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‘THE NEW EVANGELISATION’
AND THE NEW ECCLESIAL
MOVEMENTS
Reflections on an Emerging Scene
DANIEL ANG

I

absolutise their own religious experience and
evangelical approach can, it is intimated, obscure the genuine catholicity or breadth of the
Church’s mission. These comments hope to
contribute towards discussion of the new evangelisation and the promise and challenge of
ecclesial movements within that project, ahead
of the Ordinary General Assembly in October
2012, ‘The New Evangelisation for the Transmission of the Christian Faith.’

N OCTOBER 2010, Pope Benedict XVI
established the Pontifical Council for Promoting the New Evangelisation as a
dicastery of the Roman Curia in his motu proprio Ubicumque et Semper.1 The move signalled the continuing significance of ‘the new
evangelisation’ in the mind of the pontiff, an
expression which has come to stand for, among
other themes, a renewed commitment to ‘remake the Christian fabric of ecclesial community itself.’2 Of course, the ‘new evangelisation’ was a central theme of Benedict’s predecessor, John Paul II, and the late pope’s beatification in May 2011, together with the establishment of the new curial department and
an upcoming Synod on the subject, have served
only to strengthen the momentum of this missionary impulse.3
The intent of this article is to shed light on
the theological principles that underpin the
promotion of the new evangelisation and to
examine the new ecclesial movements as principal agents of this concern. It will be argued
that the prominence of the ecclesial movements at the forefront of the Church’s evangelising mission, or at least their conscious claim
of this task, invites study of their relation to
the local church and their pastoral practice. It
will be noted that while the ecclesial movements express, quite positively, the charismatic
and universal dimensions of the Church’s life,
their practical insertion into the life of particular churches, that is, dioceses, has been problematic. The tendency of some groups to

Origins of the ‘New Evangelisation’
The first appearance of the ‘new evangelisation’ in magisterial teaching can be traced to
John Paul II’s 1990 encyclical, Redemptoris
Missio.4 Promulgated on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Second Vatican Council’s
missionary decree Ad Gentes, and building on
the mission of the laity as affirmed in
Apostolicam Actuositatem and Paul VI’s
Evangelii Nuntiandi, the encyclical situates a
new missionary impulse within the context of
changing ecclesio-cultural realities.5
Distinct from though related to the universal mission ad gentes, the ‘new evangelisation’
is directed specifically toward those traditionally Christian nations to whom the Gospel is
known but whose faith nevertheless lacks fervour and genuine witness in life. John Paul II
writes,
. . . there is an intermediate situation, particularly in countries with ancient Christian roots,
and occasionally in the younger Churches as
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well, where entire groups of the baptised have
lost a living sense of the faith, or even no longer
consider themselves members of the Church,
and live a life far removed from Christ and his
Gospel. In this case what is needed is a ‘new
evangelisation’ or a ‘re-evangelisation.’6

As such, the stated goal is the reappropriation of the Gospel in those cultural contexts
which have known Christ, accepted him and
then rejected him. The new evangelisation, as
it appears in Redemptoris Missio, seeks the
(re)conversion of those peoples who have
ceased to practice their faith ‘while continuing to live in a culture which in large part has
absorbed gospel principles and values.’7 There
is evidence that the primary audience that John
Paul II had in mind for this reanimation was
Western Europe.8
It is also in Redemptoris Missio that John
Paul II singles out the emerging ‘ecclesial
movements’ as a particular expression and instrument of this renewed missionary endeavour:

firmed the new ecclesial movements as a manifestation of the dynamism of the Spirit renewing the life of the Church from within, ‘a vitality that is God’s gift and a true ‘springtime
of the Spirit.’’11 It is to the particular promise
and challenge of these movements, formally
affirmed as ‘a true gift’ for the new evangelisation, which we now turn.
The New Ecclesial Movements
It is clear from the foregoing papal statements
that the advance of the new evangelisation and
the growth of the new ecclesial movements
have been closely aligned, albeit not identical. The renewed evangelical mission of the
Church ad extra, particularly in the so-called
‘First World,’ presupposes the constant interior renewal of the Church itself, a task to
which the new ecclesial movements offer
themselves. Indeed, conscious of ‘fatigue’ in
many Christian communities and the danger
this presents to the proclamation of and instruction in the faith, the lineamenta for the
forthcoming synod commends the ‘newness
and vitality’ which the ecclesial movements
bring to the life of the Church.12
An awareness of the potential of the movements in this regard has driven institutional
support of the movements’ activities, resulting in growth that has been no less than extraordinary. There are an estimated one million members of the Neocatechumenal Way
around the world in more than 20,000 small
communities while the Catholic Charismatic
Renewal claims a presence in some 220 coun-

I call to mind, as a new development occurring
in many churches in recent times, the rapid
growth of ‘ecclesial movements’ filled with
missionary dynamism. When these movements
humbly seek to become part of the life of local
churches and are welcomed by bishops and
priests within diocesan and parish structures,
they represent a true gift of God both for new
evangelisation and for missionary activity properly so-called. I therefore recommend that they
be spread, and that they be used to give fresh
energy, especially among young people, to the
Christian life and to evangelisation, within a
pluralistic view of the ways in which Christians
can associate and express themselves.9

Indeed, John Paul II’s encouragement and
support of such movements as Opus Dei, the
Neocatechumenal Way, the Focolare Movement, and Catholic Charismatic Renewal—all
predominantly lay but typically including clerical and religious members enjoined by the
charism of a founder—was to be a central mark
of his pontificate and evangelical concern to
the end.10 In his 2001 Apostolic Letter Novo
Millennio Ineunte, John Paul II further af7
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tries and contact with over 120 million Catholics.13 The close affiliation of the movements
with the new evangelisation is also reflected
in the newly-formed Pontifical Council which
includes among its consultors the vicar-general of Opus Dei, Monsignor Fernando Ocáriz,
the president of the Fraternity of Communion
and Liberation, Fr Julian Carrion, and the coinitiator of the Neocatechumenal Way, Kiko
Arguello.
It can be said that the increasing presence
of the ecclesial movements amidst the local
churches expresses, quite positively, a renewed
imagination about the possibilities of Christian life and community. As Hanna affirms, the
movements incarnate central aspects of the
teachings of the Second Vatican Council, most
especially a renewed baptismal appreciation,
an avid sense of the universal call to holiness,
and a related and intense missionary zeal.14
The movements can also be interpreted as
continuous with the Council in their expression of the charismatic dimension of the
Church’s mystery, a dynamic element that was
fruitfully recovered at the Council through a
return to the pneumatology of St Paul. Lumen
Gentium, for instance, affirmed the bestowal
by the Holy Spirit of ‘different hierarchic and
charismatic gifts’ (LG 4), given for the building up of the Church (LG 12), and directed
toward a saving mission in the world (LG 3031). The vigorous lay apostolic activity at the
heart of the new ecclesial movements coheres
well with these themes.15
However, while reflecting the renewed
spiritual consciousness nurtured by the Council’s teachings, particularly among the laity,
the practical integration of the new ecclesial
movements into existing ecclesial structures
and culture has been anything but straightforward. It is notable that the Second Vatican
Council, while acknowledging the Spirit’s
guidance by ‘different hierarchic and charismatic gifts,’ did not further develop the relationship between these charismatic and institutional aspects. Systematic reflection of this
kind may have been advantageous, particularly

in light of the discord that has since arisen
between a number of movements and the parochial structures of the diocese. The most recent instance is the tension between the
Neocatechumenal Way and the Catholic bishops of Japan, a situation which will be considered.
Given the prominence of the new ecclesial
movements in dioceses around the world, and
their self-understanding as ‘agents of the new
evangelisation,’ the difficulties related to their
insertion in the local church call for reflection. Indeed, John Paul II himself, while affirming the new movements as a ‘providential
response’ to an increasingly secular milieu,
also raised the challenges that the movements
face in their journey toward ‘ecclesial maturity.’16 In particular, he stressed the need for
the new ecclesial movements to submit to the
discernment of competent ecclesiastical authorities, namely the bishops, if the authenticity of their charism was to be safeguarded.17
Commentators have also raised the need of
inculturation as an ongoing issue for some
movements.18
Before examining specific examples of
such difficulties, however, it is helpful to consider the thought of Joseph Ratzinger on the
ecclesial movements for his analysis as Cardinal-Prefect, and then interventions as pope,
raise important questions regarding their accountability and influence. The pastoral practice and potentially political character of the
movements is indeed significant as the promotion of a new evangelisation gains both
momentum and gravitas in theology as well
as in pastoral planning and practice.
Benedict XVI on the New Ecclesial
Movements
Benedict XVI’s overall support of the new
ecclesial movements, which he has affirmed
as ‘signs of hope,’ can be interpreted not only
in the light of the legacy of his predecessor
but also in relation to his previous analysis of
their ecclesial significance as Prefect of the
8
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Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.19 In
an important 1998 article, ‘The Theological
Locus of Ecclesial Movements,’ Ratzinger
draws parallels between the new ecclesial
movements and the irruption of monasticism
that surfaced as early as the third
century.20 While the apostolic thrust of the new
movements clearly differs from the contemplative character of monasticism, they nevertheless share, Ratzinger points out, an intense
desire to live the vita evangelica, that is, to
allow the Gospel to shape the whole of one’s
life.21
Perhaps the most interesting congruence
identified by Ratzinger is that while
monasticism did not develop as a separate institution alongside the normal Church, its communities were, all the same, ‘obliged to accept the fact that the movement to follow Christ
radically cannot be completely merged with
the local church.’22 He thus concludes, ‘So
much is clear: the monastic movement creates
a new centre of life that does not abolish the
local ecclesial structure of the post-apostolic
Church, yet does not completely coincide with
it, but is active within it as a vitalising force.’23
In the same way, the new ecclesial movements
are brought forward as a vital expression of
the Spirit that cannot simply be aligned or contained within traditional diocesan structures.
Another pertinent aspect of Ratzinger’s
analysis is that the new ecclesial movements,
like monasticism, are affirmed as a group by
which the ‘universalistic’ aspect of the
Church’s nature and mission is reinvigorated
and reaffirmed, and so a force that serves, in
this way, ‘the spiritual vitality and truth of the
local churches.’24 In other words, the spiritual
potency and tensive ecclesial location of the
new movements—stretching beyond but nevertheless active within the local church—
works to resist an absolutisation of local
ecclesial structures. For Ratzinger, the movements work against any one-sided emphasis
on the particular at the expense of the essential universality of the Church.25 It is in their
distinct trans-local organisation that the new

ecclesial movements are, in principle, fruitful
aids toward the ongoing integration and
complementarity of the charismatic and institutional within the Church.
Pastoral Challenges
However, as in many aspects of ecclesial life,
the pastoral reality has not always lived up to
the theological promise outlined and very real
difficulties have emerged in the relation between various ecclesial movements and local
churches. In the case of the Neocatechumenal
Way, the Japanese experience is particularly
striking.
In January 2011, the president of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Japan (CBCJ)
called for priests and lay men and women to
assist in confronting the purported ‘damage’
caused by the presence and activities of the
Way which has maintained communities in
Japanese dioceses since the 1970s. The president of the Bishops’ Conference, the Jesuit
Archbishop of Osaka, Leo Jun Ikenaga, stated
plainly, ‘In those places touched by the
Neocatechumenal Way, there has been rampant confusion, conflict, division, and
chaos.’26 The bishops’ concerns related to the
Way’s custom of celebrating separate liturgies
within the parish, an apparent lack of ecclesial
accountability, and a distinct culture within the
Way, grounded in the spirituality of their
founder, Kiko, which has been found to be at
great variance with the normal procedure of
parish life.27 The appeal for the assistance of
the clergy and laity in the address of the Way
came after the Japanese episcopal conference
appealed to Pope Benedict to have the movement removed from their dioceses. It was a
request that was formally denied.28
It is noteworthy that this has not been the
only instance in which new ecclesial movements have sought affirmation from Rome
when their ministry has been thwarted or gone
unrecognised by a local bishop. In 1988, The
Tablet reported tensions between members of
the Italian episcopacy, including the Arch9
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bishop of Milan, Cardinal Martini, and Communion and Liberation over the movement’s
formation program, including the character of
their instruction in Catholic social doctrine.29
In this instance, the Cielini, as members of
Communion and Liberation are also known,
obtained support from John Paul II who is
purported to have reproved the president of
the Italian Bishops’ Conference for their lack
of enthusiasm for the movement.30
These incidents bear out Ratzinger’s identification of the ‘universalistic’ dimension of
the new ecclesial movements in a particular
way. It is clear that there often exists a strong
and direct affiliation between the new ecclesial
movements and the papacy. This is evident not
only in the case of the Neocatechumenal Way
in Japan but also in the situation of Opus Dei
which in 1982 was given the status of a ‘personal prelature’ by John Paul II.
While Ratzinger himself affirms this
complementarity, between the ‘universal
ecclesial realities’ of the movements and the
Petrine office as ‘bishop for the whole Church,’
such a ‘symphony,’ as Ratzinger puts it, can
cast the movements with a particular type of
authority, undeniably political in character, in
the midst of the local church.31 The relative
autonomy of the new ecclesial movements
from parochial structures can, if oversight is
not suitably exercised, lead to groups making
absolute their own religious experience, to the
exclusion of other forms of Christian discipleship, catechesis and mission. Alert to the danger, Hanna observes ‘a close alliance between
a centralised papacy and international movements can breed an ‘elitist arrogance’ in the
movements and undermine the Church’s collegial and episcopal structure which is according to our faith jure divino.’32
It is clear in the Japanese case that the often immediate, and perhaps politically expedient, relation between the new ecclesial movements and the papacy can have material consequences for the authority of local bishops in
the pastoral care of their dioceses. Furthermore, it can be recognised that any tendency

toward exclusivity, absolutisation, or divisive
pastoral practice among the ecclesial movements in the context of local churches has the
potential to obscure, or even hinder, the reception of ‘the new evangelisation’ more
broadly, as an imperative project for all the
baptised rather than simply a few.
Concluding Remarks
Historical experience has surfaced both the
promise and ongoing tensions which lie at the
heart of the new ecclesial movements as a distinct presence within the local church. As
prominent claimants of ‘the new evangelisation’ to date, and an undoubted presence in its
future expression, the questions concerning the
integration of the movements with parochial
structures and the character of their pastoral
practice remain pertinent. The particular
Petrine orientation of a number of the movements, which can be engaged as a source of
ecclesiastical status or power, dovetails with
a theological emphasis on the ontological and
temporal priority of the universal church over
the particular as expressed in the writings of
Ratzinger.
It must be said that if the historical effect
of the new ecclesial movements is not to contradict their original meaning, sensitivity is
called forth to the essential ‘catholicity’ of
the Church’s evangelising mission. This ‘inclusive’ and ‘expansive’ breadth, as Dulles
describes it, calls for the creative reception
and mutuality of both the universal and particular in the Church’s life, as well as the charismatic and institutional.33 Applied to the
evangelising mission of the Church, a spirit
and practice of exchange and
complementarity between the new ecclesial
movements and the structures and culture of
the local church will prove vital, particularly
as the theme of ‘the new evangelisation’
comes to greater clarity in magisterial thought
and, it is hoped, ever more urgent and dynamic expression in Catholic life.
As the lineamenta for the forthcoming
10
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Synod on the New Evangelisation points out,
with acumen, ‘Perhaps…the problem of
unfruitfulness in evangelisation and catechesis
today can be seen as an ecclesiological problem which concerns the Church’s capacity,
more or less, of becoming a real community, a
true fraternity and a living body …‘34 It could

be intimated that our awareness of the
‘catholicity’ of God’s own life, a presence that
cannot be limited to any one historical form
or exhausted by a single missionary practice,
will be essential to the realisation of such a
vibrant community and the future flourishing
of its evangelising mission.
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