
Last week I preached on a book, From Christendom to Apostolic 

Mission. This week I want to return to that book. To sum up last week’s 

homily: We Catholics need to recognize the historical situation we’re in 

if we’re to live our faith most fruitfully. And there are two basic kinds of 

situations the Church experiences: “Christendom,” which is when a 

society is based on Christian principles and the faith guides the culture, 

politics, arts, etc. The other situation is an “Apostolic Age,” when the 

surrounding society is oblivious or hostile to the Church. We in America 

used to live in a Christendom society, but that’s over, although we may 

not want to admit it. And this new situation has consequences for how 

we can engage the culture. 

In a Christendom society Catholics exercise influence from the 

inside. Her leaders are part of the cultural elite. Her teachings are 

respected (at least outwardly). Much can be accomplished via 

institutions, the cultivation of the powerful, through arts and media. 

That has been the Church’s mode of operation in America. Even during 



the worst years of anti-Catholic prejudice in America there was still a 

basic acceptance of general Christian ideas that linked the Protestant 

establishment and Catholics. The real problem in such an historical era 

is to guard against being corrupted by the wealth and power that come 

with being part of the establishment.  

In an Apostolic Age the influence of Catholics on society cannot be 

exerted by political and cultural influence (there is little or none), but 

only by a living witness to the Gospel that captures the outsider’s 

imagination. The ancient Romans despised what they thought was the 

Church’s teachings but were eventually impressed by the courage of 

the Church’s martyrs, her care for the poor and sick, and the moral 

virtue of her uneducated believers. We are now back in that position of 

cultural and political impotence, even if many Catholics don’t grasp it. 

It’s like the parable Jesus tells in the Gospel today. The King sends 

out invitations to the great wedding feast. But the people refuse to 

come. In fact, they treat the King’ messengers harshly, even violently. 



That’s where we’re at today. As the King’s messengers, we’ve 

experienced the rejection of the invitation but don’t understand yet 

what it means. We in the West are still trying exercise influence using 

Christendom ways of thinking -- from inside the corridors of power. But 

we’re finding diminishing returns and the attempt is increasingly 

corrupting of our faith. The secular powers have no need, or desire, to 

share power with us. And those Catholics who think they can operate 

within the (secularist) system are actually being used and co-opted by 

those whose interests are often opposed to the Church’s.  

In an Apostolic era, such as this one, we must give up thoughts of 

political influence and be unconcerned with what the wider society 

thinks of us. That’s really hard. We American Catholics of a certain age 

are so used to living in Christendom, in a culture that is majority-

Christian, that we take our status as insiders as normal. In fact, it’s the 

only way we’ve known for the Church to interact with society. We take 

for granted that our job is to keep people in the pews no matter what. 



If numbers are dropping and people are leaving the Church under the 

influence of the non-Christian vision of the surrounding culture; or if, 

while remaining members, they’re complaining about doctrines or 

moral teachings that  don’t square with that surrounding culture; then 

we must “adjust” the hard parts of the Gospel, because in Christendom 

the worst possible situation for the Church is to find herself out of the 

majority. If numbers drop it’s a crisis, we must do whatever it takes to 

remain “relevant” in the world’s eyes. 

This attitude is understandable. Who doesn’t want as many 

people in the Church as possible? But in an Apostolic Age trying to be 

relevant simply won’t work (not to mention the matter of not being 

faithful to the Gospel). That desire to conform is basically a mistake in 

identifying our historic situation, that we’re still living in Christendom.  

In an age when the society is oblivious or hostile to the faith the 

only path to Church growth is to be, not less, but more demanding of 

members. Remember, the King desperately wanted guests, but cast 



outside the man not wearing the wedding garment. Our job is not to 

keep people in the pews. It’s to proclaim faithfully the Gospel (which is 

often rejected). Everyone is invited – the rich and poor, good and bad, 

alike, but you have to actually change to enjoy the feast. In an Apostolic 

Age the distinctive nature of the Catholic life needs to be drawn more 

clearly against the surrounding society, not blurred, because a 

distinctive witness is the only way for the Church to impact outsiders. 

She has no worldly power or attraction to draw on, only the Holy Spirit. 

But it’s also true that in an Apostolic Age such as are now in, just 

as the Church must expect more from her own members, she should 

expect less from those outside the Church. The Church can’t expect 

those outside her membership to believe or even understand her 

teachings. That’s Christendom thinking – that everyone around me is a 

Christian deep down. They’re not!  

Most Americans now believe an ideology very different from, and 

in many ways opposed to, Christianity. That’s why we Catholics keep 



losing the cultural battles over abortion, gay marriage, physician-

assisted suicide, etc. The world has moved on from Christian beliefs and 

moral principles. This isn’t Christendom anymore. Our arguments don’t 

register (without long explanations, if then) because our society’s 

understanding of the human person is so different from the Church’s 

that we seem to them to be speaking a foreign language.  

We must still fearlessly speak the truth to the world. As good 

citizens we must continue to seek office, vote, and claim the civil rights 

we have -- to accomplish what we can: for our spiritual growth as much 

as other’s. But the Church’s only real power to convert this unbelieving 

world (because it is a question of conversion now) is not through 

political means, or proposing laws which assume a knowledge and 

belief the outsiders don’t have; but to show them what the Gospel 

looks like, what love for every human life, no matter how weak, what 

love for the poor, what chastity, look like and produce in our own lives. 

That radical, lived witness is the only language we still have that can get 



through to the world. The only way to change our culture in this 

Apostolic Age is to invite, by our lives, all those who don’t know Christ 

to come to His wedding feast – and into a relationship with Him that 

will make our strange way of life and its laws understandable – and 

liberating. We will either be Apostles now – or nothing. 

 


