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Evangelize. Evangelization.  Words that for us lay women from Protestant churches bring to mind images of outdoor meetings in town squares and streets; sermons by men about sin and salvation in Christ; hymns sung fervently asking to be saved. 

 I remember the first time I went to one of these meetings; some of the women from our church had invited a group of us to accompany them to fill out the choir. We felt uncomfortable, even disgusted, but we went because we had internalized the sermons—especially those given by men—that told of how sinners had been converted from a life of wickedness and vice and now were now "angels"—or almost.  We felt responsible for what had happened to these men (somehow it was all our fault), and if the preacher or pastor had an inflammatory, finger-waving style, his wrath usually fell upon us women, who were the source of all temptation.

Years have passed since I participated in those outdoor meetings, but I'm afraid that model of evangelization continues to be the norm within the Protestant churches for many people today. That said, however, my own life experiences have led me to distance myself not only from that model of evangelizing; they have also changed my very understanding of what evangelizing—evangelization—is all about.

Today I distinguish between culture and the gospel.  I've come to admit that the transmission of the Christian gospel—the "good news"—was always accomplished with the cultural baggage rejected by the original culture being evangelized. Even more distressing is the fact that the Christian gospel that was preached often violently denied the specificity of the gender of woman. Women were reduced to the category of a subordinate being inferior to the male, the greatest sinner in the Garden of Eden who could only be redeemed through a life of virginity or untarnished motherhood.  

It took a lifetime, but through my own experience as a Protestant "missionary" I have come to re-define "evangelization" as the way we humans communicate life to one another.  This happens in a whole gamut of ways: in dialogue, in poetry, in play, in dance, in the kitchen, in a gesture of affection.  Evangelization also happens when we connect with the Earth, with the plants and other living and non-living beings.  Have you ever found yourself at the beach on a warm summer day, lying in the sand and felt how the sand communicated its rough, salty texture to you making you feel one with the beach, the sea, the universe? Yes, I have been "evangelized" by the sand.

I also experience "evangelization" when I visit Ana in her house in the barrio.  She is making bread for her family, for the kids that frequent the neighborhood Mothers' Club.  She is also baking bread and selling it at a reduced price for her neighbors, but she earns practically nothing.  Ana is unemployed and has no husband; however she has an enormous desire to share, to learn and teach, to dream—in short, to live fully.  When I ask Ana why she doesn't sell her bread for a little more, she answers, "I'm okay earning a little, because I do need it, but I'm not going to profit at the expense of my neighbors who are in the same boat as me."  Here is the "good news" of concrete solidarity, simply shown by sharing the bread of affection.  Here we can experience the enlightening joy of being "evangelized" by a friend, a sister, the wise woman Ana.
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