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INTRODUCTION:
1) Personal background, perspectives and motivation

a. Confrere member since 1967, ordained 1976, with a variety of missionary experiences (director of formation, missioner in Guatemala, pastor, doctorate studies and educator, visitor…) 
b. As years pass, I grow more grateful to God and the Congregation for “relationships.” That I have been gifted by those many relationships:  some who have taught me, many who labored alongside of me, a special few who recognized grace in me before I did, guided, encouraged, chastised, and provided good examples to me.  Especially those who criticized my opinions and practices, making evident what I had refused to see.
c. In addition, I am acutely aware of “shadows” (the ongoing struggles, failures, disappointments, losses, diminishment…) both in my own life and in the life of the Church and Congregation.  It can be painful to see one’s home culture change, even disappear with time, immigration, societal changes.  Along with the joy of new friendships and insights that come with missionary experience and from moving from one apostolate or site to another, it can also be a difficult struggle, confusing, disconcerting to misunderstand so much for so long…

d. On the other hand, I have grown skeptical of the “success” that we yearn for in my culture (USA American), and the limits of what personal and institutional “victory” can teach us. Perhaps it simply takes time to recognize that God is with us when we experience failure, when we ourselves know that we are lost.   Indeed, the heart of our Sacred Scriptures, Vincentian tradition, and Church wisdom all shed the most light for those who acknowledge that they live in darkness.  
e. So, I will speak personally and largely from these shadows.  I will also use seminal quotes during this series of reflections and questions about new evangelization and the poor.  These are merely starting points from which we might reflect on our own habits of and thinking around evangelizing the poor.  From your experiences and your developing wisdom, what is most important?  What can be let go, discarded?  What is missing, most needed? 
CONTENT
2) The call to evangelize the poor

a. Our Saviour, Jesus Christ, and the Gospels 

i. It is the Spirit of God within us that impels us (Luke 4: 7-10
)
ii. All Christians – to evangelize is essential to our nature and end as disciples of Jesus Christ: we must share the Good News if we are to experience the Good News – we experience the Lord’s reconciliation as we reconcile with others and ourselves.  (Gospel healing narratives end with the call to share the news, to witness)
b. Our spiritual Father, Vincent, and our Constitutions
i. Vincent’s life journey reached its turning point – his own transformation – when he committed himself to evangelize the poor.  He had identified himself with the Lord Jesus and with His own announced mission.  Until then, although gifted and effective in many ways, Vincent remained conflicted, searching…
ii. His wisdom comes to us especially through the first section of our Constitutions.

iii. The characteristics that guide our approach to evangelization are quite clear and very challenging in Constitutions 12
.  In short, they place us with the poor, and thus continually in need of renewal:  i.e. ongoing conversion of heart and a movement away from the comfort of personal habit, customs, attitudes, even to the point of uprooting ourselves from many things and places we have grown to hold dear.
3) Relationship with the poor means conversation with the poor.
a. It seems there has always been the danger of reducing evangelization to teaching, of forgetting orthopraxis in favor of orthodoxy.  Before considering the “content” of the Good News we note that our Lord’s call to evangelize, and even more particularly the example and directions of Vincent, places us in relationship with the poor.  That is to say that from “objects” of our concern, “the poor” have become subjects (actors, partners…) along with us, of evangelization.  Like Jesus with his countrymen or with “the stranger” such as the Samaritan woman, the Syro-Phoenician, effective evangelizing is personal – and a special kind of conversation.
b. The philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer highlights the challenge and opportunity of any true “conversation”   which  “has a spirit of its own” and “the more genuine a conversation is, the less its conduct lies within the will of either partner.”  That conversion and conversation are related in meaning and etymology is no superficial intuition.  In short, any true conversation always puts conversants at risk, because you cannot truly converse without risk of conversion….  Put people together in genuine community where conversation allows them to participate in one another’s lives (koinonia), and throw the Christ event in as a conversation partner (kerygma), and ekklesia is born.  Church happens.

c. Conversation makes possible any cross cultural understanding of  Jesus’ announcement in the Sacred Scriptures and especially the church’s ways of proclaiming, living out, and teaching about “the Good News.” All the more, our developing understanding and practice of catechesis, pastoral care, servant leadership….
d. IF - this is the place in town where the compassionate face of Jesus is evident:  )

i. WE would be making ourselves vulnerable (c.f. Gadamer)

ii. We are changing – we are becoming and called to be “peer-heralds” within the Community.   We are becoming more a people of the Word (since many of the poor have no or limited access to the Eucharist)

iii. We are not passé, but rather, our best days are ahead of us…  IF we seriously commit to look for new means of communication and community-building and consensus-making, learn how to utilize them for evangelizing today.
iv. AND… we depend on and draw from more and more on that relationship with the Lord and dependence on Providence that Vincent exemplified for us.
4) Deepening and growing Church wisdom on evangelization invites us to be as zealous, open, innovative as Jesus was, as the first church missioners (apostles) were, and as our Father Vincent called his own to be.

a. Evangelizare Nuntiandi considered a new respect for and understanding of culture(s) essential to the transformative power of the Good News.
i. 18. For the Church, evangelizing means bringing the Good News into all the strata of humanity, and through its influence transforming humanity from within and making it new: "Now I am making the whole of creation new."

ii. 19. Strata of humanity which are transformed: for the Church it is a question not only of preaching the Gospel in ever wider geographic areas or to ever greater numbers of people, but also of affecting and as it were upsetting, through the power of the Gospel, mankind's criteria of judgment, determining values, points of interest, lines of thought, sources of inspiration and models of life, which are in contrast with the Word of God and the plan of salvation.
iii. 20. All this could he expressed in the following words: what matters is to evangelize man's culture and cultures (not in a purely decorative way, as it were, by applying a thin veneer, but in a vital way, in depth and right to their very roots), in the wide and rich sense which these terms have in Gaudium et Spes,[50] always taking the person as one's starting-point and always coming back to the relationships of people among themselves and with God. 

iv. 21. Above all the Gospel must be proclaimed by witness. Take a Christian or a handful of Christians who, in the midst of their own community, show their capacity for understanding and acceptance, their sharing of life and destiny with other people, their solidarity with the efforts of all for whatever is noble and good. Let us suppose that, in addition, they radiate in an altogether simple and unaffected way their faith in values that go beyond current values, and their hope in something that is not seen and that one would not dare to imagine. Through this wordless witness these Christians stir up irresistible questions in the hearts of those who see how they live: Why are they like this? Why do they live in this way? What or who is it that inspires them? Why are they in our midst? Such a witness is already a silent proclamation of the Good News and a very powerful and effective one. Here we have an initial act of evangelization.
b. Verbum Domini: section 107, “the Word of God and the Protection of Creation” clarifies for the Church the privileged place of the poor as hearers of the Good News and agents in their own (and our) evangelization.  Indeed, in order to be included in Matthew’s Beatitudes, we Christians must learn from those who are “truly poor” who know which are the true riches.  As Vincent emphasized time and again, the poor must be our teachers…. and, as Benedict XVI indicates, learn within the context of  those new relationships the difference between a poverty that must be combatted and that which must be chosen.
i. Sacred Scripture manifests God's special love for the poor and the needy (cf. Mt 25:31-46). The synod fathers frequently spoke of the importance of enabling these, our brothers and sisters, to hear the Gospel message and to experience the closeness of their pastors and communities. Indeed, "the poor are the first ones entitled to hear the proclamation of the Gospel; they need not only bread but also words of life."(348) The diaconia of charity, which must never be lacking in our churches, should always be bound to the proclamation of the word and the celebration of the sacred mysteries.
ii. Yet we also need to recognize and appreciate the fact that the poor are themselves agents of evangelization. In the Bible, the true poor are those who entrust themselves totally to God; in the Gospel Jesus calls them blessed, "for theirs is the kingdom of heaven" (Mt 5:3; cf. Lk 6:20). The Lord exalts the simplicity of heart of those who find in God true riches, placing their hope in him and not in the things of this world. The church cannot let the poor down: "Pastors are called to listen to them, to learn from them, to guide them in their faith and to encourage them to take responsibility for lives."
iii. The church also knows that poverty can exist as a virtue to be cultivated and chosen freely as so many saints have done. Poverty can likewise exist as indigence, often due to injustice or selfishness, marked by hunger and need, and as a source of conflict. In her proclamation of God's word the church knows that a "virtuous circle" must be promoted between the poverty that is to be chosen and the poverty that is to be combated; we need to rediscover "moderation and solidarity, these values of the Gospel that are also universal. ... This entails decisions marked by justice and moderation."
5) Our Mystical Dimension?  (or…Stepping aside from our own control…of evangelization!)
a. Another word to describe mystical moments is emancipation
. If it isn’t an experience of newfound freedom, it is likely not an authentic God experience. God is always bigger than we could imagine or expect or even hope for. Rohr notes that when we see people going to church and becoming smaller instead of larger, there is every reason to question whether the practices or sermons or sacraments or liturgies are opening them to an authentic God experience.
b. On a practical level such experiences will feel like a new freedom to love, and one will wonder where it comes from. Why do I have this new desire, this new capacity to love some new people, to love the old people better, maybe to enter into some kind of new love for the world? I even find my thoughts are more immediately loving. 
c. Clearly, one is participating in a Love that’s being given, freely, rather than creating this. “You are not generating this. It is being generated through you and in you and for you. You are participating in something larger than yourself, and you are just allowing it and trusting it for the pure gift that it is.”
d. (and from Rohr’s Cosmic Christ).  We believe in Jesus-Christ. Did anyone ever tell you that those are two distinct faith affirmations? To believe in Jesus is to honor the one man who walked on this earth. To believe in Christ is to include and honor all of creation. "Here comes everybody," you might say.
e. That’s what Paul means when he says in various places that Jesus is the "first of many brothers and sisters” or he is leading "a great triumphal parade.” The Christ is the symbolic beginning of the universal procession toward God, love, and life. We are that procession, and no worthiness can get you there—only a great willingness to join in.
CONCLUSIONS:
If we are to follow Christ, evangelizer of the poor…
If we are to heed our Church’s call to new evangelization…

We may best look at our own lives and decisions, both as disciples of Jesus Christ as well as servant-leaders in our provinces.

New Partners?  Who are they for us today?

Jesus invited simple, busy, already committed followers – and modeled for them the proclamation of the Kingdom of God.  His chose first to preach to His own, but in the end those who were thirsted for hope and healing.

For Jesus, the poor of His time were not simply his ministry nor objects of compassion, because of their need of His healing and preaching – they were invited in as partners, often evangelizers in word and action.

Who are our fellow missioners today, our confreres today?  How do we invite, mentor, invigorate, chastise, live alongside of our closest collaborators?

Vincent invited fellow volunteer clergy and religious to collaborate in preaching the missions, especially to the poor and outcast in France and Europe, but in the end demanded full commitment.  From the beginning he sought out, befriended, and nurtured a close relationship with of all classes, those who could help in the villages to assist their neighbors and especially the wealthy and powerful of his society.

· Both in our lives as well as in our Vincentian apostolates….Who are our new partners?  How have we sought out and nurtured those relationships today?  How seriously do we follow Vincent’s example of seeking out the help of lay Catholics?   Where are they invited, nurtured, listened to, respected in our missions and apostolates?
· How do we see and relate to the poor of our times?  Are they evident in our organizations, welcome as friends, partners (stakeholders) in our decisions?  How can we point out where and when we have been taught by, mentored by these “blessed?”
· Where have we helped our confreres invite, note and celebrate the increasing role of the poor in their lives?
New approach toward diversity?  

With new partners, new organizations, new relationships, very often in someone else’s culture we can find ourselves needing new skills, even a new mind-set.  How are we expected to speak with any authority in a world increasingly divided, even tribalized, due to unresolved conflicts from miscommunication, misinterpretation, and ignorance of the values and richness of newcomers – our own day’s experience of “the other”?
· Might we Vincentian missioners seek out new ways to befriend diversity, rather than avoid it or diminish our experience of it?  E.g. actively promoting mixed-language and culture in our Vincentian initial formation houses?  
· Supporting, promoting, reflecting on, even willingly participating in intercultural apostolates and houses, e.g. London, El Alto (and other international mission efforts)?

New Spirituality?  Where do we rediscover, experience God’s love?

Jesus marked his public ministry with regular, often intense moving away from his own journeys to be fully open to His Father.  To his disciples and to us, He understood who gave Him life, and modeled this intimate relationship with his Father and utter dependence on the Spirit.  His only urgency was to be a living sign of the New Age, the kingdom people of faith had yearned for so long.  Vincent insisted that busy missioners be Carthusians at home and spoke incessantly on the utter necessity to listen closely and be guided by Providence.

· How do we live our own lives as missioners today?  Do we regularly listen, watch, emptying ourselves of our worries and busyness to acknowledge and welcome the presence of the Living God?  
· How do we encourage such intimacy with the Lord in our houses, with our collaborators in ministry?  

· How do we model for our confreres such a life filled with the Spirit?
So, being Good News to the Poor today?

Perhaps the grace we most need today, as disciples of Jesus and sons of our Father Vincent, is to see in the poor today not only mirror images of ourselves but the Lord Himself.

ENDNOTES
� Luke 4: 7-10… He came to Nazareth, where he had grown up, and went according to his custom into the synagogue on the sabbath day. He stood up to read and was handed a scroll of the prophet Isaiah. He unrolled the scroll and found the passage where it was written:  "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring glad tidings to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord." Rolling up the scroll, he handed it back to the attendant and sat down, and the eyes of all in the synagogue looked intently at him.  He said to them, "Today this scripture passage is fulfilled in your hearing."





� Constitutions 2:


”The purpose of the Congregation of the Mission is to follow Christ evangelizing the poor.  This purpose is achieved when, faithful to St. Vincent, the members individually and collectively:


1° make every effort to put on the spirit of Christ himself (CR I, 3) in order to acquire a holiness appropriate to their vocation (CR XII, 13);


2° work at evangelizing the poor, especially the more abandoned;


3° help the clergy and laity in their formation and lead them to a fuller participation in the evangelization of the poor.”





� Constitutions 12:


1° clear and expressed preference for the apostolate among the poor, since their evangelization is the sign that the 


kingdom of God is present on earth (cf. Mt 11:5);


2° attention to the realities of present-day society, especially to the factors that cause an unequal distribution of the world's goods, so that we can better carry out our prophetic task of evangelization;


3 ° some sharing in the condition of the poor, so that not only will we attend to their evangelization, but that we ourselves may be evangelized by them;


4° genuine community spirit in all our apostolic works, so that we may be supported by one another in our common vocation;


5° readiness to go to any part of the world, accor�ding to the example of the first missionaries of the Congregation;


6° striving to live in a state of continuous conversion both on the part of each individual member and on the part of the whole Congregation, accord�ing to the mind of St. Paul, who counsels us: "Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind" (Rm 12:2).





� Michael A. Cowan and Bernard J. Lee, SM.  Conversation, Risk & Conversion: The Inner & Public Life of Small Christian Communities (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 3.





� From Fr. Richard Rohr, OFM; “Following the Mystics through the Narrow Gate”





