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EDITORIAL

CHRISTIAN FAITH AND COMMITMENT TO THE POOR
IN EVANGELII GAUDIUM

MarySylvia NWACHUKWU, DDL

"The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has

anointed me to bring good news to the poor" (Is 61:1; Luke

4:18). This text has been read by Christians as the mission

statement of Jesus. To preach the good news to the poor is at

the heart of the Christian gospel. The Gospel of Luke (4:18)

says clearly that an essential element of the Christian message

of salvation is the ministry for the poor. One of the most

prevailing challenges the world faces today is how to fight

poverty and address the increasingly deplorable state of the

poor, the exploited and the marginalized. In spite of what the
academia say at lecture halls and conference tables; in spite of
what preachers communicate to their audience, and despite
concrete responses to the challenge by religious and political

institutions, poverty seems to be stubbornly resistant. The
poor are still in our midst in great numbers.

Over the years, the Church appreciates the fact that for it to
remain faithful to the gospel and relevant to the society, it
must identify with the poor. Through the centuries, different
Popes have drawn the attention of the Church to the fact that
the Gospel cannot be preached effectively without a
commitment to the poor. The reader of this edition of AJCT




will certainly benefit from the comprehensive presentation
wvhich Chibugo LEBECHI has made of the position of the
“hurch on the 'Option for the Poor', from the Patristic era to
he present. In our times, 'Option for the Poor' has again
ecome a watchword for the pontificate of Pope Francis, who
n his recent Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium (The
oy of the Gopel), has strongly re-emphasized the Church's
eaching on ministry to the poor. This emphasis resounds in
ne of the most famous sayings attributed to him, "I want a
“hurch which is poor and for the poor” (cf. EG, n0.198).

Vith this fifth edition of AJCT, titled The Poor in Our Midst,
he Spiritan International School of Theology joins in the
urrent wave of conversation initiated by Pope Francis, and
ontributes to promoting the call for commitment to the global
esponsibility of the Church and State to the poor. The
ollowing paragraphs present important highlights from this
mportant document, which above all, draws the attention of
‘hristians to a more practical manner in which they could
xpress their faith in God.

The joy of the Gospel fills the hearts and lives of all who
ncounter Jesus." With this statement, Pope Francis
itroduces the Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium
£G), issued in 2013, by describing how the people of God of
ifferent generations have expressed this joy of salvation that
erives from encounter with God's love (nos. 1-13). It is
learly stated that Evangelii Gaudium is not a social document
2, n0.184). Its expressed goal is the description of practical
nplications for the Church's mission today and the definition
f a definite style of evangelization which the Church should
dopt in all of its activities (EG, nos. 17-18). In expressing the
asis for practical implications of the Gospel, Pope Francis

repeats the words of his predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI,
where he says, "Being a Christian is not the result of an
ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with an event,
a person, which gives life a new horizon and a decisive
direction" (EG, no.7). The source and inspiration of any
commitment to the needs of others derive from an encounter
with God's love which changes the Christian's perception of
self and of the world, and which leads to a delightful and
comforting joy of evangelizing. Every return to this divine
source brings about new expressions and new avenues of
mission (EG, no. 11). These ideas constitute the basis for the
emphasis which Pope Francis gives to a renewed
understanding of evangelization and mission: "...life is
attained and matures in the measure that it is offered up and in
order to give life to others. This is certainly what mission
means" (EG, no.10). These statements imply that authentic
and effective evangelization demands a joy that is shared and
a gift of self in generosity.

The Church's commitment to the course of the poor is the
major subject of the fourth chapter of Evangelii Gaudium
where Pope Francis discusses the social dimension of
evangelization. The preceding three chapters constitute a
preparation for this fourth chapter in the sense that they
explain the scriptural, doctrinal and theoretical aspects of
evangelization. The emphasis on the joy of proclamation and
on the renewed understanding of mission trails the exposition
of these first three chapters. The first chapter describes the
Church as an evangelizing community whose ministry derives
from fidelity to the missionary mandate of Jesus (Matt 28:19-
20) and whose life and structures have mission as their goal.
In this chapter, the Pope insists that the missionary
perspective should of necessity affect the communication of




the Gospel in ways which bring out more clearly its abiding
relevance as renewed encounter with God's mercy.

The second chapter describes in great detail the many
challenges — economic, cultural and religious — which
evangelization encounters in today's world. These challenges
include among others (a) a financial economy which thrives
on relativism and which promotes exclusion, inequality, and
idolatry of money; (b) ideologies which promote widespread
indifference and intolerance and which has led to denial of
religious freedom and persecution of Christians; (c)
proliferation of new religious movements, some of which tend
towards fundamentalism; (d) growth of new secularized
cultures which promote individualism and produce a growing
deterioration of ethics; and more importantly, (€) a spiritual
worldliness which pretends to be a commitment to the Gospel,
but whose goal is human glory and personal well-being. The
description of these challenges prepare the ground for the
definition in Chapter Three of the task of the Church in our
present age. This task is defined in relation to the entire
people of God (EG, nos. 111-134), to the preaching of the
priest within the liturgy (EG, nos. 135-159), and to the duty of
the Church to lead the faithful to growth in faith through
catechesis and education (EG, nos. 160-175).

In Chapter Four, the document unfolds a detailed treatment of
two great issues which the Pope considers as fundamental to
the contemporary world. These are: inclusion of the poor in
society and peace and social dialogue (EG, no. 185). The
Pope affirms that the poor constitutes society's most neglected
and excluded members. He blames socio-economic policies
that encourage absolute autonomy of markets and structures
of inequality which are the causes of poverty in the many

(EG, no. 202). This particular topic caught the interest of
Dozie UDEZE, who in this edition of AJCT, discusses
poverty as part of the worldwide growing, horrible and
thrgatening reality of human suffering that is caused by global
socio-economic factors. Since one of the major causes of
poverty is inequality and exclusion, the Pope calls individual
Christians and ecclesial communities to embrace an
understanding of solidarity which presumes the creation of a
new mindset that thinks in terms of inclusion of all in
community and which shuns selfishness (EG, nos. 188-190).
The acceptance of the poor as integral members of the
community is the beginning of a true concern for their person
and for their good (EG, no.199). All strata of society —
politics, economic policies, religion — should broaden their
perspective in order to be more sensitive and attentive to the
cry of the poor, and in order to facilitate the full integration of
the poor into the society (EG, nos. 186-187; 205-207). This is
necessary for the achievement of a healthy world economy
and of a society bereft of violence.

Moreover, Evangelii Gaudium avows that issues concerning
the poor question the very goal of religion and the relevance
of the Gospel for the society. The Pope's detailed explanation
of the social dimension of evangelization is permeated with
’Fhe very idea that introduced the document, namely, the
inseparable bond between the acceptance of the message of
salvation and genuine fraternal love. No one would
experience the abundant mercy of God without sharing the joy
of salvation, just as no one would genuinely accept the Gospel
without reaching out to others in love. The Gospel has a clear
social content. The Pope, therefore, affirms that any person
who has had a personal contact with God's love and who
thereby has experienced a profound, liberating joy of




