
Brother Enzo Biemmi, FSF

For a truly “new” evangelisation.

A re-reading of the Synod

Premise

I intend to propose a reflection on the new evangelisation in light of the Synod of Bishops held in Rome in October, a reflection filtered by my sensitivity.
I will present my reflection in four parts: the representations of “evangelisation” which emerged among the participants; the “conversions” that took place during the Synod; religious life as “place” of evangelisation; three forms of the style of new evangelisation.
1. Three (imaginary) representations of evangelisation which emerged in the Synod


The Synod of Bishops was an assembly of a continental Church. It is seen first of all from this point of view: a remarkable forum of listening, of recounting, of sharing of varied experiences. Different diagnoses on today’s culture and different visions of Church emerged. It was a laboratory of education with regard the complexity and partiality of the different points of view. And it was not difficult to recognise the different representations on evangelisation and on the conditions that can make it new. I will highlight three which help us to reflect.

a) Evangelisation as direct witness without filters (“charismatic” vision)


A little anecdote is more eloquent than any explanation. During the first evening of the Synod there was an animated dialogue between a Mexican layman, founder of a movement that forms new evangelisers, and a French lady involved in an association for the evangelisation of the family. “I have a dream,” he explains to her. “I dream that this Synod is not a debate on the theme without ending with a document. I dream that we all come out into St Peter’s Square and into the suburbs of Rome, proclaiming Jesus Christ and that in these three weeks we convert three thousand Romans.”

As we can see this deals with a fantasy of evangelisation that places everything on two pivots: the subjective experience of the witness and the intrinsic faith in the Word that he proclaims. This often involves a newly-converted person, or at least someone who has had a strong spiritual experience. The proclamation coincides with the faith experience lived by the witness and doesn’t take into consideration the people it is aimed at. Whether there are three thousand Romans or three thousand Eskimos, it is no different. It has nothing to do with all the attention that we have for years given to the subject through catechesis, anthropological and experiential catechesis. The testimonial impact is strong, because the subject is totally implicated in the words that he pronounces. Enthusiasm and trust characterise this representation.

b) Evangelisation as reaffirmation of the truth of faith (“dogmatic” vision)

If the first conception of evangelisation rests on the subjective experience of faith, the second is completely concentrated on the objective side. It is a position that generally begins with a negative diagnosis of today’s culture which, distancing itself from Christianity, would move towards its progressive dehumanisation. The current failure of evangelisation is attributed at least in part to the post-conciliar catechesis, which focused too much on the needs of the people and was not rigorous enough in presenting the Christian message in its original form and fullness. To overcome the gap between culture and faith it is necessary to go back to proclaiming with clarity and strength the truth and the values connected to it (dogma and morals). As we can see, in this perspective (as in the first) there has not been a real grasp of the culture and the recipients; the implication of the personal testimony of faith also remains in the shadows. The pivot of evangelisation is the transmission of the deposit of faith, a concern so strong that one can no longer perceive how much this “deposit” affects the life of the person who proclaims it.

c) Evangelisation as inculturation


The third representation can be summarised by the term inculturation. It comes from the contribution not only from continents such as Africa, Asia and Latin America, but also from Europe, especially from north-central Europe. The invitation, from Bishops who live in a culture marked by the laicisation of institutions and by the secularisation of mentalities, is to bring a look of hope to the world and not to think that a secularised culture is less adapted to the Gospel than a sociologically Christian culture. What does it mean to proclaim the Gospel in this situation? Evangelisation appears as a complex process of the informed use of a few cultural elements for a proclamation that is audible, credible, capable of thought. This requires a rethinking of the Gospel itself (the same Gospel since the beginning but always newly understood by the community that proclaims it), a new reformulation and a renewed proclamation. In this case it is the term “dialogue” that prevails: a giving and receiving that enrich either the witness or the person who listens to the Word. This position makes the act of evangelisation more complex; it requires a reinterpretation be it of the subject who proclaims or of the content that is proclaimed. It not only makes the recipient the object of an ecclesial action, but also the subject who in some way contributes to giving shape to this evangelisation. This happens in an area of “weakness” and of freedom.

All three positions are heard in whichever way they recall what is essential. Without the involvement of the witness there is no proclamation that speaks to the heart of the people; without fidelity to tradition it is not the Gospel that is preached, but the person himself; but without cultural mediation the Gospel would neither be heard as “great news” nor as “call to conversion” by anyone.
2. Three evolutions or conversions which happened during the course of the Synod (partially accomplished)


A second question concerns the meaning attributed to the term “new”. The fundamental question seems to me to be: what can truly make the evangelisation “new”? How must we (the witnesses) become new so that the evangelisation becomes new? During the course of the Synod three changes were made on this point, three conversions of point of view that outline the very conditions of the newness of evangelisation.

a) The surpassing of an extrinsic or functional approach: new evangelisation as a return to the Gospel by the Church

The most consistent and commonly shared result within the Synod was the surpassing of an instrumental concept: to think, i.e. that the renewal of evangelisation consists in the change of methods and strategies or even in a simple renewed commitment by the evangelisers.

If the words of the Church are not heard in today’s world it is not primarily because the people do not understand or that they are more wicked than in the past, nor is it because the methods of evangelisation have been surpassed (they have been, but that is another question), but rather it is because the words of the Gospel no longer speak of the Church. The crisis of the communication of faith redirects the Church to a renewed listening. The problem of evangelisation is not a catechetical problem, but an ecclesiological one.

Benedict XVI had used the term “strategy” to avoid any misunderstanding: “It is not a question here of finding a new strategy to re-launch the Church. Rather, it is a question of setting aside mere strategy and seeking total transparency… appropriating the faith completely, and stripping away from it anything that only seems to belong to faith, but in truth is mere convention or habit.” (Meeting with Catholics engaged in the life of the Church and society, Apostolic Visit to Germany, 25 September 2011).

In this perspective the crisis of evangelisation and the need for it to become “new” decisively confronts the Church with a test of faith. The Synod has clearly highlighted this meaning of the new evangelisation through the call to conversion, of each and every one of its members. It has also reclaimed the term “holiness”. The new evangelisation creates a renewal of the Church, a year of faith for her.

“We firmly believe that we must convert ourselves first to the power of Christ who alone can make all things new, above all our poor existence. With humility we must recognise that the poverty and weaknesses of Jesus’ disciples, especially of his ministers, weigh on the credibility of the mission” (Message, 5).

b) The surpassing of an individual, subjective perspective: new evangelisation as reform of the Church


But there could be a risk, that of reducing conversion to an individual question and not knowing how to courageously extend it to the figure of the Church, to the extent that it is in the world.


The recovery of spirituality (evangelisation as self-evangelisation) must not therefore lead to a spiritualist shortcut.


It needs to be understood that within the Synod a prevalently personal and spiritual answer was given: the call to conversion of single members. The request for “reform” was simplified in a personal response to “conversion”. Nobody doubts that this is a decisive aspect of the question. The other side of the question, however, is not forgotten, an aspect that was remembered by Paul VI in Evangelii Nuntiandi and recalled by a few of the Synod Fathers: the Church has a continual need to be evangelised and is not only an evangeliser in what she says but also in her ways of living, of organising, of exercising authority, of using her human and economic resources, of valuing from within the different charisms and ministries, of establishing relations, of judging culture and entering into dialogue with today’s men and women, of feeling like a “Church in the contemporary world” and not a Church “before” the contemporary world, etc… Subjective spiritual “conversion” must also courageously become “structural reform”, so that the Gospel is communicated by the Church in a coherent manner whether it is by her words or by the figure that she portrays throughout history.


The obstacle to the Gospel for the people, including believers, is not the fragility of the individual people, priests, bishops or Christians. The greatest obstacle comes from the ecclesial structure, from its inner workings.


It is worth remembering here a key affirmation in John Paul II’s 1995 encyclical Ut unum sint: “In the Magisterium of the Council there is a clear link between renewal, conversion and reform. It affirms: ‘The pilgrim Church is called by Christ to this continual reform of which, insofar as she is a human and earthly institution, she always has a need…’” (9). The chain of renewal – conversion – reform becomes crucial so that the Church may be a “sacrament”, i.e. sign and instrument. In our case, the renewal of evangelisation (“new”) first of all requires the conversion of individual believers (self-evangelisation) and takes shape as a reform of the figure of Church, so that everything within it speaks of the Gospel, so that the words are visible in the form of life and the way of living is made explicit in the words. It is nothing else but the consequence for the Church of following God: “deeds and words having an inner unity: the deeds wrought by God in the history of salvation manifest and confirm the teaching and realities signified by the words, while the words proclaim the deeds and clarify the mystery contained in them” (Dei Verbum, 2).


The more attentive observers have interpreted the meaning of the words of Benedict XVI as a strong invitation for the Church to undertake not only the journey of personal conversion, but also the reform of its very structures.


c) The surpassing of a unidirectional perspective. New evangelisation in the sign of reciprocity.


There emerged from the Synod a third meaning of the newness of evangelisation. We could unconsciously think that we have the Gospel and that the problem is that of passing it on to others. Here the delicate question of relationship with cultures is posed: the way the Church looks upon culture and the process of inculturation that she effects. One of the evolutions or conversions that took place within the Synod was this: the passage from a Church on the sidelines of history, which evaluates and establishes a remedy, to a Church that is within history like a travel companion, ready to make available the gift of the Gospel but also ready to receive a Gospel word that the Lord reserves for her in today’s women and men, believers or not.

This sense of reciprocity is based on the conviction that God acts through the Church in a canonical way, but doesn’t leave his love within the parameters of the Church. The Spirit has been mysteriously but powerfully spread into all hearts.
It is a recovery of the perspective in Gaudium et Spes: the Church has much to give but also to receive.


To honour the perspective of Gaudium et Spes means to understand from the point of view of the Church the fact that culture is not only object of evangelisation, but contains in itself, thanks to the action of the Spirit that precedes it, a Gospel word for her. A real dialogue occurs in which the Church leans on culture, on some of its elements; thanks to these she sees herself anew and understands the Gospel in a different way and therefore learns to live it in a different way, to think about it and present it in a fresh manner. The same Gospel since the beginning, but truly “new”. In fact, only if faith leans on some of the elements of its own culture can it re-think, reformulate, make itself plausible and reasonable, culturally liveable. Leaning like this on culture to justify itself, faith “saves” culture (integrates it into the dynamism of salvation) presenting itself as rational, possible and desirable in its own context.

This conception in the relationship with culture was acknowledged in the message:


“This serene courage also affects the way we look at the world today. We are not intimidated by the circumstances of the times in which we live. Our world is full of contradictions and challenges, but it remains God’s creation. The world is wounded by evil, but God loves it still. It is his field in which the sowing of the Word can be renewed so that it would bear fruit once more.


There is no room for pessimism in the minds and hearts of those who know that their Lord has conquered death and that his Spirit works with might in history” (Message, 6).

These three conversions of mentality (return to the Gospel, reform of the Church, dialogue with culture in an attitude of reciprocity) can truly make evangelisation new. These are more precious than a handbook of pastoral activity. The serious question “what must we do to evangelise” searches deeply for the answer: who do we want to be?

Evangelisation is new to the extent in which it begins with a renewed hearing of the Gospel (conversion), “restructures” the face of the Church in a way that it becomes an icon of the Gospel (reform), brings us to be voluntarily in the form of dialogue within our history and our culture (inculturation).
3. Religious life as “place” of new evangelisation


Looking at these three clarifications, it becomes clearer that what is paramount in evangelisation is not so much the words that are expressly proclaimed, but the personal and communitarian witness which takes place. This is the crucial question: not what new things should we do, but how should we ourselves be places and spaces of Gospel.

We can therefore introduce the notion of religious life as a “place” of evangelisation. Regarding this there is already a precious indication (a true surprise) in the Message of the Synod, number 7.

The text, after the first 6 paragraphs of introduction, surprisingly introduces, placing them before each other, the two “places” (they are defined like this) in which the Gospel is manifested, takes shape, gives itself: life in the family and consecrated life. Family life is defined as the place in which the Gospel encounters the ordinary life and demonstrates its capacity to transform the fundamental conditions of existence within the horizon of love. This certainly happens, the text tells us, through typically Christian gestures (signs of faith, first truths, prayer), but above all through the experience of love given and received. If family life is the “first place” of an ordinary experience of the Gospel, the second is this complementary place that shows in anticipation the fulfilment of the journey of life and “relativises” (makes relative to the final communion with God) all human experiences, even the most successful ones (“sign of a future world that relativises everything that is good in this world,” the text says).

It is important that family and consecrated life are defined as “places” and not as agents, i.e. spaces of experience: they make us experience the Gospel as experience and as promise. Before being places in which people talk, they are places in which the grace of the Gospel is lived with two complementary and inseparable emphases. It would be said that only two things are necessary to discover the Gospel: coming into the world within a family of one's own; having the gift of the witness of these other people and families that signals fulfilment, not outside the bounds of history, but within itself.

In this prolific perspective we will now try to clarify in which sense religious life can be a place of new evangelisation.  I will indicate three traits that can define it as “places” of evangelisation.

a) Protecting an absence

We become a “place” when we secure for ourselves and on behalf of everyone the space of God’s care. We protect an absence, because we prevent all our time becoming full of things, of activity, of words. We protect the space that is empty, hollow, of waiting. The image of the lit lamps is fitting. We are places of Gospel, for ourselves and for all, when we are men of desire. The term desire, according to Galimberti, comes from De bello gallico (Gallic Wars). The desiderantes were soldiers who were waiting under the stars for those who, having fought during the day, had not yet returned. The root is sidera, stars. The meaning of the verb desire comes from this: to be under the stars and waiting. The desire is the waiting for an encounter, for a reunion, for a relationship. The term “primacy of God” is the most used by us, but perhaps inadequate, like that of radicality. Every form of Christian life has the primacy of God at its centre. We can excuse ourselves from every schema among ministers and charisms in the order of “more” and of “less”, from the indispensible minimum and from the radical. The worst service that we can do for religious life is to place it along the line of “more”: “more from up close, more radically…”. We need, according to this, a new theology of religious life. Our identity is in living the Christian life like all the disciples of the Lord, pointing out one dimension: that which is relative to desire, to waiting, to the care of interiority, to contemplation.

Religious life offers the novelty of the Gospel when it protects life from the obstruction of things and of habits and holds it open to the gift that always greets it and turns it into a full life. This is why it is essential that our rhythms of life, the environment of our communities, all our activities become spaces in which we protect an absence.

b) Signalling a difference


This second dimension concerns the possibility of experiencing and making an experience of the Christian difference in religious life, as Enzo Bianchi says
. It deals with a simple style of life, based on the essentials, protected from excess, lived in evangelical poverty. It is a consequence of the previous point. It waits; during this waiting we see that only God fills our life, only he is the height of our desire. Even celibacy for the Kingdom and obedience show the Christian difference. This is an ever more eloquent sign in a world that searches for what is essential. It agrees with the idea of the “ecology of the person” that Pope Benedict XVI spoke of
. There cannot be things that give meaning to our life. We can also recover the authentic meaning of fuga mundi, not as contempt for the world, but as a sign for the world loved by us, however it humanises us and however it dehumanises us.

c) Showing a promise


The third section concerns fraternity. We become places of new evangelisation if we show that we know how to live together, i.e. if we already show now the world that is God’s dream, a world of sons and brothers. In this sense the life of fraternity is the custodian of a promise. The real fraternity that we establish without choosing is the place to live a promise and therefore becomes hope for everyone. Living together in religious life is not a choice, but a call. We come from different backgrounds, from different formations and sensitivities, we have different characters, we are all bound by limits, defects, little paranoia's. We are simply human. The international composition of our communities increases the issues at stake. Relationships will never be perfected in our communities, but this is the wound of the sign, the paschal place of witness. We are called not to be witnesses of the harmony of earthly paradise before original sin, but of coexistence within our limits, differences, fragilities, individual and collective poverty. Our ever-increasingly multiethnic communities are an incredible laboratory of this fraternity of difference. We are not called to portray ideal communities, but human communities, places of welcome and new boundaries. This is how it was foretold in history.
In synthesis. Religious life becomes the place and training ground for new evangelisation when it safeguards an absence and protects an opening; it signals a difference in favour of a life that reclaims its humanity; it demonstrates in a fraternity of differences the reliable promise of the goal towards which we all, through grace, journey.
These three dimensions make us places of the Gospel and not just words of the Gospel.

4. New evangelisation as style

But there is another point that seems important to me: that of the style with which one evangelises, because the manner counts, not only the content. We could say that it is not enough to evangelise, but we must evangelise in an evangelical way. The Christian faith has a style from which it must not depart, not even to be more effective. This call is made in an explicit way by some of the Fathers. The style is a question of spirituality and we need today more than ever a spirituality of evangelisation.

I will highlight three forms of style that are protected in the work of evangelisation
.

a) Seeing God in all things


This expression is from St Ignatius of Loyola. To see God in all things means to see that He acts in all hearts. Christians have eyes that see where God acts beyond all the ecclesiastical circles. The theme of the Synod (“new evangelisation for the transmission of the faith”) was for good reason considered inadequate by some of the Synod Fathers. We do not transmit the faith, they said. Only the Lord Jesus communicates it and his Spirit is the only competent evangeliser. We make ourselves available to a process that does not belong to us, over which we have no control. The biblical icon of Philip and the eunuch, evoked in the Synod, is ever more instructive. When Philip enters the chariot he discovers that he was already preceded by the same Spirit who had sent him and who he, Philip, meets in the anxiety of this man and in the text of Scripture which had attracted the eunuch. The Spirit has a head start on the Church, as the Acts of the Apostles unequivocally documents. It always goes further. It is beautiful therefore to interpret evangelisation as an action of recognition, of revelation and of unveiling. The evangeliser “recognises” God who is already present. The one who receives the proclamation discovers he is inhabited by and entrusted with a Presence (“unveiling”), thanks to the testimony of the evangeliser and the gift of the Scriptures (“revelation”). In this game of recognising – revelation – unveiling the miracle of a reciprocal evangelisation occurs. Fundamentally it deals with making us understand that the gift of God is already in the heart of these people, in such a way that they may, like Jacob, awake from their sleep and say: “The Lord was here and I did not know!” (Gen 28:16).

b) Love is enough


The crucial word in the Gospel, the most convincing, is charity. It is also the ultimate goal of the Church: to insert herself into the flow of love of God for humanity. The topic of love is the last word of the Gospel
.
We generally think that charity is the first step to preparing the ground for the proclamation, a form of pre-evangelisation. This is also and above all the ultimate goal of evangelisation, its final outcome. Charity is enough, because charity is God.

c) Making the proclamation of the Gospel the greatest act of love


Why proclaim the Gospel, then? Precisely because it is the greatest act of love that we can do. Paul VI’s affirmation in Evangelii Nuntiandi is significant, recalling Instrumentum Laboris.

“It would be useful if every Christian and every evangeliser were to pray about the following thought: men can gain salvation also in other ways, by God's mercy, even though we do not preach the Gospel to them; but as for us, can we gain salvation if through negligence or fear or shame – what St Paul called ‘blushing for the Gospel’ – or as a result of false ideas we fail to preach it?” (EN 80).

A good interpretation of this text is as follows: God can save, and saves beyond our proclamation; but if we do not proclaim, could we be saved? Not in the sense that by not evangelising we are missing out on a duty, but in the sense that by not evangelising we indicate that the Lord Jesus is not the most precious good for us. And so the question is a legitimate one for our salvation. Love is giving to others the most precious thing. It is another, truly new, perspective of evangelisation: neither through necessity (God is generous, He knows how to save everyone), nor through obligation, but through abundant joy and gratitude for what we have become by grace. What motivates evangelisation and makes it new, when all is said and done, is its flowing not from necessity of salvation, nor from a duty to do it, but from an intrinsic “necessity”: the joy of giving the most precious thing we have.
Religious life is always placed on this ridge, of the implicit and unequivocal proclamation of love which is enough in itself; of the explicit proclamation as the greatest act of charity, as sharing the most precious thing we have, so that our joy is full (1 Jn 1:1-4). Charity as Word that is understandable by all; Word as highest form of charity. This was recalled in Novo millennio ineunte, 50: “The charity of works ensures an unmistakable efficacy to the charity of words.”
Synthesis. To evangelise in an evangelical way means to remain faithful to this style: seeing God in all things, loving freely and without any other aim, giving the Gospel as the highest act of love.

Conclusion. Two traits of the Church that have emerged: humility and charity


During the Synod two words frequently sprung up: humility and charity. A few bishops, particularly those from eastern areas or who lead the Church as a significant minority, invited all to become a more humble Church. Humility has two aspects: one of knowing its own limits; one born from the certainty that we do not own the Gospel, but are merely servants, and that the only one who opens hearts is the Holy Spirit. Charity is love for man, passion and compassion for all people. Humility and charity seem to truly be the two coordinates of the new evangelisation.
� BIANCHI E., La differenza cristiana, Einaudi, Torino 2006.


� “Alongside the ecology of nature, there exists what can be called a ‘human’ ecology, which in turn demands a ‘social’ ecology” (Benedict XVI, The human person, the heart of peace, Message for the Celebration of World Day of Peace, 2007).


� These three are borrowed from the stimulating reflection by the Jesuit catechist André Fossion, who reflected more narrowly on the research of a spirituality of evangelisation. Particularly stimulating was a recent conference of his held at the Theological Faculty of Milan titled Annonce et pro position de la foi aujourd’hui. Enjeux et défis. I essentially follow his intuitions.


� It is worth recalling a text by Mother Teresa of Calcutta. “Our purpose is to take Jesus and his love to the poorest of the poor, independently of their moral views or the faith that they profess. Our basis for helping them is not their faith, but their need. We never attempt to convert to Christianity those we help, but in our work we bear witness to God’s presence, and if because of this Catholics, Protestants, Buddhists or agnostics become better people – simply better – we are satisfied. Growing in love they will be closer to God and they will find him in his goodness… Some call him Ishwar, some call him Allah, some simply God, but we have to acknowledge that it is he who made us for greater things: to love and be loved. What matters is that we love.” Here we find ourselves in the field of prophecy. We are one step ahead of the field of evangelisation, or rather, we are in the final outcome of evangelisation. We are already prophetically in the future of God, where all religions will have ended their work and with this the Church too. Faith passes, in fact, as well as hope. Only charity remains.
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