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THE CHALLENGE FOR THE PASTOR AND THE FAITHFUL OF SECULARIZED
COUNTRIES. THE PREREQUISITES FOR DIALOGUE AND THE EVANGELIZATION OF
CULTURES
Mons. Wi l l iam B. FRIEND (Bishop of  Shreveport ,  USA)

I  am grateful  for  th is opportuni ty to be with al l  of  you in th is Plenary Assembly of  the
Pont i f ical  Counci l  for  Cul ture.

In the t ime al lot ted,  I  shal l  address br ief ly the three quest ions:  (1) What k ind of  d ia logue
can there be in secular ized societ ies?; (2) What are the pre-requis i tes for  d ia logue and
evangel izat ion?; and (3) What are the pastoral  chal lenges? A ful ler  ref lect ion is given in
the paper which wi l l  be avai lable af ter  th is session.

1. What kind of dialogue can there be in secularized societies?

On the histor ical  axis people today reach in two direct ions at  once: return to a rooted past
and ahead to a t ransformed future.  Many indiv iduals are reaching for a new form of society
beyond the present one and they reach back to the past for  guidance and spir i tual  energy,
hesi tat ing to give any new solut ions absolute status.

Today’s chal lenge is pr imari ly cul tural  because to harvest the t radi t ion and to unleash the
imaginat ion is precisely a cul tural  task.  Rebui ld ing appreciat ion for  foster ing community
among people is also a cul tural  task growing out of  a redef in i t ion of  the relat ion of
the indiv idual  and society.  Contemporary economic and pol i t ical  strategies persuasively
employ power,  force and control ,  but  i t  wi l l  be the cul tural  strategies that  re lease the
energy which can cal l  for th in people the spir i tual  energy which is needed.

Secular izat ion and i ts Effects

Secular izat ion is a phenomenon as old and prevalent as the Church i tsel f  and holds that
indiv iduals,  or  groups, or even an ent i re era should at  var ious t imes reject  prevai l ing
rel ig ious bonds and seek autonomy, and at  the same t ime be conscious of  their  ethical
responsibi l i ty  for  their  existence and dest iny.  This phenomenon can take place in many
di f ferent forms and walks hand in hand with a process of  the concrete emancipat ion of
human l i fe and histor ical  reason. What secular izat ion means is to be judged chief ly in the
l ight  of  how the Church is understood in the process, especial ly i ts re lat ionship to the
world.

When we read the message of  the New Testament,  the relat ionship between the wor ldly
and the corresponding Christ ian realms is such that nei ther can be said to predominate
over the other,  to exclude the other,  or  even to be host i le to the other.  The New Testament
teaching is s imply that  the rel ig ious sphere is total ly di f ferent f rom the world,  so that
nei ther can subst i tute for  the other,  s ince the two are on di f ferent planes. Fai th has
not the funct ion of  replacing knowledge. I t  g ives no worldly wisdom, just  as i t  does not
suppose i t .  I t  merely shows that knowledge, scient i f ic  and commonplace, has only relat ive
value. I t  is  not  an absolute on which the salvat ion or loss of  man ul t imately depends. I f
such knowledge is constructed into an absolute and used against  God, then i t  becomes
fool ishness and is opposed to fa i th (1 Corinthians 1:17-2:9; Romans 1:21f.) .  And the wise
need the Gospel  as much as the ignorant (Romans 1:14).

In br ief ,  apart  f rom Christ ,  the New Testament recognizes nothing sacred about persons,
realms, th ings or structures.  The Christ ian enjoys the f reedom of the chi ldren of  God



- 2 -

through, wi th and in Chr ist  and is lord of  the wor ld,  where everything is holy and unholy at
the same t ime, according to how truly i t  is  in Chr ist  or  under the dominion of  s in.  St .  Paul ’s
convict ion is that  "nothing is unclean in i tsel f" .  In Paul ’s words the maxim for Chr ist ians
deal ing wi th secular i ty could wel l  be:  "The world of  l i fe or death or the present or the future,
al l  are yours;  and you are Chr ist ’s;  and Christ  is  God’s" (1 Corinthians 3:22f.) .

Dist inguishing secular izat ion f rom secular ism, which is an atheist ic ideology, one can
view true secular i ty of  the wor ld,  which consists of  the t ruth that  there is nothing in the
world which is too "holy" to be accessible to a wor ld ly approach and must be reserved for
rel ig ion exclusively.  Mystery abides universal ly,  but  in the realm of  act ion there are no
intramundane ef fects which can be brought about only by "rel ig ious" means or pract ices.

The Counci l  Fathers of  Vat ican I I  (Gaudium et Spes ,  no.  36) spoke of  the proper autonomy
of earthly real i t ies for  earthly matters and that the concerns of  fa i th der ive f rom the
same God. I f  however,  " the expression, the independence of  temporal  af fa i rs,  is  taken to
mean that created things do not depend on God, and that man can use them without any
reference to their  Creator" ,  then fals i ty enters.  For wi thout the Creator the creature would
disappear.

Emergent Chal lenges

Recent social  science research is discover ing certain emerging chal lenges which wi l l
inf luence conversat ion and dialogue in the decade ahead.

There are indicat ions in today’s society that  people are in fact  becoming more incl ined
to be sel f - re l iant .  They wi l l  be caut ious in how they encounter the var ious resources
avai lable and the answer given them about the var ious quest ions of  l i fe.  Many seek the
best of  a l l  wor lds as they discern and make decis ions. They wi l l  cont inue to be more
discr iminat ing and cr i t ical  in making choices and have higher expectat ions of  leadership.
At the same t ime, people wi l l  become increasingly more tolerant of  d iversi ty,  even in
the area of  re l ig ious fa i ths.  A s igni f icant factor in personal  decis ions wi l l  be exper ience,
and the quest ions:  What wi l l  th is do for me? What is expected in return? This reasoning,
however,  does not always connect t ime with eterni ty.

The good news is that  people today seek meaning and express strong desires for  good
fami ly spir i tual i ty.  Whatever schism or departure f rom Church that might occur wi l l  cont inue
to be in the areas of  pr ivate and publ ic issues of  moral i ty.  Many indiv iduals today ask
the Church to connect people to the larger wholes of  society,  the teachings which give
a posi t ive indicat ion leading to a personal  growth wi th God. They seek a new sense
of community beyond the organic sense of  community which they see as bound to
r ig id t radi t ion and ruled over by hierarchies of  str ict  dominat ion.  They value personal
relat ionships,  look for  greater secur i ty and seek meaning in what they do to become
successful .

L istening to people of  the younger generat ions,  one soon discovers that  the governing
vir tue for  them is creat iv i ty.  They inquire about how creat ively to tap the t radi t ion;  How
creat ively to imagine a future beyond the logic of  the mechanist ic model;  How creat ively to
network and empower communit ies of  ordinary people;  How creat ively to reshape modern
technology and capi ta l ,  and draw them back to the benef i t  of  a l l  people.

Effect ive Dialogue

Having very br ief ly ref lected on the histor ical  and societal  ef fects stemming from the
var ious histor ical  inf luences of  th is Century,  and vis i t ing what appear to be the emergent
chal lenges of  people,  let  us turn to considerat ion of  the k ind of  d ia logues that can respond
to these emergent t rends among people.
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Dialogue is seen by the Counci l  Fathers as a part  of  our apostol ic mission to share the
Gospel  (Gaudium et Spes ,  no.  92).  In order to demonstrate the fu l lness of  the Church’s
mission we need to manifest  among ourselves as Cathol ics those expressions of  mutual
esteem, reverence and harmony which are at t ract ive to those people who are legi t imately
di f ferent f rom us and who can then become more incl ined to respond to our invi tat ions to
dialogue.

Our Holy Father,  Pope John Paul  I I ,  has observed that the "Counci ls guidel ines… of open,
respectful  and cordial  d ia logue, accompanied by careful  d iscernment and courageous
witness to the t ruth,  remain val id and cal l  us to a greater commitment" (Apostol ic Letter
on the Coming of  the Third Mi l lennium ,  no.  36).

This commitment which we have needs to be character ized in act ion by the four
marks of  (1)clar i ty in language that is understandable and acceptable;  (2)  meekness in
communicat ing the t ruth that  does not impose i tsel f  v io lent ly,  proudly or bi t ter ly;
(3) t rust not  only in the power of  one’s words,  but in the good wi l l  and integr i ty of  others;
(4) prudence which is at tuned to the sensi t iv i t ies of  others so that we might adapt our
presentat ions in ways that are comprehensible and pleasing. (Paul  VI ,  Ecclesiam Suam ,
no.  81).

A dialogue which is shaped by these character ist ics,  Paul  VI  says,  helps "one discover
how di f ferent are the ways which lead to the l ight  of  fa i th and how i t  is  possible to make
them converge on the same goal .  Even i f  these ways are divergent,  they can become
complementary by forc ing our reasoning process out of  the worn paths and by obl ig ing i t
to… f inal  f resh expressions" (no. 83).

Assuming that we appreciate dialogue as a part  of  our mission, and that we exhibi t  the
vir tues or character ist ics of  good dialogue, there nevertheless of ten remains a fear of  the
new generat ions,  the new quest ions,  the new exper iences and needs, and the new ideas.
Ant ic ipat ing at tack,  we are tempted to avoid sel f -cr i t ic ism and fear f rank evaluat ion of  the
form of messages we share.  At t imes we fal l  for  l is t ing the events of  ecclesial  l i fe in paral le l
columns as v ictor ies or defeats in a k ind of  zero-sum contest .

We noted in the emergent chal lenges in th is presentat ion that there is and wi l l  be a hunger
for substant ive exchanges of  ideas, informed by Church teaching and witness. People seek
to have conf idence that their  heart fe l t  concerns for l iv ing the Gospel  fa i thful ly wi l l  be heard
and not s l ighted or betrayed. They most of ten come to dialogue in a mood of  good wi l l  and
with an openness to learn f rom one another.

2. Prerequisites for Dialogue and Evangelization of Cultures

A. The f i rst  prerequis i te for  ef fect ive dialogue is to know, appreciate and appropr iate the
teachings of  our fa i th .  Cathol ic doctr ine provides endur ing t ruths concerning div ine and
human real i ty.  Sacred Scr ipture and Church teachings should enl ighten people’s minds,
guide their  dai ly l iv ing,  and inform their  spir i tual  str iv ing.  Certainly we must preserve and
defend the treasure of  t ruth and grace that we have inher i ted through Christ ian t radi t ion.

Our chal lenges in teaching today include the fact  that  Church doctr ine is ref ined and
careful ly nuanced. I t  is  expressed as a careful ly art iculated structure,  rather than as an
undi f ferent iated block.  There is a hierarchy of  t ruths which vary in their  re lat ion to the
foundat ion of  Chr ist ian fa i th.  Moreover,  Cathol ic bel ief  is  not stat ic,  but  is  assisted by the
Holy Spir i t  toward an understanding and appl icat ion.

Whi le the Church’s teachings are a marvelous and l i fe giv ing grace for our t ime, there
remains the task of  studying how better to of fer  them in a manner which faci l i tates their
recept ion more readi ly and understandably.
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B. A second and important prerequis i te for  d ia logue is avai labi l i ty .  Avai labi l i ty ,  in fact ,  is
the pr imary condi t ion far  every dialogue that is to lead to a redemptive insight.

An ef fect ive part ic ipant in dialogue opens himsel f  to a good measure of  vulnerabi l i ty
and this requires a lot  of  fa i th in God and onesel f ,  and indeed much prayer.  So of ten a
part ic ipant is tempted to share the idea, the teaching, the problem, but not his personhood
and his own personal  exper iences, ref lect ion and insight.  This lat ter  k ind of  shar ing
humanizes and personal izes the process of  d ia logue. After al l ,  in some cul tures persons do
not readi ly share their  ideas and hopes with strangers,  They l is ten for the one who humbly
and truly of fers sel f  as a wi tness to the Word of  God in the f lesh and blood of  h im who
declares and demonstrates i t  in act ion.

Ref lect ing on the ear l ier  Church, August ine’s dialect ic is not only the knowledge of  how
to def ine,  analyze, and synthesize;  i t  is  not  only the knowledge of  how to ask and answer
correct ly;  i t  is  not  only the knowledge of  how to argue; i t  is  not  only the knowledge of
how to draw correct  inferences; rather,  i t  is  the knowledge of  sel f  knowledge, sola sci t
scire (Second part  of  Book 3 of  Contra Academicos 3:11.26ff) .  This is the greater gi f t  one
br ings to dialogue: to know who we are in Chr ist ,  associated with what we do dai ly and
with and for other people.

C. A third prerequis i te is to know the dialogue partners and the larger context  of  the
cul tures and phi losophies (or  operat ing pr ior i t ies) of  people.

Everyone prepar ing for dialogue comes to the table wi th assumptions, presupposi t ions,
phi losophical  b iases, certain theological  understandings and preferences and personal
at t i tudes and values. There can be the temptat ion to focus narrowly on only what we know
and l ike,  or  on what is comfortable.

These accompaniments have to be viewed in l ight  of  the existent ia l  real i t ies and
phenomena which exist  in the wor ld and among people in our t ime. As a businessman would
say, "one must know the market,  the market forces,  and what wi l l  at t ract  the customer".

Avoiding the temptat ion to use a mechanist ic approach, or manipulat ion,  one who is
prepar ing for dialogue would benef i t  f rom knowing the environment,  the tenor of  l i fe and
the cul tures which wi l l  have an inf luence on the dialogue and i ts redemptive potent ia l .

The Gospel  c lear ly warns us of  the need to th ink and act  qui te di f ferent ly f rom the world
around us,  which we are nevertheless str iv ing to inf luence and evangel ize.  The fact  that
we are dist inct  f rom the world does not mean that we are ent i re ly separated from i t .  Nor
does i t  mean that we should be indi f ferent to i t ,  afraid of  i t ,  or  contemptuous of  i t .  In fact ,
when our Church dist inguishes i tsel f  f rom humanity,  i t  does so not in order to oppose i t ,
but  to come closer to i t .

Knowing our dialogue partners in the larger context  of  real i ty and revelat ion,  we can
explore more ful ly how we are to adapt our Church’s mission to the part icular age,
environment,  educat ional  and social  condi t ions of  people’s l ives,  avoiding the dangers of
relat iv ism, but reaching cut to approach everyone introducing the way to salvat ion to al l
people.

Inf luenced by the phenomena gathered, analyzed, and interpreted in our ef for t  to know
those with whom we dialogue, we need to avoid an immoderate desire to make peace, have
dialogue, and sink di f ferences at  a l l  costs ( i renism and syncret ism),  for  then we introduce
skept ic ism about the power and content of  the Word of  God which we desire to teach. The
dialogue for which we prepare must not weaken our at tachment to the Fai th.

3. Challenge for Pastors and the Faithful
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Par ishioners long to exchange ideas, informed by Church teaching and witness, wi th a
conf idence that their  heart fe l t  concerns for l iv ing the Gospel  fa i thful ly wi l l  be heard and
not s l ighted or betrayed.

The f i rst  pastoral  chal lenge is to discover the forum or occasion that wi l l  best  serve
par ishioners’  needs and interests.  Exist ing structures,  e.g. ,  adul t  par ish catechesis,  can
be of  service i f  they are developed in l ight  of  today’s fami ly pressures and work demands.

I t  is  important to emphasize that wi th al l  that  is  done Jesus Christ ,  present in Scr ipture
and Sacrament,  is  central .  I t  is  important that  we af f i rm the basic t ruths of  the Fai th and
stand accountable to Sacred Scr ipture and Cathol ic Tradi t ion,  wi tnessed and conveyed to
us by the Spir i t - f i l led,  l iv ing Church and i ts magister ium exercised by the bishops and the
chair  of  Peter.

Pastors and catechists are cal led to help the fa i thful  see the Church as a communion,
a spir i tual  fami ly,  requir ing that a hermeneut ic of  suspic ion or cr i t ique be balanced by a
hermeneut ic of  love and reconci l iat ion.

Final ly,  pastors and the fai thful  face the cal l  to bui ld uni ty and harmony with the guidance
of the Holy Spir i t .  The major chal lenge is to have the community answer the cal l  to reach
out to others in service,  in just ice and in love.

The younger generat ions look to their  pastors and the fai thful  wi th an eye for what of  the
Gospel  is actual ly l ived and ef fect ive.  Declarat ive wi tnessing has to be associated with
demonstrat ive fa i th,  fa i th in act ion,  service to humankind, and prayer which ref lects a sol id
and appreciated relat ionship wi th God.

Conclusion

Seeking the fundamental  d imension of  the Spir i t  which places people in a relat ionship wi th
one another and uni tes them cal ls for ,  in the words of  John Paul  I I ,  a "Synthesis between
cul ture and fai th that  is  not just  a demand of  cul ture,  but  a lso of  fa i th".

Given the fai th,  a quest ion for  our fur ther considerat ion wi l l  be how our Church’s teaching
and l ived expression wi l l  interact  wi th the phenomenon of  secular i ty.  Wi l l  the fa i thful
hear that  secular i ty is a lamentable negat ive occurrence, a rel ig iously neutral  process, or
theological ly a posi t ive chal lenge and real i ty? Wi l l  our teaching emphasis in the decade to
come be some combinat ion of  these points of  v iew? Wil l  we craf t  a message of  hope and
one which invi tes engagement? Wi l l  our teaching help the sel f - re l iant  people of  our t ime
learn of  God, His grace and His love?


