3000 young pilgrims from England and Wales, 21 of our Bishops and a brand new Pope~ what a potent mixture! Clare Ford is a team member of CASE, the Catholic Agency to Support Evangelisation.  Here she looks at World Youth Day through the lens of evangelisation.

“I HAVE LOOKED FOR YOU, NOW YOU HAVE COME TO ME. I THANK YOU.”
These last words of Pope John Paul II addressed to the young people of the world as he lay dying, reveal an intimate relationship which belies the stereotype of young people who have no time for the faith of older generations.  It also speaks of an encounter which was thoroughly evangelistic. Catholic evangelisation takes many forms, but at its heart is the readiness to share ourselves with others. In doing so honestly, we also share what Jesus means to us. It may mean telling someone our story, or offering to pray for them, but it can also mean living the Gospel in a way that raises questions in people's minds. Something John Paul undoubtedly did to his last breath, courageously continuing to appear in the public eye despite -or maybe even because of?!- his obvious physical frailty, flying in the face of our society’s obsession with appearances. What hope that gave young people in particular, a promise that self-worth can come from something other than achieving the right look.
This Sunday is the 20th World Youth Day; about a million pilgrims have gathered in Cologne, Germany.  This year marks the biggest ever contingent from England and Wales: about 3000 young people and 21 of our bishops, all journeying together to see our new Holy Father and experience something of the uniquely diverse vibrancy of being part of the Universal Church. For many, it’s a real eye opener to the particular joys and blessings of being Catholic, a real sense of belonging to a truly global family.
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When John Paul “invented” World Youth Days back in 1985, he made clear that in inviting young people to come together and meet him, he was really inviting them to encounter Jesus, particularly through His Body, the Church. In describing the logo chosen for this year’s World Youth Day, the official website (www.wjt2005.de) says: “The most important moment in the World Youth Day is the encounter with Christ, represented by the cross that dominates the logo at its very centre. It is Christ's presence that characterises this event. The colour red symbolises love, passion and pain. It indicates God's love and Jesus's death on the Cross, but reminds one of the pain present in our lives and all over the world. The cross is the main symbol of Christian hope and redemption in Jesus Christ, which is greater than any pain.”
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It is great that this is the biggest delegation ever from England and Wales, and it is particularly encouraging to see that all dioceses are represented, plus a variety of new movements.  However, it only equates to about one pilgrim per parish. Knowing that although sharing your faith seems very natural while at a big event like WYD, it’s all too easy to feel isolated at home, CASE has worked in close partnership with Catholic Youth Services to produce a booklet which we hope will raise awareness of what support the Church offers at a national level. Over the past week, a team of representatives of various agencies and associated bodies of the Bishops’ Conference have visited each group in Cologne, Bonn and Düsseldorf to give these personally to pilgrims from England and Wales, and to challenge them to make the most of opportunities for putting their renewed faith into action back at home.

“What about our young people?” is a question we have heard repeated time and again on our travels around England and Wales. CASE is keen to share the good news that across the country our young people are actually showing us the way by pioneering new forms of evangelisation. All the leaders who are developing these new initiatives agree that there is a vital need for training, and CASE is delighted to help. We are already planning a rerun of the popular youth evangelisation course we pioneered earlier this year, and this time it will be even more of a joint venture with Catholic Youth Services.  As well as the World Youth Day booklet, we have just produced a wristband to promote the Catholic Enquiry Office website: www.life4seekers.co.uk  As wristbands are a popular accessory within contemporary youth culture, we believe a resource such as this will not only appeal to young Catholics themselves, but also provide an easy way for them to share their faith with their friends.
Resources are important, and there are plenty of good examples around at the moment: whether it is a new initiative from an established organisation like the Impact material produced by Young Christian Workers (www.ycwimpact.com), or a brand new DVD resource like Plugged In Youth CaFE (www.faithcafe.org).  However, we need to avoid the assumption that young people are all so lightweight that they would suddenly find life in the Church if only it were packaged slickly enough.  Yes, they need to hear the Gospel message in a recognisable form so they can make connections with their own situations, but not all would find one particular style appealing, nor should there be conflict between style and substance.  Young people find clear teaching liberating and attractive, not off-putting; that is evident not just from international events, but closer to home in the thousands who attend the Youth 2000 Prayer Festival held each year in Walsingham over the August Bank Holiday weekend (www.youth2000.org).
For effective evangelisation, there really is no substitute for relationship.  Pray for the young people you know, and try to find ways to talk about what Jesus means to you, the difference faith makes in your life, what you get from being a member of the Church. This is a ‘very Catholic’ way of evangelising. Perhaps its best exponent was Pope John Paul II: outgoing, enthusiastic, yet as eager to listen as to speak. If we truly know Christ, he said, how can we possibly keep him to ourselves? (Novo Millennio Ineunte 40)

It is becoming widely accepted that young people’s non-attendance at Church has less to do with boredom than a sense of not belonging.  Pope Benedict XVI -the man with the challenging task of leading the Church and filling the gap left by John Paul II- shows keen awareness of this crucial fact when he said to the Italian Bishops that if the Church were to adequately convey the faith to young people, that they “must feel loved by the Church, in particular by us, bishops and priests.” He said that in this way, “they will experience in the Church the friendship and love the Lord holds for them, they will understand that in Christ truth coincides with love, and in their turn they will learn to love the Lord, and to have faith in His body which is the Church.”
It is true that some young people do describe Church as boring, but we need to be realistic about where and how this opinion is formed so we can be strategic in our response.  A look around many congregations reveals a distinct lack of young people, so if they’re not there, then their perception of Church must be being formed by something else, maybe a negative media stereotype that they see no reason to question.  The image of young people as disinterested in organised religion, particularly one whose teaching might challenge their supposedly desired lifestyle, is simply not borne out by the devotion with which they regularly make the World Youth Days the biggest gatherings of young people in the world. Indeed, the biggest crowd ever in history was for World Youth Day 1995 when some 5 million young pilgrims gathered in Manila. Please pray for all those in Cologne this weekend who have followed in the footsteps of the Magi and “come to worship Jesus” (Matt 2:2).
Background information about WYD
World Youth Day actually lasts for at least a week, with a programme of Diocesan encounter, Catecheses, international youth festivals, all culminating in an overnight vigil and open-air Mass with the Holy Father on a site bigger than 40 football pitches. In fact, as Father Koch, the Secretary General of World Youth Day in Cologne points out, “World Youth Day is far more than just a short one week event.  It is a pilgrimage that begins now that will lead its young guests and hopefully the entire Church in an encounter with God.”
The on-going nature of World Youth Day means Catholic Youth Services are delighted over 15,000 young people responded to the invitation to meet Jesus through the pilgrimage of the World Youth Day Cross around England and Wales in January last year.  They are already looking ahead to what they hope will be the biggest ever national Catholic event for 18 to 30s in October 2006. See www.catholicyouthservices.org.uk for more details, or ring 020 7901 4870.
