
( Versio anglica) 

Our obligation to meet the challenge of atheism 

DEAR FATHERS AND BROTHERS: 

1. « What have we done since the 32nd General Congregation in the 
area of contact with non-believers? » This was one of the questions 
1 put, in the autumn of 1978, to Superiors, consultors and directors of 
works who were to write ex officia letters in early 1979. From the 
answers received 1 have been able to form an idea of what is being 
done in this area in different parts of the Society. In this letter 1 want 
to extend to all of you the dialogue on this important aspect of our 
life and worrk. How can we better meet the challenge of unbelief? 

Why this challenge is a matter of importance for the Society 

2. This is a subject we must take very seriously. AU of us who 
have received the precious, gratuitous gift of faith should feel compelled 
to share it with those who do not yet believe 1. The richness and depth 
of a lived experience of faith in God the Father, who loves us so much 
that he gives us his Son 2, who in turn chooses us as his own, makes 
himself our friend, gives his life for us on the cross 3 and sends his 
Spirit 4 to dwell in the deepest intimacy of our being s - all this makes 
us want to share so precious a gift with everybody 6. In addition, as 
members of the Society of Jesus we cannot help wanting everyone to 
know and love Jesus and the Father7. « Eternal life is this: to know 
you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent» s. 

3. Thus the Society's spirituality requires that we be particularly 
attentive to the challenge of unbelief. We have gone through the spiritual 
experience of the Principle and Foundation of the Exercises 9; have made 
the Contemplation for Obtaining Love 10 the guiding principle of our lives. 
How can we not help feeling lacerated 11 then, when we are confronted by 

1 2 Cor 5:4; 11:29. 
2 Jn 3: 16. 
3 Jn 15: 13-16. 
4 Jn 20:22. 
s 2 Tm 1: 14; 1 Cor 3 :16; Jm 4: 5. 
6 1 Tm 2:4; cf Rm 9: 1-5. 
7 2 Cor 5: 14; 11:29. 
s Jn 17:3. 
9 «Man is created to praise, reverence and serve God our Lord» (Sp Ex, 23). 
10 « ... and consider, according to all reason and justice, what I ought to 

offer the Divine Majesty, that is, all I possess and myself with it. Thus, as 
one would do who is moved bygreat feeling, I will make this offering of 
myself » (Sp Ex, 234). 

11 Just as St. John of the Cross felt himself « wounded » at the very center 
of his being (Llama de amor viva, canci6n 1). 
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unbelief and its consequences, or even by the threat of it? Indeed, if 
anyone of us is not deeply disturbed, but indifferent to all that unbelief, 
doesn't that suggest that his own faith is weakening and is no longer 
all-important in his life? 

4. The very purpose of our Society, which arose from that spirituality, 
obliges us to confront the challenge of unbelief. « Defense and propaga· 
tion of the faith » is a key phrase in the Formula of the lnstitute; «service 
of the faith » is how the 32nd General Congregation expressed the 
same idea, emphasizing that this service necessarily includes our active 
promotion of justice. 

5. Finally, Pope Paul VI, in 1965, gave the Society the task of 
combating atheism 12• And in 1974 he insisted again on this mission, 
entrusting it to us «as a modern expression of your vow of obedience 
to the Pope » 13. 

The slowness of our response 

6. With that obligation in mind, 1 could not help noticing that 
some of those who answered my question on unbelief in their 1979 
ex officia letters expressed surprise that the question was even rnised. 
For certain others, my question served rather to open their eyes, as 
if they were just noticing the fact that unbelief is everywhere around 
us, that it is a fact of life with which we must reckon now, even if 
heretofore we have paid little attention to it and done nothing about it. 

7. Although quite a few Jesuits are aware of the reality of unbelief, 
we cannot help asking ourselves why many of us are so slow to wake 
up to the problem. Certainly Pope Paul, in the mandate he gave us 
in 1965, and both the 31st and 32nd Congregations developed at con· 
siderable length, the gravity of this modern-day unbelief 14. But there 
can be no real knowledge without direct contact. And many Jesuits 
(this same observation could be made about the evils of injustice} are 
still « insulated from any real contact with unbelief » 15. Are there not 
too many Jesuits whose ministry is exclusively directed to the faithful 
members of the Church, a field very often sufficiently taken care of 
by others, or who confine their apostolic contacts to people who do 
not have problems? Such apostolates are excellent in themselves, of 
course, but we may well wonder whether they are enough, in view 
of our vocation, which is to defend and spread the faith in today's 
world with its given religious situation 16. 

12 Allocution of May 7, 1965 to GC 31 (AR XIV, 581). 
13 Allocution of December 3, 1974 to GC 32 (AR XVI, 433). 
14 Cf note 12; also GC 31,1: 5; 3: l; GC 32,2: 5; 4: 5; 25-26. 
1s GC 32,4:35. 
16 Allocution of POPE PAUL VI to GC 32, December 3, 1974. 
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Varie.fies of unbelief: From outright atheism to hesitant faith 

8. We must learn to appreciate the variety and extent of today's 
unbelief: there is State atheism, a wide spectrum of philosophical 
positions, openly professed agnosticism, but most of all a mere non
belief or indifference. Sorne of us may say they do not see unbelief 
around them - but that is because they are looking for an explicit 
atheism of a scientific or doctrinal sort. More usually, atheism takes 
the form of a practical disbelief or indifference 11. But this, too, implies 
a judgment - at least an implicit one - that God does not matter, 
that he has no relevance to real life. And so, the question of God simply 
does not corne up for these people. We run into this type of unbelief 
all the time - not to mention the unbelief of those who find it 
« impossible » to believe because of the scandai of evil in the world and 
the exaggerated images of God that people today instinctively reject. 

9. Many of the responses from the Assistancies of India and East 
Asia noted that there are people of lofty religious sentiment - Buddhists, 
for instance - who do not believe in God, or at least will not affirm 
his existence. This is a special question, which requires a separate 
study. In any event, I tend to think that these religious people are 
believers in the usual sense of the word, whereas the typical modern 
non-believer would exclude anything connected with religion. This modern 
sort of unbelief is, unfortunately, no longer rare in certain strata of 
the peoples of Asia and elsewhere in the Third World. 

10. On the other hand, we should not regard as unbelievers those 
who, while not sharing our faith in Jesus Christ, recognize God and 
accept him in their hearts and lives. But in countries of ancient Christian 
tradition, difficulties about Christ or about the Church and its credibility 
often lead to a weakened faith in God himself, either immediately or by 
a process of attrition. 

11. Another important aspect of the present situation is that there 
is a close relationship between the problems of non-believers properly 
so-called and the difficulties that many believers encounter in their faith: 
at times these people pass from one group to the other without even 
realizing it. Nor are we Jesuits immune to difficulties with faith. 
In recent times some of us, from all age groups, have had real crises 
of faith. Our concem, then, should be to help not only those who 
proclaim themselves non-believers, but believers too, including priests 
and religious, who must live with all the typical difficulties of our day. 

What is to be done? First: revitalize our own faith 

12. How are we to respond to this serious and far-reaching challenge? 
The fact that many of those who wrote 1979 ex officia letters admitted 
that they have done little or nothing about this challenge in the past 
several years shows, 1 believe, that we face a grave problem. What 

11 Cf GC 32,2:5-7; 4:5. 
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should we be doing, concretely, to spread faith in Christ, as our vocation 
tells us to do? 

13. The first step, surely, must be to quioken or revive our own 
faith. For if it is to be effective, our apostolic dialogue, with unbelievers 
and those having difficulties with their beliefs, must be at that most 
intimate level where people make their act of faith. And at that level, 
our words will never ring true unless they corne · out of a persona! 
experience of God. This means we must deepen our own faith, constantly 
and earnestly, not only individually but in community or in small 
groups too. We must be convinced that this faith of our own is all
important, and develop that sense of God's living and acting and Ioving 
in us which the Exercises communicate. Moreover, we must examine 
our consciences to see if there are signs of a weakening faith in our 
own lives: this will enable us to understand and help non-believers and 
those struggling with doubts. 

Prayer 

14. The first thing, then, is to intensify our life of faith, and our 
prayer too. lndeed, for St. Ignatius the first means for our apostolate 
are prayer and the Eucharist 18. When discouraged by the pastoral 
difficulties of an environment of dedining faith, we should recall that 
for certain problems the only solution is prayer and fasting 19, and 
turn to prayers of petition and the offering of the Eucharist 20, as 
St. Ignatius invariably did in any serious need. What a shame it would 
be if the daily Eucharist did not hold a central place in our lives, 
especially today when the world so desperately needs intercession with 
God on its behalf through the Sacrifice of bis Son. If we were not 
totally convinced that prayer is essential for bringing down God's grace 
on our apostolates, wouldn't that show that our faith is indeed flagging? 
Would we not be looking on supernatural means as mere « pious ex
ercises » beneath our cultural level, and trusting more - if not ex
clusively - in our own natural abilities and efforts? We would have 
to take a bard look then at the condition of our faith, for the very 
foundations of our Jesuit life would be collapsing. 

The witness of our lives 

15. Non-believers give no credence to arguments that are not backed 
up by the testimony of the preacher's own life. If the Church is to 
evangelize the world, it will do so primarily by the example of its actions 
and its life, in a word, by the witness of its holiness 21. 

16. For us Jesuits, the witness of our life lies in our poverty, 
simplicity, total commitment to service, presence among the poor, obecli-

18 Cf Const, 812, 424, 790. 
19 Mk 9:28; Mt 17:20. 
20 Cf Const, 638, 640. 
21 PAUL VI, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, 41 (Dec. 8, 1975). 
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ence, availability, chastity. And all that, done in such a way that our 
life is intelligible only in terms of our faith in God the Father and in 
Jesus Christ. If our life of transparent faith does not raise questions, 
if it is not a mystery, then it gives no authentic witness and does not 
help to evangelize. And yet, do not our lives often seem, in the eyes 
of the world, something quite reasonable, normal and «sensible»? After 
all, atheists will judge us first by how we live and what we do. If they 
are intrigued by our lives of genuine faith and puzzled about what could 
possibly motivate such lives, which they would find incomprehensible 
according to their values, they will ask us to explain our motivation, 
thus opening the door to the « newness of the gospel » that our lives 
exemplify. 

Our commitment to justice and our mission to combat unbelief 

17. Concern for the Society's apostolic mission to the world of 
unbelief does not interfere with our commitment to the promotion 
of justice. Quite the contrary, we must try to make it obvious that 
faith leads « to a genuine love of neighbor, a love that is practical 
and social-minded » 22, and that injustice is «a denial of God in prac
tice » 23, We must be keenly sensitive to the relationship between justice 
and faith, for many men and women oppressed by injustice have placed 
their last hope in the Church. If, in their eyes, the Church were making 
no effort to free them from oppression, they would lose confidence in 
the Church and their faith itself would be shaken. 

Concern over unbelief: A dimension of every Jesuit's apostolate 

18. Concern over the problem of unbelief should permeate all the 
Society's apostolates; it should not be regarded as a particular apostolate 
reserved to certain specialists. Judging from the replies that have 
reached me, many Jesuits, even those engaged in traditional apostolates, 
do in fact deal with non-believers and those whose faith is weak. lndeed, 
generally speaking, one need not move far from any J esuit university 
or school to find non-believers, even among the students who have 
attended those institutions for years. The same is true of our retreat 
houses: many retreat directors meet people who do not believe or are 
tom by doubts, asking for their help! Jesuits wo:r:king in parishes or 
living and laboring in the workers' world have the same experience. 
So, too, those doing pastoral wo!1k in prisons and hospitals frequently 
deal with those who do not believe. 

An apostolate with believers and non-believers 

19. Paradoxically, a good part of our efforts to combat unbelief 
ought to be directed toward those who do believe. We must buttress 

22 GC 31,3: 6. 
23 GC 32,4: 29. 
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the faith of those believers who are tom by doubts 24. We must also 
help all believers to become aware of the unbelief which surrounds them 
and to be apostles, to know how to justify their faith in front of 
non-believers and to assist those whose faith is being eroded .. 

20. At the same time, we must not forget or fail to act on the 
recommendation of the 31st Congregation: that we make a greater effort 
to go out to non-believers 25. We must ask ourselves today, perhaps 
more than ever before, whether we aren't putting off work with non
believers because we are so taken up with apostolates among believers 26. 

When discerning our apostolic priorities, we should give this point a 
good deal of attention. 

21. Work with non-believers calls for great tact, but also an intense 
religious and apostolic commitment. Unfortunately, many who have 
contacts with non-believers, including some among their friends, do not 
seem to use to the full those opportunities to share their faith. While 
being discreet and tactful, and fully aware that the witness of our lives 
is of prime importance, still we must not be apostolically passive, and 
even less seem to be secularists ourselves, thus scandalizing by a counter
witness both believers and non-believers. 

The indispensable preparation 

22. Sorne Jesuits say they feel ill-prepared to cope with non-believers 
or those who have problems with faith. This is yet another proof of 
our need, and indeed of our obligation, to give ourselves to prayer, study 
and reflection, which are elements in every Jesuit's continuing formation. 
The arguments, and even more so the mind-set and emotional reactions 
of non-believers, should be matter for our study and conversations, 
our reflections and discussions. 1 venture to say that what we really 
need, even more than a commitment to permanent formation, is that 
inculturation which bas always been characteristic of the apostolic 
Jesuit and which none of us should fail to strive for 21. 

23. This woiik of updating requires at the sametime fidelity to 
the most authentic tradition. It indeed calls for both an intimate know
ledge of the mentality of the non-believer and a profound experience of 
Christian faith. 

24. Younger Jesuits should prepare themselves for work with non· 
believers even more than the rest of us. Such preparation calls for a 
solid philosophical formation, which means a serious persona! reflection 
on human problems in general, but especially all those complex questions 
that lead to disbelief. Excuse me if 1 repeat this, but an inadequate 
philosophical and theological formation in the area of unbelief would 
leave us incapable of that evangelical intuition into cultures and ideologies 

24 Cf GC 31,3: 11, GC 32,4: 52. 
25 Cf GC 31,3: 11. 
26 Cf GC 32,4 :52. 
21 Cf GC 32,4:26. 
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which has traditionally been a hallmark of the Society and which both 
the Church and the world today need so much z.s. 

What centers of reflection, communities and Provinces can do 

25. We have to admit that nearly all of us, even our most profound 
thinkers, are only beginners in our approach to unbelief with all its 
new forms and access to the media. We must help one another, therefore, 
to meet this challenge. We must share together, for instance, honestly 
and simply, in communities or in apostolic teams, what we have learned 
from our experiences with non-believers and hesitant believers, and 
what we have found to be the proper attitudes and language for speaking 
with them. In all this, we are on pastoral ground that to a large extent 
has never been explored. 

26. Jesuit centers of reflection, whether particularly concerned with 
theology and philosophy or not, can help here by gathering and analyzing 
pastoral experiences in the area of unbelief and suggesting new lines 
of approach and solutions. Sorne of these centers have, in fact, been 
doing outstanding research in the area of unbelief ever since the Vatican II 
and the 32nd General Congregation. A number of Jesuits have also been 
collaborating in various Church secretariats for non-believers. These 
efforts must be stepped up and, in particular, close links must be 
established between those research centers and the Jesuits engaged 
in various apostolates. Indeed, the Society would like to see every 
Jesuit apostolic team and every local community become a small center 
of reflection, all of them co-operating in a common effort. 

27. The 32nd General Congregation stressed that communities can 
do a great deal to bolster the faith and hope of Jesuits in this work, 
who are severely tried at times by prolonged exposure to unbelief and 
injustice 29• At the same time communities should help their members 
to see the unbelief around them, to get to know it at firsthand and 
to prepare themselves to deal with it. Yet the reports 1 receive from 
our Provinces indicate that some Jesuits deeply involved in such work 
don't take the necessary precautions to safeguard their faith, e. g., by 
asking their communities to give them a moral and religious support. 
On the other hand, many communities are reluctant to exchange views 
on unbelief and contact with unbelief. We have a great need of com
munities whose members will explicitly live, communicate and share 
their common faith, so as to be strengthened in their work with non· 
believers. 

28. 1 want to stress, finally, that those holding positions of re· 
sponsibility in the Province should ask themselves what are the best 
Ways to stimulate reflection and action by the Province as a whole in 
confronting this problem of unbelief. Sorne years ago, at my request, 
Province-wide co-ordinators or commissions were designated in a number 

28 Evangelii Nuntiandi, 20. 
29 Cf GC 32,4: 35. 
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of places for this worik 30. Sorne of these are still functioning, providing 
a valuable service for which 1 am very grateful. If such a system does 
not seem the best in a given situation, let some other method be used, 
as long as it yields the desired result: to get the Province reflecting 
on the questions raised by unbelief, to promo te a sharing of experiences 
in dealing with non-believers, to co-ordinate our efforts, and to facilitate 
doser bonds among those Jesuits whose work could jeopardize their 
faith. 

Conclusion 

29. In this matter, the situation of the world and the voice of 
the Church have turned the Society toward an ever greater involvement, 
with a renewed vision, in new tasks and fonns of apostolate. These 
adaptations cannot be brought about overnight, obviously. Still, we 
have no time to delay; we must act quickly to acquire the radically 
new attitude that is needed. The incredible speed with which unbelief 
has spread and its ubiquitousness today mark out this apostolate as one 
of compelling urgency. lt may indeed seem contradictory to ask for 
a change of outlook that is at the same time rapid and profound, yet 
at this historie moment we cannot afford to wait for time that is not 
at our disposai. Not that we can permit ourselves, in the interests 
of speed, to be superficial in dealing with this problem: that would 
be counter-productive in the long run and would only keep us from 
finding real solutions and effective means. 

30. 1 have not said much about specific new apostolates or institu· 
tions, although they will certainly be necessary, because what we need 
above all at this moment is a change of style, focus and content. To 
establish a contact with non-believers and believers who are struggling 
with doubts, we have to learn to see realities that are new for many 
of us and find ways of speaking about God that are not conventional, 
stereotyped or anachronistic, but touch the lived experience of non
believers and hesitant believers and go to the heart of their faith 
difficulties. 

31. 1 would like to end this letter - as 1 did my previous letters 
on «The Integration of the Religious Life and the Apostolate » and 
« Availability » - by proposing a number of questions for your considera
tion. 1 invite you to discuss them in meetings of your community or 
your apostolic teams, and to try to make practical resolutions. 1 would 
appreciate it if you would send the results of your reflections either 
to the Provincial or directly to me 31. 

a) Do we know the reality, the facts about the unbelief that sur
rounds us? Do we know the arguments that non-believers use, their 

30 July 31, 1966 (AR XIV, 735-736). 
31 They may also write directly to the General Counsellor who has a particular 

responsibility for the apostolate among non-believers. The information that 
reaches him is made available to the Society through Letters on the Service 
of Faith in the New Cultures. 
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basic cast of mind and that of those who are indifferent? Do we know 
the difficulties that believers encounter in their faith? What can we do 
to know more about them? Are we isolated from contact with unbelief, 
as the 32nd General Congregation noted? What can we do to overcome 
this isolation and to have at least some persona! contact with those who 
do not believe? 

b) Does unbelief really matter to us? How does it affect us? Does 
it upset us? Or are we indifferent about it? 

c) What changes in the way we work has our realization of the 
problem of unbelief brought about? 

d) Do we share among ourselves, as communities or other groups, 
the experiences we have with non-believers and the difficulties that we 
find believers have with their faith? 

e) Have we discovered new and effective ways of giving clear testi
mony of our own faith to those who do not believe? 

f) Do the centers of reflection in our Provinces help by analyzing 
pastoral experiences of contact with non-believers and the faith problems 
of believers? How could these centers co-operate better among themselves 
and with those engaged in other apostolates? 

g) What agencies or means could we set up to stimulate the Province 
to give more attention and effort to the apostolate among non-believers? 
What help would you like to see provided at the level of the whole Society? 

32. Using these questions, or others more appropriate to your 
particular situation, I want you to continue, dear Fathers and Brothers, 
to reflect on the basic question I am raising again: Are we doing all 
we should to meet the challenge of unbelief that has become a critical 
one for religion in so many places in the world? I appreciate how 
much has been done in the past fifteen years, but at the same time 
I feel that the change in religious climate created by the accelerated 
spread of unbelief during those years has been so drastic that we are far, 
far from having sufficiently adapted our lives and our way or working 
to cope with this problem. That is why I insist so much on the subject -
and I may have to corne back to it again in the coming years. In the 
meantime, though, I hope to have at least your initial reflections and 
reactions to my questions, either directly or through Provincials and 
local Superiors. Thus I will be able to continue with you this dialogue, 
which is so necessary for guiding the Society's apostolate, in conformity 
with the responsibility that is mine as Superior General to lead the 
mission. 

May the Lord help us all to discern what be wants from us, in 
our lives and our work, so that we may more effectively confront the 
challenge of unbelief. 

Rome, on the Feast of Christ the King 
November 25, 1979 

PEDRO ARRUPE 
Superior General 

of the Society of J esus 


