Why are we so afraid of evangelising?
By Clare Ward, CASE Team Member

World Cup fever has left me nail-less.  Match after match as teams have battled for glory, myself and no doubt spectators all over the world, have had their hands in their mouths munching away the nervous tension.  So many emotions have been experienced as millions have confidently and publicly shared their journey of sporting hope and belief. 
As a Catholic community this whole “footie” phenomenon perhaps causes us to consider our own attitudes towards celebrating and going public about our passion and joy - our Catholic life and faith.

As the CASE team travel the length and breadth of England and Wales visiting parishes, speaking at conferences, working in partnership on a variety of evangelisation initiatives, there is one word that at times seems to dominate discussion about Catholic evangelisation; that word is fear.   Many people express to us in humility and with great honesty: “I’m afraid to share my faith with those around me and wouldn’t know how to do it.”  

In my own life, the biggest source of fear in relation to evangelisation is that it means that I must be evangelised – changed and transformed by a personal encounter with Christ. This is deeply challenging. None of us can share that which we have not received. Once we let Christ into our lives in a deep way it means that we have to change and become more and more attentive to God’s Word rather than our own. It means that we must be people who are constantly growing and changing in a loving and God-centred way.

Evangelisation itself is a word which can and does trouble people.  If you asked a group of ten people to describe what they thought it meant, you’d probably receive ten different answers.  A significant problem is that some people have a false and fragmented understanding of the term. At a community level, a plethora of interpretations leads to confusion and uncertainty. 
This fragmentation of understanding and interpretation doesn’t have to exist. Arguably the most influential source of church teaching on evangelisation is found in a document called Evangelii Nuntiandi which means “Evangelisation in the Modern World”. If you don’t have much time to read you might also want to refer to CASE’s new Evangelisation Directory which provides a brief but comprehensive exposition.
We are perhaps also afraid of the ‘evangelisation reality’ because it can result in being rejected.  Today’s Gospel is a stark reminder of this as we read how Jesus was rejected in His own country. The truth is that our Christian calling is wonderful and a source of great joy but it is also, if we look to the example of Christ, one that can lead  to rejection and death. It’s during these times that we must remind one another that even if people do reject us for our faith we must take risks because nothing can separate us from the love of God, as St Paul tell us. This reality of love is one that dispels fear and is one that we are all called to embrace.

People at times will reject us and we will at times cause offence because of our Christian beliefs. Obviously we do not seek to offend others but as a consequence of witnessing to the truth people may react negatively. We are called to pray for them and love them but not compromise the truth of the Gospel and the teachings of the Church. It can cost us in the short term but we must stay focused on the eternal outcomes.

When I was a teenager at school, many moons ago now, I can remember being rejected and teased by a group of girls because I was a practising Christian. It hurt deeply. I remember being approached by one member of the teasing group towards the end of our school days. She looked deeply and sorrowfully into my eyes, paused and said almost as an apology, “You know you’re not bad at all. In fact, for a Christian, you’re okay.” 
Hardly, a gushing  speech of approval you might say, but it affected me deeply because I realised that this girl had come to a point of truth about me, but more importantly about Christians and Christianity. She had been touched in a deep way. In my own heart and mind, the moments of teasing that I recalled at once became bitter sweet one’s of evangelisation.  Moments of rejection and failure were transformed into one’s of testimony.
None of us need fear that we need to be qualified to be evangelists. The task of evangelisation is not just the domain of the priests, nuns and qualified lay people.

If we think that, we can be tempted to stand back and let others do the ‘evangelising thing’ because we doubt that we have the personal gifts to witness to Christ. This is false. 
In Evangelii Nuntiandi we read: “…the whole Church is missionary, and the work of evangelisation is a basic duty of the People of God.” EN 59. Weak or strong, multi-talented or not, you are a chosen and beloved child of God the Father. He has and will qualify you for this work whether you have 47 letters after your name or can’t actually write your name. God doesn’t have favourites. He is dying to use you as His bearer of light to others if you will let Him use your strengths and weaknesses.
Humility is a good thing and takes a life time to nurture, but don’t let false humility hold you back from your baptismal calling to evangelise. During the Sacrifice of the Holy Mass we pray, “Lord, I am not worthy to receive you”, but by God’s grace we are healed. God will give you the grace to share and proclaim His Word. He especially chooses the weak and lowly as his servants. Who would have thought for example that God would have chosen a young girl called Mary to bear his Son? 
Evangelisation is nothing to be frightened of but God knows how weak each one of us is and it is no coincidence that it says in the scriptures 365 times, “Do not be afraid.” Step out in faith. It’s not too late. Irrespective of race, creed, age or status, you too can be an active evangeliser where you live, work and play.  With Christ on your side there is nothing to fear and everything to gain.
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