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Paul was the name he gave us, and as we prayed openly with him on the streets of a Muslim majority district of Paris, it felt as if we were walking directly in the footsteps of Saints Paul and Peter as documented in Acts.


Homeless and a Christian, Paul had lost his way in life and was now seeking a way of getting himself back on the right track. As foreigners in an unfamiliar city we could do little more than offer him our prayers and friendship. He was not hungry and as much as we prayed for him, he prayed for us and encouraged us as “servants of the Gospel”.


As we left Paul, we experienced an exhilarating feeling of having truly shared Christ with another person, even if it was just a once in a lifetime exchange. It was from that moment on, that we realised our time in Paris was going to be far more challenging and unexpected than perhaps we had first thought. This was only day one.


We had come to the French capital to join approximately three thousand delegates from across the world for the International Congress for the New Evangelisation (ICNE); a ten day event which drew Catholics from across Europe and beyond for theological reflection on the New Evangelisation, as well as to actively participate in urban mission. Twenty countries were represented, six Cardinals were in attendance, along with eight Bishops, two of whom had travelled from Australia. Over thirty people represented the U.K. including the retired Bishop of Hexham and Newcastle, Rt. Rev. Ambrose Griffiths OSB.

The overall aim of the congress was to highlight for the Church in Europe the urgency of evangelisation. Paris, was the second of five Congresses being held across Europe between 2003 – 2007; next year's event being hosted in Lisbon, Portugal. The Paris event included the presentation of more than 250 evangelisation related workshops and 500 city wide projects and concerts. 


From the outset the clear message delegates heard from the Archbishop of Paris, Cardinal Jean-Marie Lustiger, was to not be afraid to share the Gospel message. He said: "If the Church first seeks to give herself a good public image, she would be better retiring to the desert. Image is not important. What is important is to have the courage and the right attitude, even if it leads to being ridiculed. The truth will always touch people's hearts in the end." That call to fearless proclamation of Christ was taken up by every Parisian parish. On what seemed like every street, you saw a Church sign reinforcing the theme of the Congress, "What can bring us happiness?"

Although the Congress had a distinctly French flavour, strands could be drawn out to help all in Europe better proclaim Christ. Delegates from the first Congress, which took place in Vienna last year, said that the visible fruits were that Viennese Catholics had experienced a change in mentality, “Now people speak with more courage about their faith. At last we have stopped being afraid."  These words present a real challenge for us in the UK. 


Speakers at the Congress from a number of countries emphasised the fact, that years ago in Europe, Church bells would successfully call people to prayer. The new evangelisation now demands, that instead, because people no longer respond to Church bells, we must go out to them. Cardinal Lustiger added when reflecting on Luke 13: 10 -17 (Healing of a Crippled Woman on the Sabbath): "Jesus goes to meet this woman who wasn't asking for anything special. He takes the initiative to go and meet her........As Jesus took the initiative, we his servants must do the same." Yet again, we in England and Wales face a real challenge.


A heavy emphasis was laid on street evangelisation which took place every day in different venues as part of the main event. Street engagement of this kind is normally associated with evangelicals, but whether outside Notre Dame or on boats on the River Seine, thousands of Catholics were actively evangelising. Critics may well question how this would translate into the British culture, whilst others would argue it was totally Gospel inspired. The handful of positive responses we did get whilst doing it left us feeling as if we had ventured into the cutting edge of mission.

Many of the evening events, which included music, art and drama, affirmed the role of beauty in the task of evangelisation. This was something next year's host Cardinal underlined. Cardinal Policarpo of Lisbon said: “God is beautiful, and a simple way to approach God today is through beauty, which is more attractive than rational argumentation. Let everything be beautiful, and let us, through specific actions, start from beauty/ from what is beautiful/ to announce the Gospel.” Looking around our cities today, how clear it is that many depressed areas are in need of varied sources of beauty so as to feed the human spirit.


No evangelisation can be separated from charitable works said another speaker. If we do not give expression to our love of God through our loving actions, to echo the words of St Paul, we are merely clashing symbols. Cardinal Ivan Dias Archbishop of Bombay, aptly quoted Mahatma Gandhi who said: "I love Christ, but I do not love Christians because they don't do what Christ said to do." When asked during a round table discussion session which was better: indirect or direct evangelisation, Cardinal Gottfried Danneels of Belgium said: “It’s not necessary to choose either / or. We do need to engage in social action, but people also need to know why we do what we do.”

As the ten day Congress went on, what became increasingly clear was the call of the Catholic community to support one another in this task of mission. Some of our time was spent supporting events and local people in their parishes, they in their turn spent time listening to us and our stories. Words and prayers of encouragement were shared on both sides engendering a sense of authentic community and prayer. What we learnt from these meetings is that evangelisation is never a lone task.


Year by year until 2007, Catholics across Europe are gathering in major European cities to proclaim Christ. In Paris that proclamation took varied forms. Whether it was via processions, prayer, feeding the homeless or through Christian music concerts, Christ was made visible. What we witnessed in Paris was a radical vision of an evangelising Church, a mission Church, a Church unafraid of public criticism, of rejection, but boldly responding to the call to be actively spreading God's word in urban life. The challenge now for the entire Catholic community is to begin to incarnate this vision where we live and work. 
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