Some Observations on Doctrinal Note on some Aspects of Evangelisation.


Summary: The doctrinal note appears to have three inter-related objectives:
First, to affirm the relationship between the Church and evangelisation as an essential relationship. Second, to clarify the scope of evangelisation as encompassing not only the offer of Christ to individuals but also to societies and cultures: the Gospel of Life cannot be divorced from the work to create just societies and the alleviation of poverty, disease, etc. Third, to identify and arrest those dispositions and arguments which weaken or undermine the Church’s mission to evangelise. Those which occur ad intra and those who attempt to restrict the Church’s legitimate freedom ad extra.  In this context, the whole note is directed to clarifying and strengthening the Church’s demand for religious freedom as essential for its existence and mission.


1: To affirm the integral relationship between the Church and evangelisation.
Evangelisation is not an optional activity for the Church it is part of her essence.  Put simply, to know and love Christ is also to confess Christ. In its long struggle with Gnosticism (ancient and modern) the Church constantly affirms that Christ is not a ‘secret knowledge’ that belongs only to the few.  Christ is the Father’s gift through the Spirit to the whole world and all are invited to ‘draw water from the well of salvation.’  Evangelisation is the Church being that which God has called her to be.  It belongs not only to the Church as a community but to every Christian by virtue of their baptism.  

In the deepest sense, all Christian life is charismatic in that it lives by the presence of the Holy Spirit that bears witness to the Risen Christ, the offer of salvation and the promise of eternal life in the presence of the Triune God.  Evangelisation and the universal call to holiness should not be separated – holiness manifested in and through the faithfulness of a Christian life (lived in word and especially in deed) is an evangelical action in the world.  

Evangelisation then, is not separate from the Spirit’s action of sanctification or the soteriological dynamic of Revelation. 

Understood in this relationship, evangelisation is integral to the fulfilment of the commandment to love God and neighbour.  If, as Aquinas says, to love another is to wish their good, then the highest good to know God who is Goodness itself. God has revealed himself in Christ and through the Spirit as Love, thus, in a unique way the Church knows the unity and identity of goodness and love.  The offer of the Gospel is supremely an act of love for a person who does not know God, or has become separated from Him.
Here, we also have to note that evangelisation also entails a ‘speaking the truth in love’ – or better, still ‘doing the truth in love’ – veritatem facientes in caritate.
 That truth is about human alienation from God through sin and the consequences that has in ‘darkening the heart’ against knowledge and love of God, from which flows the progressive weakening of the moral sense of truth and  right action, the denigration of the human person and the weakening of the social good. In other words, sin touches every aspect of human existence and through human disorder threatens the good of creation itself.  Evangelisation entails the exposition of the consequences of sin and its roots but always in order to present the healing and liberating offer of the Person of Christ. Without understanding the Gospel in terms of the redemption from sin, a redemption that humanity can never accomplish without grace, there always remains a danger that the Gospel becomes merely a human project of self-development and social improvement. If, however, the Gospel it is simply reduced to an exposition of sin and its consequences then it remains severely deficient. It can never do justice to the overwhelming majesty of God’s ‘yes’ to us in Christ, sealed in the gift of the Spirit.  At the heart of the Gospel and, therefore, at the heart of evangelisation is the summons to ‘metanoia’ – the grace of conversion. This brings out that the doctrine of sin is, in fact, the doctrine of human freedom, restored and reordered in grace – ‘that we live no longer for our selves for Him.’ (Eucharistic Prayer IV)  


In Vatican II and especially in the teaching of John Paul II, evangelisation is understood to entail a struggle for truth (Veritatis Splendor) and for the active construction of a ‘culture of life’ (Evangelium Vitae).  Thus the evangelising mission of the Church cannot be separated from its social teaching, its advocacy on behalf of the poor and those denied justice, its defence of the right to life and human rights etc. The critique that the Church makes of cultures where these values are not evident and its opposition to values which run counter to the Gospel are all part of its commitment to building up a lasting human good which is not ultimate grounded in some humanitarian project but in the great command of the Gospel.
At the heart of evangelisation is also a vision of the human person and society. So, entailed in the Church’s proclamation and witness is a profound humanism grounded in the Incarnation. This means that the Church will oppose secular humanism as essentially reductionist because it rejects any notion that the human person is rooted in transcendence i.e. ultimately the orientation to God whose image every person bears. Without this the human person him or her self can easily be instrumentalised. Although, not explicitly stated in the Note, we can see how the Church in carrying the memoria of the living and Risen Lord, carries the memory of every human being. In some sense we can see that evangelisation is a prophetic ‘anamnesis’ of humanity in Christ which the Spirit enables. Here, there is undoubtedly a deep intimacy between the Eucharist, evangelisation, and witness to the truth nature of the human person.        

 
The Church, itself is not merely the instrument of evangelisation, it is already its part of its purpose and its fruit. The Church is the ‘sacrament of salvation’ and as such, is in itself integral to the saving economy. This is why salvation cannot ultimately be conceived independently of the Church – even though the action of the Spirit cannot be restricted to its historical and social form alone.  Evangelisation is, therefore, always a deeply ecclesial action and it always has within its horizon the invitation to become formally and consciously united with the People of God on their pilgrim journey and to be nourished by the sacramental life of the community.
 
Finally, the goal of evangelisation is to open the way for a personal encounter with Christ, “One doesn't begin to be a Christian because of an ethical decision or a great idea, but rather because of an encounter with an event, with a Person, who gives new horizons to life, and with that, a decisive orientation. The evangelization of the person and of human communities depends totally on this encounter with Jesus Christ." 


2: In this context, the governing thesis in the Note is that evangelisation is necessary to the Church. It is the actualisation of her identity, existence and purpose.  From this follows the requirement of freedom that allows her to express her nature and purpose.

What constrains this freedom? (a) Partly reductionism (social and anthropological) and a sense that to evangelise may infringe people’s freedom. (b) The political restrictions placed upon the Church’s freedom to express her faith and mission. Particularly in countries with restrictive laws upon Christians – here there is undoubtedly concern about Islamic states and the actual degree of religious freedom they allow and protect.  (c) A concept of ecumenism and inter-religious dialogue which assumes that the Catholic Church must temper her own identity, distinctness and missionary imperative.  
In clarifying and strengthening the understanding of evangelisation the Note is then concerned to correct any reduction of evangelisation (a) to social activism and advocacy.  Though integral to the proclamation of the Gospel, evangelisation cannot be reduced to a social programme no matter how progressive. When this is the case (as say with Liberal Protestantism in the 19th Century), the Gospel loses its freedom and becomes tied to a particular social and political settlement which, of necessity, can only be contingent and transitory.  The transformative social, moral and cultural energy of the Gospel is always grounded in the priority of grace which should not be reduced to nature. 

The Note has a caution about reducing evangelisation to an anthropological project about human wholeness, health and well-being. Revelation grants to the Church a grasp of the Divine truth, it cannot accept the subjectivisation of faith which must ultimately lead to its individualisation. This would reduce Truth to a purely private opinion and makes Christian life merely one among many life style choices.  This is often portrayed as the exercise of freedom, which the Note understands as leading to relativism. In the background the Note presumes and draws upon one of the consistent features of the Papacy of John Paul II to counter relativism and the false freedom it supports by always making freedom the function of truth which is objectively given.

Moreover, evangelisation in so far as it is always a call to solidarity – the Gospel creates community and ultimately orders us to the whole human family – will oppose an individualisation of faith.   


3: A key theme of the Note is freedom.  In this respect the footnoting of Dignitatis Humanae is, perhaps, one of the keys to how the Note should be read.


There is a strong defence of evangelisation as (a) the expression of the Church’s freedom (b) that it in no way infringes the freedom of others (c) actually, the Gospel secures human freedom and ensures its fullest expression.

4: Observations.  

· The Note does not advocate an aggressive approach to evangelisation. It still affirms receptive listening and dialogue. But it does not wish this approach to lead in any way to a lack of confidence about the Gospel and its salvific power. Likewise, it should not lead to any diminishment of the Church’s uniqueness and mission.   


· In this respect, there is need to have a clear understanding of the ‘methodologies’ and dimensions to evangelisation.  The Note is useful in this respect, but obviously more work can be done.     
· The strong theme of ‘freedom’ is a critical one not only for situations in which the Church’s freedom is restricted but also when confronted with the implicit restrictions of a secular culture, which also uses the concept of freedom.  
It may be useful to give further consideration to the Church’s engagement with the notion of ‘freedom’, especially religious freedom. 
· It could be useful to explore the integral nature of evangelisation in terms of the Church’s public voice and its advocacy and/or opposition to public policy.  

· In terms of resources supporting the witness of members of the Church, it may be helpful to explore the rich theme of evangelisation as encompassing the whole of Christian life: the universal call to holiness as the integration of Christian life and witness. The fruits of these reflections could be made available in a variety of different forms for diocese, parishes, etc. 
.
James Hanvey SJ.

� Eph.4.16 often quoted by Pope John XXIII. cf. also Jn. 3:21; I Jn. 1:6.  The idiom is Hebrew and its intention is existentialist rather than intellectualist –   ‘I say more: the just man justices,/ keeps grace, that keeps all his goings graces,/Acts what in God’s eye he is – Christ.’  G.M. Hopkins.  Kingfishers Catch Fire. 


� Vediamo così - come ho scritto nella prima Enciclica - che "all'inizio dell'essere cristiano non c'è una decisione etica o una grande idea, bensì l'incontro con un avvenimento, con una Persona, che dà alla vita un nuovo orizzonte e con ciò la direzione decisiva" (Deus Caritas Est n. 1). L'evangelizzazione della persona e delle comunità umane dipende, in assoluto, dall'esistenza o meno di questo incontro con Gesù Cristo  Benedict XVI, to Portugese Bishops on their ad limina,  Nov. 12. 2007.
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