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1. A New Way of Seeing is Launched

As I begin this reflection I wish to share with you a story told by a Rabbi.  I read it in our local paper one morning when I was still in the early stages of formulating this paper. Rabbi Ben Kamin explains how differently he experiences each visit to the Western Wall in Jerusalem.  He writes, each occasion [is] leavened by the vicissitudes of life, by doubt, scepticism, spiritual immobility or vague rhapsody and certainly by my own vanities.  He comments that one has first to get past the sense of being an intruder, even if one is incontrovertibly Jewish, because the landlords of Jerusalem's Western Wall, a conglomerate of stern bearded men from a variety of ecclesiastic tribes, are rather possessive of their default contract with the place ... I follow the ritual because so many people have been doing this for so many centuries that the very cycle — and its uniformity and peacefulness and solemnity — instills the absolute holiness that attends this place. God is there, to paraphrase rabbinical tradition, because we have let God in.... I spoke to an old woman as I walked up the plaza from the wall one day.  Her eyes had seen more than mine ever will. She told me she had survived Treblinka.  Then she wished me, 'Shabbat shalom' in Polish-inflected Hebrew.  Who could hear that and then require some passing rabbi to describe God for me? 


This Year of Faith, that contextualizes our renewed search to realize a New Evangelization, is set within the 50 year celebration — the Golden Jubilee — of the Second Vatican Council. Many of us who were young religious in 1962, remember the hope burgeoning from our minds and hearts.  With amazement we wondered how we could be so blessed as to live in this moment of aggiornamento.  As we encountered each new challenge, we believed the struggles held hope  and a vision of the future.  As the years unfolded we began to realize that hope opens out slowly — so very slowly.  But the vision of the call into the future did not fade. The purpose of this paper is not to describe all the contours of this journey, but the memory needs to be recalled for this memory constitutes a sacred underpinning for the evolution in our consciousness of God's unconditional love and its implications for us as consecrated women in the Church. 
  This journey continues as a journey in mission and prophecy; it has been marked by search, contemplation, attentiveness and a developing compassion for the women and men of this time, especially the poor.  The words of Jesus at the beginning of his public ministry constitute the strength for the journey:
 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring glad tidings to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord.”


Mission is an act of dialogue because God's inner nature is dialogical: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
  And it  is likewise an act of prophecy because God is prophetic in dealing with creation.
  Both mission and prophecy are held in love, because God is Love,
 and love is that dynamic quality of communion continually realized in the relationships among the Persons of the Trinity and into which all creation is called.  In this is love: not that we have loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as expiation for our sins.
 
2.  A New Way of Evangelization emerges from Vatican II 
The  roots of a new evangelization began with the Second Vatican Council 1962-1965. John XXIII opened the Council  indicating: 
What is needed is that this certain and immutable doctrine, (truths underlying faith) ... be 
studied afresh and reformulated in contemporary terms. For this deposit of faith, or truths which are contained in our time-honored teaching is one thing; the manner in which these truths are set forth (with their meaning preserved intact) is something else. 
 


Since that time there have been  innumerable studies and programs aimed at realizing a more vibrant expression and practice of a living faith. The decrees of Vatican II recognize the relationship between God and the dignity of the human person, and call for a profound renewal in our relationship with God and with one another.  The first document approved by the Council on December 4, 1963, was The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy.  This document stresses the importance of the paschal mystery in the life and prayer of the church in relation to  the liturgical renewal proposed by the Council.  This same importance underlies the further work on the sacraments, the life of holiness, the vocation of humanity and the mission of the Church in the world.

The first chapter of The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church addresses the Mystery of the Church: 

Since the Church is in Christ like a sacrament or as a sign and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the unity of the whole human race, it desires now to unfold more fully to the faithful of the Church and to the whole world its own inner nature and universal mission. This it intends to do following faithfully the teaching of previous councils. The present-day conditions of the world add greater urgency to this work of the Church so that all men [sic], joined more closely today by various social, technical and cultural ties, might also attain fuller unity in Christ.
 
St. Paul uses the term mystery to speak of the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ.  Mystery is beyond our comprehension, and yet Paul claims this mystery has been revealed to us in Jesus Christ: in these last days, he spoke to us through a son, whom he made heir of all things and through whom he created the universe....

... the very mystery of God and of the divine love for humankind has been revealed; the divine Word has been spoken for us in a definitive way in Jesus Christ.  Through him the mystery of  God’s very self has been made known. Even this real glimpse into the life of God, which we see with the eyes of faith, defies our efforts at explanation. 


In Evangelii Nuntiandi, written after the Synod of Bishops on Evangelization in 1974, Paul VI deepens the themes of Vatican II: 

There is no doubt that the effort to proclaim the Gospel to the people of today, who are buoyed up by hope but at the same time often oppressed by fear and distress, is a service rendered to the Christian community and also to the whole of humanity.


The Council invokes the importance of reading the signs of the times, stating The Church has always had the duty of scrutinizing the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the  light of the Gospel.
  There are two premises that define this action, namely a commonly held truth among Christians that God speaks to us in and through the situation in which we find ourselves. The second premise, is that the Gospel should be a transformer of culture, and hence the importance of the encounter between culture and faith.
 Quoting Gaudium et Spes, Paul VI speaks of evangelizing in a vital way ... always taking the person as one's starting point and always coming back to the relationships of people among themselves and with God.
 
In Redemptoris Missio (1990), John Paul II reminds us that Vatican II based the missionary nature of the Church in a dynamic way on the Trinitarian mission itself.
  When we reflect on the Trinitarian mission we are confronted by the dynamic of love among the three Divine Persons. Therefore, the foundational energy of mission is love,  a love that seeks to bring all persons and all creation into the communion of the Trinity. Bevans' insight helps to further missiological insight, namely if God is truly a dialogical God, vulnerability, suffering and growth can hardly be conceived as imperfect qualities.
  Edwards' exploration of a theology of the Creator Spirit considers how the Spirit is midwife to the birth of a new creation. He recognizes the Spirit as faithful companion accompanying each creature and that the kind of power exercised by the Spirit in ongoing creation will be consistent with the kind of power revealed in the cross and resurrection of Jesus; it will offer a new gospel vision of relational power examining how God suffers.
  This dynamic nature of mission in the Church from the time of Vatican II forward has been shifting within the new context of the world from seeing mission as primarily proclaiming a dogmatic truth to a greater emphasis on a clearer recognition of the Missio Dei — mission is God's Mission and the discerning awareness of God in our lives this implies.
 Mission sending to God's people has involved discovering how God is present, and collaborating with them in their situation and together with them, deepening the experience of God who loves all.  

Both the insights about Missio Dei and being sent to God's people has called forth new energy, hard work, significant research, conversation and relationships as well as profound pain and disappointment. New missiological themes have emerged which include inculturation or the encounter between the Gospel and culture, interreligious dialogue, liberation and justice, migration, care of creation taking their place alongside the continuing missiological theme of proclamation and the newer one of evangelization.
 The conversations and debates within the Church disclose emergent space of common ground as well as diversity and disagreement.  An increasingly globalized world has brought about new insights into the importance of building appropriate relationships with others.  Presently, the dynamic of new evangelization is being applied again to the Church's attempts to face the challenges coming from the world of today.  The United States presents a particular set of challenges with its ever-changing diversities of cultures, its on-going revolution in technology and its growing  landscape of secularity. In the Lineamenta for the 2012 Synod of Bishops, the Person of Jesus Christ and a personal encounter with him provide the starting point for consideration of how to announce and proclaim the Gospel in ways that can communicate in present situations.
  The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) underline that new evangelization calls all Catholics to be evangelized and then go forth to evangelize.
  An idea first expressed by John Paul II in Redemptoris Missio, and reiterated by Benedict XVI gives further definition to the present understanding of new evangelization as re-proposing the Gospel to those regions awaiting the first evangelization and to those regions where the roots of Christianity are deep but who have experienced a serious crisis of faith due to secularization....
  A new evangelization situated in the context of a Year of Faith (October 11, 2012—November 2013) starts from attending to our personal relationship with God. Commenting on Benedict XVI's designation of a Year of Faith, the USCCB notes that this provides an opportunity for Catholics to experience a conversion, which involves a turning  to Jesus and entering into a deeper relationship with him.
  Dioceses throughout the United States, as well as throughout the world, have a variety of programs organized for the Year of Faith in an effort to promote its goals and intentions.
 

Since the conclusion of Vatican II, a number of different programs have been launched at the national level to promote new energy around evangelization in US Catholic parishes. Several examples are: laity-driven parishes working in collaboration with a committed pastor, discipleship programs, welcome programs, renewed catechesis for adults and children, and programs oriented toward outreach to the poor, sick and lonely, as well as the 'un-churched'.
  Sociologist Pierre Hegy has examined tasks needed for a genuine renewal in the Church in the United States.   The three steps he proposes are  1) make passive attendees at the Sunday Mass into active participants in the celebration of the Eucharist;  2) transform the active Mass attendees into involved members of the local church/parish through four forms of ministry communities — worship, service, formation and ministry;  3) leading involved members into totally committed discipleship especially through spiritual growth and missionary/evangelizing activities.
  There are some parishes which have begun to inaugurate similar programs.  Emphasis is on a personal and communal relationship with Jesus Christ, participative celebration of the Sunday Mass as a community of faith, involvement of the Laity in religious education and parish outreach programs. Some are parishes of destination rather than geographical parishes. While there are very diverse populations in many of these parishes,  fellowship, participation and welcome are stressed.
3. A Particular Evolution of New Evangelization in the United States

Another reality to be considered is the journey of many religious communities in the United States since 1965. Perfectae Caritatis, the conciliar document concerning the renewal of religious life, called forth a profound response from many Religious Congregations, who were asked  to return to the sources of their inspiration, identify their foundation charism and update their manner of life.
  Religious, and I speak particularly from the experience of many women religious, prayed, conversed, suffered, were fired up with vision and hope as they held on to the gift of their faith in the Gospel and love for the Church through their religious vocation.  As they plunged more deeply into the meaning and contemporary significance of their respective charisms, they  sought creatively to build up relationships with all of God's People in ways consistent with the purpose of their communities.  Concretely this process led to an ongoing discernment of discovering God's presence and invitation in moments of clarity and in moments of doubt. This discernment of how God leads, has led communities to deeper fidelity to contemplative prayer.   
Members of religious congregations have given and continue to give significant time and energy, in addition to their ministries, to consultative processes leading to genuinely participative renewal chapters of congregations and rewriting of Constitutions. The missionary nature of these efforts became clearly apparent in the consistent energy with which religious approach new situations and challenges in their ministries. This vision is rooted in  their faith and continuously encountered in new and unexpected ways through an incarnated contemplation that embraces prayer and human life. This missionary energy stimulating the visions of members of religious congregations, continues to join with the renewing  energies of many others within the Catholic community and beyond.  Evidence of such missionary energy has been repeatedly expressed through development of ways to  express solidarity with  the poor, oppressed and abandoned, to relate to followers of other Christian traditions, to followers of Judaism and other faith traditions as well as  to  those of no evident faith.
   Concerned commitment to justice, peace, care for creation gives colour and shape to this missionary commitment.   

Energy which is missionary recognizes every person and all of creation are loved by God.  The path of renewal to which Vatican II invited religious women and men, similar, has been marked by suffering, frustration and yet is always being challenged forward by small luminaries of more profound relationship and integration into the Mission of God. Commitment to the poor and to struggle in situations of injustice has led to death for many religious, as well as  lay persons, priests especially in the last fifty years, and we have in fact, entered a new age of martyrdom.
  

4. Signs of the Times: The Context of Evolution in the Universe 

Let us consider for a moment some of the significant things which happened after the conclusion of the Council in 1965:  spaceships left the orbit of  earth, a man stood on the moon, and as the century ended, the Hubble Telescope began to send startling, exciting and thrilling photos back to earth.  Now we know the creation is still unfolding, new stars are appearing, and stars are dying, new galaxies are being discovered. Scientists are asking if there is life someplace else in the universe.  
The interrelatedness of all life challenges us to open our contemplative prayer to deeper insights about the Mystery of God–Trinity.  These insights constitute a new context for our understanding of Faith and New Evangelization. Increasing awareness of the destruction of earth, planet, oceans, and all forms of life has led to dedicated expressions of care for creation.  The emphasis on climate change suggests we begin from our location, a truly incarnational approach to the question that  recognizes the integral relationship of God with God's creation:

If we believe God and the world are wholly other, we shall see creation and providence from within that perspective. An incarnational context for understanding the God-world relationship has implications for our response to climate change.  It means that we and God are in the same place and that we share responsibility for the world.
  

John Haught has given particular attention to developing a theology of nature in the context of science which exposes  three infinites — the immense, the infinitesimal and the complex. He states that there is a fourth infinite opened up already by Christian faith, namely the infinite horizon of the future.  
The human spirit's quest for final liberation leads beyond all present time and past all perishing, beyond this universe and any others, toward the Absolutely New — in other words, to God, the one whose promises open up all of life and all universes to an endless and unimaginable future.
 

John Paul II, drawing inspiration from Gaudium et Spes, describes  God's Spirit as the One who directs "... the unfolding of time and renews the face of the earth".
 Scientific discoveries offer a radically changed worldview.  Theology must engage this consensus if it is to be faith seeking understanding.
  Some Christian theologians and missiologists ponder God-Trinity-Creator  in relation to an evolutionary, unfolding universe. Referring to the fact that Christians participate in the trinitarian life and mission of God, Bevans and Schroeder go on to comment:

Such a trinitarian grounding is in tune with some of the most important theology being done today, and it acknowledges unabashedly the centrality of the trinitarian mystery in Christian life and theology.  Christology is an integral part of mission from this perspective, but there is work as well for God's Holy Spirit to lead men and women further into God's unfathomable  mystery and to allow Christians to recognize God's surprising presence outside of exclusively Christian parameters.
  

Although not entirely absent from Christian tradition, the study of the role of the Spirit has  not been sufficiently developed in the western tradition
. Divine Mystery will always be beyond the best human understanding, and yet the lives of many illustrate how attentiveness to this Mystery resourced their communication about God to others.
  Scientific discoveries can also provide facts about the universe prompting among those attuned to a  deeper discernment and  contemplation of  the Divine Mystery.
 God is the newness of everything that is and is coming to be. God is ever newness in love.
  
In this time when concrete images from the Hubble Microscope are returned to earth, scientists affirm that the stable image of an unchanging universe is not true. Some theologians recognize the need to examine our theological understanding from the starting point of new facts now acquired about the universe. Some are asking What kind of God creates an unfinished universe. There are those who suggest that our theological precepts of an earlier time need to be revisited and explored from the new reality that science is laying before us.  Now, for perhaps, the first time in history we can understand the universe as emerging and unfolding.
  Of course, Teilhard de Chardin, SJ, did recognize this fact before science could offer the kind of proof available today.  And he insistently called for a new way of seeing, integrating his scientific knowledge and faith experience in a way that hints of the great mystery of Incarnation. 

Rahner sees the Incarnation as intrinsic to God's purpose in creation.  He understands God creating a universe of creatures as an act of self-bestowing love, always intending to embrace the material world in the incarnation and to bring it to its fulfilment in Christ.
 Images of self-bestowing love through the mystery of Incarnation moving toward the full realization of Christ  confronts the way we have lived, acted, and understood ourselves and our relationships with others as we move forward into the future.  Herein lies an important dimension of new evangelization. Deeper awareness of the Incarnation integrated into the Baptismal unfolding of Christian life is taking on greater significance in the midst of the painful characteristics of the present time marked by widespread disruptions between systems of belief and systems of cultures and behaviours. Taylor, McLean and Casanova explore the disjunctions between Church and people in a secular age. Their concerns suggest some considerations for the topic of new evangelization.  They write of the urgency of rethinking the entire nature of the Church and its public presence in quite different, indeed kenotic, terms.  They note that this process can also help to orient present theological investigations toward the new discoveries needed for bearing witness to the Gospel values in this secular age. They continue:

If the final culminating failure of these recent decades had been, as Pope Benedict acknowledged, to sacrifice the safety of its young for the reputation of the Church as an institution, this calls for a redefinition of the Church in quite opposite terms from that of recent centuries. That is, not the Church as a perfect and imperial institution, unchanging through time and hence never to be questioned.  Rather, Christ himself did not hold to his heavenly majesty, but took on the form of our humanity which he exercised not as Lord and Sovereign, but through dying on the cross as Suffering Servant (Philippians).  That death was the ultimate act of love.

In this age of secularity there have been increasing examples among religious — and here I refer to those in the United States, but recognize the reality extends to other continents — of a divesting of institutions and consequent loss of financial security. The experience of the poverty of many retired religious in the United States bears witness to this loss of security.

... one of the more dramatic human issues facing the U.S. church in coming  years: a growing crisis in the many billions of dollars in unfunded retirement and elderly care costs that religious orders of men and women, especially women, are facing within the next couple of decades.


Further, solidarity with the poor has led many religious to follow a path not only of chosen financial limitations and insecurity, but a path that is not marked by recognition nor esteem.  Following the Son of God who did not consider equality something to be grasped at, they too have abandoned those things that set them apart among the privileged both in Church and in society at large, in their ongoing search to enter more deeply into the following of Christ.

5. Conclusion
Recognition of the tremendous gratuitous love of God for each one, the implications  of which has perhaps only gradually taken hold of our awareness, constitutes a new way of seeing that in fact provides a different starting point for living our relationship with Christ as a new form of evangelization. Teilhard de Chardin, SJ, frequently referred to the necessity for a new way of seeing.  For him, as King notes, what matters most is his all embracing vision of the world, humanity and God, which he describes as a new way of seeing.
 In his classic study of how we see, John Berger tells us that the way we see is affected by what we know.  He affirms that we are never looking at just one thing, rather we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves.

Various scholars are increasingly pointing to the new facts being scientifically discovered with information that comes from the universe.  As Delio notes that while the understanding of God of which Aquinas wrote cannot be simply amended with new insights from more recent scientific discoveries, it is also not possible yet to offer new evolutionary definitions with any final surety. Aquinas cautioned many centuries ago, A mistake about creation will lead to a mistake about God. Delio concludes that we need to know the book of creation today, as science informs us, to know God.  She continues:
It seems the time is ripe to begin thinking of theology not in terms of parts but in terms of wholes: the whole person in the whole creation in the whole God. We are wholes within wholes, interrelated on every level.

New evangelization and the Year of Faith are first of all about renewing our relationship with Christ. It is evident that this renewal has been unfolding over the years since Vatican II and bears the characteristics of a pilgrimage or journey.
  Like all pilgrimages there are paths that are difficult, perhaps even tortuous and foreboding. The God whom we are seeking is infinite in capacity for relationship. The Incarnation is an act of profound relationship with its meaning rooted in the mystery of the Trinity and the Communion of Three Persons. It is a relationship revealed through the life of Jesus, and it is a relationship which opens to a greater inclusion of creation through the Eucharist, namely its institution at the final meal before the Crucifixion, its inclusion of the gifts of the earth and of our hands,  and in its continuing presence in the humblest of circumstances. We continue the Incarnation in time, and this realization is intimately related to the Eucharist.  


The new evangelization of this Year of Faith began in the Second Vatican Council and its development has been opening out in myriad ways since that time. These ways are impelled by insights drawn from science and continually nourished by the study of God through the Scriptures and through the witness of life. This Year of Faith is an invitation to realize more fully, that what happened in Jesus Christ is intended by God for the whole creation, namely union and transformation in the divine embrace of love.
 This search for God through an ongoing deepening of our relationship with Christ, has truly been a faith seeking understanding. Tilley reminds us that Faith is a relationship. 
While this relationship is not limited to a single source, it is our common experience that we express it in creeds, stories, symbols, and practices. Any expression of faith may show us previously unnoticed connections among the  events and people in the world in which we live.
  And so the image of the Woman whom the Rabbi met at the Western Wall: Her eyes had seen more than mine ever will. She told me she had survived Treblinka. Then she wished me, 'Shabbat shalom' in Polish-inflected Hebrew. Who could hear that and then require some passing rabbi to describe God for me?
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