Beyond Basingstoke
Up and down the country I find much interest among priests and people in how the parish can reach out beyond its walls. There is a growing sense that the Catholic Church in this country is in crisis. Partly this comes down to numbers. It is easy in London and the southeast to convince ourselves that business is going on as usual: full Churches, not too many priestless parishes. But venture beyond Watford or Basingstoke and it is a different story. As one priest from a largely rural diocese put it to me recently: “I am beginning to realise there won’t be a Church in this part of the country in a few years unless we start to evangelise.”
But the crisis in the Church goes deeper than numbers. There are too few Catholic institutions confident in living and expressing an unequivocal Catholic identity. “Loud and Clear” was the title of a successful conference on evangelisation organised by three dioceses last year, but how accurate would that label be for much of our Catholic life? “Quiet and ambiguous” might catch the mood better. 

How indeed can radical Catholicism be lived in a complex, multi-faith society? How can we be confident without being triumphalist, and at the same time be humble enough to listen to the story of others far from the Church?

I would like to offer three very simple and practical suggestions for parishes out of the many one could make. 
Firstly, set up a small parish evangelisation team: 3-6 people would be enough. Give them some basic training in recent Church teaching on evangelisation, encourage them by preaching frequently about evangelisation, and familiarise them with some of the main methods and processes used in evangelisation. Train them to see the evangelisation potential of every aspect of parish life and then give them their brief: to develop and put into practice plans by which the parish can reach out to non-Catholics and the lapsed, both by serving the needs of the neighbourhood and by inviting others into the fullness of communion we share in the Catholic Church. 
There are hundreds of ways a parish can do that, but the most important thing is to nurture a small group of people who are making that jump from a culture of remaining within the Catholic ghetto – “keep the faith” – to one of going out beyond it – “share the faith”. That comes down to waking up both to the spiritual desolation in which 90% of Britons live, and to the insight starkly expressed in Evangelii Nuntiandi (no. 14): “The Church exists in order to evangelise.” What sort of a Church have we become when Jehovah’s Witnesses know that better than we do? What is actually stopping members of your parish handing out some simple prayer-cards in the shopping centre on a Saturday afternoon?
Secondly, look at the potential the Church building has for evangelisation, particularly at a time when there is some local event taking place which attracts a lot of visitors. Not every town has a rock festival or a major sporting event, but often there are local events which can be an opportunity to brighten up the Church and make it speak more eloquently to visitors. A few placards with simple text and attractive photographs placed at strategic points in the Church such as the font, the lectern, etc., can be a form of basic evangelisation, and if there could occasionally be a couple of people in the Church waiting to welcome visitors, so much the better. 
Finally, what about some kind of outreach going from house to house? The Legion of Mary still offer a “Peregrinatio pro Christo” in which they visit the homes in the parish, making contact with the lapsed, and offering information about the Catholic Church to anyone interested. And those who have taken the trouble to train their own groups of house visitors usually report that many people are delighted to have a visit, and perhaps to have a prayer said in their house.
Catholic evangelisation is not usually a dramatic affair touting once-in-a-lifetime conversions, but something subtle and gradual, based above all on the power of personal testimony. This insight has the power to transform much of parish life. What would confirmation catechesis be like, for example, if catechists really shared their personal experience of faith with the young people? What is the point of it if they do not?

The objection is often raised that Catholics will never be ready to evangelise outside the Church until they have been fully evangelised themselves. If that is the case, we will be waiting for ever. I would rather say that when we attempt to evangelise, we realise for the first time how much we need to grow both spiritually and in our knowledge of the faith. Mission is not only the mother of theology: it is the motor of all parish renewal.

