 Salvation outside the Church – But why then, evangelize?
Reflections from a Roman Catholic perspective 

By Stephen Bevans, SVD
A Time of Certainty
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“Sweet Baby Jesus, help the poor heathen!” This was the repeated refrain in a prayer for the Christmas season in one of the official prayerbooks of my own Catholic religious missionary congregation, the Society of the Divine Word. The meaning was clear. If those who did not believe explicitly in Christ did not come to faith, they would be condemned, sadly, to the fires of Hell for all eternity. I remember one of our priests preaching a sermon on the annual Mission Sunday about the need for missionaries. Unless missionaries were sent to evangelize those who had not yet believed in the gospel, they were sure to be damned. The priest painted a vivid picture of the millions of pagans who, were they to form a queue, would wind around the entire earth several times over. There was so much to do, and so few to do it! Jesus’ command and message were plain: “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned” (Mk 16:20). This kind of conviction was and is not one that is exclusively Catholic. I was shocked, but not really surprised, to see a full-page advert in a Christian Evangelical magazine that read: “In the time it takes you to read this, twelve Muslims will have died and gone to hell…but then again, who cares?” Again, the idea was clear: WE should care. WE should consider becoming missionaries to “help the poor heathen.”

Such a stark perspective was not exactly the explicit and official teaching of the Catholic Church, or of its theological tradition. As the famous 1949 Letter to the Archbishop of Boston explains it, while it has always been the church’s teaching that “there is no salvation outside the Church,” such teaching “must be understood in the sense that the Church herself understands it.”1 That teaching is that women and men have the possibility to be saved who are in invincible ignorance of the gospel and, because they follow their conscience the best the know how, have thereby an “implicit desire” to be associated with the church. In addition to this 1949 teaching, there is a red thread that weaves itself through the Catholic tradition that offers some possibility for salvation outside the church and explicit Christian faith. This thread has roots in the gospels themselves (e.g. Mk 9:38-40—“the one who is not against us is for us”), and runs through the writings of Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, Thomas Aquinas, and Bartolomé de las Casas.2
Nevertheless, the common understanding of Christians—Catholics as well as others—was that expressed by my congregation’s prayer or by the preacher on Mission Sunday. If people did not come to faith, they could not be saved. Therefore there was a dire need to send missionaries to convert the heathen and to plant the church, lest God’s children perish.

With this motivation, foreign missions flourished. At the time of the European “discovery” of the New World of the Americas and the exploration of Asia and parts of Africa, whole monasteries in Spain were emptied as Dominicans, Augustinians and Franciscans left Europe to bring the gospel to those who had not yet heard it. At the end of the eighteenth century there was a radical downturn in missionary vocations due to a number of factors: the French Revolution, the Napoleonic Wars, the corrosive acids of the Enlightenment, and the suppression of the Jesuits. But by 1815 Catholic missions were again beginning to flourish and by the end of the century there had been an explosion of missionary congregations of both women and men. And, after the beginning of the nineteenth century there was an explosion as well of missionary activity among Protestants, often traced back to the vision of British Baptist William Carey. Protestants had been rather reluctant to do missionary work at first, since many felt that the gospel had already been preached sufficiently, but a little pamphlet by Carey on the Christian obligation to “convert the heathen” was a spark that was soon fanned into a flame. Soon a number of Protestant missionary societies had been founded, among them, in 1799, the Church Missionary Society (now the Church Mission Society).

This was the time of great certainty and confidence. This was the time when I entered the seminary and asked the Baby Jesus to “help the poor heathen.”

A Time of Ferment
As the twentieth century progressed, however, events occurred that would change such certainty into doubt. Mission had been inextricably connected with European and North American colonial expansion, and, beginning already in the 1940s, colonialism began to undergo its demise. With this, a nationalism arose in many countries that looked with suspicion on foreign missionaries and what was considered the foreign religion that they had imported. Missionaries themselves began to wonder whether they had not done more harm than good in the countries in which they worked, and some even called for a “moratorium” on missionary work, or for its cessation altogether. As the social science of anthropology developed, new ways of seeing culture emerged. No longer were non-European cultures regarded as “primitive” or “uncivilized,” but every culture was recognized as extremely complex and basically good, equal to any culture of the West. As the study of the world’s religions developed, and as nationalism effected a renaissance of local religions, questions about the legitimacy of non-Christian religions began to be raised, and there developed a new branch in theological studies called “theology of religions.”3
It was in this context of major ferment that the Catholic Church engaged in the great renewal of theology and church life that is marked by the Second Vatican Council. Vatican II, as it is called, was held from 1962 to 1965, and, as Pope John XXIII had outlined its task, was about aggiornamento, or bringing the church up to date with the modern world. A hundred years before such a task would have been unthinkable, for the church had declared itself opposed to all that was “modern.” But after two devastating world wars, the recognition of historical studies in Scripture and theology, and the growth of secularism and atheism in the West, a genuine encounter with modernity was judged not only necessary but basically unavoidable.

Almost everything the Council did had an impact on its understanding of mission. It recognized that God’s revelation was not given primarily as a list of truths or propositions, but as a person who calls women and men into friendship and partnership with God’s work in the world.4 It renewed its understanding of the church as more essentially a community, made equal by Baptism, rather than as an institution marked by hierarchical distinctions.5 It spoke, in its decree on missionary activity, of the church as “missionary by its very nature,” rooted in God’s own overflowing trinitarian life.6 For the first time in history, the document on the church in the modern world dealt with the reality of culture, and dealt with it positively.7 The decree on missionary activity echoed this positive treatment, calling for missionaries to enter into a “sincere and patient dialogue” in order to discover “what treasures a generous God has distributed among the nations of the earth.”8
The Council’s declaration on the church’s relationship to non-Christian religions said that such treasures included insights from the world’s religions. Each in its own way, said the Council, often reflects “a ray of that Truth which enlightens all people.”9 This is why, then, the Council can say—in accordance with tradition, yet for the first time so clearly—that “those also can attain to salvation who through no fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or His Church, yet sincerely seek God and moved by grace strive by their deeds to do His will as it is known to them through the dictates of conscience.”10 Interestingly, the Council does not quote the traditional dictum that “outside the church there is no salvation.” It does teach clearly, however, that the church is necessary for salvation, in the sense that “whosoever, therefore, knowing that the Catholic Church was made necessary by Christ, would refuse to enter or to remain in it, could not be saved.”11 In the end, it comes down to following one’s conscience, being an authentic human being, not accepting certain formulas or performing particular rites, but being women and men of faith who live sincerely before God. Even if one is in the church, the Council warns, one is not thereby completely safe from damnation: “All the Church’s children should remember that their exalted status is to be attributed not to their own merits but to the special grace of Christ. If they fail moreover to respond to that grace in thought, word and deed, not only shall they not be saved but they will be the more severely judged.”12 Personal authenticity is what saves, not simply belonging to the church.

A Time of Doubt
Nevertheless, the Catholic Church teaches that salvation is possible outside of its boundaries. But then, why evangelize? Why try to convert women and men to Christ? Why invite them into the church? Why go to all the trouble of travelling to foreign lands, learning new languages, struggling to adapt to other cultures, exposing oneself to all sorts of hardships for the sake of the gospel? The time of ferment at the time of the Council gave way among missionaries to a time of confusion and doubt. The urgency seemed to be gone from the missionary vocation. In fact, it was often vilified as the cause of wholesale destruction of culture and ethnic identity, and as a colonialism-inspired transplantation of a Western religion among peoples who had possibly been better off before the missionaries’ arrival.

Missionaries doubted with their feet. This was less true in more conservative Protestant churches than in the Catholic Church, but that was because such conservative churches still believed that salvation was possible only by explicit faith in Christ. While in the early 1960s there were thousands of Catholic missionaries throughout the world, this number began to be reduced drastically. Missionaries came home for good, and young men and women ceased to join missionary congregations in the West. There are still a good number of missionaries coming from the majority world—in my own congregation, coming especially from Indonesia and India. But even here the numbers do not match those that our Society was sending fifty or sixty years ago.

 

The doubt and hesitation about missionary activity was noted by Pope John Paul II and was the major motive for his great missionary encyclical of 1990, Redemptoris Missio. In his introduction, the pope acknowledged a kind of “new springtime” in missionary activity since the Council. There certainly had been a greater commitment to issues of justice in the world, a lively interest in some parts in dialogue with other religions, and a call to present the gospel in ways relevant and understandable to the women and men of the cultures where Christianity had not yet been firmly established. Nevertheless, the pope admitted that there was a “negative tendency” in thinking about mission. “Missionary activity,” he wrote, “specifically directed ‘to the nations’ (ad gentes) appears to be waning, and this tendency is certainly not in line with the directives of the Council and of subsequent statements of the Magisterium. Difficulties both internal and external have weakened the Church’s missionary thrust toward non-Christians, a fact which must arouse concern among all who believe in Christ.”13 The encyclical is a call to renewed commitment to the uniqueness of Christ as the world’s redeemer, and so to preaching Christ’s saving message to those who have not yet known him.

 

But Why Then Evangelize?
 

But why? The pope calls for a renewed evangelization of those who do not believe in Christ, but he retreats not one whit from Vatican II’s teachings. He acknowledges more than once that salvation is possible outside the church, that “the Holy Spirit offers everyone the possibility of sharing in the Paschal Mystery in a manner known to God.”14 He does not, in other words, retreat into the more naïve attitude prevalent before Vatican II. Nor does John Paul simply make an appeal to the authority of Christ, and his command in Matthew 28, Mark 16 and Acts 1:8—an appeal that I have always found a bit extrinsic. Rather, in addition to obedience to the Great Commission, John Paul says that our preaching of Christ in mission should arise “from the profound demands of God’s life within us. Those who are incorporated in the Catholic Church ought to sense their privilege and for that very reason their greater obligation of bearing witness to the faith and to the Christian life as a service to their brothers and sisters and as a fitting response to God.”15
 

What I’d like to do in the rest of this paper is to unpack John Paul’s phrase a bit, and thus answer the question posed in its title. I’ve given quite a bit of thought to the answers I am proposing, especially over the last year or so. I do not know if they are adequate answers, or if they go beyond the reasons the pope offers in his encyclical, or which the Vatican has offered in subsequent documents such as Dominus Iesus. Nevertheless, I find them more adequate, and so have people that I have proposed them to in more informal ways in the past.

 

I offer three reasons for the need for evangelization, even in the face of the fact that women and men can be saved without explicit knowledge of Christ, and outside of the boundaries of the church. They are (1) faith in Christ in the church provides a surer guide; (2) the story of Jesus is really good news, because only in him do we meet the true God; and (3) knowing and following Jesus offers a capacity for a fuller, richer life—both in this life and in eternal life.

A Surer Guide
 

The first reason I would offer for evangelization today is that while faith in Christ does not guarantee our salvation, it does offer us a surer guide. This is based on several aspects of church teaching in this regard.

 

In the first place, as Vatican II says, mere membership in the church is no guarantee of our salvation. To repeat what I quoted before from the document on the church, “All the Church’s children should remember that their exalted status is to be attributed not to their own merits but to the special grace of Christ. If they fail moreover to respond to that grace in thought, word and deed, not only shall they not be saved but they will be the more severely judged.”16 I remember sitting a lecture by the great Jesuit theologian Juan Alfaro during my student days in Rome. Alfaro was speaking about the existence of Hell, and he reflected that while there is a list or “canon” of officially recognized saints, there is not and has never been a list of canonized sinners, or a list of those who are surely in hell. He said that because of God’s amazing grace and mercy it is very possible that all humanity will indeed be saved, and that Hell may not in the end exist. In the meantime, however, he said, “Hell remains a possibility for you and for me,” because each of us, to use the words of the Council, must respond to God’s grace in thought, word and deed.

 

If salvation is not guaranteed even for us who know, believe and try our best to follow Christ, how much more precarious is it for those who do not know him. The teaching of the church is that it is possible that people without faith in Christ can be saved—it is not a guarantee. This is a much more modest claim than we sometimes understand it. It is certainly more than the idea of a “wider hope” to which some less restrictive evangelicals adhere.17 But it certainly offers a strong motivation to continue our efforts of evangelization to those who do not yet know and accept the gospel. This is the point of the very controversial—and perhaps badly expressed—description of other religions in the Vatican’s 2000 document Dominus Iesus, which said that members of other religions “objectively speaking . . . are in a gravely deficient situation in comparison with those who, in the Church, have the fullness of the means of salvation.”18 Non-Christians certainly can be saved outside of the church, and without specific knowledge and faith in Christ. But, if you pardon the crudeness of the expression, they have a better chance as Christians, and as members of the church.
 
I hope I will not be interpreted as being overly pessimistic about the possibility of Christians’ or non-Christians salvation. I am not at all trying to present a Calvinist or Jansenist perspective here. In fact, I am hopeful that all people will in fact be saved and that Hell, if it exists, will be an empty place or a state that is only a possibility rather than a reality. Nevertheless, I do think that we need to take human nature and human weakness very seriously. We need to recognize that we humans need all the help we can get. And in this sense I believe that the church—a loving, challenging, nourishing, inspiring community—is, if not necessary for salvation, then at least highly important for it.
 
This means, of course, both for Christians and non-Christians, that the church has to be something more than just a kind of “club,” membership in which guarantees us a ticket to salvation. Rather, the church needs to be a space in which we can really encounter God’s love and challenge. It needs to be a genuine, vital community that can shape us in our values, buoy us up in our difficulties, forgive us our sins, constantly present us the depth of God’s love as we celebrate the Eucharist together. It is truly a sacrament of salvation—a sign of the shalom that God promises to all the world, and an instrument of that promise both for those inside the church (we speak of mission ad intra) and outside it (the mission ad extra).

 

In Evangelii Nuntiandi, Paul VI insists that before Christians evangelize the world, they must be evangelized themselves.19 This is what we need as Christians, constantly to be shaped, consoled, formed and challenged by the gospel, so that our faith and following of Christ can be truly authentic. If we can be this kind of community, then this is something amazing and precious that we can offer to those outside. Of course, if we are not this kind of community, then we have no business evangelizing at all. If there is indeed salvation outside the church and the church is only a countersign of what it should be, then there is no reason why we should evangelize.

 

A Better Story
 

A second reason why we should evangelize is because we have a better story. Sometimes I wonder if we Christians have forgotten how amazing our story is on the one hand, and how outrageous it is on the other. That this human being Jesus of Nazareth—a male, born in a certain time, with a certain blood type, a unique DNA combination, a certain color eyes—is the best possible way we human beings have of knowing God. The Latin American theologian Juan Luis Segundo has expressed this well: “God was like Jesus.”20 Not that “Jesus was like God”—as if we already know who or what God is like and Jesus fits the bill. No. Rather, in the life and ministry of this human being lie the only key to knowing who God really is. “God’s transcendent power,” wrote fourth century theologian Gregory of Nyssa, “is not so much displayed in the vastness of the heavens or the luster of the stars or the orderly arrangement of the universe or [God’s] perpetual oversight of it, as in [God’s] condescension to our weak nature.”21
 

And what is God like, then? God calls people to the fullness of life by calling them to give up their lives. God is like a rather foolish shepherd going after one lost sheep, a crazy woman spending more money on a party to celebrate finding a lost coin than the coin was worth, a father losing all dignity by embracing a long-lost son and pleading with his always-faithful but arrogant elder son. God is a God who loves children, enjoys wine and parties, hangs out with people on the edge of respectability, inclusive of all. God is a God not of privilege but of service, who washes the feet of his disciples. Above all, God is a God of weakness and vulnerability, who shows us how to live by showing what is worth dying for.

 

The gospel—so new, so good—is this. That even though we suffer in this life, and are persecuted in this life and struggle in this life, God will one day transform this world into a place of love and justice and peace and freedom, where it will be clear that honesty and gentleness and relationship and mercy are what matter, not power and pleasure and fame.

 

I believe that this vision is true. It is amazing news. It is an amazing story. I am willing to wager my life on it.

 

It is a different story than the story of other religions, and I dare to say it is a better story than the others. I believe—believe, trust, I do not know in any kind of rational way—that this is a vision that most fulfills human longings. This is real salvation: healing, fullness, wholeness, joy. This is a story, a vision, that I think is worth sharing with others. Even though people who don’t believe in Christ and who are outside the church can indeed be saved, this is a story that they need to hear. It needs to be presented in the right way, of course, and here all the importance of inculturation and contextualization obtains. This will ensure, as my friend Darrell Whiteman writes, that if people do reject the gospel they reject it for the right reasons, not because it takes away their identity, or is Western, or irrelevant.22 But we Christians have a great story—almost too good to be true—and we should be excited to share it with the world.

 

I hope I do not sound arrogant when I claim that we have a better story. In saying this I don’t want to deny in any way that there is real truth in other religions’ stories, “rays of truth,” as Vatican II put it. Nor do I want to deny that, through interreligious dialogue, Christians can learn more about the God that all of us seek imperfectly and in imperfect ways. Indeed, as several theologians have argued quite persuasively, Christian trinitiarian faith actually encourages and even impels Christians toward interreligious dialogue.23 What I say, I say in faith and in humility, knowing that people of other religions are quite convinced that their own story is the best one. I remember one time meeting a young boy—about ten years old—in a village in Ghana, West Africa. When we met he looked straight into my eyes and said sincerely: “I am so sorry that you are not a Muslim!” Similarly, in an article written in the debate after the publication of Dominus Iesus, U. S. comparative theologian Francis X. Clooney remarked that we should not be shocked at the truth claims in the document. He had had significant experience in Hindu-Christian dialogue, he said, and his Hindu dialogue partners were “quite willing to assert the truth of what they believe.24
 

We evangelize, as South African missiologist David Bosch says, with the conviction that we have the truth. We proclaim the gospel with boldness, but it is a “humble boldness,” and “bold humility.” “We know only in part,” writes Bosch, “but we know.”25
 

A Fuller, Richer Life
 

A third reason I would offer for evangelizing in the light of the possibility of salvation outside of explicit faith in Christ and outside membership in the church is my conviction that Christian faith—the following and imitating of Jesus—can build in us a capacity for experiencing a fuller, richer, more joyful life both in the present and in the eternal future. What I’m going to lay out here is a kind of thought experiment, one that I have been thinking about for some time, and one that at this stage I am still “playing with.” It is based on several personal experiences, two of which I’ll sketch out below.

 

The first is my experience of enjoying classical music. I really do love music of all kinds, but in the last twenty-five years or so I have listened almost exclusively to classical music. We have a marvelous classical radio station in Chicago—WFMT—and I listen to it almost all the time. I have a small collection of classical music as well and for twenty years I have had a series ticket to the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. I enjoy listening to music immensely.

 

However, every once in a while I listen to an interview with someone like a Daniel Barenboim, Itzak Perlmann, Hilary Hahn, or Sarah Chan, and I am amazed at their grasp of the music, their love of it, the passion with which they play it. It makes my enjoyment—which is very great as far as I am concerned—pale by comparison. At the same time their sharing with me raises the level of my own enjoyment and enrichment. The more people know about music, in other words—whether they are the great composers or artists or simple listeners like me—the more their lives can be enriched, the more capacity they have for enjoyment. And because of their own sharing of their deep knowledge, they can help others to appreciate and love music even more, and give them a greater capacity for their own growth in such love and appreciation.

 

My second experience involves my ignorance. I recall being in Australia watching a cricket game with a friend of mine, Larry Nemer, who really loved the game and who understood many of its fine points. He was enjoying the game so much—and I was utterly baffled and bored. It reminded me a time when a colleague of mine, Anthony Gittins, who is from Manchester, telling me that the most exciting thing he could think of doing was listening to a cricket game on the radio. Again, one time in Oxford I was watching a rugby game in the presence of Tim Ross, the son of my friends Cathy and Steve Ross, who plays rugby for Magdalen College School in Oxford. I was watching the game, but I had absolutely no idea what was going on. And yet Tim was absolutely enthralled. Because Larry and Tim knew what was going on they could really enjoy the game. I was bored because I hadn’t a clue. 

 

My point is this. I think the knowledge born of our faith in Christ really makes a difference in the way we understand the world and our lives. As we follow Christ—in service, through suffering, through sharing, through loving—our capacity for knowing what it means to live is stretched, transformed, refined, tendered. Living life according to the gospel is living life the way it really should be lived, and the more we work at it the greater our knowledge gets and the more enriched we become. The more we serve, and share and suffer and love, the more we understand the graciousness of all life, and the graciousness of God at life’s center, and the more the people we share it with can gain a capacity for such growth as well.

 

Further, I wonder if the capacity that we build for living life in this life does not prepare us for our eternal life. The more we know here, the more we have developed the capacity for goodness, truth, beauty, openness, love, the more that will prepare us to appreciate and explore “what eye has not seen and ear has not heard” in the life that is to come. By sharing our faith we can help others have such an expanded capacity for life as well.

 

Yes, people who do not cultivate their Christian faith, or those who do not believe in Christ can be “saved”—they will avoid eternal punishment, they will be with God for all eternity. But salvation in its fullness, I believe, is more than that. It is the fullness of life, the fullness of enjoyment of beauty and truth, the clarity of knowing the world and others the way they really are, the ecstacy of praising God as creator and liberator, the intimacy of knowing God and one another with no holds barred. Those who have made real efforts in this present life to grow in relationship to Christ and in the following of him will be more capable of experiencing and enjoying the salvation that will be possible for all, but only accessible to the degree that one is capable of it. In his Divine Comedy, Dante had a similar vision. He wrote of various degrees of happiness in heaven, although everyone who was there was totally satisfied with her or his level of it.26
 

I admit that I am into some speculation here, but such a perspective has begun to provide for me a very profound motive for evangelizing, for engaging in pastoral work, and even for my own spiritual development. At some level it might sound selfish or too much in accord with an individualist understanding of salvation and faith, but I do believe that God wants us to develop to our full capacities—the capacities for which we have been created—but which we can only achieve through our own free choice. I don’t think this is a kind of Pelagianism, or do-it-yourself salvation. God’s amazing grace has given us the capacity as well as the free will to develop it.

Conclusion
 

The motive for evangelizing used to be so easy: if we don’t, countless numbers of God’s creatures would suffer the fires of Hell. Then came people’s conviction that local cultures and religions, if not perfect, were nevertheless very good. The church approved such thinking with a clear teaching that salvation was indeed possible without explicit faith in Christ and outside the boundaries of the church. Such real progress in theological understanding, however, has put the work of the church’s mission among those who do not believe in deep crisis. If salvation is possible outside the church, why then evangelize?

 

What I’ve tried to present in these reflections is the beginning of an answer to what is and has been an honest, searching question. Possibility is not certainty. Confidence in our story is not arrogance. A deeper knowledge of reality makes a real difference. More work has to be done. Probably better reasons need to be found and articulated. But I do hope what I have presented is, indeed, a step in the right direction.

6 January, 2010
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