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Be prepared to give an answer

“Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who 
asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have 
and do this with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15). 

Many of us have asked where God is when we don’t 
know what to do; we ask where God is in a crisis or 
when we need him. We all have stories of how God 
has drawn us to himself and how he makes himself 
present to us. Evangelisation is about preaching the 
Gospel message (the kerygma) and it is also about 
sharing our personal experiences of how Jesus is active 
and involved in our lives. It’s about why we believe and 
how we came to know God’s saving love.

Finding the right words or knowing which part of your 
life to share is not always easy. One way to do this is to 
spend time reflecting and remembering the goodness of 
God in our lives. As Pope Francis has said, “The joy of 
evangelising always arises from grateful remembrance: 
it is a grace we constantly need to implore... The 
believer is essentially one who remembers” (Evangelii 
Gaudium, “The Joy of the Gospel”, 13).

Memories

The words “I love you” are good to hear. We all enjoy 
remembering when we have heard them said to us. This is 
because the one thing we all have in common is our need 
to love and to be loved – especially by the ones we love. 
The context in which the words affirming love are said 
matters. For example, a new parent will tell their baby 
that they love her or him. At different times in the lives 
of a couple, they may say “I love you” to each other. The 
words are the same – whether they are those spoken in 
that moment of first love or as a newly married couple, 
whether they are said during an unsettling period of a 
mid-life crisis or a contented old age. 

When we remember these experiences in our lives, 
we relive the experience; and, if we share those 
memories with others, we are inviting them to enter 
into the experience themselves – and it can become 
alive for them too. Authentic conversation means 
understanding things in new ways; it means being 
open to new possibilities because, when we really 
listen to the memories of another, we do not come 
away unchanged. 

CHAPTER ONE

WHERE ARE YOU, GOD?
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We share not only our personal memories; we share the 
wider memories of our society. Things that happened 
long ago are still experienced as real and are shared with 
others. For example, as a member of the Jewish people, 
Jesus shared a memory focused on God’s liberation of 
his people from slavery in Egypt. Each year, the words 
and gestures of the Passover meal keep the memory of 
God’s works alive. It is not a repetition of an ancient 
ritual; through the celebration, 
the participants become intensely 
aware that they are experiencing 
God’s freedom in the present 
moment. They recognise the hope 
and joy of God’s desire to bring the 
same freedom to their lives – and 
they recall God’s actions of the 
past, celebrate his present activity 
and look to the future with hope. 

It was in the context of the Passover that Jesus 
instituted the Eucharist. And, when we gather to share 
the story of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, we too 
do much more than recall a series of past events. In 
the present moment, we experience here and now his 
saving presence among us and we too look forward 
with hope to the future.  

Evangelisation is the basic commitment 
of the Church

In the Introduction, we said that evangelisation is the 
sharing of the Good News of Jesus and the starting point 

is our relationship with him. It’s about proclaiming our 
faith in him, by living it out in service and witness. The 
idea underlying it is that the Christian faith has to be 
shared by means of an active apostolate. The spreading 
and deepening of the Christian faith depends upon such 
faith-sharing. People are converted to Christ by hearing 
the Good News of Jesus Christ from an evangeliser.

The word evangelisation comes 
from the Greek term euangelion, 
meaning “good news”; it’s about 
bringing the Good News “to the 
oppressed, to bind up the broken 
hearted, to proclaim liberty to 
the captives and release to the 
prisoners” (Isaiah 61:1). Isaiah 
foreshadows the Good News. Jesus 

preached God’s kingdom; he spent his public life 
among the sick, the afflicted and the outcasts.

The Christian Gospel is therefore the Good News of 
Jesus Christ, the fulfilment of the promised kingdom. 
To evangelise is to make known the Good News 
of Jesus Christ and it is about sharing our personal 
experience of it. 

Evangelisation must be contextual

Biblical study has come to recognise the importance 
of studying the biblical text both in the context of the 
text itself and in the context of present-day audiences. 
Contextualisation takes into account the spirit and 

message of the Gospel together with the tradition of 
the people, the culture in which we are evangelising 
and social change in that culture. 

We read in John’s Gospel, “and the Word became 
flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14). If the Word 
has become flesh, he has not ceased to be God. This 
is given expression here in the Greek verb skenoun – 
better translated, perhaps, as “making a dwelling”, or 
“pitching a tent” and it has important Old Testament 
associations. The theme of tenting is found in Exodus 
(25:8-9) where Israel is told to make a tent (a tabernacle 
– skene) so that God can dwell among his people. 

The people of Israel longed to be in the presence of 
God. Provided God was dwelling among them they felt 
safe. They saw the Temple as the visible sign of God’s 
presence. Indeed, to enter the Temple was to enter the 
very presence of God – to savour the sweetness of the 
Lord. As long as they could see the Temple standing 
strong and secure in their midst they felt safe. In the 
fullness of time, God came to dwell among us in the 
person of Jesus, the new Temple of God. Then Jesus 
called his followers, like Peter and Andrew, James and 
John, to take his presence to others. The core of his 
message, then as now, was amazingly simple. God is very 
close to us. He is indeed, within us. He is in everybody 
who touches our lives. Humanity’s encounter with the 
divine in Christ was (and is) contextual. 

This quote from John’s Gospel shows how important it 
is to understand the context of scripture – or we might 

miss an important principle. In this case, I wonder 
if the bland translation of the word skenoun in this 
passage as “lived” instead of “tented” or “tabernacled” 
has not sufficiently communicated the core of Jesus’ 
message that God is so close to us that he is within us 
and he wants us to take his presence to others.

Contextualisation

The word “contextualisation” started coming to the 
Church’s attention in the 1950s in parts of Africa 
and Asia – where there was a growing sense that the 
theologies inherited from the older churches of Europe 
and the North American community had been marred 
by both a lack of awareness of, and a lack of respect 
for, the grace of God to be found in the values of non-
European cultures and religions and they did not fit 
well into the quite different cultural circumstances in 
Africa and Asia. 

There were widespread feelings of dissatisfaction 
with classical approaches to theology and the 
oppressive nature of older approaches to theologies 
in Europe and in North America too. Social and 
political circumstances in the twentieth century (and 
particularly in the time leading up to Vatican II) 
criticised the oppressive nature of approaches which 
were filled with assumptions of male superiority and 
which produced distortions regarding the notion of 
God, liturgical language and the role of women in 
ministry – among other things. 

“It was in the context 
of the Passover that 
Jesus instituted the 

Eucharist”
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Ad Gentes (Decree on the Mission 
Activity of the Church)

This growing sense of awareness began receiving 
official support in Roman Catholic circles with 
Ad Gentes (Decree on the Mission Activity of the 
Church) in 1965. It was the first document from an 
Ecumenical Council which was devoted specifically 
to the Church’s missionary activity and it represented 
a radical rethinking of the meaning of the Church’s 
mission in the changing world. It also established 
evangelisation as one of the fundamental missions of 
all the members of the Catholic Church – not just the 
Church in the developing world.

Evangelii Nuntiandi (“Evangelisation in 
the Modern World”)

In 1974, the Third Ordinary Synod of Bishops focused 
on “evangelisation” and made it an urgent priority for 
the Church throughout the world. Suddenly, a word 
scarcely used in the documents of Vatican II became 
the focus for this international gathering of bishops.

Blessed Pope Paul VI produced his ground-breaking 
encyclical, Evangelii Nuntiandi, in 1975. Theologians 
and missionaries regard this encyclical as one of the 
great works to influence and challenge the modern 
Church. It has shaped and inspired the entire 
evangelising activity of the Church, including Pope 
Francis’ apostolic exhortation of 2013, Evangelii 
Gaudium (“The Joy of the Gospel”). 

The synod and the subsequent document, Evangelii 
Nuntiandi, started a new movement in the Church. If 
the Church is essentially missionary, every Christian 
has a duty to bear witness to Christ despite being in 
widely differing cultural and social contexts.

The synod highlighted two important thrusts to 
evangelisation today. Both need a special and tailored 
approach:

• taking the Gospel to places where it has never been 
heard (primary evangelisation) 

• taking the Gospel to places where it was once strong 
but has now been obscured or has disappeared 
altogether (secondary evangelisation or re-
evangelisation).

In the following chapters, we will see how many of the 
topics raised in this document are still on the agenda 
today for anyone interested in evangelisation and 
mission.

The task of evangelisation 

The task of evangelisation is an ongoing process. If 
we are true to a real dynamic in the understanding 
of Christianity today, culture and history must be 
unpacked to help people in the continuing task 
of evangelisation. Prior to Vatican II, the Church 
viewed evangelisation as teaching people information 
about God, the world and themselves. This didactic 
approach was good as far as it went but what it left out 

was the application of our God-given rational capacity 
to uncover truths for ourselves. 

That understanding began to shift its emphasis: we 
began to speak of revelation in more personal terms. In 
the 1950s, Karl Rahner was teaching that God reveals 
himself rather than ideas about himself. 

At the same time as Rahner, Bernard Lonergan was 
exploring human experience rather than the mind as 
the place where God does this revealing. In this newer 
understanding, revelation was conceived as the offer of 
God’s very self to people by means of concrete actions 
and symbols in history and in the daily lives of people; 
faith was understood as a personal 
response, a self-gift of a person to 
God.

Dei Verbum (Decree on 
Divine Revelation)

In Vatican II’s Dei Verbum (Decree 
on Divine Revelation), the nature 
of revelation was seen to be broader 
than just a set of propositions. In Dei 
Verbum (DV 2), we read that God, 
in infinite love, speaks to human beings as friends and 
enters into their lives, so as to invite and receive them 
into relationship with himself. 

Encounters with God in the sacraments

It is up to us to ensure that people can understand 
that encounters with God in Jesus continue to take 
place in our world. They take place through the 
sacraments – through the poured water of baptism, 
in the remembering of the Christian community 
gathered around the table with bread and wine, in oil 
given for healing or as a sign of vocation, in gestures 
of forgiveness or commissioning. The sacraments 
are concentrated ritual moments that point beyond 
themselves.

In these ritual moments, Christ offers a loving gesture 
which brings about a response of 
love in us. They help us become 
capable of encountering God in 
a trusting and loving surrender. 
Edward Schillebeeckx (Christ the 
Sacrament of Encounter with God ) 
has a good suggestion. If we think 
of what one human glance, one 
human smile, can do in our lives 
we realise how such a smile in a 
moment can turn us into a new 
person. In the strength of the love 

that comes to us, in that small token, we can begin 
life anew, apparently with powers that were not there 
before. Therefore, should we not be able to conceive 
how a smile of the man Jesus, God’s smile, how the 
God-man’s glance at us, can change our whole life?  

“To evangelise is to 
make known the 

Good News of Jesus 
Christ and it is about 
sharing our personal 

experience of it”


