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INTRODUCTION

In 1985, when | was living in Oruro, Bolivia, | published booklet called
Ser cristiano en América Latina [Being Christian in Latin Americal,
which was widely distributed in that continent. After briefly explaining
that being Christian consists not simply in believing in God or doing
good but in following Jesus, | examined three catechisms that reflected
different ways of being Christian. The first was the traditional Cate-
chism of Pius X, which saw the Church within a context of Christendom
and proposed questions and answers that were to be memorized. The
second was the Dutch Catechism, which was open to dialogue with the
modern world, in the spirit of Vatican Il. And the third was Bishop Pedro
Casaldaliga’s Catechism for Base Communities, which was inspired by
the liberation theology of Medellin (1968) and Puebla (1979); it posed

questions in order to stimulate dialogue in community.

In 2018, after working for 36 years
in Bolivia, I returned to Barcelona,
where I found myself in a panorama
very different from the one in Bolivia
and Latin America. The differences are
not only social, political, and cultural,
but also ecclesial and religious. In the
midst of a secularized world with great
religious pluralism, we are witnessing
a profound crisis that is ecclesial, reli-
gious, and Christian.

Concretely, in the forty years since
Cristianisme 1 Justicia began in 1981,
the situation of the Church and society
has change radically in Spain. Let us
look at some of the data just for this
country:

* The percentage of persons not be-
longing to any religious denomi-
nation rose from 8.5% in 1980 to
27% in 2018.




* According to some researchers (Pew
Research Center in the U.S.), Spain
is the European country with the
third highest defection from Chris-
tianity; it ranks sixteenth among
the world’s least religious countries
(Win/Gallup International).

* Since 2006 the number of practic-
ing Catholics has dropped 27 %.

* In 2000 some 75% of weddings
were celebrated using the Catholic
rite, but by 2018 only 22 % were.

» Religion is identified with the right
or even the extreme right, as a
forced imposition.

* The younger generations are less
and less religious. According to the
Basque sociologist Javier Elzo, the
percentage of Catholics will con-
tinue to fall, so that religion will
cease to be a sociological reality
and become simple a matter of per-
sonal conviction.

Of course, this situation is not ex-
clusive to Spain; it affects the whole of
Western Europe, though there are dif-
ferences among regions.'

The Spanish situation is peculiar,
however. The parts of Europe that have
been secularized longer are more re-
spectful of the Catholic Church than
are many Spanish sectors, which dis-
play what journalist Pilar Rahola calls a
“subtle Christianophobia” regarding the
Church and anything Christian. There
is also a kind of subtle political perse-
cution against whatever is Christian:
many mass media use the Church’s sins
as an argument against Christianity;
they report only what is negative in the
Church, never what is positive.

The reaction of the extreme right
in the Church to the present situation
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is very dangerous. They would like to
return to the 1950s, the years of Span-
ish Christendom before Vatican II, as
if they were the proprietors of a de-
formed Christianity that has little to do
with what is truly Christian. All this
does is reinforce the Christianophobia.
Therefore, what is said here about
the situation in Europe should be adjust-
ed according to the socio-religious con-
text of each country. Rather than make
a socio-religious study of the European
situation, our aim is simply to offer a
theological and pastoral reflection on the
tendencies that are emerging in Europe.
Given these limitations, we are not
asking how we can be Christian in
Western Europe today. Our question is
more radical: we are asking whether it
is possible and whether it makes any
sense to be Christian in present-day
Europe, especially as a woman. The
problem is not only pastoral and eccle-
sial (“another Church is possible”). It
goes much deeper: it is a problem of
belief in God and of faith in Jesus.
What seems clear is that one can-
not be a Christian today in Europe
just by relying only on tradition and
culture; being Christian requires free
choice and personal conviction. It is
not enough to be baptized as a child; it
is necessary to pass from a Christianity
of quantity to a Christianity of quality.
To make a personal option for faith,
a new type of Christian initiation may
be helpful. For some people, especial-
ly the young, the initiation may be
their very first, and so totally new. For
others, the majority, it will really be a
re-initiation in a personal and histori-
cal context that is different from their
first initiation. In both cases it is best
to speak of “re-initiation” since it will




be very different from the traditional
Christian initiation, both in content
and in orientation.

It is no longer possible to begin
with theoretical or dogmatic discus-
sions about the Church and Christiani-
ty. We have to start by announcing the
Gospel message (the kerygma, in clas-
sical terms). We cannot begin with talk
of laws and morality; we must speak
rather of spirituality, conscience, and
discernment. We can no longer make
preserving the Church the aim of our
pastoral ministry; we must open peo-
ple up to the evangelizing mission.

The famous question that Abbé H.
Godin posed 75 years ago, whether
France was already a mission country,
can now be extended to all Western
Europe.? Paul VI tried to respond to
this new situation by stressing the need
for evangelization in today’s world
(Evangelii nuntiandi), and Francis

has tried to do the same in his pastoral
exhortation on the joy of the Gospel
(Evangelii gaudium), which serves as
a roadmap for his pontificate.

In this booklet, after giving a short
exposition on the crisis of European
Christianity, a topic already exten-
sively studied, I will make a modest
attempt to open up paths toward a new
Christian initiation.

I am aware that making a socio-re-
ligious diagnosis is easier than doing
pastoral and spiritual therapy. This
booklet certainly will not have the
same reception and diffusion as the one
I wrote in Bolivia in 1983; it will be
more polemical.

In any case, my long stays in poor
countries of the South may help us to
view re-initiation as a process that will
take place from below, from the poor,
from the passion of the people, from
the great masses of humankind.




1. THE CRISIS OF EUROPEAN CHRISTIANITY

In Europe we are witnessing a genuine collapse of the Christian faith.
In relatively few decades, a European society with deep Christian cul-
tural roots has become a society in which Christianity is culturally irrel-
evant. It is a European ecclesial winter.

1.1. Ecclesial winter

In European countries with a Cath-
olic tradition, ecclesial practice has
diminished drastically. There are few-
er Catholic baptisms, marriages, or
funerals. Fewer people are attending
Sunday Mass, and fewer children are
being taught the faith. The sacramental
celebration of penance or reconcilia-
tion is passing through a crisis.

In many places the Sunday Eucha-
rist is attended almost only by the el-
derly. It is not an exaggeration to say
that older people are the main ones
preserving the faith, while their chil-
dren, though baptized and catechized,
are slowly taking leave of the official
Church, and their grandchildren have
often not even been baptized and hard-
ly know the meaning of Christianity.
The transmission of the Christian faith
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has been interrupted. The traditional
Christian concepts have been emptied
of meaning; they say nothing to the
new generations.

Many European youth live their
lives apart from any institution, es-
pecially the Church. The Church has
been reduced to a strange sect.

This situation is reflected also in
the notable drop in vocations to the
ordained ministry and the consecrated
life, so that we are left with an inverted
demographic pyramid: a large num-
ber of older priests and religious and
a very small base of young ones. The
infirmaries and the rest homes for re-
tired clergy are filled with the elderly,
while many seminaries and novitiates
are almost empty. This decrease in
vocations to the ministry and the reli-
gious life is one more symptom of the
religious crisis of Western Europe.




Today we find new relevance in the
question of J.M.R. Tillard: “Are we the
last Christians?”

1.2. Seeking explanations

This situation has been aggravated by
the negative impact of the present in-
stitutional Church. The First Vatican
Council stated that the Church was a
great sign of credibility because of its
holiness and its universality, but to-
day the Church is a major obstacle for
faith:

* Besides the recent scandals relat-
ed to Vatican finances and clerical
pederasty, the problems include the
non-evangelical nature of church
governance (authoritarianism, abuse
of power, centralism, distance from
humble folk, etc.); the patriarchal
hierarchy formed exclusively of cel-
ibate males; the disenfranchisement
of the laity, especially women; and
clericalism, which is a type of lepro-
sy in the Church (Francis) and a per-
verse structure (C. Schickendantz).

* There is a theological and cultural
disconnect: doctrines and dogmas
are formulated in ways that corre-
spond more to Hellenic mentalities
rather than to Semitic ones. In any
case, they are far removed from a
modern or post-modern mentality.

» The morality taught is legalistic and
casuistic; it is top-down, pre-mod-
ern, and not very personalist. It is
based on a dualistic anthropology,
is excessively focused on sexuality,
and uses guilt and fear of punish-
ment to keep people bound to the
Church.

» For the great majority of the faith-
ful, the liturgy is unintelligible,
even after the change from Latin to
the vernacular. It is clergy-centered
and encourages little participation
of the community. It is excessively
rational, it lacks a festive charac-
ter, and it is very distant from the
people.

» The baptism of children continues
to be the ordinary form of Christian
initiation established by canon law
and the Catechism of the Catholic
Church, even though European
society is no longer sociological-
ly Christian and baptism has little
meaning for many people.

For many people, Christianity and
the Church are a type of déja vu, some-
thing familiar but obsolete, a worn-
out object retrieved from trunk of old
throwaways. For some people it is the
embodiment of all that is bad in our
culture: repression, lust for power, in-
quisition, censure, control, male chau-
vinism, moralism, hatred of life, and
feelings of guilt about sin. Whatever
is wrong in our culture is attributed to
Christianity (G. Amengual).

Moreover, as J.B. Metz points out,
the lives of many European Christians
hardly differ in practice from those of
non-Christians. European Christianity
is often bourgeois; faith is an external
varnish that does not transform peo-
ple’s real lives. Should we therefore be
surprised that young people feel espe-
cially alienated from the Church?

And if it is difficult for a man to be
Christian in Europe, how much more
difficult it must be for a woman—in
an extremely male-dominated Church
that marginalizes women!




1.3. God in exile

What most concerns us here, though, is
not this crisis of the European churches
but the crisis of the image of God in-
herited from the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion. Indeed, the ecclesial crisis is noth-
ing more than the logical consequence
of this crisis of God’s image. God has
become a stranger in our house; an
alien, distant God; a God in exile (Lluis
Duch).?> Modernity and post-modernity
have undermined all the certainties that
were previously taken for granted.

Human beings cannot exist out-
side a culture, and people in Europe
are feeling today that they have been
invaded by a secular, pluralist culture
whose religious and social paradigms
are unstable.

The number of atheists has in-
creased, and many individuals are now
quite impervious to God (Charles Tay-
lor). The process of secularization has
produced a thick concrete barrier that
needs to be perforated in order to sus-
tain a philosophical or spiritual debate
(Marie Balmary).

It seems that Karl Rahner’s asser-
tion that every human being is a pos-
sible “hearer of the Word” is now su-
perseded. Modern-day secularization
is not simply the withdrawal of the
Church as a power in society, nor does
it mean only the elimination of refer-
ences to God or Christianity in civil
society; rather, it is the disappearance
of God from the realm of social imag-
es. Secularization involves an anti-reli-
gious or a-religious worship of imma-
nence, a humanism closed off to any
type of transcendence.

The result is a disconnected, om-
nipotent, totally free ego that accepts
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no mediation, heteronomy, or depen-
dence; its autonomy is total; it is im-
pervious to God.*

The number of agnostic or reli-
giously indifferent persons has espe-
cially increased in

Western Europe. We no longer see
so much the rigorous atheism that was
common in the 19" and 20" centuries;
we no longer hear that “God is dead.”
What prevails now is disinterest in
transcendence; no one is interested in
what lies beyond everyday reality, the
world of work, money, food, health,
consumption, sex, well-being, and se-
curity in old age.

What prevails instead in many parts
of Europe is a crass form of material-
ism. People live in a bubble of indiffer-
ence and globalization where the econo-
my, the mass media, the politics, and the
citizenry all reflect a bourgeois spirit.

One need only visit the center of
important European cities like Paris,
Barcelona, Milan, or Berlin to have ev-
idence of the ostentatious luxury and
wealth on its avenues (great hotels and
restaurants, banks, swanky retailers,
jewelry and perfume shops, theaters
and cinemas, fancy gyms, etc.). These
stand in stark contrast to the margin-
al neighborhoods where the poor and
working-class people live. They barely
survive on wages that never cover their
basic expenses; they pay steep rents
and are quickly evicted. It is the world
of unemployed youth, undocumented
immigrants, and homeless people with
no one to help them.

The dominant culture promotes the
myth of eternal youth, of power and
wealth, of unending progress. It exalts
technology, economic wizardry, and
the technocratic paradigm. It worships




neoliberal capitalism, the body, sex,
pleasure, the self, and the most extrav-
agant individualism. All this comes at
the cost of destroying nature; pillaging
the earth, our common home; and con-
signing the mass of humanity to pover-
ty and obscurity.

Europe has moved from having
Christian roots to being anti-Christian
in practice. In other words, it has be-
come a post-Christian, pagan society
in many places, decadent in many as-
pects, and far removed from the ideals
of the Christian leaders who forged the
European Union. To see a symptom of
the dominant mentality, we need only
consider the closure of European ports
to African migrants.

1.4. The desire for something
more

Some authors believe that seculariza-
tion, laicization, and the desacraliza-
tion and disenchantment of the world
no longer have the same force they had
years ago. They say that, to the con-
trary, in many places there is a certain
desire for spirituality, though often it is
of an ambiguous or exotic nature.

Some people pursue a form of gno-
sis that seeks interior enlightenment
and salvation. Rejecting the traditional
image of God and embracing nebulous
New Age concepts, they experience a
type of self-wrought salvation. Their
anthropology allows no transcendence,
their faith is locked in subjectivity,
their doctrine is without mystery, and
their spirituality is disincarnate (cf.
Gaudete et exsultate 36-46).

This liquid society has lost all sense
of salvation and eschatology; it gener-

ates no commitment to work for a bet-
ter world and no ethics to fight against
injustice. It has passed from psychol-
ogy to sociology, from the mythical
figure of Prometheus, who steals fire
from the sun to promote human prog-
ress, to the figure of Narcissus, who
falls in love with his own image re-
flected in the water.

In the midst of this religious plu-
ralism, some people are increasingly
attracted to Eastern spiritualities (Bud-
dhism, Hinduism, the advaita Vedanta,
etc.) and to silence and contemplation;
they practice yoga, Zen, mindfulness,
and self-help. Other people are strong-
ly influenced by ecology and adopt
the religion of Gaia, the sacred earth.’
An increasing number of persons de-
fend belief in “not belonging” (Grace
Davis); they practice a spirituality
without religion (Laia de Ahumada),
a spirituality without gods or beliefs
(Maria Corbi), or a spirituality without
God (Comte-Spomville, F. Mayorga).®
Also engaged in this intense search for
spirituality are restless souls who are
disappointed with the institutional re-
ligious paraphernalia of the Church of
Christendom and so become obsessed
with mysticism; they read and study
the mystics, whether Christian (John
of the Cross, Meister Eckhart, Hilde-
gard of Bingen, etc.), Hindu, Buddhist,
Sufi, or Native American.

To understand these options, we
should recognize that spirituality
which is what can give life to religious
institutions, has been asphyxiated by
dogmas, rituals, and laws. It also must
be admitted that some of these more
spiritual options have suffered from a
certain elitism that looks down on the
religiosity of the people.




The theologian J. B. Metz sums
up neatly what has been happening
recently in many Christian sectors of
European society. People at first were
affirming, “Jesus, yes! Church, no!”
They then went on to proclaim, “God,
yes! Christ, no!” Then it was “Reli-
gion, yes! God, no!” And finally they
ended up with “Religion no, but spiri-
tuality, yes!” But what kind of spiritu-
ality do they mean?

At the same time, many young peo-
ple and adults, whatever their spiritual
or religious convictions (post-Chris-
tian, agnostic, indifferent, atheist, ...),
are working to help others: the poor,
the evicted, the homeless, migrants,
unemployed youth, street people, the
elderly, and the discarded. They volun-
teer in solidarity organizations; they are
dedicated to defending women; they
fight against feminicide and human
trafficking; they take stands against
torture, global warming, and contami-
nation of the planet; they work in health
and education or in organizations that
promote human rights, peace, justice,
etc. Indeed, many young people state
that they do not need God or religion or
Christian faith to be honest, committed,
and just or to defend the environment.

Even though they may not express
it or even realize it, this great mass of
seekers is moving in the direction of
the Kingdom that Jesus preached, and
they are moving more firmly in that
direction, perhaps, than many of those
who are “lifelong Christians.”

1.5. Going to the roots

In trying to explain this complex situ-
ation, we have to explore a multiplic-
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ity of causes. First, we are living in a
profound change of epoch. It is a new
“axial age” (Karl Jaspers) which is
breaking with the traditions of the past
three millennia.

We are dealing with a new para-
digm, one that has brought countless
scientific, technological, informational,
social, economic, cultural, linguistic,
sexual, and political changes. The re-
ligious and spiritual dimensions of so-
ciety are naturally also affected by the
prevailing secularization, religious plu-
ralism, confusion, chaos, and disorder.

Clearly the old Church of Chris-
tendom—that of Constantine, the cru-
sades, pontifical theocracy, the inqui-
sition, proselytism, and cooperation
with colonial powers—has exploded
and is in intense agony, though it is a
slow, drawn-out agony. The present
situation is the consequence of a long
process that began with the Enlight-
enment and modernity, a process that
the institutional Church ignored or op-
posed (Pius IX) until Vatican II (1962-
65) and the papacies of John XXIII and
Paul VL

All these changes have affect-
ed what some call the “social brain,”
that is, the convictions we share that
are more the fruit of our social envi-
ronment than of our personal reason-
ing (R. M. Nogués). As a result, tra-
ditional Christians are disturbed and
feel guilty, as if they were to be blame
for the failure of faith in their fami-
lies. What is actually happening is that
the younger generations experience a
different culture: they prefer massive
rock concerts to liturgical celebrations.
Many of them live in another galaxy,
having little knowledge of God, Christ,
or the Church.




We should add here that this eccle-
sial and religious crisis in Western Eu-
rope does not necessarily represent the
sentiment and thought of all peoples
and cultures. But the danger exists that
Europe will be considered the model
and reference point for the future of all
humankind, and that it will be estab-
lished as such.

Unlike Europe, the countries of the
global South—Asia, Africa, and Latin
America—are profoundly religious.
Those continents are the home of the
great ancestral religions that remain
alive in the midst of great changes.

We must also remember that, in the
midst of this religious chaos in Europe,
expressions of what is called “popular
religiosity” remain strong. They make
manifest the faith of the poor and sim-
ple folk who express, even with pos-
sible ambiguities and syncretism, their
profound trust in God and their love for
the crucified Lord. They honor Mary
and the saints, they go on pilgrimage
to sanctuaries, they organize proces-
sions during Holy Week, they light
candles to their favorite saints, and
they trust that God will never abandon
them. This religion of the people is an
example of God’s predilection for the
ordinary folk, the ones to whom the
mysteries of the Kingdom have been
revealed (Luke 10,21-22; Matt 11,25-
27). Despite the ambiguities, the faith
of the poor makes manifest the Chris-
tian people’s spirit of faith.” A new
breath of air is coming from the South,
thanks to Pope Francis, and filling the
lungs of the Church.

As we will point out later, Europe’s
wealth and abundance is not unrelated
to Europe’s colonization of Asia, Af-
rica, and the Americas. We can there-

fore ask ourselves whether the agnos-
ticism and religious indifference in
Europe are not closely connected with
structural sin, with the colonialism im-
posed by the great European powers
past and present, and with the continu-
ing exploitation of other continents by
European multinationals.

1.6. A hopeful perspective

Even so, the present process of eccle-
sial and religious demythologizing,
which extends throughout Western Eu-
rope, should not be seen as something
negative. It can be interpreted as a sign
of the times, a call to conversion, and
a liberation from a purely traditional,
unthinking type of Christianity. It can
free people from conventional forms
of superficial, external religiosity that
can be easily utilized and manipulat-
ed for other ends. What is happening
in Europe may even be a moment of
grace, a kairos, that will help to reform
many of the religious convictions and
institutions of the past.

In the Acts of the Apostles there is
a rather strange narrative, but it is actu-
ally very significant for our own times.
The Holy Spirit had prevented Paul
from preaching the Word to the Jews of
Asia and Bithynia, but one night he had
a dream vision in which a Macedonian
asked him to come and save his peo-
ple. Paul interpreted the dream with his
companions, and they decided to travel
to Macedonia, convinced that God was
calling them there (Acts 19,6-10). From
Macedonia Paul went on to Philippi,
then to Athens, and finally to Rome.

The Spirit stopped Paul from
preaching to the Jewish world and
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called him to evangelize the pagan,
gentile world. In this way, the Gospel
reached far beyond Judaism, eventual-
ly encompassing the whole world.

The Spirit closes doors and opens
them. The Spirit closes doors to the past
and opens doors to the future. The Spir-
it is always disruptive and surprising.

How can we understand the Eu-
ropean reality so as to open it up to a
hopeful future? How can we transform
it truly into a time of grace, conver-
sion, and new birth?

Arturo Sosa, the present superior
general of the Society of Jesus, made
the following suggestion:

Our aim is to collaborate with the

Church in experiencing secular socie-
ty as a sign of the times that offers us
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the opportunity for a renewed presen-
ce in the heart of human society. ...
Today’s mature secular society offers
conditions that foster the rise of more
personal religious processes that are in-
dependent of social or ethnic pressure.
People can explore different avenues in
depth, and they can choose freely to fo-
llow Jesus, belong to a church commu-
nity, and adopt a Christian lifestyle.®

If in the past European Christianity
had a very evangelical character (Fran-
cis, Ignatius, Teresa of Avila, Vincent
de Paul, Therese de Lisieux, Charles
de Foucauld, Edith Stein...), can it not
be that way again today in a very dif-
ferent context?

The question is, then, is it possible
to be Christian in Europe today?




2. MYSTAGOGY: AN INITIATION IN FAITH

Before directly answering the question about the possibility of being
Christian in Europe today, we would like to propose, as an aid for in-
terpretation, the concept of mystagogy; it is a term that comes from the
study of the history of religions but is unknown to many people today.

2.1. What is mystagogy?

According to Mircea Eliade, an expert
on the topic, mystagogy is a peda-
gogical category; it is something that
teaches us about a new and unknown
world, whether it be cultural, social, or
religious.

Religious mystagogy, which is our
present interest, involves initiation
into the Mystery by means of myths,
rites, and oral teachings, all of which
are aimed at transforming the religious
and existential status of the persons be-
ing initiated. At the end of the process
the initiates enjoy a status totally dif-
ferent from the one they had at the be-
ginning: they have been transformed.’
In the history of religions there are dif-
ferent types of mystagogy:

* collective mystagogies (e.g., the
obligatory rites of puberty for all
the boys of a tribe);

* initiations into certain groups
groups (mystery religions, sects,
certain religious groups);

* initiations for certain religious vo-
cations (e.g., religious and social
leaders).

However, in all types of initiation
there exist certain constants:

» Separation: Every initiation in-
volves physical separation of the
neophytes from their ordinary am-
bience; the neophytes are taken to
an unfamiliar place. The change of
place symbolizes the newness of
life that is about to begin, for every
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initiation entails a conversion, a new
birth, a rupture with the earlier life.
Initiation into the myths of origin:
The initiates are instructed in the
religious history of the communi-
ty; they are taught by the “elders”
about what happened in prime-
val times. The instruction is done
orally, passing from generation to
generation the collective memory
of what happen in illo tempore, “in
that former time” of the communi-
ty’s origins.

Initiatory trials and rites: These
constitute the essential core of the
initiation. Their purpose is to have
the initiates “die” ritually and sym-
bolically to the past; they are tak-
en back to the primeval chaos, to
“time zero,” to the tabula rasa, so
that they can be reborn to a differ-
ent world. The rites of collective
initiation can be rather dramatic.
They may involve having the ini-
tiates remove their clothing and
be shut up in a strange place with
their eyes blindfolded. Or they may
involve the initiates’ being circum-
cised, their being made to pass
through difficult terrain, or their be-
ing buried in a shroud to symbolize
a funeral rite. Such rites can be un-
derstood only from the perspective
of dying to the earlier world and
being born again. Young women
are also initiated into the mystery
of sexuality and life by the older
women of the society.

Returning to the world as a new
person: The initiates are interiorly
transformed; they are now adults
and full members of the commu-
nity. Biological and gynecological
images are used to describe them:

new birth, newborns, seeds, neo-
phytes, infants. After the initiation
to puberty, for example, the young
people return to their communities
with new names and a new lan-
guage; they are recognized as full
members of the community.

2.2. Christian initiation

The early Church, which was born in
the pagan Roman Empire, assimilated
the elements that were common to all
religious initiation, but it transformed
them radically in accord with the
paschal mystery. The dead and risen
Christ is the one who makes us die to
the past and generates in us a new life
in the Spirit by means of sacramental
symbols and rites.!°

The initiation process took on struc-
ture in the New Testament, borrowing
certain elements from the Old Testa-
ment. In the Acts of the Apostles we
can discover the principal elements:

» Evangelization, or announcing the
Good News (Acts 2,14-36; 8,5-12;
8,28-35)

* Committed faith of the new disci-
ples (Acts 8,12; 16,14; 16,31)

* Baptismal immersion (Acts 8,17;
19,5; 10,48)

* The gift of the Spirit (Acts 2,38;
8,26-40)

* Entrance into the Church (Acts 41-
47; 4,32-37)

2.2.1. Catechumenate

Christian initiation became more or-
ganized in the second century, and by
the third and fourth centuries its struc-




ture was quite uniform throughout the
whole Church, despite differing tradi-
tions in the churches of Africa, Jeru-
salem, Constantinople, and Rome. The
basic initiation process was called the
catechumenate, and for those com-
ing from pagan religion, it followed
an initial stage called the candidacy.
The catechumenate lasted three years,
during which the catechumens were
initiated into the Christian mystery and
the life of the Church. During those
three years they experienced the essen-
tial dimensions of every mystagogy.

2.2.2. Separation

The candidates were separated from the
pagan world and initiated into the group
of catechumens by making a renuncia-
tion of the past and of evil. They had
to give up some professions considered
incompatible with the Christian faith,
such as running houses of prostitution
or sculpting statues of pagan gods.

2.2.3. Initiation into the origins
of Christian faith

During this stage the catechumens
were introduced to the scriptures, they
were urged to practice Christian char-
ity (visiting the sick, helping widows
and orphans), and they participated in
the liturgy of the Word that took place
before the Eucharistic celebrations.

During Lent, the catechumens were
initiated into the “myths of origin”
of the Christian faith by the “elders”
(bishops, priests, and deacons). This
process involved:

» Biblical lessons oriented toward
baptism, and explanation of the

mysteries of the faith summed up
in the creed, which the initiates had
to memorize and profess.

* An introduction to prayer and spir-
ituality, focusing on an explanation
of the Our Father, which they had
to learn and recite.

2.2.4. Sacramental rites and tests

of initiation

The sacramental liturgy of Christian
initiation was preceded a highly sym-
bolic ceremony: the renunciation of
evil and profession of the faith.

As the initiates looked toward the
west, the place of darkness and the
symbol of evil and sin, they renounced
Satan, all his pomps, and all his works.

What were the pomps of Satan?
They were the spectacles of the pagan
circuses, which featured not only horse
and chariot races but also idolatrous
processions with the images of pagan
gods, displays of sexual immorality,
gladiator battles, humans fighting with
wild beasts, and even the execution
of martyrs. The pomp was a concrete
structure of sin at the time, and it had
to be renounced by the initiates.

The renunciation of evil and sin
was followed by the Trinitarian pro-
fession of faith in the Father, the Son,
and Spirit; the initiates made this pro-
fession looking toward the east, the
place of light. This liturgy of Christian
initiation took place during the Easter
vigil, when the whole Church was cel-
ebrating the mystery of the death and
resurrection of Jesus. The celebration
had three sacramental moments:

e The initiates’ immersion into the
water of the baptismal font symbol-
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izes their ritual death by; their com-
ing up out of the water symbolizes
being born to a new life. The bap-
tismal ceremony is a sacramental
ritual of death and life: dying to sin
and receiving the gift of new life
that bursts forth from the mystery
of the death and resurrection of Je-
sus. It is not that water has some
magical power to save us; rather,
what saves us is faith in the resur-
rection of the Lord, with whom we
are united in baptism (Rom 6,1-11).

* The anointing with chrism, follow-
ing the baptism, signifies the gift of
the Spirit; it confirms and expresses
that it is the Spirit of the Lord Je-
sus who frees us from sin and gives
us new life, along with many other
gifts and graces.

* Participation in the Eucharist of the
“neophytes,” that is, those recent-
ly born to the faith, concludes the
Christian initiation; the initiates are
fully integrated into the ecclesial
community, whose center and sum-
mit is the Eucharist.

2.2.5. Mystagogical catechesis

In many ancient churches the initi-
ation was supplemented with what
were called mystagogical catechetical
lessons during Easter week. These les-
sons helped the new Christians to un-
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derstand better the sacramental mys-
teries they had already received.

In contrast to the more rationalist,
utilitarian mentality of modern times,
the first Christian communities were
convinced that many dimensions of the
Christian faith can be understood only
after one has spiritually experienced
the Christian mystery through the sac-
raments.

2.2.6. Some consequences

What conclusions can be gathered
from our study of mystagogy, both in
Christian initiation and in the history
of religions?

The first conclusion is that every
initiation involves a long process; it is
not something immediate or instanta-
neous; it requires much patience and
perseverance. The second conclusion
is that this long process is not just ra-
tional and doctrinal; it is experiential
and practical; it involves dying to the
past and opening oneself to new life.
The third and final conclusion is that
the initiation takes place in commu-
nity; it is not just as an individual act.
The community intervenes through its
elders, who represent the community,
so that completing the process means
insertion into a new community, the
Church that welcomes the new Chris-
tians.




3. BEING CHRISTIAN IN EUROPE: THE CONDITIONS

OF POSSIBILITY

To respond to the question of being Christian in Europe today, we
now propose a mystagogical process of initiation. In order to apply this
mystagogical process to the European world, we must recognize that
being Christian in Western Europe today involves a long road of Chris-
tian initiation or re-initiation. This is true whether one is coming from an
abandoned or unrecognized Christian tradition or from a world that is

already post-Christian.

In this long process, the starting point
cannot be doctrinal, moral, or ritual.
It must be experiential, opening one-
self up to Transcendence. Concretely,
it involves a direct encounter with the
person of Jesus of Nazareth as he is
presented in the gospels.

A lucid text of Benedict XVI ex-
presses this attitude well: “One does
not begin to be Christian through an
ethical decision or a great idea, but
through encountering an event, a Per-
son, that opens up a new life horizon
ands bring about a decisive change in
orientation.”"!

In 1966, after Vatican II, the theo-
logian Karl Rahner had an intuition
about a future that had already begun.
He described it as follows:

There is need for a mystagogy or ini-
tiation into religious experience, which
many people believe they cannot find
in themselves. ... The spirituality of
the future will no longer rely on an evi-
dent and unanimous public conviction
or on a generalized religious ambience
that exists prior to personal experience
and decision. The religious education
that has been customary until now will
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in the future serve only as secondary
training for institutionalized religious
life. Mystagogy is what will have to
provide the true “idea” of God, based
on the felt realization that humanity is
the abyss, that God is essentially the
Incomprehensible, and that God’s in-
comprehensibility, instead of diminis-
hing, increases as one comes to know
more and as God draws close to us in
his self-giving love.'?

Nowadays we do not initiate peo-
ple to the newness of faith; we do not
evangelize a religious community with
a Jewish tradition, as the first apostles
did. We do not follow in the footsteps
of the missionaries—such as Paul in
Athens or Xavier in India and Japan—
who initiated into the Christian faith
members of the great world religions
or of pagan religions. Nor do we try
to evangelize the native peoples with
autochthonous religions, as did the
first missionaries in Latin America.
The challenge today is to evangelize
people who live in regions that have
Christian cultural roots but who find
themselves immersed in a world that is
secularized, post-Christian, religious
pluralistic, indifferent, and agnostic. It
may be that post-modern atheists lack
the vigor of their 19" century coun-
terparts, but they still contaminate all
their surroundings.

As we have seen already, the great
majority of European citizens today
live tranquilly in a society that was
Christian in its origins but is no longer
Christian. It is a lay society that pos-
sesses great human and social values
but is often opposed to religion.

For many young people, wheth-
er they have been initiated into the
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Christian faith or not, Christianity and
the Church are something strange and
unknown. They are relics of the past,
fit to be placed in an ancient history
museum, like the Greek and Egyptian
gods. Young Europeans live in a world
that is secular, technological, and sci-
entific; it is a world with a different
language and different symbols.

Some Europeans not only reject
the Christian faith; they have aposta-
tized, asking to be removed from the
Church’s records. The great majority
of today’s Europeans were originally
Christians, baptized and initiated into
the faith, but they later abandoned the
Church and perhaps also the Christian
faith and any belief in transcendent
values. Nevertheless, there is a grow-
ing number of people who at one time
abandoned the Church and possibly
the faith, but who today are secking
something new. They want something
that does justice to the positive human
and spiritual dimensions that they have
experienced in these years, but without
necessarily returning the Church of
old. It is not a retreat but an advance.

For people who have been living
only in a secularized, post-Christian
world, such as many of our young peo-
ple, Christian initiation means being in-
troduced to the Christian faith as some-
thing new, something they have never
known or experienced. But for those
who belonged to an earlier Christian
tradition, the task is re-initiation, which
does not mean returning to forgotten
traditions of the past. Rather, it means
discovering something new that gives
their lives fresh meaning and value.

Both groups, in any case, have to
take some prior steps that are common
to every type of mystagogy.




3.1. Separation

The separation that accompanies ev-
ery initiation should be understood
not only in a physical but also in an
existential sense. The living encounter
with the Jesus of Nazareth of the gos-
pels will be authentic for a European
only if it is closely linked to the world
of the poor and the victims, to the glob-
al South that Europe has exploited and
dominated for centuries and continues
to dominate today through transna-
tionals structures and corporations.
The European culture of progress and
welfare has colonial roots in the past
and neoliberal roots in the present. A
post-colonial conversion is necessary.

In other words, this encounter with
Jesus of Nazareth entails not only a
personal conversion (always neces-
sary) but also a social and structural
conversion away from a culture that is
colonialist, machista, and neoliberal. It
involves divorce from a technocratic
paradigm that has excluded persons of
other cultures, ethnicities, and sexual
orientations and that has destroyed and
continues to destroy creation, our com-
mon home.

We cannot approach Jesus from
the world of Western Europe without
hearing the voice of the poor, the mar-
tyrs, the innocent, or the victims of the
structures of sin, victims whose cries
reach to heaven.

As Santiago Agrelo, bishop of
Tangiers, has said so well, we can-
not be Christian and drape our border
walls with razor wire that wounds the
flesh of our brothers and sisters who
want to migrate to Europe. Nor can we
be Christian if we close our doors to
refugees who cross the Mediterranean,

fleeing from their countries on fragile,
overloaded boats. We must feel some
shame and guilt for our indifference
and lack of compassion.

We must therefore distrust any ini-
tiation to the Christian mystery that is
reduced simply to a personal spiritual
experience. The famous dictum of Karl
Rahner—“The Christians of the 21¢
century will be mystics, or they won’t
be Christians”—is positive and valid,
but nowadays it is insufficient unless it
makes it clear that European Christians
of the 21 century must be prophets as
well as mystics. They must emphatical-
ly denounce all the injustice of the past
and the present; they must reject and
distance themselves as much as possible
from the structures of sin that contami-
nate our Western reality (our “pomps”).
Or to use the formula of J. B. Metz, ours
must be an “open-eyed” mysticism; it
must call to mind the passion of Jesus
and that of the crucified peoples of this
world. We cannot be merely spectators
of the people’s Leidensgeschichte, the
history of their passion.

The modern world sparkles in its
luxurious cities, its technological prog-
ress, and its cybernetic prowess, but
without some direct experience of the
horrors of that same modern world, it
is difficult for people to feel indigna-
tion at the injustices, compassion for
the victims, and determination to trans-
form the world. As long as people live
anesthetized, living in a bubble of afflu-
ence and indifference, they cannot open
themselves to others or to the Other. It
is not enough to marvel at the beauty
of snow-covered mountains or to feel
ecstasy on beholding a beautiful sea-
scape or on hearing a great symphony.
It is not enough to seek interior peace
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with Eastern concentration techniques
like yoga or Zen. If contemplation is
the beginning of wisdom, then a certain
critical indignation at what is happen-
ing in today’s world is needed in order
to open oneself to the real Mystery.

3.2. Openness to Transcendence
and Mystery

Given the present situation, we can
take advantage of certain cracks in this
reality which will open us to the Mys-
tery. Xavier Morlans enumerates some
of the possible openings toward tran-
scendence: " parents’ experience of the
birth of their first child, appreciation
of one’s affective dimension instead
of just the rational and logical, a more
trusting attitude of openness to what
lies beyond human limitations, and the
ability to escape from individualism
and relate to others.

And other openings can be added:
besides marveling at the beauty of na-
ture or of art, there is the experience
of indignation in the face of evil in
the world—not just sickness and old
age but injustice, war, environmental
destruction, impunity, corruption, the
mendacity and selfishness of political
leaders, sexual abuse, the hypocrisy
of supposedly religious persons. Will
there be, then, no justice in the world?

One final, dreaded crack is a bit
taboo: death. What will happen to us
at the end of life? What is there af-
ter death? Does everything end here?
Does life have any meaning? Is suicide
the only valid option in the face of the
world’s evil?

Christian initiation is not possible
without these and other openings and
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questions. In reality, we are not deal-
ing with a problem or an enigma but
with a Mystery, the Mystery, whatever
name we give it: Transcendence, Ab-
solute, All, One, Being, Cause, God.

3.3. A personal encounter with
Jesus of Nazareth

If a certain openness to Transcendence
makes us question the meaning of our
lives, Christian mystagogy happily
offers us elements that keep this Tran-
scendence from becoming something
vague and blurry; they turn it into a
concrete personal encounter that gives
new meaning and context to our lives.
We begin not simply with religious
pluralism or interreligious dialogue
(both necessary today) but with the Ju-
deo-Christian tradition.

In this tradition the “elders” per-
form a very important function: they
bear witness to the Christian spiritual
practice of the Church, they offer spir-
itual wisdom, and they initiate persons
into the mystery of Jesus. And they do
this before there is any reference to ec-
clesiastical doctrine, morality, or ritual.

In classical terms, the elders offer
some preambles to the Christian faith,
which concretely means presenting the
Gospel in one of the forms it takes. The
neophytes are taught the originating
myths of the Christian tradition and
are introduced to the historical Jesus of
Nazareth.

A slow, prayerful, meditative read-
ing of the gospels allows the Spirit to
attract the readers toward the ultimate
mystery of Jesus of Nazareth, who
died and was raised up. The readers are
attracted to a spiritual encounter that is




not merely rational but vital, affective,
and compassionate; it fills the readers
with interior joy and opens them up to
a new style of life.

It is helpful to begin with the synop-
tic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke)
and then move on to the gospel of John,
whose prologue opens up the mystery
of Jesus, his divine sonship, and his
taking on flesh in order to bring us his
light and his life. Neophytes can then
continue with the Acts of the Apostles,
which tells the story of how the Church
was born by the force of the Spirit.

All this requires a setting of silence
and prayer, as one passes from the
historical Jesus to the Christ of faith
so as to know him more clearly, love
him more dearly, and follow him more
nearly, day after day."

3.4. The death and life of
initiation: opening up to faith

There is a before and an after in the en-
counter with the Lord. It involves pass-
ing from a self-oriented, satisfied life
to a certain feeling of existential emp-
tiness. One enters a dark opening and
becomes aware of oneself as a limited,
sinful human being; one experiences
the anguish of a new birth and a new
life that is offered as grace and as gift.

It is necessary to die to a self-suf-
ficient, earth-bound past and be born
to a new and different life. It is neces-
sary to open oneself to Someone, place
oneself in his hands, trust in him. All
is grace, gift, and interior attraction.
Because of a vitalizing experience that
goes beyond all moralism and rational-
ism, we are made to feel like new men
and women, overflowing with an inner

joy that fills all existence with light and
opens paths to the future.

It is the experience of the blind in
the gospel who begin to see, of the sick
and the afflicted who are healed, of the
sinners who are forgiven, of the dead
who are raised up and have a new lease
on life. Words fail us when we try to
express this experience: joy, delight,
hope, consolation, heat and light, inte-
rior lightness and agility. It is the ex-
perience of Thomas as he touches the
wounds of Jesus and exclaims, “My
Lord and my God.” It is the experience
of Augustine, who discovered a beauty
ever ancient and ever new. It is the joy
of Edith Stein, who spent a whole night
reading the life of Theresa of Jesus and
then declared, “This is the truth!”

Jesus not only offers us a fully hu-
man life with values like justice, sol-
idarity, compassion, forgiveness, and
commitment to making the world bet-
ter, but he also opens to us to a new,
transcendent dimension, to the mys-
tery of the Father, Creator of heaven
and earth, and to the gift of the Spirit.
Not only does he humanize us, but he
lets us call God Father (Mother); that
is, he makes us participants in the com-
munitarian mystery of God’s life; he
divinizes us so as to bring our humani-
ty to fulfilment.

The response to this encounter
cannot be simply rational; it must be
wholehearted. It is not just believing in
him but believing him and opening our-
selves to a new reality that transcends
us. It means passing from death to life,
the new life of the Spirit that impels us
to follow Jesus wherever he goes, as
did those first disciples in Palestine.

This faith does not cease to be a
(Paschal) venture, just as unbeliefis. It
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does not eliminate doubts, but it does
open us to the “marvelous uncertainty
of faith” (Marcel Légaut).

3.5. Gradual discovery of the
ecclesial dimension of faith

This long process of joyful encounter
with Jesus leads us to recognize that it
was the Christian community that of-
fered us the memory of Jesus through
the gospels. Thanks to the community
of Jesus, which is the Church, we have
had an encounter with him, an encoun-
ter transmitted to us by the ecclesial
tradition of the “elders” of Christian
initiation, that is, the prophets and
saints throughout history.

The following of Jesus is person-
al but not individualistic; it involves
forming part of a community that orig-
inated with the people of Israel and the
Paschal Mystery of Jesus; it is a com-
munity that orients its life around the
mystery of Jesus.

The Church, inspired by the Spirit,
is the People of God moving in united,
synodal fashion toward the Kingdom.
We are not alone because we form the
People of God, a community that is hu-
man and divine, holy and sinful, chaste
and impure (as the Church Fathers put
it), needing always to have recourse to
divine mercy and to begin anew. It is
also the Church of Peter, who denied
Jesus, and of Paul, who in persecuting
Christians persecuted Jesus. But above
all it is the Church of the Spirit that
carries on the mission of Jesus for the
Kingdom and never abandons it.

We need to discover the profound
spiritual and mystical dimension of the
Church, which is not simply a bureau-
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cratic organization and which should
not be identified with its hierarchical
leaders. The Church is a permanent Pen-
tecost, an image of the Trinitarian com-
munity, the People of God, the Body of
Jesus in history, the Temple of the Spir-
it. Therefore, seeking to follow Jesus
apart for the Church is an illusion. The
following of Jesus begins with the sac-
ramental celebration of baptism, which
is entrance into the ecclesial community
and immersion in the paschal mystery
of the death and resurrection of Jesus.
This is so not only because a sociologi-
cal law states that every charism needs
a certain institutionalization in order to
perdure in time, but also because the
Church must been seen in the light of
faith, as the real, historical body of Je-
sus, his image and sacrament, his living
presence in history.

3.6. A new life

If the initiates have not been baptized,
then they must prepare themselves to
receive baptism, be enriched with the
gift of the Spirit in confirmation, and
participate in the Eucharist. If instead
they are “old” Christians returning
to the faith and the Church, then they
should renew the spirit and the practice
of the sacraments of Christian initiation
that gave them life and make the Eu-
charist the center of their ecclesial life.
The Eucharist is not simply an ob-
ligation or a social rite; it is the center
of Christian life. Without the Eucharist
there is no Church, for the heart of the
Church is the paschal mystery made
present and celebrated in the Eucharist,
especially on Sundays. The Eucharist
is an anticipation of the banquet of the




Kingdom, and it provides the strength
we need to live the faith in everyday
life. The first Christians stated that
they could not live without the Eucha-
rist, and they were ready to die before
renouncing the profound conviction of
faith that is the Sunday Eucharist.

A new life is beginning both for
those being initiated into the faith for
the first time and for those returning
to the faith after a time of exile and
diaspora. Both groups must take seri-
ously what it means to be Christian in
Europe and the West today. They must
also, like the early catechumens, renew
in faith the baptismal renunciations of
sin, evil, and the structures of sin. To-
day that means renouncing injustice,
corruption, machismo, violence, mil-
itarism, destruction of nature, lack of
solidarity, racism, consumerism, wor-
ship of money, and social anesthesia.
It also means welcoming migrants and
respecting their culture and religiosity.

Believers must be open to the Trin-
itarian mystery of God, who is the Fa-
ther, Creator heaven and earth; who is
the incarnate Son, Jesus of Nazareth,
who went about doing good, was cruci-
fied, and rose again; and who is the Holy
Spirit, vivifying Lord of life, present in
the Church and the world. Faith means
working for the Kingdom of God by
being committed to making the world
more just and to caring for creation.

3.7. A new way of presenting
the faith

Today’s equivalent of the mystagogi-
cal catechesis given to the new Chris-
tians in the early Church would be the
biblical, theological, moral, liturgi-

cal, pastoral, and spiritual formation
the initiates receive in a process of
permanent catechumenate for adults.
Naturally, it will be done in the light
of the theology of Vatican II and the
post-Council period, especially the
teaching of Pope Francis in Evangelii
Gaudium, Laudato Si’, and Amoris La-
etitia.

The faith needs to be presented
in today’s modern and post-modern
language and culture. Scripture and
dogma must be interpreted critically,
and a different perspective must be
developed for morality, eschatology,
and ecclesiology.”” All of theology,
liturgy, morality, and ministry must
be renewed, using new categories and
paradigms, but this is not just the work
of theology professors. It must be done
by accompanying the poor and the
marginalized and by listening to vic-
tims with compassion.

In an effort to synthesize the pro-
posals and make them explicit, we cite
some controversial issues that need to
be resolved:

* There should be an introduction
to both the Old and the New Tes-
taments, but it should not be fun-
damentalist or literalist. It should
take advantage of the advances in
critical historical exegesis, the lit-
erary genres, the teachings of Dei
Verbum, and other Church teach-
ings on the Bible. Faith is not op-
posed to reason; there needs to be a
dialogue between faith and modern
science.

+ Christology should begin from be-
low, by fostering familiarity with
Jesus of Nazareth, and from there
introduce people to the paschal
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mystery of his divinity and the
revelation of the Trinity. The in-
carnation should not be considered
simply as a remedy for sin (O fe-
lix culpa!) but as a central part of
the Father’s creative project, which
seeks to communicate, through Je-
sus and the Spirit, his life and his
love to humanity and the world.
The death of Jesus on the cross did
not happen in order to make satis-
faction to the Father for human sin,
as if God were demanding infinite
reparation through the bloody death
of his Son. Rather, Jesus’ death was
the result of the love and devotion
he had for humanity, and of the ser-
vice he rendered to the Kingdom,
the loving project of his Father.

As Maximus the Confessor stated:
when the Father saw Jesus risen from
the dead, he could say, “For this I
have created the world.” The Risen
One is the Alpha and the Omega, the
beginning and the end of creation,
the first fruits of a new humanity, of
the new heaven and the new earth, of
the transfiguration of the cosmos, of
the eschatological Kingdom.

We need to move from the concept
of an almighty, omnipotent God to
a theology of God who is Father
and Mother, loving and merciful,
creator of heaven and earth. God
wants us to preserve creation and
develop it with respect and justice.
He has sent his Son in the humility
of our flesh and our world in order
to share with us his life.
Overcoming the theological and
pastoral silence about the Holy
Spirit, we need to propose a theolo-
gy of the Spirit as Lord and Giver of
life. The Spirit gives the Church vi-

tality and dynamism, but the Spirit
is poured over all humankind, not
just the Church. The Spirit is pres-
ent in the religious and cultural tra-
ditions of all peoples, transforming
the world till it reaches the eschato-
logical fullness of the new heaven
and the new earth.

We need to expose people to the
mystery of the Trinitarian Commu-
nity of love, which communicates
itself to the world as the true home
and communion table, creating an
open family, the source of unity,
diversity, and joy.

The Church was not founded by the
historical Jesus as a structured re-
ligious institution. Rather, it is the
fruit of the paschal mystery and the
gift of the Spirit of the Risen One,
who transforms the disciples of Je-
sus, symbolizing the twelve tribes
of Israel, into missionaries and
evangelizers of the whole world,
and who helps them develop the
structures necessary for communi-
cating the life of Jesus to human-
kind throughout history.

We need to move from a clerical,
hierarchical Church to a Church
that is People of God, made up of
all the baptized, walking together
toward the Kingdom of God. The
Church today needs to be a Church
that has its doors open and goes
out to meet people. It needs to be
a poor Church of the poor, a field
hospital, a Samaritan Church, pro-
phetic and paschal, happy and
missionary. It evangelizes by the
force of the Spirit, with shepherds
who smell like their sheep. It is a
synodal Church, that is, a Church
that engages in dialogue, a Church




where everyone teaches and every-
one learns.

People need to understand that what
offends God in our sin is whatever
does damage to other persons.

We need to move away from a con-
ception of original sin as a stain
inherited by every newborn child
and replace it with a conception of
original sin as the sin of the world,
a sin that contaminates history and
affects us personally and commu-
nally. It is from this sin that Jesus
liberates us, for he is the Lamb of
God who takes away the sin of the
world (John 1,29).

Baptism should not be conceived
as washing away an original stain
but as personal insertion into the
paschal mystery of Jesus, who
takes away the sin of the world and
gives us his Spirit, so that by enter-
ing into the ecclesial community,
we can live a full life and work for
the Kingdom of God.

Although infant baptism makes
sense as an expression of the prior-
ity of God’s grace and the faith of
the Church, in today’s post-Chris-
tian Europe and in the present ag-
ony of an established Church, the
baptizing of older persons, who
have been catechized and who can
freely and maturely profess their
faith in the Church, should be of-
fered as a possibility and should
even be favored.

The Eucharist should not con-
centrate only on the aspect of the
Lord’s presence and the commem-
oration of his passion; it should also
stress the paschal presence of the
Risen One and remind people that
the central symbol of the Eucharist

is the banquet of the Lord, where
the breaking of the bread puts us
in communion with the Lord and
with our neighbors, especially those
most in need. The Eucharist is Jesus
breaking, giving, and sharing his
life with us, and of us breaking, giv-
ing, and sharing our life with others.
The Eucharist also possesses a pro-
found ecological dimension: it is
the solid matter of this world being
made into the body and blood of
the Lord and thus anticipating the
banquet of the Kingdom, the com-
munion of the saints, and the trans-
figuration of the cosmos. To the
two invocations of the Spirit over
the bread and over the community
should be added a third, asking that
the Spirit transfigure all of creation
in the body of the cosmic Christ.
The ordained ministries of the
Church should not be restricted to
celibate men but should be open
also to married men, since celiba-
cy and priesthood are separated in
the ancient Catholic tradition of the
Eastern Churches. Moreover, there
are no serious biblical or theological
arguments that prohibit women from
being ordained, a change that would
give the Church a very different face.
The whole community should be
actively involved in the selection
and formation of ordained min-
isters, and the whole community
should be consulted above all in the
naming of bishops, as traditionally
happened in ancient times.

The episcopacy should not be con-
sidered an honor or the goal of an
ecclesiastical career. Rather, it
should be understood as a pastoral
service to the People of God, imi-
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tating the poor, humble Lord who
washed the feet of his disciples and
gave his life for his sheep.

There is therefore a need to reassess
the mission of the bishops, the bish-
ops’ conferences, and the synods.
Other institutions and figures linked
to the past, such as cardinals and
nuncios, should also be reconsidered.
There is also a need to reassess the
mission of the Pope as bishop of
Rome, the site of the martyrdom
of Peter and Paul. As bishop of
Rome, the pope presides in chari-
ty, but the historical circumstances
that have converted the pope into
the head of the Vatican State need
to be questioned. The papacy and
the curia need to be re-organized
in forms that are more evangelical
and adapted to today’s world.

It is necessary to reassess both con-
templative and apostolic religious
life as a charism of the Spirit that
offers the possibility of a prophetic
following of Jesus. The following of
Jesus can take the form of service to
the marginalized, prophetic confes-
sion of the faith, and offering spiritu-
ality in a secularized world. To that
end, many obsolete structures and
traditions need to be revised, and
religious must work in close col-
laboration with the laity. From their
small, minority status, they should
be ferment rather than cement.

All of eschatology needs to be re-
thought; that is, the doctrine about
the so-called /last things (death,
judgment, heaven, hell) needs to be
deepened in the light of the paschal
mystery of the Risen One and our
belief in a merciful Father-Mother
God whose justice is mercy. With

the last and least as our judges, God
is able to pardon us and receive us
in the banquet of the Kingdom.

* We must therefore move away
from a morality and pastoral min-
istry that are focused on panic and
fear of punishment and seem to
concentrate only on sexuality. We
must envision a responsible Chris-
tian life that is open to the ecclesial,
to the poor, and to social and eco-
logical justice. We need a morality
that calls us to be continually con-
verted to the Lord and to the values
of the Kingdom, such as justice,
freedom, equality, and solidarity.
We need a morality that takes into
account the dignity of the sanctu-
ary of personal conscience and the
need for discernment. We need a
morality that engages in interdisci-
plinary dialogue with anthropology
and the other sciences.

In this whole process of incultur-
ation and intercultural dialogue, it
should be lay men and women, and
especially the young, who contribute
to this reformulation of Christianity
and the Church. It is not a question
of breaking with tradition but of be-
ing able to experience it today in a re-
newed, actualized form. The ones who
can most help in forging this new way
of being Church are the young people
who left the Church because they con-
sidered it something strange, decadent,
and tedious. It is a waste of time and
even counterproductive, however, to
try to impart Christian formation if
people have not passed through the
prior process of initiation. Is this not
the reason for the limited success of so
many formation centers for lay people?




Of course, all the things we have
been discussing need to be carried out
in communion with companions and
with other Christians who have re-
discovered the faith, people who are
not simply the decadent remnant of
a Church in agony. With bases like
these, ecumenical and interreligious
dialogue makes sense; it allows us to
be enriched with all the positive as-
pects of other spiritual traditions. Es-
pecially important is the interreligious
dialogue with Islam in Europe.

Our aim should not be proselytism
but mutual enrichment through ex-
change of the gifts the Spirit has poured
out on Christians and non-Christians
alike, so that all can work together
to safeguard the planet Earth and to
achieve a more just and peaceful soci-
ety. None of this is possible, however,
without passing first through the pro-
cess of initiation, through mystagogy.

3.8. The mystagogy
of the Spiritual Exercises

Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556) is ordi-
narily appreciated for his organization-
al genius and his apostolic leadership.
He was a missionary in a society and
a Church that were moving out of the
Middle Ages and into the modern world.
But Ignatius was above all a mystic, a
man of God; he was open to the Mys-
tery of the divine Trinitarian majesty; he
was in love with Christ, whom he want-
ed to follow and serve in the Church.
Ignatius himself went through a long
process of initiation, a true mystagogy
that passed through several stages.!® Af-
ter years of a vain, worldly existence in
noble courts and knightly adventures,

he experienced a profound rupture with
that world. After being wounded in a
battle in Pamplona, he returned to his
home in Loyola, where he underwent
a profound conversion while reading
about the lives of Jesus and the saints.
Soon after that he set out on a long pil-
grimage that took him from Loyola to
the monastery of Montserrat, where he
confessed and put aside his sword and
his fine garments. He then proceeded to
Manresa, where he spent many months
in prayer and penance, experiencing
great temptations, even to suicide, but
where he also had great spiritual illu-
minations that changed him profoundly
and oriented his life toward a new mis-
sionary and apostolic horizon.

He traveled to Palestine to live
where Jesus lived, but when he was un-
able to remain there, he returned to Eu-
rope and began a long course of studies
(Barcelona, Alcala, Salamanca, Paris)
so that he would be better prepared to
help others. His more personal expe-
rience became more communitarian:
he recruited companions, his friends
in the Lord, with whom he made plans
to work in Jerusalem. When they were
unable to travel to the Holy Land, they
placed themselves in the hands of the
pope, who accepted the new group as
the Society of Jesus, working to serve
the universal Church.

In the book of the Spiritual Exercis-
es, Ignatius sought to share with others
his own mystagogy, that is, his spiri-
tual process and experience, his con-
version and initiation into faith. First
initiated by his confessors and above
all by God himself, Ignatius became a
mystagogue, and the Exercises became
a mystagogy of initiation into encoun-
ter with God and Christian faith.
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The book of the Spiritual Exercises
is not just a text to be read, nor is it
a type of doctrinal instruction. Rather,
the Exercises described in the book are
a spiritual initiation that passes through
the diverse stages of mystagogy in the
course of four weeks that are spent in
silence and prayer.

After the exercitants are physical-
ly separated from their usual environ-
ment, they are introduced to the Mys-
tery of God the Creator (Principle and
Foundation) and are called to conver-
sion of life through the mercy of the
Crucified Lord (First Week). During
the Second, Third, and Fourth Weeks,
the exercitants contemplate the life of
the poor and humble Jesus of Naza-
reth. They pass through his infancy
and public life until they reach his
passion and resurrection, always ask-
ing for greater love and knowledge of
Jesus and for the grace to follow him in
his project of the Kingdom.

The first critical point in the Ex-
ercises is the election, the moment of
rebirth, the radical experience of dying
to the past and of rising to something
new: being totally open and available
to God in order to discern and choose
what God wants for each of us.

In the classical Exercises the main
concern is choosing a state of life, but in
our own time the election is about some-
thing more radical: it involves moving
from obstinate agnosticism or negation
of God to experience of the Mystery re-
vealed to us through Jesus of Nazareth.

This election does not depend sim-
ply on an ethical decision or logical rea-
soning. Rather, it is the fruit of a gentle
interior attraction—what Ignatius calls
“consolation”—which increases one’s
faith, love, and hope. The consolation
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endows the exercitants with interior joy
and delight at finding the horizon and
the meaning of life, so that they can
love and serve the Lord in all things
(the Contemplation to Attain Love).

This Ignatian mystagogy, which
is guided by “the one who gives the
Exercises,” can today be an excellent
path for undergoing re-initiation in
the Christian faith and fostering con-
version from sin to the Mystery of the
merciful God. But the most important
goal is the personal encounter with Je-
sus of Nazareth, who calls us to make
an option of faith by following him,
guided by the inner attraction of the
consoling Spirit.

Such initiation through the Exercis-
es of Ignatius would need to be supple-
mented by other elements that are not
sufficiently present in the Exercises be-
cause of the historical circumstances of
his time. These other elements would
include the cosmic and ecological di-
mension of creation, conversion to
God from both personal and structural
sin, complementing the theme of the
poverty and humiliation of Jesus with
his option for the poor, broadening dis-
cernment to include both personal and
community discernment, greater stress
on the Church of Jesus as the People of
God, and greater emphasis on the mys-
tery of the Holy Spirit, about which
Ignatius kept silent in the Exercises in
order not to be accused of heresy.

With these limitations, but also with
these possibilities, the experience of
the Exercises, when accompanied by a
good guide and adapted to the rhythm
and situation of the exercitant, can be a
very valuable instrument (thought cer-
tainly not the only one) for Christian
re-initiation in today’s world.




NARRATIVE CONCLUSION: THE BURNED CHURCH

We still have on our retinas the images of the fierce fire that in April
2019 ripped through Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, the great symbol
of Christian art, culture, history, and faith in France and all Europe. The
destructive fire touched souls around the world. As Parisians contem-
plated in horror their cathedral in flames, some wept, some knelt and
prayed, and the world’s heart went out to them.

It is easy to understand the reasons
for the worldwide sympathy and soli-
darity and for the great interest in re-
building Notre Dame, but apart from
the technical, architectural matters and
the criticism being made of wealthy
people who donate generously while
remaining insensitive to pressing so-
cial issues, there are some important
questions we need to ask.

The Notre Dame Cathedral sym-
bolizes a type of medieval French so-
ciety and Church; indeed, it represents
a Europe that once had deep Christian
roots but no longer has them. Today
the situation has changed radical-
ly: France is a mission country, and
Western Europe is going through a
rapid process of secularization, loss of

Christian faith, religious pluralism, in-
difference, agnosticism, and post-mod-
ern atheism. God is in exile.
Rebuilding Notre Dame is not
merely an architectonic problem; it
forces us to ask ourselves whether we
should be satisfied with rebuilding a
monument of the Church’s medieval
past, a symbol of Christendom. Given
the present situation, it seems more im-
portant for us Christians to ask about
the meaning of Christian faith in to-
day’s Europe, a continent with tremen-
dous economic wealth but with great
social differences; a continent with a
colonial past that now closes its doors
and its ports to immigrants; a continent
that sells arms to warring countries,
arms that kill children; a continent re-
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sponsible for climate change but reluc-
tant to act firmly to defend the earth.

Rebuilding Notre Dame is justi-
fiable because cultural and religious
sentiment needs concrete, visible sym-
bols of transcendence, but we cannot
forget that the Church is not built with
lifeless stones. The Church is consti-
tuted by living stones of Christian
communities made up of followers of
Jesus of Nazareth, who is the only true
temple of God. The new Notre Dame
should not end up being just a museum
of historical art and culture for tourists
from all over the world.

The image of Notre Dame in flames
has reminded me of other churches
that were burned down in times of per-
secution or revolution. Concretely, I
recalled the reflections of Joan Mara-
gall as he stood in front of the church
burned in 1909, during the Tragic
Week in Barcelona. Without entering
into the causes and the socio-politi-
cal consequences of the Tragic Week
(cf. El Prego, summer supplement,
2009), I would like to present some
insights from Maragall’s article that
seem relevant for the situation today.

After the poet and believer had
spent a Sunday morning at a church
that had been burned down, he wrote:
“I had never heard a Mass like that one.
The fractured vault of the church, the
peeling walls tarnished with smoke,
the destroyed and absent altars—es-
pecially that great, black empty space
where the major altar had been—the
floor invisible beneath the dust of de-
bris, no bench on which to sit, and ev-
eryone standing or kneeling before a
wooden table with a cross on it, and a
torrent of sun entering through a gap
in the vault, with a multitude of flies

30

dancing in the raw light that was illu-
minating the whole church and made
it seem as though we were assisting at
Mass in the middle of the street.”

For Maragall, that Mass after the
anti-clerical violence of the Tragic
Week seemed totally new, like one
celebrated in a corner of the catacombs
by the first Christians. Perhaps the
Mass should always be like that: with
the doors open to the poor, the op-
pressed, the desperate, those for whom
the Church was founded. It should not
be a closed affair, “inwardly enriched
and protected by the rich and the pow-
erful who come to sedate their hearts
in the peace of the shadows.” Fire
has purified the Church and restored
Christ to his home. Entering into this
burned church, one can find Christ,
who is truth and life. There is no need
to rebuild it, or secure it with iron-clad
doors, or ask for the protection of the
state.

It is worthwhile reading the whole
article of Maragall, which received the
backing and approval of Doctor Torras
y Bages, bishop of Vic, who had en-
couraged him not to be silent.

No easy parallel can be drawn be-
tween the Notre Dame fire and the
burning of the church during the Trag-
ic Week in Barcelona, but Maragall’s
call not to rebuild the old church still
holds true. The destruction should
be seen as an opportunity not to re-
store the Church but to reform it. The
Church in Europe must be purified,
and it must ask pardon for its sins:
crusades, inquisition, colonialism, pa-
triarchy, clericalism, divisions among
Christians, sexual abuse, alliance
with the rich, etc. It must become the
Church of the Gospel, the Church of




Jesus of Nazareth, the Church of the  hospital, a merciful Church going forth
People of God, the community of Vat-  in paschal joy, a Church that cares for
ican II, the Church of Pope Francis: a  the earth and communicates to all the
poor Church serving the poor, a field  joy of the Gospel.
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