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New Evangelization
A Journey of Mutual Transformation


I asked one of our wisdom sisters from The Netherlands what she thinks about “New Evangelization”.  We call her Sr. Lydia, a woman in her late seventies who reflected a lot on new developments in mission through the times and mainly on mission in Europe. Sr. Lydia is currently living in Tilburg in a senior home for religious women and men.

She wrote: “To make the step from the secularized society I am part of towards new evangelization is rather difficult.  For me this wording belongs to the world of the past. It dates from a cultural era when we Christians had the common conviction that our truth, our religious faith should be shared by all and everywhere. And we should devote ourselves to spread that faith in our immediate surroundings and far away.  Also for this time and age the Good News should be spread, of course, but the word “evangelization” has been used too much as the prerogative of the Christian churches and of bringing their religious message to all.

Sr. Lydia continues: “’A Journey of Mutual Transformation’ is for me a much better expression for what we can achieve together today. I can learn a lot from my fellow citizens and it is up to me to discover in their commitment to people and situations what binds us".
1. Religion in a Post Secular Society

In the process of secularization religion has been banished from the public sphere and became a privatized phenomenon. There was fear (and still is) that in marginalization and privatization, religious practice and belief will decline and eventually disappear; leaving a secular worldview that is determined mainly by science.


A post secular society obviously shows new interest in spirituality in all her secularity, although people don’t necessarily belong to any kind of religion or religious community. 

Men and women are open and look around for promises of salvation that can be found everywhere. They consciously deal with different teachings and concepts of salvation; and they are interested in all kinds of enlightenment because they experience that scientism cannot establish itself as the sole arbiter of reality.  Religion has its rightful place in the discourse of society, although it may carry the “asymmetrical burden” of having constantly to prove itself in the face of secular reason.

1. Longing for Salvation

People have a broken relationship to the Christian message of salvation. Those who live a personal spirituality often draw wisdom and use spiritual practices from different religious traditions. The ‘patchwork’ is mostly personally tailored responding to the individual desires and interests. 

The "spirituality boom" in a post secular society goes beyond the churches, so evangelization has to compete also with expectations of salvation from advertisement, movies, and leisure events in the esoteric scene as well as from offerings in the medical and wellness field that promote healing and wholeness for body, mind and soul personally and communally.
 Expectations of salvation have been shifted to secular places. 

In “Utopias of Invulnerability” 


Advertisement is an important trendsetter with promises of salvation. Designers know about the body, mind and soul of people; they are familiar with their difficulties and crisis situations; they also know how to respond to the deep desires for healing and enlightenment so that people really want to have the product and believe that without it they cannot live anymore.  Thus advertisement can place promises in places that don’t exist in reality, in ‘utopias of invulnerability’. 

The fastest cars promise to be the safest ones. Classical music and a comfortable setting make believe that nothing can happen to the driver and owner of this car. But the victims, who could be run over by these cars, are not considered. Scents of perfumes promise ‘infinity’, ‘awakening’, ‘rise’, ‘shine’ and ‘awareness’, ‘Eve's Kiss’, and a ‘Massage from Heaven’. Rituals for using the scents in a way that they fulfill the promise of the names lead also to believe in invulnerability on earth. The scents become like a mantle that separate those who use it from reality and pretend to be invulnerable. 


Promises of Salvation which targets the utopia of invulnerability resonate deeply with our human desire not to be hurt, to face disaster and vulnerability; and to avoid pain and weakness. Reality is that we are hurt, face disasters and vulnerability, that we experience pain and weaknesses. 

In ‘Other Places’ of Salvation 


When people are confronted with their own vulnerability or weakness and realize that promises of salvation don’t become true, hope for salvation without facing vulnerability brings disappointment, doubts and resignation. Here the Christian understanding of salvation, of healing and wholeness looks at ‘other places’ where salvation will happen, e.g. in the midst of sickness, suffering and dying.  


‘Other places’ (heterotopias) are different from common places and ‘utopias’.  They are born out of strong visions and provide orientation. These are “true places, effective places, integrated in society, so to speak alternative or counter concepts".


The Gospel is full of stories of God’s presence, revelation, healing, salvation in “other places”. Places like the manger in Bethlehem or the cross on Golgatha have given a provocative message through all times. God appears in a newborn and vulnerable child; in Jesus who suffered from unjust religious, political and juridical systems, from human betrayal and Godforsakeness. God faces life including invulnerability, suffering and dying in Jesus’ body, mind and spirit. The tradition tells us: God became immersed in vulnerable realities. 


People who have taken the Christian way of understanding the mystery of Christian salvation into their hearts did seldom belong to faith — and belief-systems who precisely know what is right and what is wrong, what is good and what is bad. The shepherds were the ones who heard the angels singing, the sick experienced healing even on a Sabbath, and sinners celebrated reconciliation with God when they were excluded from the community and Mary spoke her “Fiat”. 


Those who were and are in touch with their own vulnerability and weakness and who at the same time put hope and faith in God’s salvation they experience the ‘unheard’ and ‘unseen’ of God’s presence in the midst of brokenness, God’s healing in the midst sickness and holiness in the midst of a sinful heart. 

2. Mission as Mutual Transformation


The prophetic spirit in the process of New Evangelization can only be awakened when we are immersed in the life of the people. Experiences of ‘oneness’ with people and with the universe let us participate in the spirituality of Jesus. This enables us to interpret the concrete situation in the light of God’s dream for the whole of humanity and for creation. Listening to the voice of God, reading the “signs of the times” from God’s perspective and focusing the Word of God in the present are the defining features of prophecy. 
Then it will be possible to challenge and to name what is against the Christian idea and to accompany “the bottom billion”
.
Four Ways of Mission to be a Healing Presence in Secularized Societies  
1. Among the Poor 


Sr. Maria Goetzens, a Medical Mission Sister, medical doctor and general practitioner is working in a clinic for homeless people called ‘Elisabethstraßenambulanz’, in short ESA, in Frankfurt/Germany. The Straßenambulanz offers medical aid and support for sick homeless people and for drop outs of the modern health system and for those who have no chance to access it just due to the very fact, they are poor and that their health conditions (addiction, mental illness, incurable diseases) do not fulfil the criteria to be part of the health insurances. 


From the very beginning her mission involvement became a spiritual journey which had a great impact on her understanding of the “mystic-prophetic call” in today’s world and on religious life; how to talk about the “God-quest” and where to find “God”.  When she started her mission 20 years ago, she was urged by the desire to respond “to the needs of the time” in serving the very poor”,  to be “a healing presence” of Jesus Christ the Healer in the midst of a wide net of like-minded people. She knew that she needed help to live her call, mainly from those people, who were far away from Christian faith or religious communities.  She witnesses: “Indeed, it were the social-workers, the homeless people themselves, who taught me and continue to teach me".  Sr. Maria shares:


The Poor und Suffering are revealing “What Life is all about”:  “In a modern city of today’s world, the homeless people are the ones who speak to me about God’s kingdom and “what life is all about”.  There is Evelyne, 48 years old, living on the street. One year ago she had a stroke. Evelyne freely tells everybody who enters the clinic: “This is the only place, where people know me. Once in a while a friend allows me to stay overnight in his flat".  

The encounter with Evelyne reveals to me: How important it is, to be “known” by somebody, to be called by name and to have somebody to relate to. The power of love can safe a life and the impossible becomes possible if we are able to reach out, to trust, to network, to stay true to life.


Building up Relationship leads to mutual Transformation: The second story is about Gary. Gary had to leave the US because he was born in Germany and had problems with consuming illegal drugs and trading with them. He was a small child, when his mother married an American soldier and moved to North America. Almost his whole life Gary spent in the US. Now he is back in his “home-country” with only a few words of German. Gary is a stranger here without any relatives around. He is aware that he’ll never be allowed to go back, to live with his family in the US.    


Sr. Maria knows Gary already since several years, but she did not expect him to touch her heart so deeply. She told: “After half a year Gary shows up again. Now he is suffering from a severe depression and it turned out that Gary is also HIV-positive.  “I am waiting for the death to come” he says all of the sudden. When I ask him: “Do you want to commit suicide?” he continues “No, I won’t. I am too much afraid of God. I know, I’ll go to hell, but I don’t want to make it worse!”. 


Then we start talking about his relationship to God and Gary explains to me: “Why I should go elsewhere than to hell? Why should I trust Him? If God knows everything, He knows about all of my life and how terrible it was. If He knows, He is also responsible for all that disaster. Why should I trust Him?”I was speechless and at the same time deeply touched. The encounter with Gary has alerted me once again: I never know, when and how a “cry for life” will be expressed! 


If we dare to touch the common ground of woundedness, of pain, longing and hope, then “a prayer of life” can be said with all including those who call themselves “non-believers” as Gary called himself. The thirst for life never ends. Journeying with those who are ‘thirsty’ reveals our common vocation: To trust in God, who has loved us into life!”.

When listening well we’ll talk differently about God

The speech of the poor is different. Sr. Maria knows: “I have to learn their language of life, their talk about God, without naming God in a way I am used to. When I am open and let their pain, suffering and unjust treatments touch my heart, I can resonate with that kind of profound woundedness, which belongs to all human being and speech about God comes up. Mostly it’s a longing for love which only can be satisfied by “the holy one”, by the unconditional love of God.  These homeless people enable me to come in touch with my own longing for love, for healing, life to the full! If I dare to stay with this longing (thirst) there is no other way to dare to talk”. 


Use all available Resources to make the Gospel touchable

... in Social Action and Political Involvement: Naming the burning issues, the root-causes which hinder that all people will find their rightful place at the table of creation, claiming the power of the powerlessness and finding ways to give them a voice and making their voices heard; networking and collaborating with like-minded people to enable a community, where the sick and poor are included.


... in Sharing Faith: Sr. Maria shares: “My daily encounters with the sick homeless people lead me into a new awareness, that “life is stronger than death” when I realize their ability to trust, to relate and to keep contact although they are deeply hurt and wounded. Their capacity to relate is a witness of God’s power and healing potential in all brokenness. Even the loving relationship within God (Father, Son and Spirit) is revealed within the homeless how they care for each other, a challenging reminder for all of us as well. I can say: The faces and stories, the realities of sick homeless people transform and shape my perception of the ‘Good News’. They constantly change my prayers, my way to talk about God.


There is a great opportunity to share my faith in the unconditional love of God, with colleagues, visitors, donors, Church related people, Christians and non-believers who are visiting the ESA.  They are asking about my involvement among the homeless and what’s life-giving for me. They want to hear the stories and they are eager to get them, e.g. in regular circular letters. 


In Action and Contemplation: Long-term involvement with the poor needs to be nurtured by a ‘source’ outside ourselves in order not to be burned out. Prayer and contemplation are ways to find strength and courage.   


Over the years my work and being with homeless people has become at times a deep contemplative experience in itself. While giving a food bath all of the sudden I felt deeply connected with Jesus at the last supper; or when a person is willing and able to start a new life without drugs and alcohol, I experienced “resurrection”. Even in situations of pain and powerlessness when “nothing could be done anymore” only staying with the people I experienced Jesus’ suffering with those in misery".            















          Maria Goetzens/Frankfurt/Germany

2. In a World far away from Religion

Marzahn — Hellersdorf are two neighbouring dormitory towns in East — Berlin with more than 200.000 people living in tower blocks. This satellite town was built during the time of the Eastern German Democratic Republic for government employees who were privileged to have apartments with central heating and warm water. After the fall of the wall this part of the city became a low social income area with all problems involved.   


Two Medical Mission Sisters, Sr. Michaela Bank and Sr. Angelika Kollacks started their mission here in 1992 after the fall of the wall. They moved in one of the high houses among the people and started a counselling centre for women. Today there are 5 sisters and 4 associated members. 


At the beginning there was widespread disillusionment. Many of the hopes were left unfulfilled. After 40 years of a communist regime resignation and lack of perspective were apparent. And at the same time there was a political and social sense of responsibility for a country which on paper was now united. There was a search for communality in a meaningful commitment to it.


One of the most depressing realities for women in the Eastern part is that 67% of them are out of work, and ¾ of them are long-term unemployed. 82% of women believe that they were better off before the fall of the wall, because 92% of women were employed at that time. It was “socialist competition” a form of work of learning and living which gave meaning to people in the former GDR — and it gave them a sense of being alive. 


Therefore we could think “unemployment makes people ill”, but that would be an unacceptable simplification. Fact is that women with a low level of professional training, with poor health feel being ‘victims’. Mostly they are elderly, lone parents and single women.  At the same time they search for new values which are closely linked to questions of identity. But a search for God is not obvious and churches are considered old fashioned. How then to talk about God? Two examples:


In situations of crisis: Sr. Michaela Bank: “I was called to visit a family because a child had suddenly died. It was only a few months old. When I entered the apartment, the parents were there and also two women who were pregnant, and their husbands. I first approached the mother who had lost her child. She was a young woman. The father, 22 years old shouted at me: “Tell me, why this has happened! This was not all! Our child was still so small, it could never enjoy life. Why did God allow this to happen?” I answered: “I don’t know. I cannot answer this question” He became very angry and shouted louder:”That’s why I called you, and now you are not able to answer this question!”. 


The police wanted to interfere but I didn’t want and said to the father:”I cannot tell you why, but I can tell you where I can go in the midst of suffering and I believe that there is somebody who listens to me”. There was an irritated, astonished and sceptical reaction. After a while I asked the family to get a picture of the baby and a candle so that we could gather around the table and share the experiences they had with the baby. I invited all to tell the baby what they wanted to say to him for his future journey. 


I will never forget what followed: everybody — even the men said something good to the child. The peak experience was when the grandmother suddenly turned to her daughter and said: “I know what it means to lose a child. I have never spoken about it but I also lost two children like that". It was a very intensive atmosphere followed by a long solemn period of silence. Then all said good bye to the baby".

People perceive that these encounters “offer” something which they do not know but what helps them. These are words and gestures which respond to the situation, rituals which touch the heart of the people in their specific reality. Sr. Michaela concludes: These moments shape my own sensitivity for God’s work in contexts far away from religion or Christian faith.  


When there is no usual God’s speech: Although people don’t know the language to express questions about God, one language to communicate about God is music. Sr. Angelika Kollacks works as a music therapist especially with women who would not speak about spirituality or any experience of God. Being herself deeply shaped by the spiritual dimension of music, Sr. Angelika tries to open a way together with them for “being touched by God” through music. 


She shares: “During a workshop on inner life issues women can choose an instrument and play the music which they think expresses best their inner experiences. They do it again and again in order to find out where they are and what they need on their journey. Sometimes at the end of the workshop  when they are asked to put words to their experiences they call it “new life” “breathing”, “freedom”, “love”. This can be an approach to life — indeed a healing experience after misery or destruction. 


And it can be a way to experience ‘life or God in me’. There are instruments which can evoke the potential in a person and help to get in touch with the inner centre or core. Playing them can open the space in the heart. If this is the case then all who are part of this process, we can enter the space and discover together the ‘mystery’, the ones who are playing and the ones who are listening.  When such an experience “happens” either we listen in silence or we find words for God`s presence in case this is still necessary ... because we all know what happened".

The experience of both is: “Over 20 years here in Marzahn — Hellersdorf we have tried to communicate to people in a situation of crisis that also faith doesn’t have all the answers but that it can help us and carry us through. Although many people have no language for religious contents, they are open for experiences. They listen to the secret of life which opens them for a journey beyond destruction and death. Entering the realities in an atheistic surrounding and be a healing presence meant a change in many aspects of life — also letting go of a certain way of religious life". 








Angelika Kollacks/Michaela Bank/East Berlin/Germany

3. In Understanding Earth as God’s Home

“We are coming to see that in whatever mission we are involved, we have to make a major shift in our awareness of being a healing presence to and with the Earth.
 


Sr. Rita Syron from England shares: “From 1968 — 1992 I was in mission in East Arica. We knew that something was happening to our climate. The rains were no longer as they had been in the past. There were more frequent droughts and advancing desertification binging them with hunger, famine refugees, malnutrition and sickness. Meanwhile, unregulated logging and landlessness increased. Prime land was used for agribusiness and flower growing — all for export. 

At the beginning of the 1990’s I read a report of a meeting held at the Nairobi-based United Nations Development programme. At the end came an ultimatum that stuck with me. We had about 30 years (2020) to get control of greenhouse gas emissions and their effects of else the future of humankind and the planet would be grim. 

Efforts to get emissions targets and legislation failed dismally. The Earth Summit in 1992 promised the hope that a global pact, the Kyoto Protocol would integrate human development and the environment but subsequent conferences again failed to get target agreements. It was more or less left to national governments how and if they would respond to the challenge. The reluctance of industrialised nations to accept responsibility for most emissions and an insatiable consumerist life-style raised the issue of eco-justice, equity and solidarity with the people of the South who were already experiencing the grief of climate change. 

My first response to that ultimatum echoed the response of many people. What could I do? Would my little effort have any effect? In the U.K. in the 1990’s there was very little awareness of the gravity of climate change and the life-styles fat fostered it. Green groups were thought of being somewhat eccentric. The Churches were not engaged with the issue except for a few prophetic voices and religious groups. I joined Friends of the Earth as a way of working for the local and global environment. Through this secular group I met and grew in friendship with men and women of all ages and backgrounds; people of faith and no faith. We linked with other groups for rallies; petitions and lobbying. Most of us were present at the foundation of the Campaign for Climate Change — an organisation which has since become global. 

In some heated conversations we shared our environmental concern, views of life, religious beliefs, local and economic matters and how life could be lived more simply. I admired the convictions of vegans, vegetarians and permaculture enthusiasts. Some lived very simply after spending free time in allotments and community gardens. Most were not church goers but there was a respect for individual choice and inclusivity. They knew I was a religious sister — a ”nun” they called me.  This mutuality and my experience overseas helped me to raise the global realities of justice, equity and solidarity and how I experienced what made for authentic human and environmental flourishing as God’s work in the world. 

Looking back over my life, I saw the need for personal transformation — to live more congruently and simply and more conscious of my connection to others and to creation: to be more discerning of what fostered life. More than anything I came to value an inner landscape of trust, hope and non-violence. 

After the Millennium there was more uptake of climate issues by Governments, the general public and the Churches. Broad coalitions were formed to lobby and demonstrate for targets legislation. Now, in 2013, there is some hope for global climate agreement to tackle emissions. May it be so — by the power of the Spirit working through many people for the common good now and into the future!


Growth and transformation is ongoing a change and issues emerge. I am grateful for all those interactions in the secular world that opened me to wider horizons in faith and to questions that need to be lived. It just proves that evangelization is a two way process".               












Rita Syron/London/England

4. In Growing old Gracefully 

Sr. Lydwien Nieuwenhuis from The Netherlands shares: “My generation born in the twenties and thirties of last century has received from the society in North West Europe many possibilities “to grow old gracefully”.  The government has provided all of us with a State pension; medical knowledge has increased and increases all the time so that medical specialists can take away many physical problems of our old age; health insurance companies still reimburse expensive medical surgery and medication even when we are over 80; nursing care is provided for from outside in our own living quarters and when that is no longer enough we are cared for in nursing homes subsidized by the State. So financial and physical care is assured and also if one does not consider the most important provisions, it does help “to grow old gracefully”.


Our inner life is a different story. When people in earlier years were becoming old, they were respected for their experience and wisdom and being in touch with a world beyond this one (and in many cultures that is still so). But for us in the North West of Europe that has changed considerably. Not only is a younger generation convinced they do not need that experience any more, also we ourselves are conscious of the fact that our experience, our knowledge, our spirituality built up in long years, does not necessarily help us to live “gracefully” and be at peace with the present day. When I only see myself stumbling on the digital speedway I know that worlds separate me from the younger generations.


How do I cope with that? Gradually I have left behind me the feelings of nostalgia for the Church and Society I have known and I have come to see the positive points of the secularized society I live in. What have I gained in my inner life and in my relations with fellow citizens? 


My own inner life: I have taken serious the many comments the secularized citizens have regarding our convictions as faithful, regarding our arrogance, our moralism, our hypocrisy. Among others “the masters of suspicion”, (Marx, Freud and Nietzsche) have formulated these. They have made me see how many issues I have taken for granted in my way of believing and how that has prevented me to put the questions to myself that have to be asked: how  was/is  my image of God shaped  by my own desires and  limitations? How do I cope with or contribute to sufferings and injustices in this world? 


The real questions about the mystery of life and death and the community of life were answered too simply with God Creator, Jesus Redemptor, and Spirit  Inspirator.  Gradually we as faithful realized that after Auschwitz we could no longer light-heartedly believe, theologize and proclaim the Good News. We were more aware of our vulnerable, finite human condition and we could no longer claim that our faith or our religious convictions are unchangeable. This has disillusioned me, made me “poorer”, but also released and redeemed me from the false images of God I had created for myself. 


Jesus has become incarnate in our human race and in every single creature. That is the starting point of my faith in our secularized society and its future and for my connectedness with those who share time and space with me.

 
Our doubts as Christians have resulted in a free space where we can meet and learn to understand our fellow human beings with a different belief. Long ago our mystic thinkers warned us for the fixation of God in our finite images and words:  “God is without a name and about him nobody can know anything or explain anything” (Meister Eckehart)


My relations with my fellow citizens: Realizing the above has made my relations with secularized people opener and more relaxed. Also the notion that good and evil can be less clearly distinguished that I supposed has made me less judgemental. That what we considered ‘sin’ or ‘evil’ depends greatly of a person’s circumstances, social setting, and education. The 20th century catholic authors Graham Greene, Bernanos, Claudel, and present day’s jurisdiction have greatly helped me in understanding that. Deeds can be judged evil, people not. That has given me space and openness towards the variety of people I meet. And have made me turn away from all kinds of moralising. To my own surprise it is the good detective movie on television that serves me regularly as an examination of conscience!                                   









Lydwien Nieuwenhuis/Tilburg/The Netherlands

3. Essentials for New Evangelization in a Post Secular Society


On the background of the four ways of mission in secularized societies we can identify essentials for New Evangelization in secularized societies. 

1. Develop strong Visions


We are invited to “discover anew the God who turns life upside down, leads us through doubt, confusion, chaos, pain, and unknowing into something new. Led by the Spirit we can move into the new with confidence that we will find God in these defining moments on our journey, have the courage to embrace whatever will be asked of us and the willingness to be shaped by it".


Developing Visions requires deep listening and watching so that the ‘unheard’ and ‘unseen’, the ‘untouched’ dimensions in break ups and ruptures can work in our souls and give a picture or a sound that triggers off dreams and promises, hopes and desires. 


Strong visions can give clear identity and a sense of belonging. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a protestant theologian and activist in the resistance movement against Hitler, was struggling during his imprisonment with the question: “Who am I?” At the end he came to his strong vision “I am Thine”. That helped him to go with dignity to the place where he was hanged a few days later. Mechthild of Magdeburg a medieval mystic experienced in her spiritual journey that “life is stronger than death” what encouraged her to live among the poor all her life. 


In unclear, confusing and uneasy situations, visions provide orientation. Then a focus on the visionary potential might help: “Behold, I will do something new; now it will spring forth. Will you not be aware of it? I will even make a roadway in the wilderness, rivers in the desert” (Isiah 43,19).

Take a Contemplative Stance:  Strong visions with the power to bring up change in view of God’s kingdom will only grow in contemplation. “It is through contemplation that we are able to see the world and the people we are called to serve from God’s perspective".
 


Also the former Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Rowan Williams was clear in his address to the Synod of Bishops on New Evangelization when he said that “contemplation is the only ultimate answer to the unreal and insane world that our financial systems and our advertising culture and our chaotic and unexamined emotions encourage us to inhabit. To learn contemplative practice is to learn what we need so as to live truthfully and honestly and lovingly. It is a deeply revolutionary matter“.
 


We are invited to take a long loving look at reality until it awakens something in us, so that what we see is looking at us and invites us to respond. A long loving look gives prayerful spaciousness to become free from self-orientation and the distorted understanding that comes from them. It “honors what is, and awakens us to what is enough and what is life-giving. This attitude opens us to the gifts of others, welcoming what they offer”.
 Then there will not be superiority towards others but the experience that we can mutually learn from each other to foster the best of each one.

Let the Heart become a Place of Prayer
:  For developing strong visions the heart needs to become a place of prayer where transformation can happen that flows through body, psyche, intellect, feelings and intuition, imagination, and memory, through our will where we decide on how to live virtues like love, forgiveness, joy, patience, etc. Transformation does not mean simply acquiring a new set of beliefs, but becoming a new person, a ‘new creation in Christ’. 


It is a long journey to learn to look at realities with the eyes of God without any regard to an own instant satisfaction and journey the path of life how Jesus did in a loving relationship to his father and inspired by God’s Spirit. 

A ‘discipline of prayer and contemplation’ helps to purify our motives and to get a clearer vision of the love of God and the healing and liberating way of Jesus in order to let the reality of Jesus come alive in us so that we become a presence of Jesus in our daily life. How do we get to know it? A strong vision is going beyond human capacity. It will be the Spirit’s work.  

Ask the Spirit to enter our Spirits:  Developing strong visions needs to ask the Spirit to enter our spirit and bring the clarity we need to see reality with the eyes of God. When Mary heard about God’s great vision for her: “You will conceive and give birth to a son.... He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High; ... his kingdom will never end". (See: Lk 1,31-33), Mary asked: How will this be? The response is: "The Holy Spirit will come upon you; and the power of the Most High will overshadow you! (Lk 1,35). To let the Spirit work asks for stillness and humility on the journey, there is no other way to be transformed.  

2. Open the Heart for Transformation/Conversion


Evangelizing ourselves and opening ourselves to conversion.


 “It is fruitless to rail against the world. The world I inhabit is a reflection of my own self for macrocosm always mirrors microcosm. If I see in the world, I know the seed exists in me. Therefore, to change the world I now commit to my own transformation. I become the fertile soul for the world I want to see".

 
“Conversion is a shift in one’s orientation towards life".
 This shift, happens when people experience in depth a divine touch, a prompting of the Spirit, that enables them to choose and to act for the sake of something or someone greater than themselves.  A basic mystical experience, a direct experience of God, of oneness with God and God’s creation is like a “coming home to oneself”, an experience of a new birth, a new sense of identity responding to the question ”Who am I?”, to the call “What shall I do?” and to mission “For whom shall I go?”.  But it is a journey to reach there. 
In the Movements of Ongoing Conversion


Darkness or Confusion: This gives an awareness of emptiness that needs to be filled, of thirst that needs to be quenched, of questions that beg for answers. Yet there does not seem to be anything or anyone who could satisfy these needs. Mostly an impasse follows with inner conflicts in search for a resolution or an experience of aimlessness that seeks direction. Conversion starts but doesn’t come as expected. 

Awakening: Exactly this is the place for an awakening by the touch of God to listen. Listening opens us up to our inner longings and desires and to the Spirit’s promptings in all facets of one’s life. Only the Spirit can touch the heart directly and awaken it and await its fulfilment in union and communion. For true conversion to happen, our decision to change must stem from the heart. The experience of awakening enables us to see what is happening around us and what needs to hear God’s call for us. 

Prophetic Action:  Receiving a response to “what shall I do?” leads into prophetic action, an experience of an initial impetus of faith, a sudden surge of inspiration which brings about enthusiasm and desire to put the new-found conviction or belief into action. Prophetic action moves further to bear witness to God, by word and work in a particular context or historical situation. 

Silence: After action quality time is needed for contemplation, entering into the heart to listen again and discern God’s word in the world. It is a time to reflect for making sense of what has happened, where values put forth by the newly accepted and deepening faith will be internalized, to learn more to share heart to heart with God and to deepen what we see and hear from God’s point of view.  

Integration: In the final movement conversion becomes an integral part of one’s being. It is about making sense of what has happened, to integrate the change of attitude, perspective and belief into one’s history and life, and to form a synthesis of all the parts of the mystical and prophetic experience of conversion. 

4. New Wine in New Wineskins


“Around and outside us — so an old story goes — floats something of Paradise. It is warm there. And quiet. And ideal.  A miracle has more value there than evidence. We cannot choose, alas, for that country. We are too busy with our job. Perhaps better so. Who knows, we might freeze if we faced facts squarely. It remains a country of dreams and danger. The poet is always in search of it. He would like to catch it in words, but he sees it disappear around the corner, again and again".
 


The poem expresses soul thinking of a secularized society that urges us to “Think and Act Anew!”.
 One recommendation for the new adventure is: “In essentials let there be unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things Charity” (Saint Augustine).
 New Evangelization moves us in something yet unknown, a liminal space. 
A contemplative Humanity on the Journey to be Fully Human

 
“We invite you all to contemplate the face of the Lord Jesus Christ, to enter the mystery of his existence given for us on the cross, reconfirmed in his resurrection from the dead as the Father’s gift and imparted to us through the Spirit. In the person of Jesus, the mystery of God the Father’s love for the entire human family is revealed. He did not want us to remain in a false autonomy".


A secularized society is no longer served by individualism, patriarchy, a scarcity mentality, or competition. The world is outgrowing dualistic constructs of superior/inferior, win/lose, good/bad, and domination/submission. Breaking through in their place are equality, communion, collaboration, synchronicity, expansiveness, abundance, wholeness, mutuality, intuitive knowing, and love.
 


The idea of contemplative humanity resonated with these ideas. Rowan William said at the Synod: "To be fully human is to be recreated in the image of Christ's humanity”. That means human to live, to represent the relationship of the eternal Son to the eternal Father in daily life wherever we encounter people, situations, and creation. The relationship between the Father and Jesus is one of loving and adoring self-giving, a pouring out of life towards the ‘Other’. Living this loving relationship in friendship and solidarity with all; doing justice is an act to make God visible and touchable in our world. It is to share the fruit of Christ’s redeeming work with the world.
 

To ‘love human beings in a human way’ means not to love them for what they may promise and contribute to the society or Church but for who they are in relationship to God, beloved daughters and sons of God, sisters and brothers of Jesus, as vulnerable and fragile as we are and as creation is. 


“If you really love, you are inventive; If you really love you try to find out you are interested; If you really love you are patient and long suffering; Certainly if you love you accommodate yourself; If you love you want to give, you are tireless, Selfless and generous; If you love you really want to serve and not just to work; One does not spare oneself if one loves“.


When we really love then we will have also “a heart” for those who find no longer meaning in the regular practice of sacramental faith. We will become inventive and find new ways how to share our longings, convictions and questions. We are interested and willing to accommodate. Only the way of being on the journey together as sisters and brothers might eventually lead to a ‘sacramental way’ of living Christian faith.  


A contemplative humanity invites us to look at first at the love of God present in all and everything, and to discover the ongoing liberating practise of Jesus and not to look at first at all the problems. We know: energy flows where attention goes. Therefore:

Live Hope

We hope that mutual transformation will happen through new evangelization and that we are able to change our patterns of ‘mission’ in spreading out the good news. 


We have to ask ourselves if we are ready to be transformed by the “good news” that appear in the ever new evolving mystery of God’s love in “other places” where  God is always alluring us also from the ‘other places’ and desires in the post secular society and wants to meet us there. Trusting in God’s presence here we experience that it is this power that grasps us and makes us new. We trust that the Spirit will continue to lead us to these new places of where we could find new ‘communion’ in essentials. 

Start the Journey with a Beginner’s Mind


New Evangelization needs to start clean and fresh, to let go of expectations about what will emerge, not knowing the outcome. Often past experiences of success or failure of evangelization, joys and pain, and assumptions control plans for the future what to do and what not. They separate us from the people in a post secular society who are at a different place; and they hinder us to find a new place in our minds and hearts how to anchor God’s new enfolding mystery in a post secular society. 

We need to let go of this ‘past’ in so far it hinders us to discover the new unfolding of God’s mystery in a post secular society and to create new ways of evangelization. When letting go of what hinders “The Spirit then leads us to a new place".
 

At the side with Marginalized and Wounded in Today’s Society

"A testimony that the world would consider credible can arise only from an adoring gaze at the mystery of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.… The other symbol of authenticity of the new evangelization has the face of the poor. Placing ourselves side by side with those who are wounded by life is not only a social exercise, but above all a spiritual act because it is Christ’s face that shines in the face of the poor…. We must recognize the privileged place of the poor in our communities, a place that does not exclude anyone, but wants to reflect how Jesus bound himself to them.  The gesture of charity, on the other hand, must also be accompanied by commitment to justice, with an appeal that concerns all, poor and rich…“.
 Wine in new wineskins means to commit ourselves: 
· To remain at the side of the poor and continue letting ourselves be transformed in the encounter with them who teach “what matters in life”. 

· To contribute our own experiences to the “New Evangelization” and let the voices of the poor speak as authentic messengers who see the unseen and hear the unheard of God in our society and in the Church

· To prepare ourselves and future generations to grow in a mystic and prophetic response to the God’s signs of the time 

· To discern our action so that we are not caught up by temptations of our time being successful and effective agents of systems that have different interests

· To be remain faithful to the cry of the poor and obedient to the Call of God within their cry

· To live simple enough to reach the poor and to be true loving people

· To learn the language of today’s world and of the poor

· To find the right balance between demands and needs, action and contemplation

· To dare to risk

· To become more and more human.  

Know the Treasures we have

We need to know the realities because they are the treasures on the journey. We have everything we need and that what we have is enough for evangelization as a mutual transformation process.   

We have the treasures of the Gospel, the tradition of thousands of years of Jewish-Christian Faith and of the Church (es), we have the different treasures of  people’s spirituality through the history, we even have learnt more about interreligious dialogue in Europe.  

We have people of good will through all times and in all places, good information about longings and desires of women and men nowadays. We have openness for spirituality that bears a message for daily life; we have a lot of information about various spiritual and philosophical concepts and backgrounds; a highly developed system of advertisement that knows about the visible and invisible longings and desires of people in all life-stages, in different cultures etc.  In Europe we have the ingredient of centuries of war and peace and war and peace with a strong desire: Never again war! We have a painful reality of silent exclusion of foreigners, refugees and asylum-seekers at the boarders; we have periods of separation, division and unity between and within nations.  


We are networking and linked with countless local and global organizations following similar goals and collaborating with millions like-minded people and institutions of different faiths and cultures. We call Earth our mother, nurturer and sustainer and the cosmos our dwelling place. And most of all we have God as our source present in everyone and everything; Jesus our truth, way and life, and the Spirit as our guide and inspiration on the inner and outer journeys. 

Create an Ecological awareness and Change of Lifestyle

“Nevertheless he is called to safeguard the integrity of creation out of a sense of responsibility towards future generations".
 Wine in new wineskins means to commit ourselves to: 
· To find our unique place in the community of life 
· To respond to the ecological crisis in being an “active presence of Christ in the community of life” 
· To integrate the ecological awareness into our whole way of thinking, doing and relating, and grow into the capacity to shift from living out of a technological mindset into an ecological one where the focus is on the ‘whole’,  seeing fundamental interconnectedness, where context is important and relationships require clear identity, openness, dialogue and accountability. 

· To understand reality interrelated, interdependent, and held together in the web of life.

Let the Realities speak to us

Mostly we look at realities how we can use them to achieve our goals. In the process of New Evangelization all realities need to be seen as “treasures” and to be heard how they want to be involved in the process of transformation. That includes putting hope in every reality, in person, in every moment, in every process in order to discover a new horizon of possibility for new evangelization. This requires giving time and space so that everything can speak up and share about the own unique treasure and how it sees its place in the process of new evangelization. 

It’s like listening to the story of the seeds and talents including the sufferings, and to discover the treasures in the field of what is ‘true and holy’. “At the center of our being is a point of nothingness which is untouched by sin and by illusion, a point of pure truth … which belongs entirely to God, which is never at our disposal, from which God disposes our lives, which is inaccessible to the fantasies of our own mind or the brutalities of our own will. This little point of nothingness and of absolute poverty is the pure glory of God in us.… It is like a pure diamond, blazing with the invisible light of heaven. It is in everybody, and if we could see it we would see these billions of points of light coming together in the face and blaze of a sun that would make all the darkness and cruelty of life vanish completely…I have no program for this seeing. It is only given. But the gate of heaven is everywhere".
 Only from this point of view we are able to make deliberate choices what are life-giving and make “New Evangelization” happen. 

Work for Peace in Nations and Communities and above all in and among ourselves

“A field in which the light of the Gospel can and must shine in order to illuminate humanity’s footsteps is politics. Politics requires a commitment of selfless and sincere care for the common good by fully respecting the dignity of the human person … by removing the causes of injustice, inequality, discrimination, violence, racism, hunger and war. Christians are asked to give a clear witness to the precept of charity in the exercise of politics.
 Wine in new wineskins means to commit ourselves to:
· To make this world a better place, work for the achievement of Millennium Goals 
· To communicate, collaborate and celebrate with people of good will beyond Christian faith 
Be Present to the Process of New Evangelization

We need to trust in the process that that the Spirit will move the hearts and souls in its own time. The Spirit will “do”’ it’: enlighten and transform. We only have to be close enough to the process of transformation in order to know what is happening and to check on progress. We cannot know the outcome of co-creating a new reality of evangelization with the Spirit. But it is about trusting what is unfolding on our journey together. This requires a kind of hope that is free from the need to be recognized as the one who is doing it and who has achieved something, who was successful. Co-creating with the Spirit asks us to surrender ourselves to the process of transformation, to let the Paschal Mystery live in us.

Create a new Language — able to cross the Barren Desert


The New Evangelization is centered on Christ and on care for the human person in order to give life to a real encounter with him … it carefully cultivates the dialogue with cultures, confident that it can find in each of them the “seeds of the Word”.… Faith does not close its eyes, not even before the excruciating questions arising from evil’s presence in life and in history, in order to draw the light of hope from Christ’s Paschal Mystery.


Counsellors and therapists are confronted with the question how they can communicate with people in a secularized or even atheistic context about questions related to religion. The speech of God originates in the break ups and interruptions of (human) life.
  God is hidden in the experiences and circumstances of life, in the unexpected crisis, the disturbing questions, and the sudden inspiration. This is where “God’s unpredictable grace” meets us. Often we overstep these moments, leave the encounter with the Divine. 


In secularized societies religious questions are put differently especially in atheistic societies there is no language for this topic, although people are sensitive for mystical experiences. There is no history of rituals in an atheistic surrounding. Speaking about God is deeply rooted in Silence, in moments between life and death. At moments when our speech is fainting and no language can express what we experience we trust in metaphors and their creative effect. 


We are called to speak God’s speech. At the same time we share the religious speechlessness with so many people of our days. We are called to interrupt the hushing up in critical situations, when we are faced with the abysses of life and hardly anything can bridge the gaps. We are called to bridge the gaps with metaphors born in the context.


Of course we are afraid not to do justice to the inexpressible, not being able to pass on the treasure of the faith. Do we want to edge out our inability to talk the God’s speech and flee in a jargon that we didn’t hear in the silence? Or do we want to do justice to be who we are —speechless in God’s talk — to love tenderly what we have heard in our hearts and to walk humbly with our God who will be always rising up anew?


For the sake of our authenticity and credibility people with whom we share life must experience that we are also desperately lost, if we don’t listen to the word that God wants to give birth in us.


This is sometimes a long and a painful journey not knowing the outcome. At the same time people can expect from us to experience our hope that we put in God’s living word in every situation. Our commitment bears the responsibility to do everything to grow out of our own inability to try a God’s speech especially in difficult situations. Here we have to learn how to talk about it, to co-sense what we are together in it. Wine in new wineskins means to commit ourselves: 

· To let new words be born in silence to proclaim God’s News that give courage and hope for those who have lost every word and would like to listen to that word or try to stammer themselves one. 

· To go at the edges of our silence and to dare to speak a new word: discretely in dealing with God as the secret of the world; and critically in unyielding hope that the impossible of today will be the possible of tomorrow

· To use nonviolent language, a language of love, because God is dwelling in it, ever anew.

· To create a metaphoric speech as a communicative interactive process of interpretation where fragile mystery of God finds a place 

· To create new rituals to get a message across. 

Serve and Offer the Faith

Everyone is invited around the table sharing about the ‘good news’ of salvation of the Christian tradition and to celebrate the ‘new life’ of it experienced in ourselves. We are always serving and receiving. This journey in ‘communion’ with the secular society is an open space where there is a place for everyone, including guests who come unexpectedly. 

Only humility and trust will enable us to offer hospitality by welcoming and offering whatever we have and to receive whatever the others give. We are grateful for the gifts as well as what is lacking and count them all as blessings.

A co-creative process of sharing core values and the essentials of the Gospel will help us to move forward in unity on essentials on the journey of transformation.

Build Community with ‘Others’ as an ‘Oasis’ in the Desert

“We must form welcoming communities in which all outcasts find a home, concrete experiences of communion which attract the disenchanted glance of contemporary humanity with the ardent force of love".
  


At the heart of the Christian faith lays an attitude of hospitality that embraces the other in their otherness.
  Openness to the other can change the other, even as it can change us knowing that God may talk to us through others to teach and transform us, even as God may use us to transform others.
 It may give others new perspectives on the gospel; it may also the other to understand their own faith from new perspectives. The transformation that comes from it can in turn enrich our lives in surprising ways. Wine in new wineskins means to commit ourselves to build communities: 
· To be places where together we can learn the language of understanding, seeking ways of bridging gaps 
· To create time and space to reflect together on the transforming presence of God which happens in sharing stories of life, singing, praying etc.
· Where doors are open to welcome the ‘stranger’ as created in the image of God 
· To really be a ‘home’ for those who are searching for God
· To learn with the ‘other’  solidarity and be companions on the journey 

· To learn from the other deep values and human frailties being at the heart of the secularized society 
· To discover in them signs of God’s presence the Kingdom already present
5. Mutual Transformation a Journey of New Evangelization 

Sr. Lydia who shares: “In my active years I was a member of the Board of a Medical Centre in the old part of Rotterdam full of migrants and deprived citizens. It was a lively Medical Centre and the doctors and nurses working there had become socialists, communists and Marxists in their student years. That had made them choose later for a part of the city where medical care should be improved and linked to other organizations for the well-being of the inhabitants.  


It was a joy to work together for that purpose; church or religion was never mentioned. When later they accidentally discovered I was a “nun”, the other board members were surprised: “I could never have expected that one day I would and could agree and cooperate with Christians as we do here and now". I experienced our mutual appreciation as a real grace; the lack of that in past years had been a real pain on both sides".

“Let us, on both sides, lay aside all arrogance. Let us not, on either side, claim that we have already discovered the truth. Let us seek it together as something which is known to neither of us. For then only may we seek it, lovingly and tranquilly, if there be no bold presumption that it is already discovered and possessed".


 “We firmly believe that we must convert ourselves above all to the power of Christ who alone can make all things new, above all our poor existence".
 


This will challenge us and shake us to the very foundations of our way of looking at the world and at “New Evangelization”, let alone our self-confidence, because ‘they have threatened us with Resurrection’ All those millions who died of violence in wars in Europe and on the streets, in homes and brutal relationships. All the victims of injustice at working places, in political power systems, in fights for gender inequality and at the stoles of gambling centres. All those who suffer from the climate change, men and women, fish and cattle, plants and trees and those who are disappointed from false promises and advertisement. All who lose hope in future, who threw away their beliefs and trample on Church and religion out of anger, pain and powerlessness. All those who refuse to look for new opportunities give up hope in new evangelization. They have threatened us with resurrection. 

Since the stones which bury them will cry out the truth that Life is stronger than death, justice stronger than injustice, love stronger than hatred, equality stronger than dominance we are urged to dive into the depth of the realities of the secularized societies and our own ones in order to touch the divine treasure of Jesus Christ hidden in “earthen vessels”.  The Second Vatican Council declared:  "The Catholic Church rejects nothing of all that is true and holy in these religions".
 This attitude needs to be extended to the expectations of salvation in secularized societies including post secular religiosity
.    

Resurrection challenges us to stand up and focus our minds, hearts and wills taking responsibility to open ourselves to the promise of new LIFE, even in dying. The paschal mystery is the greatest resource in which New Evangelization is rooted.  We know it’s a journey as Nelly Sachs, a survivor from Auschwitz, knows: “Only a few of the great broken-hearted have loved so much that the granite of the night burst open”.
  

So the vision for” New Evangelization” in the secularized society is to let the love of God overflow out of ‘earthen vessels’ where we are part of.  Then mutual transformation will happen on the journey to maturity in Christ.                                                                                      
 Agnes Lanfermann   
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