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the world” is faith in Jesus Christ: “Who js it that overcomes
the world but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?”
(1 John 5:4-5).

Given our current situation, our first task jg to make a great
act of faith, “Be of good cheer, I have overcome the world”
(John 16:33), Jesus told us. He not only overcame the world of
his time but the world forever in terms of what jg Impervious
and resistant to the gospel in people. Therefore, we should not
be afraid or resign ourselves in any way to the current situation.
The recurring prophecies about the inevitable end of the church
and of Christianity in a future technological society make us
smile. We have a much more authoritative prophecy to hold on
to: “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not
pass away” (Matthew 24:35).

We cannot, however, remain passive; we need to do some-
thing to respond in an adequate way to the challenges that faith
in Christ is facing in our time. To re-evangelize the post-Chris-
tian world, I believe it is essential that we know what the apos-
tles did to evangelize the pre-Christian world! The two situa-
tions have much in common, And this is what I would now like
to try to highlight: What was the first evangelization like? How
did faith in Christ overcome the world?

2. Kerygma and Didache

All the New Testament authors clearly presuppose their readers’
knowledge of a common tradition (paradosis) that goes back to
the earthly Jesus. This tradition has two aspects or components:
a component called “preaching” or proclamation ( kerygma)
about what God did through Jesus of Nazareth, and a com-
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ponent called “teaching” (didache) that presents ethical‘norms
for right conduct on the part of believers.? Various Pauline let-
ters incorporate this twofold structure, with kerygma in the first
part and exhortation and practical advice flowing from it in the
second part.

Preaching, or kerygma, is called “the gospel.”* On the other
hand, teaching, or didache, is called the “law,” or the command-
ment, of Christ that is summed up as charity.s Of these two, it
is the first—kerygma or gospel—that gives the church its origin.
The second—the law or charity—flows from the first and out-
lines an ideal of moral life for the church; it “forms” the faith
of the church. It is his preaching that the apostle refers to when
he distinguishes his work as a “father” in the faith in his meet-
ings with the Corinthians from the work of the “teache.rs” who
came after him. He says, “I became your father in Christ Jesus
through the gospel” (1 Corinthians 4:15, emphasis mine).

Faith like that, then, arises only in the presence of kerygma
or proclamation. Referring to faith in Christ, the apostle asks,
“How are they to believe in him of whom they have never
heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher?” (Romans
10:14)—literally “without someone who proclaims the kerygma
(choris keryssontos).” Paul concludes, “Faith comes from What
is heard” (Romans 10:17), and “what is heard” refers precisely
to the “gospel” or kerygma.

In his book Introduction to Christianity, Pope Benedict X VI,
who was a professor of theology at that time, highlighted the
profound implications of this fact:

The assertion “faith comes from what is heard” . . . tllumi-
nates the fundamental differences between faith and mere
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philosophy. . . . In faith the word takes precedence over the
thought . .. . In philosophy thought precedes the word; it
is after all a product of the reflection which one hen tries
to put into words. . . . Faith on the other hand comes to
man from the outside. . . . It is . . . not something thought
up by myself; it is something said to me, which hits me as
something that has not been thought out and could not be
thought out and lays an obligation on me.

Faith, then, comes by hearing the preaching of the word. But
what exactly is the object of “preaching”? On the lips of Jesus,
the good news that is the basis for his parables and from which
all his teaching arises is, “The kingdom of God has come upon
you!” But what is the content of the preaching by the apostles?
The work of God in Jesus of Nazareth! That is true, but there is
something even more specific that is the vital nucleus of every-
thing and that, with respect to all else, is like the blade that goes
before the plow to break up the soil so that it can turn over the
ground and make a furrow in it.

That more specific nucleus is the exclamation “Jesus is Lord!”
proclaimed and received in the wonder of a faith statu nascenti,
that is, in the act of being birthed. The mystery of this word is
such that it cannot be said “except in the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor-
inthians 12:3). By itself, it leads whoever believes in his resur-
rection into salvation: “If you confess with your lips that Jesus
is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the
dead, you will be saved” (Romans 10:9).

“Just as the wake of a beautiful ship,” Charles Péguy said,
“grows wider and wider until it disappears and loses itself, / But
begins with a point, which is the point of the ship itself,”” so
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t00, I would add that the preaching ol‘.the churc.h Expgnd;:t{:}:tﬂ
it constructs an immense doctrinal edifice, l?ur it _Tf’ms 2

int. and this point is the kerygma: “Jesus 1s Lon.'d. “
pm\;fl, t Jesus preached—*“The kingdom of God is at hand! -
becm:::s; as the apostles preach it., ‘the exclamation ‘;J?sus :.
Lord!” However, there is no opposition but rat]}er..pe.r e}nt jod
tinuity between the Jesus who pref‘:cbes and the (Jhu:_:t pr(iact;r:zh;
because to say “Jesus is Lord!™ is the same as saylmg [mm, t.o
kingdom and sovereignty of God over the world has come
pass in the crucified and risen Jesus. | )

We need to understand this thoroughly to avoid an unrezll
istic reconstruction of apostolic preaching: After Perfteco‘s‘t, t1z
apostles did not travel around the world just repeat.mg,,l ]e:tt:O
is Lord!” Instead, what they did whenever -they ’WE.'IC a Tou
preach the faith in a certain place for t}\le .hrst time was to go
straight to the heart of the gospd? p%'oclamung two ff-eu,ts—_]iesusf
died, Jesus is risen—and proclaiming the rf:asm:‘ or each 0
these facts: He died “for our sins”; he was raised for our justi-
fication” (see 1 Corinthians 15:3; Romans 4:25). o

Paul records what he had proclaimed to the Corlnthlgns
when he first came to them this way: “Now I would rerrln‘nld
you, brethren, in what terms | preached to you the go§pei, w ‘lle‘
you received. . . . For I delivered to you as of. ﬁr?.t 1mp01tam_‘t
what 1 also received, that Christ died for our sins in aCC(.TI'dRI%l'lLE
with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he :\«'as [‘:IISl?:d on
the third day in accordance with the scriptures FI .Cormtl;b
ans 15:1-4). This is what he calls “the gospel.” Tlni is also. t\:l
core of Peter’s sermons in the Acts of the Apostles:. You k1llf:d
Jesus of Nazareth; God has raised him and made him Lord an
Christ” (see Acts 2:22-36; 3:14-19; 10:39-42).
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The proclamation “Jesus is Lord!” is clearly nothing but the
conclusion, sometimes implicit and sometimes explicit, of this
brief story told in an always lively, new way (even if it is substan-
tially the same), and, at the same time, it summarizes the story
and becomes operative in the one who hears it. “Christ Jesus . . .
emptied himself . . . and became obedient unto death, even death
on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him . . . [so] that
every tongue [will] confess that Jesus Christ is Lord” (Philippians
2:5-11),

The proclamation “Jesus is Lord!” does not, by itself, con-
stitute the entirety of preaching, but it is nevertheless jts soul,
s0 to speak, the sun that illuminates it. It establishes a kind of
communion with the story of Christ through the “host” of this
proclamation, and it makes one think by analogy of the com-
munion that is achieved with Christ’s body through the host of
the Eucharist.

To come to faith is the unexpected and wondrous opening of
a person’s eyes to this light. Recalling the moment of his con-
version, Tertullian describes it as a startling exit from the dark
“womb of common ignorance . . . to the one light of Truth!”8 It
was like the discovery of a new world. The First Letter of Peter
describes it as being called “out of the darkness into his marvel-
ous light” (1 Peter 2:9; see Colossians 1:12-29).

3. Rediscovering the Kerygma

Let us look at some essential characteristics of kerygma. As the
exegete Heinrich Schlier has explained so well, it has an assertive
and authoritative character—not a conversational or dialectical
one. Thus, it does not need to justify itself with philosophical
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or apologetic arguments; one accepts it or not—that is all ther.e
is to it. It is not something that we may dispose of, be.cause it
is kerygma that governs everything. It cannot be estabhshed by
anyone, because it originates in God himself, thu.s becoming the
foundation of existence.’ It is prophetic speech in the strongest
sense of the term. . ==
Celsus, a pagan in the second century, in fact writes indig-
nantly that Christians act like people who believe. Wlthou.t rea-
son. He is affronted that some of them do not wish to discuss
the reasons for and against what they believe but keep .repeat-
ing, “‘Do not examine, but believe!” and “Your faith will save

you!” . .. [and] ‘the wisdom of this life is bad, but . . . foolishness
3910

is a good thing.

Celsus (who seems extraordinarily close to proponents of
modern relativism here) essentially would like Christ?afls t.o
present their faith in a dialectical manner, thereby subr'nlttmg it
entirely to investigation and debate. Thus, Christian faith could
reenter the general framework—acceptable to philosophy as
well—of humanity’s effort to understand itself and the world,
an effort that always remains provisional and open-ended.

Of course, the refusal by Christians to give proofs and to have
discussions did not pertain to the whole path of faith but only to
its initial beginning. During this apostolic age, they did not sh.y
away from debate and from “giving reason for the hope that is
within them,” even to the Greeks (see 1 Peter 3:15). The apolo-
gists in the second and third centuries are also proof of that.
Rather, they believed faith cannot spring from that debate b.ut
should precede it as a work of the Spirit and not of reason. Ratio-
nal arguments could, at best, serve as a preparation for faith and,
once faith was accepted, demonstrate its “reasonableness.”
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Another characteristic of kerygma: it has an explosive or ger-
minative character, so to speak. It is more like the seed that
becomes a tree than the ripe fruit at the top of the tree that in
Christianity is constituted by charity. One does not obtain it
by distilling or summarizing tradition, as if it were its marrow.
Rather, kerygma stands apart or, better, at the beginning of
everything. Everything else develops from it, including the four
gospels that were written afterwards precisely to illustrate it.

There has been a change concerning this point due to the
current situation of the church. To the extent that Christianity
is dominant in any given place, and everything is Christian or is
regarded as Christian, people are less aware of the importance
of the initial choice by which they become Christian. This is all
the more the case since baptism is now usually administered
to babies, who are not able to make their own choices. What
is stressed the most is not so much the initial moment of faith,
the miracle of coming to faith, but rather the completeness and
orthodoxy of the faith itself.

This situation has a strong bearing on evangelization today.
Churches with a strong dogmatic and theological tradition (like
the Catholic Church par excellence) risk finding themselves dis-
advantaged if, beneath the immense heritage of doctrine, laws,
and institutions, they do not rediscover that original nucleus
that is able to generate faith by itself.

Presenting people today, who often lack any personal know!-
edge of Christ, with the entire range of doctrine is like putting
one of those heavy brocaded mantles worn at one time by the
clergy on the shoulders of a baby. We are more prepared by our

past to be “shepherds” than to be “fishers” of men, that is, we
are better prepared to nourish people who come to church than
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to bring new people into the church or to bring back those who
have drifted away and live on its margins.

This is one of the reasons why in certain parts of the world so
many Catholics abandon the Catholic Church for other Chris-
tian settings, often of evangelical and Pentecostal origin. They
are attracted by a simple and effective proclamation that puts
them in direct contact with Christ and makes them experience
the power of his Spirit. .

If, on the one hand, we can be glad that these people have redis-
covered a living faith, on the other hand, it is sad that they have
abandoned their church in order to do so. With all the respect and
esteem that we should have for these Christian communities, not
all of which are sects (the Catholic Church has been maintaining
an ecumenical dialogue with some of them for years—something
that would certainly not be done with sects!), we need to say that
many of them do not have the means that the Catholic Church
has to bring people to perfection in Christian life.

In some cases everything continues to revolve, from start to
finish, around initial conversion, the so-called new birth, while
for us Catholics—and not just for us—this is only the beginning
of Christian life. It should be followed by catechesis and the
spiritual development that occurs through self-renunciation, the
dark night of faith, the cross, and finally the resurrection. The
Catholic Church has a very rich spirituality, innumerable saints,
the magisterium, and, above all, the sacraments.

There is a need, therefore, for the basic proclamation to be
presented to us clearly and succinctly at least once, not only to
the catechumens but to everyone, since the majority of believers
today have not gone through the catechumenate. The grace that
some of the new ecclesial movements incorporate for the church
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today consists precisely in this. Within these movements, adults
finally have the opportunity to hear the kerygma, renew their
baptism, consciously choose Christ as their personal Lord and
Savior, and commit themselves actively to the life of the church.

The proclamation of Jesus as Lord should retain its place of
honor in all the critical moments of Christian life. The most pro-
pitious occasions are perhaps funerals, because in the face of
death, people ask themselves questions, their hearts are open,
and they are less distracted than at other times. Nothing speaks to
people more pointedly about death than the Christian kerygma.

There is a story by Franz Kafka that is a powerful religious
symbol. It tells of a dying emperor who calls one of his subjects
near him. He whispers a message in his ear: “All the obstructing
walls have been broken down”!! to make a place for the crowd
gathered around him. It is such an important message that he
orders the messenger to repeat it back to him. Then he confirms
the message with a nod and the messenger quickly sets out. But
let us hear the rest of the story from the author:

Now pushing with his right arm, now with his left, he
cleaves a way for himself through the throng; if he encoun-
ters resistance he points to his breast, where the symbol
of the sun glitters; the way is made easier for him than
it would be for any other man. But the multitudes are so
vast; their numbers have no end. If he could reach the open
fields how fast he would fly, and soon doubtless you would
hear the welcome hammering of his fists on your door. But
instead how vainly does he wear out his strength; still he
is only making his way through the chambers of the inner-
most palace; never will he get to the end of them; and if he
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succeeded in that nothing would be gained; he mu'st next
fight his way down the stair; and if he succeec%ed in that
nothing would be gained; the courts would still have to
be crossed; and after the courts the second outer palace;
and so on for thousands of years; and if at last he should
burst through the outermost gate—but never, never ?an
that happen—the imperial capital would lie befo.re him,
the center of the world, crammed to bursting with its own
sediment. Nobody could fight his way through here ev'en
with a message from a dead man. But you sit at your win-
dow when evening falls and dream it to yourself.!?

On his deathbed—on the cross—Christ also conﬁded.a mf:s—
sage to his church. There are still many people at their win-
dow who dream of a message like this. The church must ne\./er
become like that complicated and suffocating palace from which
the messenger is unable to exit. N

The main obstacle to “racing off” with the word is the divi-
sion among Christians, “the dividing wall” that Jesus tore dov'vn
at the moment of his death (see Ephesians 2:14) but that Chris-
tians have rebuilt. Other obstacles include the abundance of and
confidence in human resources—too many tunics and too many
purses that weigh the messenger down (see Luke. 1'0:4). Itis th.e
quest for one’s own glory that is the most pernicious. The.re is
also an excess of bureaucracy, a clericalism that dulls the inci-
siveness of the word and makes it seem remote from real l%fe,
language that is abstruse and incomprehensible, all.constltutlng

an insurmountable obstacle. Excessive human caution and self-

protection keep the window shades lowered.

25




4. Choosing Jesus as Lord Again

We started with the question, “What place does Christ have in
modern society?” But we cannot end without asking the same
question on a personal level: “What place does Christ have in my
life?” Let us recall the dialogue between Jesus and his apostles at
Caesarea of Philippi: “Who do men say that the Son of man is?
-« . But who do you say that I am?” (Matthew 16:13, 15). The
most important thing for Jesus does not seem to be what people
think of him but what his closest disciples think of him.

I noted earlier the objective reason for the importance of the
proclamation of Christ as Lord in the New Testament: it makes
the salvific events it recounts present and operative in whoever
proclaims them. There is, however, also a subjective and exis-
tential reason. To say “Jesus is Lord!” means making a genuine
decision. It is like saying, “Jesus Christ is ‘my’ Lord; [ recognize
his rights over me, and I yield the reins of my life to him; I no
longer want to live “for myself” but ‘for him who for my sake
died and was raised’” (see 2 Corinthians 5:15 ).

To proclaim Jesus as our Lord means to submit every area of
our lives to him and let the gospel permeate everything that we
do. It means, to recall a phrase from our esteemed John Paul II,
that we need to “open wide the doors to Christ,”3

I have sometimes been the guest of some family, and I have
seen what happens when the doorbell rings announcing an unex-
pected visit. The lady of the house hurries to close the doors to
the disorderly rooms with unmade beds, so as to guide the guest
into the area that is the most welcoming. With Jesus we need to
do exactly the opposite: we need to open the “disorderly rooms”
in our lives, especially the room of our intentions. . .. For whom
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are we laboring, and why do we do what we do? For ourselves
or for Christ? For our glory or for Christ’s glory? This is the
best way to prepare a cradle this Advent to welcome Christ who

comes at Christmas.
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Chapter 2

“Do You Believe?”
Tue DiviNiTy OF CHRIST
IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

1. “Unless You Believe ThatI Am . ..”

One day I was celebrating Mass in a cloistered monastery at
Easter time. The gospel passage was from the section in John
where Jesus repeatedly states his “I Am”: “You will die in your
sins unless you believe that I Am. . . . When you have lifted up
the Son of man, then you will know that I Am. ... Before Abra-
ham was, I Am” (see John 8:24, 28, 58).

The words “I Am,” contrary to all grammar rules, were both
written with capitals in the Lectionary. This fact, along with
some other more mysterious cause, set off a spark and illumi-
nated this saying within me. It was no longer only Christ who
was speaking it two thousand years ago, but the risen and living
One who was proclaiming to us again, at that moment, his Ego
Eimi, “I Am!” The words took on cosmic resonances. It did not
involve a mere emotion of faith but was one of those experi-
ences that leave an indelible mark on one’s heart even after it
has passed.

I have begun with this personal sharing because the theme of
this meditation is faith in Christ in John’s gospel, and Christ’s
“I Am” is the ultimate expression of that faith. Modern com-
mentaries on the fourth gospel are unanimous in seeing in Jesus’
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