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*To gather into one ail the Children of God who are scattered” (Jn. 11352).





OBLATE BISHOP CO-AUTHORS STATEMENT WITH EVANGELICALS
Most Reverend Francis George, O.M.I., Bishop of Yakima, Washington, co-authored the important ecumenical and missionary statement “Evangelicals and Catholics Together:  The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium.”  Appearing in April, 1994, the document caught the attention of the secular press both in that month and in June, when the Southern Baptist Convention endorsed it.  Consisting of seven pages of very readable and even inspiring text, the fifteen authors and twenty-five endorsers observe:
“The two communities in world Christianity that are most evangelistically assertive and most rapidly growing are Evangelicals and Catholics.”

It would be nice (and neater) if Evangelicals were only those Christians who insist on the born-again experience for adults as being the determining fact of their Christian faith. (Billy Graham and Oral Roberts are examples of evangelicals.)  It would be nice (and neater) if Fundamentalists were only those Christians who insist on the five fundamentals (usually considered the verbal inerrancy of Scripture, the deity and virgin birth of Christ, the substitutionary atonement, the physical resurrection of Christ, and His body return to earth) in a very rigid and static way, so that no growth in doctrine is possible.  (Bob Jones and Carl McIntire are examples.)

But it is a fact of religious life today in the U.S. that there are Fundamentalists who also call themselves Evangelicals, and some Evangelicals who call themselves Fundamentalists.  It is true that since about 1974, when Richard Quebedeaux published The Young Evangelicals (Harper, N.Y.), the two groups have been diverging.  However, the term continues to be slippery.

(For a free reprint of the statement, send a #10 self-addressed and stamped envelopes to:  First Things, 156 5th Ave., Suite 400, New York, New York 10010 and ask for it by title)

OBLATE INTEREST by Bishop Francis George, O.M.I.

Fr. Harry Winter has asked me to write a few paragraphs on my involvement in writing a document encouraging greater cooperation between Catholics and Evangelicals in mission.  I was invited to be part of the consultation, which began in September, 1992, because I am an Oblate of Mary Immaculate and had experience of missionary situations around the world.

The convenors called together Evangelicals and Catholics because they were worried about outbreaks of violence in some parts of Latin America between Protestants and Catholics.  In southern Mexico, for example, villagers had been physically attacking Presbyterian converts, claiming they were destroying the village’s way of life.  The idea in calling together American Catholics and Evangelicals was to have us agree on a number of propositions or procedural rules for social peace which have worked in the U.S. and which we might then suggest as useful to our counterparts in newly pluralistic religious situations in Latin America.  The convenors were concerned that a worsening of relations in Latin America would mean deterioration of ecumenical relations in the U.S.; they were also interested in setting up rules of engagement for evangelical missionaries going into Latin America for the first time.

Instead of moving quickly from the U.S. to the situation in Latin America, the participants in the consultation ended up staying in the U.S.  Around the table were Catholics who were both Hispanic and White and Evangelical Protestants who were the same.  It became clear that we would have to discuss our own situation at some length before addressing conditions elsewhere.

The statements speak for itself, and I will not try to synopsize it here.  Talking with Evangelicals willing to talk with Catholics was rewarding.  The five fundamentals of faith which gave their name to the fundamentalist movement early in this century are truths of faith we share, although with some considerable nuance about Christ’s relation to us in the work of salvation and about the inspiration of Sacred Scripture.  The biggest problem, as most Catholics know, is over the nature of the Church.  Evangelicals tend to attribute to this country a role we would reserve to the Church.  The U.S. is not the new Israel nor the visible continuation of God’s chosen people; the Church is that.


The difference explains also a difference in the sense of urgency around social problems.  In fact, Catholics and Evangelicals are closer on moral issues in many instances than Catholics and Ecumenical or mainline Protestants.  The Pope pointed that out some years ago at an ecumenical service in South Carolina when, for the first time, he put a moral issue on the ecumenical agenda: abortion.  The unity of the Church is not only a unity of belief; it is also a unity of life.  The Church is the Way, and marching Christ’s path together demands unity in morals.  Watching the U.S. become an increasingly immoral society brings into turmoil Evangelicals’ sense of God’s Kingdom.  It doesn’t have the same effect on Catholics, because we know this country is not God’s Kingdom and is not destined to last forever.  We can watch it fall apart with greater equanimity.  

But because of the deterioration of once common cultural norms, of social rules which re-enforced Biblical morality, a united effort by Evangelicals and Catholics becomes desirable.  Even with those fundamentalists who suspect Catholics are not really Christians, cooperation around some items is possible, provided the Catholics are not more afraid of being call conservative than they are concerned about the deteriorating social statistics.  Sometimes difference in style makes it hard to acknowledge agreement in substance.  Sometimes association with Evangelicals is discouraged these days by the witch-hunt against the religious right.  With Communism a vanquished foe, fundamentalists are now the enemy of choice for the cultured despisers of religion who run this country and set its tone.  The newly created House Task Force on the Religious Right is the direct descendant of the abolished House Un-American Activities Committee.  Are you sure that lady next to you isn’t really plotting to change Our Way of Life?  She could be a card-carrying fundamentalist Christian.  She certainly shouldn’t be a candidate for political office or the local school board, nor a Hollywood scriptwriter, nor a tenured university professor
Social Agenda aside, Catholics can learn from Evangelicals a few on lessons how to put evangelization at the center of the Church’s life.  Catholic evangelization is different in some significant ways.  The Christ we proclaim is a Eucharistic Christ; the methods we employ must respect the work of the Holy Spirit already present in the people we evangelize; the Gospel we implement changes society as well as individuals.  But the fervor to introduce people to Christ, the joy in being with fellow believers, the sense of the immediacy of God’s action in the world – these lessons we can learn again from Evangelicals.  Oblates, above all, should be interested and eager.  Be nice to Evangelicals and even Fundamentalists.  Often to our surprise and theirs, we have more in common than we had once thought.
