The CDF’s ‘Doctrinal Note on Some Aspects of Evangelization’ (14 December 2007): some reflections by Gerald O’Collins, s.j.

1) 
There are a number of theologically attractive and pastorally valuable features that characterize this ‘note’. It is very Christ-centred, stresses love along with truth, recognizes the role of the Holy Spirit in evangelization, understands evangelization as inspired by a desire to share with others the fullness of the benefits we have received, draws on relevant texts (from the scriptures, magisterial teaching and the great tradition (including Dante)), and normally takes care to use terms with precision. 


All in all, it gives the impression of being largely drafted by someone who knows how to present very well the call to evangelization today. There is a unity and positive ring about the text that makes it appealing and helpful. Let me spell out some details.

1.1 
The Christ-centred account of evangelization  appears right at the start: ‘the...Lord Jesus Christ, who is present in his Church, goes before the work of evangelizers, accompanies it, follows it, and makes their labours bear fruit’ (# 1).


To evangelize is described accordingly: it ‘does not mean simply to teach a doctrine, but to proclaim Jesus Christ by one’s words and actions, that is, to make oneself an instrument of his presence and activity in the world’ (# 2). To help all persons ‘meet Christ in faith’ is ‘the primary objective of evangelization’ (ibid.), bringing them ‘to the encounter with Christ and his Gospel’ (# 5).

1.2 
Where a one-sided emphasis on truth (over against love and charity) contributed to the negative tone of Dominus Iesus,
 this note, while insisting on truth (especially in # 4 and 5), keeps returning to the theme of love: for instance, when it calls ‘the primary motive of evangelization’ ‘the love of Christ for the eternal salvation of all’ (# 8).  The note quotes Gaudium et Spes (# 28) and says that ‘love impels the followers of Christ to proclaim to all the truth which saves’ (# 10).  The theme of love is richly expounded in # 11 and 12.  The text introduces love in a beautiful conclusion that draws on Pope Benedict XVI and St Paul: ‘the love which comes from God unites us to him...and makes us one, until in the end God is “all in all”’ (# 13).

1.3 
The note recognizes how, in the human ‘search for the good and the true,  the Holy Spirit is already at work, opening the human heart and making it ready to welcome the truth of the Gospel’. It quotes a ‘celebrated phrase’ used by Thomas Aquinas: ‘any truth, no matter by whom it is spoken, is from the Holy Spirit’ (# 4). (Here the note might have alerted the reader to the fact that the phrase found in Aquinas is in fact a dictum that went back to the fourth century; Aquinas used it  eighteen times, and not merely once in the Summa Theologiae, I-II, q. 109, as indicated in footnote 7.) In a happy paragraph on cultures and the task of inculturation, the note develops the theme of the Holy Spirit as ‘the principal agent of the inculturation of the Gospel’ (# 6). It goes on to declare that  ‘the Christian mission resides in the power of the Holy Spirit and in the truth itself which is proclaimed’ (# 12). The note ends by confidently stating that ‘the Church’s commitment to evangelization can never be lacking, since...the presence of the Lord Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit will never be absent from her’ (# 13).

1.4 
The note is particularly helpful in highlighting  the human and Christian desire ‘to have others share in one’s own goods’. Christians naturally want to share with others the ‘tremendous benefit’ they have received of knowing ‘the true face of God and the friendship of Jesus Christ, God-with-us’. They wish ‘everyone to share in these goods’, so that they may possess the fullness of truth and the fullness of the means of salvation’ (# 7).  Hence the note can state: ‘the sole desire of authentic evangelizers is to bestow freely what they themselves have freely received’ (# 8). 


Running through the development of this theme of sharing benefits received is the qualification of ‘fullness’. Those who have not yet heard and accepted the Gospel already enjoy some grasp of truth and some means of salvation. What they have not yet received is ‘the fullness of the gift of truth’ and the ‘fullness of [the means] of salvation’ (# 10). The ‘fullness of the means of salvation’ come with a ‘full communion’ with the Catholic Church (# 12).
  Here the CDF does much better than it did in the document from last July on ‘the One True Church’, which failed to use the term ‘full’. That term (along with the associated noun ‘fullness’)  respects the teaching of Vatican II about all the elements of truth and goodness enjoyed by ‘others’, while rightly maintaining that Christ and the Holy Spirit have gifted the Catholic Church alone with that  fullness of truth and means for salvation which is presently available.

1.5 
By and large, the note quotes and/or refers to a wide range of texts that are genuinely helpful and truly relevant to the case it is presenting. Here it rises well above the standard of some earlier CDF documents that have  at times heaped up references which did not establish the points in question and which looked suspiciously like being employed simply to give the impression that much earlier teaching (especially from Councils) supported what was being claimed.

1.6 
In general the note takes care to clarify its terminology. It explains the precise Christian sense of ‘conversion’ (# 9) and a range of meanings for ‘evangelization’ (# 12; see also # 2)), and attends to the negative sense that can attach to ‘proselytism’ (# 12).  One must add, however, that the note  fails to do this with the term ‘pluralism’ (# 4 and 10), as well as with ‘irenicism’, a term that makes an abrupt and unexplained appearance in the opening lines of # 13.  

2) 
Once again let me insist that the note presents an inspiring and theologically well crafted account of evangelization, along with a serious call to all Catholics who should play their part in this essential mission of the Church. Yet there are several quibbles that should be mentioned.

2.1 
Firstly, the opening paragraph of # 10 (along with the end of footnote 29 and footnote 30) is unclear and seems as if it were inserted into the text as a passing endorsement of Dominus Iesus. The text would have read more convincingly and clearly if after ‘one cannot [or better should not] detach the Kingdom from the Church’ the next paragraph had begun: ‘The Church’s missionary proclamation, which draws on the fullness of the gift of truth made by the divine self-revelation, respects the freedom that God created as an indelible mark...’


The five lines with which # 10 starts form an odd cocktail. They open with a remark about ‘relativistic theories’. The second sentence makes a justifiable statement about the reason for evangelization not having been clear to many Catholic faithful. But what is this sentence doing here? Maybe it belongs back in # 3, where the CDF explains the motivation for its note.


The third sentence clearly recalls John Hick (not a Catholic), who in several works (mistakenly) argued that the claim to have received the fullness of divine revelation masks an attitude of intolerant triumphalism and is a danger to world peace. But what is the reason in this CDF  note throwing in a remark here that (implicitly) recalls? He has been amply criticized and rejected by a whole range of authors, non-Catholic (e.g. Paul Eddy) and Catholic (e.g. Jacques Dupuis) alike.


The more serious issue in these five lines concerns the opening sentence and its claim  that the endorsement (apparently) of any kind of religious pluralism de iure (in principle) comes out of relativistic theories, endangers the Church’s proclamation, and is obviously unacceptable. Now this description applies to the pluralism de iure proposed by so-called ‘pluralists’ like John Hick. But are all those who propose some kind of religious pluralism de iure necessarily to be dismissed as objectionable pluralists? What of the teaching of John Paul II about the universal presence and activity of the Holy Spirit? In Redemptoris Missio he wrote of  that presence and activity affecting ‘not only individuals but also society and history, peoples, cultures and religions’ (# 28; italics mine). The Spirit acts in and through the cultures and religious traditions of the world - an activity that aims to bring all people, sooner or later, to Christ. But in the meantime the Spirit is present and operative in all that is true, good and beautiful in various cultures and religions. One cannot say that the Spirit acts merely ‘de facto’; what God does is always done ‘de iure (in principle)’. In short, the situation that the late Pope presented looks very much like some kind of pluralism de iure - a pluralism not merely tolerated by God but in some sense brought about the Spirit. How else are we to interpret the source of those ‘treasures of human wisdom and religion’ that John Paul II wrote about in his encyclical Fides et Ratio (# 31)? In short, the first sentence with which # 10 opens betrays a lack of reflection on different possibilities envisaged by various authors or official teachers who may expound some kind of  ‘pluralism de iure’ (e.g. Jacques Dupuis) or who at least propose positions that amount to some form of such pluralism de iure (e.g. John Paul II)..

2.2 
In what # 4 has to say about the universal activity of the Holy Spirit in the human heart, one might have expected a reference to what John Paul II taught about the Spirit operating ‘at the very source’ of each person’s ‘religious questioning’ (Redemptoris Missio, 28). Moreover, quoting the dictum (which originally derives from an anonymous fourth-century writer known as Ambrosiaster) about ‘all truth coming from the Holy Spirit’ readily brings to mind how the late Pope adapted this dictum in what he said to the Roman Curia on 22 December 1986: ‘every authentic prayer is called forth by the Holy Spirit who is mysteriously present in the heart of every person.’ John Paul II’s teaching on the universal activity of the Holy Spirit was an area in which he contributed to the development of doctrine and deserved to be mentioned in the CDF’s note.

2.3
I wondered about the observation: ‘often it is maintained that any attempt to convince others on religious matters is a limitation of their freedom’ (# 3). This observation is then extended to include not merely religious matters but  all that ‘is held to be true for oneself’: ‘today..., with ever-increasing frequency, questions are being raised about the legitimacy of presenting to others - so that they might in turn accept it - that which is held to be true for oneself. Often this is seen as an infringement of other people’s freedom’ (# 4; italics mine).  Then in # 5, the note rejects the view that ‘to lead a person’s intelligence and freedom in honesty to the encounter with Christ and his Gospel’ is ‘an inappropriate encroachment’. There must be someone out there who holds this view. But ‘often’?  This looks suspiciously like a straw man, an invented argument set up simply to be easily refuted. Maybe I have led an innocent life, but I have never heard anyone expressing this view about the freedom of others being infringed if we try to convince them of things that we hold to be true, including religious matters. I have read thousands of letters to editors in numerous papers and journals, where people want to win others over to their convictions in a wide spectrum of matters, including religion. But I have never seen anyone comment that such attempts infringe, limit or inappropriately encroach upon the freedom of others.

2.4 
Sometimes the note takes care to use inclusive language, but sometimes it fails to do so. Take, for instance, this sentence in # 4: ‘If man denies his fundamental capacity for the truth, if he becomes skeptical regarding his ability really to know what is true, he ends up losing what in a unique way draws his intelligence and enthralls his heart’ (italics mine).  This should have been phrased: If human beings deny their fundamental capacity for the truth, if they become skeptical regarding their ability really to know what is true, they end up losing what in a unique way draws their ntelligence and enthralls their heart.’ This may seem ‘merely’ a small point of language. But why does the CDF  risk alienating more women by failing to watch its language?

2.5 
Finally, the note quotes the splendid language of Pope Benedict in the homily at the Mass inaugurating his pontificate: ‘there is nothing more beautiful than to know him [Christ] and to speak to others of our friendship with him’ (# 7; italics mine). This quotation made me think also of some other words which came at the end of that homily: ‘if we let Christ into our lives, we lose nothing, nothing, absolutely nothing, of what makes life free, beautiful and great’ (italics mine). This made me regret that the CDF’s note had not included ‘beautiful’ when it wrote of the human ‘capacity to know and to love what is good and true’ (# 4).  Surely the text would be fuller and more in line with the Pope’s inaugural homily if the note had written of the human capacity to know and to love what is good, true and beautiful’? Beauty can be and often is a key factor in evangelization.

To conclude. This note on evangelization is carefully crafted and, for the most part, very helpful - both in what it teaches and in its use of appropriate sources. Despite my quibbles, I found the document clarifying and encouraging the essential mission of evangelization.

Fr Gerald O’Collins sj

16 November 2007

� Dominus Iesus wrote of ‘truth’ and what is ‘true’ 45 times, but invoked ‘love’ only four times. That document repeatedly cited or referred to John Paul II’s 1990 encyclical Redemptoris Missio, but fell far short of imitating the encyclical, which appeals 31 times to love and 25 times to truth - an attractive and appropriate ratio between a concern for love and a concern for truth.


� Here the CDF does much better than it did in a document from last July on ‘the One True Church’, which failed to introduce the term ‘full’ or ‘fully’, and spoke of the Church of God continuing to exist (subsistit) ‘only in the Catholic Church alone’. Surely this document should have said that it is only in the Catholic Church that the Church of God continues to exist fully?
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