Faith, Science

and Evangelizing

the Poor
(A 1988 revision of a 1979 paper)

A

traditional way of looking at the Congregation's mission to the
poor and the abandoned is to say that evangelization is our primary purpose and that activities which are not directly the announcement of the Good News of salvation are to be undertaken

only as a means to foster evangelization. Economic development
through agriculture and industry, education, liberation from any
forms of oppression, care of the sick, etc. fall into this category as
indirect means for reaching the purpose. This seems to be a very
sensible way of establishing a hierarchy of priorities and in the
1958 edition of The Spiritans I followed it in speaking about the
Congregation's missionary method (Chapter XIX, pp. 454-474).
Unfortunately there is a flaw in that distinction between direct

and

indirect

means

of evangelization.

the sick, teach the ignorant only as a
Christ's salvation

offering

and

them worldly

attain the

If

we

feed the hungry, heal

means

to

make them

happiness of heaven, then

bribes for their conversion.

accept

we

are

We would not be

much different from politicians who buy votes at election time, and
our action would not show true love for the poor and suffering. If
sincere we should tell them: "Your hunger and misery do
not really interest me; I have something else on my mind. I have
come only to offer you comfort after you are dead. But if you are
willing to accept that happiness, I am willing to offer you also some
worldly relief now."

we were
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With justifiable anger our missionaries would have rejected such
preposterous accusations. They really were interested also in the
people's happiness on earth. But this merely shows that their praxis

was not in harmony with the traditional theory, not that their theory
was right. If we may paraphrase again Maurice Merleau-Ponty's
famous saying: To find out what really animates people, do not look
at their beautiful theories, but look at what is really their driving
force. In his own way Karl Marx had expressed the same view:
neither ideas nor explicit intentions determine the course of history
but only the internal logic inherent in our actions does.
We may add here that, although Libermann sometimes speaks

about economic and social development as a means of evangelization, he does not say that this development is nothing but a means.
He even implies just the opposite in his admonition that if some
people are "rebellious to the voice of the faith," the missionaries
"must not cease to teach them human arts and crafts with the same
charity and care as (they show toward) those who are faithful"
(N.D. 10, 515 f.).
The debate shows some similarities with that about contemplative
versus active life. Is a life of contemplative prayer more perfect than
an active life? Proponents used to argue that the contemplative life is
of course more perfect because in it we commune directly with the

Most

Perfect Being.

Even

if

the answer were correct,

follow that the contemplative

you, for us;

would be

its

life

would be more

it

would not

perfect for

me,

for

"abstract" perfection does not per se guarantee that

it

me and

you. For example, the Blessed Jacques
Laval did not become a saint until his active ministry kept him
better for

extremely busy in Mauritius; bishops are supposed to live in the
"perfect state of life," but few really are saints: Fr. John Brady was a
model of apostolic virtues as long as he was a simple pastor, but

when he had

the misfortune of being raised to the state of a bishop,
be a miserable failure.
Incidentally, Libermann rejected the claim that the contemplative
life is more perfect. "Contemplative life," he said, "is very inferior to
(the apostolic life). It represents only a fraction of Our Lord's life.

he proved

to

Apostolic

life

which

contains the perfection of the

modeled." But

life

of

Our

Lord, on

should not increase our self-esteem
since "our entire greatness and power has its source in Him who
sends us and passes it on to us." (Glose de la regie, pp. 6 f.)
it is

The main objection

this

to the traditional approach,

the narrow view which underlies

however,

lies in

notion of evangelization. It
suffers from dualism: heaven versus earth, soul versus body,
religious needs versus worldly needs. The opposite of this dualism
its
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one that aims at people as whole human
keeping with this approach, our mission is not just
principally but totally a mission of evangelization. It is not a
mission just to save souls for heaven or to establish local churches
to save souls for heaven, but to announce Christ the Saviour
is

a holistic approach,

beings.

And

in

whose whole

life

was

a revelation:

it

showed

that

it

is

really

human

beings to begin to live together as God's
loving sons and daughters even here on earth, although we will
attain perfect togetherness in love only at the end of our earthly
possible for us

A

heaven of perfect bliss is meaningless unless this
begins to disclose itself here on earth in the lives of
those who claim to follow Christ and invite others to do the same.
That is why in countries or groups of people in a country where
pilgrimage.

bliss of love

social
still

and economic development,

liberation,

inadequate, involvement in fostering

education

etc.

are

them should not be

conceived as a mere allurement or means to aid evangelization
viewed as a spiritualistic mission but as an integral part of evangelization viewed as a holistic undertaking.
At bottom, the difference between the two views appears to be
something arising from a different theological anthropology. Both
sides will of course appeal to Scripture, but it seems to me that the

—

differences originate in the different philosophical perspectives of

Greek and medieval philosophy versus more contemporary "whole
man" approaches. We will come back to this matter after first
mentioning another point.

No one will deny that the Congregation is called to serve the
most poor and neglected and that it was not founded to serve the
rich in the world. However, in the services of the poor and
neglected, the Congregation can and must use the most effective
means, not "poor and abandoned" means. If scientific means
prove more suitable, then they must be preferred. Likewise, if an
indirect approach is likely to be more effective, then it deserves to
be tried; for example, if turning our attention to the rich and the
powerful and changing their mentality, by educating them in their
duties of love and justice, gives better or more widespread results
than addressing ourselves exclusively to the poor in a direct way,
then common evangelical sense dictates that we do this.
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"The Cross" or Science?

The objection could be made that our hope for success in our
is based primarily on "the Cross of Christ," i.e., our
holiness, and only secondarily on using the most effective means,
such as those provided by modern science. The way this objection
is formulated is loaded by its tacit assumption of a fundamental
disparity between the Cross and modern science. It disregards the
mission

possibility that the Cross,

come incarnated

in

i.e.,

modern

Christian holiness,

civilization

and

its

may have

versal of culture," a characteristic

common

age. Of course, no one
become perfectly incarnated

modern world, but we may

to all cultures in

will claim that Christian holiness

ourselves whether

us try to show

it

in the

be-

science as a "uni-

our
has
ask

has not done so at least in a distinct way. Let

this.

the followers of Christ have taken
way, then this bearing of the Cross
If

up the Cross in a significant
must have produced some

on their way of dealing with their fellowmen.
have become a more loving and unselfish
must
way
The accepted
and the minimum of this love the
point,
a
to
at
least
up
way,
Christian community laid down in Christian laws of conduct.
lasting impressions

The process began

in apostolic

times

when

Christians distin-

guished themselves from others by their loving concern for the poor
and abandoned: "See how they love one another" (Tertullian).
Converts were encouraged to give freedom to their slaves and did so
by the thousands. As soon as the church could influence the emperor, laws were passed to protect the human rights of slaves, etc.
When monasteries and convents arose in the Middle Ages, they
became centers of Christian charity, and from there this care spread
to the rising cities. It remained all very primitive, of course, but
nothing better was as yet possible then. Slavery could not yet be
abolished when slavery was seen as a necessity as late as the 16th
century, even St Thomas More could not envision a perfect society
without slaves in his Utopia but efforts were made to soften it. Few
of the sick could be cured as long as effective medicines had not yet
been discovered, but at least the sick were surrounded with care to
alleviate their sufferings. All this helped to form the European
conscience. Then when modern science was born and it became
apparent that slavery was not necessary and that the sick often
could be cured, this conscience demanded increasingly better care of
the sick and the abolition of slavery. The very rise of modern

—

—
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the impetus

this Christian conscience.

demands

of these

of a Christian conscience, e.g., the

and the poor, freedom of
accepted by all civilized nations, at least on
paper. One need not be a Christian any longer to accept them; they
have been "secularized," it is said. But this secularization is only
one way of looking at what happened. Looked at from the opposite direction, one can also say that the acceptance of such demands shows that the world has become Christianized to the
abolition of slavery, the care of the sick
religion,

are

extent that

changed

is

now

it

the church or churches.

means

What has
monopoly of

accepts respect and love for fellowmen.

that such loving activities are

And, obviously,

no longer

a

true love prefers the

most

goes to show that the
simple distinction between "perfect means" and "the Cross of
Christ" does not do justice to the complexity of the issue; these two
perfect

to less effective ones. All this

overlap.

modern

science also has become a universal of
Regardless of their particular culture, all
nations wish to share its obvious benefits and to pursue it to the
best of their ability. Yet only one civilization in history has given

Let us add that

culture in our time.

modern science and that is the one of Europe, which arose
from the encounter of Greek philosophy and Christianity. Christianity, the religion of Europe, played a vital role in the birth of
rise to

modern

science.

We

will see this

more

in detail in the following

pages.

The Old Situation of Science, Work and Love of Fellowmen
It

was on May

tion, that the

28, 585 B.C., according to

Greek philosopher Thales

an astronomical

calcula-

of Miletus stepped out in

the evening into his backyard to observe the

moon

eclipse

predicted. Intently watching the heavens, he did not look

he had

where

he was going and fell into a muddy ditch. On seeing her bedraggled master enter the house to clean himself, his maid-servant
laughed at him and said: "Here is a man who wants to know all
about the heavens and he does not even know how to walk in his
own garden." She gleefully rejoiced at the practical disconfiture of
this famous man of ancient science, but Plato praised him.
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For Socrates one whose mind wants to reach the truth has no
time to waste on "the affairs of the earth," and for Plato those who
devote themselves to "the soul and truth" are not and do not wish
to be at home in the world (Theaetetus 176b). Aristotle echoed these

Man wishes to be happy, but happiness is to be found
only in the contemplation of the truth. That is why one who
wishes to be authentically human and truly free devotes himself as
much as possible to the contemplation of eternal and immutable
truth and he avoids getting mixed up in the everyday world of life
feelings.

(Nic. Ethics,

I,

5).

had another reason for viewing science as limited to the
contemplation of eternal and divine truth. Matter, he held, was too
fickle and changeable to be intelligible
it was the very principle of
unintelligibility
so that there was no hope of ever making any
progress and come to a true understanding of material things.
Moreover, there was no incentive to try to attain a measure of
understanding of matter since everything needed for the necessities and comforts of life had already been discovered or invented;
Aristotle

—

—

so,

why

should a wise

man

bother to devote his attention to

it?

Unencumbered, then, by worldly preoccupations, the authentic
human being is free, he has schole, free time, in which to develop
his truly

human

potential in contemplation.

Because science was neither able nor willing to guide man in
practical world of his everyday preoccupations, the world of work
could only be guided by a crude experience bereft of any understanding; for example, eggs harden and butter melts in a frying
pan, but why this is so remains forever unintelligible. In this way
work could easily become something viewed as unworthy of
human beings desirous of true freedom; it was something to be left
to

subhumans
The

or slaves.

arrival of Christianity did not

fundamentally change

this

preachers were satisfied with "baptizing" this Greek
philosophy and drawing theological conclusions from it, such as
that the happiness of heaven consists in the contemplation of the
outlook.

Its

essence of the most pure Being, God himself. Or, that a true
Christian should not be concerned with his fate on earth but only
with his destiny in heaven. A little patience now with the miserable fate of "the exiled children of Eve" here on earth, and soon
their souls would be enjoying eternal bliss in the contemplation of
God. (Let us hasten to add that Christian practice was generally
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—

thereby showing once
do not always go hand in hand.)
Work continued to be viewed as something humiliating and
therefore practiced by religious orders as a punishment for original sin but, of course, also as a necessity for most people. This
undesirable occupation could be sanctified by forming a good

more

better than this "Christian" theory

that theory

and

practice

—

—

intention, such as offering

it

for the

poor souls or

for the conver-

sion of sinners. There was, however, one striking point of differ-

ence between the Greek and the Christian attitudes. While taking
over the Greek notions of science and work, Christians made a
distinction between work and workers. They demanded that the
workers be loved and respected as raised, like their masters, to the
dignity of God's children, brothers and sisters of Christ. While
failing to develop a theology of work, they did develop a theology
of Christian love for workers; they demanded that their rights
should be safeguarded as human beings, even if they remained
slaves.

Even most people who were not slaves still had to work: "One
does not want to work, should not eat either," said St. Paul.
apart from that, by working they would earn something, so
that they could also give to the poor, widows, orphans, the sick,

who
And
etc.,

words, to those

in other

structures of the

who

stood outside the ordinary

workaday world. They should

practice charity.

Christian charity stood outside the regular world; people pursued

and gave from their surplus goods. And it was
beings in extraordinary circumstances, to those
incapable of providing for themselves any longer. Besides, the
lion's share of such works of charity were performed by people
in their spare time

it

directed to

human

who had withdrawn from

ordinary

ordinary state of becoming

members

ders. Finally, in
to

make

to

embrace the

extra-

cases, the purpose of such acts of charity was
and needs more bearable, not to eliminate
possibility was still beyond the horizon of man's

most

sufferings

them, for that
vision.

life

or affiliates of religious or-

Had

not Aristotle himself told the world that

and comforts

of

life

had already been provided and

all

necessities

that

no prog-

be expected in the future?
For about twenty centuries from the ancient Greeks to the 17th
century the split between man's "head" (intellect), "hand"
(work) and "heart" (love) continued to dominate man's outlook
upon himself and his world. Things began to change only when
the Greek slogan "Science is contemplation" was changed. Then
ress could

—

—
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—The Father's power

these three symbols of the Christian divinity

wisdom (head) and
wondrous unity.

(hand), the Son's

merged

in a

New

The
It

Situation of Science,

was not

the Holy Spirit's love (heart)

Work and

Christian Love

a pure accident, says the philosopher William

Hock-

ing (The Coming World Civilization, 1956, p. 60), that modern science
arose only in Christian Europe. Its "relentless logic" appeared only
there and it was "the religion of Europe which begot the empirical
conscience and thus indirectly all its fruits." Francis Bacon's formulation of the principle underlying the new way of looking at the
world in the early 17th century recalled the "fundamental paradox

he who loses his life for
Bacon of course expressed it in terms

of Christian morals," Christ's saying that

my

sake shall gain

it.

applicable to the study of nature:

"We

cannot

command

nature

To paraphrase it, we must give up the
so-called natural world we are accustomed to, give up reading our
preconceived notions and intentions into nature, give up assuming
that what our environment offers spontaneously is all nature has
to offer, in order to let nature show us what it really can do if we do
not impose such limits on it but obediently listen to what nature
except by obeying

tells

we

us

first

when we

it."

let

it

proceed according to

its

own

inner laws.

If

up nature as conceived by us, we lose our natural way
but by doing this we gain a new and enlarged life. To

give

of living,

is to reign over it. (cf. Hocking, pp. 66 f.)
Bacon and Descartes were among the first to see this possibility,
which is aptly expressed by saying that the slogan, "science is
contemplation" must be replaced by another motto, "science is
power." The new formula foresaw that the practical world of work
could be guided by the theory of things. It brought the "head" and
the "hand" together. By developing theory based on "obeying"
nature, the head can guide the hand in its work because the head
understands how things operate; on the other hand, by creating
new instruments, the hand can help the head to reach an everincreasing understanding. As our understanding of the world
keeps increasing in this way, we also become more and more
capable of "dominating the earth" and making it produce not just

serve nature

what nature

offers

spontaneously but what
it abundantly.

duce, and to produce

man

orders

it

to pro-

—
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The fact that the relationship between head and hand has
changed considerably is clearly illustrated by the revolutionary
modification of meaning of the words schole and liberal arts. The
ancient meaning of schole was "free time," time not needed to work
for a living and therefore available for the disinterested contemplation of "useless" truth. Our word "school" comes from this Greek
term, but the modern school is not at all the domain of free time
and the pursuit of "useless" knowledge. On the contrary, people
go there to prepare themselves for a position in the world of work.
Likewise, the medieval liberal arts, the "free" arts, have largely
become "servile" arts, which one learns to take one's place in the
world of work. Modern free time generally is not spent in the
contemplation of truth, the building up of theories, but often in
pursuits formerly viewed as servile, such as fishing, pottery,
gardening, carpentry, even in cattle breeding and agriculture.
Work is no longer held in low esteem. (Remember how ashamed
the young Poullart des Places was about the fact that his father still
had to work for a living and how he feared that his fellow-students
might discover that fact?) The very notion of work itself has
undergone a change. Not only laborers work today, but everyone
who is occupied with something which we rightly or wrongly
consider to be a positive contribution to society. The notion of
work has become so broad that we have difficulty assigning an
opposite to it. (The best may be "play" as a freely performed

—

activity.)

While head and hand became united through the formal recogis power, it should not be forgotten that, in a
different fashion, the two had maintained a relationship even in
the earlier situation. From the very start, the Greeks had seen that
in the realm of morality all activity should be guided by reason.
This was judged to be possible because contemplation could view
the eternal and immutable essence of man, society, sexuality,
property, etc. and discern in them the immutable norms of what
man ought to do. Secondly, it was also recognized that without
work civilized society would collapse; no one would be free for
contemplation because virtually all time would have to be spent in
the struggle for survival by running after rabbits for food and
searching for water to drink. Work, then was seen as a necessity
nition that science

unworthy of free men,
and other lowly elements

was

it

possible to slaves

of the group. Inspired

left

as

much

for civilization. But,

as
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by the words and example of Christ and the apostles, Christian
preachers gave supernatural reasons for working, and the monks
who reclaimed Europe showed that ora (contemplation) and labora
(work) could be connected by external or supernatural bonds. The
intrinsic bond between these two, however, and the natural dignity of work remained, as we have seen, unexplored.
The formal reunion of head and hand through the motto, "science is power" in the world of work allowed work to assume an
honorable and natural dignity of its own. It was no longer degrading but a free exercise of man's capacity to understand and handle
things intelligently, to be creative to re-create the world God had
given to the children of man. Or in the terms of Marx, echoed in
the labor encyclical of Pope John Paul II, work was able to humanize man by humanizing the world through the free use of his
powers as a social being.

—

Unfortunately, excesses of

human greed,

justified in the

name

of

an antiquated theoretical notion of sacrosanct private property,
made a mockery of this beautiful synthesis of science and work:
the industrial revolution robbed the worker of the benefits the new
situation should have produced for him and for the rest of society,
and it reduced him to a cog in the machinery of producing goods
for the greater prosperity of the rich. Nevertheless, because of its
tremendous capacity to produce desirable goods, the link between

and work established its character as a "universal of civiliis to say, as an element which sooner or later will
have to be accepted by any nation that wishes to develop man's
potential. For us Spiritans it is something that increases our admiration for Father Libermann to realize that he saw this element and
included the task of fostering conscience of the duty to work and to
understand the working of tools ("how things operate") as integral
parts of a missionary's work. More about this anon.
science

zation," that

Change

in

The integration of theory and
and work, brings about a change in the role of
This love is no longer mainly a spare time occupa-

the Role of Charity.

practice, of science

Christian love.

tion or the extra-ordinary task of extra-ordinary people (religious)

the needs of human beings in extra-ordinary circumstances
poor and sick). No, the whole of ordinary life, the workaday
life, is now seen as being of service to our human brothers and
derived from the
sisters. One's job or profession are "services"
Latin servitium (slavery) called for by love and respect for our
to

fill

(the

—

—
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fellowmen. Work and the practice of Christian love have merged in
order to help others to become more fully human.
In the past, when medical science could not cure leprosy, the
nurse who tended the sick with compassion practiced charity, but
few people then viewed the pursuit of medical research as a
charitable undertaking. Yet, who did more for the victims of such
diseases: the dedicated nurse who bandaged their wounds or the
man of research who discovered a cure for leprosy? Who does
more for the starving poor: the old lady who distributes food
baskets or the biologist who develops a strain of rice that increases
the crops tenfold? Who does more for the underprivileged and
unemployed: the man who doles out one dollar bills or the industrialist who provides them with jobs?
It is

of

some

interest to us to note here that Fr.

Ville d' Angevin,

year of

its

demanded

who

Rene Allenou de

la

entered Holy Ghost Seminary in 1703, the

founding, had to satisfy the prerequisites of theology,
for studies there; they included mathematics and the

new-fangled Newtonian physics. He became the founder of the
Daughters of the Holy Ghost around 1715 and his rule prescribed
not only tender care for the sick but also nursing expertise acquired
under the guidance of competent physicians.

who

Today, one

takes Christian love of fellowmen seriously

builds roads for travellers, erects schools for the ignorant,

dams

rivers to prevent floods, devises irrigation

systems for arid lands,
opens factories to supply needed goods, modifies jail systems so
that they will truly attempt to correct evil-doers, invents ways to
fight pollution, to prevent wars and strife, to make religion meaningful today, etc. He holds a job that is of service to his fellowmen
and helps to remove as many needs as possible from the society of
man. All this means that Christian love of fellowman has now
become part and parcel of everyday life, an ordinary characteristic
of our civilization, a "universal of culture," one which any culture
wishes to accept.

A
and

is no longer needed to make man's ordigood and holy since work itself is an expression

"special intention"

nary workaday
a

way

life

of living the love of neighbor.

It

remains true, of course,
go counter to the

that the worker's intention (the finis operantis) can

innate moral goodness and the loving character of
operis),

but then he does not

imposes on

it

let

work be what

it

work (the finis
and super-

really is

an external intention that contradicts

its

character of

—
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being of service to others. For example, the finis opens, the inner
intention or purpose, of the search for a cure is the eradication of a
disease and therefore it is an expression of love, but the personal
intention of the searcher may be fame or wealth or even hatred of
other researchers any one of the many immoral deviations that
can spoil what otherwise would be a good.
Obviously, there is far more to be said about what being a
Christian and practicing Christian love means, but these few pages
are not meant to be a complete treatise. For example, the committed Christian must also give expression to his love for God; he
must also practice his love for neighbor outside his working hours;
he must help remove structures of society which to many people
block access to an existence worthy of man, etc. There will always
be plenty of room for the pursuit of love outside working hours.
Yet, with science, freely accepted work and love of fellowmen thus
merged in unity in modern civilization, the three symbols of the
Trinity, the creative hand of the Father, the wisdom of the Son,

—

and the love

of the

Holy

Spirit,

—they dominate the

significance

assume a hitherto unexpected
workaday life of a Christian.

entire

Our Founders
The ultimate

criterion of the concrete

forms which the work of

evangelization ought to assume in our time or in the future should

not be sought in the letter of what founding fathers have written or
spoken long ago. One must always take into account that perhaps
they did not transcend the situation of their time and therefore
became antiquated when history entered a new phase. Even the
very spirit of a foundation is not per se immune to becoming
antiquated.

The fundamental guideline remains the gospel, which prescribes
God loves us as the ultimate norm. But what love demands
of us depends on what the situation in which we live discloses as
love as

Its interpretation has varied considerably throughout the
ages and in different locations. No human theology or system
even if it calls itself "sacred" and buttresses itself by anathemas
can encompass the Gospel message once and for all in more
concrete formulas. We must always remain attentive to what the

love.

Holy

Spirit discloses to

people of good will and makes them see in

the concrete situations of history.
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Fortunately for us Spiritans, both Poullart des Places
nos.
ff.)

and

1

have

and Libermann (N.D.

2)

laid

down

4,

104

f.; cf.

fidelity to the Spirit in the

83

(Ecrits, 164,

Blanchard,

I,

199

everyday situations

life as history runs its course as the very heart and soul of the
Congregation. This fidelity was one of the reasons why Libermann
was so averse to a priori theories and made "practice," the way
things work, the deciding factor when one wishes to judge matters

of

exactly (N.D.

9,

42

7, 82; 8, 36; 3,

f.;

The wish

462; E.S. 126).

faithful to the Spirit in the concrete situations of life

made

to

be

Liber-

mann insist on the value of experience rather than on preconceived
notions; "experience will be our guide" (N.D.

9,

42

f.; cf.

2,

153

f.;

4, 210; 8, 47; 13, 318).

many

and bishops, Libermann saw clearly that in
era had dawned for the world, not just
politically but also socially and economically, because of the upheavals caused by the Revolution of 1792 and the Industrial Revolution. The first phase of the latter was in full swing during his life
time. We all know his famous words, "We no longer live in the
established order of the past. It has always been the misfortune of
Unlike

priests

the 19th century a

new

that they remain stuck in ideas that are past
It is
our duty to keep abreast of the world in complete fidelity to the
Clinging to olden times
will make us
spirit of the Gospel
ineffective .... Let us then frankly and simply embrace the new
order
We will thereby sanctify the world" (N.D. 10, 151).

the clergy

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

It stands to reason that Libermann was also in some respects a
"product of his time and situation, but at least he kept an open mind
and was willing to change his views if necessary. Likewise, he did
not foresee all the consequences flowing from his views, but, as we
saw on pp. 59 (., this is typical of people who launch pioneering

ideas.

Anyhow, we may

characterize the spirit of the Congregation
according to our founders as one of total evangelical availability,
attentive to the Holy Spirit in the changing concrete situations of

the times.

—

One item needs to be explored more specifically here Was
Libermann conscious of a role to be played by a scientific approach
to the evangelization of the poor and the abandoned, particularly
in the un(der)developed regions of the earth and in subgroups of
human society? Did he intend to use science as an integral part of
the new approach or not? Let us note at once that Libermann was
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conscious of the fact that he proposed a
for Africa;

f.

N.D.

9,

new approach

275, 290, 314 for social works;

(N.D. 8, 234
12, 525 for

N.D.

education of priests). He wanted to avoid a repetition of the
mistakes which had caused the collapse of more than three centuries of mission efforts in Africa, the neglect of people not covered
by regular parishes and of the oppressed working class people,

and the imposition

of outdated forms of training

on new-fangled

youths.
Evangelization and Civilization. Specifically, with respect to Africa,

Libermann was convinced that the ancient missions had collapsed
because they had disregarded the bond between a securely established local church and civilization. While he wished to safeguard
local cultures (N.D. 9, 330), he realized that they may lack those
elements which can secure the permanence of a local church, with
their own bishops and priests, because a sine qua non condition of
such permanence is a sufficient level of development that has
become rooted in the people.
As long as a people's material achievements do not go "beyond a
rudimentary handling of the hoe" and other primitive tools, he
argued, they cannot secure a society which will last. People must
work, freely accept it, know how to collabowilling to keep it going in a spirit of
unselfish solidarity with their fellow-citizens (N.D. 8, 248). They
thereby become "new men" (ibid.) an expression used by both
the New Testament and Karl Marx constituting a new society and
realize the necessity to

rate in a society

and be

—

—

new local church, in which "spiritual and superhuman happiness" and an "honest well-being on the natural level" go hand in
hand (N.D. 6, 66).

a

In areas of the world where this mentality did not yet exist
Libermann viewed this "advanced civilization," in which the
head, the hand and the heart, i.e., science, work and love, go
together, as an integral part of the missionary vocation. "Civilizais impossible without faith; consequently, it is the task of the
missionary ... to work at it, not only in its moral dimension but
also in its intellectual and physical aspects" (N.D. 8, 248). He
strongly objected to the separation of science, work and formation

tion

in

"religious

would
and in

result

and

social

among

virtues."

Otherwise privileged classes

the indigenous people instead of solidarity,

that case civilization

them." The only kind of

"would not be much of a present to
he wanted to help bring about was

elite
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not an economically privileged class but an

elite

endowed with

unselfish interest, capable of leading the others (N.D.

Libermann

realized, of course, that "in the

85

6, 66).

beginning things (can

be done) only imperfectly" (N.D. 8, 248), and that, in trying to
secure an "honest and natural well-being" one must begin with
the elementary tasks of simple education in arts and crafts. But, in
his opinion, if, like white people, Africans were "well-instructed
from their youth," no one could seriously maintain that they were
incapable of taking their place among all "the different ranks of
society" (N.D. 8, 227 f., 248). Situations could change and when
that happened, his missionaries should be flexible enough to
change in the light of experience (N.D. 9, 42 f.).
As the missionary task extends today to the dechristianized
world also, the Congregation's mission to "sanctify the world" by
"keeping abreast of it in complete fidelity to the spirit of the
Gospel" encompasses also the poor and abandoned "rich" people
of the world, those whom loneliness and the meaninglessness of
their "rich" lives with all their marvellous gadgets drive to despair
and to cry out for a return of the God they have driven out: "Nay

come Thou

Mine unfamiliar God! My pain! My final bliss!"
The only ones Libermann excluded when he de-

back,

(Nietzsche).

scribed the primary purpose of the Congregation in his 1849

Constitutive Regulations were those "already firm in Christian
virtues" (N.D. 10, 450

f.,

art. 1

and

2),

and

that description applies

very few categories. Even they could be taken care of
not cause harm to the primary purpose.

to

if

this did

The above quoted or paraphrased Libermann texts present us
with an overall picture of a man wide open to "keeping up with the
world in complete fidelity to the spirit of the Gospel." He realized
that "clinging to olden times would make us ineffective" and
therefore exhorts us "frankly and simply to embrace the new
order." If, then, more effective means are available or can be made
available to help the poor and the abandoned to secure the honest
"well-being on the natural level" which should go hand in hand
with "spiritual and superhuman happiness," would not he be the
first to advocate that we do not cling to the past but use the most
efficacious

News

means

that God's

though

it

reaches

to attain the goal?

kingdom
its

A

goal which

of love begins here

the

Good

earth,

even

is

on

ultimate perfection only in the heavenly

tri-une intimacy with the

God

of Power,

Wisdom and

Love.
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any kind of work that

fosters the

coming

of

God's

acceptable as a task. However, the extent to

kingdom
which the Congregation can engage itself in helping to begin its
establishment most effectively will depend on the concrete situaof love

is

whom we

address ourselves as well as the
the Congregation has
at its disposal. General chapters tend to give guidelines, but all
such guidelines are "provisional," in the sense that they can be
modified by other chapters, for within the Congregation the will of
"the majority of its members" is the supreme authority (N.D. 4,
191). It stands to reason that Libermann did not wish the majority
tions of the peoples to

—funds,

resources

talents

—

and manpower

proceed in a dictatorial fashion, for that would mean to disregard the personal vocations of its members, for which he had the
to

greatest respect.

We may

ask,

however, whether

we

are doing as

much

as

we

could in trying to discern the Spirit in the times we live in. Even in
our "own" field of foreign missions others seem to be listening
more for the Spirit than we do in terms of missiology, social and

and initianumber. Irreverently expressed, instead of starting
to cackle in unison as Jesuits do when one of them lays an egg,
some of us look with suspicion or indifference on such efforts. As a
minimum, one should expect an honest discussion, as well as a
welcome to new initiatives. If it is bereft of any ray coming from
the Spirit, one need not fear; it will naturally come to naught.

liberation theology. Trailblazing Spiritan publications
tives are

few

in

Perhaps a very modest concrete suggestion may be added to
conclude this paper. One of the greatest needs in the young
churches of Africa is to find their own identity, so that they can
become deeply rooted. To satisfy this need much theological reflection is needed, not in terms of classical theology or Western
theology, but in terms of the African Sitz in Leben, the life situation
of Africans in their culture, their social, political, economical and
historical situations. It is a task that cannot be easily undertaken by
the diocesan clergy, overwhelmed with ordinary day-to-day pastoral care; nor can it be done by expatriate priests or theologians all
by themselves. Don't we have here a field on which the flourishing
young Spiritan provinces of Nigeria and East Africa could try to
concentrate

some

some

They would need to reserve for it
men, they could staff an institute specifically
purpose. Success is not guaranteed, of course, and
of their efforts?

of their bright

devoted

to this
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Libermann says
somewhere, if the apostles had insisted on ironclad guarantees for
their world-wide mission, none of them would ever have left
Jerusalem. All they ever got was "I'll be with you until the end of
certainly not attainable at short range. But, as

time."

1

Your thesis (pp. 78 f.) that modern European civilicame about by the grace of Christian love for fellowmen is

Reader's note.

zation

admirably confirmed by Prof. Yasaki Takagi of Japan, who wrote in
Toward International Understanding that the new Japan made the
fundamental mistake of thinking that it could take over modern
western civilization without "adopting its spiritual foundation,"
i.e., the "Christian concept of human personality." And another
Japanese authority put it even more bluntly: "Young Japanese
don't want to be loyal to the West now; they want to be loyal to
Christ." Reply. Thanks. A feather in my cap. But the thesis is not
just mine; many others hold it and I was not the first to express it. I
acted merely as a journalist.

1.

This paper owes

University.

much

to the lectures of various guest professors at

Duquesne

