Make A Lenten Resolution: 
Invite Someone Back To The Practice Of Their Faith
 

 By Clare Ward, CASE Team Member

 

 

One of the greatest sorrows for many Catholic parents is that their children and grandchildren no longer practice their Catholic Faith. Lent is a time however for hope, renewal, a turning back to God; as such it is a wonderful season to invite people back to the family of faith.
 

A young woman found herself on a young adults’ retreat not so long ago. She had gone against her better judgement, but had responded to an invitation from a good friend. She tolerated the talks and singing, but when it came to the Reconciliation Service, she felt compelled to go to the priest to receive the Sacrament of Reconciliation. After doing so she went outside for some air and said to someone also taking a break, “I feel so wonderful. I’ve not been to Confession for years, but now I feel so free. I could do cartwheels all round this car park.” The other person said, “Don’t mind me, luv,” at which point she proceeded to do cartwheels until she collapsed into a contented heap.

 

This story resonates with the Lenten season when the Church encourages us to immerse ourselves in a time of metanoia; a Greek word which means a radical change of life, heart and mind, a process of renewal and inner transformation, leading to a new freedom and way of thinking and acting. It’s this process which all of us are invited to enter into during the next forty days, but importantly it’s a process which is not only for ourselves. It should lead to each one of us engaging in evangelistic activity; which means proclaiming and sharing our faith, inviting people back, or perhaps into the Catholic community for the first time.

During Lent, we renew our own commitment to the life which began when we were baptised and became members of God’s people. This involves reaffirming our baptismal promises, gathering for the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, listening to God’s Word, spending more time in prayer and seeking ways to serve our neighbour. However, for those who are not practicing, the message is clear; the hymn based on an extract from the Book of Hosea reads: “Come back to me with all your heart, don’t let fear keep us apart... Long have I waited for your coming home to me and living deeply our new life." You and I are called to lovingly and respectfully communicate this freeing and liberating message to everyone.
How is it to be done? Lapsed or more correctly termed “non church-going Catholics”, can at times seem difficult to reach; there can be a sense that they’ve already sussed out Catholicism and don’t want any of that. For others, they can harbour feelings of guilt and shame because of failings and wrong life choices, some have simply lost touch, whilst feelings of anger for hurts inflicted on them by Church representatives or members can make them want to stay away.  

Cathy, for example, was a non church-going Catholic for fifteen years, but is now active in her parish in North Wales. She said: “Six years ago, two women arrived on my doorstep who wanted to tell me about the bible and the message it contained. I was so moved by this visit, that when they left, I reached up to the bookshelf, blew the dust from my bible and read. Within four weeks I had returned to the Catholic church where I had originally been hurt. During each Mass, I wept and after three weeks went to Confession. I’d received so much love and compassion through and in the parish. My life and outlook have completely changed."

Whatever the reasons for people distancing themselves from the Church, no one except God can fully know and understand their story. What we can say with certainty is that this loss is felt deeply by most parishes and Catholic families. Our task is to reach out to these people, our brothers and sisters, when the opportunity arises, with love and understanding. What they most want and need is a friendly welcome, to know they are missed and valued, and above all a listening ear. This is something we can all offer. 
Last year the Catholic Agency to Support Evangelisation (CASE), produced a 168 page Evangelisation Directory which includes a section titled: Welcoming Back Returning Catholics. A whole section was reserved for this because statistics (which vary in accuracy) suggest that at the very least half, if not two thirds, of the baptised Catholic community in England and Wales fall into this category. As yet there is no national strategy for reaching out to this constituent group, but there are signs of hope that parishes are successfully inviting people back.

Keeping In Touch (KIT), for example, has been pioneered by the Portsmouth Diocese and aims to reach out to adults who are either non Church-going or are on the fringes of Church life. The programme includes home visiting and weekly sessions held in someone’s house or in the church hall. It involves the whole parish where, as part of promotional activity, each parishioner is asked to take home a flier or two and invite people to a welcome evening. In this way parishoners serve as the frontline evangelists. The over-riding skill that KIT team members are required to have is a listening ear.

Other resources targeting non-church going Catholics are: Parish Visiting Programme,  Landings; which offers gatherings for returners over an eight to ten week period (there are approximately 65 UK parishes trained and running Landings groups at present), Enquiry Groups, Roots, Echoes, Catholics Returning Home and there are additional resources to drawn upon. Detailed information about them all can be found at: www.caseresources.org.uk  
What nearly they all have in common is a focus on welcome, listening, sharing stories and an invitation to receive the Sacrament of Reconciliation. The latter is particularly pertinent to the season of Lent, as we all bring to God in a more intense way our questions, sinfulness, our inner hunger and thirst, our longing for God’s love and mercy. 
When we receive the ashes on Ash Wednesday we hear the words: "Turn away from sin and be faithful to the gospel." It is a clear call to conversion, to that movement away from sin and towards Christ. This Ash Wednesday, this Lent, yes, ask the Lord for the grace of conversion and repentance in your own heart, fast and give alms, but also pray for the courage to invite those now distant, into the loving and merciful arms of God The Father. He needs us to be people of Lenten courage; to make that invitation which could lead to renewal, a new beginning and reconciliation.  
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