THINK BIG, START SMALL, GO SLOW

“Evangelisation – how can our parish move from theory to practice?”

How to Make Parish Life More Missionary is one of a range of workshops CASE offers that we are getting an increasing number of requests for, from Eastbourne on the south coast to Blackpool in the north. These practical sessions have proved really popular so far, but I sometimes wonder if participants arrive expecting to hear of a magic formula, an off-the-peg super-duper solution that neatly addresses all the challenges parishes typically face. Such an expectation is not only unrealistic given the diverse nature of our parish communities, but also goes against what John Paul II declared at the start of the new millennium: ‘It is not a matter of inventing a “new programme”, the programme already exists… Ultimately, it has its centre in Christ himself, who is to be known, loved and imitated.’ Our present Holy Father went a stage further when he warned ‘New Evangelisation cannot mean immediately attracting the large masses that have distanced themselves from the Church by using new and more refined methods.’ 

So if quick fix solutions are not on offer, what can be done in concrete terms to move from theory to practice? I would like to propose three steps: decide, pray, do. This order is not to indicate relative importance, but to emphasise that a major stumbling block is not so much a dearth of material but of motivation.  Later this month CASE is launching an Evangelisation Directory with information on over 250 different initiatives for England and Wales. Within the vast range of approaches covered, there is sure to be something suitable for your community. However, a necessary step is to first decide that this is going to be a priority for your parish.
It is too easy to see evangelisation as yet another activity for an already over-busy parish to take on: ‘which night can we do that on? The Parish Hall is booked solid!’ or possibly more likely, especially if all the parish ‘stalwarts’ are, quite literally, over-committed, ‘who can take that on?!’ Rather it is a case of evaluating all we do as Church in light of evangelisation, the reason the Church exists. During this joyful Easter season, we hear Jesus’s parting words again and again: ‘Go out to the whole world, proclaim the Good News!’ (Mk 16:15) When looking at what we spend our time, money and energy on in our parishes, we need to ask “Does this advance the proclamation of the Gospel?” If the answer is no, we seriously need to question why we are continuing to do it.
A practical expression of a commitment to focus upon evangelisation and see the rest of parish life through that lens is to set up a Parish Evangelisation Team. As we have dealt with what this entails in previous articles, I will do no more here than say that these people do not DO evangelisation on behalf of the parish, but rather they raise its profile as something we all have a responsibility for through Baptism, and they help plan for evangelisation as it will not happen by accident.
Once the decision that this is what we are about as parish has been made, the next step becomes obvious: we must pray. Pray hard. Jesus founded the Church for the sole purpose of continuing His mission of proclaiming the Kingdom of God. There is no way we can fulfil this mission if we are not in touch with Him, in close, intimate relationship, not just individually but as a parish community. Prayer ensures that we do God’s work in God’s strength. We need grace so that God can accomplish His work in and through us. John Paul II advised that “Every parish should intensify prayer in order to evangelise.” Prayer is not so much a single stage on the journey from theory to practice, but the fertile soil within which any and all activities must grow. In order to facilitate this, CASE has developed a range of free prayer resources. A selection of our downloadable Pentecost resources on www.caseresources.org.uk are explicitly prayer focussed, and we also have available a series of nine Holy Hours. These could be prayed daily in the run up to Pentecost, or maybe by holding an evening of prayer for evangelisation for nine months. If your parish already has a regular time of Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, fantastic! Maybe a small group of parishioners could arrange to be responsible for a particular timeslot where they pray for the specific intention of the evangelisation of the local area. Another great prayer ‘tool’ is to ask for the intercession of the martyrs of England and Wales; knowing about their examples can inspire us to go beyond what we initially thought possible.
The maxim, ‘Pray as though it all depends on God and work as though it all depends on you’ (variously attributed to Ss Augustine of Hippo and Ignatius of Loyola) is sound advice for us here. Asking the Holy Spirit’s guidance, whether about investing in a programme for the whole parish or about the best way to approach a one-to-one with someone who wants to join the Church, will help us to choose wisely from the array of methods open to us.
In terms of action, to think big, start small and go slow seems a good way to proceed. While it would be great if we could move straight to having the Church building always open with a trained team on hand to sensitively answer the questions of enquirers who felt drawn in by the beauty of the building and the warmth of the welcome, it might be more realistic to begin by asking a non-Catholic to walk around your Church with you to help you see it through seekers’ eyes. What could your parish do to appear more welcoming, either to old friends who have not been for a while or to new visitors? The beauty of our Church buildings themselves, pointing in so many ways to God, has great potential for attracting people to Christianity, especially if we are prepared to be a little imaginative. This year’s Home Mission Sunday Pack will include resources to enable parishes to use their buildings more effectively for evangelisation. 

Another easy practical step to take is to reflect on all the activities the parish is involved in. Try drawing up two lists, one of the groups in your parish that exist for people who already belong, e.g. the choir, and the other of groups who reach out to non-parishioners, e.g. St Vincent de Paul Society. Which list is easier to draw up? Which is longer? What can the two types of groups learn from each other about how to become a more evangelising community? One indicator of a ‘good’ parish is the service and evangelisation that flow from the celebration of the Sunday Eucharist.  If the second list is longer than the first, then this would indicate a healthy, outward-looking parish. A really short second list may suggest a pressing need to develop ways of reaching out beyond the immediate, committed parish community. It is also true that the two dimensions are interdependent – that a parish needs to develop both the bonds of communion and the work of mission; one cannot be at the expense of the other and a truly Catholic approach to evangelisation strengthens the whole parish family.

Finally, don’t underestimate the power of little ways of reaching out: maybe hold an open evening where parishioners can invite a non Church​-going friend to come and discuss some of the issues raised by the film The Da Vinci Code (see the Catholic Enquiry Office website www.life4eekers.co.uk for some helpful resources). Alternatively you could make sure that any groups who use the Church Hall feel they are welcomed to also join the worshipping community in the Church itself, maybe by attractive posters with times of services and a message that they are invited to come along. We need feel no hurry here; effective evangelisation flows from healthy relationships which take time to grow, and a poster will never replace the power of personal invitation. Prudent perseverance can be key: a gentle invitation could be repeated at special times like Christmas, Easter, the end of the school year.

The shift from theory to practice can be aided by particular resources that a local community adapts according to their circumstances, but it stems first from a parish deciding that this is the direction they want to move in. Ways and means of doing this become evermore obvious when we take to heart Church teaching that says ‘Above all… the love of Our Lord must be made accessible,’ (CCC 25).
Resource Box 

The materials mentioned in this article are by no means exhaustive and aim to provide a snapshot of what’s available nationally. There are many more materials readily available.  Do contact CASE if you would like more information about any of the things here mentioned.   
Email: info@caseresources.org.uk
