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A New Context 
 
The extent and accelerating pace of change in recent decades mean that we 
are living in a radically new situation demanding a radically new response.   
 
Towards a Definition? 
 
A basic question is ―What is ‗The New Evangelisation‘?‖1 
 

 The expression was first introduced by Pope John Paul II in a non-
specific way in his apostolic visit to Poland in 1979.   

 He used it next in Latin America in 1983, specifying evangelisation that 
is new in its ardour, methods and expression.   

 In 1988 he presented it as a response to the new stage of history.   

 In 1990 he proposed it as a new engagement with those who have 
already heard Christ proclaimed.   

 In the synodal assemblies for the Jubilee of the Year 2000 it became a 
spiritual renewal of the local churches. 

 
Accordingly, the ―New Evangelisation‖ is variously described as:2   
 

 transmitting the Gospel of hope in a practical way (# 7) 

 boldness in raising the God question in the problems of history (# 7)   

 credible efforts at uniting Christians in common witness (# 7) 

 ―new ways of being church‖ (# 9) 

 particularly addressed to post-Christian Western societies (# 9)   

 the Church ―undertaking anew her fundamental mission, her identity 
and her reason for existence‖ (# 10) 

 ―synonymous with mission‖ (# 10)  
 
Too Narrowly Conceived as “Proclamation”  
 
Given this creeping definition of ―New Evangelisation‖—it has now become 
―synonymous with mission‖—my major concern is that it not be defined too 
narrowly. 
 
In terms of breadth of vision, the Lineamenta does mention six vast areas 
towards which the New Evangelisation is addressed (# 6).  These are:  
 

1. Culture 
2. The social sector 
3. The means of social communications 
4. The economy 

                                                 
1
 Various definitions in answer to this question are detailed in Paragraph 5.  

2
 Various descriptions are detailed in Paragraphs 7-10.  
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5. Scientific and technological research 
6. Civic and political life.   

 
Also, the Lineamenta mentions repeatedly the importance of listening (# 2, 3, 
4, 5, 8, 9, 12, 13).   
 
However, 

 the name of the document, The New Evangelisation for the Transmission 
of the Christian Faith: emphasising handing on a ―package‖;3  

 the structure of the document: chapters on New Evangelisation, 
Proclamation and Initiation sandwiched between an Introduction and a 
Conclusion; and  

 the overall thrust of the document: accentuating the church expanding into 
all the areas of human activity;  

give the overwhelming impression that New Evangelisation is narrowly 
identified with Proclamation.4   
 
In fact, the terms are sometimes used interchangeably, for example: 

 
Evangelization needs to be seen as the process through which the 
church, moved by the Spirit, proclaims and spreads the Gospel in the 
entire world …. (#12) (italics mine) 

 
This strong emphasis on proclamation echoes Pope Paul VI‘s urgent plea:  
―The Church has something to say; the Church has a message to deliver; the 
Church has a communication to offer". (Ecclesiam Suam, 65)  
 
…. but is it truly prepared to listen; is it open to receive; is it able to learn?   
    
Broad Concept of Evangelisation 
 
Even Redemptoris Missio which affirms ―the permanent priority of 
proclamation‖ and its ―central and irreplaceable role‖ (RM 44), treats various 
Paths of Mission, including: 
 

 Witness (# 42 - 43) 

 Initial Proclamation (# 44 – 45) 

 Conversion and Baptism (# 46 – 47) 

 Forming Local Churches (# 48 – 50) 

 Ecclesial Basic Communities (# 51)  

 Incarnating the Gospel in Cultures (# 52 – 54) 

 Dialogue with our Brothers and Sisters of Other Religions (# 55 – 57) 

 Promoting Development by Forming Consciences (# 58 – 59) 

 Charity: Source and Criterion of Mission (# 60)5 

                                                 
3
 The word “transmission” reminds me of the famous quip about education:  “A lecture has been well 

described as the process whereby the notes of the teacher become the notes of the student without 

passing through the mind of either.”  Mortimer J. Adler, How to Read a Book 
4
 The point is captured well in a remark I overheard:  “„New Evangelization‟ is a complete misnomer; 

it should be called „Catechesis‟.”  

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/22395.Mortimer_J_Adler
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1633521


Breaking Open the Lineamenta, St Patrick‟s Cathedral Hall, Parramatta                    28 September 2011 

 

 3 

Manner of Evangelisation 
 
However, maintaining this broad vision of evangelization is not just a matter of 
ticking off the boxes.  What also matters is the manner in which these various 
evangelising activities are carried out.  In this new era the Church can no 
longer dominate nations, governments and peoples, but must take the same 
kenotic path of its Lord and Master.  The humble, servant, foot-washing role 
must inform all her missionary/evangelizing activities.  She can no longer act 
as an empire extending her reach, but must recover her original role as a 
servant of the Kingdom of God. 
 
I will give only one example of the manner in which mission is to be exercised: 
―dialogue‖ and ―proclamation‖ are often posed as incompatible. However: 
 

 …. true interreligious dialogue on the part of the Christian supposes 
the desire to make Jesus Christ better known, recognized and loved; 
proclaiming Jesus Christ is to be carried out in the Gospel spirit of 
dialogue. (DP, 77)6 

 
That is, all dialogue involves proclamation of the truths and values to which 
one is committed; and all proclamation involves dialogue between the 
evangelizer and the catechumen.  Always and at all times, there is 
acceptance, respect, equality and mutuality.   
 
Conclusion 
 
I conclude with one of my favourite quotes in theology:   
 

In the last analysis truth is not a thing we possess, but a person by 
whom we must allow ourselves to be possessed. This is an unending 
process.  (DP, 49)7 

 
  

                                                                                                                                            
5
 Similarly, in Dialogue and Mission, the 1984 document of the Secretariat for Non-Christians had 

identified the following elements of mission:  “presence and witness, commitment to social 

development and human liberation; liturgical life, prayer and contemplation, interreligious dialogue, 

and finally, proclamation and catechesis.”  Quoted by the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue 

and Congregation for Evangelization of Peoples, Dialogue and Proclamation: Reflections and 

Orientations on Interreligious Dialogue and the Proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

(Strathfield, NSW: Columban Mission Institute, 2008), # 2. 
6
 Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and Congregation for Evangelization of Peoples, 

Dialogue and Proclamation, # 77. 
7
 The whole paragraph reads:  “In the last analysis truth is not a thing we possess, but a person by 

whom we must allow ourselves to be possessed. This is an unending process. While keeping their 

identity intact, Christians must be prepared to learn and to receive from and through others the positive 

values of their traditions. Through dialogue they may be moved to give up ingrained prejudices, to 

revise preconceived ideas, and even sometimes to allow the understanding of their faith to be purified.” 

(DP, 49) 


