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New Evangelisation in Ecumenical Context 
Hennie la Grange, General Secretary, International Christian Maritime Association  

 

Introduction 

I am deeply honoured to address you, more than you will ever understand.  That I, a Reformed 

Protestant, has been invited to speak to you on my view of a Catholic initiative, New Evangelisation, 

humbles me.  It is a highlight of my career.  Thank you from the bottom of my heart. 

Please be patient with me and tolerant of my Reformed theology.  The very last thing I want is to 

offend you.  Please forgive me if what I say displays my ignorance of your tradition.  I pray that you 

will not feel that I am disrespectful. 

My Brothers in Christ,   

New evangelisation is not really new... 

Telling  people about Christ is not new.  Evangelisation and mission are the  

foundational ministries of the church.  They are the original ministries, the 

oldest ministries of the Christian faith community.  It is what we still do now, 

and what we are all about.    

New evangelisation proposes no new gospel, or at least no different gospel to 

the one we know.  But of course the gospel is always new.  Even the word 

means that it is news.  New evangelisation recognises that the gospel is always 

new: it is after all the current news from God about human life.  It says what 

God thinks about life, our lives, yours and mine.  And when that news from 

God reaches us, it our fear with peace, it soothes our pain, gladdens our heart, 

lifts the spirit and inspires hope.  It does so now.  It is new to the listener, new 

in its application, and good news in its implication.  The gospel is the good old 

new news from God for the people whom He loves.  That has never changed. 

Offensive or irrelevant 

New evangelisation acknowledges that the church of Christ has survived these 

2000 years by understanding that its audience changes.  As culture develops, 

people change.  And as people change, with them changes the ways to gain 

entry into their lives.  The ways to touch someone’s soul and to bring change, 
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shift all the time, from generation to generation, from one place to another, 

from one situation to the next.  New evangelisation simply says that the 

Church has realised that, once again, our audience has moved on, that our old 

ways of telling the gospel may not work as well as they used to, and that it’s 

time to think again whether our news is still new and our good news is still 

good. (So, not the gospel, but our delivery of it is new.) 

The moment you ask how to deliver the good news effectively, we realise that 

a post-Christian society (at least in the West) is so mis-informed about Christ 

and his church that we are despised, not respected. Not only does the world 

think we are behind the times – faith was a phase, but thankfully we’ve 

outgrown it  now! – the world also takes offense at us. People feel offended by 

faith. On the other hand, to seafarers who come from the East, Christian belief 

may feel like a pluralist preoccupation: it is perhaps only one cultural way of 

being among many alternative ways of being. Whichever way you look at it, 

faith in our time is balanced on the edge of irrelevance. 

Our real world 

New evangelisation responds to this new and present reality:  

 The Christian faith is in decline 

 The Christian faith is one option in a pluralist multi-faith 

environment 

I think that when you asked me to speak on this topic “New Evangelisation in 

an Ecumenical Context” you may have wanted my view on this question: Does 

this problem affect only the Apostleship of the Sea, and only the Catholic faith?  

My answer to that is: No!  This is the concern of all Christian traditions.   

How to respond? 

How best then, may you ask of me, to respond to these new challenges that 

face us?  And this is the question of New Evangelisation.  I do not pretend to 

have any of the answers, but I would like to suggest that new evangelisation 

should pay attention to these 4 things: 
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 We should present to the world Christ, not culture 

 We should give them life, more than church 

 We should show them real community, as an alternative to rampant 

individualism 

 We should demonstrate responsive love, rather than boundless freedom 

(You will see it’s that third one that I am really interested in...) 

These are not my ideas alone.  I was encouraged by hearing the same things on 

Monday from His Excellency Monsignor Fisichella.     

Gateways to people’s lives: being human, being spiritual 

Where to start?  I think we’ll need to start with love.  Not our love, but the 

love of God for the people in whom He rejoices. What we need to do is to 

learn how to re-define His love in ways that this world will understand.   

 This world is ruled by aggressive humanism, and sadly lacking in what 

real people need: a shared human-kind-ness.   

 This world, so besotted with materialism, misses being spiritual.  

These two, a common humanness and a move to once again take our spiritual 

being seriously, these I believe are the gateways into the lives of present day 

people.  Even so, it’s going to be tough.  That’s why we need to teach 

ourselves again how to love enough.  Only by loving them enough, will you be 

allowed into people’s lives.   

How seafarers mission measures up  

Thinking about New Evangelism in our own ministries, the ministry to 

seafarers, fishers and their families, I believe we can safely say that we are 

trailblazing this approach, and have been for some 2 to 3 hundred years now. 

(AoS has been around for almost a century.) Why do I say that? Because all 

four of those basic ways of getting through to the hearts and minds of people 

in post-Christian and pluralist societies are cornerstones of the ministries to 

seafarers.  Well, let me rephrase that:  they’re perhaps not cornerstones, but 
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they are already there – a little neglected maybe, but already there, waiting to 

be developed.   

Let me explain those 4 things that I think we need: 

Christ, not culture 

From living in this Christianised culture here in the West we have learnt from 

experience how badly so-called Christendom (Christian culture) has gotten it 

all wrong. Western religion is spectacularly flailing, but the West has adopted a 

“Christian” culture which it pursues with quasi-religious zeal.  Well, should we 

not celebrate that as Christian victory?  Philosophers, I think, have helped us to 

be more honest: they call our time postmodern, and past-Christian.  This 

Christian culture knows no Person called Christ.  So if we were to introduce 

people to Jesus Christ, that would be something really new to most people, 

even to those people who are proud to say their culture is based upon 

“Christian” principles.  

Oh, we did learn something very valuable from Christianising culture. We have 

learnt that Christ changes the world and not just the church.  Christ is bigger 

than church, he encompasses all culture.  But then, Christ is bigger than 

culture too.  And the world could do well to get the message.  When they do, 

it will again be news to them.  

We then, present Christ, not Christian culture. Pope Benedict XVI said last 

week:  Jesus Christ is the heart of or faith.  It is Christ we have to offer, not 

culture. 

Life, not church            

Our minsitries to seafarers go beyond church to places where the church 

cannot reach.  And out there, we have made a new discovery, after all these 

millennia:  we have discovered that all the church’s one foundation is really 

Jesus Christ, our Lord!  Together all of us offer seafarers Christ, not church.  

Let me immediately add: I love church.  You know that!  I come alive in it, I 

thrive in it, I feel fully human only in the church.  And I know that you feel the 

same.  I have seen here what being in this holy place means to you all.   
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Not that very long ago our churches, yours and mine, were at war.  That’s 

how the La Granges from the South of France ended up in Africa. Perhaps all 

of us love some things too much?  Even the church!  

But we, you and I, we try to show seafarers how Christ loves, not how we and 

our churches have failed to love even one another enough.  No, we present 

Christ, not culture.  But neither do we present church. We have life to offer. 

Reading that last week I thought that the seafarers’ missions are uniquely 

positioned to make new evangelisation happen.  Unlike the institutionalised 

church, our missions 

 are out there where life happens  

 out there in a world totally foreign to the liturgical church 

 immersed in the maritime industry 

 in seafarers’ workplace 

 in someone’s life-space. 

Church is more used to people coming to us, are we not? But our missions 

operate, on the one hand, with and within the church, and on the other hand, 

outside and far beyond the church.   

Judged by grace, exposed to business  

But this is not easy, is it?  Father Bruno referred to it on Tuesday when he said 

that because we work beyond the limits of the church, our missions are 

uniquely vulnerable, because we are exposed to the frontline of business and 

industry.  Father Bruno is right: the maritime world judges us on its own 

terms, and not by ours.  Out there we are not judged by grace. We have an 

umbilical cord linking us to our Mother, the church, but out there we’re far 

removed from the faith family, its cosy cathedrals and Scriptural certainties.  

This double-sided life of our missions is both useful and dangerous. I hear Jesus 

saying:  I send you into the world like sending sheep to a pack of wolves:  be 

cautious as snakes and gentle as doves.     
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While we need to be strong when we enter this business-like world, we must 

work tenderly with the people we meet there.  Because of what we do and 

depending on how we go about it, the working lives of ordinary people meet 

God.  We witness where it works.   We meet people in the sway of their busy 

lives bearing the fruits of justice, human dignity and simple but precious 

humanity.  That’s good! 

What’s tough is that out there we are exposed to life itself.  Out there in the 

world there is little evidence of the loving-kindness that the church has for 

itself.  We are judged by the harsh principles of business that govern outcomes 

and delivery.    

Delivering Good News, facilitating peace       

But because we have to be professional out there, let us not forget why we are 

there in the first place.  The outcome of our labours should be people’s joy 

when they discover peace with God.  The gospel is  good news for human life.  

If the gospel does not make you glad, and if it does not bring you to God, it’s 

useless. Reverend Wimpie van Schoor focused ICMA right here in Rome two 

months ago saying we must address the problems that only God can solve: our 

reconciliation with God, and being restored again as human beings.   

Again, if you ask me, I’d say we all feel the same about this: Catholics and non-

Catholics.  All of us spread good news about God and men.  

We are unlikely bedfellows 

And this is where a modern miracle happens, a miracle in our own time.   

Out there in the world we are far from our mother, God’s bride, the church.  

The umbilical cord to our own church is tenuous, stretched and strained.  But 

out there we have made a discovery: we have found others from other 

mothers, strangers, working just like us, and loving Christ and seafarers just as 

much as we do.  Hang on, we say, this Christian love comes from people we 

have in the past easily hated. Could this be the same people we had thought of 

as heretics?  Truth is, that in the very difficult context of other people’s 

working lives and of commerce and industry God has offered us the gifts of 
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unlikely friendship and unexpected support:  one another.  We have found 

friends, very dear friends, and partnerships through ecumenical working. New 

evangelisation partners with ecumenical working.  I am deeply moved by that.   

But how is it possible?  Well, facing the problems of real people and real life 

out there, new evangelisation focuses on the simplicity of faith rather than the 

complexities of doctrines, and on the one Jesus Christ, rather than 

Christianity’s multi-denominational confusion.   New evangelisation brings us 

back to the core of our own faith: Jesus, the Christ of God. We in seafarers 

ministry have found more value in sharing ecumenically than in perpetuating 

the schisms, because in sharing we have re-discovered just how rich and deep 

and far-reaching is Christ’s love for us.  And because we now realise that we 

are all loved by God, we can dare to love one another again.  There is only one 

Christ, says all of us together, says the whole body of Christ.  

Am I an idealist and out of touch?  No.  I report only on what I experience:  

that right now, in ports all over the world our different missions  present to 

seafarers a united face: we minister the same Christ, the same faith and we 

work there as though we’re one.     

My answer to the questions up there on your screens is: Yes, that is what I 

pray for. 

We are right now revealing to seafarers real community, not the rampant 

individualism of our time.  If community is human, then loving communities are 

God’s work. For once we act together as all the church, even if not one and 

the same church. For brief moments perhaps, we can be one loving 

community, a moment of church, a manifestation of the body of Christ.  It’s 

happening here, right here in seafarers’ ministries, for the very first time in a 

long time in the history of the church. It is a miracle in our time.     

From tolerance to celebration 

Can it be sustained, our “moments of church”?  How?  Well, our ecumenical 

partnerships should not stop at casual alliances and bridging the canyons of 

schisms.  It is time we went beyond the ICMA mantra in its Code of Coduct:  
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that we should be tolerant of one another.  It was Monsignor Jacques Harel, 

AoS chaplain, General Secretary of ICMA and predecessor of Father Bruno 

Ciceri at the Pontifical Council for Migrants and Itinerant People who once 

said: 

ICMA should be a celebration of difference and diversity, founded on one faith 

That sounds to me a lot like love... 

Itinerant people  

Our faith makes refugees of us, strangers scattered all over the world (1 Peter 

1:1).  We live here as immigrants, foreigners, aliens, strangers, temporary 

residents, itinerant people.  People who do not belong here, people on the 

move.  And I am not talking about seafarers, I am talking about us.  We are 

itinerant people.  Crucial to understanding our new reality is that we believers 

have moved  

 from centre to margin 

 from majority to minority 

 from settlers to sojourners 

 from privilege to an insignificant one among many others  

 from being in control to bearing witness 

 from maintaining institutions to risking our all on missions  

And this implies an uncomfortable sense of dependency.  It means we are 

hosted by others, tolerated rather than welcomed, and judged on our 

usefulness. 

New evangelisation: who, what, where?  

But that’s not so bad.  That’s a good place to start gospeling.  John Finney 

states in “Finding faith today” that evangelisation is: 

...Addressing the very nature of faith. We’re almost back to where Jesus 

started:  on ships and mountains and beaches rather than on pulpits. 
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We know all about that.  We’re already there – on ships and beaches!  On the 

edges of communities.  At the edges of the earth.  The miracle in our own 

time is this revelation that, when one arrives at the edges of the earth, we are 

not alone.  Not only is God already there, the body of Christ is there too: not 

(yet) one church, but all church.  And not even death will overcome it (Matt 

16: 18).   

We are strangers, but we are not alone.  I have you, and you have me. 

Together we are all strangers to the world.  But together we respond to 

Christ’s love.  We are brothers.   

New evangelisation takes our identity as foreigners seriously 

Meeting seafarers where they are means we have to take seriously that we are 

foreigners in other people’s worlds.  That shapes our ways of being with 

others:  our engagement with others is now Christ-centred – we respond to 

Christ the Lord.  And we engage with others, we being foreigners in their 

world, respectfully.  Christians treat their host culture with respect, honouring 

its authority and seeking its prosperity.   

1 Peter 3 : 15 and 16: “...Have reverence for Christ in your hearts and  

honour him as Lord.  Be ready at all times to answer anyone who asks you to 

explain the hope you have in you, but do it with gentleness and respect.” 

My reverence for Christ, and acknowledging Him as the Lord of my world and 

of yours, leads me to approach you always with respect, always seeking your 

best interests.  

Respect is soft difference 

Respect means that we shall engage with people with what Chester and 

Timmis call “soft difference” rather than “hard rejection”.   

Difference implies that we shall not embrace a culture that knows no Person 

called Christ.  We will seek to transform that culture with a moment of 

church.   
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But what will a moment of church, an encounter with God, look like from a 

seafarers’ perspective? I think one of the answers to that might be:  “Look, we 

are all here, the whole church.  We are here together, for you. Christ is our 

Lord. Christ is the Lord of us all, of all the church.  He is not the property of 

any one of us.  He is the Lord of all of us.  That’s being really different! 

Seeking their prosperity 

“Soft” difference is what 1 Peter says is required for evangelising in a foreign 

culture.  People take notice when they see you as seeking their best interests.    

Confrontation is not recommended as the first step, neither is inciting 

rebellion.  On the contrary, evangelists seek the prosperity of the city, and 

demonstrate that we submit to and have respect for local authority and 

custom.  In reverence to Christ, Peter says, do good to the city.  Seek its 

prosperity and be a blessing to the lives lived in it, because “Who will harm 

you if you are eager to do what is good?” (1 Peter 3 13).  

And we get it right in seafarers minsitry. Well, at least sometimes...  Why else 

do you think we are given access to port facilities, ships and seafarers?  Is it 

because we’re Christian?  No.  It is because we serve the best interests of the 

industry:  we keep their crew happy.  With “welfare”, as they know it. 

Love is the key 

We know that what we do is “pastoral care” more than “welfare.”  

The key to pastoral care, to evangelisation if you like, is to facilitate an 

encounter with God for a world who hates Him, ignore Him or have forgotten 

all about Him.  Pastoral care creates a moment of church, by bringing love 

where there is no love to be found.  But not our love, God’s love.   

The pastoral care of seafarers is  

 Not always intense conversation 

 It’s not therapy 

 Not extraordinary interventions 
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It depends not on our input.  Pastoral care springs from God’s grace.  Pastoral 

care delivers the good news of God’s love.  If our pastoral care does not leave 

seafarers and us with a strong sense of God’s grace, there is something very 

horribly wrong.  Remember Romans 8 : 1 “There is no condemnation for them 

who are in Christ.” 

Christ is all you need 

Our aim with pastoral care is not to make people moral or even more 

spiritually aware, nor to lead them to choose one church or faith tradition by 

rejecting another.   

Our aim is for people to experience the joy of having met God in Christ.  That 

was St Paul’s aim in all his ministry:  That they may have joy. (Phil. 1)   

Pastoral interventions is delivering the solutions to the problems that only God 

can solve, and does solve through Jesus Christ. It’s outcome is peace with God, 

and joy for having found that peace.  Implementing new evangelisation in our 

everyday pastoral care is not  

 Giving good advice 

 Persuade people to do some positive thinking 

 Instructing people on living correctly 

The gospel does not say: “You should not...”. The good news says: “You need 

not do this or that...” Why need we not do so?  Because Christ has already 

done it all and He is sufficient. 

Pastoring is speaking the truth about God.  And the truth about God always 

amounts to this:  God is greater than sin.  To reject Christ is to choose a 

lesser god.   

If you ask me whether we can all say this about Christ with conviction, all of 

us: Orthodox, Catholic and Charismatic, Protestant and Pentecostal, my 

answer would be: I believe we already do so.   
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We are an ecumenical community among ourselves, ICMA.  We can do better, 

but the foundation is there.  Remember: “The church’s one foundation is Jesus 

Christ her Lord...”  

And we do show some signs of joined-up thinking for the industry’s sake. But 

are we ready to dare being one faith community for seafarers? Can we in 

seafarers ministry rise above culture and denomination to embrace one 

another and speak and act as one?        

Where to with new evangelisation? 

So how will new evangelisation work?   

New evangelisation is about talking to people. You earn the right to talk to 

them when you live with them in their world.  When you meet them on ships. 

That’s the bare minimum you could do.  But life is large.  So what do you talk 

about? Well, to be honest, what we talk about is so varied that it cannot be 

prescribed or even taught.  No, there’s no formula, copyrighted by any one of 

us. It encompasses all our experiences of life.  Not even the Bible tells us what 

to say, other than “Jesus is Lord!”  But the guys in the Bible do demonstrate 

the underlying attitudes that are almost always present in all pastoral 

conversations (Chester and Timmis). They say: 

 Be at peace with one another, forgiving, agreeing, being humble, accepting, 

forbearing, living in harmony, greeting with a kiss. 

 Do not judge, do not lie, do not moan and grumble. 

 Show hospitality to one another. 

 Confess your sins to one another.  

 Be kind to one another, concerned, devoted, eager to serve aand to do good.  

 Instruct and teach one another. Even admonish, rebuke, exhort and stir up one 

aother.   

 Comfort and encourage and inspire one another. 

Evangelisation is our life.  Loving Jesus is who we are. When we meet people 

our interactions should result in them encountering God. If, then, there is one 
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thing required of us it is that we meet seafarers, that we enter into their lives 

and engage with them.   

New evangelisation is a lifestyle not a specialist activity.  New evangelisation is 

countless acts of kindness.  But new evangelisation is provocative discipleship.  

New evangelisation is significant conversations. 

New evangelisation is finding new ways to love 

Start by loving Jesus. Be passionate about Him.   

Deliver Christ’s love. Love is not a technique.  Love is an attitude. 

Love people.  Be passionate about seafarers, fishers and their families, because 

they are people.  People are not targets for evangelism to be bullied into 

submission.  These are people already loved by God, and to be loved by us.  

Love will take care of all their needs.          

Love life.  Love life in all its shapes and forms.  Serve all life’s needs.  

Being authentic. 

Let me summarise... 

Getting love right will do more for evangelisation than any formula, method or 

technique.  Being authentically human means attempting to love people as 

Christ loves them. 

Offering people real love is new evangelisation’s first goal.  And perhaps we 

start best by confessing that we did not always get it right.   

Where love happens an authentic Christ-community comes to life.  And this is 

my prayer:  that seafarers’ mission establishes us as an ecumenical union.  That 

we go beyond ICMA’s mantra of tolerating one another and concentrating on 

precarious fragments of unity, to celebrating our differences, glorifying God for 

our diversity and trusting one another enough to refer a seafarer to a 

colleague in the next port irrespective of that colleague’s denomination or faith 

tradition. Because we are one in Christ.  And that the same love of God will be 

freely given by all in our faith community in every port where people find us, 
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because we are the one body of Christ.  I pray that we might become an 

authentically Christ-centred faith community.  

May we all prosper... 

Let’s not forget that Christian faith once prospered where it was hated by 

most. It grew in a culture where one cared only for oneself and one’s own.  

Watching people publically tortured and killed was the height of entertainment, 

and not so very far from where we meet right now.  In contrast, Christian faith 

brought to people their humanity and their dignity.  New evangelisation 

acknowledges that sadly those times are returning.  For all our technological 

advancement, wealth, enlightenment and emancipation we seem to spiral into a 

black hole where humans are cast aside as consumable commodities.  

Christ is not new.  Telling people about Christ is no new initiative of the 

church.  But that people are still valuable to God, is still the best good news to 

be had.  New evangelisation can change the world, especially if we can share 

one commitment to showing together God’s love for the people in whom he 

rejoices.   

Be not discouraged then by the small and insignificant bits of work that you do 

every day that do not seem to you profound or groundbreaking. Because it is. 

Mission is love in action.  Loving is a multiplicity of activities.   On their own 

they may mean nothing. But with prayer and gospel intentionality God will use 

you and your small acts of kindness to restore people’s lives and to reveal his 

kingdom.   Be brave.  Love with all your heart. And help me to do the same as 

though I were your brother in Christ.     

 

This presentation relies heavily on the 2011 publication of Tim Chester and Steve Timmis:  “Everyday Church: 

mission by being good neighbours.” ISBN: 978-1-84474-520-3. Inter-varsity Press, Norton Street, Nottingham 

NG7 3HR, England.  I would strongly recommend it for further reading.      

 


