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INITIATIVES FOR THE PROCLAMATION OF THE GOSPEL IN SOCIETIES MARKED BY
ATHEISM
by Monsignor Peter Fleetwood, Deputy General  Secretary,  CCEE

             Europe is the cont inent where I  l ive,  the one I  know best.  I t  is  the cont inent
where the great batt les between bel ief  and unbel ief  were fought – unt i l  the Const i tut ion of
the nascent Uni ted States of  America was wri t ten,  unt i l  the struggle between nat ional ism
and communism in China ushered in the most devastat ing cul tural  change the wor ld has
known. What has happened and what wi l l  happen in Europe may sometimes r ing t rue for
people f rom every cont inent,  somet imes not.  I  want to make three suggest ions:  samples
that may not f i t  every s i tuat ion.

Which Europe?

"The Christ ian cul ture of  Europe… incarnated a sense of  d iv in i ty which was both int imately
personal  and present,  a god whose tangible rel ig ious atmosphere could be found in the
vi l lage churches and the local  monaster ies as wel l  as wi th the cruci f ix  on the wal ls of
taverns and the great celebrat ions which punctuated the year,  a god whose intervent ions
were the stuf f  of  prayer and myst ic ism, r i tual  and rural  superst i t ion.  This t ranscendence
was woven into the texture of  the cul ture,  and Christ  def ined the meaning and the truth
about God" (Michael  BUCKLEY s. j . ,  At the Origins of  Modern Atheism, p.  345f.) .  That is
a respected and respectable depict ion by a North American Jesui t  of  European cul ture
before the mediaeval  synthesis was weakened by rat ional ism, even r ight  at  the heart  of
the Church.

After World War Two, th ings were di f ferent.  "Time was when atheism was a test imony
of inward independence and indescr ibable courage. I t  is  st i l l  so in the author i tar ian
and semi-author i tar ian states,  where i t  is  regarded as a symptom of the hated spir i t  of
l iberal ism" (Max HORKHEIMER, "Theismus-Atheismus",  in Zur Kr i t ik  der instrumentalen
Vernunft .  Aus den Vorträgen und Aufzeichnungen sei t  Kr iegsende, Frankfurt  1974, p.  228).
These words are f rom a Marxist  whose concept of  "author i tar ian and semi-author i tar ian
states" would certainly include where we are s i t t ing now. But he was prepared to say that,
in his day, bel ief  in God demanded more courage than atheism: "Under author i tar ian rule of
any kind, which today forms a universal  threat,  s incere theism usual ly takes a stand" ( ib id. ,
loc.  c i t . ) .

Things changed dramat ical ly wi th the downfal l  of  the Marxist-Leninist  states,  wi th their
systemat ic denial  of  the t ruth of  re l ig ious bel iefs and r ig id persecut ion of  those obst inate
enough to persist .  Bel ievers who suffered under that  system have now had f i f teen years '
exper ience of  l i fe wi thout i t .  Former communist  countr ies have fared very di f ferent ly f rom
each other,  wi th the r ise of  nat ional ist  Churches in some Orthodox countr ies and the
adopt ion of  paganism as a quasi-of f ic ia l  re l ig ion in former Soviet  republ ics where hatred
of the central  author i t ies in Moscow meant total  re ject ion of  the Chr ist ian her i tage of  pre-
communist  Russia.  There are also s igns of  the rebir th of  paganism and abandonment of
rel ig ion in the Bal t ic  region, where the Northern Crusades are the pretext  for  the reject ion
of Chr ist iani ty and organised rel ig ion.

Opium of the People? The so-called "Return of the Sacred"

The rel ig ious landscape in Europe today is so complex that i t  is  hard to assess what is
going on. Post-modernists see a disenchanted world that  needs re-enchantment;  atheists
see the disarray wi th in the major rel ig ions as a harbinger of  their  imminent demise; for
others there are c lear s igns the Age of  Aquar ius is here.  There has been talk of  a "return of
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the sacred",  but  th is is hard to bel ieve. One of  the good things we can take from New Age
and simi lar  approaches to l i fe is the dist inct ion between spir i tual i ty and rel ig ion.  There is a
surge away from tradi t ional  re l ig ion into a vague world of  therapies and sel f -enhancement
programmes. The God of  theism has no place there,  so i f  the term "sacred" has a home
in contemporary Europe i t  is  nothing to do with a t ranscendent God, but rather an at tempt
to put God to one side and make the sel f  sacred. The cal l  to become l ike God has been
replaced by the desire to be god. "There is no ' return of  the rel ig ious'  or  ' return of  God'
in s ight .  These fashionable expressions that feed high circulat ion magazines and reviews
are media-dr iven abuses of  language… or the resul t  of  far  too broad an appl icat ion of  the
term ' re l ig ious'…. The esoter ic deviat ions of  certain movements have absolutely nothing
to do with rel ig ion" (Georges MINOIS, Histoire de l 'Athéisme, p.  584).

What to avoid

Faci le dismissal  of  atheists and their  bel iefs is unhelpful .  Their  "convict ion must be
respected and not played down speculat ively.  As i f  their  atheism were not genuine, as i f
their  unbel ief  were bel ief ,  as i f  atheists were 'secret '  bel ievers in God. As i f  Feuerbach,
Marx and Freud, together wi th the atheists of  today, were 'anonymous Christ ians'  – an
idea that would seem to them, i f  not  arrogant,  then at  least  comic" (H. KÜNG, Does God
Exist? p.  339).  I t  seems fair  to say,  in parenthesis,  that  atheism has always run paral le l
to rel ig ion.  I t  would be unreal ist ic to give the heirs of  systemat ic atheism an inf lated
signi f icance, in the sense of  seeing them as a huge threat.  The greatest  chal lenge comes
from people who simply do not care whether there is a God. I t  is  more of ten than not a
quest ion of  providing something posi t ive rather than correct ing a fa lse theory.

What we can offer

           Three quotat ions that we hear f requent ly in Cathol ic c i rc les l ike th is could be
keys that open the door to the wor ld of  unbel ievers.

First  of  a l l ,  we hear that  "People today put more trust  in wi tnesses than in teachers,
in exper ience than in teaching, and in l i fe and act ion than in theor ies" (JOHN PAUL I I ,
Encycl ical  Redemptor is Missio, 7 December 1990, § 42).  Var ious rel ig ious orders and
congregat ions of fer  young people the chance to share in their  mission on a temporary
basis,  for  example working for a year or two on the foreign missions or in urban missions
in their  home countr ies.  People who would never contemplate rel ig ious l i fe or pr iesthood
on a permanent basis are del ighted they can make a posi t ive contr ibut ion to the Cathol ic
Church. Perhaps dioceses or Bishops'  Conferences could develop simi lar  in i t iat ives.  This
would of fer  people pract ical  involvement in the Church without a hint  of  indoctr inat ion.  A
per iod spent on the foreign missions takes people far  beyond the boundar ies of  their  nat ive
land or cul ture and – wi thout the need for courses in ecclesiology – introduces them to
the real i ty of  the universal i ty or cathol ic i ty of  the Church. I t  is  worth remembering that,
when the men who later became his apost les asked Jesus where he l ived, he did not give
them a vis i t ing card but said,  "Come and see".  With Jesus i t  was never a case of  words or
ideas alone, but what we might cal l  a hands-on learning process. The Master real ly was
an excel lent  pedagogue.
Second, we hear that  "beauty wi l l  save the wor ld" (F.  DOSTOEVSKY, The Idiot , Part  I I ,
chapter 5,  quoted in JOHN PAUL I I ,  Letter to Art ists, 4 Apr i l  1999, § 16).  The Holy Father
wrote that  "al l  ar t is ts exper ience the unbr idgeable gap which l ies between the work of  their
hands… and the dazzl ing perfect ion of  the beauty gl impsed in the ardour of  the creat ive
moment:  what they manage to express in their  paint ing,  their  sculpt ing,  their  creat ing is
no more than a gl immer of  the splendour which f lared for a moment before the eyes of
their  spir i t "  (§ 6).  I  found i t  inspir ing and moving to discover,  in an answer to a preparatory
quest ionnaire for  an ear l ier  Plenary Assembly of  the Pont i f ical  Counci l  for  Cul ture,  that  a
Nuncio in Eastern Europe had of fered a pr ize for  the best depict ion of  God by a chi ld.  This
simple idea harnessed the energy of  many chi ldren, most of  whom were not f rom bel ieving
fami l ies.  Beauty does not belong to any Chr ist ian denominat ion,  to any rel ig ion or ideology:
i t  is  a universal ly avai lable,  universal ly eloquent element in human l i fe.  In i t iat ives l ike th is
unleash talent,  but  a lso open the door to spir i tual  exper ience and, ul t imately,  to quest ions
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about God. They do not need to cost  a great deal  of  money, and yet they can reach a
wide audience. As any par ish pr iest  knows, the best way to arouse the interest  of  parents
is to capture the imaginat ion of  their  chi ldren.The third quotat ion is the most important.
According to the Holy Father,  " the core of  the great legacy" that  the Jubi lee Year 2000 lef t
us is " the contemplat ion of  the face of  Chr ist : Chr ist  considered in his histor ical  features
and in his mystery,  Chr ist  known through his manifold presence in the Church and in the
world,  and confessed as the meaning of  h istory and the l ight  of  l i fe 's journey" (JOHN PAUL
II ,  Apostol ic Letter Novo Mi l lennio Ineunte, 6 January 2001, § 15).  Cathol ics are of ten not
as wel l - informed about their  fa i th as they should be and could be, so a fundamental  ef for t
before part icular in i t iat ives are contemplated is the renewal of  catechesis.  I  real ise that
is more easi ly said than done, but I  a lso bel ieve that a di f f icul t  task is not an impossible
one. I f  we real ly have found treasure hidden in a f ie ld,  i t  is  our task to dig i t  up and share
i t ,  wi th creat iv i ty and convict ion.  Jesus Christ  is  an unknown quant i ty to so many, even
in lands that were once largely Chr ist ian,  but especial ly where Chr ist iani ty was almost
el iminated. Talks about rel ig ion can be dul l ,  but  I  th ink Cathol ic cul tural  centres could
make a remarkable impact by introducing people to Jesus as the one who inspired an icon
or a paint ing,  a piece of  music,  a Mass and so on. The face of  Jesus and the character
behind the face st i l l  fascinate people,  and the greatest  proof I  saw of  th is was the exhibi t ion
Seeing Salvat ion at  the Nat ional  Gal lery in London some years ago.

 To sum up, I  th ink the Church has many ways of  proclaiming the Gospel ,  but  I  have
selected three that I  th ink may be useful  in countr ies where the Church was impeded for so
long in her task of  evangel isat ion:  encouraging young people to share a part icular form of
the Church's mission, to harness the creat iv i ty of  chi ldren, and to use lectures,  exhibi t ions
and other events to introduce people to the person Jesus Christ .


