WANTED: SAINTS OF THE NEW MILLENNIUM!
“Evangelisation?... Not over my dead body!” was the heartfelt response given by a committed Catholic when asked what evangelisation meant to him.  Other responses included, “Isn’t that what Protestants do?”  “For priests and nuns only, not ‘ordinary’ Catholics.” “Faith is for living out, not talking about.” 
It is ironic that each of these people had chosen to attend a meeting about how their parish could reach out more effectively to those outside the Church.  A further irony is that if our predecessors had shared the attitude that spreading the Good News that God loves us is really not a very Catholic thing to do, that Parish wouldn’t exist, and they themselves wouldn’t have found out about the Faith.  England and Wales both have excellent evangelistic traditions; currently however, there is a way to go before CASE’s vision of enthusiastic Catholics who confidently engage with culture and who are equipped for the task of evangelisation is realised.
So, what are some of the things that hold us back from sharing the Good News that God loves us?  Maybe we find it difficult to accept the truth of God’s love for ourselves.  It’s one thing to believe this in theory, but another thing entirely to move from head to heart and to actually live by it.  Taking a step in faith and proclaiming God’s love in the midst of uncertainty is a dynamic way of experiencing the power of that love.  Often people feel like they don’t know where to start.  Without a doubt, prayer is the best place to begin; by placing our efforts in God’s hands from the outset, we immerse ourselves in His strength~ definitely the best place for our weaknesses!  Ten of the fourteen free downloadable resources we offered for Pentecost from www.caseresources.org.uk were explicitly prayer focussed.
Many people think they don’t know enough about their faith to speak out about it.  Being properly informed is definitely a good thing, but you don’t have to be a Theology Professor to share with someone the meaning faith gives to your life.  We can have confidence (con fidere from the Latin for complete trust) God will give us the words to say, “do not worry beforehand about what to say because when the time comes, the Holy Spirit will teach you what you must say,” (Luke 12:12).
A similar stumbling block is an awareness of a discrepancy between what we believe and how we behave.  We might also feel demoralised by negative media images of the Church. How can we proclaim a faith with such high standards if we fail to keep them ourselves?  Practising what we preach is obviously vitally important in helping people to accept the truth of what we say, but ultimately, evangelisation is not about telling other people how they should behave, it’s about gently inviting them to be open to God’s love, to experience the difference knowing Jesus makes.  If our faith doesn’t actually make much difference to how we live, we can be challenged to grow in that faith, to allow it to shape the decisions we make, the attitudes we have towards others.  The first letter of St Peter tells us to, “always have your answer ready for people who ask the reason for your hope,” (1Pet.3:15); offering to pray for a friend when they share a problem with you, avoiding joining in with gossip at work, can lead to people to ask about your beliefs.   Sometimes people misquote St Francis’s “Preach the Gospel at all times, use words if necessary,” to say it’s more important to act on faith than speak about it.  Although there can be a real power in wordless witness in some situations, there is usually no need to choose either actions or words. When people see something distinctive about the way we treat others, they can assume that we just happen to be a nice person.  Although that may well be true, a really easy way of evangelising is to make clear that faith is our motivation for going that extra mile.
Although those who are ordained are called to preach in a particular way, sharing faith is not reserved to a privileged professional few.  The idea that you’re somehow not worthy is no reason to not evangelise.  Just as we’re not worthy to receive the Lord at Mass, we need His healing to share Him with those we meet outside Church.  Nobody else will meet the unique combination of people you do~ you may be the only Gospel they read! Jesus makes crystal clear in today’s Gospel that, “Your duty is to go and spread the news of the Kingdom of God,” (Lk 9:60).

Political correctness in our multifaith society can make people think evangelisation is somehow inappropriate.  Clearly, truth needs to be presented sensitively, but all people have a right to hear the Good News about Jesus Who is the Way, the Truth and the Life.  This doesn’t mean people are forced to believe, but are freed to make up their own minds.
I believe a key reason for not speaking about our faith, is that we’re simply not used to it, we don’t often see people do it. Once upon a time polite people avoided speaking about religion, sex or politics, now all’s fair game bar religion.
Each of these reasons for avoiding evangelisation may contain an element of truth, but each is ultimately based on fear that somehow we’re not up to the task.  It is awesome to consider that the Maker of the Universe is content to let us make Him be known, but that was His choice not ours, this can free us to accept God’s will and get on with it rather than hiding behinds feelings of inadequacy.   The scriptural response to this situation is loud and clear in the 365 times we are simultaneously comforted and challenged to “Be not afraid!”  A call echoed by the Holy Father in his World Youth Day Message of 2000, “Do not be afraid to be the Saints of the new millennium!”
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Despite Cardinal Hume’s insistence that “Faith is always personal, but never private,” many of us are still more comfortable with the idea of ‘keeping the faith’ than with sharing it.  Our current reticence to speak boldly about how belief in Jesus shapes our lives belies the rich heritage we have to draw on.  This week (22nd June) we have celebrated the feast of Ss Thomas More and John Fisher, and on 22nd July, we will remember Ss Philip Evans and John Lloyd.  The lives and deaths of these four martyrs of the Reformation bear clear witness to the challenge that living faith in a radical and obvious way presents to contemporary society.  In these days of warm ecumenical relations, there is no reason to assume that being inspired by their commitment to proclaiming the Gospel might lead to further division.  Indeed, when Paul VI canonised the 40 Martyrs of England and Wales, the British Council of Churches described “the martyr tradition as one from which all may draw strength, even across denominational boundaries.”
It can be easy to feel intimidated rather than inspired by the example of the saints, after all, we remember and celebrate them because they were that bit different, did live their faith to an heroic degree, but that would be to miss the point.  If you feel diffident about sharing your faith because your doubts sometimes outweigh your beliefs, ask St Thomas to help you.  If when you tried before you ended up saying the wrong thing, ask St Peter to intercede for you.  If you think what you’ve got to offer is too insignificant to make any difference, think of how St Therese of Lisieux’s ‘Little Way’ led to her being named Patron of the Missions.   If you think you might mess things up, rejoice that you’re in good company, and in your weakness, rely on God’s strength~ open yourself to His love so you can make His love known.
