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Writing an article about evangelisation during Lent could suggest that evangelising is a penance: like giving up chocolates, it is something we know we should do but are not very keen on. Unfortunately that is how many Catholics view evangelisation. 

One reason for this is that we sometimes have an idealistic or exaggerated idea of what evangelisation is about. Recently a Catholic said to me, “I could never get involved in evangelisation because I would be hopeless at arguing anyone into the Catholic Church.” There are two things in that statement that need examining: firstly, that becoming a Catholic is about being intellectually convinced of Catholic truth; secondly, that we do not evangelise unless we make converts.

The second of these is easier to deal with. In a sense, the process of evangelisation does culminate in a person’s choice to enter the Catholic Church through baptism or reception into full communion. Of course, we continue to be evangelised, as Catholics, throughout our lives as we discover fresh depths in the Gospel message. Nevertheless, a Church which did not explicitly aim to attract people to become members would be as foolish as a business which did not aim to sell its product. 
That does not mean, however, that only good salespeople who can clinch the deal count as evangelists in the Church. I love the statement of one community who, when asked the aim of their parish missions, replied that it was to take each person one step further on their journey to God, whatever that step might be. This is something which every Catholic, surely, could sincerely pray for each day for the people they meet, and which they can achieve, as Pope Paul says in his teaching document on “Evangelisation in the Modern World”, both by silent witness of life, and by words where appropriate.
A simple offer to pray for someone, or the greeting “God bless,” can be enough, though at times we may have opportunities, which we should pray for, to say more about how our own faith helps us. For a Lenten resolution, how about jotting down, or sharing with a fellow Catholic, one or two ways in which your faith has made all the difference to you, so you can be ready to pass them on when opportunity knocks?

Fortunately, according to the old proverb, “success is not one of the names of God.” We can leave it up to God how the seeds germinate, flower and bear fruit. Some will fall by the wayside, as the parable tells us, but that is not our concern. Our task is simply to sow.

But what about the first point: that people need convincing arguments before they will become Catholics? Catholic faith, though beyond reason, is not against it, and “apologetics”, the art of setting out convincing answers to the questions people have about faith, is needed more than ever today.
Whether it is so-called scientific objections, as raised by the likes of Prof. Dawkins, the old chestnuts about the Inquisition and the Crusades, or confusion over the Church’s moral teaching, it is important that Catholics put their case as convincingly and attractively as possible. Indeed, our current weakness in doing this has been identified in reputable surveys as one cause of decline in church membership.

But two points need to be made about this. Firstly, in today’s complex world, no-one, even with a doctorate in theology, can adequately answer all the questions enquirers may raise. In most spheres of life, for better or worse, we are used to referring people on to specialists, and it is quite acceptable to do that with questions related to Catholic faith.

Secondly, all the arguing in the world will not bring someone into the Church. Newman said, “The heart is commonly reached not through the reason, but through the imagination.” Christ’s message must be purified of unhelpful additions (this was the whole aim of the Second Vatican Council) and allowed to shine forth in all its radiance to attract people, so that - Newman again - “heart speaks to heart”. 

This is especially hard in the modern world. As T.S. Eliot said, “The trouble of the modern age is not merely the inability to believe certain truths about God which our forefathers believed, but the inability to feel towards God and man as they did.” What enables one person suddenly to “see” the divine truth of the Catholic Church, through all its human weakness, whereas another person sees only its faults, is mysterious, but has something to do with that faculty we call the imagination, the ability to join up the dots, see the pattern and be moved by the beauty we glimpse.
The other vital ingredient, of course, is God’s grace. Given that our disordered affections incline our wills to things contrary to our true good, and given that we like to justify such inclinations intellectually, it is hard for us to accept a truth that will challenge our whole way of life. That is why Jesus says that only those drawn by the Father can come to him, and, by implication, to his Church.

All-in-all, then, there is every reason for the Catholic to be optimistic and cheerful about evangelisation. We are working with an all-powerful, all-loving God, whose will is for all people to be saved, and the only thing we have to do is sow a few seeds by our witness and our words. A child could do it – which is no doubt one reason Our Lord exhorts us to enter his kingdom in the spirit of childhood.
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