the Catholic Church. In his
incessant apostolic journeys, in his annual
messages for World Mission Sundays, and
on many other occasions, he has continued
to build on the themes articulated by Paul
V1. He speaks of the evangelization of cul-
tures and a “synthesis between faith and
7

culture.”” While insisting on the priority of
eternal salvation, he maintains that human
promotion is inseparably bound up with
evangelization.

On March 9, 1983 John Paul II first men-
tioned the “new evangelization.”® Speak-
ing at Port-au-Prince, Haiti, to the bishops’
council of the Latin American churches, he
observed that the year 1992, when the Latin
American bishops were to hold their next
general conference, would mark the half-
millennium of the first evangelization of the
Americas. This anniversary, he added,
would gain its full meaning with the com-
mitment of the Church in this hemisphere
to a new evangelization— “new in ardor,
methods, and expression.”*

Ayearand a halflater, in aspeechatthe
Olympic Stadium at Santo Domingo, the
pope expanded on this theme.”” The very
day, October 12, 1984, he recalled, was the
anniversary of the landing of Columbus at
San Salvador which initiated “the encoun-
ter between two worlds” (305). The jubilee
of 1992, he said, would be an occasion to
recall the first evangelization of the Ameri-
caswithout triumphalism and without false
modesty (308). That evangelization, he
observed had essentially marked the his-
torical and cultural identity of Latin Amer-
ica (309). But today, in the face of seculari-
zation, corruption, and grinding poverty,
the Church was called to redouble its efforts
to lead the faithful to “the word of Christ
and the founts of grace which are the sacra-
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ments” (310). The new evangelization
should generate hope in the future “civili-
zation of love” which Paul VI had pro-
claimed (ibid.).

Since 1984 John Paul II, in addressing
audiences in North and South America,
Asia, Africa, and Europe, has frequently
referred to the need of a new evangeliza-
tion. In several of his addresses since 1987
the pope has linked the new evangelization
with the preparation for the jubilee celebra-
tion of the Incarnation in the year 2000.

In his apostolic exhortation on the laity,
Christifideles laici (December 30, 1988), he
summarized many of his ideas regarding
the new evangelization.”! At a time when
whole countries were falling into religious
indifference, he declared, the laity had a
special responsibility to demonstrate how
Christian faith constitutes the only fully
valid response to the problems and hopes
that life poses to every person and society
(34). Participating as they did in the pro-
pheticmission of Christ,lay menand women
should make their daily conduct a shining
and convincing testimony to the gospel (34,
51). He exhorted the laity to narrow the gap
between faith and culture and to make use
of new media of communication to pro-
claim the gospel that brings salvation (44).

The theme of the new evangelization is
spelled out in greater detail in two major
papal documents of 1990. In the first of
these, a letter of June 29 to the religious of
Latin America, the pope connects this effort
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with the novena of years that he had an-
nounced in 1983 to prepare for the anniver-
sary of 1992.” Cordially inviting the reli-
gious of our day to emulate the generosity
and commitmentof the pioneers of evangeli-
zation, he called attention to the special
needsof the present time. Thenew evangeli-
zation, he said, must deepen the faith of
Christians (no. 14, p. 211), forge a new cul-
ture open to the gospel message, and pro-
mote the social transformation of the conti-
nent (no. 28, p. 215).

Then, at the end of 1990, John Paul II
issued his encyclical on the Church’s mis-
sionary activity, Redemptoris missio.”® He
distinguished more clearly than before be-
tweensituationsrequiring pastoral careand
othersrequiring evangelization (33). Insome
places, he said, the Church is adequately
equipped with ecclesial structures and is
able to devote itself to the pastoral care of
the faithful, but in other regions the people
are still in need of being evangelized. The
situations of evangelization, he observed,
are two. Primary evangelization is called
for in regions where Christ and the gospel
are not yet known. A second evangeliza-
tion, or re-evangelization, is required in
areas where large groups of Christians have
lost a living sense of the faith and no longer
consider themselves members of the Church.
In this encyclical the “new evangelization”
seems to be identified especially with the re-
evangelization of formerly Christian areas.
But the compartmentalization is not rigid.
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When the pope speaks of the new audiences
requiring first evangelization he mentions
not only new geographical areas but also
new cultural sectors such as the inner cities,
migrants, refugees, young people, and the
“new humanity” whose formation depends
greatly on the mass media of communica-
tion (37). ll

A Look ar tHe ‘New EvanceLizaTION

“To be effective bearers of the
gospel, [one] must have a close
personal relationship to the Lord.”

Drawing on scattered statements in differ-
ent documents one can present a synoptic
view of what the pope seems to have in
mind by the “new evangelization.”™ It is
new, in part, because it is occasioned by the
forthcoming commemoration of Christo-
pher Columbus and, shortly thereafter, the
jubilee of the Incarnation. Grateful for the
achievements of the past, the new evangeli-
zation must avoid denigrating the work of
the early missionaries or judging them by
the behavioral standards of our own day
(20:209-10). No matter how well others did
for their own age, the new evangelization
cannot be a mere return to the missionary
tactics of a former era. The persuasive her-
alding of the gospel message today requires
anew quality of evangelization (15:546) and
methods attuned to the sensibility of our
times (15:544). This adaptation is clearly
implied in the “new evangelization.”
1

John Paul II sees the new evangeliza-
tion as having a deeply theological motiva-
tion. It rests on arecognition that the living
Christ is, through the Holy Spirit, the chief
agent of evangelization. To be effective
bearers of the gospel, ministers of the Church
must have a close personal relationship to
the Lord. “Missionary dynamism,” accord-
ing to John Paul II, “is not born of the will of
those who decide to become propagators of
their faith. It is born of the Spirit, who
moves the Church to expand, and it pro-
gresses through faith in God’s love.”"® The
new evangelization, he says, “is not a mat-
ter of merely passing on doctrine but rather
of a personal and profound meeting with
the Savior.”™ Although the name of Jesus
Christ must be explicitly proclaimed (RM
44), evangelization can never be a matter of
words alone. “The witness of a Christian
life is the first and irreplaceable form of
mission” (RM 42). Before we can passon the
gospel to others, it must first have perme-
ated our own lives so that we in turn may
bring it to others. “It is important to recall
that evangelization involves conversion,
that is, interior change.”"” Evangelization
must emanate from a deep experience of
God (20:214).

Borne as it is by Christ and the Holy
Spirit, the new evangelization must be ec-
clesial in an even deeper sense than that of
earlier centuries. Evangelization, the pope
asserts, “is the witness which the Son of
Man bears to himself, perpetuated in the
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mission of the Church, “ which is sent by
Christ to evangelize.®® Looking upon the
Church as such as the evangelizing subject,
John Paul Il insists that the new evangelical
effort must be borne by the entire member-
ship, including bishops, priests, religious,
and laity. Although evangelization is in-
deed the task of the Holy See, it is also the
primary responsibility of eachlocal Church,
under its own diocesan bishop (18:250).

Members of the Church may not act as
isolated individuals but only in commun-
ion with the whole Church (at Puebla 8:533;
also RM 45) and in subordination to the
bishops (20:213) and the Holy See (14:579).
Parish priests must see themselves as
charged with the evangelization of fellow
citizens who donot yetbelong to the flock of
Christ (RM 67). Basicecclesial communities
can be important centers of evangelization,
provided that they live in harmony with the
Church (RM 51). The family, as a kind of
“domestic church,” can be a powerful in-
strument of evangelization (10:637; cf. CL
62). Since the family is the primary cell of
the Christian community, it follows that
families should evangelize families.”

Our times offer special challenges and
special opportunities. Because of current
demographic trends, the non-Christian
population of the world is becoming pro-
portionally greater every year. The various
religions of the world have been coming to-
gether in a new relationship of dialogue,
and the Catholic Church has explicitly rec-
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ognized that seeds of the Word and rays of
divine truth are present in the nonbiblical
religious traditions (RM 55). In the Day of
Prayer at Assisi (October 27, 1986) and on
other occasions John Paul II has sought to
bring the religions into a more cordial and
cooperative relationship (16:370). He re-
peatedly insists that in proclamation and
dialogue Christians should respect the free-
dom of their hearers (RM 8, 39). Dialogue,
however, should not limit or impede
evangelization; rather, it should be seen as
a component in the Church’s evangelizing
mission (RM 55). The Christian in dialogue
will have no reason for minimizing the con-
viction that all grace and salvation comes
from God through Jesus Christ (ibid.).
John Paul IT frequently refers to dis-
unity among Christians as an obstacle to
evangelization. Christ prayed that his dis-
ciples might be one in order that the world
mightbelieve (Jn 17:21; RM 1). The effort to
bring the gospel to all nations can serve as
“a motivation and stimulus for a renewed
commitment to ecumenism” (RM 50). The
real but imperfect communion already ex-
isting among Christians permits a signifi-
cant degree of common witness and col-
laboration in social and religious matters.
Among the other challenges of our time
the pope mentions the spread of secularism,
religious indifference, and atheism, espe-
cially in the First World (CL 34). In some
countries there is a scarcity of qualified
ministers; in others, efforts at evangeliza-
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tion are hampered by legislation that for-
bids the free profession of faith (14:309).
Additional difficulties arise from the preva-
lence of political ideologies and from a cul-
ture of violence, drugs, and pornography
(ibid.). In many cities the teeming masses
experience degrading poverty and paralyz-
ing anonymity (RM 37). The faithful are in-
fluenced by electroniccommunications that
glorify the affluent life, instilling hedonism
and consumerism (17:308). This new cul-
tural world constitutes the kind of chal-
lenge Paul encountered when he addressed
the Athenians at the Areopagus (RM 37).
The challenges themselves, according
to the pope, may be seen from a certain
point of view as an opportunity. While on
the one hand people seem to be sinking
more deeply into materialism and despair,
we are witnessing, on the other hand, an
anxious search for meaning, the craving for
an inner life, and a desire to experience the
presenceof God in prayer (RM 38). Evangeli-
zation must cultivate the seeds of the Word
wherever they are present, and interpret
them as manifestations of an imperative
need for salvation in Jesus Christ (18:28). In
answer to people’s anxious questioning and
unsatisfied hopes “the Church has an
immense spiritual patrimony to offer man-
kind, a heritage in Christ, who called him-
self ‘the way, the truth, and the life’ (Jn
14:6)” (RM 38). Evangelization, says the
pope, “is the primary service which the
Church can render to every individual and
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to all humanity in the modern world” (RM 2).

Within the immense field of evangeli-
zation, says John Paul II, the evangelization
of culture occupies a position of special
preeminence (18:33). In order to evangelize
we must be able to understand the mental-
ity and attitude of the modern world and
illuminate them from the perspective of the
gospel. Faith cannot take root, express it-
self, and grow unless itincarnates itself in a
culture (Letter to Casaroli; CT 53). In every
culture, the poperemarks, there are seeds of
the Word that tend to bear fruit in harmony
with the gospel (18:28). Those who evangel-
ize must be able to identify whatis sound in
a given culture, and to purify and elevate it
through the riches of the gospel (14:541;
15:121-22, 171; CL 44). The missionaries of
the past, the pope reminds us, did much to
raise the level of the arts, including dance,
music, and the theater (14:308). Theyrightly
saw this as falling within their evangelizing
mission.

John Paul II consistently teaches that
Catholic social doctrine, since it is rooted in
the revealed concept of human nature and
destiny, is a valid means of evangelization
(CA 54). Authentic human development
must be grounded on an ever deeper
evangelization (RM 58). By exposing the
roots of unjust political and economic sys-
tems (14:579), evangelization goes to the
very heart of social imbalances (9:175). It
includes adynamiccommitment to the com-
mon good of society (19:32) and to the ways
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of peace and justice (14:583; 15:588; 17: 305-
9). Just as some missionaries of former cen-
turies raised their voices prophetically
against the violation of the rights of indige-
nous peoples (20:209-10), their successorsin
our own day, by insisting on human dignity
and integral development (CA 55), help to
build a new civilization of love (14:310;
15:124; RM 51).

John Paul Il is quite aware of the diffi-
culties involved in the modern means of
mass communication, and of their incapac-
ity to take the place of direct contact be-
tween persons. But notwithstanding their
limitations, the new mass media may be
responsibly used for the service of truth,
solidarity, and peace, and for assisting in
the task of evangelization.”® “The commu-
nications media,” he says, “have a wonder-
ful power to bring the people of the world
together.... The power of the communica-
tions media undoubtedly very great, and it
depends on us to guarantee that they will
alwaysbeinstruments at the service of truth,
justice, and moral decency.”?' Because of its
rapid development and deep formative in-
fluence, the world of the media requires the
attention of the Church (CL 44). The gospel
and its values must be made more present
in the world of public communication
(20:29), which may be seen as a new frontier
for the evangelizing mission of the Church
(CL 44). To integrate the Christian message
into the new culture created by the mass
media is a highly complex task, involving
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new languages, new techniques, and a new
psychology (RM 37). Bl

THe Prospects For THE ‘INew EvanGELIZATION

Inmy judgement the evangelical turnin the
ecclesial vision of Popes Paul VI and John
Paul [T is one of the most surprising and im-
portant developments in the Catholic
Churchsince Vatican II. This development,
as [ have indicated, did not take place with-
outadegree of preparationin VaticanIland
preconciliar kerygmatic theology. But Paul
VI went beyond the council in identifying
evangelization with the total mission of the
Church. John Paul II, with his unique fa-
miliarity with world Catholicism, assigns
the highest priority to evangelization in the
mission of the Church.

While both popes have notably broad-
ened the concept of evangelization, they
have retained the main emphasis of the
earlier kerygmatic concept. For them, as for
the kerygmatic theologians, the heart and
center of evangelization is the proclamation
of God’s saving love as shown forth in Jesus
Christ. Where the name of Jesus is not
spoken, there can be no evangelization in
the true sense (EN 22, 27; RM 44). But itis
not enough to speak the name. Christian
initiation is incomplete without catechesis,
which is a moment in the whole process of
evangelization (CT 18). Evangelization must
take account of the full implications of the
gospel for individual and social existence.
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All of this constitutes aremarkable shift
in the Catholic tradition. For centuries
evangelization had been a poor stepchild.
Even when the term was used, evangeliza-
tion was treated as a secondary matter, the
special vocation of a few priests and reli-
gious. And even these specialists were more
concerned with gaining new adherents for
the Church than with proclaiming the good
news of Jesus Christ. Today we seem to be
witnessing the birth of a new Catholicism
that, without loss of its institutional, sacra-
mental, and social dimensions, is authenti-
cally evangelical.

Will the shift toward the evangelical
model meet with general acceptance and
successful implementation? In many parts
of the Church the response has been clearly
positive. Already in April 1974 the Federa-
tion of Asian Bishop’s Conferences, prepar-
ing for the Synod of Bishops of 1974, issued
aringing declaration on “Evangelizationin
Modern Day Asia.”# The Latin American
BishopsatMedellin (1968) and Puebla (1979)
gaveaclear priority toevangelizationamong
the ministries of the Church. This emphasis
will presumably be reinforced in their Fourth
General Conference at Santo Domingo in
1992, which will have as its theme, “New
Evangelization, Human Advancement and
Christian Culture.”?

In 1986 an international organization
known as Evangelization 2000 was founded
with a headquarters in Rome, having as its
principal purpose to promote a Decade of
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Evangelization that will end on December
25, 2000. This organization has already
sponsored worldwideretreats for thousands
of priests in Rome in 1984 and 1990. Itis es-
tablishing networks of schools of evangeli-
zation and prayer groups to promote the
success of the evangelization program.

“Catholics are hesitant to proclaim
their faith with confidence
[iInfluenced by ...the American
tradition that religion is

a purely private matter...”

In our own country the National Con-
ference of Catholic Bishops, which has long
possessed a Committee on the Missions,
has set up a Committee on Evangelization.
Originally formed as ad hoc committee in
response to Paul VI's Evangelii nuntiandi, it
has since been made a standing committee.
Another ad hoc committee has been formed
to make preparations for the Observance of
the Fifth Centenary of the Evangelization of
the Americas. In 1986 the United States
bishops pubilished a pastoral statement on
World Mission, “To the Ends of the Earth,”
and on November 15, 1990 they approved a
pastoral letter, “Heritage and Hope,” look-
ing forward to the anniversary of 1992.% A
national plan for evangelization is being
formed.? The bishops of the United States
have responded to statements on evangeli-
zationissued by Hispanic-American Catho-
lics” and by Black Catholics.?® In 1989 the
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episcopal conference of Texas issued an
important pastoral letter urging parishes to
establish evangelization committees and to
become welcoming communities celebrat-
ing vital and inspiring Sunday liturgies.?
On theother hand it must be recognized
that there is considerable inertia and resis-
tance. AsImentioned already, the Catholic
Church, especially in modern times, has
been principally oriented toward the pas-
toral care of its own members. American
Catholics are wary of evangelization for a
variety of reasons. They see it as the chosen
trademark of revivalist and fundamentalist
sects, some of them virulently anti-Catholic.
They distrust the biblicism, the individual-
ism, and the emotionalism, and the aggres-
sive proselytism of Protestant evangelistic
preachers. Many are repelled by recent
revelations about the financial dealings and
privatelives of several prominenttelevangel-
ists. In addition, Vatican Council II put
many Catholics on guard against anything
smacking of triumphalism. Attempting to
be modest and self-critical, Catholics are
hesitant to proclaim their faith with confi-
dence. Some have been going through a
process of doubt and reappraisal, and are
groping for ways of making better sense of
their own heritage. Influenced by the con-
viction that the assent of faith must be a free
and personal response to grace, and by
American tradition that religion is a purely
private matter, they do not wish to bring
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pressure on anyone to undergo a deep con-
version of mind and heart. Il

Gonbp's Carr o THE CHurcH Topay:
Suare THE FarTH

Notwithstanding all these difficulties, Isub-
mit that the popes of our time have correctly
identified God'’s call to the Church in our
day and have hit upon an effective remedy
for the Church’s present ills. The Church
has become too introverted. If Catholics
today aresometimes weak in their faith, this
is partly because of their reluctance to share
it. Unless the gospel message were a truth
to be communicated to others, it would not
be a great value for believers themselves.
Once we grasp the universal validity of the
message, we gain a new appreciation of the
privilege of being its bearers and a new ea-
gerness to share it. As John Paul II asserts,
“Faith is strengthened when it is given to
others” (RM 2).

Evangelization, by concentratingon the
basic Christian message, helps us to see
what is supremely worthwhile in our reli-
gion. If we believe simply on the authority
of the Church, without caring what the
contents are, we can hardly be enthusiastic
about our faith. But if we focus on the God
of Jesus Christ, as disclosed in the gospel,
our faith becomes a loving assent to an
extraordinary piece of good news, intended
by God for all the world. Itis a message that
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we have no right to monopolize, to keep to
ourselves (RM 11, cf. 44).

Catholic sprirituality at its best has al-
ways promoted deep personal relationship
with Christ. In evangelizing we are re-
quired to raise our eyes to him and to tran-
scend all ecclesiocentrism. The Church is of
crucialimportance butisnotanend initself.
It is a means of drawing the whole world
into union with God through Jesus Christ.

Too many Catholics of our day seem
never to have encountered Christ. They
know a certain amount about him from the
teaching of the Church, but they lack direct
personal familiarity. The hearing of the
gospel, personal prayer, and especially the
reception of the sacraments should estab-
lish and deepen that saving relationship.
When Catholics regard religious worship
as a mere matter of duty or routine, they
become an easy prey for sectarian preachers
who, notwithstanding theirincompleteand
distorted understanding of the Christian
message, give witness to a joyful encounter
with the Lord.

Theevangelical turnin Catholicism can
make Catholics less vulnerable to the sects.
It also has considerable ecumenical possi-
bilities. The most vigorous branch of Prot-
estantism in the United States today is
evangelicalism, the faith of many conserva-
tive Christians, especially in the Southern
states. Until recently conservative evan-
gelicals have not been greatly interested in
dialogue or collaboration with Catholics.

23

Some, indeed, are anti-Catholic, partly be-
cause they have had so little contact with
Catholicism. Yet there is increasing recog-
nition that Catholics and conservative evan-
gelicals share many things in common, in-
cluding a reverence for the canonical Scrip-
tures and adherence to the central doctrines
of the Trinity, the Incarnation, the atoning
death and bodily resurrection of Jesus. In
the realm of moral teaching, conservative
evangelicals, like Catholics, tend to be
opposed to abortion and to defend tradi-
tional family values.

A number of authors have begun to call
for a new ecumenism between Roman
Catholics and evangelical Protestants.®
Kenneth Craycroft, inarecentarticle, writes:

The new ecumenism can be successful
because of the peculiar qualities thateach
tradition brings with it. Catholics have
an ancient and rich moral vocabulary; it
formed the great philosophical and theo-
logical traditions of the (pre-modern)
West. The institutional memory and
currentorganization of Catholicism make
iteffective at organizing and implement-
ingitsagenda. Evangelicalsbring asense
of urgency and fervor to the project. They
are converts and children of converts,
with all the energetic zeal that that en-
tails. Their emphasis on active personal
discipleship and commitment to Sacred
Scripture make evangelicals the yeast in
the dough. Even committed Catholics
have become complacentin recent years.
Evangelicals will call us to a more ener-

getic expression of our faith.%
In the dialogue here envisaged, Protes-
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tant evangelicals can help Catholics overcome
their excessive preoccupation with inner-
churchissues, while Catholics can help Protes-
tants overcome their own imbalances. Many
of them have focused too narrowly on God's
word in Scripture, and some have fallen into
fundamentalisticliteralism. Catholics can help
evangelicals to achieve a deeper grounding in
tradition, a richer sacramental life, a more
lively sense of worldwide community, and a
keener appreciation of sociopolitical responsi-
bility. These values which are praised in the
recent writings of certain evangelicals, are
prominent in the evangelization programs of
Paul VI and John Paul II.

In recent years several authors have
written about “the Catholic moment” in the
life of our nation. This moment is often de-
scribed in terms of the Church’s potential
contribution to a religiously informed public
philosophy. Withoutdenying the importance
of this project, I would recall that the Catholic
moment was originally, and rightly, described
as one “in which the Roman Catholic Church
in the world can and should be thelead church
in proclaiming and exemplifying the Gospel.”*
The first and highest priority is for the Church
to proclaim the good news concerning Jesus
Christ as a joyful message to all the world.
Only if the Church is faithful to its evangelical
mission can it hope to make its distinctive
contribution in the social, political, and cul-
tural spheres. N

Abbreviations
Documents abbreviated by the two first words of Latin text:
Documents of Vatican [1
AA  Apostolicam actuositatem: Decree on the
Apostolate of the Laity.

AG  Ad gentes: Decree on the Church’s Missionary
Activity.
Christus Dominus: Decree on the Bishops'
Pastoral Office in the Church.
Lumen Gentium: Dogmatic Constitution on the Church
Presbyterorum ordinis: Decree on the
Ministry and Life of Priests.

Writings of Paul VI
Apostolic exhortation: Esangelii nuntiandi,

Writings of John Paul 11

Encyclical: Centesimus annus.
Apostolic exhortation: Christifideles Laici,
Apostolic exhortation: Catechesi tradendae.
Encyclical: Redemptoris missio,
Encyclical: Sellicitudo rei socialis.
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HText in Origins 20 (January 31, 1991): 541-68. Numbers in
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