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The Catholic Church of North America does not appear to be faring well in the postmodern world in which we live.  The societal reality of two generations, Generation-Xers and Millennials, which were raised and formed as the modern worldview ceased to have a stronghold on the psyche, has had a predominantly negative impact on the Catholic Church.  This is evidenced by a general decline of interest in religion, an inability of devoted parents to pass on the faith to their children and a lack of parish participation at the local level.   People simply do not seem to be going to Church as they “used to”.  If this Postmodern Church is to survive the cultural climate, something must change.  Could it be time for the Church to go to the people in a way different than we are “used to?”  Are we in need of a “new evangelization,” a new way of communicating the faith to people?  A “new evangelization” is one possible and viable solution to the “problem of postmodernism” in the Catholic Church of the West.  Some effects of the postmodern worldview might prove contributory to a tilling the soil for a re-evangelization of once Christian cultures.   


Characteristics of a Postmodern World and Its Effect on the Church

It is evident that we are undergoing a dramatic shift in the way we understand ourselves, society and, even, God.  “This movement is frequently referred to as a shift away from the certainty and confidence of modernity to the greater ambiguity and multiplicity of postmodernity."
  Postmodernity can be recognized by at least five distinct characteristics.  First, there is a lack of a systematic view of reality.
  There does not seem to be one institution, be it secular or sacred in nature, that is responsible for forming the minds and consciences of our society.  As knowledge in various fields becomes too vast for one single person or group to offer a comprehensive vision of reality, we tend to think that there is no guiding or overarching theme that pervades all of what we see and can know.  The result is a fragmented, disconnected vision of reality.  Harold Horell notes this when he suggests that “the postmodern focus on social context entails a movement away from reliance on meta-narratives (overarching and inclusive frameworks of meaning and value).”
  This has an impact on the way that a postmodern society views the Church that could previously be considered to provide this very inclusive understanding of the world and the human person.  There is “a growing awareness [also] that large institutions often lag behind the pace of change [which] contribute[s] to a sense that overarching and inclusive frameworks of meaning and value are less and less helpful in guiding our lives.
  This implicitly leads to a rejection of authority, and in particular ecclesial authority, as having any legitimate influence on the formation of minds and consciences.
Second, the prevalence of postmodernity within the culture can be recognized by an ambiguity and indeterminacy in life.
  This attitude demonstrates that there are questions for which do not have answers.  This position does not embrace the mystery of life which might conclude that “we have questions, there are answers to these questions but we simply have not discovered them.”  The postmodern perspective would indicate that "We have questions.  We don’t have answers.  And that is because there are no answers.”  If there are no answers, then there can be no certitude in life or any explanation of truth with a capital ‘t’.  Horell calls this a “movement away from the modern notions of foundational and comprehensive knowledge toward an embrace of specificity, contingency, and limitation in knowing.”
  This understanding communicates a frustrated sense of human longing for answers and ultimately that which is eternal.  The result is a definite lack of fulfillment, an expressed attitude that permeates many of our churches.  

A third quality that is particular to postmodernism is a radical eclecticism.
  No one seems to be embracing a total position.  Although it may not be uncommon to hear of a Theology professor at a Catholic institution of higher education say, “I am a Thomist,” meaning that he/she would “go to the wall” for St. Thomas Aquinas’ conception of natural and supernatural reality, eclecticism within cultural postmodernity would suggest that fewer and fewer people are taking a position such as this and sticking with it.  Instead, there seems to be a “picking and choosing” among what is moral, ethical or true.  Within the Church, this is commonly known as “Cafeteria Catholicism.”  Horell states that spiritual questing validates this claim and is sometimes marked by “a drawing together of spiritual resources from various Christian denominations or a combining of Christianity with insights and spiritual practices from other faith traditions.”
  

Fourthly, postmodernism can be characterized by pluralism.
  Pluralism means that there is no single way of looking at reality.  Extended to religion, pluralism would indicate that there is no single religious tradition that is the “true religion” since any authority that claims to hold truth is looked at with suspicion.  “I don’t want to push my values onto another” or “one religion is just as good as any other” or even “the Catholic Church is just another denomination of Christianity” are phrases that express the effects of pluralism on religion and the Church.  Instead of leading to a mutual respect for followers of various traditions, the defeatist attitude often prevails: “If one religion is just as good as any other, why bother with any religion?  Why should I follow my own religion if it’s not the right one?”  We then begin to see religion-less spirituality and religious individualism.

The fifth and final characteristic of postmodernism is that “self and social identity is seen with increasing frequency not as givens but as projects or goals we must strive to achieve.”
  Just as truth and institutions do not seem to be given principles within a postmodern understanding, so, too, is the individual person viewed as something more fragmented and in need of unification.  “From a postmodern perspective,” Horell says, “Christian identity is never a given” and “the currents of cultural postmodernity prompt us toward greater acknowledgment of the ways our senses of self and social identity are always influenced by social pressures and internal drives of which we can never be fully aware.”
  If a unification of these various facets of our personalities and social roles is not pursued, the fragmented result may be a compartmentalization that justifies behavior that is incongruent with beliefs or values held in another area.  Privatized morality of the fragmented personality can also create a general disconnect between what is appropriate for the public and private arenas, a reality that does not contribute to the consistency expected of the Christian moral life lived in the world.  


With all of these factors contributing to a growing distrust of the Church, declining Mass attendance and abandonment to the ambiguities and uncertainties of life, it seems that the Church must do something to retain its membership and provide for the faith needs of its people before numbers dwindle to an astonishing remnant.  Evangelization is the key to “marketing” what the Church has to offer.  In order to accomplish this vision of evangelization, two dimensions of the Church are subject to change: the message or the method.  Some think that if the Church changes the message of her teaching, then it will be more palatable and, therefore, more attractive to its prospective audience.  If the message of the Church changes, then it will cease to be the Christian message as perpetuated and developed by the tradition founded upon the Scriptures telling about the life of Christ.  Therefore, it is safe to say that the methods of communicating this faith and not the message must change.  But how can this be done?  

A New Evangelization


The term “New Evangelization,” one of the major themes of the pontificate of John Paul II, was first mentioned by Pope Paul VI in his encyclical Evangelization in the Modern World.  The mention of the need for evangelization came as the modern world, especially Western Europe, seemed to be departing from its Christian roots.  Pope John Paul II, in his many pilgrimages and apostolic visits around the world, preached the need for a re-evangelization of these areas and a sustained missionary effort toward evangelization throughout peoples and lands who had not previously heard the message of salvation preached in the Gospel.  This, he envisioned, could be a “great re-launching” of evangelization in the present life of the Church.
   


The classic evangelization of the Church can be understood in terms of the permanence of the preaching and teaching through both Word and Sacrament.  This is the permanent evangelization of the Church.  It is a fruitful method of evangelization but not the only method which then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger recognized: “A large part of today’s humanity does not find the Gospel in the permanent evangelization of the Church: that is to say the convincing response to the question: How to live?”  This, he says, is evidenced by the de-Christianization of cultures and a general loss of essential human values.
  One can conclude that many of these expressed needs for a new evangelization are in response to the growing effect of postmodernism of culture on the Church.  Disinterest in religious practice, declining numbers of Church vocations and the apparent lack of effectivity of the traditional means of evangelization from the Church are factors directly associated to the effects of postmodernism on the Church.  

The New Evangelization in a  Postmodern Culture 


In order for the Church to evangelize, she must know her postmodern audience.  If one knows a particular person’s motivations, however unconscious or socially conditioned, he can genuinely meet another from “where he is”.  A better understanding of the postmodern culture and its effects on the Church can and will lead to more effective evangelization.  In our discussion of some of the characteristics of a postmodern culture, we examined five distinct but related elements that can be linked to the postmodern mindset: 1) Lack of a meta-narrative, 2) ambiguity and indeterminacy in life, 3) radical eclecticism, 4) pluralism and 5) self and social identity in stage of becoming, rather than being.  Many of these facets enumerate a particular challenge to the spreading of the Gospel.  But the New Evangelization has a response to the type of Christian climate found in the postmodern world.  We will approach the discussion of the “problem of postmodernism” and the response of the New Evangelization as outlined according to these characteristic elements of this postmodern reality: 

1) Lack of systematic view of reality: The Christian message presents in itself an overarching framework of meaning and value.  It is a framework of salvation, virtue, love, justice, peace, mercy and communion.  If the faith does not hold first place in the mind and heart of a postmodern person, then it will clearly not present a systematic view of reality that is both natural and spiritual.  Think for a moment of The Idea of a University by John Cardinal Henry Newman.  In this seminal work, Newman presents Theology as the unifying discipline of academia, the topic of which everyone has an opinion and that which still has something to contribute to all other disciplines.
  In the same way, the New Evangelization re-presents the Gospel as the guiding system of meaning and value, presenting the Christian message as formative and informative of all aspects of life.  If Theology to the believing academic can influence the vision of all other disciplines, cannot Christianity to the believer influence the way life is lived in all areas in a systematic way?  But what is the foundation of the Gospel to which the New Evangelization reclaims?  


The New Evangelization preaches anew not simply who Jesus was as a man living on this earth, but who Jesus is for us today.  “Today, the temptation is great to diminish Jesus Christ, the Son of God, into merely historical Jesus, into a pure man,” Ratzinger says.  “One does not necessarily deny the divinity of Jesus, but by using certain methods one distills from the Bible a Jesus to our size, a Jesus possible and comprehensible within the parameters of our historiography.”
  This call for a new evangelization is the call to put Christ back at the center of the Christian life, just as Newman called for Theology to be placed at the center of academic life.  It is a vision of Christ, however, not merely intellectual, but also experiential.  “The new evangelization is not a matter of merely passing on doctrine, but rather of a personal and profound meeting with the Savior.”
  First, though, we must believe that this type of encounter is possible, in order for the Gospel to create a guiding framework for how to live and understand human existence.  

2) Ambiguity and Indeterminacy in Life: This fact of postmodernism almost has a distinct semblance to the adolescent/young adult stage of life.  If the transition into adulthood is marked by a search for meaning and a purpose to dedicate one’s life, then it seems apparent that postmodern culture can be understood as being in a similar uncertain stage of development.  This might suggest that the postmodern mindset is waiting to give birth to a mature understanding of life as we await what is to come after this time of postmodernism.  In this postmodern stage of seemingly perpetual questions of “how to live,” “where to go,” “what to do” and “how to do it,” Ratzinger comments: “To evangelize means: to show this path [towards happiness] – to teach the art of living.  At the beginning of His public life Jesus says: I have come to evangelize the poor (Lk 4:18); this means: I have the response to your fundamental question; I will show you the path of life, the path towards happiness – rather: I am that path.”
  The New Evangelization proclaims Jesus once again as that path of Life which all men seek.  It gives purpose and meaning, rather than the confusion of ambiguity and indeterminacy.  These words of John Paul II demonstrate the depth of this direction: 

It is Jesus that you seek when you dream of happiness; he is waiting for you when nothing else you find satisfies you; he is the beauty to which you are so attracted; it is he who provokes you with that thirst for fullness that will not let you settle for compromise; it is he who urges you to shed the masks of a false life; it is he who reads in your hearts your most genuine choices, the choices that others try to stifle.  It is Jesus who stirs in you the desire to do something great with your lives, the will to follow an ideal, the refusal to allow yourselves to be grounded down by mediocrity, the courage to commit yourselves humbly and patiently to improving yourselves and society, making the world more human and more fraternal.
  

Robert McCarty of the National Federation of Catholic Youth Ministry posed the pastoral challenge toward youth ministers to be examples for youth so much so that it could be said by the youth about these adults, “I want what they have.”
  What Christian, young or old, would not want happiness and fullness of life which John Paul II is expressing in these words?  These words clearly demonstrate a simple, yet comprehensive system for understanding reality: Jesus Christ as the foundation and the goal, the Source and the Summit, the Alpha and the Omega.  

3) Radical Eclecticism:  This form of radical eclecticism as a sort of smorgasbord of religiosity and spirituality is partially the result of such wide variety of information being available at the click of a key.  Call it the “cut and paste” mentality.  In the Church today, we see a great number of people looking for deeper spirituality, especially within the mystical writings of spiritual masters.  It is not uncommon to hear, “I am spiritual but not religious.”  Why is this?  It might be possible that the Church has not been addressing certain needs of the soul by allowing dust to collect atop the great mystical tradition of the Church.  Instead of searching within their own tradition, many Christians are exploring the mysticism of the East, particularly within Buddhism and various forms of meditation.  Is this a search for prayer?  What is at the heart of this hunger?  


As we have experienced a secularization of culture as a result of postmodern thinking, it is possible that we, too, experience elements of secularization within the Church.  Theologian J.B. Metz tells us: the true problem of our time is the “Crisis of God,” the absence of God, disguised by empty religiosity.  Theology must go back to being truly theo-logia, speaking about and with God.  For this reason, Ratzinger addresses the new evangelization to this end- speaking about God and living as he exists and belongs.
  Ratzinger adds, “The wave of esoterism, the spreading of Asian techniques of relaxation and self-emptying demonstrate that something is lacking in our liturgies.  It is in our world of today that we are in need of silence, of the super-individual mystery, of beauty.”
  These needs of postmodern people can be met by encounter with God.  We must, however, operate out of a “living theology” (vs. a “dead theology”) in relationship with the God who is alive and is active and present in our world.  This is the encounter that opens the door for true transformation and conversion to take place.  This call to operate out of the mystical presence of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit within our world and our lives is an essential element of the New Evangelization.  

4) Pluralism:  The existence of various religious traditions throughout the world, even the variety of groups present that are descendants of Abraham and claim faith in the one God, creates a definite challenge to belief in one’s faith tradition.  How can all these exist at once?  The rationalist answer to this question concludes that “they cannot all exist and be true.”  Is the answer to this question a least common denominator religion, such as moralistic-therapeutic deism?
  Rather than examine the intricacies of truth, claims to truth and the existence of such variety within religions, it is possible to approach the issue of pluralism within the Church from another approach.  Blessed Mother Teresa, the great cultural and spiritual figure of the 20th century, though in a position of great influence and attention, did not verbally commit to converting anyone to Christianity and Catholicism.  Instead, she encouraged Buddhists, Muslims, Christians and Catholics alike to become the best Buddhist, Muslim, Christians and Catholics possible.  While so doing, she stated plainly and clearly the reason and strength of her own life and work: the thirsting love of the Savior, Jesus Christ.  


The New Evangelization for the Catholic Church is the call for Catholics to become the best Catholics that they can, to become saints.  This call to sanctity does not inherently seek to convert but to live one’s life committed to Christ by word and deed and to share how God is working within that life.  We remember the wager made famous by Pascal.  He risked the odds of God’s existence on the bet of eternity.  Can we translate this reasoning according to Christianity?  Let us for a moment imagine that Christians lived as if the message of Christ were the only message, or only faith, and everything hinged upon that reality.  What then could the Church look like?  It would be a Church with a mission.  It would be a Church that could evangelize.  

The New Evangelization, as a form of missionary activity, says John Paul II, “renews the Church, revitalizes faith and Christian identity, and offers fresh enthusiasm and new incentive.  Faith is strengthened when it is given to others!”
  This evangelization engenders a dramatic sharing, not a violent persuasion of who is right and who is wrong, but a presentation of what God is working in one’s life:  “I share this with you and tell you why I live the way I live, not out of hatred or pride, but out of love for you to know what I myself have come to know and receive.”  The Christian message has great power when lived profoundly and great consequence when lived half-heartedly.  When the missionary E. Stanley Jones met with Mahatma Ghandi he asked him, "Mr. Ghandi, though you quote the words of Christ often, why is that you appear to so adamantly reject becoming his follower?"  Ghandi replied, "Oh, I don't reject your Christ. I love your Christ. It's just that so many of you Christians are so unlike your Christ."
  The New Evangelization is a renewal of this centering on Christ and the surrender to grace which makes living in him and him living in his followers possible.  

5) Self and Social Identity in Discovery:  Ratzinger presents this shift in mentality from modern to postmodern life: “Human life cannot be realized by itself.  Our life is an open question, an incomplete project, still to be brought to fruition and realized.  Each man’s fundamental question is: how will this be realized – becoming man?  How does one learn the art of living?  Which is the path towards happiness?”
  This seems to be an element of postmodern thinking that is congruent with the essential mission of the New Evangelization since it identifies that the human person is constantly in a state of becoming, rather than being.  
Whereas the modern mentality may have assumed human identity as a given, the postmodern mentality, and here Cardinal Ratzinger, identifies that there is a mission not only in the world, but in the mind and heart, of each individual person.  This is a highlighting of the interior journey of the human person, stating a need for a constant evangelization of one’s own self.  It is a fundamental appeal to constant conversion: to rethink – to question one’s own and common way of living; to allow God to enter into the criteria of one’s life.
  The New Evangelization calls for this discovery of self and society to be accomplished according to Christ and to “come out of self-sufficiency to discover and accept our indigence.”
  In this way, postmodern thinking makes room and makes way for the presence of God in the interior journey toward sanctity.  

Sociology and Post-Modernism


In Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers, Christian Smith observes that “Catholic teenagers, who represent nearly one-quarter of all U.S. teens, stand out among the U.S. Christian teenagers as consistently scoring lower on most measures of religiosity.”
  As these teenagers become the makers of tomorrow, then it seems that logically speaking, Catholicism will inevitably die out in North America.  Some think that Latino Catholics whose presence in the United States is on the rise, will clearly account for a dramatic shift in faith.  Peter Steinfels does not seem to agree.  He writes, “The pace of change will accelerate; Latinos will assimilate far more rapidly than European immigrants, especially to a popular culture that is quite ready to incorporate Latino elements in its voracious wooing of new consumers.”
  He continues, “Much larger percentages are distanced from parish life and church institutions, have little sense of church authority, and are not sufficiently versed in the distinctive symbols, narratives, and vocabulary of Catholicism to articulate for themselves a coherent Catholic identity.”
  Where then lays the hope for the future of the Church?  Michael Hayes of Paulist Fathers young adult ministry, BustedHalo.com, responds, “What Christian Smith can’t account for is the surprise of grace.”

The New Evangelization and the Surprise of Grace 


“Today we seem to be witnessing the birth of a new Catholicism that, without loss of its institutional, sacramental, and social dimensions, is authentically evangelical,” says Ralph Martin of the Archdiocese of Detroit.
  On what basis does Mr. Martin make this claim?  Is the Church attracting large numbers of members with new zeal as never before?  This is apparently not the case.  But that is not evidence to conclude that a new evangelization is not occurring.  “New evangelization cannot mean immediately attracting the large masses that have distanced themselves from the Church by using new and more refined methods.  No- this is not what new evangelization promises.”
  “The mass movements are always ephemeral.”  “Large realities begin in humility.”
  
Where then are we to look for this “New Evangelization” that is “new in ardor, methods, and expression”
 as John Paul II called for in Haiti, 1983?  One might convincingly argue that we are beginning to experience this reality in the United States.  These seed-like movements in the form of the founding and growth of new, young religious communities, growing numbers of priestly candidates, Catholic artists breaking into musical culture and art, theological discussions making their ways into bars, lay ecclesial movements of faithful families thriving and even new ways of experiencing traditional devotions such as Eucharistic Adoration and the Rosary are all signs that a new evangelization could be among us.  These realities cannot be discounted.  Are we beginning to experience the New Evangelization in very small ways or are we just seeing the last lap charge of a dying breed?  


When highlighting a study of young adult Catholics by Dean Hoge, William Dinges, Mary Johnson and Juan Gonzales, Jr., Peter Steinfels noted that in a number of core Catholic teachings, young adults appear largely orthodox: Over 90 percent affirmed the divinity of Jesus, about 90 percent strongly agree or moderately agree that in Mass the bread and wine actually become the body and blood of Christ and about three quarters of the sample agreed with the statement, “The only absolute Truth for humankind is in the teachings of Jesus Christ.”
  Could it be possible that faith does indeed exist in the United States and that the country is awaiting a tremendous opportunity for conversion and renewal?  Could these signs of the New Evangelization, the Gospel being spread with new “ardor, methods and expression” be the mustard seeds that spread the teaching and renewal of the Christian life within our society and culture?  Time and grace will tell.  

“What of the rest of the Church in this postmodern culture?”  One might ask.  “Isn’t Church membership larger than ever both in the US and abroad?”  Yes it is.  But let us, in conclusion, keep in mind the words of then Cardinal Ratzinger: “The Church is at the same time a large tree and a very small grain.  In the history of salvation it is always Good Friday and Easter Sunday at the same time...”
  Let the Church give witness to the culture that there is indeed reason for rejoicing- the New Evangelization is the means and evidence of the resurrection of the Catholic Church in the West.  
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