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In 2001, Pope John Paul II wrote an encyclical called Ecclesia in America, in which he called for an 

evangelization that is new “in ardor, methods, and expression” (EA 6). He specifically said that this work must 

not be a re-evangelization, but a new evangelization. So, the obvious question is… what’s new about it? In 

order to understand this we have to look back to an important distinction made by Pope John XXIII at the 

opening of the Second Vatican Council between the content of Divine Revelation (what we believe) and the 

manner in which the faith is presented (how we communicate it to others). He said that while the content of the 

faith does not and cannot change, the way in which we communicate that faith to the world can and must 

change over time. 

 

Following Vatican II, this same idea was presented by Pope Paul VI in Evangelii Nuntiandi. He said, “The 

obvious importance of the content of evangelization must not overshadow the importance of the ways and 

means. This question of ‘how to evangelize’ is permanently relevant, because the methods of evangelization 

vary according to the different circumstances of time, place and culture… [the Church, therefore, has] the 

responsibility for reshaping with boldness and wisdom, but in complete fidelity to the content of evangelization, 

the means that are most suitable and effective for communicating the Gospel message to men and women of our 

times” (EN 40). It is precisely within this framework that Pope John Paul II’s call for a new evangelization must 

be understood. What’s new about the new evangelization is not what we are doing, but how we are doing it. The 

Church’s mission has always been to evangelize, to make disciples of all nations. It is important for us to 

always keep this in mind and to re-commit our energies to this essential task (this is the new ardor that JPII 

speaks of). However, we must also think very seriously about how we go about making disciples and sharing 

the Gospel. We must constantly take into consideration the methods we use to reach people and the language 

we use in giving expression to our faith.  

 

The new evangelization must be new not only in ardor, but in methods and expression. Why? Because the goal 

of the new evangelization is “To make the Church of the [twenty-first] century ever better fitted for proclaiming 

the Gospel to the people of the [twenty-first] century” (EN 2). Simply stated, the goal of the new evangelization 

is to find the means of communicating the Gospel that are most effective for men and women of our time. Pope 

Paul VI goes on to say that “The conditions of the society in which we live oblige all of us therefore to revise 

methods, to seek by every means to study how we can bring the Christian message to modern man” (EN 3). 

What worked 10, 20, 100 years ago might not work today. And “Evangelization loses much of its force and 

effectiveness if it does not take into consideration the actual people to whom it is addressed, if it does not use 

their language, their signs and symbols, if it does not answer the questions they ask, and if it does not have an 

impact on their concrete life” (EN 63). In order to effectively communicate the good news and make disciples 

of all nations, we have to actually know and understand the people with whom we wish to share the Gospel. 

This is what the new evangelization is all about, a recommitment to the essential task of the Church, and 

intentionality in seeking the most effective means of reaching people with the Gospel and communicating to 

them the love and mercy of God shown to us in Jesus Christ. In short, an evangelization that is new in ardor, 

methods, and expression. 


