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The image used to promote the 
New Evangelisation in our Diocese is 
The Saviour of Zvenigorod by the great 
Russian iconographer Andrei Rublev. 

Completed in around 1410, it was 
discovered, along with two other 
icons, in a barn near the Church of   
the Dormition in Zvenigorod in 1918. 
It is severely damaged.

For Henri Nouwen contemplating the 
facial expression of Jesus became a 
profound spiritual experience. In his 
meditation on the icon in his book   
‘The Beauty of the Lord’ he said, 

“The Saviour does not look severe, 
he doesn’t judge, but sees everything”. 

He goes on to suggest the damage is 
meaningful, “When I first saw the icon, 
I had the distinct sense that the face of 

Christ appears in the midst of great 
chaos. A sad but beautiful face looks 
at us through the ruins of the world.” 

As we strive to make the face of Christ 
visible in today’s, often chaotic world, 

may we be inspired and renewed as 
we gaze on this beautiful and haunting 
image of our Lord and Saviour.



INTRODUCTION

In November 2013, the Diocese of Plymouth hosted a symposium  
to consider the New Evangelisation. Over two days 325 clergy 
and lay people took part. Interest in the theme filled the venue to 
its capacity. Following the event a working party was established 

to collate and summarise the responses to the symposium.

This document is a summary of those responses. Any report 
taken from such a small sample of the total Catholic population  
is not going to represent everyone’s views, but what is included 
here is representative of the broader comments. 

This report has been produced for Bishop Mark O’Toole for his 
discernment, for participants at the symposium as an aide 
memoire, and for parish priests, in the hope that it will provoke 
local conversations with parish councils or interest groups. 

Please continue to pray for a revitalisation of the Church’s 

mission to evangelise, which as you will read here, is both a joy 
and a challenge. 

David Wells
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If we were to sum up 

Pope Francis’s 

Evangelii Gaudium 
in a few words, 

we could say that it is 

an Apostolic Exhortation 
written around the 

theme of Christian joy
in order that the Church 

may rediscover the 

original source of 
evangelisation in the 

contemporary world. 

Pope Francis offers 
this document 

to the Church 

as a map and guide 
to her pastoral mission 

in the near future. 

It is an invitation 
to recover a prophetic 

and positive vision 

of reality without 
ignoring the 

current challenges.                                    
Archbishop Rino Fisichella

speaking at the Vatican
Press Conference on the 

day of publication of 
Evangelii Gaudium

24 November 2013.



WHAT DID YOU HEAR
THAT INSPIRED YOU? 

PEOPLE WERE INSPIRED by a call to be a Church with 
renewed purpose. The call to evangelise was not received as a 
burden or as just another agenda item. There is genuine 
enthusiasm for a revitalised sense of discipleship. This was 
accompanied by a conviction that the time to focus upon a new 

missionary zeal is now. The responses offer explanations for this 
enthusiasm. They include: 

THE NEW EVANGELISATION directs our attention towards 
Christ, and a ‘personal encounter’ with him. People expressed 
a joy about speaking from their own experience of the love they 

have received from personally encountering Jesus. On the 
other hand, there is less confidence about speaking on behalf 
of the Church, a cause of anxiety which is addressed later in 
this report.  

THERE IS FRESH ARDOUR about evangelisation, which is 

distinguishable from what some people have described as a 
necessary but wearisome predominance of compliance, 
regulation, and scrutiny. The symposium reminded many of why 
we are Church and it resonated with the participants own 
personal sense of vocation. Focusing upon mission generates an 

enthusiasm for the things of God, whereas dwelling for too long 
in the place of precaution leaves some people dispirited.

THE IDEA THAT CATHOLICS aren’t interested in 
evangelisation is challenged by the responses to the 
symposium. There is a recognition that evangelisation is a 

source of equal grace and joy both to the evangeliser and the 
evangelised. It is good for us to evangelise and it generates an 
enthusiasm for faith. 

THE WORKING PARTY recognise a fresh and widespread 
optimism about the future direction of the Church under the 

leadership of Pope Francis. He has promoted a sense of urgency 
marked by joy rather than anxiety. Many responses highlight the 
effective example he sets by his cheerful response to whomever 
he encounters. It appeared to many that he steps into the world 
with confidence, unafraid of the people he meets or the reaction 

he might receive.

THERE HAS BEEN TOO MUCH emphasis on Christianity being 
at odds with society. Bishop Kieran Conry’s emphasis on a 
world that is open to receive the truth, if it chooses to see it,    
is more positive and generative than the idea that the world 

and the Church are on a divergent course. The suggestion of
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GO INTO ALL 
THE WORLD 
AND PREACH 
THE GOSPEL 
TO THE WHOLE 
CREATION
Mark 16:15 

I invite all Christians 
everywhere, 
at this very moment, 
to a renewed 
personal encounter 
with Jesus Christ. 
Evangelii Gaudium 3



divergence can make us fearful and introspective. Many people 
were impressed by how people in the film clips appreciated 
being asked to share their views. For the most part, the 
dialogue was characterised by honesty and humour. 

EVENTS LIKE THE SYMPOSIUM remind believers of a greater 
aspiration. Being in an environment of enthusiasm broadens us. 
The responses indicate the sense of solidarity we experience 
when the diocese gathers to focus upon its mission. One 
respondent wrote; “Our enthusiasm rubs off on one another.”                                                                

CAN YOU DESCRIBE AN 
EXPERIENCE WHICH SUMS UP 

WHAT “GO AND ANNOUNCE THE 
GOSPEL OF THE LORD” MEANS 

TO YOU?

THE RESPONSES SEEM TO INDICATE that evangelisation 
happens whenever people meet faith and joy in a person. This 

was expressed in four ways; 

EVANGELISATION IS MORE AKIN to a disposition than a 
project. The work of evangelisation does not lend itself to a 
specific ‘one size fits all’ strategy. Successful evangelisation 
is not a formulaic process. Where evident, it is an activity 

prompted by the Holy Spirit, when our good intentions are 
loosely allied to God working in and through us. This may 
explain why strategies to evangelise can appear to fail because 
of reliance upon our own strengths. The disposition to 
evangelise is about being a disciple, ready and available 

to act. 

PEOPLE’S EXPERIENCE centred mainly upon incidental acts, 
which at first seemed like coincidence and later acquired a 
significance and sacredness which led to some form of 
conversion. Our task may be to create opportunities for 

evangelisation to happen, but an element of the unexpected 
remains a feature. We are not in control of what happens. 

IT IS NOTICEABLE that the opportunity to evangelise emerges 
most often when someone recognises something authentic and 
attractive in the witness. It seems likely that our ability to 

evangelise is allied to our confidence to live happily in our own 
skin. It appears that our vulnerability and weakness may well 
evangelise as effectively as our certainty and strength. 
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Mere administration can 
no longer be enough. 

Throughout the world, 
let us be permanently 
in a state of mission.

Evangelii Gaudium 25                                                                                                                                  

People prefer to listen 
to witnesses: they thirst 
for authenticity and call 

for evangelisers to speak 
of a God who they 
themselves know.

Evangelii Gaudium 1

FOR MY THOUGHTS ARE 

NOT YOUR THOUGHTS, 
NEITHER ARE YOUR 

WAYS MY WAYS, 
DECLARES THE LORD. 

AS THE HEAVENS 

ARE HIGHER THAN 
THE EARTH, SO ARE MY 

WAYS HIGHER THAN 
YOUR WAYS AND MY 

THOUGHTS THAN 

YOUR THOUGHTS.

Isaiah 55 8-9



We should never be afraid of being the people God has made 
and has called us to be.

MANY TESTIMONIES describe the need to listen attentively and 
to reserve judgement. The question for the evangeliser is 

therefore not simply, “What have I to say?”, but also, “Am I the 
sort of person people would approach or listen to?” Many people 
who offered testimonies regarded themselves as unlikely 
evangelisers. In many accounts the evangeliser did not set out 
with evangelisation in mind and was surprised and delighted by 

the impact they made. To evangelise then, is a gift to both the 
evangeliser and the evangelised. 

WHAT PREVENTS YOU 

FROM SPEAKING MORE 
CONFIDENTLY ABOUT 

YOUR BELIEFS?

THE WORKING PARTY identified fears about evangelising 
which fall into six categories. These are;

WHEN IT COMES to announcing the Gospel of the Lord,   
many people become acutely aware of their own sinfulness  
and inadequacy. This leads to a heightened sense of personal 
hypocrisy and a fear of being seen as a fraud. How are we to 
understand such passages as Matthew 5:48, “Be perfect as 

your heavenly Father is perfect?”  Is such a command a 
pre-condition for evangelisation?  

WE APPEAR TO BE reluctant to evangelise because of the 
judgement and prejudice of others. There is a fear of being 
perceived as needy or stupid on the one hand or as judgemental 

and fundamentalist on the other. Believers do not want to be 
associated with such stereotypes or to risk the prejudice which 
comes with them. This problem is experienced as much inside 
families and with close friends as it is with strangers. 

THERE IS A FEAR amongst some Catholics that they may be 

called upon to give account for the entire doctrine of the Church 
on matters of sexual morality. Some people expressed the 
opinion that to be ‘faithful’ requires their silence. There is 
confusion as to whether having doubts about a specific 
teaching disqualifies a Catholic from evangelising at all. 

SOME FEAR EMANATES from not knowing how to respond to 
the accusations of child abuse, sex scandals and corruption 
inside the Catholic Church.
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IT IS NO LONGER 
I THAT LIVE, 
BUT CHRIST WHO 
LIVES IN ME.
Galatians 2:20

May the world 
of our time, 
which is searching, 
sometimes 
with anguish, 
sometimes 
with hope, 
be enabled 
to receive
the good news 
not from 
evangelisers 
who are dejected, 
discouraged, 
impatient or 
anxious.
Evangelii Gaudium 10



PARENTS EXPRESSED A FEAR of disharmony inside their 
families. Parents find it difficult to enable their children to 
grow beyond infantile obedience toward a personally held 
religious conviction. There is confusion as to “how hard to 

push it”. Religious affiliation appears to get caught up in 
adolescent tension about “who decides what I believe”.       
The fear of damaging relationships by insisting on a religious 
disposition can lead to a lack of openness to discussing 
matters of faith within the family, especially if both parents are 

not Catholic. The focus of this tension is usually attendance at 
Mass. Some responses indicate that religious conversation in 
the home is avoided altogether. Perceived failure at home 
leads some people to question their own credibility as a 
witness in the public arena.  

THERE ARE FEARS about a failure to be able to offer an 
inclusive pastoral response to those who feel called but whose 
personal circumstance, (sometimes caused by what they regard 
as events beyond their control) exclude them from the 
sacraments. There is a specific anxiety about giving witness to 

the compassion of Jesus for sinners whilst at the same time 
restricting eligibility for full communion with the Church.  

WHERE ARE OPPORTUNITIES FOR 

EVANGELISATION EXPERIENCED 
POSITIVELY?

THE WORKING PARTY identified three environments in which 
the work of evangelisation is often received positively. These are; 
casual encounters, meeting people in distress, and working with 
other Christians. 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR EFFECTIVE evangelisation happen in 
what first appear to be casual encounters. Evangelisation may 
well be a disposition which has two characteristics. Firstly it is 
expectant; the evangeliser believes that God goes ahead of 
them and that no encounter with another person is absent of 

God. The second disposition is availability; that God will want 
to use us in a specific, unique and particular way. People who 
develop this disposition describe experiences such as car 
journey conversations, offering to pray for friends, saying 
grace in a restaurant, offering reassurance, all of which can be 

opportunities for grace. These dispositions, which are 
especially evident in what the Church calls new movements, 
give rise to brief, casual, and cheerful encounters which 
arouse curiosity about the hope that we profess. 
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DO YOUR BEST 
TO PRESENT 

YOURSELF TO GOD 
AS ONE APPROVED 

BY HIM, A WORKER 
WHO HAS NO NEED 

TO BE ASHAMED.
2 Timothy 2:15

The Church must 
be a place of mercy 
freely given, where 

everyone can feel 
welcomed, loved, 

forgiven and 
encouraged to live 

the good life 

of the Gospel. 
Evangelii Gaudium 114



THE SECOND POSITIVE ENVIRONMENT is with people in 
distress. Suffering often calls people to look beyond their capacity 
for self-sufficiency. This makes them receptive to the love of God. 
When love is offered it impacts upon both the vulnerable and 

those who care for them. Many responses note that the sick and 
housebound, those suffering with depression and stress, those 
who have experienced family break-up or redundancy at work,  
are often searching for a dignity that only comes from God.  
Those family or friends who surround the sufferers can be deeply 

moved by the efforts of believers to bring communion, wash 
sheets, offer car journeys to a hospital, buy shopping, or provide 
extra encouragement at school. Our love for the vulnerable 
speaks eloquently for us. It is a tragedy that some people in 
distress perceive the Church as a place of judgement rather than 

mercy. 

THIRDLY, there is a widespread recognition that being with 
other Christians is a refreshing environment in which to 
evangelise. Many Catholics are surprised by the delight other 
Christians express when they see Catholics enthusiastic for 

evangelisation. These ecumenical engagements are more 
fruitful when a clear distinction between initial evangelisation 
and initiation into the Church is understood. Discipleship is not 
a relationship reserved for Catholics and like the first followers 
of Jesus, part of our formation comes from serving alongside 

people who are different to us. Evangelisation is an action 
which draws people toward a common baptism and may be 
something we can consider attempting alongside other 
Christians. 

WHERE ARE OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
EVANGELISATION EXPERIENCED 

NEGATIVELY?

SADLY, the working party identified the home and the parish as 
two environments where people found evangelisation fraught and 

challenging. Despite evangelisation being traditionally associated 
with knocking on doors, people are struggling to talk about their 
faith in their own homes and in their own parish communities. 

FOR MANY REASONS faith has become a difficult topic at 
home. Few parents feel confident about navigating their way 

through the second decade of their children’s lives in matters 
of faith. Similarly few priests feel confident about their 
relationship with young people and with secondary schools.
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COME TO ME, 
ALL YOU WHO ARE 
WEARY AND ARE 
OVERBURDENED, 
AND I WILL GIVE 
YOU REST.
Matthew 11:28

The Church is an 
evangeliser, but she 
begins by being 

evangelised herself. 
Evangelii Gaudium 3



RESPONSES TO THE SYMPOSIUM suggest that parents who 
had employed a ‘heavy handed’ approach with their children 
found their grown-up offspring unwilling to discuss matters of 
faith. This has led to further anxieties about grandchildren. 

WE APPEAR to provide very few opportunities for 
evangelisation other than by inviting others to attend Mass.  
For some people the Mass is a huge first step, difficult to 
appreciate and understand.

RESPONSES SUGGEST that our parishes would benefit from a 

fresh emphasis upon evangelisation. There are parishioners who 
by their own admission do not believe they have experienced, at 
first hand, a personal encounter with Jesus Christ. There are 
others who have a laudable attachment to devotions, but would 
be unable to give expression to their own conversion. For some, 

religious maturity has not grown beyond that which they received 
in their early childhood. It is not unusual to meet Catholics who 
rely solely upon intellectual propositions or alternatively reject the 
tradition for the sake of their own preferences. The working party 
recognise the presence of fear, confusion and impatience, all of 

which point us towards a primary need for evangelisation  
amongst the faithful.  

CAN YOU DESCRIBE THE 

WAYS IN WHICH YOUR 
PARISH COMMUNITY IS AN 

EVANGELISING COMMUNITY? 

THE MOST FREQUENT RESPONSE to this question was “No”. 
This does not mean that our parish communities are not 

evangelising, but when they do, they often do so unconsciously.

THERE SEEMS TO BE a gulf between the Liturgy of the Word 
and the final commission, which is often heard as “Go” rather 
than “Go and announce the Gospel of the Lord.”

THE MOST FREQUENT example given of parish based 

evangelisation is the witness of people who do good works, such 
as taking holy communion to the sick or doing works of charity.  
It seems that our strongest act of witness is our love for others, 
and this manifestation of Christ should be something we 
recognise, name and celebrate as evangelisation.

MOST PEOPLE don’t regard themselves as disciples and 
wouldn’t make a conscious link between their baptism and the 
call to evangelise. The Catholic disposition is more about
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ABIDE IN ME, 
AND I IN YOU. 

AS THE BRANCH 
CANNOT BEAR 

FRUIT BY ITSELF, 
UNLESS IT ABIDES 

IN THE VINE, 
NEITHER CAN YOU, 

UNLESS YOU 
ABIDE IN ME.

John 15:4

Instead of being just a 
church that welcomes 

and receives by keeping 
the doors open, let us 
try also to be a church 

that finds new roads, 
that is able to step 

outside itself and go to 
those who do not attend 

Mass, to those who 
have quit or are 

indifferent. 
Interview with 

Antonio Spadaro SJ
30 September 2013



receiving people who come to us rather than going out to 
people. The greater act of courage is therefore required of the 
enquirer who takes the first steps, rather than the disciple.

IT APPEARS that we may be more comfortable with initiation 

than with evangelisation. In many parishes there is little in the 
way of announcing faith other than bringing people to Mass and 
inviting them to join an RCIA group.

THE RESPONSES INDICATE that the priest has a positive or 
negative impact on the enthusiasm of lay people to evangelise 

according to the priority he affords it. His conviction, preaching 
and reassurance appear to be influential in raising the levels of 
responsibility amongst lay people.

SCHOOLS ARE RECOGNISED as a good opportunity for 
evangelisation but are barely mentioned. Schools appear to be 

appreciated for their educative performance more than their 
contribution to the Church’s mission to evangelise. Our efforts to 
evangelise should seek to bring together experience of parish, 
home and school, should a parish have one.  

WHAT WOULD YOU ADD 
TO WHAT YOU HEARD AT 

THE SYMPOSIUM? 

THE WORKING PARTY recognised the importance of 
developing the work of New Evangelisation in the following ways;

BEING CLEARER about our primary proclamation. We have 
become anxious to communicate all aspects of Church teaching 
attributing equal importance to every detail. We have to some 
extent lost our sense of the foundational and primary 
proclamations; namely that Jesus Christ is our Lord, he loves 
us, that he died to save us, and that he is with us every day. 
We need to set firm the foundation stone before becoming 
anxious about every fixture and fitting.

ENCOURAGING A DISPOSITION for the New Evangelisation. 
This could mean; praying for it when we gather, believing that the 
Holy Spirit will inspire it, making ourselves available to it, and 
recognising and responding to circumstances for it, as they 
present themselves to us.  

SINCE EVANGELISATION is firstly to Christ and then to his 
Church, there is an ecumenical opportunity here. Pope Francis 
reminds us of the doctrine of the hierarchy of truths, which 
helps us to work alongside other Christians. A missionary focus 
would inspire a sense of our common baptism. 
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We cannot shut 
ourselves up in 
parishes and our 
communities, when 
so many people are 
waiting for the Gospel.   
PONTIFEX 27 July 2013 

SO EVERYONE WHO 
ACKNOWLEDGES 
ME BEFORE MEN, 
I ALSO WILL 
ACKNOWLEDGE 
BEFORE MY FATHER 
WHO IS IN HEAVEN.
Matthew 10:32



Many participants spoke of the joy of working with other 
Christians. 

CONCENTRATING on what evangelisation looks like as well as 
how we understand it. We need testimonies from both the 
evangeliser and the evangelised. We need to observe skills, 
methods, ideas, resources, things which worked and things 
which didn’t. We need to be inspired by one another’s experience. 
We need to describe the incidental, sometimes spontaneous 
events which provide the right environment for evangelisation. 
We need to talk about evangelisation and to keep talking about it.

WE NEED TO ENSURE that prayer accompanies our 
endeavour. As one participant put it; “Let the sick and the 
housebound provide a wonderful backdrop of prayer for those 
on the front lines.” The work of evangelisation needs to be 
built upon the prayer of the entire community.

IT SEEMS STRANGE to commission people to “Go and 
announce the Gospel of the Lord” or to “Glorify the Lord by their 
lives” and then not to ask them what happened. Perhaps we have 
grown accustomed to not expecting anything to happen, or that it 
will all happen unconsciously. We need a new narrative. Our 
conversations need to be more about naming, describing and 
understanding a lived encounter with Jesus Christ. We need 
courage and discipline to think about who Jesus is and what he 
means to us, and then to start talking to each other about him.  

WE CAN START where we are, with who we are. There is no 
need to lament the past, or apportion blame. We can begin 
from here.
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On the lips of the 
catechist the first 

proclamation must 
ring out over and 

over: “Jesus Christ 
loves you; he gave his 

life to save you; and 
now he is living at 

your side every day to 
enlighten, strengthen 

and free you”.
Evangelii Gaudium 164                                                                                                                          



RECOMMENDATIONS

With humility the working party offer the following questions     

as a starting point for a diocesan response to Evangelii Gaudium, 
‘The Joy of the Gospel’.   

ONE 

DO WE RECOGNISE THAT A CHURCH with a strong sense    
of mission is an exciting place to be?  How can we enkindle a 
renewed sense of mission amongst ourselves so that this work 
does not become another agenda item? As one respondent wrote; 

“Please don’t let it end here.”  

TWO 
HOW CAN WE CREATE OPPORTUNITIES to explore how we 
understand a ‘personal encounter with Jesus Christ’? Do we need 
to begin by acknowledging that many of us have forgotten how to 

talk about Jesus without feeling in some way uncomfortable, as if 
it is an activity reserved for Evangelicals? Do we need to learn to 
talk about who Jesus is and what he means to us if we are to 
extend his invitation to others?   

THREE 
IF THE CHURCH EXISTS TO EVANGELISE, should there be    
a renewed emphasis upon the final commission of the Mass?   
Do we need to hear homilies about evangelisation, call people    
to intercede for it at Mass, marshal our energy and resources 

towards it, and gather our enthusiasts to share their experience   
of it? Everyone in the diocese can serve this cause in one way    
or another. 

FOUR 
HOW CAN WE RE-EMPHASISE the call of all the Baptised to 

see themselves as disciples?  Is it the case that evangelisation 
will happen as a consequence of who we are? Do we need to 
think about how we respond to our baptism and whether we see 
ourselves as disciples? Do we need to re-emphasise that our love 
and concern for others is a strong reflection of our relationship 

with Jesus. 

FIVE 
IS THERE A NEED FOR CLARITY about giving witness to our 
faith and offering apologetics for it? Is the fear of what we don’t 

know preventing us from giving an account of what we do know? 
Is the entire teaching of the Church weighing heavily upon our 
shoulders, disabling us in our attempts to share what we have
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I dream of a 
missionary option, 
that is, a missionary 
impulse capable 
of transforming 
everything, so that 
the Church’s customs, 
ways of doing things, 
times and schedules, 
language and 
structures can be 
suitable channelled 
for the evangelisation 
of today’s world 
rather than for her 
self-preservation.
Evangelii Gaudium 27



received with others? Do we need to clarify the distinction 
between initial proclamation, initiation, catechesis and 
apologetics?  

SIX 
WHAT SUPPORT ARE WE GIVING to enable families to 
provide an environment for evangelisation? What appropriate 
support is needed for spouses, parents and children to help them 
engage meaningfully in a journey of faith together? Do we need to 
consider what we are asking of families and how we are enabling 

them to achieve it? Has providing Catholic schools become our 
only answer to this question and are we using them effectively? 

SEVEN 
DO WE NEED TO IMAGINE new approaches to hospitality and 

welcome, both personally and communally?  What provision do 
we make for strangers?  Do we need to provide new occasions to 
engage with the curious outside the celebration of the Mass? 
What might these occasions look like and how would people hear 
about them?
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A true missionary, 
who never ceases 

to be a disciple, 
knows that Jesus 

walks with him, 
speaks to him, 

breathes with him, 
works with him.
Evangelii Gaudium 267                                                                                                                          

BE BOLD



How I long to find the right 

words to stir up enthusiasm 

for a new chapter of 

evangelisation full of fervour, 

joy, generosity, courage, 

boundless love and attraction. 

Yet I know that no words of 

encouragement will be enough 

unless the fire of the Holy Spirit 

burns in our hearts.                                                         

The Joy of the Gospel (Evangelii Gaudium) 261    
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