SOCIAL APOSTOLATE:

An invitation to a practice of social transformation 

1. The urgency of a new configuration 

We are at the beginning of a new millennium; humanity today with its new social, cultural, and religious configuration is profoundly different from the humanity of the beginning of the second millennium. The rhythm of change has a speed never experienced and verified before in the whole of history. Surprisingly it presents notable difficulties to the Church and to religions in general whose change of rhythm has always been very slow. In all this a certain suspicion or indifference is noted towards transformation and evolution. That difficulty is understandable, although not justified if we think, for example, in the case of Christianity in its not so easy agreement to enter into the twenty first century’s modernity, on the one side, and to keep a faithfulness to the Bible, on the other side, specially to be faithful to its, Jesus Christ, ho lived 2000 years ago in a problematic world completely different of today’s world. 
Such is the challenge of applying the Word of God to today’s context, of reading of the signs of times, of being docile to the Holy Spirit, a Spirit that renews “the face of the earth”, of accepting history with its evolution as the will of God, the Creator who, in this way, expects from us a move towards a fullness that the Book of Revelations describes as the “new heaven and new earth”. In fact, if there is something to fear it is stagnation, a stop that implies a dissociation of the logic of creation which has to do with growth and continuous overcoming. This is much more in the social apostolate whereby faith gets crossed with events and provokes a shock with them. These events, such as the economy, the politics, the public administration, the injustice, etc, seem to be very far from the relationship with God. It is clear that is necessary to work out a new configuration of faith with social events. The challenge is to individualise the constitutive ingredients. This is what I will try to elaborate in this article as a contribution to a reflection that is far from being exhaustive.  

2. Social transformation as a constitutive part of evangelization

About this matter Gaudium et Spes, a document of the Second Vatican Council, has said a lot; the Synod of Bishops of 1971, in terms even stronger, made it more explicit: “Action on behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world fully appear to us as a constitutive dimension of the preaching of the Gospel, or, in other words, of the Church's mission for the redemption of the human race and its liberation from every oppressive situation” (6). Therefore, it is not luxury or a commitment just for moments of emergency caused by natural catastrophes, such as flood or draught, or by social catastrophe, such as wars or ethnic violence. It is a permanently constitutive part of the Church pastoral work at all levels: basic ecclesial communities, parish, dioceses, and communion of dioceses of a country or continent, and the whole universal Church. Otherwise the Church would fail with its duty of being “sacrament universal of salvation”; salvation not only at a personal level, but also at a socio-environmental and ecological levels. The apostolicity, which is one of the essentials notes of the Church, includes a permanent and strong commitment with the building of the Kingdom of God also at a social level. 
In face of the hesitations and reactions that came about amongst not few bishops through the affirmations of the 1971 Synod of Bishops, which acknowledged the Church as a true social pastoral agent, the Pope Paul VI in the following Synod, in 1974, and on the Apostolic Exhortation, the very famous Evangelii Nuntiandi, specified: “Between evangelization and human advancement - development and liberation - there are in fact profound links. These include links of an anthropological order, because the man who is to be evangelized is not an abstract being but is subject to social and economic questions. They also include links in the theological order, since one cannot dissociate the plan of creation from the plan of Redemption. The latter plan touches the very concrete situations of injustice to be combated and of justice to be restored. They include links of the eminently evangelical order, which is that of charity: how in fact can one proclaim the new commandment without promoting in justice and in peace the true, authentic advancement of man? We ourselves have taken care to point this out, by recalling that it is impossible to accept "that in evangelization one could or should ignore the importance of the problems so much discussed today, concerning justice, liberation, development and peace in the world. This would be to forget the lesson which comes to us from the Gospel concerning love of our neighbour who is suffering and in need” (EN, 31).

Social apostolate, just as the religious one, is developed in the various ministries and concrete initiatives according to the individual vocation and the state of each person and groups of the Church and society: from the laity to the religious people, from the charisma of the different religious families to the ordained ministry. Only in this way the Kingdom is built, coming from above as a gift as we pray each day with the Our-Father and in the Eucharistic prayers, and coming from below, as our task through a daily and serious work carried out according to our duties and professions. 

3. Church and world: a complex and necessary collaboration

Church and world enter in dialogue. They get along in a conversation easy at times; in other times tense until the mutual challenge to raise life’s quality and quantity. This is the ecclesiology of Gaudium et Spes which was elaborated in a particular way in Chapter IV with a new idea and new language.  It is affirmed that the Church gives and receives from the world. No Church without the world, no world without the Church. The traditional ecclesiology of the second millennium insisted unilaterally about how much the Church could give the world, which was seen, though, in negative terms, as organisation of all that is contrary to the establishment of the Kingdom of God. This idea is over. The world is identified with the creation in whose ambit the Church, people of God, has the messianic task (mission) of being leaven, salt, light, and hope in the manner of Christ. But also the world with science, technique, businesses organisations, cultures, politics and economy contributes to the building of the Kingdom of God. The world today more than ever includes the civil society whereby flourishes and fructifies the genius, creativity, and the will of various human groups. 

Karl Marx (1818 – 1883) has capriciously illustrated how religion can be manipulated and become opium for people imputing a hope for a fullness of life projected into the future, understood as life beyond death. So, religion is alienation. In the Protestant world, to which belonged Germany and latter on England, the Christian religion was absorbed by the various political powers according to the Protestant principle: cúius régio illíus et relígio (the people’s religion is that of the political power). Indeed, a religion manipulated by power and kept very far away from the biblical prophetic behaviour, which often challenges both political and religious power when they get together aiming at domination. If the ideas before Marx could justify his theory, that of the last fifty years, as mentioned in the previous article, then we make it clear that religion and faith have been instruments of liberation in the struggles against many dictatorship regimes including neoliberalism, which is more resistant than communism, despite the fall of Wall Street and the very grave American crisis. Of course, religions as a social event are subjected to limit and manipulation, for example, violence, but this does not diminish its historical duty. All this applies especially to Christianity! 

In order to build the Kingdom of God in this world are necessary: prayer, spirituality, Word of God, Holy Spirit, Mystic, dedication, sacrifice, cross, gratuity, justice and peace, and martyrdom. All this is supposed to be promoted and guaranteed by the Church. But they are not enough! It is necessary that the world plays its role by keeping competency, organisation, management, technology, research, science, documentation, communication, culture, politics, economy, legislative and government systems.  

4. Science and faith: only together they are good for humanity                              

Albert Einstein flew away from Germany in 1933 when Hitler took power. One of his main motives was not to put in the hands of an individual such as Hitler the results of his scientific finds. That led them to stop the atomic power. Science increases immeasurably the technological power of man both for good or evil. Only faith and ethic can guarantee that that power can be used for the sake of humanity or for its destruction; the nightmare caused by terrorists in these days, by a bad life (addictions), by the reborn pirating, are an evident proof of this. A powerful science in the hands of a perverse person and with bad heart is surely not a blessing. Science does not arrive to the heart and for this reason does not heal the deadly disease that each person brings within themselves. Here faith imposes its intervention! 
Albert Einstein himself resumed his vision in one famous sentence which he pronounced in Washington in 1941: “religion without science is blind and science without religion is lame”. Without science faith is blind, risk being superstition, fear and alienation, as we can see in many people. Science without faith is lame, which is, incapable of giving a long-lasting and free of mistakes answer. It can be used at the service of immediate profit and the concentration of power and richness in the hands of so few people. Science without faith escapes from the hands of man himself, who created it and that now, turns itself against him, as the climate change and other ecological problems remind us. Science is also increasing the fear and tensions in the world, for example, those linked to the use of atomic power or how to dispose of many chemistry waste of high risk for both man and nature.  

Faith offers a realistic anthropology that judges the ethical limits of man, which without a continuous redemption falls victim of evil and uses the scientific means not for the sake of all, but against them. The relation between science and faith does not happen without any tension and uncertainties as we are reminded by the Church history. The event of Galileo Galilei (1564 – 1642), the father of modern science, reminds us of that. He was taken to court by the Church and condemned to silence. This tension lasted for 400 years and sent many scientists away from the Church and from faith.  A kind of public conviction was created, often fed by scientific books, which faith should be identified with superstition, and so, could be rejected. This rupture was in theory resolved in the Second Vatican Council in the third chapter of Gaudium et Spes about the human activity; the complimentarity and autonomy of these two worlds is acknowledged and certain errors of the past are confessed (in the 99 note of the document Galileo is mentioned).

The Catholic Church gave life in the Second Vatican Council to a Pontifícia Academia das Ciências, which was founded by the Pope Pio XI in1936; in its logo is printed the image of Galileo with his glasses; this institution – it is written in the constitutions – exists to promote collaboration between the world of science and faith through scientists that bring together in their persons science and faith. 

There is in the world an evil mystery that demands redemption and liberation and for that only faith in Jesus Christ the liberator and the redeemer can put it to an end. Science by itself cannot find it nor can it find the remedy either. The scientific analysis is very important and indispensable. However, in order to understand the world in all its complexity is necessary also a theological analysis based on faith. This is what affirms Sollicitudo Rei Socialis published by the Pope John Paul II in1987:“An analysis limited exclusively to the economic and political causes of underdevelopment (and, mutatis mutandis, of so-called super development) would be incomplete. It is therefore necessary to single out the moral causes which, with respect to the behaviour of individuals considered as responsible persons, interfere in such a way as to slow down the course of development and hinder its full achievement” (35).

5. Social teaching: the emerging of the inductive method 

The Church social teaching formally began only in 1891 with the first social encyclical: Rerum Novarum. We can legitimately put this question: why so late and not earlier? On that occasion it was the industrial revolution that accelerated the birth of the social sciences with Augusto Comte (1789 – 1857) and later with Emmile Durkheim (1857 – 1917). Society till then was seen as a static and non-mobile reality. It was non-transforming and the servants always at the bottom. Society was studied for the first time in a systematic way. Now begins to move from a static vision to an evolutionary vision whereby transformation and intervention can reach their fullness. Being poor is no longer the will of God or a fatality. There are social, economic, and cultural causes. Rerum Novarum is the first encyclical that begins to use, although in an incipient form, the social sciences.  This was a very important beginning. A new way of doing social teaching begins: the inductive method, from below, that is to say, from the daily life and not from universal and immutable principles adopted by the deductive method which held a fundamentally vision of an immutable and conservative world. Now an interdisciplinary teaching is outlined, at least in the social field. 

It is this very attention paid to the concrete, to the local situations, which are different from a continent to another, that impelled the Pope Paulo VI to affirm in the Octogesima Adveniens (1971): “In the face of such widely varying situations it is difficult for us to utter a unified message and to put forward a solution which has universal validity. Such is not our ambition, nor is it our mission. It is up to the Christian communities to analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper to their own country, to shed on it the light of the Gospel's unalterable words and for action from the social teaching of the Church. This social teaching has been worked out in the course of history and notably, in this industrial era, since the historic date of the message of Pope Leo XIII on "the condition of the workers", and it is an honour and joy for us to celebrate today the anniversary of that message. It is up to these Christian communities, with the help of the Holy Spirit, in communion with the bishops who hold responsibility and in dialogue with other Christian brethren and all men of goodwill, to discern the options and commitments which are called for in order to bring about the social, political and economic changes seen in many cases to be urgently needed” (4).
Only the local Church can make specific analysis and contributes creatively with the promotion of a local social Christian practice that is an irreplaceable chapter in the process of inculturation of faith in the daily life of people. The universal teaching of Rome can elaborate principles, but cannot arrive to practice that necessarily makes reference to ingredients such as: place, time, culture, genie, social and economics problems, labour’s situation, political organization, religious sensibility, etc.

Social teaching is only possible with a systematic collaboration between laity and bishops, because no one else but the laity knows and has experience and competency in the social field. In the social teaching bishops never go without laity, never laity goes without bishops. The courageous decision taken by the Pope Paul VI about this collaboration in the above quoted document is fully in accordance with the ecclesiology of the Second Vatican Council which sought to heal one of the five wounds described by Antonio Rosmíni, in 1832, in his famous: The Five Wounds of Holy Church. We are talking about the wound of the separation of priests and bishops from laity.

6. Local church: protagonist of the social apostolate 

From what I have written so far, the centrality of the local Church, especially through the laity in the emerging configuration and action of the social apostolate, has been made clear. The continental synods of bishops or others ecclesial events such as Medellin, Puebla and Aparecida have given and can still give a unique contribution. Thus, accentuates the first African Synod of 1994: “If the proclamation of justice and peace is an integral part of the task of evangelization, it follows that the promotion of these values should also be a part of the pastoral programme of each Christian community. That is why I urge that all pastoral agents are to be adequately trained for this apostolate. "The formation of clergy, religious and laity, imparted in the areas of their apostolate, should lay emphasis on the social teaching of the Church. Each person, according to his state of life, should be specially trained to know his rights and duties, the meaning and service of the common good, honest management of public goods and the proper manner of participating in political life, in order to be able to act in a credible manner in the face of social injustices. As a body organized within the community and the nation, the Church has both the right and the duty to participate fully in building a just and peaceful society with all the means at her disposal" (Ecclesia in Africa,107).
In the final part of my previous article I underlined that in each continent the local Church, by responding to the socio-environmental situations, are developing an instruction well according to the context as a very important part of inculturation of the Christian message. Perhaps it may be the most relevant and concrete chapter about inculturation, although some documents of the Second Vatican Council have difficulty to acknowledge its importance. For example, in the Lineament for the African Synod of 2009, published in June 2006, the intervention of the African Churches about reconciliation, peace and justice have never been quoted; and they are many!  Publishing houses, such as Orbis Books of the Maryknoll Missionaries, the Centre of Concern of the American Jesuits in New York, EMI (Bologna) of the Missionaries Institutes presents in Italy, the Pauline Publications Africa in Nairobi, since 1990 published the most meaningful interventions. The same must be said about the Protestant world through the WCC Geneva publishing house.

7. Social Apostolate: Liturgy and Bible

The so many times quoted Synod about Justice in the World of 1971 explicitly speaks of the social value of liturgy: “The liturgy, which we preside over and which is the heart of the Church's life, can greatly serve education for justice. For it is a thanksgiving to the Father in Christ, which through its communitarian form places before our eyes the bonds of our brotherhood and again and again reminds us of the Church's mission. The liturgy of the word, catechesis and the celebration of the sacraments have the power to help us to discover the teaching of the prophets, the Lord and the Apostles on the subject of justice. The preparation for baptism is the beginning of the formation of the Christian conscience. The practice of penance should emphasize the social dimension of sin and of the sacrament. Finally, the Eucharist forms the community and places it at the service of people” (58). 

It is worth mentioning that in the modern dictionaries of liturgy we find terms such as integral human development, justice and peace, and other related topics. Likewise, in the dictionary of the social teaching of the Church we find terms like:  social influence of the liturgical movement; liturgy and social transformation. The liturgical seasons such as Advent and Lent are taking a major social aspect through appropriate campaigns that integrate the religious aspect with the social life. 

The Word and the Spirit are great personal and social transformers. That is why the Fathers of the Church called them the two hands of the Father to create new Heavens and new Earth. The use of the Bible as proposed by the Vatican II in the Dei Verbum is based on the fact that the Bible is a historical book and not one of theology or moral: history of the complex journey towards salvation, liberation, fullness of life, and of partial enjoyment in this world and to the full in the next. History, whose success depends on the active collaboration and alliance between God and mankind on the stage of the world which is subject to the natural and historical law, and to evolution.  The diminishing of one of them leads to the end of liberation, communion, and sharing. So we can say that what is too much of God is as harmful; the same is true as regard what is too much of mankind. 

New ways of reading the Word of God have emerged particularly in the basic Christian communities in all the continents and new editions of the Holy Bible for a popular and communitarians reading were widely implemented. He we mention the edition of the Latin American Bible, which later got to Asia through the Philippines through the editorial works of the Claretianos, and the African Bible published by Pauline of Nairobi. We cannot deny the merits, at least in America, of people like Carlos Mesters, Walter Brueggemann; in the Anglophonic Africa the Lumko method, the Amo method; in Asia the magazine of Theological Reflection published by the Jesuits, and the Vidyajyoti published in New Delhi (India).  

The main characteristic of this method is the strong attention paid to history: the history of yesterday, to the socio-religious, political, and economic environment whereby operated the sacred author and the community; today’s history to help the Christian communities of today to be agents of social changes, of conversion, exodus, inspired by the Word of God and not by ideologies. Certainly the reading of God’s Word demands a good capacity of social analysis, in other words, the implicit use of social sciences. It is necessary a good preparation and organisation to lead the people from a devocionista reading to the reading proposed by the Vatican II for the third millennium. 

This communitarian and popular method does not exclude the liturgical method that we use at Mass in a cycle of two years for the weekdays and of three years for Sundays. It is another approach to Bible from the mystery of Christ following the seasons of the liturgical year. The choice of the texts is made by the hierarchy and we find them indicated in the calendar and in the Roman missals. In the popular and communitarian method it is the local Christian community that chooses the texts. In the liturgical method the direct aim is to make Christ’s disciples; in the popular method the immediate aim is the Christian intervention to transform the problems and social situations. To these two methods is added the lectio divina at a personal level which promotes the lectio contínua of the whole Bible. The three methods get mixed and complement each other; they are not alternatives or exclusives. 

8. Christian Social Ethics

The social apostolate tends to transform society by introducing in it the values of the Kingdom of God as elaborated in the Social Teaching of the Church. Here we enumerate the fundamentals principles according to the Compendium of the Social Teaching of the Church, published in 2004 by the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace:

· Principle of the dignity of the person with their rights and duties;

· Principle of common good as the primary object of each government;

· Principle of universal destiny of the goods of creation against the system of private property and concentration of richness in the hands of a minority; 

· Principle of subsidiarity in the government against all dictatorship centralisation and against all unilateral line that intends to leave the government aside of each intervention in the public administration;  

· Principle of participation of all in the administration of the public goods by means of an appropriate and organised democratic system;

· Principle of solidarity against the poison of individualism, of racism, of social discriminations based on gender and race; 

· Principle of right of family based on the diversity of sexes as the cell of society  and, thus, deserving a particular attention and protection;

· Principle of right to work against all concentration of opportunity. Profit, and savage triumph of technology that makes human work unnecessary;
· Principle of defence of creation in a world threatened by apocalyptical climate changes; 

· Principle of international community with governing structure in the political, juridical, and security sectors in a world ever more globalised and so interdependent;              

· Principle of promotion of reconciliation and peace as supreme goods;
The obvious challenge is, thus, to pass from the principles to the values and from these to the attitudes in order to get to a concrete action in the behaviours and initiatives that the daily practices (or situations) demand.  

9. Social apostolate: a life style 

Social apostolate as any other ministry demands witness on the side of those who commit themselves with.  Particularly, it demands a style and model of life based on simplicity and sobriety, sharing against the consuming model imported from the North of the world. Besides this, it demands a commitment with justice and human rights within the Church. In this line, the first African Synod says: “The church as the family of God in Africa must bear witness to Christ also by promoting justice and peace on the continent and throughout the world. The Lord says:  "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven" (Mt. 5:9-10). The church's witness must be accompanied by a firm commitment to justice and solidarity by each member of God's people. This is especially important for the lay faithful who hold public office, because such witness demands an abiding spiritual attitude and a way of life consistent with the Christian faith”  (Church in Africa, 105). 
But to make it true in a more efficient way, the Church, while a community of faith, ought to be a strong wittiness of justice and peace within its structures and in the relations with its members. The message of the Synod declares courageously: “The Churches in Africa are also aware that, insofar as their own internal affairs are concerned, justice is not always respected with regard to those men and women who are at their service. If the Church is to give witness to justice, she recognizes that whoever dares to speak to others about justice should also strive to be just in their eyes. It is necessary therefore to examine with care the procedures, the possessions and the life style of the Church" (Church in Africa, 106). The message is so clear and requires no addition. 

10. Conclusion: a plea to collaboration   

From what I have written up to this point it appears so clear that there cannot be a social apostolate without a convincing, systematised and organised collaboration. We have just left the second millennium behind which was characterised by the shock between Church and world, science and faith, state and Church, priests and laity, particular devotions and social commitment. This article shows all this so clearly. The newness and the possibility of the social apostolate rely in the attitude of creating bridges and stabilising synergy (team work) where there was mistrust, hostility, and arrogance before. With hope and enthusiasm let us put our hand to work! Now it is our turn! 

By Francesco Pierli, mccj
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