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When we walk without the cross, when we build without the cross  

and when we confess without the cross, we are not disciples of Christ.  
 

I would like for all of us, after these days of grace,  
that we find courage to walk in the presence of God  
... and to build the church with the blood of Christ.  

Only this way will the church move forward… 
 

…to find new ways to bring evangelization to the ends of the earth. 
 

…serve the Gospel with renewed love, helping the church become ever more in Christ and with Christ. 
…strive to faithfully respond to the continuing mission: Bring Jesus Christ to humanity and lead people to 

an encounter with Jesus Christ, the way, the truth and the life. 
 

..never give in to pessimism, that bitterness that the devil offers us every day. 

 
…have the firm certainty that the Holy Spirit gives the church, with its powerful breeze, the courage to 
persevere and also to find new methods of evangelization, to bring the Gospel to the far ends of the earth. 

The Christian truth is attractive and persuasive because it responds to humanity's deepest needs. 
 

Like good wine [it] gets better with the years.  
Let’s give the young the knowledge of life. 

 
 

Pope Francis 
14 March 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.edition.cnn.com/2013/03/14/world/europe/vatican-new-pope/index.html?hpt=hp_t1
http://www.edition.cnn.com/2013/03/14/world/europe/vatican-new-pope/index.html?hpt=hp_t1
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A CREATION STORY 

 

GOD WAS IN THE PROCESS OF FINISHING UP THE ACT OF CREATION when an announcement was made that the 

only thing left to create was a creature capable of understanding and marveling in the greatness of God. This 

being was to be called human and was to be of the earth, like all other creatures. It also was to be created in 

the image of God. 

 “Let these beings have reason, intellect and understanding,” declared God. 

 It was then that Truth began to plead. 

“O Lord, I ask you to refrain from calling into being a creature that is capable of lying. The last thing we 

need is to have a world filled with deception and fraud.” 

 Peace than came forward to support this petition. 

 “O Lord, I beg you not to create creatures who will disturb the harmony of creation. I fear these humans 

will act with revenge and initiate destruction.” 

 While they were pleading against the creation of human beings, the soft voice of charity, who was 

known as Love, was heard. 

 “God of creation, I know that any being created in your likeness will have the capacity to perform great 

and kind deeds. Filled with your spirit, these human beings will comfort the sick, visit the lonely, and 

provide shelter to the homeless. 

They will support each other when relationships fail. They will celebrate when they flourish. 

They will first forgive themselves, their children, their friends, and their lover. 

They will accept your forgiveness. And they will do all of these wonderful things under the guidance of 

your Spirit and celebrate in your presence. Such a being cannot but bring glory to you, O Lord.” 

God listened to the inner voices of Truth and Peace before the final act of creation. But it was because of 

the soft voice of Love that human beings were created. 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE 

 
In all the stages of Jesus’ activity…it has become evident that Jesus is closely connected with the “we” of the new 
family that he gathers by his proclamation and his action. It has become evident that this “we” is in principle 
intended to be universal: It no longer rests on birth, but on communion with Jesus, who is himself God’s living 
Torah. This “we” of the new family is not amorphous. Jesus calls an inner core of people specially chosen by him, 
who are to carry on his mission and give this family order and shape (p.169). …The calling of the disciples is a 
prayer event: it is as if they were begotten in prayer, in intimacy with the Father (p.170). 
 
Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth, Copyright 2007 English translation by The Doubleday 
Broadway Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York 

 

 

OVER FORTY-FIVE YEARS AGO, I regularly visited a small diner. It was in a Rexall’s Pharmacy and it had 

booths and a soda counter. We called it I.C. NORTH. I mention “we” because there was a select group of my 

closest friends and I that made it a habit to go to Mass on one weekend, mostly to see which girls from Taft 

and Resurrection High Schools would be there, and frequent the restaurant almost every other Sunday 

morning rather than go to church. We tried to get the same booth, if possible. It was our tradition. I believe 

we settled on I.C. NORTH because our home parish was Immaculate Conception. It was a place to get a cup 

of coffee or a bacon and egg breakfast. It certainly did not have the reputation to have sainthood placed upon 

it. The place had limited, cramped booths and the silverware was bent and tarnished. That didn’t faze us. We 

would get all dressed up and meet there on Sunday Mornings to swap stories and share a laugh, swill coffee 

and smoke cigarettes. We’d only stay an hour because we had to stop by the church and courageously rush 

in to pick up a bulletin. The ushers knew us. They knew exactly what we were doing. Yet, they never asked a 

question but gave us that wry kind of smile that makes me think of a kindly grandfather giving candy to the 

grandchildren behind the parents back. 

 Was this our way of turning our backs on religion, youthful angst and rebellion, or simple adolescent 

fun? 

 Certainly it was a little bit of each, but it was also much more. We were proving to ourselves that we 

were independent and could make choices on our own and decisions different from our persistent and 

demanding parents. There was a feeling of power as we set our own agenda and priorities. We experienced a 

rite of passage. 

 We’ve all heard the term before, and, maybe, we’ve come to regard our personal rites of passage as one 

of many stops in a journey of emotional events, living moments that sometimes provide clarity to life but 

many times also get in the way of relationships, disrupt our social agenda, or just make no sense at the 

moment. They do represent the ordinary moments of living, which in Catholic Christian parlance is akin to 

mystical experience. I don’t wish to suggest that everything we experience falls into the categories described 

by Thomas Aquinas, Meister Eckhardt, Teilhard de Chardin and others from the mystical Tradition, but 
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there is an element of the mystical in the ordinary. Life experiences do not need to be extraordinary to 

experience the presence of God. In the mystical tradition God is present within us and around us but we 

may not be immediately aware of that presence. God touches us in ways that may be indescribable, in ways 

that go beyond what we think, imagine or feel. Our rites of passage extend from cradle to grave and for most 

of us it is only the afterthought, the memory that becomes our saving grace— many years removed from the 

actual event. 

 The rites of passage we all share are as different as night and day and, yet, all quite common. I also 

believe that they are normal and natural because we grow and mature at our own unique pace and 

deliberation. 

 Catholic elementary school provided me with roots in a romantic vision of a medieval church filled 

with smells, bells and an obscure language. Catholic High School allowed me to have contact with God 

through a different vision of church where altars were relocated and preachers actually spoke occasional 

words of wisdom. Public college was another matter. Although newsletters from the Newman Center on 

campus were sent home regularly for my parents to read, I don’t remember passing even once through their 

hallowed doors. After college that pattern continued. I would occasionally go to Sunday Mass, usually 

Christmas and Easter. After all, I was a busy young man concentrating on a career and a relationship. They 

were all consuming. 

 I was married at the age of twenty-eight and must admit that I was happy to celebrate the wedding in 

church. My wife was less a churchgoer than myself so the pattern continued with our praying within a 

community occurring only at Christmas and Easter. Our relationship lasted nine years – four of those 

married. At the wonderful age of thirty-three, newly divorced and changing jobs, I suddenly realized that I 

was quite average. I discovered that many of my friends and acquaintances had similar feelings, instincts 

and behaviors as me. However, only a handful of us knew something was missing from our lives, something 

beyond the physical things we had grown to expect. 

 Maybe the early thirties are a magical time because highly emotional life events seem to converge and 

surface. As I looked at my friends, and myself, there were marriages and births, job losses and career 

changes, divorces and new intimate relationships: even the deaths of parents, in-laws and friends my own 

age. Those highly-charged life events kept piling up while draining me of physical, emotional and 

intellectual energies. It was only in reflection and discernment that I realized that my personality was 

incomplete. I was also spiritually bankrupt. 

 Each of those life experiences, however, provided me with a glimpse of the world that I had not 

participated in for so many years. There were the smiles at the baptisms of my friend’s children, the many 

joyful tears and hugs at the wedding ceremonies of friends, and the Church’s support at the funerals of all 

who seemed to die too young. I was happy and thankful for a Church that was the catalyst for so many 

positive emotional experiences. 
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 However, it was short-lived, and that was my fault. I failed to see and hear the beautiful invitation that 

was extended to me. The invitation was to move beyond the emotion and be “at home” with a church 

community that not only held the beauty and romanticism of ages past and present but a community that 

would accept and love me, challenge and tolerate me in the complexity of daily life. Within this gathering 

there was no space or opportunity for intolerance. This community was searching, too, and because of its 

unity in the midst of diversity had the ability to teach and lead me. I can look back on my limitations now 

through the lens of Scripture. If we look at the word ‘widow’ as reflected in 1 Kings we get a sense of my 

personal stagnation and, possibly, how others may have perceived me. Widows were silent and helpless. 

The Hebrew word for widow is almanah, a term that has its root alem, meaning “unable to speak.”  The Latin 

word infans, from which we derive ‘infant’ in English, also reflects this inability to articulate both basic 

understanding and wants or needs. I could view myself at that particular time as being an infant who didn’t 

know the language of Christian love. I basically needed someone to mentor me and show me by example the 

human longing for the intricacies, and intimacies, of the human Christian soul. 

 Several more years would pass before I became aware of my search for my Christian roots and 

spirituality. There were no baptisms, weddings, and, luckily, no funerals to attend. In essence, I learned that 

I had no spirituality apart from the emotional activities that life’s celebrations and desperate crises afford. I 

never really abandoned God, but witnessing divorce firsthand, and among friends, was probably the prime 

motivating factor for my starting a search for renewed spirituality. We search when we are in pain. We 

question when we are heartbroken. We find hope when we are honest and sincere with ourselves and 

engage others in our experience. 

 My friends and colleagues were in the same situation. Some cared about spirituality and some could 

care less. I knew I cared, and I knew that I would have to take the next step. I was determined to search for 

an understanding of my spiritual roots and I desired to put a spiritual dimension back into my life. I desired 

to move beyond infancy into adolescence with a view toward an adult spiritual life. 

 I did return home. The Church (and I am referring to the Catholic Church of the Western/Roman/Latin 

Rite) is not an ideal home and it certainly has its dysfunctional elements. It’s a very human home and it 

helped me to develop my spiritual personality as it continues to challenge me to see the Spirit of God alive 

and working in every person in so many different ways and at different levels. I discovered that all of these 

different people are extraordinarily beautiful and so necessary to complement the gathering we refer to as 

church. I discovered that everyone possesses the power to make change, and, if encouraged and motivated, 

can express the power of that change. 

 We’ve all heard the phrase “You can’t go back.” We have probably used it personally when referring to 

the home and attitude of our childhood. I remember saying that to myself when I was leaving a job and 

community I had been a part of for many years. When I did return to that very community as a priest I recall 

praying silently to myself, “You really can go home again.” Family members do return and they ‘make a 
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home.’ It is a new creation and isn’t necessarily an ideal just because we have returned but it does recreate 

itself in the fact that we learn respect, tolerance and patience; virtues we may not have acquired the first time 

around. I encourage us not to look for the idyllic, “The Father Knows Best” or “Leave it to Beaver” happy 

and complacent home life. The ideal is not the substance of our search but it is worth attempting to create in 

a contemporary sense. Sometimes home and family breed loneliness or resentment. That is not an indictment 

on a family but it does point to a causal flaw of an individual heart. Families do not pretend to be looking for 

saints and neither does the Church. The Church is searching for sinners on their way to sainthood. And, it is 

a reciprocal encounter. Both are seeking. 

 I returned slowly, first praying rote prayers I had learned in elementary school. I even turned the radio 

off in the car on the way to work. It provided me with quiet time to see the world alive around me in the 

variety of faces in stalled traffic who often offered ‘mean-eyes’ or a one-finger salute rather than a wave and 

a smile. It was a simple opportunity to converse with God rather than curse at the struggling drivers around 

me. I learned to make the sign of the cross in deference to their one-finger salute and it disarmed their 

vulnerability. Sometimes I attended Mass at a church near my office before work. It was then that I realized 

that I was refreshed and energized by my moments with God and the other people who were sharing 

Eucharist as an eye opener in the dim light of the rising sun. I found myself drawn to my spiritual roots, the 

Catholic Church. It was inviting me home. 

 My experience may be similar to many others’ experiences of reaching a level of maturity where the 

questions both make sense but are also somewhat disturbing. We seek answers to life’s complexity. I am 

reminded of the birth narratives of Jesus. Joseph, I am convinced, was modest but also quite persistent in 

seeking shelter. Thank God for the innkeeper. He can and does represent each of us. He did the best he could 

with what he had. The innkeeper would tell us it is not easy to welcome God into the world. After all, the inn 

keeps him busy and he has a lot on his mind. He also sees those who are weary and travel-worn. He can 

relate. 

 But this is precisely how Jesus comes: Quietly, modestly, with no special halos to distribute but a 

unique presence. In the midst of our boisterous and conflicting demands he comes in desperate silence. Jesus 

enters into lives filled with distractions and demands. 

 My story of conversion, reconciliation, renewal and reunion moved even further along and I am 

certainly not suggesting this is a common path. I was in professional marketing for over twelve years. I 

analyzed markets, researched and developed new products and created advertising, promotional campaigns 

and trade shows. But the Spirit of God moves in strange ways and I found myself accepting God’s invitation 

to enter the seminary. That was a shock to my system and more so to my friends who really knew me. Some 

of those friends, on their own initiative, have disappeared since I made my life-changing decision. Their jaws 

dropped when I told them of the sacrifices I was willing to make to bring something new, something 

different and healthier to myself and an aging institution. Until recent years, I didn’t realize just how true 
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that mission would become as our ancient and ageless Church faced the contemporary reality of dwindling, 

lukewarm members in the pews with advanced and educated questions, and, more times than we dare to 

acknowledge, a dwindling, ill-prepared, immature, or sometimes abusive clergy in the sanctuary. 

Jesus Christ engaged me and through a process I accepted him. I also came to the fuller knowledge that 

acceptance is only half the engagement. I need to proclaim gospel truth, witness and invite others. Now I put 

my talents to work helping others discover their spiritual side. In the words of Pope Benedict XVI, the 

Hebrew equivalent of the word ‘evangelization’ describes “the voice that announces a victory, that 

announces goodness, joy and happiness”…transmitting the message that “God has not forgotten his 

people.” As a Catholic priest, in a new age of wisdom, grace and personal commitment, I witness firsthand 

the struggle of so many sincere believers who sense that the incomprehensible is inviting them to something 

they never envisioned—God inviting them to accept themselves as a disciple willing to learn about the 

moments of life that place us at the foot of the cross of Jesus: In essence, searching souls seeking a conversion 

experience, souls seeking joy and victory. When the soul experiences conversion it is free to express the 

power that engendered the conversion. 

Elizabeth Fox-Genovese teaches at Emory University and has authored several books. She shared her 

journey of conversion from an academic viewpoint (Copyright 2000 First things 102, April 2000:39-43) and 

had a wonderful statement. 

 

Believers, in sharp contrast to nonbelievers, welcome conversion stories as heartening evidence of God’s grace 
and the workings of the Holy Spirit. The conversion of a secular intellectual in particular seems to snatch a 
soul from the very jaws of feminism, communism, nihilism, atheism, or some other fashionable secular 
ideology. Given the broad gap between belief and non-belief that both sides perceive, it is not surprising that 
both hostile and sympathetic observers expect conversion stories to be dramatic. Like St. Paul on the road to 
Damascus, the convert is generally expected to have experienced a moment of blinding illumination followed 
by a radical change of life. This expectation testifies to a widespread sense that the tenets of faith and those of 
the world, of Jerusalem and Athens, are in conflict. While emphatically not disputing the significance of the 
deep differences between the views and attitudes of believers and those of nonbelievers, I did not myself 
experience conversion as a radical rupture with my past. This is not to say that I did not experience the 
journey to belief as what my students call “life-changing”: in essential ways, I did. Nonetheless, in other ways 
I did not. In many respects, my conversion fit neatly—almost seamlessly—into the continuum of my life, and, 
from this perspective, it was a natural stage in the journey rather than a new departure. 

 

 There are many relevant books on people needing change in their life but possessing reluctance to 

engage any form of change. As I speak with searching Christians many questions constantly challenge my 

own need for continuing conversion. When I attended graduate school I was immersed in philosophy 

studies and my professors commented that I always seemed to have good philosophical questions. Those 

continuing questions sometimes haunt me because philosophy is always in search of new questions that 

rarely have contemporary new answers and, many times, bypass old but applicable answers. We are 

constantly pushed toward the future with questions unanswered or not discerned. When I first considered 

this manuscript the haunting revolved around ‘Is it possible Christ is the question and we are the answer?’ 

‘Is it possible that Jesus is the elusive one and humans are the definable, stable partner?’ Those philosophical 
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thoughts would place humankind in the dialogue as being the absolute and faith/religion (Christ) as the 

variable. That is hard to imagine from any philosophical viewpoint. Humans have a strange way of 

exhibiting absolute love. My immediate response was that the only absolute for the human aspect of this 

equation is that we are absolutely in search of the divine love that is immutable. Religion as a true linking 

back to all that is good and holy in our ancestry and Christ as the definable power are what should put our 

souls at a level of peace and our minds and spirits searching. That is why conversion is not necessarily 

radical behavior change but the opening of the soul to embrace a new imagination, an imagination that 

avoids the pitfalls of selfishness and embraces the broader aspect that we dare not do this alone. The vocal 

expression of the power that initiates and sustains our conversion is necessary and paramount to every 

human soul. It is necessary for the very survival of all that we hold sacred. 

 In all likelihood, there will be a deep struggle involved with life-changing and soul-searching moments, 

but many people are willing to take the first steps. Change at any level is a new and risky venture. Yet, God’s 

grace works in marvelous ways and often, out of pain or alienation, new and amazing growth develops. A 

sense of the spirit develops and the soul becomes visible. 

 My hope is that you may identify and come to understand your rites of passage. My dream is that you 

turn an attentive ear to God’s invitation to truly be a Christian in word and deed, maybe for the first time, 

maybe, once again. I invite you to take the most difficult first steps and I encourage you to resurrect those 

personal issues that you truly feel isolate you from faith, spirituality, the Christian Tradition or the visibility 

of your soul. Then I suggest that you pray over those emotional memories and realities. Pray sincerely from 

your heart’s desire, and ask our God, through Jesus, for support and enlightenment. 

 Ask God to help you take charge -- now. I can’t promise that what you might receive is exactly what 

you think is your heart’s desire. I can pledge, however, that the invitation you receive back is sincere; that 

your Catholic Christian community does have a sense of your longing, as well as any anger, pain or 

frustration. My intention is simply to invite, welcome and share an ‘Emanuel Moment’-- God present among 

us -- with anyone who wishes to be a disciple first (someone with a desire to learn), and then a Catholic 

Christian anew. The Church does not have all of the answers. After all, it is still searching for all of the 

questions. But it does have a longstanding tradition of gathering people, people who question and people 

who share a journey with a personal and communal element. Beyond the ‘nay Sayers’, the non-believers or 

the total agnostics, we are a Church deeply rooted in Jesus Christ, the bible and personal and community 

commitment. We are people who utilize the elements of our personality, the physical, intellectual and 

emotional, but who also recognize and celebrate the most cohesive and unifying aspect of our human 

personality—the spiritual dimension. It is the spiritual that brings it all together and makes us fully human. 

In the act of becoming fully human our soul becomes radiant and visible to the ‘other.’ 

 Kenneth J. Howell is a former Presbyterian minister who taught for seven years at Reformed 

Theological Seminary in Jackson Mississippi. Dr. Howell entered the Catholic Church in 1996 and he 
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postulates that conversion experiences are not denomination exclusive but conversion has roots in 

authenticity and originality (March 1996 article from New Oxford Review). 

 

The ecclesial cultures from which the converts come span the gamut; fundamentalist, charismatic, evangelical, 
Calvinist, mainline Protestant, and even High-Church Anglican. The actual roads traversed are by no means 
identical, and the footprints that remain indicate many detours in the journeys.  But most of these differences 
are due to individual inclinations and ecclesial backgrounds from which these pilgrims have come. The 
common elements in the stories arise from the object to which they are moving or have moved, elements that 
have four dimensions: ecclesial, historical, sacramental, and spiritual. 
 

Yet the search for legitimate, Christ-given authority is not a hankering after easy answers to perplexing 
problems. These pilgrims are aware of theological nuance, and embrace a truly catholic perspective that 
allows for theological diversity within defined parameters. But more than anything, they hear the authority of 
Christ speaking through the apostolic and Petrine ministry. 
 

There is a growing spiritual hunger in the lives of Americans, a deep and gnawing desire for contact 

with the sacred, and the search is for a more sophisticated understanding of faith. Sometimes sophistication 

means simplifying; transforming the ordinary into the extraordinary because of a realization of Christ’s 

presence. Many would acknowledge that Jesus is being driven out of our nation. The secular world is indeed 

bold. They are accomplishing the removal of Christ from Christmas as a first example. Scripture informs us 

that all who proclaim Christ live in the reality and under the threat of persecution. That does not mean we 

accept persecution. We fight the good fight. An evangelizer’s role is a bold prophetic role and it is important 

that we not bemoan the lack of spiritual depth overtaking our nation. Crying in our beer accomplishes 

nothing. It is necessary for the committed Christian to stand up and proclaim, “I am a Christian. I am proud 

of my Christianity and I am willing to be in the public square in my proclamation.” Catholic Christian 

spirituality, which is deliberate and unique in apostolic and Petrine ministry and sacramental encounters 

with the divine, links us back historically and intimately to Jesus Christ. God initiates and we respond. This is 

extremely important to remember. Too many folks have it ‘gluteus maximus’– backwards believing that they 

are the sole initiator and protagonist. The fact that you opened this book and have read this far is a response 

to God’s invitation to look at elements of faith and personal rites of passage and discern those intimate 

moments in the context of Jesus’ unifying presence. Accepting Jesus’ presence obliges us to witness and 

expression. 

The context of the manuscript is to present a contemporary view of a word that sometimes confuses 

people – evangelization. Evangelization is precisely what all baptized Christians are obliged to engage. It 

was what I was searching for but didn’t realize. It should not be a confusing enterprise but a fact of living a 

Christian life and expressing that life in articulate and visible ways. As you will see, I believe there are basic 

(categorically simple in my estimation) elements that comprise evangelization. Social media is the current 

society’s primary mode of communicating. There are positive and negative components to this reality. One 

positive, it makes a plausible and positive message readily available. One negative, in my opinion, it can 

remain nameless and faceless. Technology is an aid to educate and inform but it is only one of many modes 

of communication. I wish to impress upon us that evangelization, a moral obligation of the baptized, is a 
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face-to-face relationship that empowers conversion. It requires our senses and imagination: and, relationship 

becomes an imperative. When we are within physical proximity to our contemporaries we engage more than 

physical presence, we are eyelash-to-eyelash with Christ. We are reconciled to God and humankind. 

The text is, in essence, primarily for individuals who are searching for core and original Christian 

spirituality and an appeal to pastors and parish leaders responsible for the ministry of evangelization: an 

appeal to make every effort to provide evangelization opportunities.  I especially hope that deacons take up 

the cause of evangelization in new and exciting ways both in the parish and in the marketplace – for that is 

where there are so many lonely people. Accept the personal invitation sincerely and passionately and allow 

this book to help you with the first steps of embracing emotions and stories. Then take the next courageous 

leap of faith and become engaged in the community. And -- pastors and parish leaders -- offer to seekers a 

new commitment and understanding; a new impetus and a myriad of opportunities to tell their story. Assist 

seekers and searchers in uniting their personal story to Jesus’ salvific story. A practical response at the 

ground level can attract the weak in spirit, the seeker and searcher, and, the passionate risk-taker. 

Communal relationship leads to celebration, a very real human need and a foundation in core Christianity. It 

is truly manifested within Catholicism. A new sense of belonging, relating and celebrating can bring 

profound faith expression and involvement that changes not only ordinary lives but also a sophisticated 

world, for as we conclude our Sunday celebration of worship we are sent forth, once again, to share the story 

of Jesus in the world. 

The emphasis is to become a disciple first, and, hopefully, a committed Catholic Christian. Discipleship 

is a huge first leap. Dr. Dallas Willard, a distinguished philosopher had an interesting take in the appendix 

of his book The Spirit of Disciplines on the cost of non-discipleship. 

 

In 1937 Dietrich Bonhoeffer gave the world his book The Cost of Discipleship. It was a masterful attack on “easy 
Christianity” or “cheap grace,” but it did not set aside – perhaps it even enforced – the view of discipleship as 
a costly spiritual excess, and only for those especially driven or called to it. It was right to point out that one 
cannot be a disciple of Christ without forfeiting things normally sought in human life, and that one who pays 
little in the world’s coinage to bear his name has reason to wonder where he or she stands with God. But the 
cost of nondiscipleship is far greater --- even when this life alone is considered – than the price paid to walk 
with Jesus. 

 

Nondiscipleship costs abiding peace, a life penetrated throughout by love, faith that sees everything I the light 
of God’s overriding governance for good, hopefulness that stands firm in the most discouraging of 
circumstances, power to do what is right and withstand the forces of evil. In short, it costs exactly that 
abundance of life Jesus said he came to bring (John 10: 10). The cross-shaped yoke of Christ is after all an 
instrument of liberation and power to those who live in it with him and learn the meekness and lowliness of 
heart that brings rest to the soul…The correct perspective is to see following Christ not only as the necessity it 
is, but as the fulfillment of the highest human possibilities and as life on the highest plane. 

 

This is a search for our humanity. This is an invitation to becoming fully human and portraying a 

personal testimony to life. This could be an act of survival.  

Take a courageous leap of faith to know, to love and share. Express that faith. Be present and visible 

and a person of Christian storytelling and action. As Francis Cardinal George, Archbishop of Chicago, has 

stated: “Evangelization happens when people talk… [and our] challenge is to find a way of listening that 
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will open up conversations to the meaning of life and to the action of God in our lives…to create, with God’s 

grace, communities of love and joy that speak to the world of Gospel transformation.” 

Faith is a sensitive topic that requires sensitivity. Helping ourselves and others to be open to human 

need and passionately engaging a marriage of need to remedy is at the heart of Catholic Christian 

evangelization. We are talking about ‘change’.  We are talking about moving beyond opinion and mental 

activity. And one of the most difficult aspects of the human condition is engaging personal change that 

impacts our entire human personality. 

But when you look me in the heart - You will see I am changing 
When you look me in the heart God’s holiness shows 

  Cause underneath this mortal frame the Lord is reigning - When you look me in the heart.  
 

Verse from a song written by Wayne Watson 
 

 Proclaiming Gospel truth is a universal pastoral response that should reflect cultural heritage but also 

avail various platforms. The baptized, and, especially pastoral leaders, should neither be viewed as rich and 

happy in a physical ‘Americanized’ sense nor blind and deaf to the human condition. There is a missionary 

challenge in the new evangelization because there is widespread popular culture that does not desire to be 

reminded about the existence nor a potential personal want of God. Yet, the catechized person is uniquely 

capable of confronting the challenge. A fundamental hope is that foundations not be lost, i.e., the depth of 

Christian ancestry, the power of faith and reason, sacramental encounter and a Trinitarian mindset that is 

generative, a paradigm of Christ-like behavior and accompanies others to a lived faith. 

I have attempted to present a logical sequence to understanding the concept and intrinsic value of 

‘evangelization’ in a new sense and paradigm. And, I am extending an invitation to all Christians to boldly 

accept what may be personally new: foundational language and directed substance contained in Church 

documents; conversion experience and the telling of one’s personal story – the heart and soul of 

evangelization; a willingness to personally cast off any sense of personal selfishness and change to 

selflessness / self-sacrifice; the power and transforming quality of the Word of God in union with our 

powerful words; the Christian soul’s desire and need to celebrate – which occurs daily in sacramental 

encounter; a new and personal understanding of Catholic Christian spirituality with an indebtedness for its 

historic presence; a request for dialogue pertaining to the substance of youth catechesis; the ‘how-to’ of 

managing a group (parish) evangelization effort; the simple and uncomplicated gist of the ‘new’ 

evangelization; a direct appeal for all Christians to accept the obligation of proclaiming Gospel truth; moral 

implications with an emphasis on rehabilitating virtue; the relationship of diakonia (service) to 

evangelization; and a ‘kerygma’ toolbox to aid modern witnesses of the faith. 

From the outset I encourage all disciples to keep in the forefront essential criteria: 

 Conversion – all elements of our personality (physical, intellectual, emotional, spiritual) in a daily 
transformative process; 

 Kerygma – the proclamation and lived witness of Gospel truth; 

 And, lest we forget, our reflection’s mission for a ‘new’ evangelization is to uncover ‘name,’ identity and 
relationship in the telling of the story. The name: Jesus. 
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FOUNDATIONS 
Documents that prepare the way 

 
Evangelii Nuntiandi (exhortation) 
Go & Make Disciples (USCCB National Plan) 
Novo Millenio Inuente (Apostolic Letter) 
Disciples Called to Witness: The New Evangelization (USCCB) 
Initial Thoughts from the 2012 Synod of Bishops 

 
 

I will show you what someone is like who comes to me, listens to my words, and acts on them. That one is like a 
person building a house, who dug deeply and laid the foundation on rock; when the flood came, the river burst 
against that house but could not shake it because it had been well built. But the one who listens and does not act is 
like a person who built a house on the ground without a foundation. When the river burst against it, it collapsed at 
once and was completely destroyed. 

 

Luke 6: 47-49 

 

 IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL JULY DAY when I received a call from the parish secretary. She quickly told me that a 

young man wished to see a priest. I was newly ordained and my first thought was that the pastor wanted me 

to get my feet wet. Being energetic and filled with a desire to help I went downstairs as quickly as possible to 

meet the man. 

 Though described by the secretary as young I readily saw that the man was middle-aged and somewhat 

agitated. As we sat down in the only private room that particular rectory had to offer I felt my blood 

pressure rising and a slight case of nervousness beginning to overtake me. “Father, my mother died two 

weeks ago, my wife is leaving me and my job is on thin ice. I don’t think I believe in a God,” were the first 

words out of the man’s mouth. ‘Oh my,’ were the first thoughts that came into my mind though I didn’t say 

a word out loud. 

 It was a ‘first’ experience for me encountering the reality of the human condition from the viewpoint of 

a minister – someone who is supposed to have answers, someone with the authority to assuage restless 

minds and diminishing spirits. Being older than my classmates and with much lived experience, including 

marriage, I knew where the man was coming from – ‘been there, done that.’ But now I was in a different 

position. My role was now to help another and not myself. There was cause for nervousness but I quickly 

realized that I was prepared and the circumstance had nothing really to do with me but everything to do 

with Christ. 

 Our meeting was short and there were not a lot of words expressed by either of us. Silence and presence 

were sacred. I do recall that some of my final words to this restless soul centered on ‘taking time to enter the 

tomb for three days.’ However I may have phrased that concept that particular day had an impact on the 

man. His expression changed dramatically as he realized that time was an ally and the relationship of being 
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with one who was persecuted, vilified, abandoned and crucified -- yet offers hope -- was a turning point at 

that directed moment. I cannot deduce if it was a turning point for his life but there was a sacred moment 

shared and I believe God was present, and, also believe the man was enlightened to the potential of God. He 

also deeply appreciated that another person was willing to help and direct him to sacred reflection. 

 What stands out from that encounter for me was that the many painful moments of the human 

condition do raise angst in most human beings and they do resurrect feelings that there is no God. 

 Why a God? 

 That is the logical starting point and it is a rational question when we speak of evangelization, literally, 

proclaiming that God is truth and Christ is resurrection, and an active faith response puts us on the road to 

everlasting life. The searching soul first questions God’s existence and relativity. Many would say “There is 

evil in the world; our life is only material; faith is unreliable and God just doesn’t matter.” Yet, the new 

evangelizer can rationally say ‘God cannot be disproved and it is within the realm of freedom that 

individuals can choose to experience [a] God.’ John Henry Cardinal Newman succinctly says, “[God is] the 

normal state of the mind.” 

 St. Thomas Aquinas offers an intellectual approach to this vexing and ubiquitous human condition with 

his theories of ‘first-principle’ and the movement of potentiality to actuality. He speaks of motion; causality; 

the transitory nature of generation that corrupts over time; the ‘gradation’ that has movement to maximum 

fullness; and, the fact that nature presupposes a higher plan in creation. Aquinas wishes to impress upon us 

that there is a principle [God] that is infinite and beyond the laws of nature and our human universe. But 

that’s a handful that only the intellectually elite would desire to debate. 

 Cardinal Newman is much more succinct, deliberate and available to the modern seeker. Newman 

proposes that evidence is not the foundation of truth because faith is a personal act and not a subjective one. 

In other words, we appropriate truth from others. And the gist of Newman’s thought revolves around what 

is sacred, and, doubt should be cherished as sacredly as belief. That is a powerful statement and it does allow 

credence to seekers and searchers who first question ‘Why a God?’ The new evangelizer respects doubt. 

But I do not propose to offer solution to the agnostic or atheist mentality. I do wish to suggest that all 

‘new’ evangelizers be aware of this common and omnipresent reality. And, especially in America, the 

specter of ‘secularism’ certainly draws the professed Christian into a circle of defending faith and possibly 

offering rationale for God. Evangelizers do need to first address for themselves the question, “Why a God?” 

If the evangelizer has a foundation to this question what becomes ‘new’ from an evangelization standpoint is 

the prescient discovery of reason that points to a discernment of what Catholic Christianity refers to as 

holiness. 

In William James’ book, Varieties of Religious Experience, there is a story about a group of hikers who 

experienced throbs of emotion in the task of climbing. There were aches and pains, exhaustion, hunger and 

so many other human aspects related to such a triumphant and physical ordeal. The physical enhanced the 
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emotional, intellectual and spiritual facets. For some the pain and fatigue, in a pejorative sense, were the 

sensory conduit to ‘experience.’ For others, emotion that heightened the spiritual in a positive way took 

precedence. They experienced ecstasy on a small hillside at night, simply standing with thoughts of a soul 

soaring. Each experience was unexplainable. Each was enlightening. Mr. James describes it as a ‘moment of 

grace.’ How fitting that a gift of God touches souls in the simplest human experiences; experiences that 

cannot be ignored or subdued. They are simple gifts to be accepted for what they are - gifted moments, 

memories -- to be recalled and retold. The pain and fatigue may be incorporated into the story but the 

preeminence of a soaring soul with its heightened language and descriptive essence is undeniable. I believe 

moments of grace cannot be programmed. All we can do is prepare ourselves to receive them. If there is an 

open and fertile area to accept the moment a reward is transformation from within. Moments of grace are 

opportunities to listen, to serve and savor the presence. 

 There is violence in our world. And our newspapers and headlines capture the raw hostility every day. 

Violence abounds because we have allowed baser inclinations to rule. We attempt to rationalize what we see 

and hear by looking into personalized history or fact checking. But, prima facie, we can readily understand 

that anger, resentment, revenge -- or any negative emotion that focuses on the self rather than the other –-

underscores the murders, rapes and human transgressions that capture our attention. An antidote to 

violence and malformed behavior needs reasoned and grace-filled thoughtfulness. Though the Christian is 

faced with ambiguities of its autonomy, i.e., its freedom to dwell in opinion rather than formed conscience, 

the Christian soul encountering conversion does not react thoughtlessly or with docile innocence. 

Picture for a moment a group of individuals who possess no ethical standards or moral compass. They 

are starved for compassion, devoid of habits of a feeling heart and morally bankrupt. But one person steps 

forward and says “let’s place happiness at the center and core of our existence so that we may move 

forward.” But it is illusory and most question where such a secret of forward vision could be hidden: For 

happiness was now only theirs –- their discovery and possession. Some suggested it be placed in the earth. 

Others desired it placed above on a mountain or sunk in the ocean. But the one who stepped forward 

demanded that it be placed within the people themselves. The rationale: no one will ever find it. It will be 

our little secret, a secluded happiness. 

 That, sadly, is a commentary on the human condition: A good intention gone awry. We hide rather than 

reveal the good and ‘salvific’ which is within. We utilize the language of ‘secrecy’ and ‘hidden.’ Our personal 

stories do contain episodic hostility and so many other unhealthy behaviors –- anger, lust, and revenge come 

to mind –- and they need healthy cathartic expression usually induced by therapeutic questioning. But the 

Christ within each human soul needs to be revealed joyfully and willingly through graced personal 

initiative. Human imagination, though burdened with superfluous information, can be illumined with 

understanding. We all are an intimate reflection of the human condition and are always on the search for 

understanding – fides quarens intellectum (faith seeking understanding). 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 20 

 Pope Paul VI in Evangelii Nuntiandi provided the genesis of a definition for evangelization. 

 

For the Church, evangelizing means bringing the Good News into all strata of humanity, and through its 
influence transforming humanity from within and making it new. “Now I am making the whole creation 
new.” But there is no humanity if there are not first of all new persons renewed by Baptism and by lives lived 
according to the gospel. The purpose of evangelization is therefore precisely this interior change, and if it had 
to be expressed in one sentence, the best way of stating it would be to say that the Church evangelizes when 
she seeks to convert, solely through the divine power of the message she proclaims, both the personal and 
collective consciences of people, the activities in which they engage, and the lives and concrete milieu which 
are theirs. (par. 18) 

  

Baptism (all the baptized), personal initiative and transforming from within through the grace of Christ 

are key starting points. Recognizing the Holy Spirit as first cause/agent that precedes any human initiative is 

also paramount. 

Being a storyteller, I often peruse resources that offer wonderful tidbits of wisdom in short story form.  I 

recall a story of a teacher who was admired by students and who offered a simple method for healing 

complex human lives. She would often offer her students her secret to acquiring wisdom for specific 

moments in life. She would find a special place –- for her it was a sitting room in her apartment –- she would 

light a candle and say a prayer: A trinity of simple human behavior. Each of her students would let her know 

when they applied her ‘system’ in their life. The common refrain was that they found consolation when 

needed in desperate moments. Not all utilized the ‘trinity’ of place, candle and prayer. But all insisted that 

the solution to complex human situations was what the components –- individually or in union –- led to: 

telling the story. It was not the place, nor the candle or prayer that provided healing to a wounded human 

situation but the retrieval and consequence of telling the story. 

 There is the story of an Abbott in a monastery where the monks were becoming old and cranky. They 

expressed sadness and depression in a constant litany of complaints and quarreling. The Abbott tried his 

best to counsel the monks but it only got worse. When he felt himself falling prey to the insidious sad 

depression within the halls of the monastery he sought help from a nearby rabbi. The rabbi listened to his 

story and offered the simplest of words for him to pass along. “The Messiah is among you.” A new attitude 

of joy filled the hallowed halls of the monastery as each monk looked with new eyes on each other and 

relayed the simple message, “the Messiah is among us.” The monks’ focus was now changed from within. 

They moved from selfish adherence of nonproductive and debilitating emotion to a selfless recognizing of 

the ‘other’ and the divine presence of that which is beyond ‘other.’ 

 What leads us to the story is intrinsically essential but those elements are not the end. They are vehicles 

to the encounter of Christ unfolded in the telling. 

 It may be difficult to swallow but our personal conversion and transformation from within is a 

secondary component. A tertiary component is the derived benefit – the understanding and development of 

our personal human condition. It is important to know from the outset that the primary story for disciples 

becoming new evangelizers (and at this point we’ll define a disciple as a student, someone in a learning 
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stage and all the baptized willing to be transformed from within and willing to share story as ‘new’ 

evangelizers) is kerygma – the story of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ. Kerygma is a distillation and 

first, or initial, proclamation of Gospel truth. It is essential news of Jesus Christ. It is oral activity visibly 

witnessed in Christian missionary efforts – missionary in the sense that witnesses move beyond local, 

familiar, and what we may perceive as safe, environs. Kerygma is a Greek word that means ‘proclamation.’ 

It is the message and not the messenger. The initial message, i.e., gospel truth, needs to be accepted first 

before pursuing a depth of understanding to enter more fully into its deeper mystery. An example of 

expressed kerygma occurs in 1 Corinthians 1: 18, 2:5 where St. Paul is explaining the gospel in contrast to the 

influence of the Jews who are interested in signs and Greeks who are concerned about wisdom. This section 

speaks of the punishment of idolaters and God’s just judgment. It begins: 

The wrath of God is indeed being revealed from heaven against every impiety and wickedness. For what can 
be known about God is evident to them. 

 

1 Corinthians 1: 18-19 
 

For Paul, the ‘kerygma’ has nuance in a particular sense. It moves beyond a spirit of repentance to an 

active response of witnessing behavior in the image and likeness of Jesus. I believe you can sense that the 

message though possibly received in passivity is actualized in human action. The message elicits a response. 

Pauline substance elements of repentance and forgiveness dominate his proclamation and acknowledge and 

demand human changed behavior. In most instances, Paul concentrates on essentials: creation, worship, 

judgment, God’s providence (wisdom and provision), God’s transcendence and an individual’s conversion 

response. And, Paul’s interest is not necessarily an invitation to self-understanding. Knowing oneself is 

important but knowing God is the gist.  

When viewing the many episodes of St. Paul engaging kerygma with distinct ‘others’, I believe we 

witness some common elements that the modern evangelizer can and should adapt. 

 He believes deeply in the essential truth of the proclamation; 

 He understands his personal obligation; 

 He recognizes the distinctness of the immediate audience (the other); 

 He is generally polite though also tactfully direct; 

 He realizes that what he is proclaiming and witnessing is an introductory lesson; 

 He understands the sensitivities of the ‘other’; 
 

 He engages vocabulary that is familiar and relevant but also gives it new meaning; 

 He has the ability to adapt and contextualize; 

 He attempts to seek common ground for dialogue; 

 He understands that he will, in all probability, be met with skepticism and mockery from some 
and the potential for further proclamation and exposition from others; 

 He is persistent but also knows when to retreat from the dialogic engagement. 
 

Our personal story and Jesus’ salvific story unite, however. The merger is unique, satisfying and 

essential. The union is the encounter of Jesus’ presence. It is both personal and communal. 
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Salvation should no longer be considered a novelty. It is neither a trend nor ancient compulsion. It can 

be considered a new impulse that requires a new conscience. Kerygma precedes catechesis – the ongoing in-

depth pursuit of understanding. And, catechesis (a re-echoing of understanding) in turn becomes an 

essential element of evangelization. There is no sense of opposition between catechesis and evangelization 

when they are identified together. They integrate and complement each other. I would also ask us to 

distinguish belief and faith. Belief can be a passive effort, mental activity that confesses an encounter and 

submission. Faith is the active and overt expression of the confession. It is tangible human activity visible to 

others. It captures the human elements of sight, sound, touch and emotive expression. It is sensual. 

 The foundational documents of Catholic Christian evangelization point to this uncompromising reality. 

The story of Jesus Christ leads the baptized to moments of grace, captured in human experience and the 

power of story where listening, hearing (a distinct capacity that proceeds the physical act of listening), telling, 

reciprocity and reverence for the ‘other’ is a strategic alliance for the continuation of God’s mission of 

proclaiming Jesus Christ. It is a reality within the sublime human soul begging to be revealed. And, modern 

story –- and storytelling -- can rescue history. There is a predominant personal role but it is not a solitary 

responsibility where we ignore the impetus of others. A gentle nudge can animate and enliven souls to 

personal initiative.  

 

IN 1994, I RECALL PRESENTING PRELIMINARY NOTES ON WHAT MOST ENTITLED BACK THEN ‘PRE-

EVANGELIZATION.’ The group was made up of pastors and about 300 key parish leaders from the northern 

and western deaneries of the Archdiocese of Chicago. They were intrigued by the concepts and suggested 

methodology I proposed. During the question and answer period, one lady asked if I would succinctly 

summarize what she thought was fascinating new group ministry. It was advantageous that someone had 

recorded my response. 

 

Let’s take the simplest definition of evangelization: a transformation of lives through the proclaimed Word of 
God. The very suggestion is that all lives are transformed through an experience of God, not through a 
committee. The action words are “transformed through God.” How do I know if my story is an expression of 
God? 
 

I suggest that we learn to “link” our ministries and organizations and, therefore, our mission through story 
telling immersed with experiences of God. When we link our mission, we link and give meaning to our 
stories. When we become aware of our collective stories we want to belong. A desire to belong expresses adult 
faith – an acceptance of baptismal responsibility. 
 

This may be founded in sound logic, and, then again, maybe not. But individuals within parishes, who link 
stories of faith within organizations, the parish, the community, the deanery, etc., have tremendous merit. 
 

In his book The Scent of Love, Keith Miller proposes”…someone would be walking down a back alley of 
Corinth or Ephesus and would see a group of people sitting together talking about the strangest things – 
something about a man and a tree and an execution and an empty tomb. What they were talking about made 
no sense to the onlooker. But there was something about the way they spoke to one another, about the way 
they cried together, the way they laughed together, the way touched one another that was strangely 
appealing. It gave off what Miller called the scent of love. The onlooker would start to drift farther down the 
alley, only to be pulled back to this little group like a bee to a flower. He would listen some more, still not 
understanding, and start to drift away again. But again, he would be pulled back, thinking, “I don’t have the 
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slightest idea what these people are talking about, but whatever it is, I want a part of it.’” (Keith Miller, The 
Scent of Love, Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1983) 
 

What should we do to understand and promote Catholic Christian identity? What should we do to 
accommodate a fundamental shift in understanding our call through Baptism to proclaim kerygma? 
 

Evangelize. 
 

Continue to ask the “What if…?” questions. Continue to listen to stories of faith. Continue to experience 
moments of grace. Reflect on the thought that maybe, just maybe, this is the contemporary role of all 
Christians to link individuals to Christian faith and community. 

 

You may have noticed I emphasized the word group in the preface question from the young lady. It is 

important that we distinguish from the outset that evangelization, whether guised in the nomenclature of 

‘new’ or old (and the new is, in fact, very old), is a personal renewal and transformation. It begins and ends 

with each baptized Christian accepting an illuminated (converted) soul filled with Christ; an open and 

willing soul effectively witnessing, sharing and recognizing the other. Jesus sent them two-by-two, and we 

also may have an invited guest on our journey, but it is a personal transformation from within. A group 

aspect becomes manifest in the witness, or as I mentioned to that lady many years ago, when we link 

individuals to Christian faith and community. It takes courage and audacity to take a transformed soul and 

be bathed in a faith ensemble. 

 

…He took peter, John, and James and went up the mountain to pray. While he was praying his face changed 
in appearance and his clothing became dazzling white. And behold, two men were conversing with him, 
Moses and Elijah, who appeared in Glory and spoke of his exodus that he was going to accomplish in 
Jerusalem. Peter and his companions had been overcome by sleep, but becoming fully awake, they saw his 
glory and the two men standing with him. As they were about to part from him, Peter said to Jesus, “Master, 
it is good that we are here; let us make three tents, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” But he did 
not know what he was saying. While he was still speaking, a cloud came and cast a shadow over them, and 
they became frightened when they entered the cloud. Then from the cloud came a voice that said, “This is my 
chosen Son; listen to him.” After the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. They fell silent and did not at 
that time tell anyone what they had seen. 

 

Luke 9: 28-36 

 

WHEN I FIRST DISCERNED THE POTENTIAL OF A VOCATION I was a bit lost. A part of me believed and a part 

of me openly questioned: One foot in and one foot out. Pretty normal I believed. Conversations with the 

archdiocesan vocation director were fruitless. There was little imagination or understanding of my particular 

circumstance – a previously married business professional, newly divorced. He could neither relate nor 

articulate helpful theology or anecdote.  I was left to my own devices. I remembered my mother once telling 

me that family members would always go to her father –- my grandfather -- in questioning moments. 

Though he died in 1957, family members would still seek his intercession. Interesting concept I thought. 

So I jumped in the car and headed to Mount Carmel Cemetery in Hillside, Illinois.  It was worth the 

effort and I had vivid recollections of the burial plot and monument from family visits when I was a child 

and pictures from 1934 with the family gathered around the headstone at my grandmother’s funeral.  As I 

entered the cemetery for the first time in many years I started to look for the offices so that I might inquire 
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and find the plot. As I looked to my left I believed I saw the family headstone. It looked familiar. So I went 

directly to that location and it was our plot. Simply amazing I thought! 

It was a cold grey day and a light shower was falling. It didn’t matter. I went to the plot immediately 

sans umbrella. I remember admiring the beauty and enormity of the headstone and sighing. I prayed an 

“Our Father” out loud. I petitioned my ancestor second: “Grandpa, please.” I was there only a matter of 

minutes. But there was understanding. There was clarity. I knew that I should enter the seminary. I interpret 

my experience –- a moment of grace -- as a conversion. I was not a spectator but a protagonist. An elder, if 

you will, transmitted a value and artifice of change to the younger. Many within Church leadership view 

this transmission factor of kerygma as critical – elders assist the young. I concur. 

But let’s not forget one of our essentials: reciprocity. The young have much to enlighten us. For one, 

they place lesser emphasis on ‘mental gymnastics’ and lean toward action. That is faith: belief moved to 

visible action. 

The fact that I recalled and told that personally transformative story is an evangelization moment. It 

was a transformation from within, generated by the Holy Spirit and Christ-centered. Though its inspiration 

was self-centered (my discernment) the answer/moment of grace was other-centered, priestly ministry for 

the spiritual well-being of others. It spurred me to action – a faith response. 

 

My name is constantly blasphemed by unbelievers, says the Lord. Woe to the man who causes my name to be 
blasphemed. Why is the Lord’s name blasphemed? Because we say one thing and do another. When they hear 
the words of God on our lips, unbelievers are amazed at their beauty and power, but when they see those 
words have no effect in our lives, their admiration turns to scorn, and they dismiss such words as myths and 
fairy tales. 

 

Anonymous homily (Second century) 

 

In 1990, I was returning by car back to Chicago from Seattle, Washington with a classmate. We had both 

completed Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) classes with oncology patients, his in a hospital in Seattle and 

mine in a hospital in Barrington, Illinois. We thought a diversion at the end of the schooling would be 

relaxing. I flew to Seattle where my classmate was stationed for CPE and we started driving home together. 

We got as far as Mount Rushmore, three days into our slow trek home, when I received a message (before 

cell phones existed on a usable scale). My father had died three days earlier. “Three days in the tomb,” I 

thought. My much younger classmate was in a near-panic wanting to assist me. I suggested we safely 

continue to Rapid City where I could catch a flight. The drive through Yellowstone was spectacular. The 

park had just reopened after terrible fires had burned most of the landscape. It was a breathtaking view in its 

simple signs of new growth starting to sprout: Majestic beauty in the midst of scarred terrain.  There was 

silence in the car but I realized both of us were silently praying. But I was truly at peace and even smiling as 

we headed to the airport. My father had suffered with Alzheimer’s for over eight years. He didn’t recognize 

family members during that time, but I was convinced he was recognizing me –- and assisting me through 

intercession -- in a Christ-centered moment of grace on this silent journey back to family. It was a quick 
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‘puddle-jumper’ flight into Denver and then into Chicago. The flight into Chicago was memorable because I 

was seated next to a younger man who was headed to New York. The fact that I was wearing a “Mr. Bubble” 

t-shirt garnished a free bottle of champagne from the stewardess. I didn’t even have to tell the story behind 

the shirt (my baseball teammates and I wore them under our uniforms. But that’s another story). She liked 

the shirt. 

 In the telling of the story I learned the young man’s father had also just died and he needed to get home 

quickly. We smiled in our shared realization and shared stories, together. Remember, ‘hearing’ is a distinct 

capacity after first listening. I realized that in listening and hearing the ‘other’ story, I found healing and 

peace within my story of tragedy and loss. In the sharing of story, peanuts and champagne, the emotion and 

expression reflected back to me from that other suffering soul communicated that reciprocity occurred. And 

after reflection, I realized the importance of allowing the ‘other’ to witness and tell their story first. 

A human experience lived and shared, affective emotion realized and stories told. We were witnesses to 

the unfolding Christ-centered mystery which focused on the other. It was a moment of evangelization grace. 

 

No man should seek his own interest but rather that of his neighbor. The fact is that whether you eat or drink 
– whatever you do – you should do all for the glory of God. 
 

1 Corinthians 10:24, 31 

 
I hope we can all see the common threads in the midst of diverse circumstances. Evangelization is lived 

experience, renewed lives shared, witnessed, prayed over and proclaimed over and over in relationship with 

kerygma. It has its genesis in listening and hearing, in continued life through the telling. It often is expressed 

by an elder leading the younger. It is Christ-centered that points to suffering, death and resurrection. It is 

kerygma personified. It is the mission of all the baptized that can and should lead to spiritual affirmation 

and joy. 

It is important for evangelizers, and, especially those responsible with forming disciples on the path to 

becoming evangelizers, to have a grasp of foundational materials that have brought us to a moment of grace 

– a moment of ‘new’ evangelization. I encourage leaders and formators to immerse themselves in the 

foundational documents. Read them. Digest them. Challenge them. As gentle reminders of core elements, I 

have summarized major themes and strategies of these documents. It is not an all-inclusive summation but it 

is geared to get our juices flowing. They represent a compass and motivation starting point. The hope is that 

individuals will pursue in-depth reading of intriguing starting points. 

 
Evangelii Nuntiandi 
On Evangelization in the Modern World 
Apostolic Exhortation by Pope Paul VI, December 8, 1975 
 

THIS SEMINAL DOCUMENT APPEARED TEN YEARS AFTER THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL and contained 

eighty-two articles. The ‘bookends’: 
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 Article 1: There is no doubt that the effort to proclaim the Gospel to the people of today, who are 
buoyed up by hope but at the same time often oppressed by fear and distress, is a service rendered 
to the Christian community and also to the whole of humanity. 
For this reason the duty of confirming the brethren – a duty which with the office of the successor of 
Peter [1] we have received from the Lord, and which is for us a “daily preoccupation,” [2] a program 
of life and action, and a fundamental commitment of our Pontificate – seems to us all the more noble 
and necessary when it is a matter of encouraging our brethren in their mission as evangelizers, in 
order that, in this time of uncertainty and confusion, they may accomplish this task with ever 
increasing love, zeal and joy. 

 

 Article 80 cf: …It would certainly be an error to impose something on the consciences of our 
brethren. But to propose to their consciences the truth of the Gospel and salvation in Jesus Christ, 
with complete clarity and with a total respect for the free options which it presents – “without 
coercion, or dishonorable or unworthy pressure” [131]… 
…Let us therefore preserve our fervor of spirit. Let us preserve the delightful and comforting joy of 
evangelizing, even when it is in tears that we must sow. May it mean for us – as it did for John the 
Baptist, for Peter and Paul, for the other apostles and for a multitude of splendid evangelizers all 
through the Church’s history – an interior enthusiasm that nobody and nothing can quench. May it 
be the great joy of our consecrated lives. And may the world of our time, which is searching, 
sometimes with anguish, sometimes with hope, be enabled to receive the Good News not from 
evangelizers who are dejected, discouraged, impatient or anxious, but from ministers of the Gospel 
whose lives glow with fervor, who have first received the joy of Christ, and who are willing to risk 
their lives so that the kingdom may be proclaimed and the Church established in the midst of the 
world. 

 
SECTION 1 highlights the connection between Christ the evangelizer and a Church which is evangelizing an 

inescapable imperative. 

SECTION 3 presents the content of evangelization as “a complex process made up of varied elements: the 

renewal of humanity, witness, explicit proclamation, inner adherence, entry into the community, acceptance 

of signs and apostolic initiative [24] …(and) include prophetic proclamation of a hereafter [28].” 

 SECTION 4 sets out methods of evangelization including preaching, teaching, pastoral charity, personal 

witness that “exercises its full capacity when it achieves the most intimate relationship…a permanent and 

unbroken intercommunication between the Word and the sacraments [47]. Popular devotion should be 

included but there is a caveat regarding ‘popular religiosity’…”It is often subject to penetration by many 

distortions of religion and even superstitions. It frequently remains at the level of forms of worship not 

involving a true acceptance by faith. It can even lead to the creation of sects and endanger the true ecclesial 

community. But if it is well oriented…it is rich in value” [48]. 

 SECTION 5 identifies beneficiaries of evangelization and SECTION 6 the workers. 

 Cardinal Lucas Moreira Neves, Prefect emeritus of the Congregation for Bishops, offered a reflection on 

the Apostolic Exhortation on its 25th anniversary of publication: 

 

Often…evangelization is identified with Baptism, with catechesis, with the profession of faith, and above all, 
with the preaching of the Gospel. One even arrives at a kind of opposition: the Church’s mission is not to 
sacramentalize but to evangelize. Paul VI rejected this error and wished to eliminate any “fragmentary” 
definition. He taught…that evangelization is not a single, isolated act but an extensive process: a process that 
he describes as rich, complex and dynamic (cf. Evangelii nuntiandi, n. 17). To evangelize is to preach the 
Gospel, but it is also to proclaim the kerygma (the primary, forceful and incisive witness to Jesus Christ); it is 
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catechesis; it is the deepening of faith; it is theology; it is the sacramental life, etc. To stress this complexity, the 
Pope adds that evangelization means bringing Jesus to anyone who does not know him. But at the same time, 
it means giving a more complete and systematic knowledge. Even more, he says evangelization actually has 
two sides: to reveal God, his absolute transcendence and his inbreaking into human lives through faith, but 
also to help people to combine faith and life and to ensure human advancement through the work of justice 
and peace. 

 

Points of Emphasis in the Exhortation Evangelii nuntiandi: 

 We wish to confirm once more that the task of evangelizing all people constitutes the essential 
mission of the Church [14]. 

 The Church is linked to evangelization in her most intimate being…having been born out of being 
sent, the Church in her turn is sent by Jesus…having been sent and evangelized, the Church herself 
sends out evangelizers…it is the whole Church that receives the mission to evangelize, and the work 
of each individual member is important for the whole…the Church is an evangelizer, but she begins 
by being evangelized herself [15]. 

 There is no true evangelization if the name, the teaching, the life, the promises, the kingdom and the 
mystery of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God, are not proclaimed [22]. 

 The person who has been evangelized goes on to evangelize others. Here lies the test of truth, the 
touchstone of evangelization: it is unthinkable that a person should accept the Word and give 
himself to the kingdom without becoming a person who bears witness to it and proclaims it in his 
turn [24]. 

 Modern man listens more willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it 
is because they are witnesses [41]. 

 The work of evangelization presupposes in the evangelizer an ever increasing love for those whom 
he is evangelizing [79]. 

 For the Church it is a question…of affecting and as it were upsetting, through the power of the 
Gospel, mankind’s criteria of judgment, determining values, points of interest, lines of thought, 
sources of inspiration and models of life, which are in contrast with the Word of God and the plan of 
salvation [19]. 

 Evangelization would not be complete if it did not take account of the unceasing interplay of the 
Gospel and of man’s concrete life, both personal and social [29]. 

 

Some further words of Cardinal Neves’ reflection on the intent and composition of Evangelii nuntiandi: 

Evangelization aims at a profound renewal …through the perennial newness of the Gospel; conversion 
(that is) not exterior but interior, starting from within personal and collective consciences; 
…transformation…Evangelii nuntiandi uses an original formula that has become characteristic: bringing 
the Gospel not merely to the surface (to external conduct) but in depth, right to the very roots of cultures 
and of culture…Pope (Paul VI) indicates the ultimate criterion for authentic evangelization: adherence. 

 

 I take special delight in the second to last bullet point above. Upsetting the thought processes of modern 

society is a role of the Christian. We go for the jugular, the parts of modern living that need to be challenged. 

The ‘lemming mentality’ of each contemporary age (let’s just follow the leader) needs to be demonstrably 

realigned and the evangelized Christian soul aids the new direction and renewal. I often use the phrase 

“Lemming Syndrome’ in my preaching. I have often thought about developing a manuscript on this sole 

topic. If we live and act as lemmings we succumb to peer attraction and historical denial of religious truth for 

which so many sacrificed and died. We believe adherence to the contemporary genre, language and lifestyle 

is the only mode of self-satisfaction. And ‘self-satisfaction’ is the primary goal of a lemming mentality. It is 

strictly a ‘me’ first and only approach to living.  
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But I always caution folks in this regard. Even for the professed and committed evangelizer it is 

inevitable that basic principles and laws of nature do apply. One that is always present in the context of 

change and encouraging others to selflessness and self-sacrifice is ‘today’s solutions become tomorrow’s 

problems.’ This truism should not deter us but we need to be aware that change and contemporary solution 

are ongoing and not immutable. 

 Cardinal Neves’ recapitulation of Pope Paul VI also points to the ‘basics’ of evangelization I referred to 

earlier as ‘simple’ (categorically): renewal, conversion, transformation and adherence. Cardinal Avery Dulles 

suggests that there are seven essentials to evangelization: an inclusive concept, participation by all, religious 

freedom, dialogue, evangelizing cultures, transformation of social structures and the use of new media. 

Before his papacy as Pope Benedict XVI, Cardinal Ratzinger listed four essential contents for new 

evangelization: conversion, the Kingdom of God, Jesus Christ and eternal life. Pope John Paul II outlined key 

features of a new evangelization centered on a ‘missionary spirituality’: Christocentric, the responsibility of 

all people, not a single concentration on foreign missions, proclaimed to both individuals and cultures, and 

not only kerygma but a process of ‘Christianization.’  

I continue to stress that categorically evangelization should remain simple. Fundamental knowledge of 

story recall and telling and the significance and relation of Scripture are necessary, however. Many may 

conclude that Catholic Christian evangelization has been severely overlooked and, most essentially, over-

talked: too many documents, too much clutter. Having been a pastor of a large and active parish I know how 

pastors think. I know the private conversations and the inner conscience dilemma. And for the most part, 

today’s pastors don’t pay too much attention to ‘bishop-speak.’ Pastors are in the trenches trying to keep 

things as simple as possible. For me, that means storytelling enamored with personal witness and kerygma – 

an intimate relationship of personal life and the suffering, death and resurrection of Christ. Suffering and 

death are our shared human reality but resurrection points all to hope. 

One final thought on Evangelii nuntiandi that has importance and relevancy for pastors and parochial 

circumstances appears in Article 60: “Evangelization is for no one an individual and isolated act; it is one 

that is deeply ecclesial…(it is) an ecclesial act…attached to the whole Church by institutional relationships, 

but also by profound invisible links in the order of grace…no evangelizer is the absolute master of his 

evangelizing action…”  

Truly a gentle reminder that Christ is in charge, God is the initiator. 

 

Essentials to Remember Regarding Evangelii nuntiandi: 

 There are three main points: an emphasis on the importance of evangelization, a new approach and 
a new horizon. 

 Pope Paul VI emphasized that evangelization is not a single isolated act but an extensive process. 
 There are several key points of the ‘objective’ of evangelization: profound renewal, interior 

conversion, evangelical transformation, bringing the Gospel to external conduct in depth to the roots 
of culture. 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 29 

 Pope Paul VI also emphasized that there is a tragic split between culture and the Gospel to be 
remedied. In his words, evangelization has two sides (1) To help people combine faith and life to 
ensure human advancement through the work of justice and peace and (2) to reveal God. 

 
Go and Make Disciples 
A National Plan and Strategy for Catholic Evangelization in the United States 
Copyright 2002, United States Catholic Conference of Bishops, Washington, D.C. 

 
“GO AND MAKE DISCIPLES” WAS A WATERSHED MOMENT for those entrusted to the ministry of 

evangelization by title or job responsibility, especially at the parish level. It is visionary for its locale (United 

States) and offers concrete strategies for consideration. It contains 141 articles. The ‘bookends’: 

 Introduction; Article 1: Jesus set the world on fire, and that blaze goes on even today. In the 
Gospels there is Bartimaeus, blind and begging on the roadside; he hears of Jesus and, no 
matter what, will not stop shouting until Jesus stops to heal him. Once healed, he follows Jesus 
(Mark 10: 46-52). And the unnamed centurion, not even a Jew, whose servant is dying: “I am 
not worthy,” he says. Jesus’ command saves the servant’s life – and the depth of the centurion’s 
faith astonishes even Jesus (Luke 7: 2-9). There is also the woman of Samaria who goes to get 
water, after she meets Jesus and feels his kindness; she opens her soul and her pain to him. Not 
only does she believe – she must tell others the Good News as well (John 4: 7-42). And there are 
Jesus’ friends, the family of Mary, Martha and Lazarus: the sisters would often welcome Jesus 
into their house, and when Lazarus died, Jesus wept, but then he put his tears aside and raised 
him. This caused many to believe (Luke 10: 38-42; John 11: 1-45). Each of these people, touched 
by Christ Jesus, responded to him and so became part of the story of salvation. 
 

 Article 136: 
A. Each individual Catholic is to look at his or her everyday life from the viewpoint of 

evangelization. Take note of the many opportunities to support another’s faith, to share 
faith, and to help build up Jesus’ kingdom in our homes and workplaces, among our 
neighbors and friends. Catholics should participate in renewal programs and receive 
training in evangelization. 

B. Families must find ways to highlight the faith that is a part of their daily life, until each 
family unit knows itself as a “domestic church” living and sharing faith. If each household 
lived a vibrant faith, the members would more naturally reach out to their friends and 
neighbors, introducing them by their lives to the faith of Christ Jesus. Households are 
invited to see the dynamics of welcoming, sharing, caring, and nourishing as dynamics of 
evangelization. Families, individually or together, should read this plan with a view to 
helping them both appreciate and revitalize the practice of faith in the family and in the 
neighborhood. 

C. Parishes, as part of their regular planning process, need to examine their activities in light 
of this plan. They should consider how to give their present ministry a clearer evangelizing 
focus and how new ministries might be formed to achieve the goals of this plan. Each 
parish should have an evangelization team trained and prepared to help the whole parish 
implement the goals and objectives of this plan. These teams could help train Catholics in 
evangelization and provide resources to individuals, families, and parish groups. Parishes 
might even consider designating a trained person as a full-time coordinator of 
evangelization. 

D. Catholic institutions are also to review their goals in light of this plan cf. 
E. Local, diocesan, and national organizations need to renew their own mission with a view to 

evangelization cf. 
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Basic Categories of Go and Make Disciples: 
 

 Part 1: A Vision of Catholic Evangelization 
o Conversion 
o Individuals and Society 
o The Force of the Gospel Itself 

 

(The underlying premise of these sections revolves) around the name, the teaching, the life, the 
promises, the Kingdom and the mystery of Jesus [11]. These mandates affect individuals and 
society. The fruits are changed lives and a changed world [18]. Evangelization has both an 
inward and outward direction. Inwardly it calls for our continued receiving of the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ, our ongoing conversion both individually and as Church…Outwardly 
evangelization addresses those who have not heard the Gospel or who, having heard it, 
stopped practicing their faith [23]. 

 

o Why We Evangelize 
o How Evangelization Happens: In the Life of the Church; In Sharing the Gospel with Others 

 

We must evangelize because the Lord Jesus commanded [28] …to bring enlightenment and lift 
people from error [31] …a message that is unique – Christ as the one mediator [32]. The Lord 
gave us yet another reason to evangelize: our love for every person, whatever his or her 
situation, language, physical, mental, or social condition [33]. Our plan also asks Catholics to 
reach out to those who do not belong to a faith community and to invite them to consider the 
power of the Gospel of Jesus [41]. 

 

o Our Goals 
 

1. To bring about in all Catholics such an enthusiasm for their faith that, living their faith in 
Jesus, they freely share it with others. 

2. To invite all people in the United States, whatever their social or cultural background, to 
hear the message of salvation in Jesus Christ so they may come to join us in the fullness 
of the Catholic faith. 

3. To foster gospel values in our society, promoting the dignity of the human person, the 
importance of the family, and the common good of our society, so that our nation may 
continue to be transformed by the saving power of Jesus Christ. 

 

Part 2: Goals and Strategies 
o How to Use This Plan and Strategy 
o The Context of Goals 

 

We envision groups of Catholics reading this plan together [76]…Parish councils and parish 
evangelization teams should be able to use this plan and strategy to sharpen a parish’s mission 
[77]…Individuals, too, should be led beyond insight and reflection into a range of actions that 
can be done in the home, the workplace, the neighborhood, and the civic setting [78]. These 
goals are meaningless unless they are steeped in prayer [81]…These goals must bear upon our 
everyday life, in the family and the workplace, in our neighborhoods and associations, in the 
way we live [83]. These goals assume that an evangelizing spirit will touch every dimension of 
Catholic parish life [85]. Evangelization in the parish should be seen as a collaborative effort 
that springs from a partnership between the clergy and the laity [86].  

 

o Articles 89-127 offer concrete strategies to foster experiences of conversion and renewal. 

 
Primary Points to Remember Regarding Go and Make Disciples: 

 The change of our lives that comes about through the power of the Holy Spirit is conversion. 

 The ‘fruits’ of evangelization are changed lives, changed world, holiness, justice, spirituality and 
peace. 

 Three goals: Conversion within the individual, conversion to the Church community and conversion 
of society. 
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 Catholic evangelization stresses the way to Christ is through personal relationship with Jesus and 
the Church. 

 
Novo Millenio Inuente 
Apostolic Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul II to the Bishops, Clergy and Lay Faithful at the 
Close of the Great Jubilee of the Year 2000 
January 6, 2001, the Solemnity of the Epiphany (Vatican) 
 

POPE JOHN PAUL II DESIRED TO BEGIN THE NEW MILLENNIUM by emphasizing the terms evangelization and 

‘new’ evangelization. This letter contains fifty-nine articles. The ‘bookends’:  

o Article 1: At the beginning of the new millennium, and at the close of the Great Jubilee during 
which we celebrated the two thousandth anniversary of the birth of Jesus and a new stage of 
the Church’s journey begins, our hearts ring out with the words of Jesus when one day, after 
speaking to the crowds from Simon’s boat, he invited the Apostle to “put out into the deep” for 
a catch: “Duc in altum” (Luke 5:4). Peter and his first companions trusted Christ’s words, and 
cast the nets. “When they had done this, they caught a great number of fish” (Luke 5:6). 

 

Duc in Altum! These words ring out for us today, and they invite us to remember the past with 
gratitude, to live the present with enthusiasm and to look forward to the future with 
confidence: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8) cf. 

 

o Article 56: …It is the primary task of the missio ad gentes to announce that it is in Christ, “the 
Way, and the Truth, and the Life” (John 14:6), that people find salvation. 

 
Basic Categories of Novo Millenio Inuente: 
 

1. Meeting Christ: The Legacy of the Great Jubilee [4-15] 
o The fullness of time; the purification of memory; witnesses to the faith; a pilgrim church; young 

people; the variety of the pilgrims; The International Eucharistic Congress; the ecumenical 
dimension; pilgrimage to the Holy Land; international debt; new energies. 

2. A Face To Contemplate [16-28] 
o The witness of the Gospels; the life of faith; the depth of the mystery, the Son’s face; a face of 

sorrow; the face of the One who is risen. 
3. Starting Afresh From Christ [29-41] 

o Holiness; prayer; the Sunday Eucharist; the Sacrament of Reconciliation (Penance); the primacy 
of grace; listening to the Word; proclaiming the Word. 

4. Witnesses to Love [42-57] 
o A spirituality of communion; the diversity of vocations; ecumenical commitment; stake 

everything on charity; today’s challenges; a practical sign; dialogue and mission; on light of the 
Council. 

 
Disciples Called To Witness 
The New Evangelization 
Committee on Evangelization and Catechesis 
Copyright 2012, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Washington, D.C. (USCCB) 
 

DISCIPLES CALLED TO WITNESS WAS DEVELOPED AS A RESOURCE by the Committee on Evangelization and 

Catechesis of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops.  It contains five major parts and also offers 

parish reflection questions and additional resources. The ‘bookends’: 
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Preface: The New evangelization…seeks to invite modern man and culture into a relationship with 
Jesus Christ and his Church…strives to engage our culture…calls all Catholics first to be evangelized 
and then in turn evangelize…focuses specifically on those Christian communities that have Catholic 
roots but have “lost a living sense of the faith, or even no longer consider themselves members of the 
Church” [John Paul II, Redemptoris Missio, USCCB, 1991, no.33]. This resource discusses: 

o The call of the New Evangelization within a cultural context (Part 1) 
o The technological foundations of the New Evangelization (Part II) 
o The importance of evangelization and personal conversion, or metanoia (Part III) 
o Ideas on how to create a “culture of witness” (Part IV) 
o Key components of outreach programs for diocesan and parish-based evangelization programs 

(Part V) 
 

Conclusion: Through our Baptism, we become witnesses to the Gospel and disciples of Christ. As 
disciples, we are called to ongoing conversion. To become evangelizers, we must first be evangelized. 

 

Basic Categories of Disciples Called to Witness: 
 

 Part 1: Current Cultural Context 
o The ministry of Jesus; our current situation; the new evangelization; positive developments; 

areas of growth. 
Part II: Historical Context of the New Evangelization 

o Pope Paul VI’s call for evangelization; Blessed John Paul II and the new evangelization; Pope 
Benedict XVI and the future of the new evangelization. 

Part III: The Focus of the New Evangelization 
o Those who are evangelized; the response of the new evangelization to today’s world. 

Part IV: Culture of Witness 
o Conversion; methodologies; discipleship; a commitment to the Christian life; parish life; the 

liturgical life of the Church: popular devotions and piety; the Christian family; catechists and 
teachers of the faith; religious experience. 

Part V: Key Components of Outreach Programs 
o The Holy Spirit and conversion; leadership; team preparation, an atmosphere of hospitality and 

trust; catechesis, including sacramental catechesis; prayer and popular piety; the Sunday 
Eucharist and effective preaching; resources; continued support. 

 
Synod of Bishops (Vatican, October 2012) 
The New Evangelization for the Transmission of the Christian Faith 
 
 IN OCTOBER 2012, THE BISHOPS OF THE WORLD MET IN ROME TO DIALOGUE in both large and small groups 

about the “new’ evangelization.  An ecumenical spirit and participation by laity were also paramount.  Much 

of the language expressed in the individual interventions was quite beautiful. The prose captured the 

contemporary need for a renewed evangelization. The dialogue also led to a draft of a plan and presentation 

of these substantive talks. The hope is that the ‘words’ (once again, the mental gymnastics or ‘bishop-speak’ 

so many pastors reject) lead to substantive participation and action regarding proclaiming salvation in 

Christ. The onus falls upon individual Churches (dioceses) and parishes under the guidance of informed, 

educated, and trained pastors to bring the ‘new’ nomenclature and strategies to life. 

 It is impossible to capture the enormity and global scope of the dialogue, but I have chosen some 

excerpts from the interventions to whet the appetite. They reflect, in new poetic ways, what we may already 
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know but many times fail to engage, share or enliven. Individual bishops were allotted only several minutes 

to make their intervention and could only provide a limited economy of words. 

 

If the “New Evangelization” is going to counter these mass media-produced distortions of religious and ethical 
reality successfully, pastors, preachers, teachers and catechists are going to have to become far more informed 
about the challenge of evangelizing in a world dominated by mass media. 
 

Reverend F. Robert Francis Prevost, O.S.A., Prior General of the Order of St. Augustine 
 

In a positive sense, globalization presents us with a providential moment for advancing the Church’s mission of 
transforming humanity into one family of God. To evangelize in this era of globalization calls us for a new 
proclamation of the mystery of the Church as the universal family of God. …the pastoral challenge of the new 
evangelization is to situate that universal call to holiness within the realities our “globalized” world. We have to 
find new methods and new ways to help the men and women of our times to practice their faith in this globalized 
culture. We need to better understand the impact this culture is having on our Catholic identity and Catholic 
practice. 
 

Archbishop Jose Gomez, Archbishop of Los Angeles 
 

…For many of today’s individuals being part of the modern world means not being interested in religious 
questions…Perhaps there is the need for a little listening, understanding and the good work of putting oneself in 
the other’s shoes, to get on the cart of their life and take their questions seriously. This means to start and reflect on 
the place where the other is. The witness to Jesus Christ does not necessarily need a complete Christology…but 
something vaster: it must always be in correspondence to one’s own life. 
 

H. Em. Rev. Card. Joachim Meisner, Archbishop of Cologne (Germany) 
 

We are no longer in Christendom. But we continue to organize ourselves as if we were still in one. We must no 
longer reflect in terms of covering territory, or recruiting personnel, faced with the diminished number of priests. 
We must encourage living, joyful Christian communities, penetrated by a missionary impulse. The true challenge is 
the announcement of the Joy of Salvation, of merciful love for all. New spaces must be created where dialogue is 
possible with those who are distant from God. 
 

H. Exc. Rev. Mon. Yves Le Saux, Bishop of Le Mans (France) 
 

…It appears to me necessary to underline the relevance of the young as the targets of the new evangelization…It is 
necessary to respond to the so-called “education emergency”…It is necessary to listen to them, speak to them of 
God, and to welcome them with respect for their need for freedom. 
 

H. Exc. Rev. Mons. Bruno Forteain, Archbishop of Chieti-Vasto (Italy) 
 

…(An) assumption is the capacity for empathy and sympathy with the world and, therefore, a church that talks, 
which does not fear anything that is human…From this perspective the Church “as always” calls to open up new 
scenes to evangelize; it cannot be a “traditional” community, but anchored in a love tradition. It cannot be a 
community of closed and selfish hermeneutics, but a community that feels challenged by the Word of God, which 
listens with a prolific silence. It cannot be a powerful community that “im-poses” but which “ex-poses” because it is 
fully aware of the holder of the Truth and Life. No community can be ritualistic, but that which redefines life and 
puts it in the horizon of transcendence for sacramental meditation. We can never forget that our origin is Jesus of 
Nazareth the Messiah who was disparaged and crucified, and therefore, we are disciples of he who was excluded 
and stigmatized by his society. 
 

H. Exc. Rev. Mons. Santiago Jaime Silva Retamales, Titular Bishop of Bela, Auxiliary Bishop of Valparaiso, General 
Secretary of the Latin American Episcopal Council 

 

The New Evangelization in order to transmit faith should be much more than multiplying what we have done, it 
should be a full act, that in the circumstances of today’s world highlights the intelligence, guiding freedom, moving 
the feelings, committing all life. Evangelization is an event, at the same time complex and simple…because grace 
produces it naturally. (We must)…experience the fatherhood of God…the experience of the Christian 
community…the experience of the joy of giving to God. 
 

H. Exc. Rev. Mons. Ricardo Anonio Tobon Restrepo, Archbishop of Medellin (Columbia) 
 

African nations are faced by enormous challenges such as nation building, healing wounds of our painful pasts and 
present, managing the expectations of our people, withstanding international investors who do not care about the 
safety and wellbeing of the local people. The new evangelization must focus on the spirituality of Life…It must 
address social evils and promote the dignity of every human being. 
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H. Exc. Rev. Mons. Edward Hilboro Kussala, Bishop of Tombura-Yambio (Sudan) 
 

Young people teach us joy. A joy that is interior, above all, because it comes from God, but it is also expressed 
externally. The young are asking…for a demanding but not negative morality, a morality that frees young people 
from the slavery of selfishness, relativism and hedonism, and that fills their hearts. The young are asking us for a 
faith that is not intellectual but vital. A faith that passes through the mind but reaches the heart. 
 

H. Exc. Rev. Mons. Rosario Saro Vella, S.D.B. Bishop of Ambanja (Madagascar) 

 

Propositions of the Synod of Bishops: 

 The Holy Trinity -- Source of the New Evangelization 
 The New Evangelization and Inculturation 
 Proclamation of the Gospel 
 New Evangelization as a Permanent Missionary Dimension of the Church 
 Witnessing in a Secularized World 

 

 New Evangelization and Initial Proclamation 
 Right to Proclaim and To Hear the Gospel 
 Documents of Vatican II 
 Challenges of our Time 
 The New Evangelization and Reconciliation 

 
 

 New Evangelization and Human Rights 
 Religious Liberty 
 Preambles of Faith and Theology of Credibility 
 New Evangelization and the Means of Social Communication 
 New Evangelization and Human Development 

 

 The New Evangelization and the Way of Beauty 
 Migrants 
 Conversion 
 Holiness and the New Evangelizers 
 The Social Teaching of the Church 

 

 Urban Scenarios of the New Evangelization 
 Parishes and Other Ecclesial Realities 
 Education 
 Adult Catechesis 
 Catechesis, Catechists and the Catechism 

 

 Theology 
 New Evangelization and the Option of the Poor 
 The Sick 
 The Sacrament of Penance and the New Evangelization 
 Sundays and Feast Days 

 

 Liturgy 
 Spiritual Dimension of the New Evangelization 
 The Sacrament of Confirmation in the New Evangelization 
 Christian Initiation and the New Evangelization 
 Popular Piety and the New Evangelization 

 

 The Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the New Evangelization 
 New Evangelization and the Particular Church 
 Integrated Pastoral Activity 
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 Hierarchical and Charismatic Gifts 
 New Evangelization in the Parish 

 

 The Role of the Lay Faithful in the New Evangelization 
 Collaboration of Men and Women in the Church 
 Formation for Evangelizers 
 The Christian Family 
 Pastoral Dimensions of the Ordained Ministry 

 

 Consecrated Life 
 Youth and the New Evangelization 
 Ecumenical Dialogue 
 Interreligious Dialogue 
 The Dialogue Between Science and Faith 

 

 Courtyard of the Gentiles 
 Stewardship of Creation 
 The Transmission of the Christian Faith 
 Mary, the Star of the New Evangelization 
 

 

About the Word Evangelization in Pauline Writings 

The word “gospel” derives from an Old English term (“godspel”) that means “good news.” The Greek word it 
renders is evangelion. Due to its prominence in the New Testament and early Christian literature, “gospel” has 
become almost synonymous with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and its saving significance in our 
lives. As the earliest writer in the New Testament, Paul used the word in the primitive sense of the good news 
of Jesus. Very soon, however, evangelion came to refer to narratives about the deeds and teachings of Jesus 
(Matthew, Mark, Luke, John). 

 

Besora, the Hebrew equivalent to evangelion, appears in the sense of “good news” about military victories in 2 
Sam 4: 10 and 18: 22, 25. The verbal form (“to announce good news”) is prominent in key passages in Second 
and Third Isaiah (40: 9; 52: 7; 60: 6; 61:1). There the context is liberation from servitude during Israel’s exile in 
Babylon (6th century B.C.E.) and the return to Israel’s home. This usage gives a religious and redemptive tone 
to the appearances of evangelion in Paul’s letters. 

 

In the secular Greek of New Testament times, evangelion developed an association with the Roman emperors – 
with births, birthday celebrations, accessions, and victories. A Greek inscription dated to 9 B.C.E., from Priene 
in Asia Minor (near Miletus), celebrates the birthday of the Roman emperor Augustus with these words: “the 
birthday of the god (= the emperor) was for the world the beginning of joyful tidings (evangelia) that have 
been proclaimed on his account.” This usage suggests that there may also be a political overtone when 
evangelion occurs in Pauline writings. 

 

Daniel J. Harrington, S.J., What Are We Hooping For? New Testament Images 

 
 
 

The nature and scope of any plan with the depth the bishops are suggesting must always involve 

‘name,’ identity and relationship. The name: Jesus. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is a conversation. 
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CONVERSION 

Anyone who does not take up his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. 
 

Luke 14:27 
 

LONG BEFORE I WAS IN PROFESSIONAL MARKETING, I had an interest in advertising and the packaging of 

products. I was a stock boy at the local grocery store in our neighborhood during high school and I 

evaluated the various cans and boxes as I stocked the shelves. Anyone who lived in the Chicago area 

recognized Silvercup bread and the Dean’s milk carton because they were everyday staples. Some of the 

products were dressed so generically that they were truly forgettable. Campbell’s soup, Coca-Cola, Kleenex 

and many other products were presented in packaging that truly established an identity that you could 

remember and recognize immediately. You knew what to expect when you opened the package and you 

knew the level of quality. I believed the packaging on Uncle Ben’s Converted Rice was simple and to the 

point—orange box, black lettering and the image of a man on the front. It told its message with limited eye-

catching appeal, i.e., no fanfare, just the promise of a good meal. Words play an important part in 

establishing an image, or identity, also. I also paid close attention to the contents’ description, especially the 

adjective in its name - converted. I interpreted it as the simple reality of the rice somehow changing to be 

delicious and nutritious. It was at this early stage that I understood the power of words and a visual identity. 

The term conversion, or converted, in Christian thought connotes change and has sometimes brought 

both a sense of power and confusion to many Christians. It is not used as extensively as it once was. Before 

1965, Catholic Christians continuously used the word. It was generally interpreted as going into foreign 

missions and baptizing pagan babies. Some today might accept that interpretation as the educated and 

powerful inducing the simple-minded. A contemporary perception may be that there is an element of 

struggle or public embarrassment to be converted. Toil and struggle are a part of living, so, in that sense, I 

imagine a thought process and lifestyle change, i.e., conversion, does consist of human development and 

struggle. Life need not be an embarrassment, however, if we trust in a higher power and ourselves. The 

word conversion sometimes mistakenly refers to people like ingredients, a blend of ‘this’ and ‘that’ to be put 

through a process to produce a final product. In our modern world, and in a spiritual sense, some people 

may think the Church is always trying to ‘process’ them or “form” them and the word conversion for these 

folks fittingly belongs only on the box of rice. Some may also say that it is for non-Catholics. You know, keep 

it only in the “evangelical” circles. However, Christian conversion is a journey for all believers that lasts a 

lifetime and the final product is not fully realized until we stand before our maker. That is when the ultimate 

change occurs. 

 Conversion plays a role in more aspects of our lives than we may realize. If you read the introduction to 

this book (Author’s Note) you discovered that I had many conversion experiences. I referred to them as rites 

of passage that I have come to understand only after the passing of time, as afterthoughts of saving grace. I 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 37 

moved forward at each juncture but coming to an understanding was a process in time. For me, conversion 

is subtle and sublime: And the sublime aspect is important. It falls in the category of saying yes from the 

heart, calmly, yet, with passion, and not necessarily screaming “alleluia.” I have known several people who 

have had an intense experience of God and felt the urge to exclaim “alleluia.” That wasn’t my experience. 

 Conversion literally, and theologically, means the positive spiritual or moral change that accompanies 

all of the turning points in our lives. Change, in the context of conversion, does not have to be radical but it 

does need to be sincere. Conversion implies that our senses are affected, sometimes altered, since they are 

essential to outward behavior and our behavioral patterns utilize the elements of thinking, seeing, hearing, 

feeling and touching. It is important to remember that Christian spirituality is a way of life that places the 

demand on each human being to not become a slave to the senses. This would appear to be paradoxical but 

we need to understand ‘sensuality’ within a Christian framework where the senses are practical, useful and 

God-directed through grace yet utilized because of human reason. It also needs to be placed in the context 

that Christians are to be other-centered, not neglecting oneself but being generous in spirit to other people all 

of the time. Father Ronald Rolheiser O.M.I., noted in his book The Shattered Lantern – Rediscovering a felt 

presence of God, “When we stand before reality preoccupied with ourselves we will see precious little of what 

is actually there to be seen” (p. 34).  If I were to choose a new word for the challenging term ’conversion’ I 

would avoid the terminology of “born again”.  Even though many Catholic Christians today are utilizing the 

phrase, or at least question its ultimate meaning, it is a tired phrase that is capable of bringing more frowns 

rather than a sense of lived excitement and changed behavior. I might select “welcome”, because to be 

welcomed is elemental to a Christian response and welcoming represents reconciling life’s hectic and ever-

changing moments. We welcome the support of people who experience similar joy, pain and frustration as 

we do and the hope of those whose experiences are totally foreign to our own. But, in my mind, ‘welcome’ is 

one of many positive strategies that are a part of a change process. I could select “Emmanuel Moment”, 

because Emmanuel means “God with us.” Conversion, however, is still the best word because it 

encompasses God being everywhere and, especially, in a reciprocal welcoming moment—God welcoming us 

and we being open to God’s presence. God present in every turning point in our lives is sometimes what we 

miss. Making our conversion experiences exciting, life changing and that enliven our senses appropriately is 

also a point we sometimes miss. 

 

Life’s complexity is dramatized through human activity that moves beyond a meditative moment 

 

Several years ago I woke up in the middle of the night with perspiration on my forehead, heart 

palpitations and, literally, shaking hands. It wasn’t a medical emergency but the awakening from a dream. I 

looked at the clock and lay back down. It took awhile but I became very calm and relaxed. The dream was 

still very alive in my mind so I began to replay it over again. I was amazed that I vividly remembered 

everything the next day. 
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 There were long shadows and it was very warm. I appeared to be on the outskirts of a town. There was 

a sprinkling of homes and open fields that were unidentifiable. I had never been there before. 

 Someone moving in the opposite direction had just told me that it was time to go and I seemed to know 

exactly the direction to turn and streets to use, even though I did not recognize them. The neighborhood was 

pleasant and, yet, poor in appearance. I was enjoying watching the people sitting down to a meal in their 

homes and I was enjoying the warm, moist air.  

I had to pause in my reflection of the dream at this point because I suddenly got hung up on whether it 

was morning or evening. Were the people eating breakfast or dinner? It took a while to break this loop in my 

recollection of the dream. But then the memory returned.  

At first I was alone. Then, suddenly, someone was directly in front of me, walking at the same pace and 

talking to me though not facing me. He spoke loudly. It was evident he wanted me to hear. 

 He continued to talk in a way for me to hear but he directed his voice to a person across the street. I 

didn’t recognize him but I wanted to meet him. There were fences and hills and the sun was setting behind 

him making it difficult to see features in his face. (Ah hah! It was evening and not morning.) I couldn’t 

understand the questions and responses but my attention was diverted to what I thought was a dog but then 

realized it was a charging horse. 

That didn’t faze me. But what I remembered next started my heart pumping again. I was at a cemetery. 

For the first time I could understand the conversation. The person in front of me kept repeating himself 

saying, “I have to talk to you.” 

The voice from the unrecognizable face across the street was louder and very clear. “Is that another 

priest traveling with you?” 

For the first time, the person in front of me stopped and turned around. 

“I must go into the cemetery but you have to go the other way,” he said. 

 I didn’t follow the advice. I was now in the cemetery with a man on a horse circling me. I knew he was 

not alive in the flesh. The dream was over. 

Still lying awake and recalling the dream I could feel another adrenaline rush and a tingling sensation 

in my fingers. I knew I would have to continue to reflect on this, the next day and beyond, not so much 

interpreting it as reacting to it. 

We sometimes look back on the changing moments of life as a dream. If you resemble me in the 

slightest way you probably come out of your dreams -- the one’s you vividly remember and are mostly 

positive -- hoping they are reality and then you begin making plans to either conquer the demons or pursue 

the hope, potential or pleasure that were presented in the dream. 

 Henry David Thoreau eloquently spoke of dreams. “If one advances confidently in the direction of his 

dream and endeavors to live the life he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common 

hours.”  
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My dream certainly made me think about the hope and potential of the life that lies before me as both a 

servant and a leader in the church. I have reacted to it in many ways by preaching and writing about it. It 

helps me respond to new realities and ways of living. I continue to put old things behind and move forward 

even into dangerous and unexplainable places. 

Dreams can be frightening, exhilarating, even enlightening. Our bodies respond to them. The 

importance doesn’t lie in the dream but in the reaction to it. Conversion lives in the new moment – a positive 

reaction becoming pro-active. 

Real life is more precious, precarious and filled with potential than any dream. The importance of our 

past events doesn’t reside in any event itself because it can only remain a memory. The importance lies in 

our reflective reaction to it. The new activity is our conversion and conversion lives in the new moment. It 

allows us to live fully in the present. We can make it a positive or negative experience. We can make it 

physically, emotionally and spiritually helpful or debilitating. 

 

Lord, you seized me, and I could not resist you. I ran for a long time, but you followed me. I took bypaths, but 
you knew them. You over took me. I struggled, you won. Here I am Lord, out of breath, no fight left in me, 
and I’ve said “Yes” almost unwillingly. When I stood there trembling like one defeated before his captor, your 
look of love fell on me. 

 

Michel Quoist 

 

 Let me cite some examples of people at various turning points in their lives who are experiencing 

conversion. 

 Those with a personal or family related crises 

 Men and women in search of fulfilling and intimate relationships 

 Men and women struggling with the responsibilities and obligations of intimacy 

 College students away from home for the first time 

 People looking for jobs 

 Moving to a new location or back to a parent’s house 

 Young parents with a new baby 

 Parents concerned about their children’s education 

 People who feel the Church owes them an apology for the past actions of a priest, religious, or lay 
person 

 Those who have experienced divorce, possibly remarriage, and maybe inter-faith marriage 

 Adults whose grown children have moved out of the home 

 Married persons who have non-Catholic spouses who prefer not to participate in church activities or 
ceremonies 

 Elderly persons who may not have transportation 

 People who receive once a year invitations to a baptism, wedding or funeral 

 Young people and adults who struggle with the coexistence and relationship of work, leisure and 
social life and maybe don’t see any spiritual connection to their active everyday lives 

 People who feel Easter, Christmas and Ash Wednesday are the only times they need spiritual 
nourishment 

 The death of a close friend, co-worker or spouse 

 A soldier returning from war 

 Those who claim (or disown) a confused conscience 
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There are so many more. In fact, it is credible to say that every day we are prone to conversion, those 

inexplicable moments that may confuse us or frustrate us, or truly enjoin us to joy and celebration. The last 

bullet point maybe says it all. Without proper guidance we are all prone to misunderstanding the private 

thoughts contained in the mind. A sense of woundedness thrives in this private world. The wounds within 

the mind and soul can become exaggerated if not attended to and could lead to debilitation of Christian 

sensibilities or even an agnostic mindset. Atheism is another world unto its own. 

We need to remember and hold onto these turning points. We also need to make sure that we do not 

dwell on interpretation since our goal is to produce a reaction—a morally good, active response. 

It’s important to mention that when I stress reaction I do not mean to infer knee-jerk words or displays 

of emotion. Reflective reaction is the core of conversion. It implies reason and positive activity that keeps us 

moving forward and not getting caught in a loop of negative thought. It may be self-directed but the hope, in 

a Christian and spiritual sense, is that it is Christ-directed. 

 

Taking a step back before we move forward requires reflection and planning for the future 

 

I remember one year being with a classmate a couple of days before Christmas. Shopping and the 

continuous parish office parties were over and it was time to relax. We had just bought a lake home in 

Wisconsin and my friend had helped me paint one of the rooms. But now it was time to kick back and have a 

couple of cold ones and maybe tell a few stories. 

 I remembered the time in third grade when I accidentally got locked out of the house without a jacket or 

shoes. Thank God it was a warm spring day. My mother was at a neighbor’s, dad was at work, and my 

brother was blasting the volume on a White Sox game on TV. I was desperate. 

I remembered fourth grade and the blood poisoning in my left leg from poor fitting ice skates. It looked 

like a red racing stripe rising up above my knee. My father placed a baggie on my foot and we trekked down 

North Avenue to Pulaski Road in Chicago in a sleet and snowstorm heading for Dr. Lescher’s office, our 

personal physician and my dad’s friend. My father was concerned and I was desperate. 

I remembered the snowstorm of 1967 that left me, and my bus mates, stranded. We ran down Austin 

Avenue without a car in sight. We were desperately happy to avoid an accounting lecture. 

I remembered standing at my grandfather’s grave at Mount Carmel Cemetery outside of Chicago on a 

cold winter afternoon asking myself if the seminary was a good idea. My head was spinning and I was 

desperate as I considered a future without a mate. 

 As we were sharing stories I was struck by the vividness in which I recalled certain events in my life. 

They were like pictures on a wall. Pictures need to be straightened and dusted off occasionally; yet, the 

colors and the scenes depicted are the same as they always were. The scene never really changes but there 

are always new perspectives to challenge us and help us savor life because we have knowledge of the way 

we have moved forward since the last time we remembered and retold the story. We hopefully celebrate the 
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way we reacted at a given moment. If something was amiss, an unfavorable outcome or fits of depression 

rather than joy, we reflect on what we would do differently. I believe every spiritual seeker and soul searcher 

needs a reflection, realization and actualization of Christ in the moment. After the reflection comes a new 

plan: And planning requires activity and follow-up. 

 What was enlightening from the recalling of my stories was the clarity of answers and activity that 

occurred in my desperate moments. Desperate is a strong word. Max Weber, who wrote the Protestant Ethic 

and The Spirit of Capitalism over 100 years ago, used the word extensively when describing people in 

relationship to their work. By Weber’s account, the wealthy and the poor, owners and workers, lead 

economic lives of quiet desperation. My turning points in a working and social context, though silent to 

others at the time, were soundly profound for me and I can describe them in desperate terms. I may disagree 

with some of my reactions in the past but they were elemental to where I am today. Some were infantile 

conversion experiences that need no explaining. But the adult experiences need reflection. They need 

understanding and celebration. Maybe they require a new reaction on my part. I continue to be a soul 

searcher. I need to find Christ in the moment. I need to have a plan after reflection. I need to do something 

about the plan. 

Business people face desperate moments everyday. Young families, and even retirees, encounter 

desperate solitude or isolation. Stay-at-home moms face desperate situations and immediate solutions 

several times a day. When we look at Mary, the mother of Jesus, she was desperate; desperately in love and 

in search of a passionate commitment from those who professed friendship with her son. As a young mother 

she needed safety and security. As an adult mother she searched for answers and deliberately took action. 

She helped the disciples of her son remember and move forward. She helped them to be converted. 

The apostles were afraid and desperate to convince others that Jesus Christ was more than a teacher, 

more than a leader, more than a friend. He was a savior of desperate moments. The apostles helped their 

followers recall their personal and collective stories and then move forward. They helped them to be 

converted. 

Every day families live in desperate anticipation and expectation. They share their stories and help each 

other move forward. They help loved ones be converted. 

The key is not excessive navel gazing but remembering and then having a reflective reaction that 

engages others. Jesus would have it no other way.  

Jesus did not attract attention to himself but insisted people encounter the reality he proclaimed. He was not 
impressed with his importance or a seeker after fame but was the human dwelling place where forgiveness 
and new life could be experienced. 

 

John Shea 

 

There are profound differences between prophets, seekers and the converted  
The converted best express self-sacrifice and being other-centered 
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Remembering the personal stories that shape our identity as being other-centered can be joyful and eye 

opening. It may also be painful. 

 The fact is that every time we face a significant change in our lives joy and pain are genuine realities. 

We gravitate toward the joyful stories but we may not wish to relive and retell any portion of our lives 

where pain may have debilitated us or thwarted our efforts to succeed, no matter what our definition of 

success may be. 

 We need to accept the fact that pain is a part of humankind, especially if we remotely believe in Jesus 

Christ. Christ is the paradigm and pinnacle of suffering humanity. There is no greater example of endurance 

or success over this human reality. There is no greater epitaph of how the role of religion can link us to our 

ancestry in holy ways marked by the senses. Mark C. Taylor, professor of humanities at Williams College 

comments in the Chronicle of Higher Education (11/5/04),  

“Religion, I would argue, is a complex adaptive network of myths, symbols, rituals, and concepts that 
simultaneously figure patterns of feeling, thinking, and acting and disrupt stable structures of meaning and 
purpose. When understood in that way, religion not only involves ideas and practices that are manifestly 
religious but also includes a broad range of cultural phenomena not ordinarily associated with religion.” 

  

At one parish where I served we would gather during the various liturgical seasons of the year to reflect 

on the meaning, and the reason, of the season and how we could bring meaning to and through the Sunday 

gathering. We were attempting to articulate cultural aspects of our locale, phenomena present in the 

neighborhoods. It happened to be Advent and we were pursuing the concept of the “coming of Christ.” 

Comments were varied. ‘Have we seen the power of Christ in our lives?’ ‘Have we heard his voice and the 

beautiful words, I love you, I forgive you?’ ‘Have we touched the heart that touches us?’ 

 I was concentrating on the words adventus, advento, Latin words which mean come nearer and nearer—

advance rapidly to that which you seek. But I heard the other comments and they made tremendous sense in 

light of moving quickly to the heart’s desire in a culturally sensitive manner. Voice, word, love, forgive, 

touch: they are expressive words. They express dramatic ways for us to draw nearer and nearer to our God 

through their essential use of the human senses. They are intimacies of love that are both reflective and filled 

with action. In the fundamental human condition of being intimate our closeness to that which we seek is 

sensual, deliberate and intentional. In intimacy there may be a distance like an echo, yet, there is a closeness 

that vibrates the soul. 

 Fr. Robert Barron is the current Rector/President of the University of Saint Mary of the Lake in 

Mundelein, Illinois. In one of his introductory articles which I presented in a journal for which I am 

Managing Editor (IDS Journal, June 2012) Fr. Barron provided some wisdom statements on the evangelist 

and cultural phenomena. 

But the effective evangelist has to know more than the theological tradition; he has to know the culture he is 
attempting to address. If I might quote the great Aristotle again: “Whatever is received is received according to 
the mode of the recipient.” 
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This implies that every communicator has to know the prejudices, expectations, mood and attitude of the one to 
whom he wishes to communicate. One who speaks the fullness of Christian truth but does so in the void might 
be correct, but he won’t be an evangelist. 

 

This is why the new evangelist has to know the contemporary culture, both high and low. He should be 
conversant with the philosophers and opinion-makers who shape attitudes in the salons of San Francisco and the 
drawing rooms of the Upper East Side and he should know which movies, songs, television shows and books 
average people are attending to. 

 

More to it, he should look out at the culture through biblical eyes, which is to say, he should be especially 
attentive to the patterns and events in the world that correspond to patterns and events in the scriptural 
revelation. That way, he will discover what the church fathers called the logoi spermatikoi, the seeds of the 
Word, that are thick on the ground in any culture oriented to the good, the true and the beautiful. And looking 
through those same biblical eyes, he will also become cognizant of all of those elements in a culture that are fallen 
and that need to be called to conversion. 

 

 Divine intimacy is first realized and inherently based in creation. It does not preclude futility in the 

emergence of human sensuality nor does it abandon the human senses to illicit or pejorative response. God’s 

intimate love invites the human heart to invest itself sensually (body) and prayerfully (soul) in the world. It 

may be a limited investment by its human nature but can be profound in a morally good engagement. We 

first learn to be watchful, to look and see with new clarity our relationship with the experience of a created 

world. We see the smiles of God’s creation. We see the tears and witness the pain. We see the good deeds all 

around us. We see the hearts broken and healed humankind. 

 But one lesson is never enough. One sense is insufficient. One prayer is incomplete: one encounter non-

fulfilling. 

See. Hear. Feel. Touch: And wait. The waiting is difficult but essential. What we sometimes fail to 

realize is that we are in charge of the waiting period. For it is not so much we wait for Christ but that Jesus is 

waiting for us to come to him. 

 

THERE’S THE STORY OF FOUR PRIESTS WHO LIVED IN A SMALL TOWN and they all enjoyed fishing. So out on 

the lake they went. 

For years they had encouraged their parishioners to confess God’s goodness and how they personally 

may have fallen short in sharing in that divine goodness. After all, confession is good for the soul. So they 

decided to practice what they preached. They would confess their secret sin to the others. 

The first priest jumped right in and said, “My great fault is using the wrong language. I don’t know 

how it started but I can’t stop saying those four-letter words.” 

The second priest was just as anxious to confess. “My weakness is materialism. I have to be in a parish 

that is well-to-do.” 

The third priest was a little reluctant but still confessed. “I am addicted to gambling. I not only bet on 

football and golf, I actually try to bet on the children racing around the school playground.” 

The last priest, who was steering the boat, had already turned the boat for shore and was increasing the 

speed. One of the priests asked, “What’s the hurry? Besides, you haven’t made your confession.” 
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The fourth priest looked him in the eye and said, “Well, you see, my sin is gossip, and I just can’t wait to 

get home!” 

Some things are better left unspoken and certainly unheard, but not the words of true prophets who 

grasp the huge banquet of Jesus’ Gospel truth in its fullest understanding. 

First, you must understand this: there is no prophecy contained in Scripture which is a personal 
interpretation. Prophecy has never been put forward by man’s willing it. It is rather that men impelled by the 
Holy Spirit have spoken under God’s influence. 

 

2 Peter 1:21 

 

 Waiting to see, hear, feel and touch is an inevitable and even necessary aspect of human life. We wait in 

lines, at stop signs, to see a play or film. We wait for flowers to grow; for children to be born; for wounds to 

heal and for friends to call. We wait for lovers who are neither memories nor fantasies. 

Sadly, too often we wait for the voice of love and the words of love that truly touch our heart and soul. 

We wait for Christ rather than seeking Christ. If we are prophetic we are obligated to encourage those 

seeking. Our prophecy must be firmly grounded in the true message. 

Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but underneath are ravenous wolves. By their 
fruits you will know them. Do people pick grapes from thorn bushes, or figs from thistles? Just so, every good 
tree bears good fruit, and a rotten tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a rotten tree 
bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire. So by their 
fruits you will know them. 

 

Matthew 7: 15-20 
 

I heard a story of a lay minister at a local parish who had had a particularly hectic week. So many fires 

to put out and too little time to ‘smell the flowers’: No time for reflection. A young woman grabbed her by 

the arm and asked to talk. The minister wanted to keep on walking back to the office but her heart—and 

voice—said, “Certainly.” 

In the morning chill she decided to listen to a stranger. The story was heartbreaking. But when the 

minister realized how much more difficult it was to tell than listen to (and hear), she forgot about undone 

projects, warm coffee and idle chit chat with the people in the office. She listened with her whole heart and 

soul to a stranger by sight yet a companion in voice and spirit. 

I’m sure the young woman left still carrying her burdens. But she also left knowing she was not alone 

and that someone thought she was important enough to listen to. She left knowing that there would always 

be a holy place to raise a voice and share the burdens. 

When we make ourselves consciously present to others –- listening, hearing and touching their soul—

we give them life. When we take the time to voice our questions and our longings, we develop a new 

awareness of holiness and holy people and places. Once again, employing the senses is not meant to be an 

exercise in navel gazing. It is a way of being fully human without becoming a slave. 

John the Baptist was probably the first prophet who made use of all the human senses and to say 

convincingly that the waiting can be over. You could smell him, see him and touch him. And he proclaimed 
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loudly that the waiting would be over if you not only seek to hear the savior and touch his heart, but if you 

also accept responsibility for the mission of Christ. The mission involves seeing, speaking, hearing and 

touching. 

John the Baptist is one of those people you pay attention to. He’s not gentle like Jesus or persuasive like 

St. Paul. He is a holy terror. His words are like sand in your face and his voice cuts like a desert storm. You 

get the feeling he is talking straight at you and that he means every word he says: And you better listen. 

What a powerful man John must have been. Here he is dressed in camel’s hair, abrasive like sandpaper, 

munching grasshoppers and staring down wild bees for their honey. This was a sight you wanted to see and 

voice you wished to hear. You longed for his touch. 

His life was tragedy from conception to execution. And I can picture him in prison wondering if he had 

said the right words, in the right way, to the right people. I can picture the people sitting on the banks of the 

Jordan River. Some are laughing. Some are incredulous. Most simply don’t understand what is occurring: 

And paraphrasing Jack Shea: 

“Look, he’s doing it again!” a young man would shout, pointing to the wild-eyed man waist deep in the 

water. “What’s he trying to do, drown those people?” 

“No, no, “another would say. “He’s washing them clean.” 

“Are you the prophet?” 

“I may be one but I am not the one,” John would say, finally making eye contact with the crowds on the 

riverbank. “My role is to be constantly preparing for his arrival.” 

John the Baptist knew that constant preparation is not somebody else’s job. He knew that preparing for 

a life in relationship with God is not a one-time project. 

Prophets shout. Seekers becoming believers, listen and feel. The converted hear and have a positive 

reaction. The evangelized witness, proclaim and share story. 

Bishop Sheen was a prophet for his time and truly king of the airwaves and the infancy of television in 

the 1950s and 1960s. In his words: 

There is nothing more that God can do to exhaust the intimacies of love. He has spoken; he has been seen, he 
has been touched. To each and every person in the world he has given at least one of these intimacies. He is 
heard in the Scriptures. He is seen by the eyes of faith in the poor, [the body of his church] which is growing 
in grace and wisdom. The final intimacy is that of touch reserved for the chosen few who enjoy a communion 
with him. It does not require much. It requires only much love. 

 

 To be intimate is to go deep into our souls. Intimacy is not selective to only the physical. Intimacies of 

love permeate the context of ‘story.’  

Before, I was walking along a broad and straight path towards a sure destination. I had a leader to guide me, 
and friends to accompany me. Once the sun was warm. Now the sun refuses its light and warmth, because 
my guide was struck down. The road is now narrow and winding. Before, I felt like an oak, sturdy and solid. 
Now I am like a reed shaking in the wind. The truth is my guide was the oak and I was a mere sapling 
growing in its shade. I know he didn’t want blind followers. He tried to open people’s eyes and ears. He never 
threatened. He only invited. Above all he wanted people who could touch his heart. Why, you may ask, did I 
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have to touch him? I had to touch him in order to be healed. And the human heart can only be healed by the 
presence of another, someone who not only sees but hears the cries of human pain. 

 

Anonymous 

 

Being a silent spectator and not being involved are not options for the committed Christian 

 

When I was in Graduate School, I had the opportunity to be a part of the Admissions Board process. 

Each year a student would be invited to participate along with priests, lay women and men. They were 

educated and mature people. Many were doctors, lawyers and other professionals. We were the first step for 

priest ‘wannabes’. 

 There was casual conversation along with smiles and easy questions at the board meetings. There were 

also some very difficult questions that required a candid response. I remember one evening asking a 

question that startled all of the board members. I looked the candidate directly in the eye and asked, “Would 

you still like to enter the seminary if I told you I have received a document that says archaeologists just 

found Jesus’ decayed bones?” 

 I could feel all of the eyes in the room on me and not the candidate. I also heard a whisper from a 

woman sitting next to me saying, “Good question.” The eyes shifted to the candidate and awaited a 

response. 

I’m happy to report that that was a make-believe question and the ‘wannabe’ seminarian/priest 

handled it with composure and decorum. His answer was eloquent and it supported his belief that bones 

mean nothing to a heart of faith. 

 Them ‘dry bones’ can’t silence a heart of faith. A heart of faith is capable of reflecting on life and making 

a change. Conversion begins with faith that moves beyond belief: Faith in Jesus Christ, in us as believers and 

in our Church. Belief may be simplistic, words without texture, sounds to placate others. Conversion allows 

the soul to feel. It moves the heart of faith from waiting, looking and being silent to questioning and 

storytelling. It is then in the storytelling and in our reflective reaction that we make history. 

 The Book of Malachi is the last book listed in the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures. It was written in the 

fifth century B.C. People had lost a love for God, or at the least, had made a sad attempt at exhibiting that 

love. The priests had even shown disrespect to God by offering blemished sacrifices. There is a great 

historical relevancy to the prophecy in this book. It points to the urgency of Elijah returning before the return 

of the Lord. This is a forerunning of John the Baptist. It is a book that reflects deeply on the true nature of 

sacrifice to God. The Council of Trent in the sixteenth century would proclaim that Catholic worship, the 

Sunday gathering of Mass, fulfills God’s call to perfect worship. The Book of Malachi is a profound ending to 

the prophets’ testimonial in that it speaks to weary lives where so many people cry out to God with the 

question, “Where is the God of justice?” Many people in this world desire that Christians be silenced, that 

storytelling be minimized and Christians be covered in a death shroud just like volcanic ash. There are many 
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people in our world who wish for Christians to panic, to doubt, to despair and cry out, “Where is the saving 

God?” 

 God has not abandoned us for that would mean there is no redemptive value to what we claim as 

Christians and celebrate as believers. If our stories originate in lived faith and create history then our 

personal experience must reflect redemption. Redemption for the Christian means accepting Christ as the 

initiator and creator of our changed lives. Being redeemed means recognizing and changing the moral 

dilemmas in our personal space and repairing—offering reparation—to the victims we may have left in our 

wake. There is a profound sadness in the world because there are victims everywhere. But there can be no 

victims if no one accepts their role as a perpetrator. Christian conversion demands the recognition of the 

victims we personally create and who need a personal response and positive reaction on our part. 

 Victims, in their pain and anguish, cry out for reparation and there is no denying that God’s people are 

in need of penance. But faith can remain strong even while trust might be shaken. We gather on Sunday 

because we don’t panic. It’s not the other way around. We breathe a sigh of relief because Sunday means 

resurrection. We not only realize a ‘rising’ in the gathering but we feel it in its absence. Believers are not 

buried forever. We must never minimize resurrection because that would be an indictment on life itself. We 

lose our identity if we ignore resurrection. 

 Jesus did not agonize and suffer; die and rise, to merely become a symbol for the truth. Jesus showed us 

how to live, die and rise because Christ and resurrection are truth itself. 

 I recall hearing about a play performed years ago, Momento Mori (Remember you must die), where a 

troubled man spent his entire life tormented by thoughts of God. He was overwhelmed by the enormity of 

that truth and he began having feelings of inadequacy and guilt. His mind was filled with voices, dreams 

and visions. But rather than embrace the God who is always present he grabs a pistol and puts a bullet 

through his head. The stage goes dark and when the lights come up the man is sprawled on the floor, pistol 

at his side. Behind him sits a white-robed man. “Gabriel, bring me the file on J. A. Smith,” he says. 

 The dead man struggles to his feet. “Well, Mr. Smith,” says the man in white, “so much for the theatrics, 

the lies and the hidden agendas. Let’s get down to business. We’ve got all the time in the world.” And there 

the play ends. 

 Living without God is driving many people crazy. They just don’t know it. It is beyond ‘purgatory on 

earth.’ It is their living hell in the present. 

For others, the living hell is coming to the realization that they can’t get rid of God. God is ubiquitous, 

both a comforting and intimidating God in opportune times. And still, for others, God is necessary—

mandatory-- for the simplest maneuverings of their lives. We all need to be reminded that our business with 

God isn’t over until God says it’s over. God does not leave us alone in life and certainly will not abandon us 

in death. 
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 I mentioned earlier that we share in the responsibility of the mission of Christ through the utilization of 

all of our senses. We should never let the world say Christians are dead and let them stay dead. We should 

be listening to the unbelievers and shouting to the world that we will never give up the fight to cling to Jesus 

Christ. We will fight to touch and save every soul for resurrection. 

 William Booth, the actor, was 82 when he spoke to a crowd in Albert Hall in London. 

  While women weep as they do now, I’ll fight. 
  While children go hungry as they do now, I will fight. 
  While people languish in prison and there is one drunk left, I will fight. 
  While there is a poor girl left on the street, I will fight. 
  While there remains one dark soul without the light of God, 
   I will fight to the very end. 

 

Living our faith within a community, which is a dramatic leap beyond simple belief, allows us to touch 
the divine made human 

 
God is incarnate. God took on a human form. God is life beyond the life we recognize in our personal 

human condition. This is the Christian witness: Christ was born, endured suffering and experienced death 

and resurrection. He knew how to laugh and cry. He knew how to feel because he was renewed and 

transformed. That Holy Spirit -- embodied by the Jesus made human by the divine -- is in every believer who 

sees, hears, touches and proclaims the human condition with a new spirit. That human condition surely 

embraces the emotions of joy and happiness, pleasure and richness. There certainly is positive language to 

explain the uplifting moments of life. The language of death, victims and fighting can be disconcerting. Same 

too are the challenges of those who are beginning to recognize that change may be necessary in their life. 

Understanding, embracing and not succumbing to the challenges can also be quite exciting. 

An example of the first stages of a conversion experience can be witnessed annually at every Catholic 

Church in the world. Although Ash Wednesday, the beginning of the Lenten Season in late winter each year, 

is not a holy day of obligation requiring attendance, churches around the globe are packed with people 

looking to be smudged with dirty, oily ashes: ashes that will be visible to all throughout the entire day. Why 

do people come out in droves to experience ashes? Because the human condition -- the human heart—is 

longing for physical, emotional and spiritual change. The human heart desires to be exposed –- to be heard 

and seen. This is the first stage of conversion, a tugging at the senses and emotions where the soul desires to 

get ready for personal resurrection. This has been a time traditionally when people reconcile with spouses 

and friends, when prayer and worship take on new meaning. Many people put this stage to the test and 

follow through. Theirs is a conversion that moves from emotion to discernment. Remember, we are looking 

for the full deal, conversion that moves to the sublime: And that requires reflective reaction. Some people do 

move into reflective reaction because of their Lenten experience. Many choose to taste but not be fed or truly 

feel. They only go through the motions.  

I had an interesting thought one Ash Wednesday as I saw the long lines of people with subdued faces 

coming down the aisle to receive their ashes. Maybe, rather than placing a cross on their foreheads I should 
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put a question mark. After all, are all of these people ready to change their lives radically? Do all of these 

souls understand their mortality? Do all of these souls live lives only filled with burdens and no rewards? 

The thought of placing the question mark left my mind quickly because we all require the cross. We all 

deserve the challenge and reward of positive change. The cross is the catalyst for human change. 

This, again, becomes a part of our mission to see, hear, proclaim and touch every Christian soul by 

inviting them to share the responsibility of the mission of Christ authentically. A difficulty lies in the attitude 

of contemporary society to accept the fact that conversion can be an exciting moment in their lives and not a 

listless imposed obligation where the burdens of life are transposed to our bodies and faces: Faces consumed 

with glances downward, eyes that never meet, smiles never broken, bodies possessed with stooped over bad 

posture piety and folded angelic hands that belie the sincerity of the heart’s desire. 

Do you remember when you got your first job? How about your first kiss? I imagine both were 

something very exciting and they were moments that you wanted to share. The job was probably something 

you shared with everyone. The audience for the first kiss story was in all likelihood more selective. I believe 

it is a safe wager to say that the people who heard those stories were just as excited as you. Luke is the 

author of the Acts of the Apostles. In it he describes the reaction and response of the very first people to hear 

the Good News proclaimed. All who heard were “cut to the heart.” They were excited. No bad posture piety 

or ’Sad Sack’ faces were reported and no extravagant bows or genuflections for others to see without a 

genuine feeling of the presence of the divine. Public displays of respect within the sanctuary are the good 

and right thing when they are genuine and do not draw attention to one’s self. But I believe that God desires 

a humbled heart first and not the outward look of a’ gloomy Gus’. God is happiest when we are excited 

about making a positive change in our lives. 

We live in a world of contrasts and that’s precisely what the four gospels present. Think of Thomas. He 

was somewhat marginalized from his circle of friends by a doubting spirit. The experience of Thomas is a 

central and contrasting event of faith. In the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, known as the synoptic 

gospels because of their similar viewpoint, Thomas is a name in the listing of the apostles. But in John’s 

gospel he is a featured figure, full of misunderstanding and doubt. Thomas represents a very typical human 

personality. It is a personality that shows up in businesses, in churches and in schools. It is the presence of 

the loner. 

Thomas never lacked courage. He was the one who stood up bravely and said, “Let us go also, that we 

may die with him (Jesus).” But he was a pessimist who desired to face sorrow and suffering alone. Thomas 

possessed uncompromising honesty but he was absent. He was alone when the most exciting event in 

human history occurred. He has a good argument for being absent. His friends had just scattered in different 

directions. His leader and mentor was captured, tortured and killed. His world collapsed. Most human 

beings probably have a tendency to become withdrawn and depressed in tragedy and hardship. But think of 
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the consequences portrayed by Thomas. He missed out. Not being a part of the group or the community that 

continued on together—hearing, proclaiming and feeling even in its tragedy -- he missed out. 

Loners may believe that comrades are a burden and represent sensory overload but they are most likely 

consumed by doubt. They don’t hear the varied philosophies nor feel the subtle nuances of collective 

experience. They discern within a vacuum. But people who gather together are enlightened and supported. 

They experience the intimacy of fellowship. Some people choose to be loners and their intimate encounters 

lack the substance of human contact. Very few have the loner role thrust upon them. 

People who go it alone have made a conscious choice. They may interpret their behavior as sacrificial 

but they are really missing the point on self-sacrifice. Their choice falls into the category of self-destruction. 

Those who have participated in team sports know the value and importance of self-sacrifice. Their self-

identity becomes crucial in the context of the team identity and mission. They are willing to sacrifice for the 

good of the group and the greater impact on the society that surrounds that group. The individual is not 

discarded but becomes integral to personal success and the larger groups successful mission. The 

individual’s self-worth increases in relation to the group’s success. In that way, the individual takes 

ownership of the world, including the responsibility and accountability for the world. 

Fr. William J. Bausch is a wonderful storyteller. To paraphrase one story, he tells of a young man who 

was away from his fiancée at medical school. He was in the midst of his final exams. It was truly agony for 

him to be away from his love. One evening his bus stopped at a dreary place in an isolated part of 

Connecticut and the young man sat down at the dirty counter of a diner in the bus station. The counter was 

in the shape of a U and he found himself sitting across from an old woman. 

“Honey, you sure look lonely and depressed,” she said. 

“I am,” he said as uncontrollable tears began to flow down his cheek. The woman reached across the 

counter to wipe away the tears but the young man pulled back when he saw how filthy the woman’s hand 

was. 

“What’s wrong honey?” she asked. He told her about the exams and lonely bus ride. He looked her in 

the eye when he told her about his fiancée, and how much he loved her and missed her. He reached for her 

picture in his wallet and showed it to the old woman. 

“Oh, I’ve never seen a more beautiful young woman,” she said as her eyes opened wide. She then began 

telling the young man how she had been married. Her husband had been a traveling salesman but now he 

was dead. She related how they used to cry, both of them, each time he had to go away, but how they were 

so happy when he returned. 

“Marriage is wonderful. Everything’s going to be just fine,” she said. 

The old woman could see the young man did not even have a cup of coffee so she suggested that he 

might feel better if he had a little something to eat. So she ordered a bread roll from under the plastic 
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container on the counter. She broke it and gave it to him. Just as she placed it in front of him an 

announcement came blaring over the loudspeaker. 

“Oh, my goodness! My bus is here.” And she disappeared. The young man was alone again. 

It was then that his eyes were opened. He recognized the power of sharing uneasy stories. He 

recognized the power of the breaking of the bread. He embraced a world that brings the transcendent to the 

lonely. He felt alive. 

 

AN AMAZING MYSTERY OF LIFE is that some people choose to be a lone ranger. An amazing miracle of life 

is that Christians can always choose not to be isolated and can share the wonderful power of coming 

together in the breaking of the bread where memories become stories and storytelling creates a living history 

that touches the world. 

On the grand scale, the world casts a wary eye toward American culture and freedom, and, more often 

than not, a menacing eye toward an American Christian sense of involvement. We have fought and helped 

defeat communism. Our prayers are unceasing for a divided Korea, China and Ireland. We seek justice and 

truth for Arabs and Jews. There is tremendous human sacrifice in the deserts of Afghanistan and cautious 

heads turned toward surrounding nations in the Middle East. As a nation, we are not condemned to be 

alone. As Christian people the choice to be loners is compelling but not practical to, or livable in, our 

philosophy and tradition. Indifferent spirits choose isolation but that can never be the believer’s choice. We 

must never be absent from either world affairs or domestic struggles. Our Christian role, both individual and 

collective, is to make history by the creation of memories: memories cast in what are just and good for all 

people. Memories can only be fashioned by lived experience and the freely chosen intimacies of love. As free 

Christians we must never stand in isolation from society but be the first to hear the victim, touch the tragedy 

and proclaim good news for the liberation of souls. The liberation of souls is a celebration of resurrection. 

The reward for that reflective action and belief is a sharing in the resurrection of Christ. Our Christian name, 

our beliefs and life experience bring us together as a united and strong people. For it is in the gathered 

community, the Church, that we find our responsibility, integrity and our faith. 

I am not a big viewer of television. It is usually background noise when I am reading the evening 

newspaper or continuing to make notations for work on my laptop. I do like baseball, hockey games and old 

movies, however. Each of us has favorite shows. I have to admit that I truly enjoy the “Simpsons”. It’s not for 

the philosophy, and I believe there is a deep theological and philosophical dimension to the show, but I 

enjoy it because two main characters, Bart and Homer, encapsulate everything we don’t want to be but enjoy 

viewing as an outsider. Years ago, I enjoyed watching “Mash”. I must have seen the reruns five times over. I 

can remember most episodes and know the outcome within the first five seconds of viewing. There is a 

particular episode where a young soldier desperately wishes to go AWOL. He wants to be left alone. He 
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wants to escape home alone. He is also possessed by an overwhelming guilt for the death of one of his 

comrades and he just doesn’t want to face the challenge of meeting life’s enemies. 

So he trades his ‘dog tags’ with his dead friend. He believes it’s his ticket home. At the MASH unit he 

only wishes to speak to Fr. Mulcahy—he wants to go to confession. Fr. Mulcahy looks at him in disbelief 

because his dog tags say that he is Jewish. The young man tells his story in confession and the seal of the 

sacrament means that the priest can never divulge the soldier’s secret. 

Fr. Mulcahy is wiser than most people think, however, and he tells the young soldier: 

“Think about who will be waiting when you get off the plane. They won’t know you. They won’t be 

your family.” 

That statement hit the nail on the head. Avoiding responsibility and reality, misrepresenting one and 

one’s traditions, and going it alone can never bring us home. Those traits will leave us empty, soulless and 

alienated. They can only fill us with deprivation and separation. The loner may have a body enabled by the 

senses and possess the potential for touching the human as well as the divine, but sensory deprivation will 

fill the soul. A soul seeking conversion cannot be the soul of the loner. 

In each of my parish assignments I have experienced hundreds of false fire alarms on the various parish 

campuses. Most pastors understand these phenomena. Though its three o’clock in the morning we get up as 

quickly as we can to check the situation and meet the fire chief. 

On one particular occasion I was preparing to celebrate the evening Mass on the Feast of All Saints. I 

was the only priest on campus and the office was closed for the evening. As I was walking out the rectory 

door headed for the church the fire alarm went off. The parking lot was filling up and cars were also 

dropping off children at the gym door. The gym, in fact, was filled with children playing basketball. “Here 

we go again,” was my first thought. But I quickly looked at the exterior of all the buildings but then hastily 

reentered the rectory and its attached offices and gymnasium. I looked in the various nooks and crannies 

and as I approached the end of the hallway, I saw it. There were flames and smoke coming from a closet. I 

was surprised to see that the adult supervisors were not reacting very quickly to the alarm. Children were 

still taking hoop shots. I quickly hollered for the entire building to evacuate and there was an orderly and 

safe progression out of the building. The security person on duty eventually showed up and I handed over 

the exit management to him. 

I celebrated Mass reverently but quickly that evening with the sound of fire engine sirens in the 

background throughout Mass. I could see puzzled looks on the gathered people. They were unaware of what 

was occurring across the street. 

As Mass concluded I informed them of the circumstance and asked for calm prayer. It was an unusually 

warm evening for early November and a gentle rain was falling. Those who had exited from the gymnasium 

and now those exiting from church all stood in stunned silence watching the fire crew do their duty. It didn’t 

matter that it was raining. In the midst of sirens, flashing lights and scattered fire hoses on the ground I 
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noticed people making the sign of the cross. A woman approached me as others watched her procession. Her 

words were transforming. “Father, we need to all come together. We can’t face this alone.” 

There is no room for loners in a transformative process. 

 

A first step is the longing for change and a restless, relentless spirit capable of reciprocity 

 

As Jesus was leaving Jericho with his disciples and a sizable crowd, there was a blind beggar Bartimaeus 
(“son of Timaaeus”) sitting by the roadside. On hearing that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to call out, 
“Jesus, Son of David, have pity on me!” Many people were scolding him to make him keep quiet, but he 
shouted all the louder, “Son of David, have pity on me!” Then Jesus stopped and said, “Call him over.” So 
they called the blind man over, telling him as they did so, “You have nothing whatever to fear from him! Get 
up! He is calling you!” He threw aside his cloak, jumped up and came to Jesus. Jesus asked him, “What do 
you want me to do for you?” “Rabboni,” the blind man said, “I want to see.” Jesus said in reply, “Be on your 
way! Your faith has healed you.” Immediately he received his sight and started to follow him up the road. 

 

Mark 10: 46-52 

 

 This is truly a story of conversion. Jesus was passing through to Jericho on his way to Passover. A 

crowd surrounded him because that was the common way for a teacher to teach. Every male Jew over the 

age of twelve was required to attend Passover. There were over 20,000 priests and Levites attached to the 

temple, but the sheer magnitude made it impossible that everyone would be able to attend. So those unable 

to attend would line the streets of the villages where the pilgrims would pass. It is easy to see how the streets 

would be more crowded than usual, especially if they wanted to catch a glimpse of the young, audacious 

Galilean who was pitting himself against the might of orthodoxy. Bartimaeus sat there, filled with 

expectations and demands, and wishing to be freed from a world of darkness. He wanted to stop being a 

loner. 

 What were some of the qualities of his conversion? Bartimaeus caused an uproar, not once, but over and 

over again. He was filled with persistence. His repetitious words were neither for his pleasure nor for 

glancing eyes to confront but they were a personal accusation that demanded an encounter with the divine. 

There was no trace of sentimentality to see Jesus. He was filled with a desperate desire to confront his 

trouble: And when Jesus invited him his response was immediate. Maybe the most important quality of 

Bartimaeus was that he knew precisely what he wanted and he sensed that that want was indeed also what 

his identity needed. 

 That’s probably not the case with most contemporary Christians. We experience the dilemma of having 

too many options available to us to make us happy, fulfilled or rich. We reach the level of feeling without 

realizing the need to reciprocate to fulfill our identity. As Christians, we are always asked to follow the 

example of Jesus. And faith tells us that when we go to Jesus, if we are as desperate, insistent and definite as 

Bartimaeus, things will happen. Believers who persist in going to Christ have the power to initiate healing 

and create change. 
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 I was an administrator at a couple of parishes before I became a pastor and then a director for the 

Institute for Diaconal Studies at the University of Saint Mary of the Lake. I recall at one of those early parish 

administrator assignments, which was in a north shore suburb of Chicago, my schedule was filled with an 

inordinately large amount of hospital and house calls, more than I had ever experienced at other parishes. 

But one house visit stands out in my mind. A mother called the rectory asking if I would visit her son. His 

body was filled with a cancer and he was unable to leave the house. His time on earth was very short. As I 

walked into his room I was stunned. He looked to be about fifty years old, about the same age as his mother. 

As she introduced me she informed me that Chris had just celebrated his thirty-first birthday the previous 

week. His body was bloated. His stomach was distended and his clothing required Velcro strips to keep his 

pajama top somewhat closed. I could see he was filled with scars from surgery. There was the pungent odor 

of open wounds. 

 Chris talked and I listened. I struggled to hear. Maybe I said a few words. In the weeks ahead, Chris’ 

mother and I would occasionally discuss funeral arrangements. She spoke about his funeral in a very relaxed 

tone but I could see the pain in her eyes. I thought I sensed hope in her words. 

 Chris was filled with resentments. He spent his days attempting to reason his predicament and what 

the world owed him. He caused an uproar and he was persistent. He knew what he wanted: Good health. 

What he lacked was a sense of reciprocity. On my last visit with Chris I remember saying, “I have listened 

and I have heard your cries. But you need to realize this is a home where love begins, a home that gives back 

life.” I acknowledged that there was a distance between him and God. I promised to offer a Mass of healing 

for him but I also challenged him. He must pray for the healing of others who suffer. 

 It wasn’t long after that encounter that I moved to another assignment. Six weeks later I received a card 

from Chris’ mother. 

  Dear Father Dennis, 
  Your blessings of healing for Chris have certainly been heard from above. Chris has attended 
Sunday Mass the last three Sundays. The entire picture is brighter, only God knows for how long, but we are 
very grateful to you. We miss you and wish you were here. 
 

Faithfully, 
Kitty and Chris 

  

I truly appreciated that thank you, but I don’t deserve recognition. Chris reflected on his experience and 

decided to accept my challenge to not only pray for others but to make a reflective reaction. He began a 

relationship with God by concentrating his efforts on others who are suffering and Jesus entered that young 

man’s life. But that ‘Emanuel Moment’ taught me such a valuable lesson. Believers who act in the example of 

Christ have the power to initiate healing and create change. The converted have the power to exhibit love 

that gives back life. 

There are sons and daughters, fathers and mothers sitting behind the closed doors of their homes who 

are filled with anger, resentments and feelings of betrayal. Have we offered our presence and 

encouragement to them? There are young men and women everywhere whose mouths are filled with silence 
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but have eyes that speak volumes. Have we knocked on their doors and invited them into our lives and the 

life of the Christian community? There are parents consumed by the enormity of the world who exhibit the 

mirror image of adolescent behavior and demand that their children leave them alone. Have we stopped to 

think that, maybe, they are precisely the people who need our friendship and encouragement and not our 

abandonment? 

We need to answer these questions personally and honestly and not be afraid to offer more of ourselves 

to family, stranger and faith. We move beyond the hearing and feeling to touching.  

On a recent visit to Manhattan I was impressed by an inscription above the east entrance of Rockefeller 

Center. It reads: “Human kind’s ultimate destiny depends not on whether we can learn new lessons or make 

new discoveries or conquests, but on acceptance of the lesson taught two thousand years ago.” 

Believing Christians who accept conversion have the power to initiate healing and create change. We 

first accept the initiative of Christ. We are graced to take personal initiative and then we can become the ones 

who bring hope to desperate lives. Bartimaeus, and Chris, became filled with a spiritual vision. They were 

healed when someone stepped from the crowd and offered love that gives back life and in a generous spirit 

of Christian reciprocity they reached out to others. 

 

The Christian soul not only longs for but needs positive and visible change 

 
Conversion is a form of transformation. What does it mean to be transformed? The word means to have 

an outward change, a change into something that is an ideal. Jesus had an ideal outward change when he 

went to the mountain and was seen with Moses and Elijah. Jesus was praying. He was searching for 

certainty in his decisions. He was consulting with his heavenly father to determine what God’s will was. 

Jesus had to make sure, beyond all doubt, that his decision was exactly what God desired. And Jesus asked 

only one question, “Is it your will?” His ultimate decision was to carry the cross, a cross that all true 

believers must accept. 

The weight of the cross does hang over the heads of all who profess belief in a savior. Jesus overcame 

the temptations so common in the world. He showed himself as the brightness of our real human 

possibilities, the possibility for change. 

One morning he entered the temple, the center of religious life. It was a temple of stone, gold and silver. 

It was a temple of sacrificed animals and the place against which the prophets had been shouting, “I am tired 

of the blood of bulls and goats.” 

Jesus gave them what they asked for. He chased away the merchants. He let the birds and the animals 

loose. He allowed the true sacrifice to begin. And they came and hung him on a cross. 

The coming world desires a transformation but frowns at notions of freedom of thought, speech and 

religion. The weight of the cross does hang over America because the non-Christian world mocks a nation 
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that offers opportunities of freedom of worship, dialogue and discernment. It is sad that much of this 

freedom is now eroding. 

The weight of the cross does, indeed, hang over our heads. The weight of the cross breaks the backs of 

disbelievers. It shatters egos and it implodes the illusions of the defiant. None can deny or refuse the 

inherent cost the cross brings. That is the price we pay for resurrection. 

Maybe we search too hard and we think too much when it comes to transforming lives. We think of 

difficult questions that can only have difficult answers. That’s one of the supreme differences between Jesus 

and us. Jesus always asks, “What does God wish me to do? What does God desire for me to change?” So 

often we ask, “What do I wish to do? What don’t I want to change?” 

It’s both a sad and wonderful thing that our true self, with all of our emotions and desires, is reflected 

not only in our mannerisms but, also, in our external appearance, our face. It really is. It is a reflection of the 

face of our heart and soul. If people were to look into our eyes—look past the exterior—would they see a 

reflection of the God in whose image we were made? Would they see a heart and soul willing and capable of 

changing into that image of Jesus? 

A story is told that Leonardo da Vinci painted “The Lord’s Supper” when living in Milan. Before he 

could paint the thirteen figures, it was necessary to find men who could serve as models. Each model had to 

have a face that expressed da Vinci’s vision of the particular man he would represent. Needless to say, this 

proved to be a tedious task—to find just the right face. 

One Sunday as da Vinci was at the cathedral for mass, he saw a young man in the choir who looked like 

da Vinci’s idea of how Jesus must have looked. He had the features of love, tenderness, caring, innocence, 

compassion and kindness. Arrangements were made for the young man, Pietri Bandinelli, to sit as the model 

for the Lord. 

Years went by, and the painting was still not complete. Da Vinci could not find just the right face for 

Judas. He was looking for a man whose face was streaked with despair, wickedness, greed and sin. Ten 

years after starting the picture, he found a man in prison whose face wore all of the qualities of Judas for 

which he had been searching. Consent was given for the prisoner to pose, and he sat as the model for Judas. 

Leonardo worked feverishly for days. But as the work went on, he noticed certain changes taking place 

in the prisoner. His face seemed filled with tension, and his bloodshot eyes were filled with horror as he 

gaped at the likeness of himself on the canvas. One day, Leonardo sensed the man’s uneasiness so greatly 

that he stopped painting and asked, “What seems to trouble you so much?” 

The man buried his face in his hands and was convulsed with sobs. After a long time, he raised his head 

and inquired, “Don’t you remember me? Years ago I was your model for the Lord, Jesus.” 

That miserable man had turned his back on Christ and turned his life over to a world that sucked him 

down to its lowest levels. His soul was not in a state of transformation but degradation. He no longer loved 

the things he had loved before. And those things that he once despised, he now loved. Where once there was 
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love, now there was misery; where once there was hope, now there was despair, where once there was light, 

now there was darkness. 

 

Searching souls desire to be transformed. They seek conversion without knowing its name. 

Lost souls have simply stopped the search. 

Conversion occurs in all places and in the most unseemly moments. I have been robbed three times in 

my life. Being a victim of robbery is not a pleasant experience. One time in particular I confronted the 

thieves. In retrospect, that was not a wise strategic maneuver. But it did accomplish some wondrous results. 

The parish is located a block from the train tracks, an easy ‘jump-on’ and ‘jump-off’ point. I was alone in the 

rectory on a Sunday afternoon. I imagine the thieves had ‘cased’ the house and realized it was a pretty 

deserted place after the Sunday celebrations. 

It was about three o’clock in the afternoon and I was in the kitchen on the lower level of the rectory 

when I heard a loud crash coming from upstairs where the priests’ quarters were located.  I was alone in the 

building so my antennae went up immediately. There is an outdoor staircase outside the quarters that leads 

to a glass entrance door. It is well-hidden and not easily seen but it is accessible. It’s in my nature to react 

quickly and defensively. I was an athlete who had learned how to box from my father (who was a paid 

fighter in the late 1920’s and early 1930’s), taken karate classes in college, learned some important points 

from my brother on Chi Tau gung fu and even participated in Tai Chi. Though I had not utilized any of 

those skills for over twenty years I was confident I could handle myself. My instincts were to run upstairs to 

the place where I heard the noise. 

As I reached the top of the stairs, I noticed the broken glass door first and then two pairs of eyes greeted 

me. The individuals looked startled to find someone home and they put their hands up in a fighting posture. 

My instincts had me first look for weapons. If I had seen a weapon I would have hastily retreated. But I only 

saw their fists, so I remained in the confrontation. 

I believe I was quite calm, I had been in situations like this before, but I took a bold stance of telling the 

thieves they had better turn around and make a hasty exit. To my surprise they lowered their clenched fists 

and looked at each other. The one closest to me had a response. “We knew this house was associated with 

the church and we expected no one to be home. We’re hungry and tired. We were going to drink the wine 

stored here (it was visible in the corridor) and then find some food and maybe take a nap on the floor.” 

My defenses came down. Their story presented a new situation. I’m sure I made some comments about 

the illegality of their actions but I told them, politely but sternly, to back down the outdoor stairway so I 

could keep an eye on them. I also said I would meet them at the front door of the rectory. 

They complied. They met me at the front door. I did not let them in but I sat on the front stairs with 

them. I gave them a sandwich and a cola and we shared stories. It was not a long conversation. I am sure 
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they were wary that maybe I had called the police and this was a ‘stall tactic’ till they arrived. I had not 

called the police. 

As they were leaving I gave them the money in my pocket for the train and said a short prayer for their 

change of heart. My prayer brought a light to their eyes. And, these were not inebriated eyes but young 

men’s searching eyes. 

I also told them to never get off the train at this location again. 

It was a conversion experience for me and, hopefully, for them. 

Conversion has a way of sneaking up on you. 

 

As for the contents of new evangelization, first of all we must keep in mind the inseparability of the Old and 
the New Testaments. The fundamental content of the Old Testament is summarized in the message by John 
the Baptist: metanoeìte—Convert! There is no access to Jesus without the Baptist; there is no possibility of 
reaching Jesus without answering the call of the precursor, rather: Jesus took up the message of John in the 
synthesis of his own preaching: metanoeìte kaì pisteúete èn tù eùaggelíu (Mark 1:15). 
 
The Greek word for converting means: to rethink—to question one's own and common way of living; to allow 
God to enter into the criteria of one's life; to not merely judge according to the current opinions. Thereby, to 
convert means: not to live as all the others live, not do what all do, not feel justified in dubious, ambiguous, 
evil actions just because others do the same; begin to see one's life through the eyes of God; thereby looking 
for the good, even if uncomfortable; not aiming at the judgment of the majority, of men, but on the justice of 
God—in other words: to look for a new style of life, a new life. 
All of this does not imply moralism; reducing Christianity to morality loses sight of the essence of Christ's 
message: the gift of a new friendship, the gift of communion with Jesus and thereby with God. Whoever 
converts to Christ does not mean to create his own moral autarchy for himself, does not intend to build his 
own goodness through his own strengths. 
 
"Conversion" (metanoia) means exactly the opposite: to come out of self-sufficiency to discover and accept our 
indigence—the indigence of others and of the Other, his forgiveness, his friendship. Unconverted life is self-
justification (I am not worse than the others); conversion is humility in entrusting oneself to the love of the 
Other, a love that becomes the measure and the criteria of my own life. 
 
Here we must also bear in mind the social aspect of conversion. Certainly, conversion is above all a very 
personal act, it is personalization. I separate myself from the formula "to live as all others" (I do not feel 
justified anymore by the fact that everyone does what I do) and I find my own person in front of God, my 
own personal responsibility. 
 
But true personalization is always also a new and more profound socialization. The "I" opens itself once again 
to the "you," in all its depths, and thus a new "We" is born. If the lifestyle spread throughout the world implies 
the danger of de-personalization, of not living one's own life but the life of all the others, in conversion a new 
"We," of the common path of God, must be achieved. 
 
In proclaiming conversion we must also offer a community of life, a common space for the new style of life. 
We cannot evangelize with words alone; the Gospel creates life, creates communities of progress; a merely 
individual conversion has no consistency. 

 

Joseph Cardinal Ratizinger, Address to Catechists and Religion Teachers, Jubilee of Catechists,  
12 December 2000 
 

  

Our gentle reminder - conversion is a transformation from within. The catalyst and our aim: Jesus. 
 
 

PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is the seeker’s question. 
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AN “I” PROBLEM 

 
It is not because the truth is too difficult to see that we make mistakes... we make mistakes because the easiest and 
most comfortable course for us is to seek insight where it accords with our emotions - especially selfish ones. 

 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn 

 
 

FOR YEARS I HAVE USED THE PHRASE ‘I PROBLEM’ IN MY PREACHING. I have to spell it for the folks because I 

can sense that they think I may be looking for an optometrist. It is an attempt to get people focused on not 

being selfish, no small task. In evangelization we may place emphasis upon ourselves, our abilities and 

tenacity through recall and storytelling. This is not a testament to being selfish but a resolution of confidence 

in our ability to be a disciple.  Selfishness has no role in Christianity. One cannot stand at the podium and 

declare “I believe in Jesus Christ,” and then walk into a personal world of accumulation – “I deserve this,” “I 

want that,” “I should receive the reward.” We all witness it all of the time, maybe, even when we look in the 

mirror. It is embedded within the human condition and we have learned to look away. It neither shocks us 

nor deters us anymore. “Not me! I am a humble servant of God!”  

How many times have we heard the same language over and over again: “Nobody cares about me. 

Why aren’t my needs filled? I demand favor and respect. I want to be cared for.” It has nothing to do with 

vision but everything to do with compassion and empathy. “I” problems wreak havoc on families. They 

wreak havoc on the Church family. 

What we are proposing in our discourse toward a new evangelization is that a selfless spirit immersed 

in Jesus is at the core of Christian conversion and witness. This implies self-sacrifice as well. Self-sacrifice is 

constitutive to conversion. Conversion is the goal but it is the humbled, selfless essence within the heart that 

allows the light bulb to go on and illumine a visible conversion experience. Jesus’ presence in the family of 

the Church is realized when we cry and scream for help to God. When love is learned and acts of Christian 

goodness are nurtured and repeated. When selfishness is discarded and selfless love is born. 

In a papal audience in November 2012, Pope Benedict XVI spoke some interesting and applicable 

words.  

It's necessary to recover simplicity, to return to the essentials. The first condition to establish is that people can 
legitimately talk about God because God himself speaks to humanity… The first condition for talking about God is, 
therefore, listening to what God himself has said to us… God is not a distant hypothesis about the origin of the 
world and he isn't an abstract form of "mathematical intelligence," rather he is real and is concerned about us and 
loves us.  In Jesus, people can see the face of God, who descended from heaven to be with humanity, to teach us the 
art of living, the road to happiness, to liberate us from sin and make us children of God. Jesus came to save us, 
showing us the good life of the Gospels. Another essential condition for communicating the faith is to put Christ on 
center stage, not oneself. When St. Paul, for example, shared the faith, he didn't espouse a philosophy he developed 
or ideas he dreamed up, but rather stuck to the real presence of God in his life. The apostle didn't talk about 
himself; he didn't want to create a fan club or lead some school of thought, but wanted to lead people directly to 
Christ. This is the style individual Christians and their communities are called to follow: "to show the 
transformative action of the grace of God, overcoming individualism, narrowness, egoism and indifference, and 
living God's love in daily interactions…Jesus communicated by continually "bending down to mankind in order to 
lead them to God. 

http://thinkexist.com/quotation/it_is_not_because_the_truth_is_too_difficult_to/222505.html
http://thinkexist.com/quotation/it_is_not_because_the_truth_is_too_difficult_to/222505.html
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 The gist buried in that statement is “…essential condition for communicating the faith is to put Christ 

on center stage, not oneself.” 

 I could provide so many examples of selfish behavior exhibited daily. It would be redundant. We 

would get bored with the overwhelming reality. If for some reason we believe selfishness is innate, not 

instinctual and learned behavior, we might as well shrug our shoulders and abandon an evangelization 

mentality. But let me propose one scenario which we all encounter. I imagine we will all nod our head in 

affirmation that selfishness surrounds us.  Picture yourself in your car. Who do you see on your left, your 

right, in front of you and behind you? I’m willing to bet the ranch that you are confronted with people who 

refuse to use turn signals, cut directly in front of you and then slow down, pass on your right, speed up 

rather than slow down to get to a stop sign, tail gate on your rear bumper and then give you the one-finger 

salute. We can only believe that their attitude is grounded in “I am on the road, I am in this lane, I am in a 

hurry, I am going to move you out of my way, and I will be satisfied.” For a brief moment, we all may wish 

to contemplate if we are that person visible to others. It’s another example of the “lemming syndrome” 

mentioned earlier. “If they can do it so will I. I’ll follow the leader.” Some will surmise no one is immune and 

that being selfish is necessary for self-preservation, a formula that for some may have been first introduced 

within a family atmosphere and developed over a life time. It is a pervasive attitude that cannot find a home 

within a Christian soul and certainly not in evangelization efforts. This needs to be stressed to evangelizers. 

At my first parish I had a very likeable and involved pastor. He had to pass by my door on his way to 

his quarters. If he saw me sitting in front of the television he would always say, “Just stop it!” It brings a 

smile to my face thinking about Fr. Jack’s constant ‘in jest’ litany. But those are the words I wish to 

emphasize to selfish personalities. “Just stop it!” Habits are difficult to break. And the one habit I desire for 

the Christian evangelizer is the habit of charity. Let’s not break the habit of charity. 

 Inconsiderate drivers are just one example. The point being that selfishness needs to be eradicated. 

Selfishness is correctable and selflessness can be attained through virtue because it is an acquired and 

developed trait necessary for the new evangelizer. I have stressed that the ‘other’ needs to be first cause and 

principle in evangelization efforts. The selfish heart has only one concern – supporting one’s own welfare 

and interest. St. Paul alluded to this pervasive element when he commented that it will appear as self-love 

imbued with self-seeking selfish ambition. Those are some powerful words. But St. Paul also provides an 

antidote when he suggests we do all for the greater glory of God. It is in this active position of utilizing a 

visible virtue – charity – that we encounter the mystery of God’s glory by focusing on our neighbor rather 

than ourselves. Thomas Aquinas stated it this way. “Now the aspect under which our neighbor is to be 

loved, is God, since what we ought to love in our neighbor is that he may be in God. Hence it is clear that it 

is specifically the same act whereby we love God, and whereby we love our neighbor. Consequently the 

habit of charity extends not only to the love of God, but also to the love of our neighbor.” 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07099b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09397a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
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 The ‘why’ and ‘how’ of self-less love is an intimate encounter. And our intimacies of love portrayed in 

sacrifice are not meant for seclusion. In the engagement of love we move from self to the other. The 

movement could be construed at first as a selfish love. We wish to avoid that in our articulation and visibility 

as new evangelizers. But we do need self-understanding of our persona of love and its expression. Bernard 

of Clairvaux (1090-1153) provided insight on the how and why as matters of degree that are extremely 

helpful for the human personality moving from a concentration on self to the other. Here are some excerpts 

from his treatise On the Love of God. 

 The first degree of love: Love of self for self’s sake – “Love is a natural human 
affection…but if this love of ourselves becomes too lavish, it will overflow its natural 
boundaries through excessive love of pleasure…this love of self is held in check by the 
command to love our neighbor…in order to love our neighbor we must see that God is the 
cause of our love.” 

 The second degree of love: Love of God for self’s sake – “God…makes himself to be 
loved…when we live free from trouble we are happy, but in our pride we may conclude 
that we are responsible for our security. Then, when we suffer some calamity, some storm 
in our lives, we turn to God and ask his help…this is how we who only love ourselves first 
begin to love God…we love God because we have learned that we can do all things 
through him, and without him we can do nothing.” 

 The third degree of love: Love of God for God’s sake – “In the first degree of love we love 
ourselves for our own sake. In the second degree of love we love God for our own 
sake…we begin to love God not merely for our own sakes, but for himself. In order to 
arrive at this we must continually go to God with our needs and pray…we begin to say, 
‘We now love God, not for our necessity, for we ourselves have tasted and know how 
sweet the Lord is.’ …this love is pure because it is disinterested to obtain something…we 
have obtained this degree when we can say ‘Give praise to the Lord for he is good, not 
because he is good to me.’” 

 The fourth degree of love: Love of self for God’s sake – “Such experiences are rare and 
come only for a moment…we lose ourselves as though we did not exist, utterly 
unconscious of ourselves and emptied of ourselves. If even for a moment we experience 
this kind of love, we will then know the pain of having to return to this world and its 
obligations…but during those moments we will be of one mind with God, and our wills in 
one accord with God…this perfect love of God with our heart, soul, mind, and strength 
will not happen until we are no longer compelled to think about ourselves and to attend to 
the body’s immediate needs…I am not certain that the fourth degree of love in which we 
love ourselves only for the sake of God may be perfectly attained in this life. But, when it 
does happen, we will experience the joy of the Lord and be forgetful of ourselves in a 
wonderful way.” 

  

If I had a magic pill to provide a cure for the endemic selfish condition so visible in America today I 

would give it to all for free.  My personal remedy when confronted by inconsiderate drivers, as in our 

example, is to make a visible ’sign of the cross.’ It totally disarms the other motorist and their jaws droop as 

they realize my action in relation to their attitude and finger gesture. There is some personal satisfaction in 

this effort, I must admit. But my personal satisfaction is girded by our principle: it has the intent of imparting 

a blessing to the ‘other’; it is a moment of graced reciprocity and reverence. 
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But there are no simple answers and remedies to a universal malady as pernicious as selfishness. To be 

selfish is to be weak. But one word does encapsulate a primary starting point for overcoming weakness. It, 

too, is a learned behavior. It finds its roots in a desire to make all things holy. It is demonstrated in a service 

mentality, strong character and a desire to achieve. The greater the struggle the greater is its demand. In a 

spirit of genuineness it does lead to personal happiness. Our elixir: sacrifice. 

 

 Self-sacrifice is the real miracle out of which all the reported miracles grow. 
 

 Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) 
 

Give unto me, made lowly wise, the spirit of self-sacrifice; the confidence of reason give. And in the light of 
truth thy bondmen let me live. 

 

William Wordsmith (1770-1850)  
 

 Here’s a story that first appeared in the Washington Post. 

Just after midnight on Feb. 3, 1943, an act of extraordinary unselfishness by a group of men became a legend 
of martyrdom and sacrifice. 

 

When the Army ship Dorchester was torpedoed by the Germans just south of Greenland that night, its 
passengers and crew had 25 minutes to get off the boat. As 902 people went for the life jackets, it quickly was 
discovered there weren’t near enough. Of the 13 lifeboats, only two functioned. 

 

In the ship’s final minutes, Methodist senior chaplain George Lansing Fox, Rabbi Alexander Goode, Dutch 
Reformed minister Clark V. Poling and John P. Washington, a Roman Catholic priest, were helping 
passengers leave the vessel. Then four men appeared, all of them without life jackets. 

 

The chaplains quickly gave up their own vests and went down with the ship, perishing in the freezing water. 
Survivors saw them, locked arm in arm, praying and singing the Navy hymn, “Eternal Father, Strong to Save” 
just before the ship dove beneath the waves. 

 

It was a night as dramatic as the sinking of the Titanic but without a blockbuster movie to record the drama. 
“The Four Immortal Chaplains,” as they are now known, have been honored many times, including on a 
stamp issued in their honor by the U.S. Postal Service. The first Sunday in February is known as “Four 
Chaplains Sunday.” 

 

In 1954, Warner Bros. planned a movie about the chaplains, with Kirk Douglas, Henry Fonda, Charlton 
Heston and Glenn Ford slotted for the main roles. “How the West Was Won” screenwriter James Webb 
already had a script. 

 

The film was shelved because the studio feared there were too many World War II movies. 
 

Ken Wales, a film producer who co-wrote a 2001 book “Sea of Glory” about the sinking with David Poling — 
cousin to Clark Poling — still thinks the event deserves a movie. Mr. Wales’ father was a classmate of Clark 
Poling’s at Yale Divinity School, so he feels a connection to the deceased chaplain, who left behind a pregnant 
wife. 

 

“It is considered by the military as the most fascinating and deeply moving stories of self-sacrifice,” Mr. Wales 
said. “They chose to give up their jackets to those four men. They didn’t have to. No one would have 
criticized them for not doing so.” 

 

Will such a movie go over in a time when the American public is sick of war? 
 

Yes, if sacrifice is made a major theme, said Mr. Wales, who has a script and is looking for a production 
company and financing in the neighborhood of $25 million. 

 

“That’s a common element among the faiths — Protestant, Catholic and Jewish,” he said, quoting John 15:13 
— “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” 

 

Mr. Wales also is writing a script for a sequel to “Chariots of Fire,” the 1981 film portraying two runners, one 
Jewish and the other Christian, who compete in the 1924 Olympics. The movie, with a working title of “Wings 
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as Eagles,” will tell how the Christian racer, Eric Liddell, becomes a missionary to China and ends up dying 
there in a Japanese concentration camp. 

 

“Anybody in the military,” he said, “has a resolve to do their duty and sacrifice their lives if that will achieve 
the goal of their mission. The most significant example of that is Christ, who gave his life that others might 
live.” 

 This is a story that needs to be retold. It is a story of evangelizing grace. Its impact is immediate and is 

necessary – sacrifice as elemental to the selfless evangelizing spirit. We become bold and strong when we 

overcome the weakness of selfishness. We move in a positive manner to spiritual perfection. 

 

We want you to know, brothers, of the grace of God that has been given to the churches of Macedonia, for in a 
severe test of affliction, the abundance of their joy and their profound poverty overflowed in a wealth of 
generosity on their part. For according to their means, I can testify, and beyond their means, spontaneously, 
they begged us insistently for the favor of taking part in the service to the holy ones, and this, not as we 
expected, but they gave themselves first to the Lord and to us through the will of God, so that we urged Titus 
that, as he had already begun, he should also complete for you this gracious act also. Now as you excel in 
every respect, in faith, discourse, knowledge, all earnestness, and in the love we have for you, may you excel 
in this gracious act also. I say this not by way of command, but to test the genuineness of your love by your 
concern for others. For you know the gracious act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that for your sake he became poor 
although he was rich, so that by his poverty you might become rich. 

 

2 Corinthians 8: 1-9 
 
 

 Here we have St. Paul encouraging the Body of Christ at a specific church in Macedonia. But his plea is 

universal. Paul had organized a relief effort for Jerusalem from the churches he had personally founded. 

These verses reflect his fullest exposition of the meaning he envisions in the Christian act of generosity – 

generous internalized hearts founded in sacrifice and charity. The ‘richness’ of Christ bestowed on others has 

meaning in the present, Paul emphasizes, but it has full impact at the end times, i.e., it has extreme 

significance in an eschatological sense. 

Paul’s encouragement in this one example of many draws in the modern evangelizer. Though Titus is 

mentioned, he is sending an appeal and not necessarily a person. The emphasis is on the gathered people as 

his prime example of self-sacrifice and generosity. This gathering finds its generousness preexisting but not 

fully manifested within individual hearts – it is not forced upon them, it is drawn from them. He also cites 

the supreme example of Jesus. Paul’s encouragement also includes his personal example and the priority of 

removing barriers. 

This is a fundamental starting point for the new evangelizer in being converted to selfless self-sacrifice 

first before encouraging others. 

In Appendix C6 at the back of the book I have noted some emotive characteristics of the human 

personality with Scripture references. I present them within a broader context of Catholic Christian 

understanding and implementation. I would like to present here some Scripture passages for easy referral 

regarding selflessness and sacrifice. I would encourage new evangelizers to take these passages to the next 

level as illustrated in the appendix and study them contextually. 
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  Let us not be conceited, provoking one another, envious of one another. 
 

  Galatians 5: 26 
 

We who are strong ought to put up with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves; let each of us 
please our neighbor for the good, for building up. For Christ did not please himself; but as it is written, “The 
insults of those who insult you fall upon me.” 

 

Romans 15: 1-3 
 
In every way I have shown you that by hard work of that sort we must help the weak, and keep in my mind 
the words of the Lord Jesus who himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive. 

 

Acts 20: 35 
 
Jesus said to him, “If you wish to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to [the] poor, and you will have 
treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 

 

Matthew 19: 21 
 
He indeed died for all. So that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their 
sake died and was raised. 

2 Corinthians 5: 15 
 
If a brother or sister has nothing to wear and has no food for the day, and one of you says to them, “Go in 
peace, keep warm, and eat well,” but you do not give them the necessities of the body, what good is it? So also 
faith of itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 
James 2: 16 
 
Do not grow slack in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, endure in affliction, persevere 
in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the holy ones, exercise hospitality. Bless those who persecute [you], bless 
and do not curse them. 

 

Romans 12: 11-14 
 
For I have no one comparable to him for genuine interest in whatever concerns you. For they all seek their 
own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But you know his worth, how as a child with a father he served along 
with me in the cause of the gospel. 

 

Philippians 2: 20-22 
 
For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every foul practice. But the wisdom from 
above is first of all pure, then peaceable, gentle, compliant, full of mercy and good fruits, without inconstancy 
or insincerity. And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace for those who cultivate peace. 

 

James 3: 16-18 
 
Rather, he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, coming in human likeness, and found human in 
appearance, he humbled himself, becoming obedient to death, even death on a cross. Because of this, God 
greatly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every 
knee should bend, of those in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

 

Philippians 2: 7-11 
 
 

 Our gentle reminders continue. Conversion – a transformation from within – embraced with a new spirit 

of selflessness and self-sacrifice can, and will, lead us to ‘name,’ identity and relationship. Our increasing 

awareness of Christian obligation becomes clearer as we accept the fundamental goal: Jesus. 

 
 

PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is understanding silence. 
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APPRECIATION FOR THE WORD 

 
You nullify the Word of God in favor of your traditions that you have handed on. And you do many such things. 
He summoned the crowd again and said to them, “Hear me, all of you, and understand. Nothing that enters one 
from outside can defile that person; but the things that come out from within are what defile.” 

 

 Mark 7: 13-16 
 
 

 I RECEIVED A CALL FROM MY BROTHER and he invited me to dinner. I accepted and as I was preparing to 

embark to his home for the event I realized that I had letters that needed to be written and posted that night. 

I paused for a brief moment but immediately set out for the dinner. I had given my ‘word’ to my brother. 

The letters’ immediacy was something I had placed in my calendar to only fulfill personal expectation – they 

could be delayed. 

I recall a classmate in college saying he would help me get ‘over the bump’ in a statistics class I was 

struggling to understand. He kept his word for three straight nights and the light started to go on for me. 

I recall my first boss after college giving me huge and complicated tasks on day one. After an awkward 

silence, he promised to assist in any way I needed. He not only stopped by my office often to check on 

progress he also offered valuable insight on approaching solutions to the projects. 

 On many occasions I have witnessed faithful Christians stop, listen, hear and react in a moment of grace 

by responding to the immediacy of a story. They understood expectation and articulated that they would 

provide relief, remedy or assistance. Their ‘word’ was their bond and promise. They would not turn back. 

When we witness these stories we desire to be within the presence of their words because we have 

confidence in their power to fulfill. 

 There have been too numerous of occasions when I have experienced people – authoritative persons – 

say that they have listened and that they would appropriately take action but then never deliver. They fail to 

incorporate an evangelization fundamental we have been stressing – hearing after listening leads to a faith 

response. Usually, within the Church environs, political maneuvering to save face is the trump card. The 

original words to fulfill promised expectations are placed aside for personal reasons. When this occurs there 

is a breach; a break in relationship and trust. It is not an authentic evangelization encounter. Hollow words 

provide no relief just as an empty sandwich provides limited nourishment. When words are used with ill 

intent or there is no follow-through – faith in action -- the power of future words from that source diminishes 

or evaporates completely. Our last chapter touched on these phenomena. Selfish attitudes present 

themselves in unfulfilled promise, the product of frail and meaningless words without the graced moment to 

provide opportunity for positive active response. Our desire to return to the source withers and is blown 

away as if by the wind. 

 The human condition – our expressed stories—are filled with powerful words. We want them to be 

heard and understood because humankind survives on its words. The new evangelizer must choose wisely 
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and be careful with words. We must understand their impact and we need to have a firm foundation of 

human words in relation to the Word of God. The new evangelizer is an agent of the Holy Spirit, a human 

voice to give witness to the eternal Word. Therefore, our lives and words must be in harmony with the 

edifying words and lifestyle of Jesus. It is the Word of God that imparts grace, redirects hearts and binds 

relationships. And, our voices are holy instruments to open the eyes and ears of seekers to the most powerful 

Word. 

In Appendix C6 in the back of the book, I provide some illustrations of the Word of God embodied in 

the human emotive condition. These are a limited starting point to storytelling and witnessing. 

Concentrating on the Gospels first and foremost should be our kerygma path. And, the Pauline writings 

also are a primary foundation to engaging witness that captures the intrinsic nature of Christian living. 

However, I also wish to point out that the modern (new) evangelizer may find strategic assistance by finding 

a relationship of modern living to the Scripture embodied in The Letter to the Hebrews. There is great 

rhetorical power in the purity of its language and the admonitions provided to seekers on a pilgrimage. It is 

significant that the author calls the work a “message of encouragement.” Its base concentrates on Jesus as the 

climactic Word of God to humankind and the mediation of the Christ. The initial audience resembles the 

modern Christian era in that the tendency of society is dangerously close to apostasy and certainly is held 

bound by secularization. 

 

Therefore, holy “brothers,” sharing in a heavenly calling, reflect on Jesus, the apostle and high priest of our 
confession, who was faithful to the one who appointed him, just as Moses was “faithful in [all] his house.” But 
he is worthy of more “glory” than Moses, as the founder of a house has more “honor” than the house itself. 
Every house is founded by someone, but the founder of all is God. 

 

Hebrews 3: 1-5 
 

 It is important to always remember kerygma relationship to the original testament (Hebrew Scripture). 

This particular letter provides instruction and demonstration that leans heavily on the treasures of the 

Hebrew Scriptures. It is not meant for all Jewish Christians but is attracted to a particular community. Our 

kerygma proclamation, too, is meant for a particular audience who become prey to secular mindset and who 

are open to falling into grave danger – either by persecution or neglect of the spiritual senses. 

 Jesus is the superior being: he is superior to prophets (1:1-3); he is superior to angels (2:5-18); he is 

worthy of more glory than Moses (3:1-6); he provides rest (4:1-1). This work is highly Christological and 

provides five titles of Jesus with the primary ones being “high priest” and “Son,” all of which point to the 

Christ as modern society’s source for security, inheritance, service and perfection. For the new evangelizer 

‘Hebrews’ is a wealth of Christ-centered experience of a persecuted people seeking solidarity and ready for 

conversion and proclamation. 

Several exegetes have suggested that there are formal warnings within this exhortation. I would invite 

new evangelizers to become familiar with 2:1-4; 3:7–4:11; 6:4-8; 10:26-31; and 12:14-29. Yet, here is a 

paramount phrase that every new evangelizer should adopt into vocabulary:  
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Faith is the realization of what is hoped for and evidence of things not seen. By faith we understand that the 
universe was ordered by the Word of God, so that what is visible came into being through the invisible. 

 

Hebrews 1: 1-3 
 

Here I wish to impress upon seeker and evangelizer alike that the Word of God is the sublime source of 

what we desire. Our deepest appreciation must be for God’s Word first. We then move slowly into the 

construct of our world bolstered with our limited, yet, powerful lived and experienced words. 

 The Letter to the Hebrews is a wonderful starting point but our focus, however, is the general nature of 

the power of words. The following is a ‘taste’ of historical understanding of the power of the Word of God. I 

encourage seekers and new evangelizers to pursue understanding of the founders of the Church. We refer to 

them as “Fathers” and “Doctors” in the sense of their teaching authority. The academic study is called 

Patristics. These founding principal agents are responsive to a specific historical circumstance but their 

words are timeless and applicable. These words also reflect the depth and originality of Catholic Christian 

spirituality at its roots. Many who are searching for understanding in the new evangelization may desire a 

simple approach and, hopefully, this manuscript has provided a level of thought easily understood by most. 

But others require more depth and I believe a little ‘academia’ can be helpful for the new evangelizer. The 

following language may be foreign but the goal is to stretch our minds. The first expositions are brief 

excerpts from five prominent Fathers: Ambrose, Cyril of Jerusalem, Irenaeus, John Chrysostom and Justin 

Martyr. I have also included excerpts from Augustine, Aquinas and Bonaventure. From more recent times, 

there are excerpts from Divino Afflante Spiritu, a watershed document on modern Scripture exegesis. I hope 

they whet the appetite for the pursuit of in-depth study, reflection and application. Mostly, I am hopeful that 

new evangelizers will first understand the importance of Scripture as it shapes and frames our Christian 

existence and sustenance. 

 

This excerpt of St. Ambrose, Explanations of the Psalms (Ps. 36, 65-66: CSEL 64, 123-125), is read in the Roman 
Catholic Office of readings for Thursday in the 6th week of ordinary time along with the accompanying biblical reading 
taken from Proverbs 10:6-32. (Ambrose baptized St. Augustine in the second half of the 4th century AD.) 
 

We must always meditate on God’s wisdom, keeping it in our hearts and on our lips. Your tongue must 
speak justice, the law of God must be in your heart. Hence Scripture tells you: You shall speak of these 
commandments when you sit in your house, and when you walk along the way, and when you lie down, and when 
you get up. Let us then speak of the Lord Jesus, for he is wisdom, he is the word, the Word indeed of 
God. 

 

It is also written: Open your lips, and let God’s word be heard. God’s word is uttered by those who repeat 
Christ’s teaching and meditate on his sayings. Let us always speak this word. When we speak about 
wisdom, we are speaking of Christ. When we speak about virtue, we are speaking of Christ. When we 
speak about justice, we are speaking of Christ. When we speak about peace, we are speaking of Christ. 
When we speak about truth and life and redemption, we are speaking of Christ. 

 

Open your lips, says Scripture, and let God’s word be heard. It is for you to open, it is for him to be heard. 
So David said: I shall hear what the Lord says in me. The very Son of God says: Open your lips, and I will fill 
them. Not all can attain to the perfection of wisdom as Solomon or Daniel did, but the spirit of wisdom 
is poured out on all according to their capacity, that is, on all the faithful. If you believe, you have the 
spirit of wisdom.  
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Meditate, then, at all times on the things of God, and speak the things of God, when you sit in your 
house. By house we can understand the Church, or the secret place within us, so that we are to speak 
within ourselves. Speak with prudence, so as to avoid falling into sin, as by excess of talking. When you 
sit in your house, speak to yourself as if you were a judge. When you walk along the way, speak, so as 
never to be idle. You speak along the way if you speak in Christ, for Christ is the way. When you walk 
along the way, speak to yourself, speak to Christ. Hear him say to you: I desire that in every place men 
should pray, lifting holy hands without anger or quarrelling. When you lie down, speak so that the sleep of 
death may not steal upon you. Listen and learn how you are to speak as you lie down; I will not give 
sleep to my eyes or slumber to my eyelids until I find a place for the Lord, a dwelling place for the God of Jacob. 

 

When you get up or rise again, speak of Christ, so as to fulfill what you are commanded. Listen and 
learn how Christ is to awaken you from sleep. Your soul says: I hear my brother knocking at the door. Then 
Christ says to you: Open the door to me, my sister, my spouse. Listen and learn how you are to awaken 
Christ. Your soul says: I charge you, daughters of Jerusalem, awaken or reawaken the love of my heart. Christ is 
that love. 

 

God’s word is uttered by those who repeat Christ’s teaching and meditate on his sayings. Let us always 
speak this word. When we speak about wisdom, we are speaking of Christ. When we speak about 
justice, we are speaking of Christ. When we speak about peace, we are speaking of Christ. When we 
speak about truth and life and redemption, we are speaking of Christ. 

 
[Ambrose] set about mastering the Scriptures, guided by the writings of Origen and the practice of lectio 
divina, a form of prayerful meditation on the word of God. It was Ambrose who introduced this practice to the 
West, and it deeply permeated his life and preaching. Saint Augustine, who was converted in Milan and 
baptized by Ambrose, relates the profound impression which Ambrose’s engagement with the word of God 
left upon him. Ambrose, contrary to the custom of the time, did not read the Scriptures aloud, which 
Augustine interpreted as a sign of how deeply the inspired word had penetrated the holy Bishop’s mind and 
heart. This image can serve as an "icon" of Ambrose as a catechist: his teaching was inseparable from his 
prayer and his entire life. For Ambrose, Christ was everything – Omnia Christus est nobis! – and so it must be 
for every catechist and indeed for every one of the Lord’s disciples.” 

 

Pope Benedict XVI 

This excerpt, taken from St. Cyril of Jerusalem's famous Jerusalem Catecheses (Cat. 18, 23-25: PG 33, 1043-1047) 
explains why the Church is called "catholic." Since some of the readers of this page do not know Greek, we must add 
something that Cyril presumed self-evident to his Greek-speaking hearers--the word "catholic" comes from the Greek 
word meaning "whole," "entire," or "all." After explaining the meaning of the term "Catholic" St. Cyril goes on to 
explain the meaning of the term "Church" which comes from the Greek words meaning "those called out." It is used in 
the Roman Office of Readings for Wednesday of the 17th week in ordinary time.  
 

The Church is called Catholic or universal because it has spread throughout the entire world, from one 
end of the earth to the other. Again, it is called Catholic because it teaches fully and unfailingly all the 
doctrines which ought to be brought to men's knowledge, whether concerned with visible or invisible 
things, with the realities of heaven or the things of earth. Another reason for the name Catholic is that 
the Church brings under religious obedience all classes of men, rulers and subjects, learned and 
unlettered. Finally, it deserves the title Catholic because it heals and cures unrestrictedly every type of 
sin that can be committed in soul or in body, and because it possesses within itself every kind of virtue 
that can be named, whether exercised in actions or in words or in some kind of spiritual charism. 

 

It is most aptly called a church, which means an "assembly of those called out," because it "calls out" all 
men and gathers them together, just as the Lord says in Leviticus: Assemble all the congregation at the door 
of the tent of meeting. It is worth noting also that the word "assemble" is used for the first time in the 
Scriptures at this moment when the Lord appoints Aaron high priest. So in Deuteronomy God says to 
Moses: Assemble the people before me and let them hear my words, so that they may learn to fear me. There is a 
further mention of the assembly in the passage about the tablets of the Law: And on them were written all 
the words which the Lord had spoken to you on the mountain out of the midst of the fire, on the day of the 
assembly; it is as though he had said, even more clearly, "on the day when you were called out by God 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 69 

an gathered together." So too the psalmist says: I will give thanks to you in the great assembly, O Lord; in the 
mighty throng I will praise you. 

 

Long ago the psalmist sang: Bless God in the assembly; bless the Lord, you who are Israel's sons. But now the 
Savior has built a second holy assembly, our Christian Church, from the Gentiles. It was of this that he 
spoke to Peter: On this rock I will build my Church, and the powers of death shall ot prevail against it. 

 

Now that the single church which was in Judea has been rejected, the churches of Christ are already 
multiplying throughout the world, and of them it is said in the psalms: Sing a new song to the Lord, let his 
praise be sung in the assembly of the saints. Taking up the same theme the prophet says to the Jews: I have 
no pleasure in you, says the Lord of hosts; and immediately he adds: For from the rising of the sun to its setting 
my name is glorified among the nations. Of this holy Catholic Church Paul writes to Timothy: That you may 
know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the Church of the living God, the pillar and 
bulwark of the truth. 

And from St. Cyril of Jerusalem Catechesis No. 3. Of Scripture 
 

Now these the divinely-inspired Scriptures of both the Old and the New Testament teach us. For the 
God of the two Testaments is One, Who in the Old Testament foretold the Christ Who appeared in the 
New; Who by the Law and the Prophets led us to Christ's school. For before faith came, we were kept in 
ward under the law, and, the law hath been our tutor to bring us unto Christ. And if ever thou hear any 
of the heretics speaking evil of the Law or the Prophets, answer in the sound of the Savior's voice, 
saying, Jesus came not to destroy the Law, but to fulfill it. Learn also diligently, and from the Church, 
what are the books of the Old Testament, and what those of the New. 

This excerpt from the monumental work by St. Irenaeus of Lyon, Against Heresies (Lib. 4, 6, 3.5.6.7: SC 100, 442-
446. 448-454) is used in the Roman Office of Readings for Wednesday in the 1st week in Ordinary Time. 
 

No one can know the Father apart from God’s Word, that is, unless the Son reveals him, and no one can 
know the Son unless the Father so wills. Now the Son fulfills the Father’s good pleasure: the Father 
sends, the Son is sent, and he comes.  

 

The Father is beyond our sight and comprehension; but he is known by his Word, who tells us of him 
who surpasses all telling. In turn, the Father alone has knowledge of his Word. And the Lord has 
revealed both truths. Therefore, the Son reveals the knowledge of the Father by his revelation of 
himself. Knowledge of the Father consists in the self-revelation of the Son, for all is revealed through the 
Word. 
 

The Father’s purpose in revealing the Son was to make himself known to us all and so to welcome into 
eternal rest those who believe in him, establishing them in justice, preserving them from death. To 
believe in him means to do his will. 
 

Through creation itself the Word reveals God the Creator. Through the world he reveals the Lord who 
made the world. Through all that is fashioned he reveals the craftsman who fashioned it all. Through 
the Son the Word reveals the Father who begot him as Son. All speak of these things in the same 
language, but they do not believe them in the same way. Through the law and the prophets the Word 
revealed himself and his Father in the same way, and though all the people equally heard the message 
not all equally believed it. Through the Word, made visible and palpable, the Father was revealed, 
though not all equally believed in him. But all saw the Father in the Son, for the Father of the Son cannot 
be seen, but the Son of the Father can be seen. The Son performs everything as a ministry to the Father, 
from beginning to end, and without the Son no one can know God. The way to know the Father is the 
Son. Knowledge of the Son is in the Father, and is revealed through the Son. For this reason the Lord 
said: No one knows the Son except the Father; and no one knows the Father except the Son, and those to whom the 
Son has revealed him (Matt 11:27). The word “revealed” refers not only to the future - as though the Word 
began to reveal the Father only when he was born of Mary; it refers equally to all time. From the 
beginning the Son is present to creation, reveals the Father to all, to those the Father chooses, when the 
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Father chooses, and as the Father chooses. So, there is in all and through all one God the Father, one 
Word and Son, and one Spirit, and one salvation for all who believe in him. 

From a sermon by St. John Chrysostom, one of the greatest early Church Fathers of the 5th Century. His eloquent 
preaching on the Sacred Scriptures earned him the title of "Chrysostom," meaning “golden-mouthed." 
 

How then is it anything but absurd, to submit to the greatest hardships, when an Emperor enjoins it; 
but when God commands nothing grievous nor difficult, but what is very tolerable and easy, to despise 
or to deride it, and to advance custom as an excuse? Let us not, I entreat, so far despise our own safety, 
but let us fear God as we fear man. I know that ye shudder at hearing this, but what deserves to be 
shuddered at is that ye do not pay even so much respect to God; and that whilst ye diligently observe 
the Emperor’s decrees, ye trample under foot those which are divine, and which have come down from 
heaven; and consider diligence concerning these a secondary object. For what apology will there be left 
for us, and what pardon, if after so much admonition we persist in the same practices. 

The First Apology of St. Justin Martyr is a defense of the Christian Faith addressed to the Roman Emperor around 
150AD.Justin was later martyred in Rome for his faith. 
 

Chapter XLVI – The Word in the World before Christ.  
 

But lest some should, without reason, and for the perversion of what we teach, maintain that we say 
that Christ was born one hundred and fifty years ago under Cyrenius, and subsequently, in the time of 
Pontius Pilate, taught what we say He taught; and should cry out against us as though all men who 
were born before Him were irresponsible--let us anticipate and solve the difficulty. We have been 
taught that Christ is the first-born of God, and we have declared above that He is the Word of whom 
every race of men were partakers; and those who lived reasonably are Christians, even though they 
have been thought atheists; as, among the Greeks, Socrates and Heraclitus, and men like them; and 
among the barbarians, Abraham, and Ananias, and Azarias, and Misael, and Elias, and many others 
whose actions and names we now decline to recount, because we know it would be tedious. So that 
even they who lived before Christ, and lived without reason, were wicked and hostile to Christ, and 
slew those who lived reasonably. But who, through the power of the Word, according to the will of God 
the Father and Lord of all, He was born of a virgin as a man, and was named Jesus, and was crucified, 
and died, and rose again, and ascended into heaven, an intelligent man will be able to comprehend 
from what has been already so largely said. And we, since the proof of this subject is less needful now, 
will pass for the present to the proof of those things which are urgent.  
 

From the Five Hundred Chapters by Saint Maximus the Confessor, Abbott, (Centuria 1, 8-13: PG 90, 1182-1186) is 
used in the Roman Office of Readings for the Wednesday from January 2 to Epiphany in the Christmas cycle. 
 

The Word of God, born once in the flesh (such is his kindness and goodness), is always willing to be 
born spiritually in those who desire him. In them he is born as an infant as he fashions himself in them 
by means of their virtues. He reveals himself to the extent that he knows someone is capable of 
receiving him. He diminishes the revelation of his glory not out of selfishness but because he recognizes 
the capacity and resources of those who desire to see him. Yet, in the transcendence of mystery, he 
always remains invisible to all. 
 

For this reason the apostle Paul, reflecting on the power of the mystery, said: Jesus Christ, yesterday and 
today: he remains the same forever. For he understands the mystery as ever new, never growing old 
through our understanding of it. 
Christ is God, for he had given all things their being out of nothing. Yet he is born as man taking to 
himself our nature, flesh endowed with intelligent spirit. A star glitters by day in the East and leads the 
wise men to the place where the incarnate Word lies, to show that the Word, contained in the Law and 
the Prophets, surpasses in a mystical way knowledge derived from the senses, and to lead the Gentiles 
to the full light of knowledge. 
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For surely the word of the Law and the Prophets when it is understood with faith is like a star which 
leads those who are called to the power of grace in accordance with his decree to recognize the Word 
incarnate. 
 

Here is the reason why God became a perfect man, changing nothing of human nature, except to take 
away sin (which was never natural anyway). His flesh was set before that voracious, gaping dragon as 
bait to provoke him: flesh that would be deadly for the dragon, for it would utterly destroy him by the 
power of the Godhead hidden within it. For human nature, however, his flesh was to be a remedy since 
the power of the Godhead in it would restore human nature to its original grace. 
 

…The great mystery of the divine incarnation remains a mystery forever. How can the Word made flesh 
be essentially the same person that is wholly with the Father? How can he who is by nature God 
become by nature wholly man without lacking either nature, neither the divine by which he is God nor 
the human by which he became man? 
 

Faith alone grasps these mysteries. Faith alone is truly the substance and foundation of all that exceeds 
knowledge and understanding. 

Beyond the Church Fathers 
 
This excerpt from a sermon by St. Augustine (Sermo 293,3: PL 1328-1329) is used in the Roman Catholic Divine 
Office of Readings for Sunday in the 3rd week in Advent. This is applicable and profound wisdom for the new 
evangelizer. 
 

John is the voice, but the Lord is the Word who was in the beginning. John is the voice that lasts for a 
time; from the beginning Christ is the Word who lives for ever. 

 

Take away the word, the meaning, and what is the voice? Where there is no understanding, there is 
only a meaningless sound. The voice without the word strikes the ear but does not build up the heart. 

 

However, let us observe what happens when we first seek to build up our hearts. When I think about 
what I am going to say, the word or message is already in my heart.  When I want to speak to you, I 
look for a way to share with your heart what is already in mine. 

 

In my search for a way to let this message reach you, so that the word already in my heart may find 
place also in yours, I use my voice to speak to you. The sound of my voice brings the meaning of the 
word to you and then passes away. The word which the sound has brought to you is now in your heart, 
and yet it is still also in mine. 

 

When the word has been conveyed to you, does not the sound seem to say: The word ought to grow, and I 
should diminish? The sound of the voice has made itself heard in the service of the word, and has gone 
away, as though it were saying: My joy is complete. Let us hold on to the word; we must not lose the 
word conceived inwardly in our hearts. 

 

Do you need proof that the voice passes away but the divine Word remains? Where is John’s baptism 
today? It served its purpose, and it went away. Now it is Christ’s baptism that we celebrate. It is in 
Christ that we all believe; we hope for salvation in him. This is the message the voice cried out. 

 

Because it is hard to distinguish word from voice, even John himself was thought to be the Christ. The 
voice was thought to be the word. But the voice acknowledged what it was, anxious not to give offense 
to the word. I am not the Christ, he said, nor Elijah, nor the prophet. And the question came: Who are you, 
then? He replied: I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way for the Lord. 

 

The voice of one crying in the wilderness is the voice of one breaking the silence. Prepare the way of the Lord, 
he says, as though he were saying: “I speak out in order to lead him into your hearts, but he does not 
choose to come where I lead him unless you prepare the way for him.” 
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To prepare the way means to pray well; it means thinking humbly of oneself. We should take our lesson 
from John the Baptist. He is thought to be the Christ; he declares he is not what they think. He does not 
take advantage of their mistake to further his own glory. 

 

If he had said, “I am the Christ,” you can imagine how readily he would have ben believed, since they 
believed he was the Christ even before he spoke. But he did not say it; he acknowledged what he was. 
He pointed out clearly who he was; he humbled himself. 

 

He saw where his salvation lay. He understood that he was a lamp, and his fear was that it might be 
blown out by the wind of pride. 

 
This excerpt is from St. Thomas Aquinas, Hic Est Liber, 1256 
 

The speech of Sacred Scripture does these three things in the fullest manner. For it firmly teaches with its 
eternal truth. Psalm 118.89: "Thy word, O Lord, stands firm forever as heaven." And it sweetly delights 
with its pleasantness. Psalm 118.103: "How sweet are thy words to my mouth!" And it efficaciously 
changes with its authority. Jeremiah 23.29: "Are not my words as a fire, saith the Lord?" 

 

Therefore, in the text above [Baruch 4:1] Sacred Scripture is commended for three things. First, for the 
authority with which it changes: "This is the book of the commandments of God." Second, for the 
eternal truth with which it instructs, when it says, "And the law that is forever." Third, for the 
usefulness with which it entices, when it says, "All that keep it shall come to life." 

 
This excerpt from a short discourse by St. Bonaventure (Prologus: Opera Omnia 5, 201-202) on the understanding of 
Scripture is used in the Roman Catholic Divine Office of Readings for Monday in the 5th week in Ordinary time and 
deals with the principles of biblical interpretation otherwise known as hermeneutics. 
 

The source of sacred Scripture was not human research but divine revelation. This revelation comes 
from the Father of Light from whom the whole concept of fatherhood in heaven and on earth derives. From him, 
through Jesus Christ his Son, the Holy Spirit enters into us. Then, through the Holy Spirit who allots 
and apportions his gifts to each person as he wishes, we receive the gift of faith, and through faith Christ 
lives in our hearts. So we come to know Christ and this knowledge becomes the main source of a firm 
understanding of the truth of all sacred Scripture. It is impossible, therefore, for anyone to achieve this 
understanding unless he first receives the gift of faith in Christ. This faith is the foundation of the whole 
Bible, a lamp and a key to its understanding. As long as our earthly state keeps us from seeing the Lord, 
this same faith is the firm basis of all supernatural enlightenment, the light guiding us to it, and the 
doorway through which we enter upon it. What is more, the extent of our faith is the measure of the 
wisdom which God has given us. Thus, no one should overestimate his wisdom; instead, he should soberly 
make his assessment according to the extent of the faith which God has given him. 

 

The outcome or the fruit of reading Holy Scripture is by no means negligible: it is the fullness of eternal 
happiness. For these are the books which tell us of eternal life, which were written not only that we 
might believe but also that we might have everlasting life. When we do live that life we shall 
understand fully, we shall love completely, and our desires will be totally satisfied Then, with all our 
needs fulfilled, we shall truly know the love that surpasses understanding and so be filled with the fullness of 
God. The purpose of the Scriptures, which come to us from God, is to lead us to this fullness according 
to the truths contained in those sayings of the apostles to which I have referred. In order to achieve this, 
we must study Holy Scripture carefully, and teach it and listen to it in the same way. 

 

If we are to attain the ultimate goal of eternal happiness by the path of virtue described in the 
Scriptures, we have to begin at the very beginning. We must come with a pure faith to the Father of 
Light and acknowledge him in our hearts. We must ask him to give us, through his Son and in the Holy 
Spirit, a true knowledge of Jesus Christ, and along with that knowledge a love of him. Knowing and 
loving him in this way, confirmed in our faith and grounded in our love, we can know the length and 
breadth and height and depth of his sacred Scripture. Through that knowledge we can come at last to know 
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perfectly and love completely the most blessed Trinity, whom the saints desire to know and love and in 
whom all that is good and true finds its meaning and fulfillment. 

 
In recent times 
 

50. Let priests therefore, who are bound by their office to procure the eternal salvation of the faithful, 
after they have themselves by diligent study perused the sacred pages and made them their own by 
prayer and meditations, assiduously distribute the heavenly treasures of the divine word by sermons, 
homilies and exhortations; let them confirm the Christian doctrine by sentences from the Sacred Books 
and illustrate it by outstanding examples from sacred history and in particular from the Gospel of 
Christ Our Lord; and - avoiding with the greatest care those purely arbitrary and far-fetched 
adaptations, which are not a use, but rather an abuse of the divine word - let them set forth all this with 
such eloquence, lucidity and clearness that the faithful may not only be moved and inflamed to reform 
their lives, but may also conceive in their hearts the greatest veneration for the Sacred Scripture. 

 

57. To this Our most merciful Redeemer we must therefore bring all back by every means in our power; 
for He is the divine consoler of the afflicted; He it is Who teaches all, whether they be invested with 
public authority or are bound in duty to obey and submit, true honesty, absolute justice and generous 
charity; it is He in fine, and He alone, Who can be the firm foundation and support of peace and 
tranquility: "For other foundation no man can lay, but that which is laid: which is Christ Jesus."[38] This 
author of salvation, Christ, will men more fully know, more ardently love and faithfully imitate in 
proportion as they are more assiduously urged to know and meditate the Sacred Letters, especially the 
New Testament, for, as St. Jerome the Doctor of Stridon says: "To ignore the Scripture is to ignore 
Christ";[39] and again: "If there is anything in this life which sustains a wise man and induces him to 
maintain his serenity amidst the tribulations and adversities of the world, it is in the first place, I 
consider, the meditation and knowledge of the Scriptures." 

 

Divino Afflante Spiritu (1943) 
Encyclical of Pope Pius XII on Promoting Biblical Studies, Commemorating the Fiftieth Anniversary of 
Providentissimus Deus 

 

This excerpt is from the Address of Blessed Pope John Paul II to representatives of the “United Bible Societies”, 
Hall of Popes, 14 May 1992. 

Many and priceless are the spiritual treasures which we share. Among them the Holy Scriptures occupy 
an eminent place. The Second Vatican Council recalled that the word of God written down in the Sacred 
Books is a "precious instrument in the mighty hand of God for attaining to that unity which the Saviour 
holds out to all" (Unitatis Redintegratio, 21). 
 

It is my hope that in the midst of the toil involved in sowing the seed of the word of God today you will 
experience that joy proclaimed by the Prophet Isaiah: "How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of 
him who brings good tidings, who publishes peace, who brings good tidings of good, who publishes 
salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns’ " (Is. 52:7). In this season of Resurrection and the 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit may you be blessed by the Father of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ! 

 
Clarity and understanding are beautiful things. Our path to understanding the context of ‘new’ 

evangelization has taken on flesh. The depth of our acceptance of personal conversion, self-sacrifice, enveloped 

with the foundation of pure joy discovered in the Word of God makes the reality ever-present – ‘name,’ 

identity and relationship: We are in the presence of Jesus. 

 

PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is a seeker entering the elusive relationship. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html
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WE ARE CHRISTIAN 
 
 

I, then, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to live in a manner worthy of the call you have received, with all 
humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another through love, striving to preserve the unity of 
the spirit through the bond of peace: one body and one Spirit, as you were also called to the one hope of your 
call; one Lord, one faith, one baptism ; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.  
 

Ephesians 4: 3-6 
 

 

 

IN OUR CHAPTER TITLED ‘CONVERSION’ I told a personal story of when I was a teenager working at a 

grocery store. I was intrigued by the art and verbiage on the various products. And, one package stood out – 

Uncle Ben’s Converted Rice. Conversion has taken on new meaning for me and I hope you, too. It is the 

wonderful transformation from within that is inexplicable, beyond the capacity of simple human words. We 

realize and acknowledge its existence. It is personal, it is ‘ours’ in the true sense of the word. Yet, it begs to 

escape because God’s creation and its giftedness is not a personal possession clung so closely to the heart 

that it invades and punctures but is grace manifested for the good of the ‘other’ that aids corporate salvation. 

Corporate salvation: I chose that phrase because it holds so much truth. Our personal witness takes 

on the reality of an overall witness that attempts to bring into human reality the ontological and spiritual 

reality of salvation for the world. It is God’s desire and it is Jesus’ mission inherited by the baptized. It is a 

phrase that captures a union of personal humankind at work: doing not intellectualizing, reaching out and 

not waiting, embracing and not pushing-away enlivened relationships and inherent obligations. And, union 

–- or unity – is key for we strive for profound unity with God. It is not a seeking of inner transformation for 

one Church, one individual, one clique, but the conversion of all the baptized. 

Convincing witness can only occur where there is no division on fundamental truth: And Christian 

truth at our stage of modern civilization has more in common with unity of principle than division of 

contemporary opinion. There are very real practical and ethical questions within the Christian communities 

and many can be a source of confusion, distrust, even the weakening of individual and corporate witness. 

Misunderstandings of core Christian behavior that one group, or ‘mentality’ within a group, emphatically 

states as good and holy is in turn interpreted in a different sense by others who may state “that is not a lived 

tradition.” The substance of the debate is real but it has veered from the substantive essential first-principle 

truth. Differences that avoid the fundamental and a ‘first-principle’ of God as creator, initiator and Jesus as 

the paradigm can lean to the evangelizer being perceived as an irritant rather than a uniting principle. It is in 

the embrace of fundamental truth that transformation not only exists in potentiality but extracts possibilities. 

We have uncovered that the modern “new’ evangelizer embraces suffering, death and resurrection. 

Evangelization as corporate witness places all the baptized at the foot of the cross. Our shared baptism gives 

flesh to our search for meaning in our lives and provides a unity of holiness. We are in constant pursuit for 

the holy; sinners all, redeemed, forgiven and celebrated witnesses for the Christ. When we stand at the foot 
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of the cross we may be silent and hesitant at first because of overwhelming emotion but the silence is broken 

when we acknowledge the identity of the person on the cross: “You are the Christ, the son of the Living 

God” (Matthew 16: 15-16). 

I believe all would agree that being an irritant as a Christian witness – which is not the same as being 

persistent -- not only suffocates our possibilities in personal encounters but also degrades a sense of the 

primary source which may lead some to believe that Christ is an irritant. Jesus was certainly a ‘rabble-rouser’ 

and his invitation should not be construed as ‘irritating’ but as unconditional. If we focus on the cross and 

the identity of the Christ and not the perceived, imagined or real Christian differences in modern society, we 

can ‘stay the course’ of becoming authentic in the service of evangelization. 

I’ve heard this story told in diverse encounters. Grandpa was getting old, he was frail in most 

people’s eyes and his care took considerable family and individual effort. After all, his hands shook, he 

couldn’t see beyond the reach of his hands and he could barely stand. To bring a spoon to his mouth in most 

instances concluded with most of the food in his lap or on the floor. When he reached for a glass more liquid 

was spilled rather than consumed. The son and daughter-in-law were always irritated with him and 

concluded that something must be done. 

Their solution – they placed a small table in the corner away from the others sharing a meal. He had 

broken his dishes so they provided a wooden bowl. Though he was now alone in the midst of others at 

meals they continued to admonish him as his wooden bowl would often fall to the ground. The children 

watched in silence. 

One evening the father noticed his small son playing with scraps of wood on the floor. He asked, 

“What are you making?”  The boy politely responded, “I am making wooden bowls for you and mom to eat 

your food in when I grow up.” 

That evening the husband took his father’s hand and led him to the family table. He would always 

share with the family from that point on. A new reality and emotion was present each time the father and 

mother looked at their children in the presence of grandpa. 

Unity means oneness, or togetherness. In the reality of unity there is strength in action as well as 

character. Divergence in most cases means that a weakness of purpose has occurred and any sense of the 

‘familial’ – in the sense of the universal Christian family – has escalated a decline in cooperation and unity. If 

we extend this analogy into a greater horizon we can visualize that without strong bonds we become 

factions that cause a cessation of purpose and a weakening of moral and social structure. We lose the essence 

of the cross as a uniting principle. 

Spiritual unity is possible in the confession of faith. St. Paul would often complain about the 

divisions he encountered, especially in Corinth. And the early Church had considerable dissent from factions 

who often paid too much attention to disputed words rather than the reality of the cross. The truth of the 
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cross does not conceal the drama of division but it does place the emphasis on the identity of the Christ. 

And, identity is a uniting principle, also. 

Jesus’ revelation of truth in unity is expressed often in comparative analogical terms. 

 The Kingdom of Heaven, The Kingdom of God (Matthew 13:24; Luke 13:18; John 18:36); 

 The Church as a city whose keys were entrusted to the Apostles (Matthew 5: 14; 16:19); 

 A sheepfold to which all sheep must come and be united under one shepherd (John 10:7-17); 

 A vine and its branches (John 15:1-7); 

 A house built on rock (Matthew 16:18); 

 Jesus in prayer that all might be and remain ‘one’ as He and the Father are one (John 17:20-23); 

 Jesus warned that “every kingdom divided against itself shall be made desolate: and every 
city or house divided against itself shall not stand” (Matthew 12:25). 

St. Paul was also insistent on the concept of unity within the Church. 

 Schism and disunion may be branded as crimes (Galatians 5:20-21); 

 Paul asks the Corinthians, “Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Were you baptized 
in the name of Paul?” (1 Corinthians 1:13); 

 Also in 1 Corinthians, Paul describes the Church as one body with many distinct members but 
with one head (1 Corinthians 12:13); 

 In his words to the Ephesians, Paul exhorts them to be “careful to keep the unity of the Spirit 
in the bond of peace,” and reminds them that there is “one body and one spirit – one Lord, 
one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all” (Ephesians 4:3-6). 

Unity need not be a foreign word in our evangelization vocabulary but a reality that overcomes 

difficulties and reaches hearts. The victory of the cross is the power that enables us to overcome obstacles, 

interference or disinterest. In the midst of diversity of backgrounds and experience, unity of purpose is our 

goal and mission. We are not pursuing immediate success or a multitude of success stories when we speak of 

victory. Victory is in the cross, in the identity and not the spectacle; in a durable base of shared roots. In 

Christ the first-principle of unity is uncovered that is relevant to modern society. It leads to a communion 

with Christ in sacramental encounter and with each other. 

Have you ever noticed that so many things come in threes? People say it is as easy as 1-2-3; strike 

three, “You’re out!“; at sporting events there are two competitors and a referee; two people desiring 

marriage are witnessed by a minister; we say, “In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” 

Union is manifested and pursues completion despite diversity, and, complementarity is achieved when the 

two or more are gathered together. 

In our Christian tradition we speak of the ‘Trinity.’ Since the beginning of our magnificent Church 

there has always existed this ‘doctrine.’ It is a great mystery and not a simple question seeking a simple 

explanation. It has never been discarded – and never will be – nor even seriously doubted. It is a 

fundamental revealed truth for the Christian to ponder and relish. God is knowable as an object of faith, one 

that encompasses a physical and metaphysical nature and that presents in an articulate manner how 

diversity exists within a union. We speak of God as infinite, unchangeable, eternal, and as essential and 

fundamental truth. There is a distinctiveness about the ‘one’ God who can exhibit such a diverse personality.  
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The concept of trinity allows us freedom to pause and transition from an abstract mentality to a 

sublimely human perception that reiterates unity and oneness within distinctiveness. St. Patrick pointed to 

the three leaves of one clover. St. Ignatius used an example of three musical notes that create one beautiful 

and melodious chord. Others have used the example of one drop of water which can exist in three forms – 

ice, liquid and steam. I also heard someone using the example of the sun as having three faces: the first sends 

light to illumine, the second sends heat to warm us, and the third face provides power to energize. If we look 

at human existence it is the past, present and future in union that self-contain lived experience. And, how 

about those three little and distinct words that form Christian living, “I love you.”  

No matter what example we may wish to create that aids self-understanding of being united though 

expressing diversity, we cannot escape that name (Jesus), identity and relationship remains forever. The 

point of this being that unity is possible and it is encouraged. The Christian evangelizer needs to search for 

unity on the journey, in the dialogue and in the relationship. 

The philosopher within me continues to raise haunting questions. If God is the creator of life how 

can we, if in union with God and each other, even consider violence toward the ‘other’, i.e., life? If the Christ 

is asking us to come together how can we consider becoming a part of a throw-away society? How can we 

consider to prefer being alone in relationship with God when the body of Christ is filled with so many gifts 

where the Spirit is the epitome of unity that allows our distinctiveness to be an essential whole?  We could 

go on listing disturbing questions forever from a philosophical viewpoint in pursuing an understanding of 

unity in the midst of diversity. But there is an operative word at work here and it embraces the nature of our 

“I” problem discussed earlier. ‘We’ is the operative force. The identity of the Christ ever-present to us as we 

stand at the foot of the cross demands a reciprocity that involves all of us becoming engaged together 

whether standing in a positive force of awe or emotional discomfort. 

Let me be succinct. This manuscript is well-intentioned in its pursuit of the Catholic Christian 

experiencing a transformation from within that places an individual – in the company of all the baptized – at 

the foot of the cross. My primary thrust is for the guidance of the Catholic Christian – I am a Catholic priest 

with a specific ministry for Catholic Christians -- but my ultimate mission is the transformation of all 

baptized souls. When I speak of ‘conversion’ I do not imply that we pursue souls for membership. We are not 

proselytizing. We are inviting the emergence of the Christian soul into a transformation and a new 

relationship with the Christ. And that means that all evangelizers bring the common and essential truth of 

the cross to all. We may utilize a ‘segmentation’ principle to assist group management and planning strategy 

but we need not be selective in the people we are evangelizing. Our courageous proclamation is public and 

for all. Our words in union with the ‘Word’ can bring credible renewal to a perplexed world in search of 

personal satisfaction as the end-all. Our words do not have as mission the acclimation of a new set of beliefs 

but the internal motion of the Christ as transformative encounter. 
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Thomas Merton in his autobiography (Elected Silence, p. 303) describes an experience not long after 

he entered the monastery. He had become ill and was confined for several days and he expresses a moment 

when he felt a ‘secret joy’ with the realization of the opportunity for prayer since he did not have to run all 

over answering bells. Merton was forced to recognize his internal attitudes. He says, “All my bad 

habits…had sneaked into the monastery with me and had received the religious vesture along with me: 

spiritual gluttony, spiritual sensuality, spiritual pride.” He is trying to live the Christian life with emotional 

equipment of someone still wedded to the search for individual satisfaction.  In the words of Dr. Rowan 

Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury when addressing the Synod of Bishops in October 2012: “It is a 

powerful warning: we have to be very careful in our evangelization not simply to persuade people to apply 

to God and the life of the spirit all the longings for drama, excitement and self-congratulation that we so 

often indulge in our daily lives... responding to the words of the Gospel requires of us  [a] means of 

transforming our whole self, our feelings and thoughts and imaginings. To be converted to the faith does not 

simply mean acquiring a new set of beliefs, but becoming a new person, a person in communion with God 

and others through Jesus Christ.“ 

Another adapted and paraphrased tale from William Bausch: 

God created the heavens and the earth and everything in them. God created all from ‘words.’ God 

proclaimed and it was done. God was especially proud of man and woman whom he breathed into them a 

part of his spirit. This made the devil jealous and very angry. 

One day when God was enjoying the presence of the man and woman the devil casually walked by 

and stood next to God. He asked why he liked these creatures so much. But when God opened his mouth to 

answer the devil put a bond on his tongue so that he could not be heard. Since God’s power resounded in his 

words, the devil had bound the power of God. 

The devil laughed and now had a ‘power’ over the man and woman. Centuries passed and the devil 

couldn’t resist returning to mock God. He laughed at the silent and seemingly helpless God. God responded 

with a gesture. He held up one finger. 

“One?” asked the devil. “Are you trying to tell me that you want to say just one word?” 

God nodded yes, pleading urgently with his eyes and hands. 

The devil was quite confident and thought to himself, ‘Not even God could do much harm with one 

word.’ So the devil removed the bond on God’s tongue. 

And God whispered his one word. His proclamation was bold in quiet terms for the man and 

woman. Beyond joy, it was a word that gathered together the love, forgiveness, celebration and unity that 

God had been storing up in his silence. 

The word: Jesus. 

 

PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is a Father’s discipline. 
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A STORY WITHIN THE STORY 

 

Sometimes narrative in the guise of fiction orients reality better than fact itself. Truth can be discovered and 

discerned when we view the lives of characters that are either closely related to our own circumstance or so foreign that 

we are intrigued and engaged beyond belief. The intrigue moves our emotions as well as the intellectual aspect of our 

personality. We learn – which implies ‘application’ -- without realizing there was a process of learning. And, similar to 

our intellect and emotions, the physical aspect of our lives may also change or be moved. When our human personality 

in all its composition is alive and in motion, the soul is touched. The soul begins to become visible. 

Here’s a little diversion to whet the emotional appetite, engage the mind and open the senses to a different level. 

Maybe, it will touch the soul and move the human spirit to unselfish conversion. 

As you reflect on this story and its characters, look for similarities with your own life and circumstances. Notice if 

the characters reached their potential by understanding and engaging the elements of emotion, intellect and, especially, 

the spiritual as events individually and collectively unfold. 

If you are sharing with a group, ask pertinent questions that give insight about people changing and possibly 

understanding a conversion moment of grace and then coming out of their shell to express belief. Look for expressive 

language or creative individual imagination. 

 

Did the characters step back and reflect or discern before moving forward? 

Are there truly differences between prophets, seekers and the converted? Which characters exemplified any of those 

characteristics? How were they assisted by others? 

Did the people who exhibited change express self-sacrifice and a concern for the other person more effectively than 

people incapable of change or unwilling to change? 

How important is the role of living within a community and expressing belief in that community? 

What are the outcomes for the characters that understand the necessity of change and the acceptance of their 

transformation or conversion? 

Did those same characters freely express their belief? 

Were there any instances of witness? 

Is there a ‘sacramental’ character or celebration in any of the events? 

Did events point to something beyond what was visible on the surface? 

 

I hope your reflections help you understand the drama of your own lived experience in human and spiritual ways. 

I also hope we can see the varied opportunities to search for these very important aspects when ‘hearing’ another’s story. 

Let there be a strong motivation in your heart to begin expressing your belief and active faith. Invite all whom you 

encounter to move toward conversion and change; witness and storytelling. 
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The Disciple 

 

I am a friend to everyone and both a challenging and perplexing personality to a select few. That’s my 

family’s perspective and my friends’ puzzle to solve. “If you can’t get along with him you are the one with 

the problem” is what my brothers would often say. “If you do get along with him then we’ve given him a 

problem,” is what my closest friends might say. My one younger sister would acknowledge that I’m 

different from my brothers -- in a less serious and lighthearted sort of way -- that maybe there is something 

to the rumors of the milkman who befriended our mother and worked our neighborhood when my siblings 

and I were growing up. I appreciate her perspective. It keeps me honest and buffers the ‘almost’ all male 

mentality of our family. I would say that my circle of closest friends is limited by many people’s standards, 

twelve key people that I share a degree of my life: Varying degrees of sharing, really. Subtle degrees of 

emotion mixed with sublime moments of searching for something beyond what is visibly human. As friends 

we believe in moments of the soul. That’s a funny word to employ, I suppose. The group emotion hardly 

ever touches the soul. Our individual moments do move beyond the senses, however. It certainly is not a 

fraternity of morning coffee drinkers and evening delinquents. Not anymore. I imagine we’ve reached an 

age of reason if not reasonable expectation. We now meet occasionally, mostly on Friday night, but, good 

weather permitting, on Sunday afternoon also. It used to be Thursday nights. We felt we could abuse our 

bodies more efficiently and with less pain and recovery time if we went loco just previous to the weekend. 

Friday could be a healing day hiding from the boss and secretary. By three in the afternoon we would feel a 

rush of adrenaline once again and believe that we could be super human on the upcoming weekend. I 

consider it odd, but I believe my friends consider me as their leader, the go-to guy. I’m not sure how to 

rationalize that. 

Michael is my baptismal name. Most call me Mike but a few insist on Mick. I don’t mind the negative 

connotation sometime implied. After all, I’m only half-Irish. I’m thirty-three and single. Living in suburbia 

has its merits though West Allis needs to work harder at not resembling its metropolitan neighbor to the 

east. I do love my home but the available public transportation helps me to extend my time away from 

home. I find it to be necessary and fruitful time. I don’t need public transportation for work but it is 

convenient for a trip to downtown Milwaukee. It may not be ‘the’ metropolis of the Midwest but it’s a nice 

town, old in many places, ancient in most with a hint of futuristic expectation and, possibly, cosmopolitan 

shenanigans. After all, there is still one brewery. 

My life is simple in a casual sort of way and that’s fine with me. I work as a buyer for a frozen food 

distributor. It only takes me ten minutes by car to get to the small red brick warehouse on National Avenue. 

I’ve been tempted on many a summer afternoon to sneak away to watch a Brewer’s baseball game just down 

the road. I work hard and sometimes beyond the dinner hour. I do like my down time. I use a second 

bedroom in my flat as a techno room of escape and a third bedroom as the only place for a television. I think 
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I learned that from my first girlfriend. She hated the idea of a TV taking prominence in the living room. I 

built a small area in the basement with abundant soundproofing for jam sessions. I’ve played the guitar since 

freshman year of high school, and, though somewhat proficient, I do like jamming with some local 

professional musicians. I’ve always liked the hometown flavor of neighborhood brick two-flats. They’re 

neither quaint nor comfortable. They do reflect a history that is both nostalgic and refreshing from a young 

adult perspective. I was lucky enough to purchase my current building when I received an inheritance from 

my father. West Allis is middle class at best and a stock car race track is less than two miles north of my 

neighborhood. I can hear the cars on weekends in the summer. The neighbors hate it but I find the dull roar 

intriguing. I have everything I need within a two-block radius. There’s a grocery store to the east, a park to 

the south, local taverns half-filled with locals on almost every corner and a church a half-block to the north. 

You name it and it’s here including a bank and a gas station. I even have an unobstructed parking space 

outside the front door. 

My pride and joy is on the roof. My brothers and I are a few nicks below being master carpenters but we 

dazzle my mother’s friends by showcasing new chairs or armoires in her home. I built a multi-level deck on 

the roof equipped with side benches, barbecue, and arbor—sans flowers -- and two diagonal tables with 

overly large umbrellas on the lowest level. A thigh-high railing is at the front of the building and the sides of 

the two-tiered deck. The highest level, three steps up, is reserved for three brightly colored chaise lounge 

chairs. I guess I’m overly optimistic that maybe two beautiful ladies would love to share the sun with me as 

their accommodating host. The only way up is through the lift up panel in the roof outside the back door. 

There’s no railing at the west end in the back. There are some low-voltage garden lights at the panel opening 

but it is certainly an adventure after sundown. It’s usually Sunday afternoons when a selection of my 

disciples come “a knocking at my door’ with a case of cold ones. That never seems to be enough so we flip 

quarters to see who gets to run down to the grocery store. It seems like the loser always shouts an expletive. 

The view is limited, if not Spartan: A view of treetops and rooftops marked by geometric lines of alleys and 

streets. I like to think it’s a spring and fall refuge. It’s also a summer hotbox and a winter nightmare leaving 

me to wonder if the roof is going to collapse. I planned the drainage with the help of an engineer from work 

but as my mother used to say, “Wisconsin snow is more robust than what they get in Illinois.”  

My friends think the rooftop is ‘beyond’ suburbia. I don’t know what they mean when they say that. I 

suppose it is jealousy but they use the roof just as often as I do. I placed two ‘comfy’ chairs by the back end. 

That’s my special place in the evening facing the setting sun. Sometimes it’s cognac and a cigar. Sometimes 

there are two of us looking beyond where the sun disappeared. Always there is a cautious spirit because 

there’s no railing. 

I have no original roots here. Threadbare roots are only starting to grow. I did take a class at Marquette 

University on the south side of Milwaukee but I graduated from an out-of-state public college. I don’t know 

why I chose the neighborhood but it is easily accessible to my intimate friends and my brothers live close to 
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our mother who moved into a small bungalow in New Munster which is less than an hour south of my 

humble home. It was only the second time in her 85 years that she had moved. And this time it was only 

because the family had sold my father’s farm property in Zenda.  My sister Kelly lives in downtown 

Milwaukee and stops by my place often without calling. I like Kelly. Her ability to give me the right 

perspective is refreshing and she is the brightest light in our family. I think she wants to become a part of my 

intimate circle. That could be problematic. 

My tenants, Ludwig and Giselle, live on the first floor. They’re quiet, respectful and retired. Their lives 

revolve around the church, mostly in the evenings, and German relatives who have lived in the area for well 

over 100 years. I often wonder if they like to get out just when my friends are arriving. I know they like to 

disappear when my musician friends arrive. I see them usually when I come home after work. If we don’t 

exchange ‘hellos’ in the hallway they always wave to me through their front window. We have our special 

hand signal. I often see Giselle walking away and making what appears to be the ‘sign of the cross.’ I often 

wonder if that’s for me or her. It’s amazing that they always seem to know when I am coming up the 

walkway. I don’t know how long they’ll stay. The years are catching up with them. 

I’m comfortable calling it home. There’s something special about the word and the reality. 

 

“What the hell you big Mick!” 

That is Lydia’s way of greeting me when she’s in a very good mood. I like it when she says it in public. It 

is sincere and it catches people’s attention. In private, her ‘good mood’ is an invitation to retreat to the 

special place on the roof. It’s a time for us to be alone. It’s a time when story lends itself to libation and 

celebrating. 

Lydia is slender and tall, just over 5’ 11”. My brothers, on many occasions, would say that ‘she fits in 

those jeans nicely.’ I don’t like that consistent commentary though I agree with it and am appreciative for it. 

There is something inviting about Lydia. She knows when and how to smile. She can complement you 

without disarming you. She has a knack for teaching life lessons without preaching but being present. Her 

brown hair is always neatly tucked behind her right ear and comes just above her shoulder. Most people are 

intimidated by her height but it is nice being able to look her directly in the eye. She makes fun of me, always 

saying that there is something wrong with people who eat with their left hand. The smile is always there 

because she is left-handed. She also quietly accepts my views whenever I start boasting about the joys of 

conquest. She knows I am a storyteller and her demeanor and acceptance of my tales also lets me know that 

she accepts my humble honesty. 

“I missed you Lydia.” We were at one of the local haunts. I liked it because it wasn’t as smoky and noisy 

as a typical corner bar. 

“Yeah, I miss myself sometimes,” she said. We had gone to dinner the past weekend and she had been 

unusually coy since that evening. I had been very open that night talking about Kelly and my perceptions 
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about her intentions. Now, I was a little confused not knowing if Lydia felt a level of competition or if she 

misunderstood some of the things I mentioned about my sister. I hoped that I had not betrayed Kelly 

because she was family and the one who had taught me a lesson or two about intimate conversations with 

‘girlfriends’. Only a sister can do that. 

“Listen,” Lydia began, “I think I have a few ideas about the roof.” There was something different about 

Lydia this evening. There was a depth in her eyes that I don’t recall seeing before. 

“The roof,” I blurted out as a piece of ice from my cocktail shot out from my mouth. Lydia caught me off 

guard. My thoughts were definitely going in a different direction. My comeback was awkward and I’m sure 

it showed on my face.  

“Smooth move ex-lax,” she sneered. Lydia didn’t blink but she noticed the ice chip settle near her 

cocktail. I was sure that she noticed my awkwardness. I learned that from my sister. 

“What if we moved the chairs to the top level. We could fit more of them up there.” Lydia’s smile began 

to appear as she paused, not expecting a response, but adding a sense of drama to raise my blood pressure.  

She knew I didn’t like the furniture being rearranged. She knew how I didn’t want the group to expand to 

include my sister, at least not yet. 

 “Mike, don’t worry about Kelly, “she said as she moved close to my cheek. “My God, she loves you 

more than you think. You may not be the oldest brother but she looks up to you more than Tom and Carl. 

She’s got her eye on a guy.” 

I am the youngest of the brothers. Tom and Carl are two years apart in age and Carl is just one year older 

than me. In the family we call him Cully. Kelly is five years younger than me. My head tilted toward the 

table and I started to laugh. 

“I was hoping that she wasn’t going to become a problem child,” I said. ”Good for her! Do you know 

who the guy is?” 

“Don’t have a clue, don’t care,” was Lydia’s immediate comeback. 

 “Good Lord, the anonymous stranger,” I said with a bit of sarcasm. 

“Mick, if history holds true it won’t be a problem,” Lydia tilted her head in feigned exasperation. She 

knew how to look at me. I loved her for it but I hadn’t told her. 

“Kelly is such a good kid,” I said. “Listen to me calling her a kid.” I shook my head in a way that 

mimicked what Lydia had just done. “You remember what happened with me. I told you about sophomore 

year at State College.” Lydia straightened the hair on my forehead and then sat back a little in her chair.  

“Here comes the testosterone,” she mumbled. “I don’t need to hear that story again.” 

“But I really liked that girl,” I said with a bit of smugness. I had told that story a hundred times. 

“I always liked that story. It shows a side of you that can be irresistible to a vulnerable girl.” Lydia was 

being coy again but her sincerity was undeniable. And the look in her eyes tonight was truly something 

special.  
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 “Let’s have one more and go to the roof,” I said. It was late August and it would cool us off to go to the 

comfy chairs in the early evening. Nourishment comes in many forms and encounters, I thought. 

 

The next day started dull weather wise but extraordinary in its emotion. The phone rang. It was Lydia. 

 “You sound out of breath,” I said. “You don’t work out on Wednesday’s. What’s up?” 

“Michael, you got time for a quick stop after work?” Lydia asked. “Dammit! I’m paralyzed.” 

I knew something was up because we usually had juvenile banter about going to the “505 Club” as we 

referred to after-work cocktails. Lydia seemed serious and troubled. 

“Have you been seeing that anonymous stranger? Is there a little bun in the oven?” I asked with a small 

laugh. I didn’t pay close attention to her reference to being paralyzed. 

“Knock it off, I mean it. Have you got time after work?” 

“Yeah, I’ll meet you at BJ’s right after work. Have you been in an accident? What do you mean you’re 

paralyzed?” I asked, finally realizing she had used the word. 

“I gotta go. My feet are soaked because of a tremendous puddle of water,” Lydia replied hanging up so 

abruptly the click startled me. 

 As I put down the phone I shook my head. I hoped I didn’t put my foot in my mouth with the ‘bun’ 

insinuation. I convinced myself to stop thinking about it until after five o’clock. There would be plenty of 

time to worry and squabble with Lydia. She truly knew how to listen and share. 

“Oh, Mikey,” came a lighthearted musical voice from just outside my office. 

Julie is in the typing pool and has a desk just outside my office. I rely on her a lot to get purchase orders 

prepared and, occasionally, expedited through secondary sources. She joins us on rare occasions after work 

to imbibe a few cocktails. She is serious in the office but a lighthearted joker away from the business.  We 

both look at each other in a special way but we never pursue anything. She is married after all. Her husband 

works a variety of night and day hours so he never joins us for cocktails. She never calls me ‘Mikey.’ 

“Mike, the brokers from Atlanta said something about futures prices diving on Okra,” Julie said as she 

dropped a stack of purchase orders on my desk. “Yuk! I hate that stuff.  They also said to forget about trying 

to push through a drop ship order for that grocery chain in Chicago. I forget their name. You know, the one 

that sounds like they belong in an Italian family,” she continued as she winced and curled her nose in an 

awkward attempt to be cute. “By the way, big thunder is predicted for tonight. I know you like that stuff,” 

she said as she headed back to her desk. 

She was right. I do like summer thunderstorms. The lightning looks fabulous from the roof. But she must 

be wrong this time. I recalled the weatherman that morning saying that we would only get sprinkles in the 

afternoon. I didn’t know what the weather was doing since there are no windows in my stretch of the 

purchasing department. I had no time to think about it. My thoughts were consumed with too many notions 
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about Kelly and her anonymous stranger and Lydia’s serious tone, not to mention I was bogged down with 

the thought also of getting through the purchase orders. 

“Hey, did you ever get goose bumps when you heard strange news?” It was Julie again unexpectedly 

poking her head around the corner of my doorway. 

“What?” I asked as I felt my heart get a little adrenaline rush from her reappearance. 

“Goosebumps. Do you ever get goose bumps when you hear strange news?”  

“When you grow up on a farm you learn to predict when to get indoors when you get goose bumps or 

the hair stands up on your neck. Lightning is in the area. But, yeah, I suppose I’ve had them from scary 

movies and bad news,” I responded with a little bit of sarcasm. 

“I just got a lot of them when I was on the phone and someone reported some interesting news over on 

the west side“, Julie said as she stepped into the doorway rubbing her arms. She abruptly turned around and 

headed back to her desk. She never completed her thought but I could hear her mumbling. I wanted to yell 

after her to complete the story but I had learned from experience that raising my voice in the office was not a 

professional response. I once told someone in the graphics department to make better use of color in our ads 

at a decibel level a little too high. Everyone’s eyes were on me as I passed through the office after the 

encounter: Indescribable eyes. I didn’t know if they were approving or disbelieving eyes. I learned to keep 

things quiet within confrontations. 

Sometimes my little M&M’s binge in midafternoon helps the final hours of the workday zip along. A 

little nourishment is good for the soul. This day, I couldn’t keep my eyes off the desk clock as I tried in vain 

to make a dent in the purchase orders. I couldn’t believe it was only a quarter to four. I heard a rumble and 

for a second I thought about the thunder Julie had predicted. It must have been a forklift in the warehouse I 

quickly deduced. The phone rang and it startled me. That was unusual I thought to myself. My phone is 

constantly ringing after three o’clock when west coast growers seem to call me all at the same time. I had a 

slight shiver when the phone rang again. “Julie and her lightning,” I said under my breath as I picked up the 

phone. 

“Michael,” the voice on the phone said. I recognized the voice as Kelly. 

“Little sis, what’s shaking,” I said as a small smile began to appear on my face. It felt good to have 

friends or family calling me in the afternoon instead of vegetable growers I thought to myself. 

“I need to see you. I’ve got to talk with you,” Kelly said somewhat nervously. 

I sat up straight in my chair and felt another shiver. This was certainly odd but not out of character. My 

friends liked to talk with me, Lydia especially, when something troubling was occurring. Kelly and I are 

typical brother and sister even to the thought of being somewhat adolescent in our relationship. I cared 

deeply about my sister but I never tell her. And, she never tells me anything of real importance. We just push 

and shove each other like little children. 

“Calm down Kell,” I said in an attempt to reassure her. “Tell me what happened.” 
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“Not over the phone,” Kelly said in a harried tone. “Can we meet after work? I’m leaving work early and 

can meet you at five.” 

“I’m supposed to meet Lydia at BJ’s right after work. You could…” I barely started the sentence when 

Kelly interrupted. 

“Good God,” she exclaimed. “I don’t want to get into this on the phone but I have to see you…before 

Lydia!” 

Her voice was agitated and my mind was filling up with thoughts of lightning and Julie’s query about 

goose bumps and Kelly’s abruptness and Lydia’s secrecy. I reached for an aspirin from the top drawer of my 

desk. 

“Are you near my office? I could cut out about fifteen minutes early and I could always call Lydia and 

tell her I’m running behind schedule,” I said, looking to see if there was any coffee in my cup to down the 

aspirin. 

“Yes! Please, yes,” Kelly said in a calmer tone. For an instant her more relaxed manner helped me to 

settle back in my chair. I had a quick thought about sitting on the roof with Lydia enjoying a lightning show 

when the theatrics of Kelly would be put behind me. I accepted the fact people relied and trusted in me. 

There was a satisfaction in knowing that I played a role helping them in tough situations. We learned from 

the encounters together. Listening was a skill that my father insisted that all of his children learn. My 

brothers and I would always stop to hear the stories of our past. We were farmers, simple people of the 

earth. Dad would say it with authority but also respect. Carl and Tom would nod their heads appreciatively. 

My sister was too young and attracted to the societies and protocol related to juvenile romanticism. She 

occasionally nodded and had the ability to look intent. I could almost hear her daydreams. I, however, asked 

incessant questions and many times spoke about how I would have evaluated and done things differently 

than my ancestors in the stories. Dad would let me add my two cents but would politely say, “Your family 

likes to hear these stories but you like to modify our existence. Stop trying to change history. Just stop and 

understand the foundation of your life. These are authentic and primordial expressions. This is not an 

exercise in catharsis!” My father barely completed high school but he could throw around some pretty good 

words and phrases. The rest of the family listened about their history but I was the one who heard and 

learned. My roots were rich in their simplicity yet inviting in their tradition. My questions were only one 

way to reach out to taste and experience the richness. 

This was, indeed, a rare moment about to unfold. But this moment too would pass I confidently 

reassured myself. 

“I’ll meet you here at work at quarter to five. Lydia will just have to wait,” I said. 

“Lydia can’t wait,” Kelly said in a somewhat triumphal tone. “I mean, I uh, Lydia is uh, oh, no more on 

the phone. See you at 4:45.” Her heightened tone reminded me of the office atmosphere and professional 
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speaking levels I learned to employ. Kelly seemed confused and excited. There was an intriguing story in the 

background. 

I heard another rumble, much louder and much closer. Here comes the lightning and the thunder. 

 

Our circle of friends has been together three years. It was happenstance that Lydia and I were the first to 

meet at our local parish picnic. Intriguing stories, hot dogs, beer: what a concept. Personal and reciprocal 

attraction brought us together – something in the eyes, the voice and willingness to listen. Lydia was open to 

hearing me and my bravado. Lydia worked in graphic arts and helped manage a small print shop. I later 

learned that my company occasionally used her shop for forms and spec sheet reproductions. We are an 

intimate group but our banter is quite general when we are together. One-on-one, conversations take on a 

deeper flavor. We challenge ourselves in private and simply enjoy ourselves in public. The public spectacle 

is important, however. Our common sanctuary for gathering is one of our frequent haunts, BJ’s, a corner 

saloon in my neighborhood. It has outstanding fresh-baked bread that settles our stomachs when tipping a 

few glasses of wine. It prods us into a celebration mood which we find difficult to resist. 

Quarter to five: I waved to Julie and winked at her as she took a glance at the clock. I was surprised 

when I walked out to the parking lot and found the sun shining and most of the pavement dry. There were 

some clouds rebuilding and I smiled as the thought of some lightning and thunder later in the evening 

crossed my mind. Kelly was standing by the passenger side of my car. Her hair was pulled back in a small 

attractive bun and she fidgeted with a small hat. 

“Hey, Mike,” she said as we exchanged a hug. The hug surprised me. 

“What gives? You sounded a little rattled on the phone,” I asked, trying to downplay what was going to 

be a trying moment. I was surprised she had not come into the building but waited outside. 

“Can I say something candidly?” Kelly asked as she reached for my hand. Our family is not inclined to 

‘touchy feely’ expressions or hugs or anything of that nature. But I took her hand. 

“Spit it out Kell, you are leaving me in suspense.” I was direct. I didn’t smile. 

“I’m glad you’re seeing Lydia tonight alone. Please let her do the talking”, Kelly said glancing into my 

eyes and then quickly looking away. It is the family way of intimacy. 

“Now I know there must be a secret. You came all the way over here on the spur of the moment to tell 

me to keep my mouth shut tonight?” I said in a stronger voice. 

“Please don’t look at it that way. I am asking you to be a good listener tonight.” 

“OK sis, I promise to listen to every word Lydia speaks tonight.” 

“Thanks,” Kelly said as a big grin appeared on her face. “I gotta rush. See ya,” she said as she quickly 

turned and ran to her car. 

My interest was piqued as I watched Kelly drive away. ‘What the heck was that all about?’ I asked 

myself. I rushed to BJ’s with renewed interest in meeting Lydia. 
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As I entered the bar I quickly looked around the room. The usual suspects were there but I couldn’t find 

Lydia. 

“Hey, Mike,” said the bartender. Our group is there so often he knows all of our names. “Lydia just left 

and said for you to meet her on the roof. She mentioned ‘thunder and lightning’ tonight. She had a big smile 

on her face.” What the heck is going on I thought. 

“Thanks”, I said and quickly returned to my car. 

When I reached home I quickly waved to Ludwig and Giselle. Ludwig was pointing up with his left 

hand – not our normal hand signal -- and Giselle was making the ‘sign of the cross.’ I sensed sincerity on 

their faces, happy concern in their eyes. I believed the spiritual gesture was truly for me this time. 

When I opened the panel door leading to the roof I saw Lydia seated in the back where there is no 

railing. She was peering toward the setting sun and building clouds. There were two glasses of wine. I know 

she realized I was there but her gaze was not on me. 

“Lydia, oh Lydia, Lydia the tattooed lady,” I began to sing as I came up behind her. I kissed the top of 

her head and sat down remembering I was supposed to be a good listener this evening. 

She handed me a glass of wine and continued to look toward the barely visible sunset and ominous 

building clouds. I entered the silence. 

Waiting in the silence can seem like an eternity. But I made a promise, and our family keeps its word, so 

I embraced the silence. I felt it was an obligation to enter the moment in reverence. Eternity can be a very 

long time. 

“Aren’t you interested in why we’re here and not BJ’s?” Lydia finally asked, gazing directly into my eyes 

with a genteel smile. 

“Oh my,” I said. They were the only words that entered my mind. 

“Mike, I have two things to say”, Lydia continued. Her eyes were clear and her spirit heightened. 

“There’s no avoiding it, I love you. And your sister has fallen in love. We have been swapping stories and 

planning. Did you hear my first statement?” Lydia asked leaning close to me. Her glow enveloped me. 

What words could I speak? My mind raced and then, beautifully, my soul was illumined. Did I mention 

that my family is not touchy feely? I couldn’t keep my eyes from gazing into hers. Maybe it was instinct but I 

believe it was an intimacy of love, I wanted to embrace her. I wanted to hear the words spoken again. 

“I needed the other to say it first. Please forgive me”, I whispered.  

In the midst of silence we sat and watched the lightning build. Tomorrow would invite both of us into a 

new reality and sharing with Kelly. We would raise a glass. I may have perceived that I was the leader all 

looked up to: I may have selfishly believed I possessed the answers. But I am a new disciple hearing the 

disciple’s witness captured in nuanced and poignant words. This evening I not only listened but I heard. The 

student learned about love. Tomorrow, I will learn about sacrifice. 

Tomorrow, the third day. 
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A moment to reflect on the power of story 

 

Take a moment to digest the story. Go back to the introductory page (A Story Within the Story) and review the 

questions again. Let those backdrop questions settle in and review the story in your mind. If in a group setting, begin a 

dialogue with those questions as a starting point. Then add these questions to the discussion. 

 

1. What emotions are present? 
2. What virtues are employed? 
3. Is there a movement from life experience to resurrection? 
4. Can disciples remain silent? 
5. Can witness remain anonymous? 
6. What illumines a soul? 
7. What is the next step? 
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WHERE WE HAVE BEEN 
 & WHERE WE ARE GOING 
 

 
We have travelled far.  
We have been introduced to foundational documents that pave the way for Catholic Christian 

evangelization and, hopefully, we now have a new appreciation for some basics regarding a ‘new’ 
evangelization: in the nomenclature of the Second Vatican Council renewal, conversion, transformation and 
adherence. Conversion is the primary goal and benefit in evangelization (individual and corporate): 
Conversion in daily life is necessary for the embrace of Christ’ presence. The vehicle of communicating 
changed lives may find a source and benefit in modern media and communication but the Christian soul 
lives in proximity to neighbor. Christian souls need contact through all of the senses to uncover their own 
memories and story before telling the story; we need personal face-to-face relationships and Gospel 
encounters. And our human stories find life and meaning in the relationship to kerygma – the proclamation 
of salvation and gospel truth. We experience human suffering in the likeness of Christ before becoming 
privy to resurrection. 

We have also learned that the evangelized Christian soul must manifest a selfless spirit. There is no 
room for selfishness in the graced moments of reciprocal love. If we accept these first leaps of faith – 
conversion and selfless sacrifice – we need to acquire a deep appreciation for God’s Word which fortifies our 
spoken words and visible presence. 

By way of a fictional short story, we have examined similarities to our own everyday lives. We looked 
for words, phrases and circumstances that engage seekers and evangelizers. We looked for changed lives 
willing to offer new language, a new way of thinking and sharing. Each time we reread the fiction we 
capture new ideas and nuances. When we share it with a group we uncover the wonder of ongoing 
conversion. 

As we move forward, we will concentrate on what changed lives and changed hearts lead to: 
celebration. The primary mode of Catholic Christian celebration is within the community in sacramental 
encounters. We will focus on two vitally important sacraments that demonstrate and bring to reality 
Christian celebration of Jesus’ presence; Eucharist and Penance. Forgiveness is cathartic and Eucharistic 
nourishment is necessary for the soul’s survival. Celebration leads to a new spiritual imagination. And, a 
new imagination and reality leads to a desire to go out into the world to create new memories and stories. 

We must not forget where it all begins. A new thrust toward a catechesis for youth that truly contains 
substance must be considered and developed. And retrieving the guidelines presented in the General 
Catechetical Directory is our starting point. 

In the parish environment the inclination will be to move into teams or groups. Pastors inevitably today 
lean toward immediately setting up a committee. I encourage all to try to avoid this temptation. Teams and 
committees may be an inclination but they are not a necessity. We will look at some common elements of 
GroupThink, as I call it, and the power of adhering to a good collaborative model – one that embraces 
integration rather than compromise. We will learn that pre-evangelization is a good path – evangelization 
leadership renewed before moving into the neighborhood. 

Our synopsis of ‘new’ evangelization principles is succinct and should be referred to often: Easily 
accessible, simple in presentation, complex to employ. 

The appendix will offer some insight into many of the moral issues that some may view as obstacles to 
telling our complete story. It will outline the relationship of Christian virtue as a remedy for overcoming 
perceived obstacles. Also within the appendix are reflections on a ‘service’ component (diakonia) and 
kerygma tools for the modern evangelizer: reference points to recalling memories, story and the relationship 
to salvation. 
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A NEED TO CELEBRATE 

Selfless conversion and an ability to self-sacrifice lead to celebration. 
 
 

When he reached the place, Jesus looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, come down quickly, for today I must stay 
at your house.” And he came down quickly and received him with joy. 

 

Luke 19: 5-7 

 
 

THE STORY OF ZACCHAEUS ALWAYS HAS INTRIGUED ME. I find it quite interesting that Jesus is looking up at 

him. It’s not the other way around. It’s as if Jesus is already at the banquet waiting for us to join him. Christ 

is present when we take the time to look. Some would say it is easy for a priest to experience God. After all, 

the priest visits the sick, gives alms to the poor, consecrates bread and wine and spends time in holy 

surroundings. All very true but all these defining categories are also available to every man and woman 

(except for consecrating bread and wine); everyone has the capability and potentiality to consecrate their life. 

And speaking from experience, a priest does spend the entirety of their life in holy surroundings but only 

about 10% of that time is in a church building. It may come as a surprise to some but priests live and 

function in the world. I hope that sounds familiar to all and is representative of all committed Christians. 

Christ is present everywhere and in every way when two or three gather in his name: when pain or suffering 

is manifested, when healing arrives, when friends keep promises and spouses keep secrets, when neighbors 

smile and when brothers and sisters embrace rather than brush each other aside. These are revelations of 

Jesus that go deeper than words and penetrate more deeply than emotion. Jesus present in the mundane and 

exciting moments of life is revelatory that God is not passive and we are not a mere receptacle. We all have a 

role and responsibility. We must look for Christ, acknowledge Christ, share our experiences of God and 

celebrate. These are epiphanies, recognizable and enlightening moments. 

I love telling the story of the “Three Wise Men” on the Solemnity of the Epiphany of the Lord. I 

encourage folks to scribe CBM (Caspar, Balthasar, Melchior – the names of the traditional wise men; or 

another interpretative tradition whose acronym in Latin means “Bless this dwelling”) over their front doors 

– an ancient custom. In one tradition of the wise men, they each represent different virtues or traits. They all 

brought physical gifts but also were endowed with gifts of the heart and soul. Melchior is the older traveler 

and his gifts were manifested in memories and gratitude.  Balthasar was the middle-aged seeker of truth and 

passionately brought his giftedness of leadership and responsibility. Caspar was the youngest and most 

energetic and presented his giftedness of reform and promise.  After each presents the physical gifts of gold, 

frankincense and myrrh Jesus manifests his gift – he speaks to each generation at every stage and moment of 

life. The elderly hear a call to integrity and wisdom. The middle–aged hear the call to service and 

responsibility and the young hear the call to identity and intimacy. All ages hear the call to celebrate the 

moments of encounter with Jesus. 

Our celebrations of God becoming human help us better understand God’s divinity. 
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In choosing to be born for us, God chose to be known by us. He therefore reveals himself in this way, in order 
that this great sacrament of his love may not be an occasion for us of great misunderstanding. Today the magi 
find, crying in a manger, the one they have followed as he shone in the sky. Today the magi see clearly, in 
swaddling clothes, the one they have long awaited as he lay hidden among the stars. Today the magi gaze in 
deep wonder at what they see: heaven on earth, earth in heaven, humanity in God, God in humanity, one 
whom the whole universe cannot contain now enclosed in a tiny body. As they look they believe and do not 
question, as their symbolic gifts bear witness: incense for God, gold for a king, myrhh for one who is to die. 
Today Christ enters the Jordan to wash away the sin of the world. John himself testifies that this is why he has 
come: Behold the Lamb of God, behold him who takes away the sins of the world…Today Christ works the 
first of his signs from heaven by turning water into wine. But water [mixed with wine] has still to be changed 
into the sacrament of his blood, so that Christ may offer spiritual drink from the chalice of his body. 

 

Peter Chrysologus, Fifth century Office of Readings of the Roman Rite 
 
 

Many may desire to only apply a social science mentality to the act of celebrating. They may wish to 

attribute the utilization of celebratory activity only in the circumstance of individual successes, in essence 

becoming events in isolation. Some may also wish to utilize these occasions strictly for personal 

reinforcement. It is then that the isolated celebration is taken for granted. The pernicious flavor of selfishness 

we mentioned earlier once again can rear its ugly head. 

We live in space and time and the human condition is in a constant state of change. The changing 

moments of life can be strewn to the side or they can be occasions of reflective growth and new 

understanding. 

 

Since they need change [God], being a hedonist at heart, has made change pleasurable to them just as He has 
made eating pleasurable. But since He does not wish them to make change, any more than eating, an end in 
itself, He has balanced the love of change in them by a love of permanence. He has contrived to gratify both 
tastes together in the very world He has made by that union of change and permanence that we call Rhythm. 
He gives them the seasons, each season different yet every year the same, so that spring is always felt as a 
novelty yet always as a recurrence of an immemorial theme. He gives them in His Church a spiritual year; 
they change from a fast to a feast, but it is the same feast as before. 

 

C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters, 1942 (Letter XXV) 

 

Some will choose to be alone. But the human condition begs for the group aspect and appreciation of 

appropriate celebration. The group activity fulfills a personal need but it also manifests the gathering aspect 

of group acclimation and cohesion. The one become the many. Individuals in need of a changed lifestyle, 

behavior or mentality are elevated to a new understanding. It is this group panorama that is so essential in 

Christian assembly and celebration, so necessary in the sacramental encounter. 

For the new evangelizer, three sacraments have special weight and require emphasis: Baptism, 

Eucharist and Penance. 

 

The Imagination of Baptism and its impact on all sacramental encounters 

Our spiritual lives as Christians begin with baptism and any joyful beginning is a cause for celebration. 

Along with Eucharist and Confirmation, these three sacraments form our initiation into the Christian 
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Community. They are a sign of unity. To be reconciled (Penance) along the journey maintains communion, 

i.e., a positive nurturing and sustaining community. 

Baptism launches the ship upon the waters. And they are refreshing watersi, indeed: Sometimes 

peaceful, even tranquil, and at other times cold, churning and spraying a mist to awaken the senses. But the 

senses – Christian sensibility - can certainly exist when times are good and also within confusion, an 

uncertainty intrinsically owned by the individual. The refreshment is always present – it is God-infused – 

but human nature clouds the imagery and creates difficulty as deep as the conscience in determining God’s 

wisdom, counsel and direction. Next time you are on a boat, consider the implication of the spray on your 

face. Let it unfold the story and remind you of your life as a baptized Christian. 

     This is the fundamental nature of belief. It is mental submission that is prone to both perplexity and 

discovery. It does not find its completion until perfected by faith (remember, faith is belief in action: It is 

visible to others). Baptism has the potential to bring belief back into peaceful waters where the mist truly 

refreshes, enlightensii and awakens Christian sensibility. Baptism moves the conscience from a sole mental 

activity and opens the dooriii to Christian activity. 

 
…belief needs to develop and even change, in order to become perfected…At first no one knows what it is, or 
what it is worth. It remains perhaps for a time quiescent; it tries, as it were, its limbs, and proves the ground 
under it, and feels its way. From time to time it makes essays which fail, and are in consequence abandoned. It 
seems in suspense which way to go; it wavers, and at length strikes out in one definite direction. In time it 
enters upon strange territory; points of controversy alter their bearing; parties rise and around it; dangers and 
hopes appear in new relations; and old principles reappear under new forms.  It changes with them in order to 
remain the same. In a higher world it is otherwise, but here below to live is to change, and to be perfect is to 
have changed often. 
 
John Henry Cardinal Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, Chapter One, Section I.7 

      
The change encountered in Cardinal Newman’s analogy is not referring to a belief that changes 

randomly without a connection to a foundation or tradition. The change enacted is in the understanding 

rooted in the tradition. It invites us into a new imagining of baptismal responsibility and accountability. The 

two are inseparable. The imagination of baptism overcomes inertia and the concept of ‘belonging’iv takes on 

new meaning and vitality. 

 

 

 

 

i Water is a natural symbol, not only in the sense that it is found in nature but also in the sense that it lends itself to symbolizing many 
things. Water cleanses…water refreshes (and is) connected to the source of energy…water gives life... (and for John the Baptist) was a 
sign of moral conversion. – Doors to the Sacred by Joseph Martos, 1982 Image Books, pgs 163, 164 
ii Catechism of the Catholic Church 1216 This bath is called enlightenment, because those who receive this instruction are enlightened in 
their understanding 
iii ibid., 1213 Holy Baptism is the basis of the whole Christian life, the gateway to life in the Spirit (vitae spiritualis ianua), and the door  
which gives access to the other sacraments. 
iv
 ibid., 1267 Baptism makes us members of the Body of Christ 
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For seekers, baptism is truly a new adventure filled with new learning and experience – historical, 

existential and transcendent. The concept of belonging takes on flesh. With a new sense of belonging 

through baptism seekers bring meaning to their searching; new import to healing any malaise within their 

spirit; a new security against any spiritual bankruptcy that may exist; a new dimension to participation in 

the faith. 

For evangelizers, this is a new baptismal discovery. It is a renewalv and maturation in the soul. Baptism 

truly is a beautiful giftvi to seeker and evangelizer alike. 

     The Eucharistvii, in particular, constantly brings us to a new level of belonging and spiritual maturity 

within the local and global community. It is a celebration and an articulation of who we are, what we are, 

and what we hope to become. It is our contemporary way of continuing the ministry and mission of Jesus 

Christ and the Church. 

Eucharist is a meal – a time of prayer and sharing story. The Eucharistic meal proclaims, realizes, and 

celebrates the risen Lord. Human beings have always celebrated the significant and ordinary moments of life 

within the context of meals. It is not a giant leap of faith to understand that we celebrate the continuing 

presence of Jesus in our lives within the celebration of a meal. 

 

The sacraments enable a local and global community to become an active subject responding to God 

 

The word “Eucharist” is derived from a Greek word meaning “to give thanks and praise.” Jesus asks us 

to continually give thanks and praise with great joy and praise and not half-heartedly. 

What is a Sacrament? The Sacraments are the principal rites of the Church and are truly acts of faith 

(visible actions beyond belief). They celebrate the flowing nature of life from birth to physical death. They 

reflect the saving presence of the risen Lord in our daily lives: God’s initiative, Jesus’ presence, biblically 

founded, imbued with divinity – leading to humanity’s participation. Notice the emphasis on ‘rites.’ These 

are holy, sacred rituals that demand respect and understanding. In our Catholic Christian Tradition these 

sacred rituals demonstrably realize the presence of Christ. 

It is important to remember that our spiritual lives begin with God’s divine action. God passionately 

loves each one of us. It is an everlasting love that forms the dynamic of all creation. God’s initiating action 

deserves a response. 

The sacraments enable a local and global community to become an active subject responding to God 

(remember, faith is active, belief can be passive). Imbued with divine inspiration, they are human actions,  

 

v ibid., 1215 This sacrament is called the washing of regeneration and renewal by the Holy Spirit 
vi Baptism is God’s most beautiful and magnificent gift…We call it gift, grace, anointing, enlightenment, garment of immortality, bath of 
rebirth, seal, and most precious gift. It is called gift because it is conferred on those who bring nothing of their own…St. Gregory of 
Nazianzus, Oratio 40, 3-4: PG 36, 361C 
vii

 ibid., 1325 The Eucharist is the efficacious sign and sublime cause of that communion in the divine life and that unity of the People of 

God by which the Church is kept in being. It is the culmination both of God’s action sanctifying the world in Christ and of the worship 
men offer to Christ and through him to the Father in the Holy Spirit. 
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rich in symbol and ritual that are based in the lived experience of a community – birth, healing, forgiveness, 

and covenant love, service to family and community, and death itself. The sacraments raise-up and intensify 

our human experience of God by ritualizing our prayer and participation in the mission of Jesus. When 

received in faith, they are encounters with God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

 

Symbols 

 

Symbols play an important part in our lives. Think of our American flag. It raises our emotions and 

signifies freedom and all that encompasses a land that is free. No one would ever deny the reality of freedom 

when encountering the flag. The flag moves us beyond what is seen to a new reality. Freedom is truly 

present though what we hold in our hands is a flag. 

Love is a “many splendored thing” it has been said. Can we deny the possibility –- and potential –- of 

love being present in a kiss? Can we deny the potential of friendship in a handshake? 

A symbol, for example a flag, kiss, or handshake makes visible a reality previously unseen. It reveals, 

realizes, and celebrates that new reality. Symbols bring meaning, identity, and a dynamic sense of presence 

and security. They are concrete and tangible signs and “actions” that allow us to see, feel, emote and 

experience a reality that is beyond what is physical. Symbols demand respect. 

Our Catholic Christian sacraments are human, tangible actions that allow us to experience the reality of 

God’s passionate love. They are beyond symbol. They are metaphysical reality. 

Think of it in this manner. 

 Jesus Christ is the sacrament (reality beyond symbol) who lived, died, and was raised to new life. 

 The Church is the sacrament that carries on the ongoing mission of Jesus Christ. 

 The seven sacraments are contemporary encounters with the risen Lord based in the events of our 
lives. 
 

 

Elements of the seven Sacraments 
 

All sacraments contain four important elements based in Christian tradition. 

First, all of the sacraments originate from Jesus’ ministry of proclaiming God’s love in our lives, from 

physical birth to physical death. They are human expressions of the reality that make visible divine 

interaction and divine presence. 

Second, there must be a sincere intention upon the recipient to understand and celebrate the reality of 

God’s love expressed through the human Church. 

Third, there must be specific physical matter: something seen and experienced. 

Fourth, there must be specific words attached to the intention and matter known as the form of the 

sacrament. 

For example, in Baptism our intention is to belong to a faith community. We pour refreshing water and 

we say, “I baptize you in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 
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In Confirmation, our maturing and reasoned intention is to have our belonging (Baptism) confirmed 

and affirmed by the community as we mature physically, intellectually, emotionally and spiritually. We use 

Holy Chrism (perfumed and blessed oil) and we say, “Be sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit.” 

In Eucharist our intention is to be fed and nourished literally with the risen Lord and to be in union, or 

communion, with the collective gathering of the body of Christ that embraces, supports, and challenges us. 

We share story through Holy Scripture and a spiritually nourishing meal of consecrated bread and wine, we 

look at our neighbors and we hear, “This is my Body, This is my blood.” We realize that we are changed. 

 

Bread and wine are substantially changed 
The risen Jesus is truly the reality and presence 

 

The bread and wine are substantially changed. This is a foundational belief of a Catholic Christian. 

Without this affirmation we are not Catholic. We believe, first, that Jesus died for us. We are saved through 

his action. Jesus is the source of our strength, our desires, and our hopes. Jesus died in his humanity and 

lives in transcendent divine reality – a reality available to us. 

Is it difficult to believe that the bread and wine have substantially changed?  

Yes. This is a tremendous leap of faith for a human being. Our first inclination is to think in human, 

physical terms. Where is the flesh? Where is the blood? After all, the Greek translation for ‘body’ is sarx, 

which literally means ‘flesh.’ 

Yet, remember the flag analogy (freedom). Though unseen we acknowledge a reality that transcends the 

readily visible and newly unseen. Our respect and reverence does take on new relevance and does not 

vacillate nor change. Celebrating Eucharist, we are in the presence of the risen Lord. His physical human 

body was transformed, just as ours will be transformed. It is in our best interests to not over-intellectualize 

our Sunday worship or be overwhelmed by traditional belief. The Catholic Christian celebrates this 

wonderful mystery while continually searching for understanding. 

The bread and wine at our Sunday Eucharist does not undergo a physical change (Does the flag 

undergo physical change for us to comprehend the reality of freedom?). The bread and wine do, however, 

undergo a metaphysical change. That’s a fancy word that means a reality beyond what is physically visible. 

There is a substantial conversion of the bread and wine. The effect is a new reality. It is a presence to be 

experienced. 

It is not merely the presence of an object, but rather it is a personal presence that invites interaction. The 

presence of Jesus is never merely created by a Church or priest. We are talking about a presence initiated by 

God that is an encounter with the risen Lord based on a relationship of love. And relationship implies 

something that is reciprocal and not one-sided. 

In the memorial meal which is the Eucharist, Jesus is present neither as an object or a thing. The 

Eucharist is Jesus in his total personal reality as risen Lord. This presence is as real as the presence of the 
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pews in the church or the candles on the altar – and quite as useless until it is transformed into a personal 

presence by a Church who acknowledges and accepts it. 

Transubstantiation is an 11th century (and still valid) attempt to define a metaphysical reality. Its 

intention is to state an official Church position that bread and wine are substantially changed, not merely 

changed so that we might portray them to be Christ for that moment. This new effect (reality by 

consecration) is permanent. It is a visible ontological presence. For the professed Catholic Christian it is not 

negotiable. It is a doctrine to be celebrated and embraced. 

 

The Church lives by the Eucharist, by the fullness of this Sacrament, the stupendous content and meaning of 
which have often been expressed in the Church's Magisterium from the most distant times down to our own 
days168. However, we can say with certainty that, although this teaching is sustained by the acuteness of 
theologians, by men of deep faith and prayer, and by ascetics and mystics, in complete fidelity to the 
Eucharistic mystery, it still reaches no more than the threshold, since it is incapable of grasping and 
translating into words what the Eucharist is in all its fullness, what is expressed by it and what is actuated by 
it. Indeed, the Eucharist is the ineffable Sacrament! The essential commitment and, above all, the visible grace 
and source of supernatural strength for the Church as the People of God is to persevere and advance 
constantly in Eucharistic life and Eucharistic piety and to develop spiritually in the climate of the Eucharist. 
With all the greater reason, then, it is not permissible for us, in thought, life or action, to take away from this 
truly most holy Sacrament its full magnitude and its essential meaning. It is at one and the same time a 
Sacrifice-Sacrament, a Communion-Sacrament, and a Presence-Sacrament And, although it is true that the 
Eucharist always was and must continue to be the most profound revelation of the human brotherhood of 
Christ's disciples and confessors, it cannot be treated merely as an "occasion" for manifesting this 
brotherhood. When celebrating the Sacrament of the Body and Blood of the Lord, the full magnitude of the 
divine mystery must be respected, as must the full meaning of this sacramental sign in which Christ is really 
present and is received, the soul is filled with grace and the pledge of future glory is given169. 

 

Redemptoris hominis, Encyclical letter (1979) 
168. Cf. Pope Paul VI: Encyclical Mysterium Fidei: AAS 57 (1965) 553-574.  
169. Cf. Vatican Council II: Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium, 47: AAS 56 (1964) 113. 

 
 

Church Teaching 

 Holy Eucharist is a sacrament; 
 Holy Eucharist is a sacrament of the real presence of Jesus Christ: a fact only known by faith; 
 The presence of Jesus is true, real, and substantial; 
 The bread and wine are substantially changed; 
 The Eucharistic liturgy is a true sacrifice. It does not add to Jesus’ sacrifice and it does not mimic or 

portray historical events. It points to the reality of Jesus being present in our daily lives. It celebrates 
our daily sacrifices in union with Jesus’ ultimate sacrifice. 

 
The Assembly 
 

Day by day, people come together at different times in different places for different purposes. And 

many of those times, we do nothing but are physically present – at most, we are a group of individuals who 

happen to be together occupying space and time. Assembling at the bus stop or the train station, assembling 

in the school auditorium, assembling at the theater, in the grocery line or the sports stadium – being there is 

all that is required. 

But there are other times –- at work, at a party, at a meal –- when we assemble and we must do more 

than just be there. We must talk to each other, reach out our hand to one another, and, perhaps, even 

http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0218/__PL.HTM#$4O
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0218/__PL.HTM#$4P
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0218/__PL.HTM#-4O
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0218/__PL.HTM#-4P
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dialogue and sing with each other (Happy Birthday!). We must participate in the action since acceptance of 

an invitation has a degree of obligation. That is the purpose of ‘invitational’ assembling. If we do not 

participate, we become merely a group of people who happen to be in the same place at the same time. 

Being there is not enough when we gather on Sunday to worship our God. It is important to remember, 

we call ourselves the Body of Christ. Acceptance of the name implies acceptance of the obligation. 

 

There are, indeed, many different members, but one body….If one member suffers, all the members suffer 
with it; if one member is honored, all the members there share its joy.  

 

1 Corinthians 12: 20, 26 

 

At our Sunday Mass we assemble to praise and thank our God – together. We ask for God’s blessing 

and we pray for all people (the ‘other’) – together. We listen to and hear in a new way the Living Word of 

God and we sing – together. 

We know that as individual members of the body we are different and look different; we know that we 

don’t always agree; we know that often we don’t like one another. That’s OK only to a degree. That’s being 

human. But at our Eucharistic celebration we are invited to go beyond all that makes us different, all that 

separates us one from another, to find and to express that which makes us one; that which makes us the 

Body of Christ. It is then that we are transformed with a new attitude to begin agreeing and liking. 

That is a leap of faith, also. It is difficult, even for one hour on Sunday. But that is what we, as baptized 

Catholic Christians, are asked by Jesus to do. 

Our challenge is to be a true member who actively participates and celebrates. 

Let us see the symbol, move beyond the symbol, and accept the reality – the risen Lord who is present 

when two or three gather together and is always engaging. 

 

 

Prayer is a celebration - asking for sustenance in our needs 

 
The most well-known prayer in Christian vocabulary is the Lord’s Prayer (Our Father). It is the prayer 

par excellence taught directly by Jesus. For some, this beautiful prayer has become rote and we diminish the 

sense of importance that it rightly deserves and may lose sight of the integrity and depth of the primary 

elements contained in the prayer. 

Tertullian considered the prayer to be a compendium and synthesis of the Old and New Testaments. 

Concisely, it summarizes the sayings of prophets and Apostles while searching for our neediness and the 

hope of those needs fulfilled. When we petition the Father we truly honor God for in that name is the 

testimony of faith. 

 

Epiousios (Greek) …Panem nostrum cotidianum (in Latin) in most translations expresses the idea that 
those who want to receive a full (quality) measure from God must use a full measure with others 
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The prayer appears in Luke 11: 2-4 and Matthew 6: 16-18. In Matthew, it follows the stories of three 

good works – almsgiving, prayer and fasting and the text is structured in three parts: invocation; three 

petitions regarding God; and, three petitions regarding the people of God. An invocation begins the prayer 

in a very informal manner, as if speaking to someone very close to us in a very personal sense. The word 

‘Father’ (Abba) is generally interpreted as ‘dad’. The invocation also brings our attention to someone who is 

extraordinarily special and deserving of respect and reverence – hallowed be thy name. It also brings us to 

something beyond the present by acknowledging a ‘horizon’ that we are attaining to – who art in heaven. The 

petitions regarding God are related to the sanctification of the name of God, the coming of God’s Kingdom, 

and the actualization of the will of God. The petitions regarding the people of God relate to the need for the 

Bread of Life, the forgiveness of sins and the liberation from evil and its inherent temptations.  

This prayer should bring us to the realization that humility is a core foundation in living the Christian 

life. In what it expresses –- and in what it may not explicitly say –- are the essentials of a right relationship 

between humankind and God. 

I wish to suggest that each time we pray this prayer - so very intrinsic to our relationship with God - 

that we place emphasis and intense concentration upon key words that form the bedrock of this relationship 

– our daily bread (in Greek Epiousios, in Latin panem cotidianum).
 

This key word was so essential to the early church that they created this new word (neologism). 

Common words were insufficient to express its depth.
 

A line from Proverbs (30: 8) has been suggested as the Old Testament antecedent of the Lord’s Prayer: 

“feed me with bread.” The Septuagint (Greek) translation placed an emphasis on the right daily portion of 

bread but modern exegesis would state that this does not render a precise notion of epiousios. Many linguists 

through the years have proposed other possibilities that see in the word a definition of the quantity of bread 

by pointing out the gospel phrase “Beware of the bread of the Pharisees” which literally means that the 

Pharisees do not give a good measure. Once again, this is still insufficient for contemporary understanding. 

Faith expression is difficult business but we should never over-intellectualize the mystery. We are fed 

and nourished by the Divine with the Divine. But we do continue a personal search for contemporary 

understanding.  

Beyond seekers who struggle with the unseen substantial change of bread and wine that occurs at 

Catholic Christian worship, modern evangelizers may be confronted with an argument that Catholic 

Christian worship is non-biblical. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

Beyond the proclamation of the Word – the Bible is present throughout the Mass (some examples): 
 
Opening blessing   Mt 29:19 
Apostolic greeting   2 Cor 13:14 
Amen     1 Chr 16: 36b 
The Lord be with you  Lk 1:28; 2 Thess 3:16 
 

Lord, have mercy   Mt 17: 15, 20:31 
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Glory to God…   Lk 2: 14 
Alleluia     Rev 19: 1-6; Tob 13:18 
Lift up your hearts   Lam 3:41 
 

Holy, Holy, Holy   Rev 4:8, Is 6:3, Mk 26 
The great amen   Rev 5:14 
The Lord’s Prayer   Mt 6: 9-13 
Peace be with you   Jn 14:27, 20: 19 
 

Lamb of God    Jn 1:29, Rev 5:6 
This is the Lamb of God  Rev 19: 9 
Lord, I am not worthy  Mt 8: 8 
Go in peace    Lk 7: 50, 2 Chr 35:3 
Thanks be to God   2 Cor 9:15 
 
 

I can testify that the Catholic Church proclaims a much greater quantity of Scripture, much more consistently, than any 
other Christian body I know. 
 

Dr. Scott Hahn, Reasons to Believe, Copyright 2007, pages 112-114. 

 

 

Thoughts on the Sacrament of Penanceviii 

God has reconciled us to himself through Christ and has given us the ministry of reconciliation. 
 

2 Corinthians 5: 18 
 

Do not model yourselves on the behavior of the world around you, but let your behavior change, modeled by 
your new mind. This is the only way to discover the will of God and know what is good, what it is that God 
wants, what is the perfect thing to do. 

 

Romans 12:2 
 
 

THE SEVEN SACRAMENTS OF THE CHURCH ARE PRIVILEGED MOMENTS OF GRACE. They are encounters with 

the risen Lord. We need to continually emphasize the risen aspect – we are not engaging the dead human 

aspect of Jesus. The contemporaries of Jesus stood in his physical presence. They gazed upon his face. He 

was the incarnated, divine and human. I often say that Jesus is the ‘face of God,’ but we do not have access to 

this visual encounter. The risen Lord is, however, a metaphysical spiritual reality. We cannot physically 

reach out and touch this ontological reality but we can come in physical contact with the sacramental 

encounter which also is the metaphysical reality of Jesus’ presence. When we think of ‘sacrament’ there are 

several things we should always keep in mind remembering that these moments of grace are foundational 

human experiences, words and actions that reveal the unseen God. 

 

 The divine is made visible and tangible in a very human way for us to experience. 

 We see, feel, and experience the mystery of the divine in a human way. 

 The divine (God) is experienced in the celebration of human life. 
 
 
viii ibid., 1423 It is called the Sacrament of Penance, since it consecrates the Christian sinner’s personal and ecclesial steps of conversion, 
penance and satisfaction 
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For Catholic Christians the celebrations of life based in faith in Jesus Christ are ritualized and 

symbolized in and through the seven sacraments. Remember – belief and faith are two separate entities. 

Belief can be passive but faith is active. Also, ‘symbol,’ or ‘symbolized,’ is understood as metaphysical reality 

in the Catholic Christian Tradition. We never use language that trivializes or diminishes the power of 

sacramental symbol: And when we use the word ‘confession’ it is meant to be the confessing of God’s 

goodness – not a litany of faults in personal behavior. 

How does this human sacramental experience of God unfold? 

 

 God passionately loves us. 

 Out of love God gives us His Son. 

 The Son of God enlivens a pilgrim people through a journey of life. 

 A pilgrim people celebrate the God who loves them in the human celebrations of life. 
 

 

As we can see, the celebration of a sacrament is a process initiated by God and brought to grace and 

fulfillment by Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit. We ritualize tangible human elements so that we may 

witness -- through our human senses -- the facet of our faith (remember faith is active) that desires union and 

visible presence of the unseen God, which, in turn, stirs emotion and the desire to continue to witness a 

visible presence of the risen Christ. Since we are human with senses to experience the unseen God in and 

within human experience, we continue on the human and spiritual journey in need of further sacramental 

participation. 

I would encourage us not to think that indiscretions are wiped away in the sacrament of Penance. 

Remember the old adage – forgiven but not forgotten. God forgives but God also remembers. When we 

request this sacrament –- the presence of the risen Lord who offers forgiveness -- the onus is on the 

individual to enter a process of change: by forgiving ourselves; forgiving others; accepting God’s forgiveness 

and God’s ultimate decision/punishment; reaching out to heal feelings; and beginning the process of 

rebuilding what is broken. 

The goal is to remove a sense of personal guilt and accept ourselves as forgiven. These are the first steps 

in beginning a changed and graced life. It is conversion on the grandest scale. 

 

Why should I speak of my sinfulness to a priest? 

 This is a common query offered by seekers and searchers. Most have a sincere desire for knowledge and 

a grasp of Catholicism and the preponderance of priestly activity in sacramental encounter. Some may wish 

to trip-up an evangelizer but this is a minority. Once again, in relation to all sacraments, let’s not over-

intellectualize. We present Scriptural backdrops, the Tradition of the Church and remedy within the human 

condition, i.e., within the sacrament of Penance an acceptance of our sinfulness and the human need for 

relationship and healthy cathartic expression. Most seekers would readily admit that they desire an 

authoritative rationale and the priest-pastor is the Church’s authority at the ground level for presentation 
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and application. God the Father established the priesthood of Aaron and Levi and Christ commissioned the 

first authorities of the new covenant on the human ground level, his apostles, with the power of retention or 

forgiveness of sins. Jesus as sole priest may be posited by many seekers. But the new covenant distinctly 

portrays a ‘royal priesthood’ and sharing in the covenant. 

You also like living stones are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood offering spiritual 
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 

 

 1 Peter 2: 5 
 

The first principle is that it is God who forgives sin, a fact made possible through Jesus’ defining act of 

suffering and death. Christ is our mediator to the Father. Christ is the metaphysical reality within our human 

condition, a condition that also requires a relationship on human terms.  

It is important to remember that individuals can go directly to God and ask for forgiveness. Catholic 

evangelizers often witness a quizzical expression on the face of a seeker when they make this proclamation. 

It is highly encouraged to daily express contrition directly to God. But we also need to stress that Christ 

instituted a Church as God’s earthly guide to preserve Christian truth and this Church is protected and 

guided by the Holy Spirit. 

Sinfulness has both an individual and corporate aspect. Sinfulness ruptures relationships – a 

community aspect even if the harm affects only one person. Sin never only impacts the sinner. When 

relationships have severely been harmed by sinful thought, act, or omission, articulated expression of the 

contrite heart needs to be manifested. A willingness to make reparation and pursue metanoia (radical change) 

is the visible reality to a community that a soul is willing to change and adapt. We cannot welcome back that 

which we cannot see. In the Catholic Tradition, the priest is the representative of the community. The priest 

accepts the contrite heart and verbal appeal and expresses the reality of forgiveness that Jesus intended. 

Within our Catholic Christian Tradition, those transgressions that are deemed as possessing a limited 

debilitation and community impact (venial, e.g., “I called my brother a bad name”) may be forgiven by 

directly going to God in the name of Jesus. Though termed venial, these negative behaviors still need to be 

brought to God with a humble and contrite heart. We still need to ask for forgiveness from God and we 

accept God’s response, the consequences. 

Though all sinful behavior should be brought before the Church’s local community representative, the 

priest, it is the dramatic and major impact transgression that must be brought to the priest to receive Christ’s 

forgiving love. The primary categories involving major transgression in the Catholic Christian Tradition 

include abortion, murder, apostasy (complete turning away from Christianity), schism (direct conflict with 

official Church teaching), grave injustice and negative behavior in regard to the Ten Commandments and 

Beatitudes and serious diversion from Catholic teaching in the moral life. In this reality, where the impact on 

community is significant, the Church’s authority person that represents a community (priest) is capable of 

acknowledging a sinner’s intention and accepting an individual’s expression of culpability while affirming 

an individual’s capacity for change. It is the priest who offers uplifting and consoling words, “May God 
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grant you pardon and peace.” It is a priestly capacity and prayer. It is not the priest forgiving but Jesus 

through His representative authority.  

The word ‘absolution’ should not disturb us. It is a formal articulation and ritual gesture in the 

sacramental encounter. Remember, each sacrament has matter and form – human sensual attributes to be 

seen, heard, smelled and touched. When received by an individual who exemplifies and manifests contrition 

and amendment for a changed life it is an acknowledgment and witness that Christ’ forgiveness is realized. 

 

Brief Historical Sketch 

Public penance (2nd-5th centuries) 

o Sin is understood as an affront to community. Serious sins of public scandal mean 
“excommunication” from the Christian community; 

o Lesser sins of weakness are taken care of at Eucharist; 
o Serious sins of public scandal: apostasy, murder, adultery, for example, can only be reconciled –- 

and communion restored -- after years of public penance; 
o The sacrament is administered by the bishop in three stages and can be received only once in a 

lifetime. 
 

Tariffed Penance (6th-11th centuries) 

o Sins become a private matter, an understanding that evolved in the Celtic monasteries and was 
introduced to Europe by Irish monks who were ministers but not necessarily clergy; 

o The confessor is seen as a spiritual director; 
o ‘Confessing’ one’s sin is secondary to the penitential effort that leads to reconciliation; 
o Penance is less severe, but explicitly set down. Each sin has a corresponding penance. 

 

Sacrament of “Confession” (12th century until the Second Vatican Council) 

o Reconciliation (Penance) becomes “confession.” Absolution is given before penance. The priest 
becomes a judge. 

o Telling specific sins becomes important: how many? What kind? 
o The private nature of confession leads to a popular understanding of sin as individualistic, a matter 

between the person and God. 
o The rite and ideas of a private sacrament of penance remain unchanged from the fifteenth century – 

from the Council of Trent to the Second Vatican Council in the 1960’s. 
 

1965 to present 

o The Second Vatican Council introduces three new rites and a renewed attitude toward the 
sacrament; 

o Historical research gives new insights unavailable at the time of Trent; 
o It reinstates the communal nature of the sacrament through suggested rites and settings; 
o Sin is both personal and corporate; 
o Uses the language of “reconciliation,” though in the Province of Illinois (Archdiocese of Chicago) the 

correct nomenclature is the Sacrament of Penance. 
 
 

Major Moments in the History of Penance 

Early Church 

 Communal aspect 
 Public penance that could last one to three years 
 Once in a lifetime 
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Middle Ages 

 Penitential (books that listed sins and their penances); 
 Irish monks (private spiritual direction transforms to Penance for the masses). 

 

Today 

 A little of the past and a lot of the present; 
 Three forms (prayerful and scripture-based) 

1. Communal presentation with general prayer of absolution (not permitted in the Archdiocese 
of Chicago); 

2. Communal prayer with individual presentation and absolution; 
3. Individual celebration. 

In the last years much has been done to highlight in the Church's practice-in conformity with the most ancient 
tradition of the Church - the community aspect of penance and especially of the sacrament of Penance. We 
cannot however forget that conversion is a particularly profound inward act in which the individual cannot 
be replaced by others and cannot make the community be a substitute for him. Although the participation by 
the fraternal community of the faithful in the penitential celebration is a great help for the act of personal 
conversion, nevertheless, in the final analysis, it is necessary that in this act there should be a pronouncement 
by the individual himself with the whole depth of his conscience and with the whole of his sense of guilt and 
of trust in God, placing himself like the Psalmist before God to confess: "Against you... have I sinned"175. In 
faithfully observing the centuries-old practice of the Sacrament of Penance-the practice of individual 
confession .with a personal act of sorrow and the intention to amend and make satisfaction-the Church is 
therefore defending the human soul's individual right: man's right to a more personal encounter with the 
crucified forgiving Christ, with Christ saying, through the minister of the sacrament of Reconciliation: "Your 
sins are forgiven"176; "Go, and do not sin again"177. As is evident, this is also a right on Christ's part with 
regard to every human being redeemed by him: his right to meet each one of us in that key moment in the 
soul's life constituted by the moment of conversion and forgiveness. By guarding the sacrament of Penance, 
the Church expressly affirms her faith in the mystery of the Redemption as a living and life-giving reality that 
fits in with man's inward truth, with human guilt and also with the desires of the human conscience. "Blessed 
are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied"178. The sacrament of Penance is 
the means to satisfy man with the righteousness that comes from the Redeemer himself. 

In the Church, gathering particularly today in a special way around the Eucharist and desiring that the 
authentic Eucharistic community should become a sign of the gradually maturing unity of all Christians, there 
must be a lively-felt need for penance, both in its sacramental aspect179, and in what concerns penance as a 
virtue. This second aspect was expressed by Paul VI in the Apostolic Constitution Paenitemini180. One of the 
Church's tasks is to put into practice the teaching Paenitemini contains; this subject must be investigated more 
deeply by us in common reflection, and many more decisions must be made about it in a spirit of pastoral 
collegiality and with respect for the different traditions in this regard and the different circumstances of the 
lives of the people of today. Nevertheless, it is certain that the Church of the new Advent, the Church that is 
continually preparing for the new coming of the Lord, must be the Church of the Eucharist and of Penance. 
Only when viewed in this spiritual aspect of her life and activity is she seen to be the Church of the divine 
mission, the Church in statu missionis, as the Second Vatican Council has shown her to be. 

Redemptoris hominis, Encyclical letter (1979) 
175. Ps. 50 (51):6.  
176. Mk. 2:5.  
177. Jn. 8:11.  
178. Mt. 5:6.  
179. Cf. Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith: Normae Pastorales circa Absolutionem Sacramentalem 
Generali Modo Impertiendam: AAS 64 (1972) 510-514; Pope Paul VI: Address to a Group of Bishops from the United 
States of America on their "ad limina" Visit, April 20, 1978: AAS 70 (1978) 328-332; Pope John Paul II: Address to a 
Group of Canadian Bishops on their "ad limina" Visit, November 17, 1978: AAS 71 (1979) 32-36. 
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For some, the consideration of Catholic Christian sacraments as true and essential celebrations is a leap 

of faith. These celebrations do not constitute a social agenda or another ‘leisure’ activity to be placed on our 

calendar. If we believe the spiritual aspect of our personality is the cohesive element that holds us together 

physically, intellectually and emotionally, they are an inherent necessity of the human condition. It is an 

acquired taste for some, but that is the sublime beauty and essence of ritual and symbol. Sometimes the 

essence is immediately relevant and transparent and other times it sneaks up on you. We need to think and 

sensually experience. The power inherent in the ritual – initiated by God and made manifest in Jesus -- takes 

on a fuller meaning over time as our understanding grows and takes root. 

I will leave you with this bit of wisdom. 

 

People of our time are losing the power of celebration. Instead of celebrating we seek to be amused or 
entertained. Celebration is an active state, an act of expressing reverence or appreciation. To be entertained is 
a passive state – it is to receive pleasure afforded by an amusing act or spectacle…Celebration is a 
confrontation, giving attention to the transcendent meaning of one’s actions. 

 

Abraham Joshua Heschel 
The Wisdom of Heschel 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is a mother’s embrace and intercession. 
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Catholic Christian Spirituality 
A New Imagination / A New Reality 
 

 
When the time for Pentecost was fulfilled, they were all in one place together. And suddenly there came from the 
sky a noise like a strong wind, and it filled the entire house in which they were. Then there appeared to them 
tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit 
and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit enabled them to proclaim. 

 

Acts 2: 1-4 

 
 

THE CHAPTER SUB-TITLE MAY BE MISLEADING in the sense that we have established that Catholic Christian 

spirituality fulfills an essential need in all people. Always has and always will. It is tried and true. Its essence 

is immutable when we understand that ‘spirituality’ is a human lifestyle with its genesis in the life of Jesus 

Christ – human and divine. This is the primordial paradigm especially when we grasp the magnitude of 

being created in the image and likeness of God. We need to be cognizant of the historical fact of the millions 

of faithful souls and countless martyrs that underlie the transmission of the Catholic Christian way of living 

through history. Many suffered and died so that contemporary application of this core and original 

spirituality would perdure throughout time. The application is at the core of sacramental encounter. It has 

existed from day one – Pentecost. 

A new reality is that it applies to new faces and circumstances each day. A new imagination is that 

grace sustains this core spirituality through a present moment and history. The newness is in our 

discernment and the application in the various episodes of our personal story and witness. 

An essential ‘spirituality’ pursues wholeness and holiness which comprises a significant part of any 

evangelizing commitment. It points to active and privileged proclamation and charity. Its authenticity is 

founded in truth and freedom – a freedom from sinfulness and for expression. It presumes that technology or 

online presence – though important, applicable and desirable -- does not substitute for personal human 

relationships and a testimony of life lived in accordance with the Gospel. In the words of Archbishop 

Timothy Costelloe at the Synod of Bishops in 2012, we are “returning what is returned to the heart [with] no 

division between Christ and the Church, for Christ is the only treasure.” 

Our new imagination requires enthusiasm, no doubt. It recognizes the imparted grace of the Holy Spirit 

(the catalyst) working through the openness and willingness of the human mind and heart. The simplicity of 

living life well is reflected in a life of faith lived well.  Let’s put that in perspective again, it is important. 

When someone witnesses a life well-lived they need to understand that particular life in relation to a faith 

life. We are in union with Jesus’ lifestyle – personal lived experience (story) in union with kerygma (Jesus’ 

story). At its base it is a visible and articulated Christian life based in the knowledge of Christian truth. It 

also acknowledges the irreplaceable role of the teaching Church. 
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In these few paragraphs we have uncovered a foundation of what is historical and new and applicable 

to a contemporary spirituality: Christ as the treasure, grace and truth. 

If we are looking for something new in the ‘return to’ or the ‘acceptance of’ Catholic Christian 

spirituality, we need look no further than the experience of the historical Church. 

We are not about reinventing the wheel regarding a ‘new’ Catholicism. We are about reimagining a 

personal application of core Christian spirituality. I encourage all evangelizers and seekers to pursue 

rigorous study of the Catholic Catechism. It is the first stop when seeking understanding. Its wealth and 

richness provide a firm foundation. 

Once we have opened our minds to the boundless and timeless teaching of the Catechism we can then 

turn our attention inward to uncover our human personality in relation to a Christian spiritual life. We can 

come to a new understanding of what makes us tick and what challenges and supports our own spiritual 

lifestyle. 

I am providing a concise recapitulation of several primary adaptations of Catholic Christian spirituality 

prominent throughout the ages. There are others but these are quite relevant. I encourage readers to assess if 

any have applicability to their personal life situation. I also encourage individuals to adopt particular 

cohesive elements into their daily life.  

The evangelizer needs to understand the relationships within the stories they will hear.  

The seeker needs to make a connection to their spiritual roots and longings. There is much richness in 

these core structures. 

 

Benedictine Spirituality 
 

Benedictines are best known for communal living according to the Rule of St. Benedict, its founder, in 

which the two main principles are manual labor and communal prayer. Recently, there has been a 

movement for lay people to live elements of the Rule as well. The Rule can be simplified as: Commitment, 

Balance and Relationship. Lay Oblates live the Rule and receive ongoing spiritual guidance.  

Associated saints: Benedict of Nursia and Scholastica, his sister. 

The communal prayer of the Benedictines is the Liturgy of the Hours, a structured liturgical prayer 

consisting of psalms, prayers, songs and readings, following the rhythm of the times of day and of the 

Church Year. Lay people are encouraged to use the simplified version found in Christian Prayer, and includes 

Morning and Evening Prayer. Benedictine tradition includes a simple form of prayer using scripture – Lectio 

Divina (holy reading) – that facilitates understanding what God may be saying to a person through a 

reading. 

The contemplative tradition of the Benedictines is best known from the Trappist monks, who observe a  
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strict rule of silence. Their form of contemplation was recovered from the ancient tradition of meditation 

based on the desert Fathers and Mothers, the fourth movement of Lectio Divina, and the mystical tradition of 

The Cloud of Unknowing. This prayer form is called Centering Prayer, or The Prayer of the Heart.  

Famous 20th Century American Trappists include Thomas Merton, Thomas Keating, Basil Pennington, 

William Meninger, and even Henri Nouwen, who spent a year as a “part-time” Trappist. 

 

Carmelite Prayer & Spirituality 
 

The earliest Carmelites were hermits who stayed on the slopes of Mount Carmel near the end of the 

twelfth century. They lived in poverty and sought solitude on the mountain where Elijah the prophet had 

made his home, while meditating on God. Today, they look to the mountain, to Elijah, to Mary, and that 

tradition of solitude as their spiritual wellspring. The symbol of Carmel stands for the intimate encounter 

that God brings about between the person and God in the midst of all that is most ordinary in life. The 

expression and source of this encounter, contemplation and prayer, are the very heartbeat of the interior 

journey of transformation of the Carmelite today, whether vowed religious or layperson. 

Associated saints: Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, Therese of Lisieux, Edith Stein (martyr).  

The symbol of Elijah is central to Carmelite spirituality. He is seen as a man on a journey who hid in the 

desert in a time of dryness and journeyed back to meet God in new and unexpected ways. This symbol is 

operative in a key concept of Carmelite spirituality from St. John of the Cross: the “dark night of the soul” -- 

a period of spiritual dryness where God seems not to be present to the seeker. Mary is associated with the 

rain of God’s Grace that ends the dryness, like the little cloud Elijah sees in 1 Kings 18:44. Key concepts in 

Carmelite spirituality are: 

1. Allegiance to Christ  
2. Openness to Scriptures  
3. A sense of silence and solitude  
4. The undivided heart  

 
The primary Carmelite prayer forms are solitude and meditation. The Carmelite mystics, Teresa, John of 

the Cross, and Therese of Liseux expanded the original vision, writing about new ways to understand the 

soul’s continuous longing for union with God and the daily struggles of the journey to reach it. Their 

writings and poems help lead us into visionary prayer. 

 

Dominican Prayer & Spirituality 
 

Founded by St. Dominic de Guzman in 1286, the Dominican Order has a history of teaching, writing, art 

and preaching. Dominicans focus on following Christ, the wandering preacher who sent his disciples out in 

pairs to prepare for his coming. Their spirituality is rooted in the vocation of the preacher - being filled with 

the wonder of the Good News of salvation, which they want to share with the world. Their outlook on life is 
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influenced by Dominic's special insights into the Good News. Dominican spirituality is diverse, though some 

major themes can be taken from the works of some its main practitioners. Basic to understanding their 

spiritual practices is a sense of both the hiddenness and unknowability of God and the imperative call to 

loving ministry. Some lay people join the Third Order to live the Dominican call in the world. 

Associated saints & others: Dominic, Thomas Aquinas, Catherine of Sienna, Rose of Lima, Martin de 

Porres, Meister Eckhart, the Beguine Mystics. 

Dominic was a cheerful and energetic saint and his spirituality reflects that. Dominican prayer, while it 

borrows from other traditions, follows the following principles: 

1. Rooted in the Eucharist - Dominic said it was “Christ’s last and perfect prayer to the Father”. 
2. Liturgy of the Hours (the Divine Office) - important as a mainspring of community life. 
3. Contemplative Study - not an emptying one’s head of thoughts, but rather a discursive, meditative 

analysis and study of scriptural truth and truth in general. 
4. Fruitfulness – contemplative action in the world (ministry) 
5. Praying Whole - using the whole body when addressing God. Dominic had “Nine Ways” to do this. 

 

There is also a mystical thread to Dominican spirituality, centering in silent praise of the inaccessible 

splendor of God, spiritual poverty, and detachment, found in the writings of Catherine, Aquinas, and 

Eckhart. 

 

Franciscan Prayer & Spirituality 
 

Franciscan prayer is definitely in and of the world, at the same time it is an experience of God. Francis 

did not speak about spirituality so much as he lived his prayer - as Celano (an early biographer of Francis) 

said "He became prayer" and in the intimacy of his relationship with God he would have his followers join 

him. "Hold back nothing of yourself for yourself, so that he who gives Himself totally to you may receive 

you totally," Francis said. Franciscans seek God through an incarnational approach – God is our loving 

Father and all we have is gift; Christ is our Brother and the Spirit of that love lives in us. The Franciscan 

approach is Trinitarian, not static. Again Francis was practical - the Crib, the Cross, the Eucharist were his 

way to God, and finally his relationship to the Triune God led to an intimacy and familiarity with all 

wonders of creation so that he could address them as Brother/Sister - all are members of the one family. 

Associated Saints: Francis of Assisi, Clare, Anthony of Padua, Bonaventure, Francis de Sales, 

Maximillian Kolbe, Frances Xavier Cabrini, Padre Pio and many more. 

Features of Franciscan spirituality are community and solitude, prayer and penance, humility and 

poverty. Prayer can be vocal prayer, prayer using nature as its source and inspiration (see Francis’ Canticle 

as an example – text is in popular hymn “Canticle of the Sun”), contemplation, or Lectio Divina. The 

contemplative dimension often focuses on union with God, and experiences of divine love. Yet, Franciscans 

are active contemplatives who find their mission in social justice ministry, and they are often found helping 

the poor, the elderly and the sick in homeless shelters, nursing homes and hospitals. 
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Ignatian Prayer and Spirituality 
 

Ignatian spirituality is intellectual, visual and eminently practical. It aims to assist people to know God, 

understand their interior struggles, and discern what God is asking. St. Ignatius Loyola developed the 

Spiritual Exercises and founded the Jesuit Order as a way to teach others to do all of this. The role of a 

spiritual director as a compassionate listener/advisor is key to Ignatian spirituality. Ignatian prayer forms 

include visual meditation, examination of conscience, prayer of discernment, journaling and more. 

Associated saints: Ignatius Loyola, Francis Xavier, Peter Claver, Robert Bellarmine, Isaac Jogues 

The steps of Ignatian prayer in the Spiritual Exercises are: 

1. Quieting oneself 
2. Naming a desire one has – the reason for the prayer 
3. Exercising the imagination through a visual meditation on a Scripture story 
4. Applying the senses – savoring the parts of the experience that provoked the strongest reactions 

 

Afterwards, there should be a colloquy – a prayer conversation with a member of the Trinity or with 

Mary, relating the experience back to the desire. This step may continue later with a spiritual director. 

Ignatian visual meditation begins with Composition of Place – placing oneself in the scripture story, by 

imagining how it looks, feels, smells and sounds. This can be done by oneself after reading a Scripture, by 

viewing a painting of a Scripture story subject, or can be guided by a leader and conducted in groups. 

The Ignatian Examen, or examination of conscience, has five steps: 

1. Quiet oneself. 
2. Pray for the grace to see clearly, understand accurately and respond generously. 
3. Review in memory the history of the day (week, month) looking for concrete instances of the 

presence and guidance of God, and the activity and influence of evil. (Pay attention to strong 
feelings associated with experiences and encounters). 

4. Evaluate those instances in which we have either cooperated with God or yielded to the influence of 
evil. Express gratitude and regret. 

5. Plan and decide how to collaborate more effectively with God, and how, with God’s help, to avoid 
or overcome the influence of evil in the future. 

 
 

The importance of Mary 

 The recent Synod of Bishops in Rome (October 2012) emphasized the importance of Mary, the mother of 

God, in the new evangelization. In the synod’s propositions Mary is presented under the title of “The Star of 

Evangelization.” This is a testament to virtue and an invitation to humility on the part of the evangelizer and 

the evangelized. We show reverence to her and we venerate her. Seekers will inevitably have questions 

regarding Mary’s role in our Tradition. And like other questions evangelizers may encounter like the role of 

the priest in forgiveness, the Real presence in the Eucharist, or misgivings about Church leadership, they 

may be disparaging questions tinged with anger. Under the surface, most of the questioners are seeking a 

means to better understand, they do not intend hostility or mean-spirited philosophical debate.  It is 
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important that evangelizers don’t downplay Mary in regards to Tradition or evangelization. She is the prime 

example of discipleship, humility and relationship. If anyone has the ear of Jesus it is his mother. 

 This is a broad topic and we cannot uncover every nuance of a seeker’s potential search for 

understanding. Some guiding principles when discussing Mary with a seeker: 

 

 All prayer is directed to God the Father through Jesus Christ. God answers prayers and not Mary. 

 Mary and the saints intercede for humanity’s prayerful petitions. 

 Mary was conceived without original sin (Immaculate Conception – December 8) 

 Mary cooperated with God and she was the vehicle of transmission of life to Jesus’ humanity 
(incarnation). 

 Mary’s role is a prominent role deserving respect and admiration. 

 Mary was assumed body and soul into heaven (Assumption – August 15) 

 Mary is a prime example of a disciple. 

 Mary is our heavenly mother. 

 When we pray the ‘Hail Mary…’ or the rosary, we are not asking Mary to answer our prayer. We are 
asking for her intercession. And, specifically, the rosary is a meditative prayer on the salvific acts of 
Jesus. The rosary’s intention is to guide us into a meditative moment on Jesus. 

 We worship God and venerate Mary. 
 
 

Cardinal Marc Ouellet, Prefect for the Congregation of Bishops concluded the three-day International 

Congress on "Ecclesia in America" with Mass on Wednesday, December 8, 2012, Feast of Our Lady of 

Guadalupe. Cardinal Quellet, a Canadian prelate, referred to the Virgin of Guadalupe as the "Empress of 

America" and the "Star of the New Evangelization.” He stated that the Congress has helped to rediscover 

her. 

 

That is why our soul glorifies the Lord with her, because He has looked upon the poor, which we are, and by 
her maternal intercession, has touched us and renewed us. We are ready to take the message of the Gospel 
with new ardor, with new methods and in a new language," …[Mary] transcends the borders of all races, 
cultures and social conditions…The continent that has grown under the sign of Christ the King and under the 
staff of Peter must transmit and spread its faith to be faithful to itself. The poor anxiously await this witness 
which must be manifested in sincere charity, fraternity and effective solidarity with the least privileged...A 
throng of other men and women saints have preceded us on the path of the Gospel in America; let us invoke 
them with one heart so that their passion of love, their passion for Christ, may continue to win souls thirsty for 
hope and liberation…In face of the immense needs of the New Evangelization, our possibilities are poor, but 
our faith is great. May that faith increase even more today and in every communion with the Body of the Risen 
Christ who makes us participants in his victory. 

 

Cardinal Quellet 
 

Near the end of the book is a chapter titled ‘The New Evangelization.’ On that page I have included a 

prayerful segment of Scripture known as the ‘Benedictus,’ a proclamation declaring John the Baptist as the 

herald of Jesus – and evangelizers are truly heralds. It is prayed daily at morning prayer by countless priests, 

deacons, religious and lay faithful. My hope is that new evangelizers adopt that prayer and the beautiful 

“Magnificat’ of Mary as their own. In the words of Pope Benedict XVI, Mary “speaks to us of joy, that 

authentic joy that spreads in a heart freed from sin...there is no opposition between God and her being: there 
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is full communion and understanding.” And, “John the Baptist teaches us to focus more on what is 

essential”. 

 

The Magnificat 
 

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior  
for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 

 

From this day all generations will call me blessed: 
the Almighty has done great things for me, 
and holy is his Name. 

 

He has mercy on those who fear him 
in every generation. 

 

He has shown the strength of his arm, 
he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 

 

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, 
and has lifted up the lowly. 

 

He has filled the hungry with good things, 
and the rich he has sent away empty. 

 

He has come to the help of his servant Israel 
for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 
the promise he made to our fathers, 
to Abraham and his children forever. 

 

Luke 1: 46-55 
 

 

Meditation and Contemplation 
 
Many seekers, searchers and evangelizers employ the simplicity of contemplation or meditation in their 

spiritual arsenal. I highly encourage these practices. However, please don’t mix-up language or confuse the 

terms and definitions of meditation and contemplation. Contemplation is the highest form of prayer and is the 

end of the journey when utilizing Lectio Divina (sacred reading). Most people never make it to this level. It is 

extremely difficult to achieve. Contemplation is ‘emptying’ the mind of all thoughts and actions. It is not 

necessarily an active process. Neither ‘reflections’ nor mental images are a part of contemplation. It is simply 

‘being.’ Contemplation is a complete emptying: no thoughts, no words. 

Meditation places images and focuses on God (Jesus) and our relationship that flows from Christ’s 

actions. 

 
 

 
 

PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is a sibling’s understanding. 
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CHILD AND ADULT 
 
 

But it is not that the word of God has failed. For not all who are of Israel are Israel, nor are they all children of 
Abraham because they are descendants; but “It is through Isaac that descendants shall bear your name.” This 
means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise are 
counted as descendants. For this is the wording of the promise, “About this time I shall return and Sarah will 
have a son.” And, not only that, but also when Rebecca had conceived children by one husband, our father Isaac 
– before they had yet been born or had done anything, good or bad, in order that God’s elective plan might 
continue, not by works but by his call – she was told, “The older shall serve the younger.” 

 

So it depends not upon a person’s will or exertion, but upon God who shows mercy. For the Scripture says to 
Pharaoh, “This is why I have raised you up, to show my power through you that my name may be proclaimed 
throughout the earth.” 

 

Romans 9: 6-12, 16-17 
 

 

I RECENTLY READ A STORY of a little boy and a priest wearing his Roman collar. I had to stop and say 

to myself, ‘Did I write that story?’ I had experienced the gist of the story in real life. 

One day as I was walking through the parish school hallway a little boy was gazing at my Roman 

collar in a very quizzical way. He pointed at it and said, “Does it hurt?” He thought it was a bandage on my 

neck. I quickly said that it wasn’t a bandage but a ‘collar’ to my shirt and the shirt was like a uniform that 

identified me as a priest, much like baseball players, firemen and policemen have identifying uniforms. 

I could see that the boy was still puzzled so I took the collar out and showed it to him and asked him 

to feel the raised letters on the underside. “Do you know what that says?” I asked. 

“Yeah, sure,” said the boy. “Kills fleas and ticks.” 

The little boy had only heard one word of my explanation – collar. And he associated the word with 

his pet. So much for my explanation and follow-up skills! It’s a good thing I didn’t show the boy what I had 

written on the underside of the collar, he would have been really confused: ‘Admit one.’ I used to turn my 

collar around to show that phrase when I attended parish events with the people at the door always joking 

about the pastor not having bought a ticket for the event. It generated smiles. 

What a tremendous lived experience. We learn so much from the littlest ones but we always need to 

remember that we, as adults, are the leaders and protectors of the faith. And as leaders we (beyond the 

parents who remain the first teachers of the faith by word and example) are obligated to encourage, affirm 

and teach the little ones. Effective teaching requires follow-up. And, I firmly believe that the deepest roots are 

promulgated in the earliest years. When the roots are strong the outcome is stronger. One of my great desires 

in recent years has been the longing for understanding the many languages we encounter in America. My 

Latin has certainly waned as also my introductory Spanish – mostly from non-use. If only there were more 

hours in the day I lament. But I fully understand there were missed opportunities when I was younger and 

those years would have been the most fertile time to sink roots of language ability. This holds true for the 

foundations of the faith. In my hometown of Chicago a phrase heard frequently is “vote early and often.” 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 114 

The underlying sentiment is precisely what needs to be utilized by our children as they progress in wisdom 

and grace – ‘learn, absorb and practice the Christian faith early and often.’ 

 

79. When the child goes to school he enters a society wider than that of his family, and he is initiated into the 

society of adults in an intensive way that absorbs a great part of his resources and concerns. He gets his first 
experience of working in school [cf. GE, 5]. 
  Before this point, the family served a mediating role between the child and the People of God. But now 
the child is ready to begin sharing directly in the life of the Church, and can be admitted to the sacraments. 
  The child’s intelligence develops gradually. Catechists must be adapted to this mental development. The 

child seeks to understand the religious life of adults. Accordingly, the genuine Christian life of the adult 
community helps very much toward giving the children a solid formation, and it does this in a very truly 
instructive way when it explains the religious life of adults and the activities of the People of God suitably in 
the light of salvation history. 
  The initial experience of working should not be thought unrelated to the aim of the catechesis. The joy of 

doing things and doing them well, cooperation with others, discipline arising out of this as something easy to 
understand and reasonable – in all this one finds many experiences which are useful not only for sharing in 
social life but also for active participation in the life of the Church. 
  With these things in mind, catechetical pedagogy, whatever method it follows, should stimulate 

activity on the part of the children. If it should fail to do so, catechesis could not satisfy its obligation to teach 
the believer to give an ever more personal response to the word and gift of God. This active pedagogy should 
not be satisfied with external expressions only, however useful they may be, but it should strive to bring forth a 

response from the heart and a taste for prayer. This interior education is indeed rendered more difficult, but 
also more necessary, because of the character of contemporary civilization which tends to disperse spiritual 
energies. 
  Cooperation between catechists and parents (sharing with one another their opinions about programs, 
about methods, and about difficulties which arise) is necessary if the education of the children is to proceed in a 
suitable and harmonious way. This kind of cooperation is useful for both the the catechists and the parents and 
helps them in carrying out their own specific duties. 

 

General Catechetical Directory, n. 79 [1971] published in accord with the directive in the decree on the Bishop’s 
Pastoral Office in the Church, n. 44. (bold mine) 

 

 

This introductory section of the General Catechetical Directory has much depth and presents a 

foundation for instructing the young. I have presented in bold type areas that I believe allow us to sink deep 

roots early and often with the young. 

 (The young) initiated into the society of adults 

 Children sharing directly in the life of the Church 

 The child seeking an understanding of an adult spiritual life 

 Instruction that explains adult spiritual life 

 There is joy in doing things well 

 Discipline is a necessary component 

 Teaching stimulates activity 

 A child responds by tasting prayer 

We are involved in a very direct way with the ‘new’ evangelization when we absorb these 

fundamentals. As a pastor, I have often shaken my head when I reviewed the framework of parish religious 

education and the texts and methodologies employed so often. I really don’t know what we were thinking 

these past decades in our presentation of the faith to our children. It is good to hear that there is much 

current discussion at many various levels on this subject and new ways of catechetical leadership training 

and fundamental materials are being raised with the hope for a new direction – a direction that has 
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substance. If I see another coloring book in grades higher than first grade I think I am going to cry. Our role 

is not to make a child ‘happy and occupied.’ We are not babysitters; we are educators and leaders with a 

firm purpose. I am not that distinguished of educator to say ‘my way or the highway,’ but we (the entire 

Church) need to find ways to better educate those whom we entrust with teaching the faith – our catechists. 

We must always affirm and thank our gifted and committed catechists but it is a disservice to the Church, 

and our children, to accept every volunteer in our parishes. It is a failure of leadership if proper training, 

support, update and assessment are not utilized. 

Beyond the bold emphasis I placed on key points in the short excerpt above, I have also highlighted 

(italicized) in the bullet point summation a basic ‘mission statement’ for teaching the young – providing 

understanding of an adult spiritual life through visible Christian activity (not coloring books) that leads to 

tasting prayer. This is a bold and necessary mission that places an emphasis on doing (exhibiting Christian 

behavior and not the ability to color within the lines) and not just receiving information that may, or may 

not, be digested. 

Many are already frowning, I imagine, as they read these words from many years ago on 

catechetical instruction to children. An adult spirituality? Christian activity beyond letting them just have 

fun?  

I also believe many are nodding their heads in agreement with the word ‘discipline.’ We are left 

wondering, however, how to not only apply but teach discipline. The contemporary secular world certainly 

imposes restrictions on notions of discipline. I may have suggestions but don’t have the answer. Yet, I do 

believe it can be done. Nomenclature and application may need major revamping but teaching children 

about life consequences is the key in my belief. And, teaching children how to understand and articulate the 

distinctive character of life as God’s hopeful desire and death as finality are mandatory. What consequences 

exist now if a child struggles with the coloring book? All we need do is watch the nightly news to discover 

once again that the children have no clue about life and death – they find solution in violence and guns. 

I am not offering the panacea but I am suggesting we could do no worse by actually following the 

guidelines of the General Catechetical Directory. It may be a difficult and tough sell within a parish because 

of such a long history of innocuous faith formation material and methodology of recent decades but it is not 

impossible: Difficult, yes; Impossible, no. 

Years ago, Art Linkletter had a show that highlighted children who say the darndest things. It was 

hilarious to watch and also educational for adults to see the inner workings of a developing mind. Children 

are filled with questions – many, if not most, that try our patience – but they are very sincere and revealing, 

too. One little boy about five years old in the ‘why’ and ‘tell me’ stage of life was helping his father with 

Christmas decorations. “Daddy, why are there so many lights? Why do you trim the tree branches? Why is 

the tree in the house? Why is mommy snarling at us and all of the boxes?”  And then out of nowhere, “What 

does ignore mean?” 
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The father was about to respond to all of the queries but was taken aback. He explained “ignore 

means not paying attention.” 

The little boy was quick and said, “I don’t think we should ignore Jesus.” 

The father was now puzzled but affirmed the boy by saying, “I don’t think we should ignore Jesus 

either. Why do you say we ignore him?” 

“Because, daddy, that’s what we sing in the Christmas carol,” responded the boy. “Oh come let us 

ignore him.” 

We don’t ignore our children or any of their needs; we want the very best for them. But we need not 

coddle them and appease them when such a serious element of their spiritual development is at stake. After 

all, we are talking about their souls. And, we shouldn’t ignore the sound, logical erudition of the Directory 

either. Recent history points to the fact that in not following the dynamic envisioned above we are failing 

miserably in teaching the faith to children. 

Here’s a recap from the Catholic Catechism regarding ‘Handing on the Faith: Catechesis.’ 

 

4. Quite early on, the name catechesis was given to the totality of the Church’s efforts to make disciples, to help 
men believe that Jesus is the Son of God so that believing they might have life in his name, and to educate and 
instruct them in this life, thus building up the body of Christ. 
 

5. “Catechesis is an education in the faith of children, young people, and adults which includes especially the 
teaching of Christian doctrine imparted, generally speaking, in an organic and systematic way, with a view to 
initiating the hearers into the fullness of Christian life.” 
 

6. While not being formally identified with them, catechesis is built on a certain number of elements of the 
Church’s pastoral mission which have a catechetical aspect, that prepare for catechesis, or spring from it. They 
are: the initial proclamation of the Gospel or missionary preaching to arouse faith; examination of the reasons 
for belief; experience of Christian living; celebration of the sacraments; integration into the ecclesial community; 
and apostolic and missionary witness. 
 

7. “Catechesis is intimately bound up with the whole of the Church’s life. Not only her geographical extension 
and numerical increase, but even more her inner growth and correspondence with God’s plan depend 
essentially on catechesis. 

 
Catechism of the Catholic Church, Second Edition, Copyright 1997, United States Catholic Conference, Inc. – 
Libreria Editrice Vaticana [Prologue] 
 
 

Our thrust in the ‘new’ evangelization has been diagrammed as a ‘transformation from within.’ This 

is paramount for the adult and it is the beginning foundation for the child – providing the building blocks 

for a maturing soul, mind and body. Catechesis of the child is not about asking them to change but about 

deliberately inviting them to access -- from the earliest point -- a mindset of Christian stability that develops 

the inner core of Christian sensibility. It is a mindset that needs to be grounded in the principle of 

consequences and taught in accessible language – and I would like to suggest, language one step above the 

current level of maturity so that we avoid baby-talk. We are developing the ability to transform. 

Transformation is powerful, even in the initial stages of building a foundation for future adult 

transformation. And, transformation is both internalized and externalized. 
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Twelve years ago I underwent a medical procedure to correct a thyroid condition. It was supposed 

to be a modified nuclear medicine approach to modulate my thyroid. The procedure went terribly wrong. 

After my first procedure – which was supposed to be the only procedure – nothing happened. It had 

no effect. A second procedure was performed: nurses behind lead shields with gloves putting in my exposed 

hands the ‘magic’ nuclear pill. I had no gloves only a little lead vest. I was instructed to not be near children 

for two weeks – I was radioactive. As I got home to the rectory after the second procedure I began feeling 

odd. ‘It must be taking effect,’ I thought. That particular rectory had five steps to the upstairs quarters. I 

could not raise my legs to get up the stairs. My entire body cramped to such an extreme that I could barely 

move. My thyroid was completely destroyed and my metabolism was going haywire. 

The next morning I woke up realizing that I would be able to walk slowly but with a very unusual 

sensation in my face. I was scheduled to preside at a wedding that day and I made my way to the bathroom 

to see what was going on with my face. OMG. I could not believe what I saw. My face was totally swollen 

and my eyes were bulging from my head with my eyelids unable to close. My first thought was about the 

wedding. Since I promised, I would preside – as pastor, the show must go on. I did my best to explain to the 

bridal party. I could tell the groom understood and actually smiled, not in a mocking sense but in an 

understanding sense, as I told the story of my odd look that day. The bride could not look at me, however, 

and it was obvious she was angry. After all, what are the guests going to say after they had seen my face? 

My physical appearance had been radically transformed and some understood but others rejected 

me – the totality of me – because of what they saw and not what they knew cognitively. 

Though internal transformation is the goal in ‘new’ evangelization efforts, physical transformation 

may occur when adults have the light bulb go on regarding a Christian spirituality. But what goes on 

internally and initially is what is extremely important. And the catechesis of children has its primary focus 

on building the inner core – the foundation of internal totality of Christian sensibility. Visible witness then 

finds its roots in continuing and expanding learned behavior. Remember, witness and learning are 

individual action verbs; they refer to ‘application’ and not information reception and mental gymnastics. 

My intention is not to provide a detailed catechetical structure for consideration but some 

elementary suggestions (categories) for inquisitive and professional dialogue. Pastors, educators and 

catechetical leaders should dialogue about the potential of developing systemic stability by adopting a 

disciplined, substantive and foundational process to establish the inner spiritual core of maturing children. 

The process should be totally enveloped in Catholic Christian identity, proprietary to culture and location 

(though this is not a primary cause) and inclusive of local and diocesan prescription. As stated above, our 

starting point is fully and highly trained catechists who possess an understanding that the deepest roots 

occur in the earliest years: a mission with a basis in developing a foundation of understanding adult 

spirituality (this is truly the target we are shooting the arrow at); an emphasis on doing and not strictly 

mental activity; visible Christian activity that leads to prayer; and, the underpinnings of discipline. I 
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encourage creativity within these parameters that is not childlike but accessible by the child at the various 

levels of maturation. I also encourage a learner-centered methodology that encourages a question and 

reasoned/documented answer format (based in experience and Tradition).  

I firmly believe that all that is offered to day-school students regarding religion and spirituality 

should be equally offered to religious education students. And, let’s not forget the parents. We need to 

educate parents before accepting the child for education and formation. This is not an exclusory tactic but a 

comprehensive familial orientation. This presents intriguing questions and possibilities. Once again, difficult 

to envision and implement but not impossible. 

Virtue also becomes very important in the identification, training and ongoing visible example of 

becoming a competent catechist. 

Here are some virtuous thoughts from an anonymous writer. 

 

If a child lives with criticism, she learns to condemn. 
If a child lives with hostility, he learns to fight. 
If a child lives with fears, she learns to be apprehensive. 
If a child lives with pity, he learns to feel sorry for himself. 

 

If a child lives with jealousy, she learns to feel guilty. 
If a child lives with encouragement, he learns to be confident. 
If a child lives with tolerance, she learns to be patient. 
If a child lives with praise, he learns to be appreciative. 

 

If a child lives with acceptance, she learns to love. 
If a child lives with approval, he learns to like himself. 
If a child lives with recognition, she learns to have a goal. 
If a child lives with fairness, he learns what justice is. 

 

If a child lives with honesty, she learns what truth is. 
If a child lives with security, he learns to have faith in himself and in those about him. 
If a child lives with friendliness, she learns that the world is a good place in which to live. 
 

Some broad categorical suggestions for dialogue 

Elementary Age (Primary) 

 The encounter and relationship with Jesus (from the get-go an emphasis on the Christ) 

 Our holy book – the Bible 

 Appreciation and respect for worship (Mass) 

 Our first sacramental encounters: Baptism, Penance, Eucharist 

 An elementary immersion in ‘covenant’ – Adam to Abraham to Moses to the Christ (not a historical 
analysis but emphasis on the primordial development and culmination with the Christ) 

Junior High (Middle School) 

 A heightened view into sacrament and Tradition 

 The beginnings of an immersion into Scripture 

High School / Adolescent (Secondary education) 

 A continued immersion and in-depth study in New Testament Scripture 

 In-depth Catechism 

 Christian living – specifically, the crisis of faith that begins at this age 
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84. The adolescent notices profound physical and psychological changes within himself. He is looking for his 
place in society. Although he is no longer content with religious forms of his childhood, he has not yet reached 
the maturity of faith proper to an adult; and therefore he seeks a basic orientation by which he can unify his life 
anew. But this searching often leads to a religious crisis. 

The principal task of catechesis in adolescence will be to further a genuinely Christian understanding 
of life. It must shed the light of the Christian message on the realities which have greater impact on the 
adolescent, such as the meaning of bodily existence, love and the family, the standards to be followed in life, 
work and leisure, justice and peace, and so on. 

 

85. The adolescent makes an effort to direct the vision of his life and the course of his existence according to 
certain principal and primary values. Today, however, the adolescent feels himself immersed in “values” that 
are opposed to one another. This fact sharpens the conflict within the adolescent among the various values 
which he is in search of, and he persuades himself to reject those values which he does not find expressed in the 
way adults live. 
  Catechists must help him more and more to discover genuine values and to put them in order. 
 
General Catechetical Directory, nos. 84, 85 [1971] published in accord with the directive in the decree on the 
Bishop’s Pastoral Office in the Church, n. 44.  
 

 

 Our dialogue and introspection at the parish level should bring us to a new perspective on how we 

evaluate catechists, formation materials, methodology and education sequencing. In many cases, the 

opportunity to dialogue about the sacrament of Confirmation may not be available. Each diocese, indeed 

each vicariate, deanery, or individual parishes, may have distinct and different ages for reception of the 

sacrament. Hopefully we can assume that by the conclusion of high school most have made the conscious 

and reasoned decision to receive this sacrament and now have a deeper knowledge of the character and 

benefit of this sacrament as an affirmation and confirmation of adult Christian sensibilities: The deeper 

knowledge embedded in the maturing core through visible Christian activity. 

 

 

Another suggestion for your consideration and dialogue 
 

 This idea should be deliberated in collaboration with the local bishop. I wish to highly encourage 

dialogue about the potential of developing a new ritual that celebrates the rites of passage beyond the high 

school years. It would not be a sacrament but it could possibly be described as ‘sacramental.’ Our Catholic 

Christian culture is woefully missing a piece of the maturing personality puzzle when the sacramental life 

basically concludes at confirmation, whether it occurs in junior high or high school. There is a tremendous 

gap from college to marriage in most cases and there is, currently, no Catholic Christian celebration or ritual 

that engages these significant rites of passage. 

Catechetical leaders need to seriously dialogue, engage and envision the potential of a ritual that 

encourages the post-high school individual to return to the community to be continually affirmed. Be 

creative in addressing this specific need.  

 Think (and dialogue) about the seemingly diminishing role of parents but the ongoing roles 
available to godparents in the continuing maturing relationship of the baptized.  

 Think about the advancing and maturing roles of college students – evocare in terrarum (called into 
the world).  
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 Think about the first job engaged upon graduation and the valuable networks that could be created. 

 Think about the milestone age of 30 and its many manifestations. 

 Think about the many relationships the young adults engage in college and the willful desire of so 
many for true love and intimacy. 

 Think about the young soul’s desire to initiate a personal family. 

 Think about the potentiality of providing mentors who not only guide careers but also spiritual 
development.  

 

And, don’t be bashful in the potential of this celebration. Invitation implies obligation and reciprocity. 

Those returning can and should be asked to return their gifts of maturing faith through mentoring and 

teaching the younger. 

As much as anything else he wrote, these few sentences from De Magistro ("On the Teacher") illustrate 

the role that St. Augustine carves out for professional educators and for how they teach: 

 
". . . Who is so foolishly curious that he would send his son to school in order to learn what the teacher thinks? But 
all those disciplines that teachers claim to teach, even those of virtue and wisdom, they explain with words. Then 
those who are called students consider within themselves whether what was said is true, each consulting that inner 
truth according to his own ability. Thus they learn."  

 

De Magistro 

St. Thomas Aquinas explains that there are two ways of learning 

The better is the way of independent investigation, which he calls "discovery." It is remarkably illustrated in the 
exploits of gifted children who teach themselves to read or, like the three-year-old Mozart, to play a musical 
instrument before having had any instruction. We all employ this method in less spectacular fashion when we 
acquire some store of knowledge or some skill through our own experience and effort. This procedure not only 
manifests greater intellectual power in the learner, St. Thomas thought, but is also more perfect. For we learn in this 
case through an immediate contact with the realities in question, whereas, when we are taught, the teacher’s "signs" 
(generally verbal ones ―illustrations, explanations, etc.) intervene and, at best, point us toward those realities. It is a 
rare talent, nonetheless, that can wholly dispense with a teacher’s help and to do so is, in any case, time consuming. 
So that the chief value of this second way of learning, that is to say, learning-through-teaching, is one of economy. 
Most men would have neither the leisure nor the courage to learn all they need to know if teachers did not ease and 
accelerate the process for them.  

St. Thomas’s recommendation makes clear the primacy of that personal way of discovery. The teacher, he says, 
should pattern his method after the one naturally used, when the student learns by himself. This is based on the 
general principle that whenever an effect can be produced either by natural process or by artificial method, the 
method should as much as possible be the same as that of nature. The great medieval scholar stresses the difference 
which exists between a work which can only be produced by artificial means (for instance the construction of a 
machine) and a work which can also be produced by nature (for instance the growth of a plant). Teaching belongs 
to the second category. A teacher will strive to assist and not replace the natural energies of his student. He will not 
be like an engineer but more like a farmer who helps the growth of the tree through watering, pruning, weeding. 
The principal cause of growth is the natural vigor of the tree, the farmer is only assisting it. 

St. Thomas Aquinas and Education by John W. Donohue, S.J. (Random House, 1968). 

 

 

PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is a friend’s reciprocity. 
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GROUPTHINK 
 

Amen, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever is loosed on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven. Again, amen, I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything for which they are to pray, 
it shall be granted to them by my heavenly Father. For where two or three gather together in my name, there I am 
in the midst of them. 

 

Matthew 18: 18-20 

 

EARLIER I MENTIONED that when something potentially exciting comes along for Christian parish usage 

the first response by pastors and parish leaders is usually to suggest establishing a committee. Prophetic and 

highly competent ministerial leaders are the first to exhibit enthusiasm for new concepts, projects or 

mandates. These leaders thrive on creating success stories. So the initial thought process tends to move in the 

direction of forming a base of operations, a formal ‘structure,’ even though there is in all likelihood no 

construct, agenda, mission, vision statement or timeline at the outset. When given an assignment we don’t 

wish to be alone because scrutiny will be enhanced. We desire the individual and personal affirmation and 

accolade. When it comes to criticism human nature takes us in the direction of avoidance or a ‘share the 

wealth’ mentality. We may rationalize this tactic by saying group wisdom is greater than the sum of its parts 

but a mentality of ‘the more the merrier’ predominantly creeps in just to keep us personally safe.  

Though I personally discourage parishes (pastors) to cave in to this inclination to engage an immediate 

group mentality in relation to evangelization, I understand it is reality. And, there is the essential component 

in the conceptualization of any new or revitalized ministry – and, especially regarding evangelizing or re-

evangelizing our local communities -- of forming, training, and affirming a leadership base before moving to 

the general populace. But I encourage that it be a limited base. This is the wise ‘business’ decision. And let’s 

not deceive ourselves. Developing a new ministry or revitalizing an old one is business oriented. It requires 

specific skill sets and deliberate management. 

I believe that leadership should have a basic understanding of group dynamic at the outset. Being a 

marketing and business administration professional as well as a priest, I think in ‘business’ terms. It’s in my 

blood. It was my first collegiate training and I don’t deny or side-step that reality: being attuned to business 

principles and application put bread on my table. I continue to utilize valuable business language, theory 

and application in my ministerial work. Though many may say that marketing and Church are too divergent 

to be united, I believe basic understanding of pertinent areas of group dynamic are essential to getting a 

project off the ground and primary marketing principles are very adaptive to the Church and the 

development and management of the life cycle of positive group dynamic. 

When I was being interviewed for acceptance into graduate studies I recall being asked “Why do you 

believe you are being called to the vocation of priest?” I didn’t hesitate in my response. I used the language I 

was then and still am familiar with – language and principles that challenge rather than offer minimum 

theological comfort. I told the admissions board that I believe there is a ‘product’ – and I was originally 
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hesitant to use that word -- that every individual in the world needs – spirituality. There are many 

spiritualities on the shelf but I believe there is the core and original product of Catholic Christian spirituality 

that needs to be promoted, distributed, and proclaimed (marketed and advertised) above all others. This is 

the product all people need – total immersion in Jesus and the celebration of his presence among us in 

sacramental encounters. I also mentioned that I believed that our Church is fumbling quite a bit in 

recognizing the uniqueness of its ‘product’ and the pursuit of its target market audience, which is everyone. 

Talk about the potential for market share! 

I had the board’s attention. 

I continued stating to the board that the Church has adopted a particular mindset of “We built the 

better mousetrap and they came. We don’t go to them, they come to us.” So now we, the Church, have 

implemented the on-going strategy to sit back and self-admire our previous work and applaud our historical 

achievement. I mentioned that the Church forgot about the ‘are they still coming,’ and ‘are they aware of 

their need’ aspects. I was emphatic in saying that the Church needs to continually reinvent itself and its 

identity (so very necessary in product or service marketing) and revitalize and repackage the core and 

essential product for the contemporary ‘consumer.’ The product is the same as always, even better than ever 

we could say - necessary to the fulfillment of spiritual life and the completion of our human personality. As I 

have mentioned, becoming fully human requires all aspects of our personality to flourish and the spiritual is 

the cohesive unit. But the presentation and selling of the core ‘product’ of Christian spirituality needs to 

continually adjust. I don’t apologize for using the word ‘selling.’ We need to be in the trenches ‘bird-

dogging’ potential people seeking Christian conversion, just like the most adroit sales people do. We need to 

be offering the benefits and value of the core product by knocking on doors and broadcasting our message to 

wide audiences. And, we need to close the deal. 

In most industries, product or service oriented, ‘new’ product is generally the lifeblood. Though some 

companies attempt to create the need first, or target folks with an imaginary need (e.g., Cabbage Patch dolls, 

and the Ford Motor Company’s Edsel in the late 1950’s with a push-button transmission), most products are 

created based on factual, documented and researched needs and promoted on emotion. We do not need a 

new product in our Christian heritage. But we do need a new delivery system and promotion. God has 

created the inherent need and the essential product for becoming fully human. I suggested to the board that 

God was inviting me to utilize my talents and experience to aid the renewal of informing our audience of 

their specific need and delivering Catholic Christian spirituality into the people’s lives. 

The lay members on that board applauded my analogy but the clergy expressed that business principles 

play no part in the spiritual life of the Church. I probably over did it with the business lingo but it shaped the 

essential need and delivery system in terminology I understand deeply. They somewhat understood where I 

was coming from but were convinced, and they adamantly stated, that my new experience in the seminary 

would change my vocabulary and mindset. I would be ‘formed’ in a specific mold. My old world and 
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experience would be left behind. How true and sad this became as I experienced through my seminary years 

so many professionals, including myself –- doctors, lawyers, business executives -- witnessing our ‘old’ lives 

discarded and genuinely disrespected. I may not be the brightest bulb but a light went on and I kept my 

mouth shut from that point on at the admission board meeting and, thankfully, I was admitted. Thankfully, I 

was ordained and have contributed through my business experience in many parish and organizational 

settings. To this day, I continue to use my business analogies because they are pertinent and relevant. I am 

convinced the Church should not dismiss this vitalizing language, its principles and effective utilization. It is 

imperative to recognize all positive nomenclature and principles that lead to ‘consumer satisfaction’ and 

fulfilled need.  The success of ‘new’ evangelization efforts depend upon it. All prophets and seekers, as well 

as our regular attendees in the pews, deserve professionalism. 

It is important to remember that the Church does recognize the vocation of the business leader. The 

integrity of the Christian business leader must stand alone and stand out from a local and global perspective. 

 

An important part of the business leader’s vocation is practicing ethical social principles while conducting the 
normal rhythms of the business world. This entails seeing clearly the situation, judging with principles that 
foster the integral development of people, and acting in a way which implements these principles in light of 
one’s unique circumstances and in a manner consistent with the teaching of the Faith. 

 

Vocation of the Business Leader: A Reflection, Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, see John XXXIII, 
Encyclical Letter Mater et Magistra (1961), 236. 

 
 

 The Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace also outline six practical principles for business that are 

grounded in respect for human dignity and the common good. 

1. Businesses that produce goods which are truly good and services which truly serve contribute to 
the common good. 

2. Businesses maintain solidarity with the poor by being alert for opportunities to serve otherwise 
deprived and underserved populations and people in need. 

3. Businesses make a contribution to the community by fostering the special dignity of human work. 
4. Businesses provide, through subsidiarity, opportunities for employees to exercise appropriate 

authority as they contribute to the mission of the organization. 
5. Businesses model stewardship of the resources – whether capital, human or environmental – 

they have received. 
6. Businesses are just in the allocation of resources to all stakeholders: employees, customers, 

investors, suppliers, and the community. 
 
 

It serves a leadership group well to always keep in the mind what was emphasized in these stated 

principles: contribute to the common good, solidarity, dignity of human work, subsidiarity, stewardship, 

and being just. 

It is not my intention to provide in-depth coverage of specific principles but merely introduce, engage, 

and possibly educate the business-novice reader. And these are hand-picked principles that I believe provide 

applicability to parish-based leadership. I would be the first to admit that not all business principles have 

merit within a spiritually based operation. We only need to look at two negative examples: poor merger 

decisions and layoff proposals and ill-managed balanced sheets portrayed as portfolios that over-concentrate 
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on the short-term while failing to invest in the future, as a precaution to adapting principles that excludes the 

common good. It is important, however, that we know about the potentialities and pitfalls that may lie 

ahead when moving into new and dangerous waters – in our example, a new or revitalized evangelization 

effort -- especially if a group effort is employed. And, these hand selected principles provide a framework for 

understanding where we are, where we are going, and where we should be with a specific ministry. Each 

principle has application in group mindset and mission. Remember, these are only initial guideposts that 

require adaptation. They are intrinsically valuable but they are not a panacea. If utilized appropriately they 

will, however, keep us on our toes and help us evaluate, re-strategize and deliver. Without a basic 

understanding on the ‘how-to’ manage a ministry life cycle from the group leadership standpoint, the global 

evangelization and proprietary (to parish) mission becomes stagnant. It limps to an inevitable death. 

Extremely important is the necessity of proclaiming Scripture and offering prayer as GroupThink or 

strategic elements are discussed, implemented, reevaluated and re-employed. Notice how Scripture comes 

before prayer. This is important in evangelizing moments. Our prayer comes from a sincere desire to be in 

the presence of Christ. And, remember some basics regarding leading public prayer: we praise God, we 

acknowledge God’s presence and power in our world and in the moment, we petition our needs, ask for 

intercession from Mary and the saints, and we thank. It is a good rule of thumb to remember to ‘thank’ God 

after praise and petition. We don’t begin public prayer with a litany of thanksgiving. One thank you for the 

moment and specific expressed need at the end is appropriate. We conclude in a Trinitarian formula that 

elicits an ‘Amen’ from the gathering. 

 

80/20 Rule 

This principle, first initiated by Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto in 1906, is a mathematical formula that 

states that in anything a few are vital and the many are trivial. For our evangelization example, or any 

ministry opportunity, it means that 20% of the people will contribute 80% of the output. Or we can look at 

the inverse: 80% provide 20% of output. It is a predictable imbalance. Just think of Sunday Mass attendance in 

relation to registered families, stewardship contributions in relation to Mass attendees, and parochial school 

enrollment in comparison to total children in a parish. If we did an audit, 80/20 would soon be apparent. 

Of course, the Church’s mission is to serve all and we do not consider any individual or segment trivial. 

But, there is no avoiding this principle’s outcome. Sometimes the equation changes but never to a more 

positive input to output. I have experienced on many occasions, in the corporate and ministry environment, 

a ratio closer to 10% input to 90% output. This is not uncommon at all. We mustn’t fight this prognosis 

thinking we can change a reality. Its emphasis presupposes that our recruitment needs to be adjusted 

because output is reflected by the number of input people employed. Market share and productivity increase 

in tandem but always at the 80/20 rate. Be very careful with the mindset of needing large group size or that 

large leadership structure is better. It is generally not. 
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Here is where we have a danger and dilemma in evangelization if we believe leadership groups must 

be employed or enlarged. If we have ten people in the leadership group two are going to be the most 

productive. If we have twenty people in our group four will provide 80% of the output. And so on and so on. 

Managing a leadership effort that continues to increase the leadership (management) side will become 

unwieldy, unproductive and unmanageable in short order. It is precisely because of this principle, and the 

fact that evangelization – by our definition -- is individual transformation of the spiritual personality from 

within, that I do not encourage forming evangelization ‘teams.’ The word ‘team’ in relation to evangelization 

gives me the shivers. Jesus did send the Apostles in pairs so, maybe, there is potential in partnering. Initial 

leadership, possibly in a limited group structure, we say yes. Partners being sent forth to proclaim Gospel 

truth and aid individual storytelling, we say yes. But expanded ‘team’ concept, I say no. 

Pastors and parish leadership need to understand no matter what strategy of evangelization employed, 

for every 100 people pursued 20 will come on board. Don’t fight it, embrace the 20. Maximize the small and 

powerful. 

When an individual tells their story in union with the proclamation of Jesus’ Gospel truth I suggest that 

a further obligation be imposed by the evangelizer to the one being evangelized. Make a direct appeal that 

that newly evangelized person must tell their story to another and pass on the mandate of telling still 

another. It’s the old ‘Amway’ and ‘Tupper Ware’ philosophy. When you come to a Tupper Ware or Amway 

gathering you are immediately enlisted to find someone else to invite. If you accept the product you are 

obligated. Exponential growth is immediate. Our utilization of this principle is not in the domain of a 

‘Ponzi” or pyramid scheme but it is a ‘multi-platform’ concept that looks for opportunities to find the many 

and diverse seekers and searchers.  

Once we enter into a relationship with seekers, keeping these people energized, connected and on the 

correct path (theologically and doctrinally) is another subject, one that needs to be included in a broader 

strategic plan which we will investigate a little further ahead. 

 

When men have fled a polluted world by recognizing the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, and then are caught up and 
overcome in pollution once more, their last condition is worse than the first. It would have been better for them not 
to have recognized the road to holiness than to have turned their backs on the holy law handed on to them, once 
they had known it. How well the proverb fits them: “The dog returns to its vomit,” and, “A sow bathes by 
wallowing in mire.” 

 

2 Peter 2: 22 
 
As long as we are sheep, we overcome and, though surrounded by countless wolves, we emerge victorious; but if 
we turn into wolves, we are overcome, for we lose the shepherd’s help. He, after all, feeds the sheep not wolves, 
and will abandon you if you do not let him show his power in you. 

 

Saint John Chrysostom from a homily on Matthew 
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Diminishing Returns 

This is an economic theory with marketing implications and is sometimes referred to as ‘diminishing 

marginal returns’ or the ‘law of variable proportions.’ Its history dates back many years to several 

economists who proposed that in production theory additional units of labor added to fixed capital 

eventually provides a disruption to the productive process. Disruption is not a kind word but it is 

appropriate. If we add one more factor in production while holding all others constant there will be lower 

returns. There comes a point (and we really can’t turn back) when increasing input will produce smaller and 

smaller ‘increases’ in output. For example, if the cost of seed to produce one ton of crop costs $1 (cost equals 

$1 per ton) and if there are no other changes and a second application of seed produces only ½ ton of crop, 

the marginal cost would be $1 per half-ton of crop, or $2 per ton. Diminishing marginal returns imply 

increasing marginal and average costs with incremental lower output: we are applying more effort with less 

result. 

I believe we can see the relationship to our 80/20 principle above. Within our evangelization ministry, 

we’re talking about the leadership group (management) here and not the product. There comes a time when 

adding more to a leadership group will simply and only raise non-fulfilled expectation. We get less output 

for more structure input. And, we must accept the fact that at some point our evangelizing efforts will 

produce a diminishing return. All that means is that we regroup, re-strategize or reinvent presentation. 

Remember, our product does not change but our presentation does. 

 

USP – Unique Selling Proposition 

First proposed in the 1940’s, this is one of my favorite marketing / advertising principles though the 

nomenclature is not in vogue as much as it used to be. It has major implications for the ‘image’ and 

‘visibility’ portrayed of a given product and what sets it apart from the competition. It is the core foundation 

of effective and lasting advertising impact and to moving people to act, to either switch brands or maintain 

current loyalty. An example would be Domino’s Pizza recent advertising. In a TV ad the owner of the 

company, with his name scrolled on the bottom of the screen, throws away frozen pizza dough – the brick 

hard dough makes a bang as it hits the bottom of the trash can -- while saying “Most pizza companies use 

frozen dough. Domino’s uses only fresh-made dough.” They then pan to the young chef preparing the fresh 

dough and toppings. Combine that visual frame with an attractive person smiling, visibly convinced of the 

quality of her product, and warm steam rising from the finished good-looking and appealing pizza: It is 

quite effective and inviting. It establishes Domino’s as ‘unique’ in the mind of the consumer. Unique implies 

better in most people’s minds. 

USP needs to make a direct proposition to the consumer, one that the competition can’t refute and it 

must have an appeal so strong that it can attract both individuals and the masses. 

Catholic Christian evangelization: individual spiritual transformation from within with an immersion 

in Jesus that leads to celebration in sacramental encounters. Catholic Christians embrace their past and move 
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forward in a movement of life filled with both suffering and reward to the hope of the eternal. Now that’s a 

Catholic Christian USP! 

 

4 P’s – Product, Place, Promotion and Price 

When I led my own firm I designed the logo with four capital letters P revolving in a circle. The image 

was not lost on people looking for my services in corporate identity, marketing consulting, research and 

industrial product advertising. They immediately understood that all facets of a ‘marketing mix’ could be 

addressed, symbolic of ‘one-stop shopping.’ This marketing mix would be most effective if addressed 

individually and together. The ‘mix’ generally has four major components: A quality product specifically 

needed (product); its USP developed and made known to the consumer over and over again (promotion); 

product availability that is easily accessed and located (place); and it is priced to sell – sometimes with 

incentives, e.g., quantity discounts or introductory offers. Each of those categories is distinctive and need 

tremendous foresight and deliberate effort in their own individual right, but when working synergistically – 

positively reinforcing and energizing each other -- they usually spell success, long-term success. 

We have posited that God has created the ‘product’ of spiritual conversion from within based in selfless 

active faith. It is the essential cohesive unit of the human personality that we all need; it is unique to 

Catholicism in celebrating sacramental encounters; it’s available in almost every neighborhood and through 

every baptized Christian personal witness; and baptism, witness and personal stewardship puts it on your 

plate. This is where a leadership group, or the pastor or evangelization minister alone, has much to offer at 

the outset. Decisions do need to be made regarding USP development and awareness, the location (a 

positive, welcoming and inviting professional environment), sacramental celebration appeal (preaching, 

music, personal presence, invigorating and challenging presentation) and stewardship endorsement. There 

is no avoiding this premise: there is an obligatory cost – baptism, witness and stewardship. 

 

Life Cycle 

Just as human beings have a limited amount of time on this earth, all physical and service-oriented 

products have a limited life. For our evangelization example, our product does not have a shelf life or life 

span but the ‘presentation’ and the leadership do have a life cycle. A simple way to envision this principle is 

by imagining a ‘bell curve.’ At the outset we have an initiation, or ‘birthing’ of the product and its marketing 

mix, if you will. It is on an uphill growth trajectory toward adolescence and maturity. During this period 

little needs to be changed or modified in the marketing mix. At the top of the bell the product has reached a 

stable and steady period. It has reached maturity: no new growth in sales or productivity. It needs 

adjustments to the mix, however, to keep it stabilized – new creative advertising, reinforced or adapted USP, 

special discounts, new distribution methods, new point-of-purchase appeal, etc. On the backside our bell 

now takes a dip, it is in decline with potential death approaching. For whatever reason, e.g., needs fulfilled 

elsewhere, replacement product available, or service elimination, etc., the life cycle is coming to a conclusion 
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and it usually picks up speed on this downside. The marketing mix now attempts to squeeze as much profit 

as possible from the dwindling market with limited capital, expense, time and attention expended. Prices are 

raised to capture every last drop of fading margin which is now in limited supply and production and 

distribution are phased out. 

That’s a simplistic view to this complex principle but it shows that one strategy or presentation will not 

propel and sustain a product through a successful cycle. Strategies need constant evaluation, restructuring 

and visible appeal re-creation. This is true with evangelization from the group (leadership) perspective. 

There are times when we are initially hands-off (at the launch or birthing of our evangelization effort with a 

specific marketing mix. We have confidence in our planning and implementation.); times when we 

reevaluate and re-strategize (stable period at the top of the bell curve); a time when we let go, regroup and 

start afresh (the decline period of diminishing returns). 

 

Strategic Planning 

Having a firm plan and strategy is an important component in fulfilling the needs of a consumer base. 

Organizations, and individual departments within an organization, require specific strategies for survival. 

There are many definitions of ‘strategic planning’ but the essence remains that it sets a target and it employs 

strategies to achieve an optimum goal success rate. How we arrive at these strategies and the nomenclature 

we may employ is secondary. This specific planning deals with a future outcome of today’s decisions. It does 

not attempt to make future decisions. 

I also believe that strategic planning comprises an attitude or way of life. It is a process of intellectual 

exercises that point to best-case scenarios and the process begins with setting organizational aims and then 

progressing to organizational, departmental and individual strategies to achieve the ends. This form of 

planning can be either short-term (less than three years) or long-term. 

No matter which ministry I am engaging or leading, I always encourage group leadership to first 

prepare a ‘situation audit.’ This should be quite detailed with specifics: what’s being done, who’s doing 

what, what is the cost, what are the methods of communication, etc. Every nuance of the current situation 

should be documented. An executive summary should follow that in limited verbiage concisely explains 

today’s situation. 

When I speak of ‘organizational aims’ I am referring to the term ‘goal.’ Some flip-flop the words 

‘objective’ and ‘goal.’ They are different and distinct but both are necessary. The flow is sometimes different 

from organization to organization. I prefer the sequence of goal, objective (to fulfill or establish a benefit of a 

goal) and strategies to accomplish the objective. Objectives need to be feasible, suitable and measureable 

over time. They should also be quite flexible because of unforeseen circumstances. We cannot ‘crystal ball’ 

every potential circumstance with 100% accuracy. We should also wordsmith objectives so that they are 

easily understood and a motivating factor to all who have influence on an objective or are influential in its 

implementation. 
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If a parish utilizes a group leadership structure at the outset to offering evangelization as an obligatory 

mindset and/or established ministry, I highly encourage that the pre-planning and then ongoing strategic 

planning utilize this construct: Situation audit, executive summary, goals, objectives and strategies and, then, 

follow up with evaluation and reformulation. As you come to understand and utilize each of the principles 

presented in this chapter, I believe you will begin to appreciate the logic and utilization of the nomenclature 

and application. Strategies are the most easily evaluated and convertible components of a good 

evangelization plan. 

 

Identity 

Image and visual appeal are extremely important in product and service marketing. And, consistency in 

this regard is mandatory. I need to stress consistency. I was involved with corporate and product 

management and identity for many years. In brand (product) management we extend the brand life cycle by 

supporting rather than diminishing core appeal – core ingredients, core original consumers, core and 

original USP, etc. If there is an engineering component, brand managers are usually hands-on. An emphasis, 

many times, is on the ‘brand’ and not necessarily the product. These are two distinct emphases, e.g., 

Catholicism could be portrayed as ‘brand’ and Christian spirituality as ‘product.’ In our examples we are 

combining product and brand, Catholic Christian spirituality. Leadership (brand/product managers) also 

evaluates the outcomes of relationships (buyer and seller) and pays close attention to distribution, cost and 

pricing. Leaders believe in their product and stress the product’s uniqueness. They are both challenged and 

affirmed in their representation of the product which they willingly share and defend. They redefine the mix 

continually in the cycle. They anticipate ebbs and flows and eventual conclusion. We need to keep in mind 

that constant exposure is fundamental to brand success. 

When we speak of corporate identity we are referring to everything that is visually seen of an 

organization: logo (symbol), signature (corporate name), building, signage, packaging, letterhead, collateral 

pieces, advertising, billing invoices, you name it. If it is visually connected to an organization it needs 

consistency and recognizable appeal. Corporate identity has a life cycle, as exhibited in the topic above. In 

most cases, ten years is the maximum for larger companies. Wise executives evaluate and ‘tweak,’ or 

possibly totally redesign the large-scale/corporate visual appeal and presentation, in the 7-10th year of the 

cycle. Remember, not only do products or services have a life cycle, so do organizations. Brand or product 

identity usually needs tweaking more often than an overall corporate image. 

I have so many horror stories to tell in this regard. But I ask you to look at your parish. In most cases, 

the bulletin looks different from the letterhead, and every organization or ministry within the parish has 

designed its ‘own’ style of visually representing itself. There is the high probability each ministry has a 

different font, font size, color, pictures and way of visually representing the parish name. People wrongly 

assume that looking different helps to make things stand out. They rationalize that it provides autonomy 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 130 

and individuality. This is important and true when comparing the competition to ourselves but not within a 

specific organization. This is not a venial sin, this can be mortal. 

I was aghast when a new pastor who followed me at one parish I was leaving changed the signature 

and colors on the parish letterhead the moment he arrived. He didn’t even think to ask about the existing 

identity and its history, which had just been redesigned and instituted to coincide with a $5 million capital 

improvement program: a program that was only three years old and highly successful and invigorating to 

the community. He didn’t think of the parish name and how it is visually represented on and in the 

buildings, the first thing people see: a major mortal sin. I just have to shake my head. No forgiveness is 

forthcoming. 

Looking individual and totally different from the ministry next door in the rectory seems to be the 

mindset and priority in parishes. This is disastrous. The parish community and each of its important and 

intrinsic ministries need to look like they belong together, fulfilling needs in a common mission, and not 

appear at odds or in competition with one another. 

Parish evangelization GroupThink (leadership) needs to keep this principle in mind. Though identity 

generally applies to the visual in a corporate environment, our words and presence (people do notice our eye 

contact, receptivity, language and body mannerisms) are communication vehicles that either fortify the 

primary and consistent visual identity or diminish it. If we are creating evangelization collateral material, be 

sure it is consistent with the parish identity, which needs to be in line with diocesan identity. If we are 

becoming personal evangelizers, be sure we are all consistently identified as Catholic Christians in our 

personal presence and in our speech. 

Another reminder about ‘symbol’: Implementing a consistent visual identity places symbol in its proper 

context. In the Catholic Christian Tradition symbol is extremely important. The context is somewhat 

different in our logo example above from the symbolic nature of sacramental encounters but the ‘reality’ 

portrayed and made present by each is consequential and highly significant. The symbol of the American 

flag does, in fact, present the reality of freedom to those in contact with it. The symbol of a kiss does, in fact, 

present the reality of potential love to those who enact it. When my clients came in contact with the symbol 

(logo) of my firm, they, in fact, encountered the reality of people who could help them in all of their 

marketing needs. In each of our illustrations there is immediate realization, though maybe not immediate 

understanding. They are first accepted in an intellectual sense and, hopefully, spiritually understood and 

fully incorporated into being through the lived experiences - freedom, love and needs fulfilled. We don’t 

touch freedom nor touch love but we experience them. They are absorbed into our essence. These realities 

are difficult to explain but cannot be denied. In the celebration of Catholic Christian sacraments (remember, 

Catholic Christian sacraments are the celebrations we are inviting the evangelized to participate in), symbol 

brings into the human condition and specific experience the reality of what is visually present and verbally 

articulated – the presence of Christ, the risen Lord. In sacramental encounters we do, indeed, touch the 
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physical realities of bread consecrated to life-giving spiritual food, wine consecrated to spiritual saving blood 

of the risen (not dead) Lord. We touch water and holy oil. We taste them, smell them and feel them. The full 

consequence and significance of the reality expressed is in the experience coming to understanding. 

 

Segmentation and Target Marketing 

There are many positive qualities exhibited in successful and energetic evangelizing parishes. 

Generally, these communities are people-oriented, or more to the point, individual person oriented. They 

understand spiritual needs and are willing to uncover, or discover, appropriate ways to serve the specific 

needs.  They know why they are in ‘business’ and they involve others with a sense of intimacy and urgency. 

They also realize that constituents are diverse and multiple. 

Around the country we hear of ‘mega-churches.’ They are Protestant or Evangelical in orientation and 

usually have an auditorium-size gathering space. They are basically theaters and provide grandiose 

entertainment as the draw-in. There is much good Christian activity accomplished in these communities and 

they raise a Christian consciousness but there is a myopic (short-sighted) emphasis. The mission and 

ministry are about the ‘now.’ How am I feeling good today and receiving reward today are the motivations. 

There is little that points to suffering, death and resurrection. There is little that expresses the movements of 

life. Surprisingly, there is little Scripture on Sunday. They do follow the Protestant model of Scripture study 

on Wednesday evenings, however. 

I was a parochial vicar for six years at a parish that was in proximity to the largest mega-church in the 

Chicago area. It is a fact that the majority of people attending that community are lapsed or wayward 

Catholics. I was privy to many of these souls desiring to return to the Catholic Christian faith tradition. Their 

stories were surprisingly similar. The ‘good’ feelings or rewards for today were waning and they desired 

ritual that encompassed a history beyond today – something that is definitely lacking in the mega-church 

environment. The most common refrain I heard continually was the longing for ritual. There was a common 

‘time’ element, also. Most were seeking to return to their ritual roots after five years associated with a mega-

church. I was quite surprised by the regularity and enormity of this time frame. In their longing to return to 

core Catholic Christian spirituality most also insisted that professional presentation and music were 

necessary to complete their Sunday desire for spiritual fulfillment. 

In their desire for structure and ritual they also want a connection of the Bible to the ritual. This is the 

substance portion of their desire. The initial spark of interest created by the mega-church’s professional 

entertainment has lost its luster. In most cases, I counseled these seeking souls to accept obligation 

immediately but return slowly – from a willingness to learn and understand perspective. The richness and 

depth of Catholic ritual may require much education and understanding. We don’t wish to encourage a 

romanticized view of ritual but rather endear seekers to a contemporary visualization of the richness of lived 

reality. After all, Catholic Christian spirituality in general, and Sunday worship (Mass) in particular, are 

present and future oriented. They speak to suffering, death and resurrection. For the Catholic Christian, 
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spiritual pursuit and satisfaction is the reality of embracing our past, present and a future based in hope. We 

ritualize our desire and longing. 

Peg Ekerdt wrote a compelling piece in the February 2013 issue of Celebration. Here’s an excerpt from 

her story. 

I boarded a flight this past fall, and before we taxied down the runway, the pilot announced that the body of a 
fallen soldier was aboard the plane. As we winged our way to Chicago, I kept returning to the announcement 
of this precious cargo, the sacrifice made by this soldier and so many nameless others, and the grieving family 
awaiting the flight. When we landed, the pilot reminded us that we would remain seated as the military 
officer on board left the cabin and escorted the fallen soldier’s casket to his waiting family. 

 

There was utter silence on that plane as we watched the officer rise from his seat in the front of the cabin and 
depart the plane with military precision. There was no conversation as those who were able to see watched 
this officer meet the casket and escort the fallen soldier to his family. The tableau silenced the whole group of 
people and moved some to tears.  After several minutes, when the pilot told us we were free to leave the 
plane, passengers stood, gathered belongings and proceeded to deplane, silent still, Ah, the power of ritual to 
transform and unite a group of people. 
 
 

As a side note, I get a kick out of the nomenclature ‘mega-church.’ Many boast up to 15,000 people on a 

Sunday, and that is impressive prima facie, but they are drawing from a huge demographic area and not 

necessarily a distinct local and neighborhood community. If we use the Archdiocese of Chicago as an 

example and we contrast the Catholic churches within the proximate location of one mega-church, the 

Catholics would dwarf these so-called megalithic constructs. And the Catholic parish engages sacramental 

celebrations that engage people through the episodes of suffering, death and resurrection on a daily basis. 

Catholic Christian spirituality is not a one-day event. It is ongoing and celebrated in life’s daily moments. 

Our point at hand, however, is the recruitment principle the mega-church utilizes as a marketing 

strategy. These communities isolate and identify groups within a region who may have different wants and 

needs and the mega-church chooses, to a degree, a specific demographic or group to focus invitation upon. 

In many of these communities it is the absent or wayward Catholic who is primarily targeted. Segmentation 

refers to the discovering of interests and needs for specific groups. Targeting primarily refers to the isolated 

group in the ‘view finders’: in our example, way-ward or absent Catholics. Pure professional entertainment 

and good feelings are the draw-ins and immediate benefit. The concept of immediate reward or success can 

be a tremendous draw. These mega-churches know that embracing a sinful past and affectively experiencing 

the journey of human suffering in a movement of life toward hope in the eternal is a difficult selling point for 

Catholic Christians. Catholic evangelization has its hands full, indeed. But Catholic Christian evangelization 

is realistic and based in the human story which includes suffering and death. There may be daily rewards 

but Catholic Christian spirituality shoots the arrow at the final reward. 

Segmentation and target marketing techniques are valuable for our tool box. Our Catholic Christian 

parishes need to borrow and utilize these marketing imperatives. I am not referring to the good feelings and 

rewards in the present represented in our mega-church example, but, the strategies of segmentation and 

target marketing that can identify and isolate the most needy – the seekers of Christian spirituality at its core. 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 133 

Our evangelization efforts need to identify specific wants and needs that folks believe are not being satisfied 

and parishes need to target outreach to the wayward and absent. Evangelization will first go to those who 

are present in our communities. We re-evangelize the evangelized. That is the initial starting point. It is our 

base. But we then need to segment and target the ‘other.’ Our emphasis must always remain on the other. 

One more point on mega-church strategy of enlivening newcomers at the outset – beyond the 

professional entertainment. These churches demand that people joining the church accept a ministry 

responsibility from day one. It can be as simple as waving at passers-by or directing traffic in the parking lot, 

but, stewardship – returning giftedness – is employed immediately and it is an obligation. It is a strategy that 

truly works. Catholic Christians have to adopt this strategy and not be ‘wishy-washy’ and adopt strategies 

that allow the evangelized seeker to take their time without faith acceptance and obligation. I strongly 

encourage evangelizers not be bashful or timid in stressing obligation. Seekers within an authentic Christian 

setting may say “Wow!” but they are not intimidated. They are challenged positively in this regard. And, 

please notice that I am not suggesting the immediacy of the collection plate but the immediate demand for 

service responsibility – our principle of focusing on the ‘other.’ 

 

Leadership Collaboration 

This is a highly sensitive, yet, very important element within group dynamic. Positive collaboration 

within the group experience is essential. 

To some of us the term “collaboration” may be getting a little old. It is used in corporate America, in 

law offices, in just about every nook and cranny of society, and, especially, it is idealized in pastoral settings. 

Whether we love or loathe the word its essence and successful utilization are paramount to dynamic 

leadership and the understanding and fulfillment of “mission.” It is beneficial that we not dismiss the word 

nor diminish its significance in the pastoral setting. Without planned and effectively guided collaboration an 

aura of “the King and his Kingdom” may reign within a parish setting. Leadership in isolation –- or that 

draws attention only to the leader -- in this regard is bound for animosity, low energy levels, non-committal 

attitudes, and, ultimately, failure.  This negative dynamic can play out between Pastor and Principal, Pastor 

and Deacon, Principal and DRE, day-school teachers and religious education instructors, early-morning 

worshippers and family Mass worshippers, parish council and finance committee, wedding coordinator and 

bereavement minister, and all of the various ministries available. The point being that this negative dynamic 

of underutilized, or non-existent, collaboration detracts from a common mission and exuberance for the 

journey. 

I wish to propose that we come to a new understanding of working and sharing a journey with people 

for a common goal or “mission.” In the collaborative environment the process moves beyond consensus. 

Collaboration seeks its fulfillment in “Integration” – the synergistic blending of a positive collaboration 

process and its necessary elements of personal and corporate negotiation and bringing to fruition the most 

positive elements of diverse resources. 
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Leaders of each parish I have served in know of my business degree and experience. Many have 

approached me and said “We are very collaborative!” My response is always, “Wonderful! But are we 

integrative?” 

We need to differentiate another term – consultation. Consulting occurs continually at all levels of the 

collaborative process but finds its objective ideally in strategic planning implementation – the fruits of the 

collaboration process. We seek consultation when we are looking for an expedited specific outcome. We 

utilize consultation when we may feel we lack a particular level of experience. We solicit a “consult” for 

time-efficiency sake or to gain an immediate resolution. The competent and experienced leader also solicits 

consultation for an objective outside opinion or to seek a “new” idea. 

The Model of Consultation is a very positive and necessary building block in the successful leadership 

and navigation of a parish-driven mission. Yet, a drawback of consultation is limited dialogue input and 

narrow action-oriented output. In the Collaboration-Integration model consultation is foundational within 

specific strategy implementation and reinforces the collaborative process. 

In a Model of Collaboration-Integration a group of leaders can visualize success in a spirit of 

cooperation and coordination. The group shares a compatible mission, yet, with individually defined roles. 

In this model resource sharing and availability is optimized. The hopeful outcome is more durable 

relationships, improved energy levels and action plan immediacy and proficiency. 

Cautions (items we need to be “heads-up” about) still exist within the collaborative model, especially, if 

different personalities clash rather than synergize and the distinctiveness of an individual causes the 

establishment of an apotheosis or members are absorbed into a group “consciousness.” A goal of 

collaboration is respecting the individual while utilizing and affirming the individual contribution.  

Other potential personalities to be cognizant about are the people who may fall into the categories of 

“connectors”, “persuaders” and “navel-gazers.” These unique, sometimes disturbing, but, effective people 

are foundational to group process the same as the social activist, community builder, financial guru and all 

of the distinct and varied personalities that comprise effective leadership groups. Unique personalities exist 

in every community and at every leadership level. They have much to offer but also much to contribute to 

the demise of group collaboration if not recognized and given attention. 

In the Collaboration-Integration Model distinct personalities need to be massaged and connected –- or 

reconnected -- to the whole. It is important to realize that these unique personalities have to be embraced. 

Beyond acceptance, respect, time and attention from group members, the unique personality also has a 

responsibility to make an adjusted and new commitment to group process. They may also need to be willing 

to part with an attitude of “What’s in it for me?” This needs deliberate and structural leadership that 

incorporates these positive resources into group mission without offending, nor neglecting, other individual 

and group sensibilities. Situations where tensions are rising and authority figures are not meshing also begs 
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for effective leadership that conveys that all members of the group are accountable and transparent; all are 

listeners and contributors; all are invested and respected - all can and will be successful. 

It is in precisely this relationship that the Collaboration-Integration Model gains its strength. By 

becoming collaborative and integrative we take the process of collaboration to its conclusion by striving to 

integrate the positive elements constructed from the collaboration process into a concise and “do-able” 

action plan.  

And here is a subtle, yet, sublime benefit of becoming integrative beyond collaboration and consensus: 

When we strive to utilize all mission-directed positive elements we eliminate the need for compromise – for 

when we compromise something is lost, someone is weakened and the mission is diminished. 

Is integration of everything positive derived from collaboration possible? Probably not, but moving 

collaboration to integration does provide a framework for creating a more stable atmosphere for 

accountability and building trust. 

 

Listening and Hearing 

This is not a specific marketing principle but its impact in delivering the right product to the right target 

audience is substantial. Throughout this book I have mentioned the importance of listening. I also 

emphasized that listening needs to lead to ‘hearing,’ a distinct capacity. I believe we all used the phrase way 

back in high school of “I wasn’t listening” when a teacher unexpectedly called on us for a response. Think 

about that for a moment. Just because we weren’t listening (our language at the time) doesn’t necessarily 

place us in a situation of not being able to respond. Listening provides us with a capacity for providing only 

limited knowledge, wisdom, counsel, opinion or suggestion. But if we ‘heard’ the input, then we are capable 

of articulating a more reasoned and logical response. Hearing implies a level of understanding. Listening 

only connotes a message went in one ear. It’s somewhere in the maze and difficult to retrieve. It may be 

taking refuge somewhere in our cranium but there are no guarantees. When we hear beyond listening we 

capture the gist and essence of a specific message or personal story. We can retrieve and respond 

appropriately. 

This is in essence ‘active listening.’ We are conscious and present to the ‘other’ and the essential 

verbiage. In our evangelization efforts, this skill is necessary for group leadership and for the individual 

evangelizer. We should not incorporate an element of judging, but our hearing – active listening – should 

lead us to appropriate probing and challenging. The evangelizer who moves beyond listening to truly 

hearing the ‘other’ story cannot be complacent, overly agreeable or nonresponsive. The evangelizer gently 

instructs, directs, reciprocates and challenges in the context of kerygma. 

 

Pre-evangelization is Essential  
for the Beginning of Positive Group Dynamic 
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Pre-Evangelization refers to the parish dynamics that impact a community’s readiness to proclaim the 

Good News in various settings including the home, parish-at-large, small faith communities, workplace or 

social gatherings. Components of the Pre-Evangelization process include individual conversion of the 

evangelizer, parish leadership viability and involvement in welcoming attitudes, working relationships, 

story-telling, reconciling, witnessing the faith, and an openness to accepting the invitation to share the faith. 

Pre-Evangelization involves leadership first before moving the process of evangelization to community 

responsibility. 

It should be the great desire of all the baptized to make the Word of God come to life in the 

communities in which we live. The Word and Eucharist nourish our lives and the initiative to become 

evangelizers is an invitation to, first, personal conversion and then the extension of the invitation to others to 

come to know the Lord and use their gifts and talents in the service of others. The rich tradition of Catholic 

Christianity is our inheritance and it is our responsibility to bring beliefs and values we share to others, that 

they, in turn, might become disciples of the Lord. 

Pre-Evangelization begins the process of transforming the human communities in which we live, work, 

play and pray. The transformation should be as radical as the message of Jesus, generating enthusiasm for 

Catholic Christian faith in all the faithful, inviting all to hear the message of salvation, and fostering gospel 

values throughout all human society. Pre-Evangelization is the catalyst for transformation from within – 

within the individual, family, community, parish and archdiocese. 

Transformation and conversion do not occur over night. Time and process become important factors in 

presenting consistent, workable strategies that, in turn, provide a systematic and consistent foundation for 

parish communities. Individuals and parish leaders can be reenergized. Through their living and sharing the 

Good News, and by their example, the gospel message can come alive in any parish. Parish leadership is the 

foundational first step to successful parish-wide pre-Evangelization. 

 Successful strategic planning at the outset of launching or revitalizing an evangelization ministry that 

may, or may not, utilize a group leadership structure, generally uncovers parish structural nuances that need 

to be first positively addressed or adapted before diving into the deep end with a revitalized ministry. These 

structural changes should lead to a healthy environment for prophets and seekers – physical environments 

and also those environs created by personal presence. These are usually discovered in the situation audit. 

Our weaknesses, or the missing pieces, become evident. Group leadership usually comes to the conclusion 

that a new scenario, an overarching realignment of parish priorities and appeal, needs to be implemented. 

 There are several constitutive categories that group leadership should dialogue about and then provide 

a strategic planning outlook. Strategic planning at any level needs to move beyond powerful words. The 

goals, objectives and strategies need to be implemented, evaluated and adjusted. These categories do need to 

involve the pastor. They may need approvals and permissions. They may need various ministries’ 
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acceptance, participation or wisdom. They may need financial assistance. They most definitely require the 

pastor’s support. 

 I wish to provide broad categories with some suggested starting points for dialogue within the 

leadership group. This pre-evangelization stage can be quite comprehensive. And the follow-up and 

implementation of the new constructs derived from the process may take months, even years, to accomplish. 

But these potential avenues to successful evangelization need to be accomplished before pursuing a new 

evangelization. These are just beginning questions. Group leadership should expand the questions and 

dialogue. 

 

Are we a welcoming community? 

Some parishes excel at welcoming every person who knocks at the door. Sadly, many do not. It is an 
imperative and combined responsibility to guarantee that smiles, embraces, committed concern, and a 
willingness to proclaim Jesus Christ are present, and, alive and well, in every corner of parish structure. 
An atmosphere of welcome is not only for the seeker but for all who witness to the Gospel of the Lord. 

 

For Dialogue, Strategic Planning and Implementation: 

1. What is the community saying about feeling welcome in our parish? 
2. Do we just assume people feel welcome or do we truly invite and engage them? 
3. What ministries are in place, or being planned, to welcome all people? 
4. What will our ‘ideal’ welcoming attitude and process include? Who will be responsible for 

organization? What will the time frame be? What will the evaluation process entail? 
 

How do we form positive living relationships? 

Parish life means working and living within the framework of large gatherings, small groups and 
committees with shared responsibilities and individual efforts. Professional staff must blend with 
volunteers; supervisors must lead and evaluate subordinates; devout followers should learn from the 
example of leadership; parents have a responsibility to present Christian values to youth; youth should 
inspire the more mature. We need to acknowledge if Jesus is proclaimed in this human condition. Are we 
willing to accept responsibility for interpersonal human relations? 

 

For Dialogue, Strategic Planning and Implementation: 

1. How do we truly listen, hear and respond to each other in mature ways. 
2. In what ways to we respect and encourage diversity? 
3. How do we relate, in a positive living and working context, to all women, men, children, the 

elderly, the infirmed and the grieving? 
4. What will our ‘ideal’ working and living relationships include? Who will be responsible for 

organization? What will the time frame be? What will the evaluation process entail? 
 

Are we willing to become a disciple? 
 

Discipleship means different things to different people. But one thing is certain: being a disciple means 
being willing to learn about Jesus Christ. It means being willing to engage ourselves in roles in the 
community. It means accepting our baptismal obligation and opening ourselves to becoming a witness to 
the faith. 

 

For Dialogue, Strategic Planning and Implementation: 

1. Is there an expressed, or unexpressed, need to learn about gospel values and daily living? 
2. In what ways do parish leaders exhibit a willingness to learn new concepts and accept new 

ideas? 
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3. How do our ministries share learning experiences, worship, formation and witness? 
4. What will we define our ‘ideal’ learning environment? Who will be responsible for organization? 

What will the time frame be? What will the evaluation process entail? 
 

Are we capable of reimagining an appropriate and contemporary environment conducive to learning 
and witnessing? 
 

The present and future of the Church can be robust and free to dream the impossible and to reimagine 
the possible. Every parish is a source of spiritual energy that enables us to think boldly and has the 
capacity to experience an inherent level of faith capable of magnificent things. If we ‘reimagine,’ it is then 
possible to move forward, creatively planning for the future without compromising the past. Our mission 
reimagines a bold and free spirit. 

 

For Dialogue, Strategic Planning and Implementation: 

1. In what ways do current programs and processes enable and enhance our sense of mission? 
2. Do we perceive mission and ministry within both the larger communities and our self-contained 

small faith communities? 
3. Are our systems of responsibility and accountability outdated or are they contemporary and 

supportive of modern mission? 
4. What will comprise our ‘ideal’ reimagining efforts? Who will be responsible for organization? 

What will the time frame be? What will the evaluation process entail? 
 

Are we currently capable of witnessing and sharing the faith? 
 

We cannot really talk about the “ordinary” life of the Church because all of it is the graced gift of the 
Holy Spirit. Yet there are familiar ways by which evangelization happens: by the way we live God’s love 
in our daily life, by the love, example and support people give each other and by the way parents pass 
faith on to their children; in our life as Church, through the proclamation of the Word and the whole-
hearted celebration of the saving deeds of Jesus; in renewal efforts of local and national scope; in the care 
we show to those most in need, in ways we go about our work, share with our neighbors and treat the 
stranger. In daily life, family members evangelize each other, men and women with future spouses, and 
workers their fellow employees by the simple lives of faith they lead. Through the ordinary patterns of 
our Catholic faith, the Holy Spirit brings about conversion and a new life in Christ. Here there are two 
elements at work: witness, which is the simple living of faith; and sharing, which is spreading the Good 
News of Jesus in an explicit way. 

o Go and Make Disciples, p. 24, Commentary and Planning Guide 
 

For Dialogue, Strategic Planning and Implementation: 

1. What is our vision of “Church?” 
2. Are we prone to proselytizing or do we seek conversion of individuals’ souls through preaching 

kerygma, storytelling and witnessing? 
3. How do our baptismal promises commit us to becoming a witness for Jesus? 
4. What will our “ideal” efforts at becoming authentic witnesses for Jesus Christ look like and 

comprise? Who will be responsible for organization? What will the time frame be? What will the 
evaluation process entail? 

 
 

As we engage these dialogue scenarios within our group leadership, I believe a good backdrop of 

evangelization ‘qualities’ can be useful. These appear on the Archdiocese of Chicago web page. 

GoingForth.org is an official Web site of the Archdiocese of Chicago. 

 

Qualities of Catholic evangelization 
 
 

o Catholic evangelization is rooted in life.  
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(Family - integral, divorced, single parent, nuclear; world - friends, workplace, technology, culture, 
neighbors, business offices, civic associations; and the Church.) 

 

o Catholic evangelization is directed toward the kingdom of God.  
(It’s sharing faith is a way of furthering God’s kingdom.) 

 

o Catholic evangelization is always related in some ways to the Christian community.  
(It’s never just “me and Jesus”.) 

 

o Catholic evangelization recognizes all church members as partners in furthering God’s kingdom.  

(It’s collaborative.) 
 

o Catholic evangelization energizes Christian activities and church ministries.  
(It’s not another program.) 

 

o Catholic evangelization interprets Scripture in a rich way and does not limit the Bible to its literal 

meaning. (It’s not fundamentalist.) 
 

o Catholic evangelization is optimistic, but realistic. (The world is basically good but wounded.) 
 

o Catholic evangelization is a lifelong journey to God. (It’s a continuous process of conversion.) 
 

o Catholic evangelization happens in the midst of everyday living. (God in ordinary life.) 
 

o Catholic evangelization offers a firm anchor and clear direction in an uncertain world.  
(It provides a wonderful Faith Tradition.) 

 
 

People engaged in evangelization ministry are experiencing change just as the people we desire to help 

in conversion undergo continual change. After an experience of significant change, or moment of grace, 

things are never quite the same. The experience places us in a new reality and we take another step in the 

process of becoming fully human. As that process unfolds we may become acutely aware that Jesus, the 

Divine, can be experienced at a deeper level than human senses. Jesus can be embraced as a moment of grace 

within the soul. That’s a fact that is sometimes difficult to accept. 

 

Another leadership group exercise 

Here’s a little exercise for group leadership and individuals. Look at the following words and phrases. 

Do any of these words or phrases evoke a memory or story for you? 

 

divorce  dating  moving  a fight  
graduation first job  argument wedding   
vacation  brother  sister  parents  
losing a job sex   being hired rejection   
puberty  Vietnam  Christmas bronze casket 
retirement cancer  giving birth 

 

As you look at the potential of those words and phrases as moments of grace, ask yourself these 

questions. 

 Is there an emotion attached to the experience? 

 Did you have to stop and think about it? 

 Is there a physical reality attached to the experience such as pain, tears, smiles or laughter? 

 At some point did the experience seem to move beyond emotions or physical senses and touch 
your soul? 
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If you said NO to any of those questions, check your pulse. However, if you said YES, you are on the 

way to accepting the wonderful gift of God’s presence embracing your human personality. Becoming fully 

human means developing our personality and experiencing life in its fullness: physically, intellectually, 

emotionally and spiritually. The spiritual truly is the cohesive force that allows us to experience the sacred 

and holy and allows us to recognize the mysterious sense of the sacred in the ‘other.’ We need to first 

experience the sacred and holy ourselves, however. It is our baptismal obligation to then help others 

experience the Divine. In an emotive atmosphere of storytelling, simple words or phrases can be a triggering 

device that leads to conversion experience. 

 

Going on the Offensive 

 Here is a specialized emphasis for group leaders and individual evangelizers to pray over. By offensive 

I do not mean raising the ire of those whom we encounter. I do mean that the evangelizer cannot sit back, 

cannot simply, and only, defend the faith (apologetics), and, certainly, does not wait for opportunity. The 

new evangelizer seeks and even creates opportunity. Evangelization is not for the bashful or timid. Timid 

salespeople in the corporate world rarely succeed, personally or for the benefit of the organization. The Spirit 

of Christ emboldens the new evangelist. This may present potential obstacles for the introverted personality 

but it is not a permanent barrier. Trust in Christ helps the introverted to be courageous in the midst of 

ravenous wolves. 

 When I was in college I was a member of Sigma Alpha Epsilon fraternity and I was a pretty good pool 

player and ping pong player – so others say. One time I stepped into the student union at Northern Illinois 

University (NIU) and noticed a couple of students with their girlfriends whispering to themselves and 

giving me the ‘eye.’ I thought I heard them say something mean-spirited about my frat affiliation. They 

invited me to a game of pool and, though I was only passing through the union on my way to Wirtz Hall, the 

business school, I said yes. They said they would be generous and let me break. I sank the eight ball on the 

first shot. Game over. The loser’s girlfriends looked at me in a new way. That was appealing but I picked up 

the cash and got out of there in a hurry. No time for a confrontation with the boyfriends. 

I recall holding the pool table at an establishment outside of Notre Dame University in South Bend, 

Indiana for over four hours. I didn’t lose, the establishment closed at the end of the night so I had to 

vanquish the title.  

At the frat house on the NIU campus I was the second best ping pong player. My matches with the 

house champion were legendary as frat brothers, and outsiders, would come to watch our matches. Both of 

us, literally, were three feet away from the table smashing the ball back and forth at incredible speed. I had a 

specific strategy and after reflection I realize that my strategy is what prevented me from overtaking the 

champion. In my pool strategy I am mostly on the offensive – if we consider looking ahead to the next shot 

as both offensive and defensive -- but in ping pong I played from the standpoint of defense. Our frat house 

had several football players and I was one of the few baseball players. In those sports you are taught that 
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defense wins championships. But at some point individuals, partners or groups have to take charge with 

offense. In the ping pong matches, I was waiting for the champion to make a mistake for then I would take 

charge. My strategy of primarily playing a defensive game did not take me to the championship level. 

 Defending the faith is many times necessary. It is constitutive in most evangelizing encounters. The 

person being evangelized wants answers to complex questions and many times the question can be framed 

in a derogatory or pejorative sense. So, we don’t abandon a defensive strategy (it is complementary) but our 

pursuit at the outset has to be offensively geared if we are to eventually succeed in helping the ‘other’ to 

conversion experiences. 

For guidance on leadership, I would like to suggest studying some attributes of Abraham Lincoln. And 

there are many categories of leadership wisdom that President Lincoln affords. Her are a few examples.  

 

He used casual contact and formal gathering Hands-on, personal approach 
He was easily accessible      He had kind words and an encouraging smile 
Frequently reminds about the vision   Lincoln would not tolerate delay or inaction 

 

He acquired new skills      He established frequent human contact 
He maintained personal integrity    He spent time with subordinates 
He created successful alliances    His leadership often involved parenting skills 

 

He understood what motivates people and how they react under stress 
He stressed that trust is learned through example 
He shared his strong sense of ethics and values 

 

 Beyond the leadership potential we need to uncover, I would like to offer some morsels of potential 

strategy in our offensive evangelization efforts – individual or corporate. They are adapted and paraphrased 

from a very unusual source. I modify that comment with ‘unusual’ because many scholars and theologians 

would say that the source may be inappropriate. The source is Sun Tzu’s essays on “The Art of War,’ 

thousands of years old. Many military tacticians say that his treatises are unsurpassed in comprehensiveness 

and depth of understanding. Sun Tzu offers a concentrated essence of wisdom, very applicable in the 

trenches of corporate competition. And as I have been portraying in this chapter, many business leadership 

theories and their application do provide food for thought for ministerial application.  

For offensive strategy, I encourage reflecting on Sun Tzu. A warrior and master strategist and tactician, 

he logically uses the nomenclature of ‘enemy.’ I certainly do not imply any connection of seeker as enemy in 

our evangelization comparison. It is the applicable strategy that we are uncovering here. In the following, 

my adaptation and paraphrasing substitutes ‘seeker’ (someone in search of spirituality) for Sun Tzu’s 

‘enemy.’ 

For the new evangelizer to pray over and consider: 

 Of supreme importance is to attack the seeker’s strategy (if approaching us in a combative way).  
As I mentioned above, many times seekers approach an evangelizer from a degrading perspective 
regarding Catholicism. Their primary motivation is to ‘trip up’ an unsuspecting Catholic Christian. 

 

 The skilled evangelizer subdues the seeker’s army without battle.  
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In many instances seekers do not travel alone but in packs – this is a self-perceived ‘strength in 
numbers’ mentality. This is sage advice. Do not engage with an angry group. Do not assume a 
‘battle’ perspective with either passive or aggressive seekers. 

 

 If the seekers are double in strength, divide them.  
Divide and conquer has many applications. 

 

 If the evangelizers are weaker numerically, withdraw.  
There is no shame in retreat if the seekers are overwhelming in their number or arguments. We must 
return to engage the relationship, however. 

 

 The evangelizer who knows when he can engage and when he cannot will be victorious.  
We do need to know appropriate strategy and rules of engagement. 

 

 The evangelizer who knows how to use both large and small forces will be victorious. 
Evangelization is primarily an individual engagement. But partnering may be a good strategy. 

 

 Evangelizers who are united in purpose will be victorious.  
I believe this wisdom coincides with our corporate identity scenario above. 

 

 Know the seeker and know yourself.  
It sure sounds like Shakespeare may have studied Sun Tzu (To thy own self be true). Time and effort 
in understanding the ‘other’ is paramount. 

 
These strategies may be difficult to first accept. We may sense that within these suggested elements deep 

wisdom and potential for application exists. But there may be a reluctance to engage them. We think ‘maybe 

they are most suited for the warrior and committed corporate salesperson than an evangelizer.’ That’s very 

understandable. I would, however, ask you to pray over that and reconsider. If we look closely at each of 

these strategies we will see that what underlie them are courage, knowledge, self-realization, imagination, 

unity, consistency and relationship. When in doubt, I suggest always going back to the basics. Keep it 

simple. When someone approaches us with deep questions that we believe we are unqualified to answer, or 

we are sent like sheep among the wolves, we do our best to remove immediate obstacles. They may be 

simple or complex issues but we should approach the simplest first. 

 

An old farmer had plowed around a large rock in one of his fields for years. He had broken several 
plowshares and a cultivator on it and had grown rather upset about the rock. After breaking another 
plowshare one day, and remembering all the trouble the rock had caused him through the years, he finally 
decided to do something about it. When he put a crowbar under the rock, he was astonished to discover that 
it was about six inches thick and that he could break it up easily with a sledgehammer. As he was carting the 
pieces away he had to smile, remembering all the trouble that the rock had caused him over the years and 
how easy it would have been to get rid of it sooner. 

 

 In all likelihood in our offensive thrust of evangelization we will encounter individuals with both 

perceived and real obstacles for immediately joining a community in the celebration of sacramental 

encounters. Remember, before we move to celebration, conversion first uncovers personal story in relation to 

Jesus’ story. I encourage evangelizers to familiarize themselves with Appendix A at the back of this book. It 

will provide considerable insight into the moral and ethical situations that may confront us. They will direct 

us to a fundamental aspect of Catholic Christian spirituality that needs to be in play at all times – the 
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application of virtuous living. And, I would like to suggest that the new evangelizer needs to assist the 

‘other’ in the rehabilitation of virtue. 

 A final thought regarding going on the evangelization offensive:  Each person is unique and so is their 

conversion and story. There, generally, are no quick and easy paths to conversion and we should not 

develop in our strategic planning any notion of quotas of souls to bring home, timelines or deadlines. The 

cycle will run its natural course. We are only agents responding to the Holy Spirit. 

 

Notice, too, how, even from the beginning, Peter is docile and receptive in spirit. He hastens to Jesus without 
delay. He brought him to Jesus (Andrew), says the evangelist. But Peter must not be condemned for his 
readiness to accept Andrew’s word without much weighing of it. It is probable that his brother had given 
him, and many others, a careful account of the event; the evangelists, in the interest of brevity, regularly 
summarize a lengthy narrative. Saint John does not say that Peter believed immediately, but that he brought 
him to Jesus. Andrew was to hand him over to Jesus, to learn everything for himself. 

 

From a homily on the Gospel of John by Saint John Chrysostom 

 
 

MIA - Method, Implementation and Application 

 It would be very easy for us to interpret this title (MIA) from the sense that there are many ‘missing in 

action’ – both evangelizers and the evangelized. That is a reality and our new evangelizing efforts do need to 

have a focus on the missing souls. However, here we are talking about three elements that need gentle and 

concise clarification and that will, in all likelihood, be redefined over and over again in parish circumstances 

– method, implementation and application. 

 Method is a generic term open to interpretation. The ‘method’ I am referring to is the proprietary 

methodology an individual parish may decide to follow in revitalizing evangelization at the parish and 

neighborhood level. Some may wish to follow the business model delineated here. Some will choose a ‘total 

hands-off’ policy allowing the Spirit to move as it wills with no human evangelization discretionary force. 

Many will continue down the path outlined earlier – a mentality and focus that stipulates “We have already 

built the better mousetrap. They will come to us.” A few will adopt a prayerful discernment period and 

reimagine the complexity of the entire parish. The dedicated will come to a personal understanding that 

evangelization is a Christian obligation and begin the storytelling. 

No matter the method adopted it needs the support of pastors, parish leadership and the ‘people in the 

know’ within the parish. The method will need to gain its ultimate momentum from the obscure seekers 

who see light at the end of the tunnel: seekers who have been identified by evangelizers. The evangelization 

method adopted needs consistent implementation and application. 

Implementation of an evangelization mindset or active ministry, no matter what method or model 

chosen, does need to have an understanding of group behavior and follow the suggestions of this chapter. It 

is an endeavor that requires management and evaluation. As stated above regarding method, 

implementation also needs consistent application. 
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Application says it all. The work needs to be accomplished. Someone has to step forward and jump into 

the deep end. The application of our method and the implementation of its various strategies require 

uniformity and consistency but it will always also require creative imagination to successfully navigate its life 

cycle. 

Earlier I suggested group leadership dialogue over specific questions. Those dialogic answers are a 

starting point to the method, implementation and application of a proprietary evangelization effort. 

Continue to study and discern where the dialogue has brought you. And, then, I suggest group leadership 

initiate brainstorming. Start accumulating creative ideas applicable to your specific segmented and targeted 

base: Frame the brainstorming session in the context of answering the “What if we…” questions. Here are 

some starting point suggestions in regards to “What if we…” 

 

Discontinue phone registration     Have a monthly welcoming dinner 
Begin organizational meetings with Scripture  Form a parish welcome wagon 
Promote ‘partner, shadow’, or ‘sponsor’ outreach  Conduct Welcoming workshops 

 

Conduct workshops on listening skills    Form ‘House Churches’ in our neighborhoods 
Bring youth and the elderly together    Develop a ‘story’ and witness library 
Reimagine the roles of the Parish Pastoral Council Re-imagine our mission statement 

 

Schedule communal events on the evening of Religious Education for parents’ participation 
Schedule Scripture study on Wednesdays evenings as do successful Protestant congregations 
Schedule block parties to invite the wayward 
Establish the ‘Sign of the Cross’ as an identifying symbol (like a fraternity house handshake) 
 

 

These ‘starters’ should get the leadership group’s creative juices flowing. Do not be concerned about 

having too many options made available from the session. In brainstorming we write down and consider 

every idea. We then prayerfully reflect, discern and prioritize all ideas to see if they are a match for the 

method, implementation and application parameters we construct in our evangelization plan. The prayerful 

discernment and prioritizing are keys: we don’t accept or utilize every idea. Some are better than others and 

we choose the ones that are respectful of our particular parish’s cultural and lived reality. We only introduce 

strategies that are doable within our proprietary situation. Just because the neighboring parish does 

something does not mean that we do the same. Redundancy is not a good strategy. Remember, collaboration 

is obligatory within the particular situation but also in the context of relating and cooperating with the 

surrounding area. 

 

Delegation 

 Good leaders know the necessity and value of delegating proper responsibility. Too often, pastors 

assume they must hold tightly to the leadership reins. And just as often, the recruited group assumes that it 

is the pastor who will make the decisions and do all of the heavy lifting. As we have alluded, leadership 

structure needs to be minimized for successful evangelization and the primary effort requires many people 

to accept their baptismal obligation and afford the ‘application’ of evangelization strategy. The few 
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(leadership) enliven the many. It is also extremely important to remember that the delegation of 

responsibility requires commensurate authority. The two go hand-in-hand. I implore pastors to get the ball 

rolling and then trust the leaders as well as the baptized evangelizers. Pastors: let go. If the strategic plan is 

sound and specific principles of managing the ministry are positively enforced by those with the delegated 

responsibility and authority the life cycle will run an effective course. In the evaluation and re-strategizing 

phase new opportunities will surface. They may surprise us. They certainly will enliven the group anew. 

 But pastors, and each of the ministry leaders, do have an important role even when they learn to let go. 

Leadership must constantly affirm and present prayerful moments. There may be times when gentle 

persuasion or redirection may be dictated, but the primary role of leadership is to affirm and keep the ‘busy 

bees’ motivated and prayerful. 

 

What Others Are Saying 

 It is good to solicit what others (parishes) are doing regarding evangelization and if the current 

wording, ‘new’ evangelization, has any impact. It forms a basis of a larger situation audit.   As a starting 

point, I asked the various deaneries in the Archdiocese of Chicago to inquire, in a generalized way, the 

construct and direction of evangelization currently at the parish level. I have a profound interest in the 

efforts of others but I am also a realist. I also have extensive experience with evangelization efforts at the 

parish level. Evangelization is a struggle for most in the context that the language remains foreign among 

pastors and parish leaders. Personally, I believe the people in the pews have no problem with the word, 

process or intent.  Most pastors are reluctant to respond, however. I understand the reluctance and I believe 

this is rooted in the fact most parish communities do not utilize, nor understand, the nomenclature. I also 

believe that most parishes are accomplishing many wonderful feats of evangelization without even realizing 

it and, certainly, not boasting about it. The synergy of parishes working together collaboratively cannot be 

overstated. But we do attempt to avoid unnecessary redundancy in our efforts while concentrating on the 

proprietary cultural atmosphere within individual parishes. In my solicitation I provided an example of how 

a pastor, or group of pastors (deanery), could respond in a paragraph form. My example is based in my 

experience as a pastor in the suburbs of Chicago in 1999. 

 

As a pastor, I was deeply in tune with ‘hands-on’ evangelization (and pre-evangelization) within my 
parish. Within our community we established ‘House Churches’ (small faith communities) in strategic 
locations that incorporated the simple sharing of bread and wine, proclamation of Scripture and 
storytelling. We concentrated first on catechesis to ministerial leadership and the 20% (the old 80/20 
rule) who were deeply involved. We employed pre-evangelization strategies preparing individuals, and 
groups (current ministry personnel), in the art of presence, listening, hearing, Christian spirituality, 
witnessing and understanding self and the other. We prepared the ‘well prepared’ before moving 
forward into the community-at-large. We concentrated on our music, preaching and environment. We 
emphasized invitation to sacramental encounter. The word (evangelization) was secondary to the 
implementation and expansion of Christian witness in our neighborhoods. The folks were being 
evangelized and becoming evangelizers without a title. 

 

Rev. Dennis J. Stafford, Pastor of St. Emily (1999) 
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Most all of our parishes do things to try to reach out to those who come to the church for some 
particular reason, but who are not closely tied to the parish or the church, e.g. baptismal preparation, 
parents of CCD children classes, RCIA, communal wedding preparations and celebrations, etc.  Some of 
these efforts have been cluster-wide or across parishes, some just for individual parishes.  Some 
parishes do have regular small group faith-sharing groups (comunidades de base) and some do this 
more in conjunction with summer street Masses and December preparations for Our Lady of 
Guadalupe.  Most of our parishes do some sort of posadas as a way of drawing more people in.  I think 
pretty much every parish will do some sort of novena around Our Lady of Guadalupe and there are a 
number of parish Advent and Lent retreats offered to the whole parish.  We started an evangelization 
project here in which we trained people about the resources of the parish and then formed teams to go 
out to visit parishioners with a goal of each team doing at least one visit per week.  This helps us to 
listen to parishioners, but also to invite them into programs or groups within the parish.  There are also 
activities like the ‘Stations of the Cross’ that move through the streets of Pilsen and Little Village on 
Good Friday.  Large numbers of people join in the walks, but the greatest formation really takes place 
with the participants themselves.  We all recognize the need to reach out and the reality that so many of 
our Hispanic Catholics are either leaving the church or are finding it less important to their lives.  Thus 
we need to continue to find ways to respond. 

 

Rev. Don Nevins, Pastor of St. Agnes of Bohemia 
 

Evangelization in a multi-cultural bilingual community is all about welcome and acceptance.  Our 
recent Taste of St. Denis is an event that demonstrates that approach.  All of our ethnic and racial 
groups gathered for a bilingual Mass.  We then ate food from all of the countries represented in our 
community.  Because seats in the hall are at a premium, people have to speak with each other.  New 
families left telling me how welcome they felt.  Old families left praising the new people they met.      

 

Rev. Ted Ostrowski, Pastor of St. Denis 
 
I have concentrated on getting a Youth Ministry program established.  It is now in its second year and 
doing well.  I have welcomed people into the RCIA program over the past years.  The difficulty is 
having people make the commitment for the period of time that is expected.  This year I have one 
candidate.  In January I am working with a parishioner to start a Women's Ministry in the parish.  It is 
an idea that came from the parishioner and I am following through on her suggestion.    

 

Rev. Edward Mikolajczyk, Pastor of Queen of Martyrs 
 
Efforts have been made in a number of areas including: "motivate weekend mass attendance in school, 
inviting coaches to bring teams to Mass; adult formation offered a few times per year; regular bulletin 
articles and website outreach; welcoming gatherings for new parishioners; Annual Thank You party; 
home-based Lenten mission; (and) restoration of Children's Liturgy of the Word at one mass per 
weekend.    

 

Rev. Robert Kyfes, Pastor of St. John Fisher 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PRAYER IS THE ESSENTIAL STARTING POINT. 
Prayer is praise, petition and thanksgiving. Amen! 
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THE NEW EVANGELIZATION 
 

 God initiates and we respond. 

 An inner core of Christian sensibility is developed from the outset through substantial youth 
catechesis. 

 We first develop a capability to personally answer for ourselves, “Why a God?” 

 We are Christian, disciples (students) on the way to being an apostle (one sent) who are transformers 
and not proselytizers. 

 Our response begins in personal discernment and initiative based in memory, imagination and lived 
experience - a process of (spiritual) transformation from within. 

 We are proactive in understanding Kerygma – the proclamation of Gospel truth in union with 
personal lived experience and story. 

 

 Through our baptism we develop reverence and respect for worship and forgiveness (Eucharist and 
Penance). 

 The baptized come to a new realization of responsibility and obligation to express faith – an action 
that engages others and moves beyond belief. 

 We pursue deep aspirations for authenticity, truth and freedom in the face of a secular society. 

 Elders provide wisdom and the young reciprocate – the young are a catalyst to action. 

 We listen first; then hear and act. 
 

 We seek the ‘other’ in reciprocity and reverence – and, focusing first on the ‘other’ is encouraged. 

 We emphasize the poor – the poor in spirit, the poor in Christian knowledge and application, and 
the poor in physical, intellectual and emotional capacity. 

 We accept that group leadership can be a catalyst but evangelization is an individual effort. 

 We take a courageous leap of faith and express ourselves – we tell the story, our own and Jesus’. 

 Something old yet very new – we learn the art of prayerful silence and a greater commitment to acts 
of charity and self-sacrifice. For quiet silence is more fruitful than the frenetic agitation of modern 
society. 

 

 We celebrate with the community by being contrite and forgiven and then nourished with the 
Eucharist. We go back into the world to create new memories and stories; we become active in faith 
by inviting others to tell their story, we assist them in bringing their story in union with Jesus’ story. 

 The new evangelizer adopts a new humility, shares in the spiritual poverty of others and strives to 
become fully human. 

 We reflect on Jesus Christ’s lasting vitality; we acknowledge the need to surrender; we engage and 
encounter the kingdom - Carpe Diem. 

 
 
 
In the Face of Opposition and Resistance 

 

A SHOW ON PUBLIC TELEVISION was illustrating how a stone should be chiseled to produce a stone fence. The 

stonecutter appeared to be struggling as he chiseled slowly and deliberately. He commented that you need 

to take your time as he hammered perhaps a hundred times without as much as a crack showing in the 

stone. Yet, at the one hundred-and-first blow the stone split perfectly in two. As the stonecutter looked into 

the camera I could tell the message he was trying to convey. It was not the last blow that did it, but all that 

had gone before. 
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 What a perfect metaphor for our engaging evangelization efforts. Evangelization is not about 

immediate and visible results. It is an extended effort of small, calculated and reasonable outreach that 

portrays our Christ-like soul as a living example of a contemporary Christian. The example is not necessarily 

to be copied but adapted. Remember, evangelization provides opportunities for another soul to be 

transformed in a conversion process and this internal process may not be visible to us. It can take an instant 

or an eternity. 

 There is the story of a well-respected citizen of a small town – we’ll call him Abe – whom people were 

spreading the story that he had become an atheist. Everyone was shaken by the shocking news. Yet, all 

admitted it was only hearsay. On the following Sabbath, it became very clear that for the first time in thirty 

years Abe was not in his customary seat in the synagogue. Could he be ill? No, after the service, everyone 

saw him walking around town, a picture of good health. One of the residents called out, “Abe, there is a 

rumor that you have become an atheist. You were not at service this morning. Is this True? Are you an 

atheist?” Abe turned away without responding. So the town leader went to Abe’s home the next day and 

demanded, “Abe, you cannot leave matters as they are. You must respond. Are you an atheist?” Abe looked 

up and said, “Yes, I am.” The town leader asked, “Then why didn’t you say so yesterday?” Abe’s eyes 

opened wide and he said, “You wanted me to say I was an atheist on the Sabbath?” 

 A point that needs to be stressed is that the target audience of evangelizing efforts is not the atheist . 

Evangelization begins with ourselves and then moves to the ‘other.’ We need to be comfortable – and 

challenged – within our own skin before even considering talking the language of conversion and 

transformation with somebody else. And Christian evangelization efforts must, and should, begin with the 

already baptized. I doubt we will encounter debate about contemporary Christians in general being 

lukewarm about notions of salvation and redemption. It is a natural reality that needs to be broached. 

      “It’s not about going around trying to stir up trouble. As long as you’re honest and you articulate what 

you believe to be true, somebody somewhere will become your enemy whether you like it or not.” I found 

that quote from Criss Jami as I perused the internet. He was explaining his notion of opposition in society 

and his insight is very applicable to an evangelizer. 

 Opposition to both a message and a messenger is quite common. We can expect it to happen. We can 

also expect it to happen first within ourselves. The human personality first questions its ability to understand 

truth and a byproduct is reluctance on the part of most individuals to begin proclaiming self-evident truth. 

 “You will face your greatest opposition when you are closest to your biggest miracle.” This quote from 

Shannon L. Adler also points to the notion of endemic opposition within society. And, it also can be applied 

to the evangelizer. We, as evangelizers, are in pursuit of miracles - moments of love - where Christ becomes 

the centerpiece and the spokesperson. Moments of love often begin as moments of hesitation. Our 

overcoming personal opposition and hesitation is a first step to becoming a new evangelizer. This ability to 

overcome may not come naturally. It may need innovation. 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 149 

 People resist inward and outward change when the reasoning process is unclear, when ambiguity may 

be present. Christ is not ambiguous. Christ is fixated on our transformation. Change can sometimes have a 

threatening element or connotation for many. Christ neither threatens nor bullies a soul into conversion. 

Christ is the miracle of selfless love. Change that does not convey a benefit or reward can be destabilizing. 

Christ is the reward manifested in eternal life. That truly is both miracle and reward. 

 Resistance and opposition present a risk environment. But the modern evangelizer is capable of 

presenting risk as positive and the reward/benefit of entering the environment is greater than standing still. 

The risk is overcome when people are connected in a new way, a new identity. Being Christian discards an 

old identity of secular adaptation and enters the new identity as Christ as relevant and stabilizing in the 

midst of chaos. And out of the chaos of modern living people have new role models for new Christian 

activity. Evangelizers enter the process as contemporary role models of the living Christ present and 

available. Healthy skepticism abounds and can be uncovered and redirected. It will take time and effort. 

Keep the image of the stonecutter in your mind. The beauty of the stone will be revealed. 

 We have stressed over and over that evangelization is being conscious of selfless love, experiencing a 

Christian transformation and conversion process personally, and then overcoming hesitancy and opposition 

and becoming witnesses to the Christ present and available to everyone who is willing to let him in. 

Evangelization comes to life when it is paired with Scripture and storytelling. 

 In regards to the endemic quality of opposition and resistance in modern society, especially related to 

Christian sensibilities, the prophet Nehemiah offers useful and sage counsel to continue the work of 

reminding people of our awesome God. 

 

 Do not be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for your 

brothers, your sons, your daughters, your wives and your homes (Nehemiah 9:14). 

And from St. Peter: 

 But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when 

his glory is revealed. If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the 

Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you (1 Peter 4:13). 

How about another story: The Brooklyn Bridge spans the river between Manhattan and Brooklyn and is 

considered an engineering miracle. A creative engineer named John Roebling was inspired to envision the 

project but was told it was not possible. Roebling convinced his son, Washington, that the project was 

possible and the two of them conceived the necessary concepts on how obstacles could be overcome. They 

also convinced others, including bankers. With their unharnessed excitement and energy, they hired a crew 

and began the dream.   
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Only two months into the project an on-site accident took the life of John Roebling and severely 

injured his son. Washington was severely brain-damaged, unable to talk or walk. The general thought was 

that the project would be abandoned. 

Though Washington was unable to move or talk, his mind was as sharp as ever. He still possessed a 

fierce determination to finish the work. One day, as he lay in his hospital bed, he was inspired to develop a 

communication code. All he could move was one finger, so he touched the arm of his wife. For thirteen years 

he tapped out his inspired message and the Brooklyn Bridge was completed. 

Hopefully, our evangelization efforts will not have to present new codes of communication but they 

will require the inspiration and determination that Christ provides through our knowledge and use of 

Scripture and an innate ability to tell the Jesus story and our stories. We may have to fight an enemy within 

and without. We may endure taunting and name-calling. Yet, we must courageously – as well as prudently 

and sacrificially - leap into the fight to frustrate the enemy. For that is a response of joy and truly a 

courageous leap of faith. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel; he has come to his people and set them free. 
He has raised up for us a mighty savior, born of the house of his servant David. 
Through his holy prophets he promised of old that he would save us from our enemies, 
from the hands of all who hate us. 

He promised to show mercy to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant 
This was the oath he swore to our father Abraham; to set us free from the hands of our enemies, 
free to worship him without fear, holy and righteous in his sight all the days of our life. 

You, my child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare 
his way, to give his people knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins. 

In the tender compassion of our God the dawn from on high shall break upon us, 
to shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death, and to guide our feet into the way of 
peace. 
 
Luke 1: 68-79 
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EPILOGUE 

 
THE ‘BOOKENDS’ OF A MANUSCRIPT, in my humble opinion, express the dynamic desired in accessible and 

concise ways. Substance may be in the middle but beginnings and endings hold the promise and potential. 

Just as most colleges teach the reading skill of paying close attention to opening sentences and paragraph 

conclusions, the magnetic pull of a book’s opening and its closure should be somewhat redundant –- to a 

degree – and reinforce what an author is hoping to achieve in the reader. Our beginnings and endings 

should be a compelling force. They should stir emotion and increase the appetite for more substance and a 

desire to be pro-active. This manuscript is not an entertainment vehicle, it is an invitation for the baptized to 

accept belief and enact faith in Jesus. Then, a transformed soul openly professes faith and proclaims the good 

news about the Christ. 

My desire is for a disciple to understand the gift of creation that embodies a love that moves the 

creature to seek the Creator and each other and then support each other; forgiving, being forgiven and 

celebrating. 

“Helping ourselves and others to be open to human need and passionately engaging a marriage of need 

to remedy is at the heart of Catholic Christian evangelization.” When you first read that word, marriage, in 

the context of my Author’s Note in the beginning, you may have scratched your head. I hope we have a new 

sense of its intent. Complementarity is a requirement of a marriage. Each of the components of an 

evangelization effort needs a ‘sacred union’ i.e., complementing personality traits, human words and 

emotions reflective of God’s Word, personal story, Gospel proclamation, self-sacrifice, communal celebration 

and collaboration working in a synchronistical fashion. One element does not trump another. It is a 

complementary union – belief moving to active faith -- embraced by Gospel proclamation. And like the 

sacrament of marriage, evangelization requires the presence and sustenance of Jesus. The human being is 

looking for ‘remedy’ in the midst of the human condition of joy and suffering pursuing resurrection. The 

enlightened human soul seeks the challenge of embracing a Christian spirituality though possibly 

inadequately prepared at the outset for understanding the nuances. Conversion is manifested when an 

internal transformation of each element of an individual’s personality positively occurs and acceptance of 

the challenge takes root. 

We enter into Jesus’ suffering and death. We don’t relish but we accept personal anxiety, setback and 

suffering but also seek remedy. We cannot sing joyful hymns if we do not possess a readiness to accept the 

human condition at its primordial base. We recognize and acknowledge Jesus’ human nature by living fully 

human Christian lives and we embrace the risen Lord in his divine nature in the prayerful and sacramental 

encounter. Suffering, death and resurrection: an ensemble story of the human condition that demands to be 

lived, told and retold. And, the new evangelizer does not dwell on the past nor live totally in retrospect. 

Modern Christianity respects and cherishes its heritage and we discover an essential Christology that aids 
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the uncovering of our own contemporary identity. It is an on-going relationship and not a breaking away 

from the heritage. I would like to believe that the modern Christian evangelizer is forever ‘evergreen.’ An 

American Indian tale reflects this reality. 

 

Once there was tremendous beauty on the earth but the negative feelings and arrogant behavior of its people 
brought havoc to the landscape through a fire that destroyed all in its path except the lowly evergreen tree. Those 
who kept a positive attitude toward self and neighbor were spared. And, as they gazed upon the beauty of the 
evergreen that perdures they exclaimed, “We must be like the evergreen – forever alive and vibrant in our 
relationship.” 

 

Our essential Christology brings us into a new soteriological relationship. That may be a statement that 

eludes the novice evangelizer or a searching soul but it is elemental to evangelization leadership: our actions 

reflect the saving actions of the Christ. What we adopt within our identity becomes the visible paradigm of 

Christ alive in our world. In a nutshell, Christology (identity of Jesus) moves us into a new soteriological 

relationship with the Christ (actions of Christ) and others (fellowship) manifested in a new understanding of 

Shema, the Decalogue, and the Beatitudes (see Appendix A). For the Catholic Christian this is the 

manifestation of stewardship – a visible reality. 

The secular world has sunk deep roots and the depth can be foreboding but they are not 

insurmountable. Christian storytelling overcomes secular mentality and is the bright light beyond secular 

darkness, the new seed in good soil that eliminates the weeds’ roots. Our stories are spoken from lived 

experiences and realities, and, when in union with the Divine, are kerygmatic as well as sacramental 

encounters. The world that does not embrace the divine may wish to inflict a sense of loss, a distracted 

confusion upon Christian mentality and, also, suggest solution through sole human endeavor. But the 

Christian imperative – our shared obligation – desperately seeks, reveals and remedies healing, hope and 

salvation in union with the Christ. We may feel we have been left in the desert but “we must journey, taking 

with us what is essential: the company of Jesus, the truth of his word, the Eucharistic bread which nourishes 

us” (Pope Benedict XVI post-synod commentary, October 2012).  

I wish to also suggest that the new evangelizer, as well as the evangelized, are best served when they 

approach the development of their spiritual personality with a sense of innocence; childlike innocence. As 

we hear on many occasions in foundational preaching, new wine is meant for new wineskins. Our 

spirituality and Christian sensitivities will stretch and age gracefully at God’s pace. But heed the caution and 

accept the ramifications. Simplicity embraced with childlike innocence demands respect and requires 

spiritual agility. It is hard work and not complacency. It does not follow the whiles of popular opinion with a 

lemming mentality of following contemporary dictate. It does embrace the divine authentically and shuns 

evil that sprouts from human artificiality. 

 

The only simplicity that matters is the Simplicity of the Heart. If that is gone, it can be brought back, by no 
turnips or cellular clothing, but only by tears and terror and the fires that are not quenched. 

 

If that remain, it matters very little if a few Early Victorian armchairs remain along with it. 
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Let us put a complex entrée into a simple old gentleman; let us not put a simple entrée into a complex old 
gentleman. 

 

So long as human society will leave my spiritual inside alone, I will allow it, with a comparative submission, 
to work its wild will with my physical interior. I will submit to cigars. I will meekly embrace a bottle of 
Burgundy. I will humble myself to a hansom cab. If only by this means I preserve to myself the virginity of the 
spirit that enjoys with astonishment and fear. 

 

I do not say that these are the only methods of preserving it. I incline to the belief that there are others. But I 
will have nothing to do with simplicity which lacks the fear, the astonishment, and the joy alike. I will have 
nothing to do with the devilish vision of a child who is too simple to like toys. 

 

The child is indeed, in these and other matters, the best guide. And in nothing is the child so righteously 
childlike, in nothing does he exist more accurately the sounder order of simplicity, than in the fact that he sees 
everything with a simple pleasure, even the complex things. The false type of naturalness harps always on the 
distinction between the natural and the artificial. 

 

To the child the tree and the lamp post are as natural and as artificial; or rather, neither of them are natural 
but both supernatural, for both are splendid and unexplained. The flower with which God crowns the one, 
and the flame with which Sam the lamplighter crowns the other, are equally of the gold of Fairy Tales. 

 

In the middle of the wildest fields the most rustic child is, ten to one, playing at steam engines. And the only 
spiritual or philosophical objection to steam engines is not that men pay for them or work at them or make 
them very ugly or even that men are killed by them, but merely that men do not play at them. 

 

The evil is that the childish poetry of clockwork does not remain. 
 

The wrong is not that engines are too much admired, but that they are not admired enough. 
 

The sin is not that engines are mechanical, but that men are mechanical. 
 

G.K. Chesterton, excerpt from chapter 10, “On Scandals and Simplicity”, Heretics, 1905; as it appears in CW 1, 
112-13. 
 

 

A child-like innocence does not mean we deny adult responsibility and obligation. The new evangelizer 

challenges the young and we do not cater whim. The spiritual education of our children is priority number 

one. And, I strongly encourage creative thought and dialogue that pursues new education vehicles that 

contain substance, repetition, even redundancy. The power of the Word, our words, and Jesus’ lifestyle as 

the paradigm of modern Christianity coupled with ongoing celebration in Penance and Eucharist need to be 

hammered home, over and over again. The new evangelizer is neither complacent nor bashful. The modern 

evangelizer is courageous and continually moves forward. 

This modern evangelizer is at his or her best when we listen, hear and retell; when we are in a positive 

posture of engagement and dialogue. When we are engaged in constructive Christian dialogue the new 

evangelizer transforms the world through quiet courage and a rich spiritual treasury. The positive result: the 

rediscovery of unity. This is all about relationship and not – in a primary sense -- video streaming and chat 

rooms. The new evangelizer invites others into a personal relationship. Jesus is present and we may use the 

language of a personal relationship with Jesus, but the evangelizer and the evangelized enter into an ‘eyelash 

to eyelash’ encounter where becoming fully human provides a moment of grace. In my younger years I was 

spiritually bankrupt. This is a universal malady that is directly linked to the lack of moral values in 

contemporary society. Personal relationship, dialogue and story-telling  -- our own and the story of Jesus --

become essential ingredients to eradicating spiritual bankruptcy. 
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Another prominent portion at the beginning of our discourse speaks of evangelization as that segment 

of Catholic Christianity that all the baptized need to acknowledge and engage – it is an obligation. And our 

initial emphasis is to become a disciple first and an evangelizer in its due season. Human nature seeks to 

become fully human but an individual soul can be elusive in pursuit of a cohesive spirituality. The new 

evangelizer invites Jesus as the truly stable partner for humankind can and does embrace divinity. 

I would ask that all continually review the previous section “The New Evangelization.” It does not 

abandon the ancient evangelization – as many have called it. What is new is actually very ancient, 

appropriate and applicable. The summation is succinct and direct about the essentials of evangelization and 

the evangelizer’s necessary heart and acceptance of mission. The components are categorically simple and, 

yet, complex and demanding. They require effort and baptismal commitment. The ‘new’ evangelization does 

require personal initiative, a transformation from within, and it needs the impetus and insight of the ‘other’ 

and the collective gathering and celebration. And, without prayer an unenlightened Christian soul, though 

baptized, neither sustains a personal relationship with the Christ nor casts a positive shadow for others to 

follow. It lists in the vast ocean of a lemming and secular society hell-bent on removing the vision of the 

Christ. The new evangelizer is a new apostle, one who is sent into the vast sea to right the ship. It can be a 

lonely existence but the reward is great. It may offer a glimpse to a modern martyrdom to casual friendships 

for the new evangelizer is willing to remove superficiality. And, new apostles provide an endless army of 

close relational followers. 

 

…I would like to emphasize that it is within the ecclesial community that personal faith grows and matures. It 
is interesting to observe that in the New Testament the word “saints” refers to Christians as a whole – and 
certainly not all of them had the necessary qualities to be declared saints by the Church. What, then, was 
intended by the use of the term? The fact that those who had faith in the risen Christ and lived it out were 
called to become models for others, by putting them in contact with the Person and the Message of Jesus, who 
reveals the face of the living God. This is also true for us: a Christian who allows himself to be gradually 
guided and shaped by the Church’s faith – despite his weaknesses, limitations and difficulties – becomes, as it 
were, a window open to the light of the living God that receives this light and transmits it to the world. In the 
encyclical Redemptoris missio, Blessed John Paul II affirmed that “missionary activity renews the Church, 
revitalizes faith and Christian identity, and offers fresh enthusiasm and new incentive. Faith is strengthened 
when it is given to others!” (no. 2). 

 

The widespread tendency today to relegate the faith to the private sphere contradicts its very nature. We need 
the Church to confirm our faith and to experience God’s gifts: His Word, the Sacraments, the support of grace 
and the witness of love. In this way, our “I” taken up into the “we” of the Church – will be able to perceive 
itself as the recipient of and participant in an event that far surpasses it: the experience of communion with 
God, who establishes communion among men. In a world in which individualism seems to regulate human 
relationships, causing them to become ever more fragile, faith calls us to be the Church, i.e., bearers of God’s 
love and communion to all mankind. (cf. Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 1). 

 

Pope Benedict XVI, a second reflection in his series On the Ecclesial Nature of Faith, 31 October 2012. 
 
 

The ability to pray becomes essential to an encounter of the kingdom of God. And, this is how we are to 

pray: “Our Father in heaven (on the horizon of what is and what can be), may your name be held holy and 

your kingdom come, your will be done” (Matthew 6: 10). 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 155 

The power of Scripture brings God’s kingdom to life with words that paint a picture and tell a story of 

our participation. We live in the kingdom yet there is more to come. The kingdom is our lived experience 

and the gentle embrace of Jesus captured in the sharing of our stories of life. Our words and our stories are 

powerful because they offer salvation when united to God’s Word – truly a privileged encounter to 

empower the powerless. They offer invitation and challenge; they offer support and encouragement. They 

provide cathartic healing and new promise. Most of all, they provide the reality of God’s unconditional love 

and presence. Story telling is personal and has a vested interest filled with emotion, sincerity and longing. 

This is the way to bring energy into the concepts of living in the kingdom now while offering opportunity to 

digest where we hope to be. 

Life asks each of us to be open to new experiences and it also asks us to say our ‘Goodbyes.’ And at 

some point there is a moment of surrender; we take in loss while we gain the cross. 

The new evangelization is our lived story and it demands to be told. It is, in effect, the blossoming of 

theological reflection within all of the baptized. The reflective soul is liberated and our actions illuminate 

Christian conviction and strengthen heritage. Let us never abandon ancestry or heritage because the witness 

of previous ages is the healthy marrow for renewed spiritual growth. 

 

The world needs adult Christians who engage in theological reflection. In First World nations, Christian groups are 
heavily involved in political movements, often bitterly divided, and generally unable to explain their vision to 
anyone who does not share their presuppositions. On a global scale Christianity is shifting from being a primarily 
Western Hemisphere phenomenon to a worldwide and predominantly non-Western one. This shift is bringing 
changes in Christianity greater than those it went through when it moved from being a Jewish sect to a religion of 
the Gentiles. 

 

The Art of Theological Reflection, Patricia O’Connell Killen and John de Beer 

 

Be bold, courageous and an inviter of souls into relationship with the Christ.  
This is beyond spirituality, it is religion. 
 
 

In our search for humanity – for becoming fully human -- we realize that the proclamation of Jesus is an 

act of survival. We encounter the kingdom of God when we extend the invitation. Being a Christian in a 

modern age needs courage and not timidity. It requires energy and enthusiasm and not lukewarm audience 

non-participants. We need to embrace ‘religion.’ So many people in this day and age wish to reject religion 

for an empty phrase called spirituality. It is empty to them because it is brand-spanking new with no 

previous foundation. True religion (Latin: relegere – to gather up; religio – reverence; religiose - carefully) binds 

us to all that is healthy, nourishing and positive in our past – our Christian ancestry -- and the potential of 

our present. Let’s not fear, deny or abolish this potent word – religion. We who claim to be Christian are 

intimately engaged in religion. We gather up with reverence carefully. 

There was a wonderful movie named ‘Field of Dreams’ several years back. It had a wonderful phrase 

that became a mantra, if you will: ‘Build it and he will come.’ The foundation exists but what is new is our 

personal desire to understand belief and faith at a new level and actively respond. And, we do that best 
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when we concentrate on the core (see appendix), become truly willing to participate and engage others, and 

emphasize that not all religion is created equal. A firm foundation and a new spirit willing to invite means 

He will come. And, I’m convinced that if He comes, they will come. 

 

Be bold 

 

Be bold and understand your own rites of human passage and those of others. 

Be bold in your desire to stay connected to the ‘original’ and foundational – Catholic Christianity. 

Be bold in accepting the foundational truth that just because we can do something in a contemporary 

age we maybe shouldn’t do certain things. 

Be bold in envisioning new approaches to teaching youth with core, substantive and adult Christianity. 

Be bold in bringing your listening skills to others’ human stories into the capacity of hearing and 

responding. Invite the ‘other’ into pro-active response and positive Christian reaction.  

Be bold in accepting your human personality in all of its foibles and accomplishments.  

Be bold in becoming a prophetic voice of Jesus’ Word and lifestyle. 

Be bold in entering the public square unafraid of ridicule or chastisement for inviting others to 

experience the Christ. 

 

Be thankful 

 

Be thankful that each of us can enter into relationship fully accepting that we are not the central focus 

and we are not on parade for others to compliment. We are the humble servants who offer invitation to 

others to embrace the Christ. 

Be thankful for all who move through the Rite of Christian Initiation. In my estimation, they are truly 

the new evangelizers. 

As we have stressed: engage the ‘name,’ identity and relationship. The name says it all: Jesus. 
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APPENDIX A 

Moral Dimensions and Pastoral Practice/Rehabilitating Virtue 
 
MSGR. DENNIS LYLE was ordained priest for the Archdiocese of Chicago in 1991.  He has served as an associate pastor 
and member of the University of Saint Mary of the Lake faculty before being named rector of Mundelein Seminary in 
2006.  Currently, he is the Director of the Cardinal Stritch Retreat House in Mundelein, Illinois. 

 
 
Evangelization and the Moral Life: Preaching Christ through our Actions 

 

When we hear the words of Jesus at the end of Matthew’s gospel, “Go and make disciples of all 

nations…” we might be tempted to think that travel to another country is necessary in order to fulfill the 

Lord’s command.  That, however, is not the case.  As difficult as it may be to travel to a foreign land, learn a 

new language and culture and attempt to preach the gospel to men and women who have never heard it 

before, it is not as daunting as bringing the gospel message to our own land and culture. This is confirmed 

by the experience of Jesus whose family members thought he was out of his mind (cf. Mark 3:21) and who 

recognized that a prophet is despised only in his own country, among his own relations and in his own 

house (cf. Mark 6:4). 

But, let’s not become despondent and despair.  The early Christian communities entered into the world 

and culture in which they lived and with time, patience, perseverance and the assistance of the Holy Spirit 

were able to humanize the brutal society in which they found themselves.  There were many obstacles that 

they faced: indifference, violence in games and everyday life, they were perceived as a threat to the 

establishment and society, etc.  Are these not some of the same challenges that face us today? In this brief 

article I want to touch on four basic points that we should keep in mind as we share the gospel message and 

its invitation to conversion and goodness with our contemporaries.  

 

The Message of the Gospel is one of Joy 

The gospel message is something positive and good and the call to conversion and the catechesis for 

moral development is not a burden but should reveal in all clarity the “joy and the demands of the way of 

Christ.” (CCC 1697).  The moral life is not the tough part of Christianity or the down side, but the fruit of 

one’s transformation in Christ.  When Jesus enters the synagogue in Nazareth and proclaims from the 

writings of Isaiah, he is not indicating that becoming a disciple of his will be another form of slavery.  

 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring glad tidings to the poor.  He 
has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go 
free, and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord.”  

 

Luke 4:18-19 
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Glad tidings and freedom is the message of the Lord.  And Paul writes to the Galatians, “For freedom 

Christ set us free; so stand firm and do not submit again to the yoke of slavery.” (Gal 5:1) Yet a society that 

places great value on freedom of choice becomes uncomfortable when certain behaviors are expected or 

excluded because of one’s religious affiliation.  In our proclamation of the gospel message we must be very 

clear that to be a disciple of Jesus is freedom in the full sense of the term: freedom from our own ego-centric 

attitudes, freedom from our sinfulness and freedom from death.  

 

Moral Behavior Flows from the Heart 

It is important to remember that moral behavior flows from within the person to his/her external 

actions and behaviors.  We are so used to evaluating moral behavior as something that we do that we forget 

that this behavior reveals who we are.  Jesus draws attention to this in his discussion with the Pharisees and 

Scribes and their excessive focus on externals as signs of one’s moral goodness.  The true source of moral 

behavior is the heart.  Jesus says, “But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and they 

defile.  For from the heart comes evil thoughts, murder, adultery, unchastity, theft, false witness, blasphemy.  

These are what defile a person, but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile.” (Matt15:18-19) 

More recent catechesis in moral development has returned to this fundamental starting point: moral 

actions flow from who we are.  For the disciple of Jesus this means that the source of our moral life is the life 

of Christ that we received through baptism and which is nourished through prayer and the sacraments.  The 

opening sentence for the section on our moral life in the Catechism of the Catholic Church begins with this 

statement from Pope Leo the Great: “Christian, recognize your dignity and, now that you share in God’s 

own nature, do not return to your former base condition by sinning…” (CCC 1691) Because we are 

Christians and share in God’s own nature (albeit imperfectly) there is certain behavior that should flow 

“naturally” from who we are.  It is the life of Christ that becomes visible to our world through our actions.  

While we may be reluctant to use the word holiness, allowing the life of Christ to be evident in our life is 

exactly what holiness is. Canonized saints like Mother Teresa are those Christians who open their hearts to 

the Lord and allow him to shine through their actions.  

 

Virtue Makes Good Moral Behavior Consistent 

We all know that there are moments when we are able to reveal Christ to others by our behavior; we 

also know that there are times when our behavior does not reveal Christ to others.  We seek consistency in 

our behavior, just as an athlete seeks consistency in his or her performance.  In the area of moral growth we 

call this consistency virtue.  The Catechsim of the Catholic Church defines virtues as “firm attitudes, stable 

dispositions, habitual perfections of intellect and will that govern our actions, order our passions, and guide 

our conduct according to reason and faith.” (CCC 1804) The practice of doing virtuous acts brings 

consistency and permanence to our moral behavior.  One of our professors in the seminary used to say, 

“practice does not make perfect; practice makes permanent.”  In other words, if you practice shooting a 
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hockey puck (it’s winter time here in Chicago) and do so with poor technique, you will not get better, you 

will only more deeply ingrain the poor technique in your game and make it difficult to eradicate when 

another teaches you  how to shoot the puck properly.  Note that the virtues are “firm attitudes, stable 

dispositions, habitual perfections” of our intellect and will; that is our understanding and knowledge of 

reality and our desire to do what is good.  These are internal sources and are consistent with Jesus’s 

comment that moral acts flow from the heart.  

Let’s take the example of generosity.  How does one become a generous person? Answer: by doing 

generous acts.  So when we are young and our parents encourage us to put money in the Salvation Army pot 

during the Christmas season, we begin with nickels, dimes and quarters.  As we grow we know (intellect) 

that it is good to give to the needy and we seek opportunities (desire/will) to do so. In high school we give 

dollar bills, in college, five dollar bills and as adults we drop in ten and twenty dollar bills. We may even 

drop in a gold coin every now and then.  When we do these actions with ease and joy we know that the 

virtue of generosity has been established in our hearts.  If we give begrudgingly and reluctantly, we know 

we still have some work to do in order to make us truly generous persons.  The goal is to do such acts 

“naturally”, they become part of our nature, part of who we are and they reveal to others who we are: 

disciples of Jesus. 

 

Excellence and Witness in Our Moral Life 

It always surprises me when I hear that society is less demanding of moral behavior in teenagers than in 

other areas of life.  We encourage academic excellence, technical knowledge and athletic ability, but we do 

not have such high expectations in the area of moral behavior.  After all, teenagers are only human. Imagine 

if we told our children that as long as they perform the minimal necessary we will be happy?  We want and 

like to see others excel in certain areas of life, why not in the area of moral behavior?  A model of moral 

behavior based on virtue is not satisfied with the bear minimum, but focuses our energy on bringing good 

into the world. For the Christian this is another way of saying “go and make disciples of all nations”.  

Evangelization begins with our example of the moral life and the witness of the life of Christ within us.  

Millions of people were attracted to Mother Teresa because she taught by her actions.  Pope Paul VI wrote 

that “modern man listens more willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers it is 

because they are witnesses.” To be an “evangelist” in today’s society is to be a model of moral goodness.  

Society leads us to believe that people enjoy the baser realities of life, but in truth people are attracted to 

goodness.  They may not know why, nor do they think they can imitate such goodness, but they cannot deny 

that there is something fascinating about one who does the good consistently and with joy. 
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APPENDIX B 

Diakonia and evangelization 
 
DEACON BOB PUHALA was ordained to the permanent diaconate for the Archdiocese of Chicago in 1998.  He has served at 
several parishes within the archdiocese and currently is the Director of the Institute for Diaconal Studies at the 
University of Saint Mary of the Lake in Mundelein, Illinois. 

 
 
Responsibility for Bringing Good News: Inclusive of Clergy and Beyond the Clergy 
 

If we simplify Pope Paul VI’s message in his encyclical On Evangelization in the Modern World, it’s that all 

Catholics are responsible for bringing the Good News of Jesus into the world that they encounter. This 

means that in every human situation, whether at home or work or in the neighborhood or the larger secular 

community, all of us are to bring Jesus’ message of love and hope to others. But there’s more to it than that. 

Pope Paul VI also notes that we are to be seeking conversion of both individuals and society at large “by the 

divine power of the Gospel itself.”  

What exactly does this mean? And how DO we do it? And how does a Catholic get through to a world 

that is spiritually complacent, morally relativistic, and largely distrustful of the Catholic Church and its 

leaders given its most recent scandals and controversies and increasingly hostile to religious liberty, itself? 

We have an essential role in our daily lives – to live out the Gospel and all that that means. Every day 

we awaken is another gift from God, an opportunity to live out the promises and grace of our baptism. In 

fact, that’s the primary objective of the Second Vatican Council’s document, Gaudium et Spes -- to reset the 

relationship between God and the world through the New Evangelization.  

So what’s New Evangelization? Perhaps it’s best to start at the beginning and seek a definition of the 

term evangelization itself. 

A broad definition might be “everything the Church does” – spreading the Gospel and enhancing the 

mission of building the Kingdom on earth. But if we look at the essential core of evangelization, perhaps it is 

helpful to note Pope Paul VI’s Evangelii Nuntiandi, #27: 

 

Evangelization will also always contain – as the foundation, center and at the same time summit of its 
dynamism – a clear proclamation that, in Jesus Christ, the Son of God made man, who died and rose from the 
dead, salvation is offered to all men, as a gift of God’s grace and mercy. And not an immanent salvation, 
meeting material or even spiritual needs, restricted to the framework of temporal existence and completely 
identified with temporal desires, hopes, affairs, and struggles, but a salvation which exceeds all these limits in 
order to reach fulfillment in communion with the only and only divine Absolute: a transcendent and 
eschatological salvation, which indeed has its beginning in this life but which is fulfilled in eternity. 

 

Blessed John Paul II noted that proclamation of the word of God is essential to the dynamic of 

evangelization, and that true Christian conversion occurs when, through the word, one accepts the saving 

sovereignty of Christ and becomes his disciple. 
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So if this is what evangelization is all about, the New Evangelization is looking at what we do – as 

articulated above by Pope Paul VI and Blessed John Paul II – with new eyes. This means that baptized 

Catholics should understand that the goal of the New Evangelization is not simply getting people “to come 

back to Church” – although that is certainly a laudable objective. But rather the overall goal is much more 

comprehensive: helping people to be open to the Word of God so that they surrender their very lives to God 

and become his disciples. It’s more than getting people to be more active in the parish, but instead 

surrendering all they have to follow Him and build their lives around him. 

Richard Rymarz, in his paper, John Paul II and the New Evangelization: Origin and Meanings, notes 

that the key reference point for the new evangelization is John Paul II’s encyclical letter, Redemptoris Missio.  

Rymarz’s  paper argues (and his abstract notes) that the New Evangelization “needs to be discussed in the 

light of a historical continuum starting with the documents of the Second Vatican Council and continuing 

through postconcilar writings such as Pope Paul VI’s apostolic exhortation, Evangelii Nuntiandi.  

The new evangelization is John Paul’s conception and response to new cultural realities. In this regard, 

it an example of the Catholic understanding of tradition as both conserving the essentials of the past as well 

as responding to new situations and challenges.   

In John Paul II thought, the new evangelization expresses a Pauline emphasis on inner conversion to 

Christ as a basis for outreach to others and to the wider culture.” 

While that’s quite a bit to reflect upon, what is readily apparent is that evangelization in the modern 

word, the New Evangelization, or re-evangelization – whatever you choose to name it – directs the Church 

(all of us) to engage the culture. This not only means engage those who have no bedrock of faith but 

especially those who have lost elements of their faith or no longer consider themselves part of a Christian 

society. Considered in this context, that means we have entered a landscape with a vastly different cultural 

setting in which the Church needs to boldly proclaim the Gospel again – for the first time. 

The continual emphasis of the New Evangelization is that it is a mission not just for bishops, priests and 

deacons – but all the baptized. The Declaration on the Apostolate of Lay People harkens back to the message 

of Ephesians, chapter four, when it notes that Church leadership is to awaken the baptized to take their places 

in the mission of the Church. Further it states that laymen and laywomen do not have to wait to be asked by 

clerics to engage the world in this manner – because they have already been asked by Jesus through the 

baptism! 

It is important to remember that God is alive in all baptized souls. And there are at least four elements 

of the liveliness of spirit that is part of the process of the New Evangelization: 

 

 Believers witness the word of God as they live out their lives with faith as the foundation of all they do; 

 The word becomes visible in their works of mercy and charity – both done as an individual and as a 
group; 

 Evangelizers should look for opportunities to talk about Jesus in all aspects of their lives, and over fear 
of rejection and ridicule – maybe even persecution; 
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 Always keep in mind the ultimate goal of mission – that is to literally  transform the temporal order, 
work toward a transformation of culture, but to remember that this process starts with the individual 
heart, then moves to families, work, community, etc. 

None of this is easy. We live in a world that has been drowned in a tsunami of secularism. People think 

not of the narrow path, to reference Holy Scripture, but with a broad and wide perspective where everybody 

seemingly will be saved no matter how they live their lives because God is merciful. But Luke 13 is not just 

Jesus’ hyperbole. In fact, it is chilling to read that Jesus notes many will try to enter the Kingdom and will 

not be able to do so.  

So it is this sense of a false universalism that is the biggest obstacle of the New Evangelization, and one 

it must resist, and finally, must overcome – not to mention the false notion that Jesus doesn’t really mean, 

literally, what he says. 

 

One of the major contributors to the New Evangelization should be deacons  

 

Restored as a permanent clerical order in the Church by the Second Vatican Council, deacons occupy an 

unique place in the world – literally acting as a bridge between Church and society at large. And while the 

deacon participates formally in the evangelization process through his three-fold ministry of service to the 

bishop by presiding at liturgies, proclaiming the Gospel at Holy Mass, preaching, providing catechetical 

instruction, forming individuals and families for sacraments, leading retreats and renewal programs, 

performing counseling and spiritual direction (with the proper training and certification), and more, it is in 

the secular world, where most deacons live out their ministry, that they can be most effective evangelizers.  

Since most deacons work in the world (they earn their living and support their families in the 

workplace), they become visible sacramental signs of Christ’s presence in every nook and cranny of the 

world. Therefore deacons always should strive to “transmit the word in his professional life either explicitly 

or merely by his active presence in places where public opinion is formed and ethical norms are applied.” 

As the National Directory for the Formation, Ministry and Life of Permanent Deacons in the United States 

notes, deacons can lead their communities to constantly pray and reflect upon their communion and mission 

in Jesus Christ, “especially impelling the community of believers to live lives of service.” But to do this, the 

deacon must be a strong witness of the word in his own life. What does this mean? Most important, he must 

be a man of prayer – he must engage God regularly and intimately in conversation seeking always greater 

holiness. He must read Holy Scripture to better understand God’s message and articulate that message to 

those he encounters. He must regularly receive the Eucharist, for it is from word and bread that he is fed and 

nourished in his own faith. And he should be faithful to the Church’s deposit of faith and teachings so as not 

to bring harm to the people of God. 

Therefore, the diaconate as envisioned by the Second Vatican Council, can be lived in a particularly 

powerful way. As a man who is a part of Church hierarchy but who spends most of his time in the secular 

world, he can be the Christian conscience that resounds the proclamation of salvation in society. As literally 
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the herald of the Gospel, deacons, by virtue of their unique identity, can even more strongly and boldly 

emphasize the urgency of the Church’s missionary evangelization by articulating the needs and hopes of 

people of faith, and animating, motivating and facilitating a commitment among believers to an evangelical 

service to the world. In this way, the deacon renders his ministry fruitful and in accordance with his 

ordained service – that is, to both be a herald of the word in the sanctuary and in the world. 
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APPENDIX C 1 
Kerygma Tool Box - Handy aids for pastor distribution to disciples and new evangelizers 

Primary foundation: Shema, Ten Commandments 
 

 
Shema 
 

Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone! Therefore, you shall love the Lord, your God, with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength. 
Deuteronomy 6:4-5 

 

Decalogue (Ten Commandments) 
Excerpts from Felix Just, S.J. PhD. “The Decalogue or Ten Commandments: Similarities and Differences in Religious 
Traditions” 

 
The "Ten Commandments" (also called the "Decalogue") obviously come from the Hebrew Bible, but it 

is not so obvious to determine exactly what they are or how to count them. These commandments are 

recorded in two different biblical chapters (Exodus 20:1-17 & Deuteronomy 5:6-21), yet each text is slightly 

different, and neither passage explicitly numbers the commandments one through ten. 

Although there are actually more than ten imperative verbs (at least 15) in each of these texts, several 

other biblical passages refer specifically to the "ten words" or "ten statements" (Heb: aseret ha-dibrot; Gk: deka 

logoi) that God gave to Moses (Exod 34:28; Deut 4:13; 10:4). In several books of the New Testament, Jesus, 

Paul, or other apostles quote some of the Jewish commandments, both from the Decalogue and from other 

parts of the Torah, although they never enumerate a list of exactly ten. 

Most Christians believe that the Ten Commandments form the core of God's Law (the "Torah" or 

"Instruction" given by God through Moses, in the first five books of the Bible). Yet these are far from the only 

commandments contained in the Hebrew Bible. Rabbinic Jewish tradition maintains that the Torah contains 

a total of 613 commandments ("mitzvot"): 248 positive ones (injunctions, what one must do) and 365 negative 

ones (prohibitions, what one must avoid). 

Moreover, in Jewish understanding, all 613 mitzvot are equally important, so the Decalogue is not really 

considered the "core"; ritual and dietary commandments are considered just as important as theological or 

ethical commands. If you break any one of them, you've broken God's Law. When Jesus is asked which of 

the commandments is the first or most important, he does not quote the Decalogue directly, but rather 

combines quotations from Deuteronomy 6:4-5 (love God; the "Shema" of Judaism) and Leviticus 19:18 (love 

your neighbor). 

As a result of all the discrepancies, Jews, Eastern Orthodox Christians, Roman Catholics, Lutherans, and 

other Protestants have subdivided and numbered the Decalogue differently over the centuries. Jews, 

Orthodox Christians, and most Protestants more closely follow the version of Exodus 20, while Catholics 

more closely follow the version of Deuteronomy 5 (NRSV). 
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 (1) I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 

 (1) You shall have no other gods before me. 

 (1) You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that 
is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 

 (1) You shall not bow down to them or worship them, for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, 
punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and fourth generation of those who reject me, 
but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my 
commandments. 

 (2) You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit 
anyone who misuses his name. 

 (3) Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. 

 (3) Six days you shall labor and do all your work. 

 (3) But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work – you, your son or 
your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the 
resident alien in your towns, so that your male and female slave may rest as well as you. 

 (3) Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from 
there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep 
the Sabbath day. 

 (4) Honor your father and your mother, as the Lord your God commanded you, so that your days may be 
long and that it may go well with you in the land that the Lord your God is giving you. 

 (5) You shall not murder. 

 (6) Neither shall you commit adultery. 

 (7) Neither shall you steal. 

 (8) Neither shall you bear false witness against your neighbor. 

 (9 & 10) Neither shall you covet your neighbor’s wife. Neither shall you desire your neighbor’s house, or 
field, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor. 

The Decalogue in the Church's Tradition (Catechism) 
 
2064 In fidelity to Scripture and in conformity with the example of Jesus, the tradition of the Church has 
acknowledged the primordial importance and significance of the Decalogue.  
 

2065 Ever since St. Augustine, the Ten Commandments have occupied a predominant place in the catechesis 
of baptismal candidates and the faithful. In the fifteenth century, the custom arose of expressing the 
commandments of the Decalogue in rhymed formulae, easy to memorize and in positive form. They are still 
in use today. The catechisms of the Church have often expounded Christian morality by following the order 
of the Ten Commandments.  
 

2066 The division and numbering of the Commandments have varied in the course of history. The present 
catechism follows the division of the Commandments established by St. Augustine, which has become 
traditional in the Catholic Church. It is also that of the Lutheran confessions. The Greek Fathers worked out a 
slightly different division, which is found in the Orthodox Churches and Reformed communities.  
 

2067 The Ten Commandments state what is required in the love of God and love of neighbor. The first three 
concern love of God and the other seven love of neighbor.  

As charity comprises the two commandments to which the Lord related the whole Law and the prophets . . . so 
the Ten Commandments were themselves given on two tablets. Three were written on one tablet and seven on 
the other.27  

2068 The Council of Trent teaches that the Ten Commandments are obligatory for Christians and that the 
justified man is still bound to keep them;28 the Second Vatican Council confirms: "The bishops, successors of 
the apostles, receive from the Lord . . . the mission of teaching all peoples, and of preaching the Gospel to 
every creature, so that all men may attain salvation through faith, Baptism and the observance of the 
Commandments."29  
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The unity of the Decalogue  
 

2069 The Decalogue forms a coherent whole. Each "word" refers to each of the others and to all of them; they 
reciprocally condition one another. The two tables shed light on one another; they form an organic unity. To 
transgress one commandment is to infringe all the others.30 One cannot honor another person without 
blessing God his Creator. One cannot adore God without loving all men, his creatures. The Decalogue brings 
man's religious and social life into unity.  
 

The Decalogue and the natural law 
 

2070 The Ten Commandments belong to God's revelation. At the same time they teach us the true humanity 
of man. They bring to light the essential duties, and therefore, indirectly, the fundamental rights inherent in 
the nature of the human person. The Decalogue contains a privileged expression of the natural law:  

From the beginning, God had implanted in the heart of man the precepts of the natural law. Then he was 
content to remind him of them. This was the Decalogue.31 

2071 The commandments of the Decalogue, although accessible to reason alone, have been revealed. To 
attain a complete and certain understanding of the requirements of the natural law, sinful humanity needed 
this revelation:  

A full explanation of the commandments of the Decalogue became necessary in the state of sin because the light 
of reason was obscured and the will had gone astray.32  

We know God's commandments through the divine revelation proposed to us in the Church, and through 
the voice of moral conscience.  
 

The obligation of the Decalogue  
 

2072 Since they express man's fundamental duties towards God and towards his neighbor, the Ten 
Commandments reveal, in their primordial content, grave obligations. They are fundamentally immutable, 
and they oblige always and everywhere. No one can dispense from them. The Ten Commandments are 
engraved by God in the human heart.  
 

2073 Obedience to the Commandments also implies obligations in matter which is, in itself, light. Thus 
abusive language is forbidden by the fifth commandment, but would be a grave offense only as a result of 
circumstances or the offender's intention. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nota Bene: The modern evangelizer must be adept at understanding and utilizing the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church. It is highly encouraged that evangelizers pursue in-depth study of the Catechism. 
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APPENDIX C 2 
Kerygma Tool Box - Handy aids for pastor distribution to disciples and new evangelizers 

Beatitudes - fundamental to kerygma (Catechism) 

 
1716 The Beatitudes are at the heart of Jesus' preaching. They take up the promises made to the chosen 
people since Abraham. The Beatitudes fulfill the promises by ordering them no longer merely to the 
possession of a territory, but to the Kingdom of heaven:  
 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.  
Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.  
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.  
Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.  
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.  
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.  
Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my 
account.  
Rejoice and be glad,  
for your reward is great in heaven.12  

 

1717 The Beatitudes depict the countenance of Jesus Christ and portray his charity. They express the 
vocation of the faithful associated with the glory of his Passion and Resurrection; they shed light on the 
actions and attitudes characteristic of the Christian life; they are the paradoxical promises that sustain hope 
in the midst of tribulations; they proclaim the blessings and rewards already secured, however dimly, for 
Christ's disciples; they have begun in the lives of the Virgin Mary and all the saints.  
 
The desire for happiness 
 

1718 The Beatitudes respond to the natural desire for happiness. This desire is of divine origin: God has 
placed it in the human heart in order to draw man to the One who alone can fulfill it:  

We all want to live happily; in the whole human race there is no one who does not assent to this proposition, 
even before it is fully articulated.13  

How is it, then, that I seek you, Lord? Since in seeking you, my God, I seek a happy life, let me seek you so that 
my soul may live, for my body draws life from my soul and my soul draws life from you.14  
God alone satisfies.15  

 

1719 The Beatitudes reveal the goal of human existence, the ultimate end of human acts: God calls us to his 
own beatitude. This vocation is addressed to each individual personally, but also to the Church as a whole, 
the new people made up of those who have accepted the promise and live from it in faith.  
 

Christian beatitude 
 

1720 The New Testament uses several expressions to characterize the beatitude to which God calls man:  
- the coming of the Kingdom of God;16 - the vision of God: "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 
God"17  

- entering into the joy of the Lord;18  
- entering into God's rest:19  

There we shall rest and see, we shall see and love, we shall love and praise. Behold what will be at the end 
without end. For what other end do we have, if not to reach the kingdom which has no end?20  
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1721 God put us in the world to know, to love, and to serve him, and so to come to paradise. Beatitude 
makes us "partakers of the divine nature" and of eternal life.21 With beatitude, man enters into the glory of 
Christ22 and into the joy of the Trinitarian life.  
 

1722 Such beatitude surpasses the understanding and powers of man. It comes from an entirely free gift of 
God: whence it is called supernatural, as is the grace that disposes man to enter into the divine joy.  

"Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God." It is true, because of the greatness and inexpressible glory 
of God, that "man shall not see me and live," for the Father cannot be grasped. But because of God's love and 
goodness toward us, and because he can do all things, he goes so far as to grant those who love him the 
privilege of seeing him. . . . For "what is impossible for men is possible for God."23  

1723 The beatitude we are promised confronts us with decisive moral choices. It invites us to purify our 
hearts of bad instincts and to seek the love of God above all else. It teaches us that true happiness is not 
found in riches or well-being, in human fame or power, or in any human achievement - however beneficial it 
may be - such as science, technology, and art, or indeed in any creature, but in God alone, the source of every 
good and of all love:  

All bow down before wealth. Wealth is that to which the multitude of men pay an instinctive homage. They 
measure happiness by wealth; and by wealth they measure respectability. . . . It is a homage resulting from a 
profound faith . . . that with wealth he may do all things. Wealth is one idol of the day and notoriety is a second. 
. . . Notoriety, or the making of a noise in the world - it may be called "newspaper fame" - has come to be 
considered a great good in itself, and a ground of veneration.24  

1724 The Decalogue, the Sermon on the Mount, and the apostolic catechesis describe for us the paths that 
lead to the Kingdom of heaven. Sustained by the grace of the Holy Spirit, we tread them, step by step, by 
everyday acts. By the working of the Word of Christ, we slowly bear fruit in the Church to the glory of 
God.25  
 
 
 
 
 

But what are the Beatitudes? First of all they are situated within a long tradition of Old Testament teachings, 
such as we find in Psalm 1 and in the parallel text at Jeremiah 17: 7-8: Blessed is the man who trusts in the 
Lord. These are words of promise. At the same time, though, they are criteria for the discernment of spirits 
and so they prove to be directions for finding the right path (p.70). 
 
…The Beatitudes, spoken with the community of Jesus’ disciples in view, are paradoxes – the standards of the 
world are turned upside down as soon as things are seen in the right perspective, which is to say, in terms of 
God’s values, so different from those of the world (p. 70). …The Beatitudes are promises resplendent with the 
new image of the world and of man inaugurated by Jesus, his ‘transformation of values.” They are 
eschatological promises. This must not, however, be taken to mean that the joy they proclaim is postponed 
until some infinitely remote future or applies exclusively to the next world. When man begins to see and to 
live from God’s perspective, when he is a companion on Jesus’ way, then he lives by new standards, and 
something of the eschaton, of the reality to come, is already present. Jesus brings joy in the midst of affliction 
(p. 71). 
 
Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth, Copyright 2007 English translation by The Doubleday 
Broadway Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York 
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APPENDIX C 3 
Kerygma Tool Box - Handy aids for pastor distribution to disciples and new evangelizers 

Theodicy: questions on human suffering & evil 

 
 

One question that permeates Christian life and is intimately entwined in almost every personal story 

revolves around the philosophical question similar to “Why do bad things happen to good people?” The 

understanding and response to suffering/evil questions is based in what is known as “theodicy.” The reality 

of evil as related to suffering offers the Christian the opportunity to express the meaning of the cross as it 

plunges us deeper into the mystery of suffering. The cross truly is the climactic expression of human 

suffering and triumph: And the Church teaches that not all suffering is evil. The suffering servant (Jesus and 

the cross) heals others through innocent suffering. Suffering in any sense is difficult to accept. Innocent 

suffering, however, can be occasions of growth and deepening of life’s values. 

 

How may God call us to a better life? Perhaps it may be the loss of some dear friend or relative through which 
the call comes to us; which shows us the vanity of things below, and prompts us to make God our sole stay. 
We through grace do so in a way we never did before; and in the course of years, when we look back on our 
life, we find that the sad event has brought us into a new state of faith and judgment, and that we are as 
though other men from which we were. We thought, before it took place, that we were serving God, and so 
we were in a measure; but we find that, whatever our present infirmities may be, and however far we be still 
from the highest state of illumination, then at least we were serving the world under the show and belief of 
serving God. 

 

John Henry Cardinal Newman, “Divine Calls,” Parochial and Plain Sermons, p. 1572. 
 

 

Each generation takes the question of suffering/evil to a deeper level. In this way the Church attempts 

to transform the horizon of suffering and take it directly to God. Trust and faith are invitations (not 

solutions) to a journey of trusting in God’s redemptive presence. In the Bible the sound of suffering is 

preeminent in the Hebrew Lamentations. 

 The Bible does not enjoy suffering, it awaits healing (seriousness of suffering). 

 Polytheism over simplifies the lack of human responsibility (scandal of suffering). 

 For the early Hebrews suffering was a part of the rhythm of nature – a steady unfolding of life that 
included human sinfulness and the existence of evil powers. Evil was not a rival of Yahweh, 
however. 

 Examples of biblical theodicy can be found in the stories of Adam and Eve, Satan, Divine 
punishment, retribution and discipline, Divine warnings, tests of faith, suffering for others, heavenly 
compensation. 

St. Paul speaks from experience and states that through the presence of Jesus God shares suffering with 

us. By living daily in union with Christ suffering becomes God’s way of educating those chosen for service. 

Catholic Christians believe in Christ’s redemptive journey through suffering and death. In St. Paul’s letters 

we witness solidarity with the risen Jesus: we suffer (with Christ) in order to be glorified in him and have 

new life manifested through him. Christians embrace weakness as a manifestation of the Lord’s power. 
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“We are afflicted in every way, but not constrained; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not 
abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying about in the body the dying of Jesus, so that the 
life of Jesus may also be manifested in our body.” 

 

2 Corinthians 4: 8-10 
 

 

“For through the law I died to the law, that I might live for God. I have been crucified with Christ; yet, I live, no 
longer I, but Christ lives in me; insofar as I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God who has loved 
me and given himself up for me.” 

 

Galatians 4: 19 -20 

 
The Book of Job - A Theodicy Revealed and a Response Realized 
 
 

The story of Job is the classic biblical formulation of the problem of evil. It is a literary masterpiece 

written in exilic times (probably the beginning of the 5th century B.C.E.), when Israel’s concern with the 

destiny of the nation as a whole was shifting toward a preoccupation with the individual and the meaning of 

personal life. 

The book opens with a prose narrative which sets forth the dilemma of a prosperous, faithful man 

whose life steadily disintegrates. God allows Satan to test him to see if he will remain faithful despite 

misfortune. 

The main body of the book is a long dialogue poem in which Job and his three friends argue about the 

meaning of divine justice and human life. The author uses the three friends as a poetic framework within 

which to articulate the traditional thesis of earthly retribution: the good are rewarded and the evil punished 

in this life. They offer the familiar explanations for the presence of evil: (1) the happiness of the wicked is 

only temporary; (2) the suffering of good people is God’s way of testing their fortitude; (3) the sufferings of 

the just are punishment for faults which have been committed unwittingly or out of weakness. The issue is 

simple: if Job is suffering, it is because he has sinned. When Job protests his innocence, the three only become 

more obstinate. Later in the poem a third figure, Elihu, appears and develops the traditional arguments 

further. 

In the meantime Job reflects on his own experience. Out of the depth of his anguish he pleads his cause. 

He confronts the traditional theories with the justice of his life and the widespread experience of injustice in 

the world. He takes his questions and his protest all the way to God and demands an answer. In effect God’s 

response is that there is no answer, since wisdom and mystery of the divine is beyond the human capacity to 

understand. 

The book ends with an epilogue in prose, in which God rebukes the three friends, rewards Job with 

children, and doubles his possessions. Many scholars are convinced that this ending is actually a later 

supplement to the original poetic piece, an addition that ironically reflects the need for “a happy ending” 

and falls back into the framework of the earlier theories of retribution. The heart of the story is clearly Job’s 

encounter with God and his acceptance of mystery. The message of the Book of Job is actually disarmingly 
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simple: faith must carry on even when understanding fails. This is as far as the author can take the issue of 

suffering at this stage in the history of revelation. 

 
(Excerpts, Chapter 2) Suffering and Evil, John Heagle, Copyright 1997, The Thomas More Press, Chicago, Illinois 
 
 

Classic Statements of Church Doctrine Related to Suffering 
 

Several classic statements were formulated by Augustine and given a fresh perspective by Aquinas. The 

main features of this teaching: 

 

1. There is one God, almighty and all-good, who is the one source of all of creation. 
2. Creation is itself an image of its maker and therefore good, though limited because it is a creature. 
3. Human beings were created in the divine image in a preternatural state of happiness and friendship with God. 
4. Evil and suffering do not come from God, but are the result of the sin of the angels (demons) and humans who 

rebelled against God. 
5. As a result of this fall from grace, human nature is “wounded” or “blinded.” Because of “original sin” we are 

born into a broken world of suffering and death. We stand in desperate need of salvation from God. 
6. It is in God’s loving plan and within the realm of divine power to overcome the dominion of the “evil one” and 

to redeem the sufferings of creation. 
7. God overcomes evil and makes suffering redemptive in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, the Son of God 

and the suffering Servant. 
8. Christians share in the redemptive power of Christ through baptism and living out the paschal mystery daily. 

Through solidarity with the risen Lord their sufferings and those of their brothers and sisters can be 
transformed into life-giving sacrifice. 

 

(Excerpts, Chapter 4) Suffering and Evil, John Heagle, Copyright 1997, The Thomas More Press, Chicago, Illinois 

 

Virtue of Hope - A response to suffering 
 

 Though the valid questions related to ‘theodicy’ permeate the life of every Christian, it is in the 

Christian storytelling of salvation that the Christian soul averts despair. It is through the virtue of hope that 

we move forward, still questioning, but with a new illumination of the presence of Christ. 

This commentary describing the theological virtue of hope in terms of expanding the desire of our hearts to see God face 
to face comes from St. Augustine's Tractates on the first letter of John (Tract r: PL 35, 2008-9).  It is used in the Roman 
Office of readings for Friday of the 6th week in ordinary time with the accompanying biblical reading taken from 
Proverbs 15:8-33, 16:1-9, and 17:5. 
 
 

We have been promised that we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. By these words, the tongue has 
done its best; now we must apply the meditation of the heart. Although they are the words of Saint John, what 
are they in comparison with the divine reality? And how can we, so greatly inferior to John in merit, add 
anything of our own? Yet we have received, as John has told us, an anointing by the Holy One which teaches 
us inwardly more than our tongue can speak. Let us turn to this source of knowledge, and because at present 
you cannot see, make it your business to desire the divine vision.  

 

The entire life of a good Christian is in fact an exercise of holy desire. You do not yet see what you long for, 
but the very act of desiring prepares you, so that when he comes you may see and be utterly satisfied.  

 

Suppose you are going to fill some holder or container, and you know you will be given a large amount. Then 
you set about stretching your sack or wineskin or whatever it is. Why? Because you know the quantity you 
will have to put in it and your eyes tell you there is not enough room. By stretching it, therefore, you increase 
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the capacity of the sack, and this is how God deals with us. Simply by making us wait he increases our desire, 
which in turn enlarges the capacity of our soul, making it able to receive what is to be given to us.  

 

So, my brethren, let us continue to desire, for we shall be filled. Take note of Saint Paul stretching as it were 
his ability to receive what is to come: Not that I have already obtained this, he said, or am made perfect. 
Brethren, I do not consider that I have already obtained it. We might ask him, “If you have not yet obtained it, 
what are you doing in this life?” This one thing I do, answers Paul, forgetting what lies behind, and stretching 
forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the prize to which I am called in the life above. Not only did 
Paul say he stretched forward, but he also declared that he pressed on toward a chosen goal. He realized in 
fact that he was still short of receiving what no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived.  

 

Such is our Christian life. By desiring heaven we exercise the powers of our soul. Now this exercise will be 
effective only to the extent that we free ourselves from desires leading to infatuation with this world. Let me 
return to the example I have already used, of filling an empty container. God means to fill each of you with 
what is good; so cast out what is bad! If he wishes to fill you with honey and you are full of sour wine, where 
is the honey to go? The vessel must be emptied of its contents and then be cleansed. Yes, it must be cleansed 
even if you have to work hard and scour it. It must be made fit for the new thing, whatever it may be.  

 

We may go on speaking figuratively of honey, gold or wine – but whatever we say we cannot express the 
reality we are to receive. The name of that reality is God. But who will claim that in that one syllable we utter 
the full expanse of our heart’s desire? Therefore, whatever we say is necessarily less than the full truth. We 
must extend ourselves toward the measure of Christ so that when he comes he may fill us with his presence. 
Then we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. 

Hope (Catechism) 

1817 Hope is the theological virtue by which we desire the kingdom of heaven and eternal life as our 
happiness, placing our trust in Christ's promises and relying not on our own strength, but on the help of the 
grace of the Holy Spirit. "Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised 
is faithful."84 "The Holy Spirit . . . he poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that we 
might be justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of eternal life."85  

1818 The virtue of hope responds to the aspiration to happiness which God has placed in the heart of every 
man; it takes up the hopes that inspire men's activities and purifies them so as to order them to the Kingdom 
of heaven; it keeps man from discouragement; it sustains him during times of abandonment; it opens up his 
heart in expectation of eternal beatitude. Buoyed up by hope, he is preserved from selfishness and led to the 
happiness that flows from charity.  

1819 Christian hope takes up and fulfills the hope of the chosen people which has its origin and model in the 
hope of Abraham, who was blessed abundantly by the promises of God fulfilled in Isaac, and who was 
purified by the test of the sacrifice.86 "Hoping against hope, he believed, and thus became the father of many 
nations."87  

1820 Christian hope unfolds from the beginning of Jesus' preaching in the proclamation of the beatitudes. The 
beatitudes raise our hope toward heaven as the new Promised Land; they trace the path that leads through 
the trials that await the disciples of Jesus. But through the merits of Jesus Christ and of his Passion, God 
keeps us in the "hope that does not disappoint."88 Hope is the "sure and steadfast anchor of the soul . . . that 
enters . . . where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf."89 Hope is also a weapon that protects us in 
the struggle of salvation: "Let us . . . put on the breastplate of faith and charity, and for a helmet the hope of 
salvation."90 It affords us joy even under trial: "Rejoice in your hope, be patient in tribulation."91 Hope is 
expressed and nourished in prayer, especially in the Our Father, the summary of everything that hope leads 
us to desire.  

1821 We can therefore hope in the glory of heaven promised by God to those who love him and do his will.92 
In every circumstance, each one of us should hope, with the grace of God, to persevere "to the end"93 and to 
obtain the joy of heaven, as God's eternal reward for the good works accomplished with the grace of Christ. 
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In hope, the Church prays for "all men to be saved."94 She longs to be united with Christ, her Bridegroom, in 
the glory of heaven:  

Hope, O my soul, hope. You know neither the day nor the hour. Watch carefully, for everything passes quickly, 
even though your impatience makes doubtful what is certain, and turns a very short time into a long one. 
Dream that the more you struggle, the more you prove the love that you bear your God, and the more you will 
rejoice one day with your Beloved, in a happiness and rapture that can never end.95  

 
 

Contemporary Church Teaching on Hope and Suffering 
 
 

In their pastoral letter The Challenge of Peace (1983), the United States bishops speak of a “new moment” 

in human history. What is the deeper meaning of the “new moment”? What brought about this new stage in 

human history? What implications does it have for a theology of suffering and evil? Three main 

considerations were proposed: The technological revolution, global awareness and the emergence of a 

historical consciousness. 

In short, the revolution of technology and science has in turn created the need for a transformed view of 

history. This does not lessen the reality of evil. If anything, its presence is all the more disturbing since the 

possibilities of even greater destruction and pain lie in the manner in which we now confront the human 

dilemma. At a time of emerging historical consciousness, evil is no longer viewed as mystery we endure but 

as a reality which we are called to fight against and alleviate. The human soul enters human suffering with a 

compass that points to resurrection. 

 

 First signs of a change in the church’s stance toward the problem of evil – Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum (On 
the Condition of the Laborer) in 1891. 

 Pope Pius XII Mystici Corporis in 1943. 

 Guadium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World) from the Second Vatican Council. 

 Justice in the World (1971 Synod of Bishops). 

 Redemptor Hominis (Redeemer of the Humankind) in 1979. 
 

This question must be put by Christians, precisely because Jesus Christ has made them so universally 
sensitive about the problem of man. The same question must be asked by all men, especially those 
belonging to the social groups that are dedicating themselves actively to development and progress today. 
As we observe and take part in these processes we cannot let ourselves be taken over merely by euphoria 
or be carried away by one-sided enthusiasm for our conquests, but we must all ask ourselves, with absolute 
honesty, objectivity and a sense of moral responsibility, the essential questions concerning man's situation 
today and in the future. Do all the conquests attained until now and those projected for the future for 
technology accord with man's moral and spiritual progress? In this context is man, as man, developing and 
progressing or is he regressing and being degraded in his humanity? In men and "in man's world", which 
in itself is a world of moral good and evil, does good prevail over evil? In men and among men is there a 
growth of social love, of respect for the rights of others-for every man, nation and people-or on the contrary 
is there an increase of various degrees of selfishness, exaggerated nationalism instead of authentic love of 
country, and also the propensity to dominate others beyond the limits of one's legitimate rights and merits 
and the propensity to exploit the whole of material progress and that in the technology of production for 
the exclusive purpose of dominating others or of favoring this or that imperialism? 

These are the essential questions that the Church is bound to ask herself, since they are being asked with 
greater or less explicitness by the thousands of millions of people now living in the world. The subject of 
development and progress is on everybody's lips and appears in the columns of all the newspapers and 
other publications in all the languages of the modern world. Let us not forget however that this subject 
contains not only affirmations and certainties but also questions and points of anguished disquiet. The 
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latter are no less important than the former. They fit in with the dialectical nature of human knowledge and 
even more with the fundamental need for solicitude by man for man, for his humanity, and for the future 
of people on earth. Inspired by eschatological faith, the Church considers an essential, unbreakably united 
element of her mission this solicitude for man, for his humanity, for the future of men on earth and 
therefore also for the course set for the whole of development and progress. She finds the principle of this 
solicitude in Jesus Christ himself, as the Gospels witness. This is why she wishes to make it grow 
continually through her relationship with Christ, reading man's situation in the modern world in 
accordance with the most important signs of our time. 

 

 Laborem Exercens (On the Dignity of Human Labor) in 1981. 

 Salvifici Doloris (On the Christian Meaning of Human Suffering) in 1984 
 

It can be said that man suffers whenever he experiences any kind of evil. In the vocabulary of the Old 
Testament, suffering and evil are identified with each other. In fact, that vocabulary did not have a specific 
word to indicate "suffering". Thus it defined as " evil" everything that was suffering(22). Only the Greek 
language, and together with it the New Testament (and the Greek translations of the Old Testament), use 
the verb * = "I am affected by .... I experience a feeling, I suffer"; and, thanks to this verb, suffering is no 
longer directly identifiable with (objective) evil, but expresses a situation in which man experiences evil 
and in doing so becomes the subject of suffering. Suffering has indeed both a subjective and a passive 
character (from "patior"). Even when man brings suffering on himself, when he is its cause, this suffering 
remains something passive in its metaphysical essence. 

This does not however mean that suffering in the psychological sense is not marked by a specific "activity". 
This is in fact that multiple and subjectively differentiated "activity" of pain, sadness, disappointment, 
discouragement or even despair, according to the intensity of the suffering subject and his or her specific 
sensitivity. In the midst of what constitutes the psychological form of suffering there is always an 
experience of evil, which causes the individual to suffer. 

Thus the reality of suffering prompts the question about the essence of evil: what is evil? 

This question seems, in a certain sense, inseparable from the theme of suffering. The Christian response to 
it is different, for example, from the one given by certain cultural and religious traditions which hold that 
existence is an evil from which one needs to be liberated. Christianity proclaims the essential good of 
existence and the good of that which exists, acknowledges the goodness of the Creator and proclaims the 
good of creatures. Man suffers on account of evil, which is a certain lack, limitation or distortion of good. 
We could say that man suffers because of a good in which he does not share, from which in a certain sense 
he is cut off, or of which he has deprived himself. He particularly suffers when he a ought"—in the normal 
order of things—to have a share in this good and does not have it.  

Thus, in the Christian view, the reality of suffering is explained through evil, which always, in some way, 
refers to a good. 
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Appendix C 4 
Kerygma Tool Box - Handy aids for pastor distribution to disciples and new evangelizers 

A Basic Christian Primer 
 
 
We believe in ONE GOD who is the creator and sustainer of everything in our lives. We respond to God’s 
initiative by freely seeking the divine presence in all aspects of our lives. Our intellectual submission is belief 
and our active response is known as FAITH. We experience this divine presence in three distinct, yet, unifying 
ways – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (TRINITY) which points the new evangelizer to being a person of 
integrity who is generative, provides an example of Christ-like behavior and accompanies others. Our 
mediator is Jesus, the Son of God, who was both divine and human (INCARNATION). We believe in a final 
destiny for all individuals. We are given the freedom to choose absolute good (God/heaven) or the radical 
emptiness of not possessing God (hell). 
 

JESUS CHRIST AS SAVIOR AND REDEEMER is the centrality of Christian belief. The CATHOLIC 

CHRISTIAN CONSCIENCE embodies the spirit of non-violence, helping the poor, supporting all who 
labor, and respecting and reverencing all forms of life, especially human life. The Catholic Christian 
possesses attitudes and behaviors that follow the example of Jesus Christ. 
 

JESUS CHRIST IS HUMAN AND DIVINE IN NATURE. The first council of the Church (Nicea I – 325 
A.D.) teaches that Jesus Christ is “God from God, one in being with the Father.” (hypostatic union) At the 
Council of Chalcedon (451 A.D.) the Church declared that the two natures of Christ are “joined in one 
person” (one substance - homoousios). 
 

We are A FAITH COMMUNITY OF SCRIPTURE AND TRADITION. Our roots begin in the Jewish 
tradition. The Second Vatican Council describes sacred Tradition and sacred Scripture as being “like a 
mirror, in which the Church, during its pilgrim journey here on earth, contemplates God.” Scripture may be 
referred to as the speech (living Word) of God and Tradition is the handing on of God’s Word through 
history. 
 

CHURCH TEACHINGS are faithful interpretations/verbal expressions of what God has revealed to us 
about our relationship with God. They harmonize with sacred Scripture and Tradition and help bring us 
closer to Jesus Christ. The primary teachings are the Holy Trinity, Incarnation, GRACE (God’s free gift of 
spiritual life within us) and a personal invitation to lead holy lives (SACRAMENTAL LIFE). 
 

The CARDINAL VIRTUES are prudence, justice, fortitude and temperance. 
 

The THEOLOGICAL VIRTUES are faith, hope and love (charity). 
 

The SACRAMENTS of the Church are Baptism, Eucharist, Confirmation (Initiation Sacraments), Penance, 
Anointing of the Sick, Matrimony and Holy Orders. 
 

SACRAMENTALS are objects and actions that the Church uses to achieve spiritual effects. They do not 
depend on a specific rite and are vastly different from the sacraments. They are influenced by prayerful 
petition. Sacramentals include blessed ashes, holy water, the sign of the cross, rosaries, candles, etc. Vatican 
II teaches that “these sacred signs…they signify spiritual effects obtained through the Church’s intercession. 
 

DEVOTIONS refer to prayers, gestures, and rituals used privately or publicly within a community to 
request divine help. They originate from contemporary need and generally take considerable time to receive 
official Church approval. Devotions have been popular from the beginning of the Church and were often 
referred to by St. Clement and St. Ignatius. Examples of various devotions that played a role in various times 
in our history but are no longer as prominent as they once were are novenas, the Way of the Cross, the 
Angelus, candle-burning, and Forty-Hours. 
 

The GIFTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT are permanent qualities that help people stay in relationship with God 
and other people. They are wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the 
Lord. 
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A second kind of gifts of the Spirit are called charisms. They are extraordinary favors granted principally for 
the help of others. In 1 Corinthians 12: 6-11, nine charisms are mentioned: speaking with wisdom, speaking 
with knowledge, faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, discerning of spirits, tongues, and interpreting speeches. 
 

GOD’S TWO GREATEST COMMANDMENTS are “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your 
heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength,” and, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 
 

The PRECEPTS OF THE CHURCH are contemporary guidelines to help modern Christians live holy lives. 
They are changeable and adaptable over history. 

 To worship God by participating at Mass on Sunday. 

 To lead sacramental lives. 

 To study Catholic Christian teaching in preparation for Confirmation. 

 To observe the marriage laws of the Church. 

 To do penance. 

 To join in the missionary spirit of the Church. 
 
 

The CORPORAL (MATERIAL) WORKS OF MERCY are to feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, 
clothe the naked, visit the imprisoned, shelter the homeless, visit the sick, and bury the dead. 
 

The SPIRITUAL WORKS OF MERCY are to admonish the sinner, instruct the ignorant, counsel the 
doubtful, comfort the sorrowful, bear wrongs patiently, forgive all injuries, and pray for the living and the 
dead. 
 

The Church, in Tradition and legislation, asks its members to fast. FASTING is a limitation of the quantity of 
food eaten, as distinguished from abstaining from foods. ABSTINENCE is the deprivation of certain foods 
in a reasonable manner. Church law does not forbid foods because they are impure. Abstaining is a means to 
a spiritual good. Both fasting and abstinence are expectations on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday and 
applies to all baptized Catholic Christians over 14 years of age. 
 

The CAPITAL SINS are moral weaknesses that can lead to situations of sinfulness. Throughout history they 
have been identified as pride, covetousness, lust, anger, gluttony, envy, and sloth (Also referred to as the 
seven deadly sins or capital vices). 
 

ENCYCLICALS are written by the Pope. They are formal, pastoral messages that offer guidelines on 
Christian living. The word encyclical comes from the Greek and Latin terms that mean “common to all.” The 
first papal encyclical, titled Ubi Primum, was issued in 1740 by Pope Benedict XIV. It addressed the chief 
duties of Catholic Christian leaders. 
 

Christian DOCTRINES are derived from scripture and from the faith life and values of Christian 
communities. They are life-giving and ongoing, not teachings from a distant past. Throughout history they 
have focused on the revelation of God to the followers of Jesus. Doctrines center on great truths and 
mysteries of faith while DOGMAS are doctrinal expressions that constitute infallible teaching essential to 
Christian belief. Catholic Christians are challenged to give their complete belief and trust to dogmatic 
teachings. 
 

ORIGINAL SIN, commonly referred to as the sin of Adam, refers to the originating position of the human 
race. It affects the whole human race in regard to supernatural life. It is personal in the sense that we are all 
affected by it, not that we have voluntarily chosen it. It does not condemn one to hell and it is removed by 
the Sacrament of BAPTISM which removes all sin and opens the possibility of eternal life. 
 

A COVENANT is a sacred agreement between God and people. In the Hebrew Bible - originating (Old) 
Testament of the Bible - it refers to the agreement between God and Israel as revealed by Abraham and 
Moses. St. Paul explained to the Corinthian community about the institution of the Eucharist at the Last 
Supper and explained the master idea of the New Testament that Jesus is the new covenant between God 
and people and “Jesus has become our guarantee” (Hebrews 7: 22). 
 

The COMMUNION OF SAINTS refers to the unity that exists between the baptized people of God on earth 
and those who have already lived and died. It is a celebration of our Christian ancestry and our belief in a 
saving God. 
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HOLY DAYS are special feasts that place the expectation of worship on all Catholic Christians who have 
reached the age of reason. In the United States these days are: January 1 – Mary, the Mother of God; August 
15 – Mary’s Assumption; November 1 – All Saint’s Day; December 8 – Mary’s Immaculate Conception; and 
December 25 – Christmas. 
 
The Apostle’s Creed 
 

I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our 
Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was 
crucified, died and was buried; he descended into hell; on the third day he rose again from the dead; he 
ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of God the Father almighty; from there he will come to 
judge the living and the dead. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints, 
the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting. Amen. 
 
The Nicene Creed 
 

A creed is an authoritative summary of Christianity’s basic beliefs. In the articles of the creed, we profess our 
faith in mysteries – doctrines that could never be known apart from divine revelation: that God is a Trinity of 
persons, that God the Son took flesh and was born of a virgin, and so on. If God had not revealed the 
mysteries of Christianity, the mysteries we rehearse in the creed, we could never have figured them out on 
our own. 

 

A creed is not the totality of Christian faith. It’s a summary that stands for everything that is taught by the 
Catholic Church, which is itself one of the mysteries we proclaim in the creed. A creed is a symbol of 
something larger – and, ultimately, of Someone we love, Someone who loves us and makes us who we are, by 
means of creeds and other graces. 

 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church puts it eloquently when it says that our faith does not rest ultimately in 
formulas, but in the realities expressed by those formulas, which faith allows us to touch (see CCC, #170). Faith 
is our personal clinging to God and to his truth in its entirety (see CCC, #150). It is our act of trust in everything 
God is and says and asks of us. Our object is not a proposition, but a Person. Yet we cannot love someone 
whom we do not know. The propositions of the creed help us along the way of knowledge, which is our way 
to love. 

 

Scott Hahn, excerpts from Catholic Update, September 2009, St. Anthony Messenger Press 

 
I believe in one God. (Credo) 
Believing is an act of freedom. Faith is a free choice that is rooted in lived experience and shared with a 
community. 

 God is not anonymous but living. 

 A God of truth and fidelity. 

 God’s love is eternal. 

 Faith enables people to grasp the mystery of God’s power. 
 

Maker of heaven and earth. 
Belief needs meaning. It helps us put flesh on the “why” questions of life. As creator, God makes everything 
special and dignified. 

 Creation is the foundation of God’s plan. 

 God freely created an orderly and good world. 

 God created a world in the state of becoming. 

 Creation is the first step toward covenant. 
 

I believe in Jesus Christ. 
We affirm that Jesus is divine. Our faith takes on flesh and moves beyond a gut feeling. 

 The name “Jesus” (Greek) means ‘God saves.’ 

 Jesus is called “Christ” because he is the anointed one, the Messiah. 

 Jesus is also human, with mind, will, and body. 
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 Jesus became human in order to bring forgiveness. 
 

For us and for our salvation he came. 
Jesus came to restore the ordinary good human condition; a condition turned toward crime, bloodshed, 
animosity, hatred, and incredible violence. In Jesus, we realize a striking balance of peace, affirmation, 
forgiveness, and a guiding principle that moves us beyond a normal state of existence. Jesus came to show us 
a new solidarity of caring, loving, and providing justice. 
 

By the power of the Holy Spirit he was born. 
Jesus’ birth (incarnation) is not a part of the ordinary course of human history. Jesus represents a new 
beginning for humankind. 

 Jesus’ entire life reveals God and the mystery of God’s redemption. 

 Jesus’ public life began with his baptism. 

 Jesus chose twelve of his disciples (learners/students) to share his life and participate in his mission. 
 

For our sake he suffered and died. 
A radical society requires a radical remedy. 

 Jesus’ death and resurrection are the heart of the gospel. 

 Jesus did not come to abolish the Jewish law, but to fulfill it. 

 Death on the cross is the culmination of Jesus’ life of giving himself to save others. 
 

On the third day he rose. 

Resurrection is an experience that transcends human limitations. As Jesus is transformed, we, too, experience 
an awareness of our ultimate destination. 

 Resurrection was the central belief of the first Christian community. 

 The Risen Lord established direct contact with his disciples. 

 Jesus’ resurrection confirms all of his works and teachings and validates his divinity. 
 

He ascended and is seated at the right hand of the creator. Jesus will come again to judge and his 
kingdom will not end. 

We have been given a standard by which we will be measured. Jesus will place judgment on every living 
being. 
 

I believe in the Holy Spirit. 

Jesus’ presence working in a unique way throughout history is manifested in the Spirit. The distinctiveness 
of the Spirit is visible and real as a renewing force now, while judgment will come later. 

 We must first be touched by the Spirit in order to be united with Jesus. 

 The Spirit is at work throughout God’s entire plan for our salvation. 

 The Spirit was active in the beginnings of creation. 
 

I believe in a church. 

…One, holy, catholic, and apostolic (marks or qualities of the Christian tradition). The followers of Jesus are 
unified, spread throughout the world, and traceable through its ancestry. 

 The Church is the assembly of God’s people, both locally and universally. 

 Jesus gave the Church a structure starting with Peter. 

 The Church is a community of faith, hope, and love. 

 The Church is the Body of Christ. 
 

I acknowledge one baptism. 

Jesus’ baptism formed a new relationship between God and the human family. Our baptism is a permanent 
reminder that we belong. 
 

I look for the resurrection and the life to come. 

A communion with God cannot even be broken by death. Our God is the God of the living. 
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APPENDIX C 5 
Kerygma Tool Box - Handy aids for pastor distribution to disciples and new evangelizers 

Scriptural Reference 

 
A Basic Primer on the Gospels 
Scholars still debate the dates of given texts 
 

Evangelist:    MATTHEW   MARK    LUKE   JOHN 
 
Author:     Jewish Christian of  Linked to John Mark (Acts 12) Greek (Gentile)  Unknown 

Palestinian descent 
 

Approximate date written: A.D. 70-75    A.D. 62-70    A.D. 70-85   A.D. 90-110 
 

Location where written:  Syria (Antioch)   Probably Rome   Greece   Ephesus  
 

Written for:    Jewish Christians  Gentile Christians  Christians (Greek) All 
 
 

 
 

Image of Jesus:    Teacher    Suffering Servant  Savior   God 
Compassion  Incarnate  

 
 
 
 

Genealogy (traced to):  Abraham    no genealogy   Adam   God 
 

Theological themes:   Jesus as new  Jesus on journey, servant  Prayer, outcasts  Jesus fully 
covenant              God 

 

Symbol:     Human figure   Desert lion   Ox    Eagle 

 

 
 
Principal Parables of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels 
 

         Matthew  Mark  Luke 
 

A lamp under a bushel     5: 15-17  4: 21-22  8: 16-18 
New cloth on old garments    9: 16   2: 21   5: 36 
New wine in old wine skins    9: 17   2: 22   5: 37 
The sower       13: 3-23  4: 2-20  8: 4-15 
 

The mustard seed      13: 31-32  4: 30-32  13: 18-19 
Yeast        13: 33 
Wicked tenants of the vineyard   21: 33-45  12: 1-12  20: 9-19 
The budding fig tree     23: 32-35  13: 28-32  21: 29-33 
A house built on rock     7: 24-27     6: 47-49 
 

Wayward children      11: 16-19     7: 31-35 
Leaven        13: 33     13: 20-21 
Lost sheep       18: 12-14     15: 3-7 
Weeds among the wheat    13: 24-30 
 

A treasure hidden in a field    13: 44 
A pearl of great value     13: 45-46 
Dragnet        13: 47-50 
The unmerciful servant     18: 23-25 
 

Laborers in the vineyard    20: 1-16 
A father and two sons     21: 28-32 
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Matthew  Mark  Luke 
 
The marriage feast for the king’s son  22: 1-14 
The wise and foolish maidens   25: 1-13 
The servants and their talents   25: 14-30 
Separating the sheep from the goats  25: 31-46 
 

A seed growing silently        4: 26-29 
The doorkeeper on watch       13: 34-37 
Two debtors             7: 41-43 
The good Samaritan           10: 25-37 
 

A friend at midnight           11: 5-10 
The rich fool             12: 16-21 
Watchful servants            12: 35-38 
The wise steward      24: 45-51     12: 42-48 
 

The barren fig tree            13: 6-9 
Dinner guests             14: 16-24 
A lost coin             15: 8-10 
Prodigal son             15: 11-32 
  

The dishonest steward           16: 1-13 
The rich man and Lazarus          16: 19-31 
Useless servants            17: 7-10 
 

The persistent widow           18: 1-8 
The Pharisee and tax collector         18: 9-14 
Ten pounds             19: 11-27 
 
 

 
The Miracles of Jesus 

Matthew  Mark  Luke  John 
 

Changing water into wine             2: 1-11 
Healing of the nobleman’s son            4: 46-54 
Disciples catch fish            5: 1-11 
Stilling of the storm     8: 23-27  4: 35-41  8: 22-25 
Demoniacs of Gerasenes    8: 28-34  5: 1-20  8: 26-39 
 

Raising Jairus’s daughter    9: 18-26  5: 21-43  8: 40-56 
Healing the woman with a blood clot  9: 20-22  5: 24-34  8: 43-48 
Healing of the two blind men   9: 27-31 
Healing of the possessed mute   9: 32-34 
Healing of the paralytic     9: 1-8  2: 1-12  5: 17-26 
 

Cleansing of the leper     8: 1-4  1: 40-45  5: 12-16 
Healing the centurion’s servant   8: 5-13     7: 1-10 
The demoniac at Capernaum       1: 23-27  4: 33-36 
Healing of Simon’s mother-in-law   8: 14-15  1: 29-31  4: 38-39 
Raising of widow’s son           7: 11-17 
 

Healing at the pool of Bethesda            5: 1-15 
Healing the blind and deaf mute   12: 22 
Feeding the five thousand    14: 15-21  6: 34-44  9: 12-17  6: 5-14 
Walking on water      14: 22-23  6: 45-52  6: 14-21 
Healing the man born blind             9: 1-41 
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Matthew  Mark  Luke  John 
 
Healing the man with the withered hand 12: 9-13  3: 1-5  6: 6-11 
Healing the woman on the Sabbath        13: 10-17 
Healing the man with dropsy         14: 1-6 
Cleansing the ten lepers           17: 11-19 
 

Healing the Syrophoenician woman  15: 21-28  7: 24-30 
Healing the deaf and dumb man      7: 31-37 
Healing of the suffering     15: 29-31 
Feeding the four thousand    15: 32-39  8: 1-9 
 

Healing the blind man at Bethsaida     8: 22-26 
Healing of the lunatic child    17: 14-21  9: 14-29  9: 37-42 
Finding the coin in the fishes mouth  17: 24-27 
Raising of Lazarus               11: 1-54 
 

Healing the two blind men    20: 29-34  10: 46-52  18: 35-43 
Cursing the barren fig tree    21: 18-22  11: 12-24 
Healing of Malchus’s ear          22: 49 -51 
Second miraculous catch of fish      21: 1-14 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Bible Passages Often Referred to as Protestant ‘Spiritual Standards’ 
 
The Sermon on the Mount   Matthew 5-7 
The Golden Rule     Matthew 7:12 
The Greatest Commandment   Matthew 22: 36-40 
 

The Righteousness of Faith   Romans 3: 19-28 
The Royal Law     Romans 13: 8-10; James 2: 8 
Christ’s New Commandment  John 13: 34, 35 
 

Christian Love     1 Corinthians 13 
The New Birth     John 3 
Justification by Faith    Ephesians 2: 1-10; Galatians 2 
 

Christ the Good Shepherd   John 10: 1-18 
Christ’s Humiliation and Exaltation Philippians 2: 5-11 
Resurrection of the Christian Dead 1 Thessalonians 4: 13-18 
 

The Second Coming of Christ  2 Thessalonians 1: 7 – 2: 2 
The Last Judgment     Revelation 20: 10-15 
The New Heaven and New Earth  Revelation 21, 22 
 

Christian Fruitfulness    John 15 
Christian Responsibilities   Romans 12, 13 
Christian Stewardship    2 Corinthians 8, 9 
Prevailing Prayer     Matthew 6: 5-15; Philippians 4: 6, 7 
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Key Questions Posed by Jesus 
 
Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to save life or destroy it?  Luke 6:9 
Can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your life span?    Matthew 6:27 
If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?      Luke 6:32 
Do you also wish to go away?           John 6: 67 
 

Why does this generation ask for a sign?         Mark 8:12 
But who do you say that I am?           Mark 8:29 
Have you believed because you have seen me?        John 20:29 
Do you know what I have done to you?         John 13:12 

 
 
Approximate Dates of Christian Scripture Composition and primary inclusions 
 

EARLY LETTERS: (51) 1 Thessalonians  
{Three sections of thanksgiving; two defenses; imperatives of Christian life} 
(51 or 90’s) 2 Thessalonians  
{A counter to preoccupation with the parousia; more impersonal tone; may not be 
Paul’s} 

 
GREAT LETTERS: (54-57) Galatians  

{Paul’s converts; addresses dilemma of observing Jewish customs & Mosaic Law; 
“Judaizers”} 
(56-57) Philippians  

{First Christian community in Europe; Paul in prison; instruction on humility & 
unity} 
(57) 1 Corinthians  
{Addresses questions of small community and factionalism; liturgy in disarray; 
conscience, sex, etc.} 
(55-57) 2 Corinthians  
{Most personal of Paul’s letters; theology of sharing of possessions} 
(58) Romans  
{Longest and most systematic of Paul’s thought; community antedates Paul’s letter} 

 
CAPTIVITY LETTERS: (56-57 or 61-63) Philemon  

{Addressed to 3 individuals about human slavery} 
(61-63 or 70-80) Colossians  
{Paul had not visited yet; Christ is “reality”, sum total of redemptive power} 

     (61-63 or 90-100) Ephesians  
{Great letter about the “Church”; “seven unities”} 

 
PASTORAL LETTERS: (65 or 95-100) Titus 

{Instruction on the character of assistants to be chosen} 
(65 or 95-100) 1 Timothy  
{False teachers stressing knowledge “gnosis”; correct doctrine and organization} 
(66-67 or 95-100) 2 Timothy  
{Paul’s courage and hope in the face of discouragement; false teachers} 

 
CATHOLIC EPISTLES: (64 or 70’s – 80’s) 1 Peter  

{Remain faithful in persecution; moral exhortation and catechetical summaries} 
(62 or 70’s – 80’s) James  

{To Jewish Christians in Palestine and Syria; not really a letter; Greek style} 
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     (70’s – 90’s) Jude  
{Warning against false teachers; known for its closing doxology} 
(90’s) 1 John  
{Written after gospel in Johannine style; contrasts between light and darkness} 
(90’s) 2 John  
{Writer calls himself the ‘presbyter”; not a theological treatise but reply to problems} 
(90’s) 3 John  
{Problems of missionary activity and local autonomy; authority and unity} 
(100-150) 2 Peter  
{Positive teachings and warnings; concentrates on virtues, promises} 

 
OTHER WRITINGS: (70’s-80’s) Acts  

{Second volume of Luke’s works; broad survey of church’s development} 
(60’s or 70’s-80’s) Hebrews  

{Admonition to faithful pilgrimage under Christ’s leadership} 
(90’s) Revelation  
{Symbolic & allegorical language; must be understood in relation to other 
apocalyptic} 

 
 
 
 
A Note on Scripture Interpretation 
 

At times, Catholic Christians -- especially those entering a Scripture group for the first time or in a 
learning environment as a disciple (student) with new material -– may experience uneasiness with the 
concept of personal interpretation of Holy Scripture. We may also misunderstand the ‘how to’ of modern 
application and be unaware of the potential negative (and incorrect and misleading) impact of 
individualized interpretation (eisigesis) that does not include the aid of scholarship, historical-critical 
analysis and experienced leadership in exegetical exercise. Possibly, this uneasiness or misunderstanding 
may in part be based on the great emphasis placed on personal (and in some cases ‘literal’) interpretation of 
Scripture by our Protestant brothers and sisters.  

However, Scripture study in the context of prayerful reflection with proper exegesis and application to 
individuals and communities is highly encouraged. The Holy Spirit truly does enter the lives of 
contemporary society in the proclamation of the Word of God. This presence quite profoundly, and 
sublimely, impacts contemporary circumstance. 

The Church has always taught the essence of 2 Peter 1: 20, 21 – “Know this first of all, that there is no 
prophecy of scripture that is a matter of personal interpretation, for no prophecy ever came through human 
will, but rather human beings moved by the Holy Spirit spoke under the influence of God.”  This applies to 
the original inspired writers as well as those of us who study Scripture for personal spiritual growth, 
application, understanding and witness. 

This means that we, as individuals, interpret Holy Scripture first in its original larger context and move 
to modern thought and application from deliberate and expertly assisted study.  

Most importantly, it does mean that the Catholic Christian individual does not assume that a personal 
interpretation of Scripture is correct.  

We check with Church teaching. We consult approved research and commentary. We interpret 
scripture with the mind of the universal Church. 
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Appendix C 6 
Kerygma Tool Box - Handy aids for pastor distribution to disciples and new evangelizers 

Emotive aspects of Christian storytelling with biblical reference 
 
 
 Evangelization immersed in storytelling and united to kerygma (proclamation of Gospel truth) engages 

human emotion. Affective, and effective, emotion surrounds the Christian storyteller. It is impossible to 

capture the enormity of emotions that dramatize and encapsulate the Christian story. But there are common 

elements within the human condition. The following portrays a small portion of these elemental aspects and 

provides a biblical context to engage imagination and the pursuit of the understanding of personal lives 

(stories) in relation to kerygma, i.e., the utilization of an evangelization mindset. 

As Catholic Christians we engage specific bible texts within ‘context.’ An individual word, phrase, or 

composite sentences may trigger our biblical sensitivities, but we engage Scripture within a fuller context. 

Because of this fuller context, the Catholic Christian evangelist needs to look at the broader realization of 

Scriptural implications. For that reason, I have provided a brief landscape of immediate pre and post 

scriptural context for specific categories. Evangelizers should take a serious approach to bible application 

through the use of appropriate commentaries.  

 

34. Thus can he the better understand who was the inspired author, and what he wishes to express by his 
writings. There is no one indeed but knows that the supreme rule of interpretation is to discover and define 
what the writer intended to express, as St. Athanasius excellently observes: "Here, as indeed is expedient in all 
other passages of Sacred Scripture, it should be noted, on what occasion the Apostle spoke; we should 
carefully and faithfully observe to whom and why he wrote, lest, being ignorant of these points, or 
confounding one with another, we miss the real meaning of the author." 
 

Divino Afflante Spiritu (1943) 
Encyclical of Pope Pius XXII On Promoting Biblical Studies, Commemorating The Fiftieth Anniversary of 
Providentissimus Deus 

 
 

The following is derived from the Saint Joseph Edition of the New American Bible, category headings 

and endnote (footer) commentary and The New Jerome Biblical Commentary (where applicable). It is highly 

encouraged that readers (students) of the bible peruse the footer commentary related to specific verses. The 

following is a limited view and we need to also pursue an understanding of the historical context and the 

proprietary rationale for the piece being written. This is beyond the scope of this brief encapsulation. I 

encourage evangelizers to peruse a thesaurus and concordance for key emotive words that engage personal 

story telling, that reflect human experience, and then follow the example provided below by studying 

pertinent Scripture contextually and not take a phrase or word out of its context. Continue to research the 

historical context and prime motivation for the original writing. The Scripture can then become applicable 

for witness. 
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Affliction 

ORIGINATING OCCASION AND PURPOSE IN BRIEF IN PAUL’S LETTER TO THE ROMANS: Pauls’ apostolate in the east 
was over and he was delivering a collection taken up in Gentile Churches to show solidarity to Rome. It is an 
essay-letter presenting his missionary reflections on the historical possibility of salvation. It is not a summary 
of his doctrine. 
 

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are as nothing compared with the glory to be 
revealed for us. Romans 8:18 

 

PREVIOUS: The beginning of chapter 8 speaks of ‘The Flesh and the Spirit; Children of God through Adoption 
(which) Christians, by reason of the Spirit’s presence within them, enjoy new life…new relationship; and 
verse 18 begins ‘Destiny of Glory.’  
 

POST-CITED VERSES: The conclusion of chapter 8 speaks of ‘God’s indomitable love in Christ.’ These verses 
outline the Christian vocation as it was designed by God. 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: In verses 18-27 the glory that believers are destined to share with Christ far exceeds the 
sufferings of the present life. Paul considers the destiny of the created world to be linked with the future that 
belongs to the believers. 
 

THE NEW JEROME BIBLICAL COMMENTARY: Paul reminds his readers that although suffering is a sign of the 
authentic Christian experience, it is only a transition to the assured glory that awaits them in the eschaton. 
 

Anger 

THEOLOGY IN THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW: This Gospel has two focuses which should not be separated, Jesus as 
the Christ and the near approach of the Kingdom of God which Jesus proclaims. Several Christological 
aspects are present in the titles Son of David and Son of Man. The Kingdom of God is the great object of hope, 
prayer and proclamation. Matthew expresses great concern for the ‘church’ and the language makes special 
use of the Old Testament. 
 

You have heard that it was said to your ancestors, ‘You shall not kill; and whoever kills will be liable 
to judgment.’ But I say to you, whoever is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment, and 
whoever says to his brother, ‘Raqa,’ will be answerable to the Sanhedrin, and whoever says, ‘You 
fool,’ will be liable to fiery Gehenna. Matthew 5:21-22 

 

PREVIOUS: Matthew 5 contains the Sermon on the Mount (In contrast to Luke 6: Sermon on the Plain). ‘The 
Beatitudes, The Similes of Salt and Light,’ and ‘Teaching about the Law’ lead to verse 21 – ‘Teaching about 
Anger.’ 
 

POST-CITED VERSES: Immediately following are the ‘Teaching about Adultery; Teaching about Divorce; 
Teaching about Oaths; Teaching about Retaliation; Love of Enemies.’ 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: In verses 21-22…anger is the motive behind murder, as the insulting epithets are steps 
that may lead to it. Raqa: an Aramaic word meaning “imbecile,” a term of abuse. The ascending order of 
punishment, judgment, trial, condemnation points to a higher degree of seriousness in each of the offenses. 
 

THE NEW JEROME BIBLICAL COMMENTARY: The commandment is quoted according to Ex 20: 15; Dt 5: 18; the 
added statement concerning the judgment is not a quotation from the OT, but judicial processes for murder 
are mentioned. Jesus does not distinguish between willful murder and casual homicide, for accidental 
homicide does not fall under moral consideration. 

 
Avarice (Excessive desire for wealth or gain) 

LITERARY FORM OF THE EPISTLE TO THE HEBREWS: This epistle has a careful and involved composition with a 
major theme of the priesthood of Christ and has been regarded as a theological treatise. The principal focus, 
however, is not to expound doctrine for its own sake but to ward off apostasy. This work is called a “word of 
exhortation”, a designation also afforded a synagogue sermon. 
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Let your life be free from love of money but be content with what you have, for he has said, “I will 
never forsake you or abandon you.” Thus we may say with confidence: “The Lord is my helper, [and] 
I will not be afraid. What can anyone do to me?” Hebrews 13: 5-6 
 

PREVIOUS: Chapter 13 includes a final exhortation, blessing and greeting – the common style of letter writing 
at that time. The previous chapter (12) dealt with ‘God our Father’ and ’Penalties of Disobedience.’ 
 

POST-CITED VERSES: Immediately following are exhortations to ‘not be carried away by all kinds of strange 
teaching.’ 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: After recommendation on moral and social matters the letter turns to doctrinal matters 
(v. 1-16). The fact that the original leaders are dead should not cause the recipients of this letter to lose their 
faith, for Christ still lives and he remains always the same. 

 
Blasphemy 

LITERARY STYLE AND THEOLOGY IN THE GOSPEL OF LUKE: Luke omits Marcan redundancy and revels in 
‘parallelism.’ Luke also employs literary promise and fulfillment. It is addressed primarily to well-to-do 
Gentiles. A key question in these communities is based in ‘theodicy’: If God has not been faithful to the 
promises made to God’s elect people what reason do Gentile Christians have to think that God will be 
faithful to promises made to them? 
 

Now one of the criminals hanging there reviled Jesus, saying, “Are you not the Messiah? Save 
yourself and us.” The other, however, rebuking him, said in reply, “Have you no fear of God, for you 
are subject to the same condemnation? And indeed, we have been condemned justly, for the 
sentence we received corresponds to our crimes, but this man has done nothing criminal.” Then he 
said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” He replied to him, “Amen, I say to 
you, today you will be with me in paradise. Luke 23: 39-43 

 

PREVIOUS: Chapter 23 is the crucifixion narrative containing ‘Jesus before Pilate, Jesus before Herod, The 
Sentence of Death, The Way of the Cross,’ and ‘The Crucifixion’ where verses 39-43 are contained. 
 

POST-CITED VERSES: Immediately following is ‘The Resurrection Narrative’ which contains ‘The Appearance 
on the Road to Emmaus.’ 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: (verses 39-43) This episode is recounted only in this gospel. The penitent sinner receives 
salvation through the crucified Jesus. Jesus’ words to the penitent thief reveal Luke’s understanding that the 
destiny of the Christian is “to be with Jesus.” 
 

THE NEW JEROME BIBLICAL COMMENTARY: The imperfect form of the verb (elegen) indicates that the good thief 
spoke his request repeatedly. His words can bear a double translation and even refer to the parousia. The 
latter translation “when you come into regal glory” accords better with the Lucan preference not to identify 
the kingdom geographically. Jesus’ reply, his last words to anyone on earth, put the emphasis upon “today” 
– before the sun sets. He tells the thief that he will not be simply in Jesus’ retinue but will also be sharing his 
royalty. 

 
Despair 

TIME AND PLACE OF COMPOSITION OF THE SECOND LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS: The spring of AD 55 from 
Macedonia where Paul had wintered at Thessalonica or Philippi. Letters A and B reflect different stages of a 
developing situation at Corinth. Letter B is more open in expressing current opposition to Paul, most likely 
from Jewish Christians who attacked Paul’s apostolic authority. 
 

But we hold this treasure in earthen vessels, that the surpassing power may be of God and not from 
us. We are afflicted in every way, but not constrained; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 
persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying about in the body 
the dying of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our body. For we who live are 
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constantly being given up to death for the sake of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may be manifested 
in our mortal flesh. 2 Corinthians 4: 7-11 

 

PREVIOUS: Chapter 3 includes ‘Contrast with the Old Covenant’ and the beginning of Chapter 4 outlines 
‘Integrity in Ministry’. Verses 7 -18 in Chapter 4 are titled ‘The Paradox of the Ministry’. 
 

POST-CITED VERSES: Chapter 5 proclaims ‘Our Future Destiny’ with a sense of “groaning” in our earthly tent 
yet also with a sense of courage “for we walk by faith, not by sight,” and ‘The Ministry of Reconciliation.’ 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: Paul confronts the reality of the difficulty of his present situation which does not appear 
glorious at all, it is marked instead by suffering and death. The earthen vessels: the instruments God uses are 
human and fragile. His sufferings are connected with Christ’s, and his deliverance is a sign that he is to share 
in Jesus’ resurrection. 
 

THE NEW JEROME BIBLICAL COMMENTARY: Pauls’ sufferings assimilate him to Jesus and enable him to 
demonstrate the authentic humanity that Jesus embodied. The weakness and frailty of human existence 
contrasts so vividly with what the apostles have achieved that divine power must have been at work. 

 
Envy 
 
PURPOSE AND OCCASION OF THE LETTERS TO PHILIPPI: Paul is acknowledging a gift of money from the 
Philippians for the ‘church.’ Paul also develops a core extended response to what he has heard about the 
situation in the community – they are experiencing considerable antagonism from their fellow citizens. Paul 
sees their capacity to withstand though gravely weakened by internal divisions. Paul also sees a grave threat 
to the community posed by itinerant Christian missionaries. His writing is meant to counter the danger. 
 

Of course, some preach Christ from envy and rivalry, others from good will. The latter act out of 
love, aware that I am here for the defense of the gospel; the former proclaim Christ out of selfish 
ambition, not from pure motives, thinking they will cause me trouble in my imprisonment. What 
difference does it make, as long as in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is being 
proclaimed? And in that I rejoice. Philippians 1:15-18 

 

PREVIOUS: This pericope (paragraph) appears after a Pauline epistolary ‘Greeting’ and Thanksgiving.’ 
Chapter 1 has three main categories ‘Address’, ‘Progress of the Gospel’ and ‘Instructions for the 
Community.’ 
 

POST-CITED VERSES: Immediately following verses 15-26 is ‘Steadfastness for the Faith’ – “conduct yourselves 
in a way worthy of the gospel of Christ…” 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: Although Paul is imprisoned, Christians there nonetheless go on preaching Christ. But 
they do so with varied motives, some with personal hostility toward Paul, others out of personal ambition. 
 

THE NEW JEROME BIBLICAL COMMENTARY: Paul’s quarrel in this short excursus is not with the content of the 
preaching but with the motives of some preachers. They cause Paul mental distress over and above the 
burden of his physical constraint. Zeal for the gospel converts Paul’s personal hurt to joy. 

 
Gluttony 
 
AUTHOR AND PURPOSE OF SIRACH: Among the earliest of the deuterocanonical Old Testament books, Sirach is 
one of the rare biblical works that was actually composed by the author to whom is ascribed and is also one 
of the longest books in the bible. Ben Sira was a native of Jerusalem and devoted his life to the study of the 
Law, Prophets and Writings. He wrote his book not for personal gain but “for all who seek instruction” 
(33:18). 
 

My son, while you are well, govern your appetite so that you allow it not what is bad for you; for not 
every food is good for everyone, nor is everything suited to every taste. Be not drawn after every 
enjoyment, neither become a glutton for choice foods, for sickness comes with overeating, and 
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gluttony brings on biliousness. Through lack of self-control many have died, nut the abstemious 
man prolongs his life. Sirach 37: 26-30 

 

PREVIOUS: Written in Hebrew between 200 and 175 B.C.E. the text was translated into Greek sometime after 
132 B.C.E. Overall the book contains maxims on the individual, family, friendship, poverty and wealth. 
Chapters 1-43 deal largely with moral instruction. The beginning of Chapter 37 considers wisdom and 
temperance speaking to good, evil, life and death. 
 

POST-CITED VERSES: Chapters 44, 1-50, 24 contain a eulogy of the heroes of Israel and some of the patriarchs. 
Chapter 38 provides wisdom regarding sickness and death and the vocation of the craftsman and scribe. 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: Temperance and self-control should govern a man’s appetite for food, which is intended 
not to destroy but to preserve life. 
 

THE NEW JEROME BIBLICAL COMMENTARY: In conjunction with Proverbs 25: 16. “Intemperance is the 
physician’s provider” this piece provides hygienic reasons for practicing temperance and also serves as a 
transition to the next poem on the physician. 

 
Pride 
 
DATE AND PURPOSE OF THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER: The writing in all probability was accomplished just before 
Peter’s death in 65 AD in the persecution of Nero. There is no indication of an official state persecution and 
the epistle counsels respect for government and the emperor. It is addressed to “visiting strangers” and 
“resident aliens”, terms that indicate the precarious condition of Christians in the pagan world. Peter stresses 
that those regarded by the world as aliens and strangers have found a home in the Christian community. 
 

Likewise, you younger members, be subject to the presbyters. And all of you, clothe yourselves with 
humility in your dealings with one another, for: “God opposes the proud but bestows favor on the 
humble.” So humble under the mighty hand of God, that he may exalt you in due time. Cast all your 
worries upon him because he cares for you. Be sober and vigilant. Your opponent the devil is 
prowling around like a roaring lion looking for] to devour. Resist him, steadfast in faith, knowing 
that your fellow believers throughout the world undergo the same sufferings. The God of all grace 
who called you to his eternal glory through Christ [Jesus] will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, 
and establish you after you have suffered a little. To him be dominion forever. Amen. 1 Peter 5: 5-11 

 

PREVIOUS: The letter begins with an address by Peter to Christian communities located in five provinces of 
Asia Minor including areas evangelized by Paul. The primary contents both inspire and admonish people 
feeling an alienation from their previous religious roots and the current society. Chapter five continues 
‘Advice to the Persecuted’ and begins with advice to the presbyters (elders/priests). 
 

POST-CITED VERSES: A one-paragraph conclusion to the letter follows. 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: The community is to be subject to the presbyters and to show humility toward one 
another and trust in God’s love and care. With sobriety, alertness, and steadfast faith they must resist the evil 
one, their sufferings are shared with Christians everywhere. They will be strengthened and called to eternal 
glory. 
 

THE NEW JEROME BIBLICAL COMMENTARY: This section provides an image recalling God’s great acts of 
deliverance but also the discipline exercised over his people. The Greek antidikos means ‘opponent’ in a 
lawsuit; The Greek diabolos, ‘devil’, translates the Hebrew satan, “accuser’, and was later applied to the leader 
of the fallen angels. The phrase ‘the God of all grace’ sums up the chief elements of the letter: suffered, grace, 
calls, glory. 
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Sin 
 
RELATIONSHIP OF THE JOHANNINE EPISTLES: The three epistles of John represent different types of 
communication between churches. 1 John is not a letter but an exhortation that warns the community against 
the views of dissidents. 
 

I write these things to you so that you may know that you have eternal life, you who believe in the 
name of the Son of God. And we have this confidence in him, that if we ask anything according to 
his will, he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in regard to whatever we ask, we know that 
what we have asked him for is ours. If anyone sees his brother sinning, if the sin is not deadly, he 
should pray to God and he will give him life. 1 John 5: 13-16 

 

PREVIOUS: The purpose of the letter is to combat certain false ideas, especially about Jesus, and to deepen the 
spiritual and social awareness of the Christian community. Chapter 4 addressed ‘Testing the Spirits’ and 
‘God’s Love and Christian Life.’ Chapter 5 contains ‘Faith is Victory over the World’ and verses 13-16 begin 
“Prayer for Sinners’ which concludes the letter. 
 

ENDNOTE EXCERPTS: As children of God we have confidence in prayer because of our intimate relationship 
with him. In love we pray for those who are in sin. There is a sharp antithesis between the children of God 
and those belonging to the world and to the evil one. 
 

THE NEW JEROME BIBLICAL COMMENTARY: The letter ends with a conclusion reminiscent of the Gospel and a 
collection of appended sayings about confidence. Verse 13 presumes the readers are indeed believers and 
and introduces the theme of certainty. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 190 

Notes 
 
Address to Catechists and Religion Teachers, Joseph Cardinal Ratizinger, Jubilee of Catechists, 12 December 2000 
 

An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent, 1903 Cardinal John Henry Newman, Longmans, Green & Co., London, New York, 
    Bombay 
 

An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, Cardinal John Henry Newman, Chapter 1, Section 1.7 
 

The Art of Theological Reflection, Patricia O’Connell Killen and John de Beer, Copyright 1994, Crossroad Publishing 
    Company, New York 
 

English translation of the Catechism of the Catholic Church for the United States of America, Copyright 1994 United States  
 

Catholic Conference, Inc. – Libreria Editrice Vaticana. 
 

Catholic Customs and Traditions – A popular Guide, Greg Dues, Copyright 1992 Twenty-Third Publications, Mystic, CT 
 

Catholic Encyclopedia, The Letter to the Hebrews 
 

Catholic Update, Scott Hahn, September 2009 St. Anthony Messenger Press 
 

Celebration – A Comprehensive Worship Resource, Kansas City, MO (February 2013) 
 

The Challenge of Jesus, John Shea, Copyright 1975 by The Thomas More Association, Chicago, IL 
 

Chronicle of Higher Education, (November 5, 2004) 
 

The Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Copyright 1995 Touchstone 
 

De Magistro, St. Augustine 
 

Elected Silence, Thomas Merton autobiography, p. 303 
 

Encountering Jesus in the New Testament, Michael Pennock, Copyright 2003 by Ave Maria Press, Inc. 
 

First Things, Copyright 2000, (102; April 2000, pgs. 39-43) 
 

Five Hundred Chapters by Saint Maximus the Confessor, Abbott, (Centuria 1, 8-13: PG 90, 1182-1186) is used in the Roman  

   Office of Readings for the Wednesday from January 2 to Epiphany in the Christmas cycle. 
 

Fresh Packet of Sower’s Seeds, Copyright 1994 Brian Cavanaugh T.O.R., Paulist Press, Mahwah, NJ 
 

General Catechetical Directory, nos. 84, 85 [1971] published in accord with the directive in the decree on the Bishop’s Pastoral    
   Office in the Church, n. 44.  
Guideline for Contemporary Catholics – Suffering & Evil, Copyright 1987 John Heagle, The Thomas More Association,   
    Chicago, IL 
 

Jesus of Nazareth, Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI, Copyright 2007 English translation by The Doubleday Broadway  
    Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York 
 

Journey Through the New Testament, Teresa LeCompte, Copyright 2006 by Harcourt Religion Publishers 
 

Saint Joseph Edition of The New American Bible, Copyright 1970 Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Washington, D.C. 
 

The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, edited by Raymond E. Brown, S.S., Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S.J., Roland E. Murphy, O. 
Carm., Copyright 1990, 1968 by Prentice Hall, Inc., Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey 
 

Lincoln on Leadership – Executive Strategies for Tough Times, Copyright 1992 Donald T. Phillips, Time Warner Book Group,  
      New York, NY 
 

The Liturgy of the Hours, Copyright 1975 Catholic Book Publishing Co., New York, NY 
 

Models of Revelation, Copyright 1983 Avery Dulles, S.J., The Thomas More Association, Chicago, IL 
 

New Oxford Review, (March 1996) 
 

G.K. Chesterton, excerpt from chapter 10, “On Scandals and Simplicity”, Heretics, 1905; as it appears in CW 1, 112-13. 
 

On the Love of God, Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) 
 

Our Moral Life in Christ – A complete Course, The Didache Series, Copyright 2005 Rev. James Socias, Midwest Theological 
     Forum, Chicago, IL 
 

Parish Evangelization Workbook, Copyright 1995 Dennis J. Stafford, J.S. Paluch 
 

John Henry Cardinal Newman, “Divine Calls,” Parochial and Plain Sermons, p. 1572. 
 

Prayers, Michel Quoist, Copyright 1963 Sheed & Ward, Inc., Kansas City MO 
 

The Questions of Jesus – Meditations on the New Testament, John L. McLaughlin, Copyright 2001 Novalis, Saint Paul 
    University, Ottawa, Canada 
 

Dr. Scott Hahn, Reasons to Believe, Copyright 2007, pages 112-114 
 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 191 

The Scent of Love, Waco, Copyright 1983 Keith Miller, Word Books: Texas 
 

The Screwtape Letters, Copyright 1942 C.S. Lewis (Letter XXV) 
 

The Shattered Lantern – Rediscovering a felt presence of God, Copyright 1995 Ronald Rolheiser, O.M.I., The Crossroad  
    Publishing Company 
 

The Skilled Helper – A Systematic Approach to Effective Helping, Gerard Egan, Copyright 1986 by Wadsworth, Inc., 
     Brooks/Cole Publishing, Belmont CA 
 

Sower’s Seeds Aplenty, Copyright 1996 Brian Cavanaugh T.O.R., Paulist Press, Mahwah, NJ 
 

Sower’s Seeds of Encouragement, Copyright 1998 Brian Cavanaugh T.O.R., Paulist Press, Mahwah, NJ 
 

The Spirit of the Disciplines – Understanding How God Changes Lives, Dr. Dallas Willard, Copyright 1990 Harper Collins 
 

Stories for Sharing, Copyright 1991 Charles Arcodia, The Book Printer, Maryborough, Victoria 
 

Stories of Faith, Copyright 1980 by John Shea, The Thomas More Association, Chicago, IL 
 

Strategic Planning – What Every Manager Must Know: A Step-By-Step Guide, George A. Steiner, Copyright 1979 by the Free  
    Press, New York, NY 
 

St. Thomas Aquinas and Education, John W. Donohue, S.J., Copyright 1968, Random House 
 

Sun Tzu, The Art of War, Samuel B. Griffith, Copyright 1963 Oxford University Press 
 

The Sower’s Seeds, Copyright 1990 Brian Cavanaugh T.O.R., Paulist Press, Mahwah, NJ 
 

A Treasury of Quips Quotes and Anecdotes for Preachers and Teachers, Copyright 1998 Anthony P. Castle, Twenty-Third 
    Publications, Mystic, Ct 
 

What Are We Hoping For? New Testament Images, Daniel J. Harrington, S.J., Copyright 2006 by Order of Saint Benedict, 
    Collegeville, Minnesota 
 

The Wisdom of Heschel, Abraham Joshua Heschel, Copyright 1986 Macmillan 
 

A World of Stories for Preachers and Teachers, William J. Bausch, Copyright 1998 Twenty-Third Publications, Mystic, C 
 
Exhortations, encyclicals, letters, USCCB plans: 
 

Disciples Called To Witness – The New Evangelization, Copyright 2012 USCCB 
Divino Aflante Spiritu, Encyclical of Pope Pius XII (1943) 
Evangelii nuntiandi – On Evangelization in the Modern World, December 8,1975 
Go and Make Disciples – A National Plan and Strategy for Catholic Evangelization in the United States, Copyright 2002 
Novo Millenio Inuente, Apostolic Letter, January 6, 2001 
 
Church Fathers and Doctors of the Church excerpts: 
 

Against Heresies, St. Irenaeus of Lyon (Lib. 4, 6, 3.5.6.7: SSSSC 100, 442-446. 448-454) 
Explanation of the Psalms, St. Ambrose (Ps. 36, 65-66: CSEL 64, 123-125) 
First Apology of St. Justin Martyr, (Chapter XLVI – The Word in the World before Christ) 
Hic Est Liber, St. Thomas Aquinas (1256) 
Jerusalem Catecheses, St. Cyril of Jerusalem (Cat. 18, 23-25: PG 3, 1043-1047) & Catecheses No. 3 Of Scripture 
Prologus, St. Bonaventure (Prologus: Opera Omnia 5, 201-202) 
Sermo, St. Augustine (Sermo 293, 3: PL 1328-1329) 
 
I am grateful to On-line resources for providing valuable access to the October 2012 Synod of Bishops: Catholic News 
Service; Catholic News Service Blog; Zenit 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 192 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
      
  
  
 

 
 
FR. DENNIS STAFFORD, ordained in 1991 for the Archdiocese of Chicago, is a second-career priest with 
extensive business and management experience. After many years in parish work and then teaching high 
school, he was appointed the Director of Spiritual Formation for the Institute for Diaconal Studies (IDS) in 
2007 by Francis Cardinal George, O.M.I.  Fr. Stafford has a degree in Business Administration from Northern 
Illinois University and a Master of Divinity degree from the University of Saint Mary of the Lake (USML). 
He was a member of the first pre-theology class at USML (1986) which focuses on an immersion in classical 
and contemporary philosophy.  
 

His accomplishments include Product Manager for welding and brazing products in the automotive 
aftermarket and General Product Manager in the automotive fastener manufacturing industry. He also was 
President and Principal of a marketing services firm specializing in industrial advertising, corporate identity 
and new product introduction. Prior to ordination he was a married man with parish experience.  
 

As a priest of the Archdiocese of Chicago he has served as Parochial Vicar (2 parishes), Parochial 
Administrator of two parishes, Pastor of a large suburban parish, member of the Archdiocese of Chicago 
Vicariate I Committee for School Finances, Chairperson for the Archdiocese of Chicago Sub-committee on 
Evangelization, secondary education teacher of Scripture and moral theology in the Diocese of Joliet, Illinois 
(as well as coaching baseball), and the Director of Spiritual Formation for IDS. He was animator and 
shepherd of the Aspirancy Path leading to candidacy for Holy Orders. He taught EVANGELIZATION 135 – A 

DIACONAL MANDATE, PRESIDING AT RITES AND RITUALS I, HOMILETICS I, LITURGY OF THE HOURS, and 
ASPIRANCY INTEGRATING SEMINAR for IDS and HOMILETICS II for Mundelein Seminary (graduate theology). 
 

He served as the primary spiritual director for all aspirants and candidates and administrator of all retreats 
and small group theological reflection sessions. Fr. Stafford directed the recruitment, vetting and 
appointment of archdiocesan spiritual directors for IDS while also assisting at St. Raymond de Penafort 
Parish in Mount Prospect and then Holy Cross Parish in Deerfield, Illinois. 
 

He served as the program’s primary vocation recruiter, marketing and public relations liaison, 
stewardship/philanthropy liaison, webmaster, and IDS Journal Publisher/Managing Editor. He is the author 
of EVANGELIZATION PARISH WORKBOOK (J. S. Paluch, 1995). 
 

Fr. Stafford was a member of the National Association of Diaconate Directors (NADD) and beginning 1 July 
2013, pastor/administrator of two parishes in the Archdiocese of Milwaukee. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

         REVEREND DENNIS J. STAFFORD 
 
 
 
 
FR. DENNIS STAFFORD, ordained in 1991 for the Archdiocese of Chicago, is a second-career priest with extensive 
business and management experience. After many years in parish work and then teaching high school, he was 
appointed the Director of Spiritual Formation for the Institute for Diaconal Studies (IDS) in 2007 by Francis 
Cardinal George, O.M.I.  Fr. Stafford has a degree in Business Administration from Northern Illinois University 
and a Master of Divinity degree from the University of Saint Mary of the Lake (USML). He was a member of the 
first pre-theology class at USML (1986) which focuses on an immersion in classical and contemporary 
philosophy.  
 

His accomplishments include Product Manager for welding and brazing products in the automotive 
aftermarket and General Product Manager in the automotive fastener manufacturing industry. He also was 
President and Principal of a marketing services firm specializing in industrial advertising, corporate identity 
and new product introduction. Prior to ordination he was a married man with parish experience.  
 

As a priest of the Archdiocese of Chicago he has served as Parochial Vicar (2 parishes), Parochial Administrator 
of two parishes, Pastor of a large suburban parish, member of the Archdiocese of Chicago Vicariate I Committee 
for School Finances, Chairperson for the Archdiocese of Chicago Sub-committee on Evangelization, secondary 
education teacher of Scripture and moral theology in the Diocese of Joliet, Illinois (as well as coaching baseball), 
and the Director of Spiritual Formation for IDS. He was animator and shepherd of the Aspirancy Path leading 
to candidacy for Holy Orders. He taught EVANGELIZATION 135 – A DIACONAL MANDATE, PRESIDING AT RITES 

AND RITUALS I, HOMILETICS I, LITURGY OF THE HOURS, and ASPIRANCY INTEGRATING SEMINAR for IDS and 
HOMILETICS II for Mundelein Seminary (graduate theology). 
 

He served as the primary spiritual director for all aspirants and candidates and administrator of all retreats and 
small group theological reflection sessions. Fr. Stafford directed the recruitment, vetting and appointment of 
archdiocesan spiritual directors for IDS while also assisting at St. Raymond de Penafort Parish in Mount 
Prospect and then Holy Cross Parish in Deerfield, Illinois. 
 

He served as the program’s primary vocation recruiter, marketing and public relations liaison, 
stewardship/philanthropy liaison, webmaster, and IDS Journal Publisher/Managing Editor. He is the author of 
EVANGELIZATION PARISH WORKBOOK (J. S. Paluch, 1995). 
 

Fr. Stafford was a member of the National Association of Diaconate Directors (NADD) and beginning 1 July 
2013, pastor/administrator of two parishes in the Archdiocese of Milwaukee. 

 

 



A COURAGEOUS LEAP OF FAITH 

 193 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
i Water is a natural symbol, not only in the sense that it is found in nature but also in the sense that it lends itself to symbolizing many  
ii Catechism of the Catholic Church 1216 This bath is called enlightenment, because those who receive this instruction are enlightened in 
their understanding 
iii ibid., 1213 Holy Baptism is the basis of the whole Christian life, the gateway to life in the Spirit (vitae spiritualis ianua), and the door  
which gives access to the other sacraments. 
iv
 ibid., 1267 Baptism makes us members of the Body of Christ 

v ibid., 1215 This sacrament is called the washing of regeneration and renewal by the Holy Spirit 
vi Baptism is God’s most beautiful and magnificent gift…We call it gift, grace, anointing, enlightenment, garment of immortality, bath of 
rebirth, seal, and most precious gift. It is called gift because it is conferred on those who bring nothing of their own…St. Gregory of 
Nazianzus, Oratio 40, 3-4: PG 36, 361C 
vii

 ibid., 1325 The Eucharist is the efficacious sign and sublime cause of that communion in the divine life and that unity of the People of 

God by which the Church is kept in being. It is the culmination both of God’s action sanctifying the world in Christ and of the worship 
men offer to Christ and through him to the Father in the Holy Spirit. 
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