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EVANGELISATION: A WORK OF FAITH

A person wanting to work for evangelisation will be confronted with many questions. This is not the place to address them. It would take too long. These questions call for nothing less than the commitment of an entire life. This commitment for evangelisation has to be total in order to be true: total in time, without turning back, and total in the free gift of self and of one’s life, gift made within the present moment given by God. Indeed, evangelisation consists first in following Jesus. His name means that he is the “Saviour of the world”. Only he accomplishes this work of salvation. He is “the first and the greatest evangeliser”, as Paul VI reminds us (Evangelii Nuntiandi, n.7). This is why a Christian cannot evangelise by giving only a half-measure of self.  

My presentation will take a catechetical form. I shall repeat a few points taken from three texts:

· The Vatican II Council, from the Decree on missionary activity called Ad gentes, promulgated in 1965;

· The encyclical Evangelii Nuntiandi, written by Paul VI in 1975, ten years after the Council;

· The encyclical Redemptoris Missio, written by John Paul II in 1990, for the 25th anniversary of the Ad gentes Decree of the Vatican II Council.    

Announcing explicitly  

I suggest you to start with a first reading of the encyclical of Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi. According to Paul VI, evangelisation is a “complex process”. “Any partial and fragmentary definition which attempts to render the reality of evangelisation in all its richness, complexity and dynamism does so only at the risk of impoverishing it and even of distorting it. It is impossible to grasp the concept of evangelisation unless one tries to keep in view all its essential elements.” (n.17) However, he underlines an essential element, which cannot suffer any compromise: “There is no true evangelisation if the name, the teaching, the life, the promises, the kingdom and the mystery of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God are not proclaimed.” (n.22) He adds a precision: “Evangelisation will also always contain - as the foundation, centre, and at the same time, summit of its dynamism - a clear proclamation that, in Jesus Christ, the Son of God made man, who died and rose from the dead, salvation is offered to all men, as a gift of God's grace and mercy.” (n.27) When John Paul II quotes this text in his encyclical Redemptoris missio, he expounds: “All forms of missionary activity are directed to this proclamation.” (n.44)

If we go back to the encyclical of Paul VI, we find repeatedly: “Preaching, the verbal proclamation of a message, is indeed always indispensable.” With the conclusion: “it is the Word that is heard which leads to belief.” (n.42) Ten years after the Council, announcing the Word seems to be of a primary urgency for Paul VI. In fact, we can read at the end of his encyclical: “the world is calling for evangelisers to speak to it of a God whom the evangelists themselves should know and be familiar with as if they could see the invisible (cf. He 11:27)” (n.76). In Redemptoris missio John Paul II equally insists: “In the complex reality of mission, initial proclamation has a central and irreplaceable role.” (n.44). It is therefore necessary to talk about Christ. This proclamation is “indispensable” and “irreplaceable”!

The silent witness

Of course, neither Paul VI nor John Paul II deny the importance of the silent witness. We can read in Evangelii Nuntiandi: “Above all the Gospel must be proclaimed by (a)…wordless witness.” After describing a witnessing Christian, Paul VI adds: “Such a witness is already a silent proclamation of the Good News and a very powerful and effective one. Here we have an initial act of evangelisation.” (n.21) He concludes: “All Christians are called to this witness, and in this way they can be real evangelisers.” (n.21)

With reference to Paul VI’s encyclical, John Paul II insists: “The witness of a Christian life is the first and irreplaceable form of mission.” (n.42). Like Paul VI, he proclaims, “everyone in the Church can and must bear this kind of witness”. He adds: “in many cases it is the only possible way of being a missionary.” (n.42).

But this witness is not enough. Paul VI cannot be clearer: “even the finest witness will prove ineffective in the long run if it is not explained, justified and made explicit by a clear and unequivocal proclamation of the Lord Jesus. The Good News proclaimed by the witness of life sooner or later has to be proclaimed by the word of life.” (n.22). And John Paul II writes: “Proclamation is the permanent priority of mission”.

The discernment of the Church

Then comes the question: When do we ought to speak? When should we switch from silent witness to clear and unequivocal proclamation? Here, I suggest to go back to the Vatican II Council. In the Decree on the Church’s missionary activity, Ad Gentes, we read this statement: “Wherever God opens a door for the word in order to declare the mystery of Christ, then the living God, and he whom he has sent for the salvation of all, Jesus Christ, must be confidently and perseveringly proclaimed to all men. And this in order that non-Christians, whose heart is being opened by the Holy Spirit, might, while believing, freely turn to the Lord.” (n.13) The answer is clear: Christians receive the obligation to talk about Christ when God opens the door for the predication of the mystery of Christ. Then two questions come to our minds: How do we know when God opens the door for the proclamation of Christ? And how does he do it?

It is difficult to understand what this Council’s statement exactly means. Is the door to the predication of the mystery of Christ opened only when religious freedom is an acknowledged civil right? But then it would be an insult in the face of all the Christians and priests who announce Christ explicitly at the cost of their lives in countries where the Christian faith is forbidden. Is the open door simply the heart’s inner freedom that welcomes the Good News when it is announced? But then, the social dimension of the Christian faith seems to be overlooked. We need in fact to consider a whole range of factors coming from society, customs, events, and culture. This discernment does not rely on sociological and political criteria; it is a work of faith that takes note of the culture of our contemporaries. 

The Church discerns when the door is opened to the proclamation of Christ. This is not the task of a lone evangeliser. “Proclamation is never a merely personal act”, writes John Paul II (n.45). We are all sent. We all belong to a Christian community, organically built around pastors. This Christian community is always sent, in a way or another, by the very fact that it receives in its midst a pastor sent by his Bishop. The Christian community must undertake this discernment in order to know if the door is opened to the proclamation, a proclamation directed to the hearts. It is the task of the pastor and its helpers in the midst of the community to operate so that the community is able to discern in this way. 

The first task of the Christian community, whether it be a parish, a chaplaincy, a diocese or a movement is the task of discernment in order to announce the Gospel of Christ. This task demands prayer, a life of faith, a life of burning mutual charity, listening and sharing of the Word of God, a love of the poor, a fraternal attentiveness for each other, a conscience of one’s responsibility owned to the fact that one has received the faith: “What have you got that was not given to you?” Unfortunate is the community that does not take on generously this work of discernment. Unfortunate is the community that shrinks back on self. Unfortunate is the community that is self-satisfied. Unfortunate is the community that forgets its duty to announce the Gospel. It will be dealt with more severely than Sodom, so says our Lord.

The Christian community’s self-evangelisation

Whatever the discernment may be, the witness of Christian life is required of every Christian community and of every Christian. We have heard it: all of us are called to bear witness to the life of Christ who has seized us. This life cannot be reduced to any human wisdom, or to any worldly way of thinking and acting. This life is properly unique and theological. I mean that it is a life of faith in God, who raises the dead, and a way of life that can be found only in the Gospel, following Christ. Its charter is the Beatitudes. To live them is to bear witness to the one who has given them to us. This witness is priceless. It is not an external obligation. It stems from a true encounter with Christ. This encounter can take a thousand shapes, whether it is instantaneous or progressive. Each one of us has his/her own encounter and relives it again and again. But, under a thousand aspects, this encounter has a common element for everyone: The one who benefits from it cannot live as before. A power lives in him that moves him to act differently. 

This witness is first and foremost the one carried out by Christian among themselves. All of us have to bear witness by our lives shaped according to the Beatitudes, firs of all in our own Christian community. All of us, according to our own mission, have to work so that our Christian community might be as evangelical as possible. Paul VI insists on this self-evangelisation: “The Church is an evangeliser, but she begins by being evangelised herself. She is the community of believers, the community of hope lived and communicated, the community of brotherly love, and she needs to listen unceasingly to what she must believe, to her reasons for hoping, to the new commandment of love. She is the People of God immersed in the world, and often tempted by idols, and she always needs to hear the proclamation of the "mighty works of God", which converted her to the Lord; she always needs to be called together afresh by Him and reunited. In brief, this means that she has a constant need of being evangelised, if she wishes to retain freshness, vigour and strength in order to proclaim the Gospel.” (n.15) It is precisely through this self-evangelisation that the love of Christ and of men grows ceaselessly. It is through this self-evangelisation that each Christian community enters into the true discernment, in order to recognise the work of evangelisation the Lord calls her to carry out. True love, indeed, knows how to discern. 

To bear witness: a sacrament of Christ

On the other hand, the silent witness is an authentic act of evangelisation. It is part of the missionary’s works who, very often, will not be able to do anything else, according to John Paul II. Why is this witness an “initial act of evangelisation”, to use again Paul VI’s formula? Through this witness, our witness, God opens the hearts. Through this Christian witness, God opens the hearts to hear the proclamation of Jesus Christ. Paul VI clearly explains it: “Through this wordless witness these Christians stir up irresistible questions in the hearts of those who see how they live” (n.21)

Let us be well aware of it: these questions are “irresistible”! They wait for an answer. They have opened the heart to an explicit announce of Jesus Christ. We need not be surprised. Of course, God can suddenly open the human heart to faith in Christ. But usually, He does this through the Church, sacrament of his presence in the midst of the world. Our witness carried out in the Church is a work of God. It is our free and decisive action. It is at the same time a sign of the presence that is beyond us and that manifests itself through us. Such is the virtue of witnessing. 

There is in the end no need to oppose the wordless witness to the missionary action of the explicit announce. The mission cannot be carried out without this initial gesture of evangelisation. The explicit proclamation of Christ must be carried out when the door is opened to it. Through the witness of the Christian life, God opens the door to the proclamation of the Good News. Through the mutual witness of Christians, the community discerns what is the task of evangelisation that needs undertaking. The wordless witness is nourished by the desire to make Christ known and at the same times carries Christ who opens the hearts. It develops “sooner or later” says Paul VI into the explicit announce of Jesus Christ. 

By this word, Paul VI invites us to hope and sets us free from guilt. The wordless witness is always succeeded by the explicit announce of Christ. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be any evangelisation. However, this transition is always made “sooner or later”. For the silent witness sometimes needs time for the hearts to open. It needs to be made visible. The eyes of an individual caught up in his own wounds can take time in order to be opened to irresistible questions. The eyes of a group or a society can also take years before they can see the marvel that is the Christian life and be surprised. The one who announces is not necessarily the one who bore the silent witness. One has sown in silence for years, and can start to despair, faced with the absence of conversion. This person on the contrary must believe in God who opens the door to the faith, as the Acts of the Apostles reminds us. This person must believe that the time of the explicit announce will come. 

Love towards inculturation

At this point comes the second work of discernment of the Christian community. The proclamation’s content is always the same: Jesus Christ who died for our sins and rose for our life. But the language of this announce must be heard, understood, remembered. It must take account of the culture of the hearers. The Christian community is called to pursue its work of discernment in order to find concrete and adapted ways for this proclamation. Here is what John Paul II says in Redemptoris missio: “The subject of proclamation is Christ who was crucified, died and is risen: through him is accomplished our full and authentic liberation from evil, sin and death; through him God bestows "new life" that is divine and eternal. This is the "Good News" which changes man and his history, and which all peoples have a right to hear. This proclamation is to be made within the context of the lives of the individuals and peoples who receive it. It is to be made with an attitude of love and esteem toward those who hear it, in language which is practical and adapted to the situation. In this proclamation the Spirit is at work and establishes a communion between the missionary and his hearers, a communion which is possible inasmuch as both enter into communion with God the Father through Christ.” (n.44)

This discernment is also a work of faith, because the evangeliser believes in the promise of salvation for each man, recognises the “seeds of the Word” and knows how to identify, in the light of man’s divine vocation, the authentic promptings of the hearts of his hearers. But, as we can see, love remains the spine of any act of evangelisation, whether it be in its initial move, the witness without which hearts cannot open, or in the explicit announce of Christ. God so loved the world and sent his Son. He took on a human face, so that the eternal and divine Word was made human word. The beautiful witness given under Pontius Pilate opened the hearts to his word. In the same way, the evangeliser is called to love, by living according to the Beatitudes of Christ, in order to be a witness in the midst of those he is sent to. He is also called to love until his words and actions are transformed, so that they can receive his word about Christ, who died and rose again. 

I shall conclude now with Redemptoris missio: “ The missionary is a person of the Beatitudes. Before sending out the Twelve to evangelise, Jesus, in his "missionary discourse" (cf. Mt 10), teaches them the paths of mission: poverty, meekness, acceptance of suffering and persecution, the desire for justice and peace, charity - in other words, the Beatitudes, lived out in the apostolic life (cf. Mt 5:1-12). By living the Beatitudes, the missionary experiences and shows concretely that the kingdom of God has already come, and that he has accepted it. The characteristic of every authentic missionary life is the inner joy that comes from faith. In a world tormented and oppressed by so many problems, a world tempted to pessimism, the one who proclaims the "Good News" must be a person who has found true hope in Christ.” (n.91)
This talk was kindly translated by Sr Hyacinthe, a Dominican Sister of St. Joseph, based at St.Dominics Priory, Lymington.     

