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Jesus Christ, consecrated by the Father in the Holy Spirit, is the true and perennial subject of evangelization. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach the good news to the poor” (Lk 4,18). This mission of Christ, this movement of his continues in space and time, over centuries and continents. It is a movement which starts with the Father and, in the power of the Spirit, goes forth to bring the good news to the poor, in both a material and a spiritual sense. The Church is the first and necessary instrument of this work of Christ because it is united to him as a body to its head. “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you” (Jn 20:21), says the Risen One to his disciples, and breathing upon them, adds, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (v.22). Through Christ, God is the principal subject of evangelization in the world; but Christ himself wished to pass on his own mission to the Church; he did so, and continues to do so, until the end of time pouring out his Spirit upon the disciples, the same Spirit who came upon him and remained in him during all his earthly life, giving him the strength “to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed” and “to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord” (Lk 4,18-19) 
. 

These were words spoken by the Holy Father, Benedict XVI, during the homily of the Mass celebrating the year of faith, on the 11th October last. With these words His Holiness clearly indicated that Jesus Christ is the first and ultimate subject of all evangelization, be it evangelization as the Missio ad Gentes or the New Evangelization. The Church, as the Body of Christ, has received this mandate from the Lord himself: Go, baptize, bring salvation. The Church is a living body and she needs the two strong pillars of Missio ad Gentes and New Evangelization to continue to proclaim this mandate.

The Second Vatican Council was decisive regarding the development of the so-called indigenous Churches. In fact, the attention that the Council gave to these Churches, made it possible that they were not only considered as the “places” in which missionary service may be exercised, but above all, they were considered as being themselves protagonists in missionary work
. This was because the indigenous Churches have, after the Council, deepened their proper identity in the light of the Scriptures, the Church Fathers, the teachings of the Magisterium, the development of theology and a more profound experience of a shared and lived life according to the teachings of the Gospel. For this reason it is today possible to see how the Gospel has become an experience that is being lived in these Churches.

Missio ad Gentes is indicated to us in its two ways of evangelizing: silent witness and explicit proclamation. In these two forms are interwoven the characteristics of Missio inter Gentes with those of Missio ad Gentes, in a synthesis made possible by one’s openness to the Spirit of the Lord. Above all, we as believers in Jesus Christ, live among other people and are part of a particular society. The Missio inter Gentes is a journey of giving back the gift of the Gospel. A gift that has its ultimate meaning in the Word made flesh, that entails His being incarnated in our own times, and indicates a way of being present in the places where we as believers live or where the Lord sends us to be as his witnesses among others.

This journey of giving back the gift of the Gospel is explained by the Council Fathers in the Decree Ad Gentes in these words: “Since the particular church is bound to represent the universal Church as perfectly as possible, let it realize that it has been sent to those also who are living in the same territory with it, and who do not yet believe in Christ. By the life witness of each one of the faithful and of the whole community, let the particular church be a sign which points out Christ to others.

In order that this missionary zeal may flourish among those in their own homeland, it is very fitting that the young churches should participate as soon as possible in the universal missionary work of the Church, and send their own missionaries to proclaim the Gospel all over the world, even though they themselves are suffering from a shortage of clergy. For their communion with the universal Church will be somehow brought to perfection when they themselves take an active part in missionary zeal toward other nations”.


Missio inter Gentes finds its full expression and, in a certain sense, its fulfilment, in Missio ad Gentes. This includes making the first proclamation (Kerygma), calling to conversion, creating the Church or supporting and developing existing Churches that are still fragile and incomplete, presenting and implanting the Good News.


As a universal Church we must look at the people of the indigenous Churches with evangelical sympathy to be able to promote their dignity and progress. In other words this means, that we have to give utmost importance and upgrade to their fullest possibility the apostolic works implanted by many men and women of the Church, works that are devoted to these peoples to proclaim to them the name of Christ and his salvation, with particular attention to the enhancement of their specific cultural characteristics. Even more, it is important to indicate to the members of these Churches the witness of many bishops, priests and lay people who spend their lives living according to the faith, with apostolic commitment and evangelical charity. In this sense, evangelization today is based on raising the awareness of the indigenous Christians about the importance of their active participation in the life of the church and society. This commitment has its motivation in the message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, who announced that salvation is for all men and women. It is also urgent and of utmost importance that these Churches feel that the true authenticity of a church is genuine only when it constantly looks towards Christ. When they as a Church live in His presence and when they draw their existence from the Gospel by living a life of prayer, of charity, of faith, of listening to the Word, and by participating in dialogue, these same Churches will be even greater protagonists in the service of evangelization.
 
Talking about the Church in Africa, the Holy Father shared his experience of how his encounter with this Church was a great sign of joy and encouragement. He said: “… the encounter with Africa’s joyful passion for faith brought great encouragement. None of the faith fatigue that is so prevalent here, none of the oft-encountered sense of having had enough of Christianity was detectable there. Amid all the problems, sufferings and trials that Africa clearly experiences, one could still sense the people’s joy in being Christian, buoyed up by inner happiness at knowing Christ and belonging to his Church. From this joy comes also the strength to serve Christ in hard-pressed situations of human suffering, the strength to put oneself at his disposal, without looking round for one’s own advantage. Encountering this faith that is so ready to sacrifice and so full of happiness is a powerful remedy against fatigue with Christianity such as we are experiencing in Europe today” 
. 

Missio ad Gentes is not born of human initiative. It is the result of divine inspiration. It urges the believer to go beyond geographical and anthropological confines, to dwell in the frontiers, to exercise itinerancy, to be in solidarity with those who suffer and are marginalized, to share a common space, to accept others even if they are different because of race, language or ethnicity, and to share his mission as disciple of the Lord with others as an act of authentic response to the Gospel that is a gift of God for His Church. To evangelize and share with others the joy of the Gospel and the belief that Jesus is the Risen Lord who has overcome death and is seated at the right hand of the Father, is an act of love. The Christian cannot give to others something that he does not have. He can only give Jesus if he has already encountered Him and let himself be filled with His love. This intimate encounter of love with the Lord compels the believer to proclaim, with his words and with the example of his life, the beauty and goodness of God. In the Apostolic letter, Porta Fidei, Pope Benedict XVI, says: “Caristas Christi urget nos” (2Cor 5,14), it is the love of Christ that fills our hearts and impels us to evangelize…. Through his love, Jesus Christ attracts to himself the people of every generation: in every age he convokes the Church, entrusting her with the proclamation of the Gospel by a mandate that is ever new. Today too, there is a need for stronger ecclesial commitment to new evangelization in order to rediscover the joy of believing and the enthusiasm for communicating the faith”. (Porta Fidei, n. 7).
 
The Bishop’s Synod, celebrated last month dedicated to “The New Evangelization for the Transmission of the Christian Faith”, continued to assert the importance that evangelization has for the renewal of our faith, but looking back in history, we can say that the theme of evangelization was also the subject of the Synod’s deliberations in 1974, when the Synod Fathers were focusing on evangelization in the contemporary world. The result of that Synod was the Apostolic Exhortation of Pope Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi. In this document, in Chapter II, the Holy Father asked: What does it mean to evangelize? The answer to this question is found in number 24 of this same Exhortation: “Evangelization, is a complex process made up of varied elements: the renewal of humanity, witness, explicit proclamation, inner adherence, entry into the community, acceptance of signs, apostolic initiative. These elements may appear to be contradictory, indeed mutually exclusive. In fact they are complementary and mutually enriching. Each one must always be seen in relationship with the others. The value of the last Synod was to have constantly invited us to relate these elements rather than to place them in opposition one to the other, in order to reach a full understanding of the Church's evangelizing activity” (Evangelii Nuntiandi, n. 24). 

Evangelization then continued to be one of the main priorities of the pontificate of Blessed John Paul II, who, in his first discourse to the Bishops of Latin America coined the expression of new evangelization, new in its ardour, new in its methods, and new in its expression. “The commemoration of this half of the millennium of evangelization will achieve its full meaning, if as bishops, with your priests and faithful, you accept it as your commitment; a commitment, not of re-evangelization, but rather of a new evangelization; new in its ardour, methods and expression"
. 

Then, in his Encyclical Letter Redemptoris Missio and the Apostolic Letters Novo Millennium Ineunte and Pastores dabo Vobis, he returned to this topic anew, affirming that the new evangelization calls for new ardour, new methods, and a new language to proclaim and bear witness to the Gospel.

Benedict XVI continues the witness of his predecessors and re-emphasized the theme of the new evangelization by instituting, with the Apostolic Letter Ubicumque et semper, on the 21st September 2010, the Pontifical Council for the purpose of promoting a renewed evangelization in countries of ancient Christian tradition that are going through a progressive secularization and an “eclipse of God.” Then last year, on the 19th November, with the Apostolic Letter addressed to the African Continent Africae Munus, His Holiness addressed the theme of Missio ad Gentes and the new Evangelization stating: "The new evangelization is an urgent task for Christians in Africa because they too need to reawaken their enthusiasm for being members of the Church. Guided by the Spirit of the risen Lord, they are called to live the Good News as individuals, in their families and in society, and to proclaim it with fresh zeal to persons near and far, using the new methods that divine Providence has placed at our disposal for its spread” (Africae Munus, n. 171).
“Go to all the world and preach the Gospel to the whole creation” (Mk 16, 15)


“Go to all the world”. Jesus, sent by the Father, sends us too, his disciples. The field of our mission is not enclosed in our Churches but must be present in the squares and streets, in the places where men and women meet, live, work, suffer, and enjoy themselves. We cannot be content to wait until they come. It is necessary for us to go out to meet men and women and to proclaim to them the Gospel with evangelical imagination and creativity, although this will not be without its difficulties. 


This is what the first missionaries did when in 1912, 100 years ago, they arrived in the Owerri province and on the 16th July, feast of Our lady of Mount Carmel, Fr. 
John Feral, CSSp, opened the mission with Emekuku being later chosen as the permanent centre. These first missionaries proclaimed the Gospel which was received with enthusiasm by the people and which spread to the town of Owerri and the neighbouring towns and villages. This same enthusiasm for proclaiming the Gospel is to be shown by all members within the local Church of the Owerri Ecclesiastical Province that is blessed with many vocations for the priesthood and the religious life. You are already generous in sending your priests to various parts of the world.  Continue to be more generous with the Lord by helping other local churches especially in the African continent, churches that have a lack of vocations and are in need of priests and religious so that Jesus is seen by all as the way, the truth and the life (Jn 14,6). 

In his Encyclical Letter Redemptoris Missio, Blessed John Paul II said: “the mission of Christ the Redeemer, which is entrusted to the Church, is still very far from completion. As the second millennium after Christ's coming draws to an end, an overall view of the human race shows that this mission is still only beginning and that we must commit ourselves wholeheartedly to its service”
. In fact the percentage of those that still do not know Jesus Christ is on the increase. For this reason, since the Gospel itself is the Good News to be proclaimed to all peoples,  the Missio ad Gentes is not only needed but also urgent.

The Holy Father, Benedict XVI, in the document Africae Munus, rightly observes that the task calling the Church in Africa to its commitment to evangelization, to the missio ad gentes and to the new evangelization, must be modelled on the ever timely teaching of Christ, the true “light of the world” and the authentic “salt of the earth” (Mt 5,13-14).


“The urgent work of evangelization is carried out in different ways in accordance with the diverse situations of each country. “In its precise sense, evangelization is the missio ad gentes directed to those who do not know Christ. In a wider sense, it is used to describe ordinary pastoral work, while the phrase ‘new evangelization’ designates pastoral outreach to those who no longer practise the Christian faith.” (Africae Munus, n. 160).


Proclaiming the Gospel, in its fullest sense is proclaiming Jesus himself. In other words, professing the Gospel is not a mere declaration of good intentions, it is rather a challenge to be and act as people who are strengthened by a strong experience of faith knowing how to put Christ at the centre of their life and mission, and make Him the all of their existence: “More than that, I even consider everything as a loss because of the supreme good of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have accepted the loss of all things and I consider them so much rubbish, that I may gain Christ” (Phil 3, 8).
Evangelization requires the Christian to be especially passionate for the Word. “Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel!”, St. Paul exclaimed (1Cor 9,16). Evangelization is not something optional, but something that concerns each believer personally. One cannot be a Christian without evangelizing. Anyone who has encountered and experienced the Risen Lord cannot keep that experience for himself, rather, he will be urged to communicate this encounter and experience to others. The joy that filled the hearts of the two disciples in their encounter with Jesus at Emmaus made them walk back to Jerusalem to give the news that “The Lord is Risen” to the apostles who were gathered in the upper room: “Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them what referred to him in all the scriptures” (Lk 24,27). It is only by listening to the Word that we as disciples of Christ are filled love and courage to proclaim Him. 
Returning to Jerusalem and proclaiming what has happened to us on the way, represents the paradigm of our missionary service. Missionary itinerary involves the encounter we make along the road, many times a deserted road full of difficulties. Many times, along the road, we are not recognized or appreciated, but we must try to interact with other persons, we must only be resolved to illuminate others with the help of the Holy Spirit so that they may open their hearts to Christ, the only Way and the Truth itself. Along this way we must be anxious to communicate the experience of our encounter with Jesus: “What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we looked upon and touched with our hands concerns the Word of life - for the life was made visible; we have seen it and testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life that was with the Father and was made visible to us - what we have seen and heard we proclaim now to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us” (1Jn 1,1-3).

The new evangelization speaks of an intense experience, involves the whole person and entails seeing and understanding oneself from the perspective of this service. And if one is passionate, then evangelization will be carried out with creativity and imagination, with total dedication and generosity.

“The Christian faith is not simply teachings, wise sayings, a code of morality or a tradition. The Christian faith is a true encounter and relationship with Jesus Christ. Transmitting the faith means to create in every place and time the conditions which lead to this encounter between the person and Jesus Christ. The goal of all evangelization is to create the possibility for this encounter, which is, at one and the same time, intimate, personal, public and communal”
. 


Evangelization is not only about preaching the Gospel, rather, it is about being witnesses of Jesus. “I believed and so I spoke” (2Cor 4,13), said St. Paul. One cannot proclaim the Word without a real encounter with it. One cannot evangelize without a personal encounter with Christ and His Gospel. When Saint Francis of Assisi understood that he could not be a true disciple unless he became also a witness of Jesus, this revelation filled him with so great joy that he exclaimed, “This is what I want, this is what I seek, this is what I long for with all my heart”. For Francis, the evangelical vocation is strictly tied to evangelization and becomes the expression of an encounter with Christ and his Word (1Celano, n. 22).

How can we speak of God if we do not know who He really is? How can we speak of God if we do not know the message that His Son Jesus proclaimed?


“The Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mk 1,1) is the sure path to an encounter with the person of the Lord Jesus. Searching the Scriptures enables us increasingly to discover the true face of Jesus, the revelation of God the Father (cf. Jn 12,45), and his saving work. Rediscovering the centrality of the divine word in the Christian life leads us to appreciate anew the deepest meaning of the forceful appeal of Pope John Paul II: to pursue the missio ad gentes and vigorously to embark upon the new evangelization” (Africae Munus, n. 161).

Evangelisation is a grace and a vocation proper to the Church (cf. Evangelii Nuntiandi, 14). It is born of the intimate solidarity of God with the human race and history: “God so loved the world that He gave His only Son” (Jn 3, 16). Christianity seeks to prolong creatively, in each historical moment, the mission of the Son, who, under the action of the Spirit, brought the joy of the Kingdom and told us that we can claim God as Our Father. As his disciples we know that our mission is to make known the voice and lordship of the One whom we love with all our heart, soul and mind (cf. Mt 22,37). Wishing therefore, to have our heart where our only treasure is: the Kingdom (cf. Mt 6, 21), we must recognise that Jesus is the foundation of all evangelisation and mission. This way we can make His programming discourse our own mission statement: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, for He has anointed me to bring the Good News to the afflicted. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives, sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim a year of favour from the Lord “ (Lk 4, 18-19).


If we as believers and disciples of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, want this world to be a valid platform for giving back the gift of the Gospel, then we need to have an affection for it, enter into dialogue with it, and learn how to be able to look positively at contexts and cultures in which we are immersed, discovering unheard-of occasions of grace that the Lord himself offers us. Secularized culture or other challenges that have to be faced in order to proclaim the Good News, must not be viewed only as a threat, but also as a new and fascinating opportunity to proclaim the Gospel, as a theological and pastoral challenge. The world, in this way, is not a battlefield but a place prepared for sowing the good seed, which is then taken care off by God Himself (cfr. 1Cor 3,6).


If the Christian, being priest or lay person, wants to answer the call to missio ad gentes and the new evangelization he has to let himself be conquered and urged by the Lord who, like so many prophets, takes us out of our little world, made of small or big securities, and puts us in front of a world begging for meaning and thirsty for fullness. He does so with the certainty that he walks ahead of us, saying, “Behold, I am sending you out! Fear not! I am always with you” (Mt 28,20).

Dialogue an integral part for Evangelization


Everything has its origin in God and every reality appears as a gift of God. The greatest gift we have received is the Gospel of Jesus Christ, a gift that has changed the life of many. Evangelizing means to start afresh from Christ and His Gospel, in order to live and work always in the light of the Gospel and to propose to believers and unbelievers the fruitfulness of Christ. Many people, expect from us believers an authentic Gospel witness, and rightly expect us to be a tangible presence of God and His Love, a presence that challenges many in our world. This presence which can effectively be given by the disciple of Jesus, and which surely would be felt by the other members of your society in Nigeria and in the African continent, comes into existence by being at the service of reconciliation, justice and peace of which dialogue is an integral part.


The reality of God present in dialogue has its roots in Scripture. Abraham (Gen 18,24-32), Moses (Ex 17,2-6), the Prophets who in one way or another pleaded and engaged in dialogue with God to acquire something or to ask pardon for His people. We remember also Jesus who intercedes for us in front of the Father (Mt 18, 19-20). As the Holy Father said “…evangelization essentially consists in bearing witness to Christ in the power of the Spirit by one’s life, then by one’s words, in a spirit of openness and respectful dialogue with others, while holding fast to the values of the Gospel. In the case of the Church in Africa, this witness needs to be at the service of reconciliation, justice and peace” (Africae Munus, n. 163).

At the present time of fractures and suffering, this essential process of dialogue coming from our faith makes us who are believers in Jesus capable of seeing the sweetness of God in others, of affirming this goodness with joy and, in a profound communion born of compassion, of working for reconciliation, justice and peace. Dialogue commits all the dimensions of our life to creation, to society, and to our mission of proclaiming the Good News. When it succeeds in incarnating itself in the form of a presence, of a word, of collaboration in our work with others who have different ideas and opinions, it is changed into an eloquent sign of peace.


The proclamation of the Gospel today is between missio ad gentes and new evangelization. The Holy Father, in the Apostolic Letter Porta Fidei writes: “Confessing with the lips indicates in turn that  faith implies public testimony and commitment. A Christian may never think of belief as a private act. Faith is choosing to stand with the Lord so as to live with him This “standing with him” points towards an understanding of the reasons for believing. Faith, precisely because it is a free act, also demands social responsibility for what one believes” (Porta Fidei, n. 10).

The realization of this program of missionary life in proclaiming the person of Jesus Christ to other people, be it ad Gentes or in the new evangelization, requires that the evangelizers be credible witnesses of the Word. In fact, the witness in itself is proclamation; it is the same mission of the disciples of Jesus: “ You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth" (Acts 1,8). Our world needs our courageous and public testimony. It is time to communicate the joy that we have found the hidden treasure of the Kingdom of God. Nothing is going to discourage us in realizing this missionary program. The Word of Jesus is still alive and  it confirms us in our service with his real presence: “All power in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.  And behold, I am with you always, until the end of the age” (Mt 28,18).
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