Talk to Evangelisation Conference – The Art of Accompaniment - Liverpool Hope, 2023 

You will know that this phrase – the Art of Accompaniment comes directly from Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium:

The Church will have to initiate everyone – priests, religious and laity – into this ‘art of accompaniment’ which teaches us to remove our sandals before the sacred ground of the other. (Ex. 3:5). (Ev. Gaud. 169)

It is a lovely image that, of removing our sandals before the sacred ground of the other.  It brings us back to the Burning bush experience of Moses before the holy otherness of God in the Book of Exodus.  In doing so, Pope Francis places the ‘art of  accompaniment’ firmly within an experience of God.  In many ways’ accompaniment is a buzz word, but because the Holy Father roots it scripturally in this way, in the experience of Moses before God’s holy otherness, it gives it a particular focus and orientation. 

We know, too, that etymologically, accompaniment comes from the Latin ad cum panis, which literally means “to share bread with”.  So, this is about sharing something that is essential to the life of another. 

I should acknowledge those aspects of the art of accompaniment that I am not reflecting on, but which are still part of the life of the Church.  ‘Accompaniment’ can be used in Catholic circles to denote how some roles are to be framed in development organisations, such as CAFOD, MISSIO, or Aid to the Church in Need, where one has ‘programme accompaniers’ and ‘theological accompaniers.’  It can also be used to describe the relationship between people who are in a more privileged socio-economic position with those who are less so, or in other words, being in solidarity with another who is perhaps materially or economically poorer.   These are profoundly important aspects of the art of accompaniment and there is a very helpful reflection paper produced by the Laudato Si’ Research Institute, at Campion Hall[footnoteRef:1] which you might find interesting if you want to explore those dimensions.    [1:  C. Deane-Drummond and S. Deneulin. ‘Accompaniment: Exploring its Meaning and Implications’. LSRI Briefing Note 2 (Oxford: Laudato Si’ Research Institute, Campion Hall, 2021)
] 


I want to focus on pastoral-spiritual accompaniment which is what one might call inter-personal, firmly rooted in the tradition and involves either one-to-one relationship or relationship between one person and a group whom they are accompanying.  So, this understanding has relationship at its heart.  Accompaniment denotes a sense of journeying together on a common path. We need to root this theologically and ecclesiological, as Pope Francis clearly does.  

“Genuine spiritual accompaniment always begins and flourishes in the context of service to the mission of evangelization” (EG, 173).

The Holy Father does not speak of accompaniment for accompaniment’s sake, but to recognise that it is for mission and evangelisation.  In this respect, accompaniment is not about making us all have warm fuzzy feelings for and with one another.  Though I do not mind us having such feelings! 

As the quote from Exodus reminds us, the art of accompaniment is rooted in the experience of God.  And this means, of course, the experience of God as revealed in Jesus.  The Trinitarian perspective is essential.  The experience of God as Trinity is an experience of the God who at His heart is relationship.  The Father, Son and Holy Spirit accompany one another so closely in relationship that there is perfect unity.  This Trinitarian God is the prime accompanier.  The God who in his innermost being is a communion of life and love, the God who created the world, is also the God who in Jesus Christ is the God who reaches down to us, who accompanies us.  

We call this the divine self-emptying, or kenosis.  "Though he was in the form of God, Jesus did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped but emptied himself to assume the condition of a slave, and being found in human form, he was humbler yet, even to accepting death, death on a cross." (Philippians 2).

Many of you will know this image of Andre Rublev, sometimes called the “Angels at Mamre” but more authentically known as “The hospitality of Abraham”, referring to that encounter between Abraham and the angelic beings in Genesis 18.  You will recall that Abraham “shared his bread” with these angelic beings.  In the Hebrew text the verbs shift between singular and plural, so one gets the sense at times its three heavenly beings, at others that’s its one living reality that Abraham encounters.  The Early Fathers of the Church always saw this as an anticipation of the Revelation of the Trinity in the Old Testament.  And Rublev captures that beautifully in this icon from the early part of the fifteenth century.  

Some of you may appreciate I have used this image a lot in my priestly life.  Indeed, in the days before PowerPoint or USB sticks, I had a poster-sized version of this image, rather tackily pinned to a large piece of card.  I would trek it around various parts of the Diocese of Westminster, speaking to catechists or school teachers and on more than one occasion, overheard someone saying, “Oh here comes Fr Mark, with the Trinity under his arm again!”

One of the reasons I like it, is that it helps to illustrate the strong connection between the inner Trinitarian relations, in the life of God, and God’s engagement, or accompaniment of the world, and indeed His accompaniment of us personally.  The divine kenosis is such that, the God who, in the superabundance of His love, poured His love into creation, this is the same God who comes down to us in our need.  The inner Trinitarian kenosis of God is a superabundant, ecstatic, love whereby the persons of the Trinity pour themselves out in love eternally one for the other.  Here, that’s shown in their bowing to one another in an eternal act of mutual surrender.  The three in a mutual act of relationship with one another, a circle of life and interaction.  Equal size, but distinct.  Because in God, there is equality and distinction.  In the art of accompaniment there is equality but individuality, distinctiveness.  We speak in the Creed of the innate unity of the three persons – consubstantial is the weighty word that is used.  When we meet in accompaniment we are consubstantial with one another by virtue of our humanity.  There is a fundamental dignity in our shared humanity.  It is not just a shared humanity but a redeemed humanity, because God’s Son has taken upon himself this reality, too.  God accompanies us from the inside, in His Son’s assumed humanity.  

There is some debate as to which figure is which.  But it is generally agreed that the one on the left is a representation of the Father.  Behind Him is the image of the House – “In my Father’s house there are many rooms” (John 14).  On the right is the representation of the Holy Spirit – the one in Green – the archetypal ecologist, the one who hovers over the chaos at the dawn of Creation and brings order.  Behind this one is an image of the Mountain – in virtually all Religious traditions mountain-tops are where you go to experience the divine.  Moses travels up Sinai to receive the Commandments of the Old Covenant.  Jesus, as the new Moses, goes up the mountain to give the Sermon on the Mount.  He climbs the hill of Calvary to give the new Covenant in Spirit and in Truth.

The middle figure is the Son.  The one in Red.  The one, who whilst being consubstantial with the Father also becomes consubstantial with us through the blood of Mary.  One with God but also one with us because he took on our flesh.  Behind him is the image of a tree, taking us back to the Garden of Eden, for this is now the new Adam, as St Paul would describe him.  Also, an allusion to the new Tree of Life which is the Cross.  The red also reminds us of His blood shed on the Cross.

Both Son and Holy Spirit bow to the Father in mutual respect.  Whilst there is equality there is hierarchy.  In the Creed we say that the Son and the Holy Spirit proceed from the Father.  In the ‘art accompaniment’ there is a fundamental equality but there is a recognition, too, that the accompanier is further along the road than the one being accompanied.  Not above them, or over them, but a little further along the journey such that they can assist the one on the road.  Some use the analogy of travel.  You are a “spiritual tourist guide” as an accompanier, but not a travel agent. You are intimately involved in the journey with the other and have walked the road a bit already and you choose to walk it with another.  You are not somebody who never goes on the journey who simply dispenses information at the outset.

Where is this directed?  We see the Son’ pointing to the table.  Asking the question of the Father, “Is this what you want me to do?”  A chalice at the centre of these figures.  These are the ones who ac cum pane – share bread together.  But it’s not a holy huddle, they are directed to the world, to us, to the Eucharist, and to the Cross.   
The table is an altar.  The bread shared is also a sacrifice; the Eucharist.  Accompaniment, being with, is directed towards Mission, towards the Son’s death on the Cross. In a blown-up image of this, the contents of the chalice at the centre indicate a lamb offered, the lamb slain since the foundation of the world, as the Book of the Apocalypse describes it.  

In this sense there is a correspondence, in God’s kenosis, God’s self-emptying love, between God’s inner life and God’s engagement with His creation.  The accompaniment, the unity of the Father, Son and Spirit of one another, played out in the Gospel narrative of Jesus.  If you want to see what God’s accompaniment looks life, look at the life of Jesus.  The love which is poured out between Father, Son and Spirit in that communion of life and love which is the Trinity is most clearly manifested to us in the One who goes to death on the Cross.  That's why the Son points in this image to the chalice, to sacrifice, to the Eucharistic banquet.  The love which is eternal between Father and Son is directed towards pouring Himself out in love in this sacrifice.  God’s accompaniment of us leads Him to the Cross.  Indeed, we would want to say that the Cross, the triumph of merciful love over death, is the way for us to enter into the very inner life of God. 

This life of god which we do not merely look at but into the heart of which we are brought through baptism, is why we have to go beyond accompaniment for accompaniment’s sake.  Our accompaniment of one another, our accompaniment of others, has as its goal their encounter with the love of God made real in Jesus, which accompanies them to the end. 

One might call this the theological and spiritual roots of accompaniment.  We see this played out in Salvation History, in the Scriptures, as God enters into relationship with Israel.  Indeed, the whole narrative of the Scriptures, especially, the Old Testament is this drama, of the God who reaches out in relationship to His people, how he seeks to accompany them, how they enter into that relationship, how they then turn away and refuse His presence and His accompaniment.  How they repent and return to that journey and walk with Him again.   

It is there constantly in the Ministry of Jesus, where “eating bread with” takes on a whole new meaning and depth.  One could say the Road to Emmaus in Luke 24 is the paradigm.  Indeed, it is worth re-reading that Chapter through the lens simply of ‘accompaniment’ – what does it look like?  How is it framed? 

It is also there in the spiritual tradition of the Church.  The wonderful Desert Father and Mother tradition, in the Celtic anamcara – the soul friend - tradition, in the long history of spiritual accompaniment through confessors and religious, in the Spiritual traditions of the Religious orders, Ignatian discernment or the guidance of the spiritual confessors such as St Francis De Sales.  All of this, one feels, is summarised in Pope Francis stress on accompaniment not only in Evangelii Gaudium but also in Amoris Laetitia, where he applies it to Marriage and Family life, and in Christus Vivit, where he invites us to use the art of accompaniment in journeying with Young People.  And of course, we know it is the heart of the synodal process too.

[bookmark: _Hlk137108669]It is worth reiterating what Pope Francis beautifully explains,

“Spiritual accompaniment must lead others ever closer to God….to accompany them would be counterproductive if it became a sort of therapy supporting their self-absorption and ceased to be a pilgrimage with Christ to the Father….” (EG 170).

[bookmark: _Hlk137108873]One could nevertheless ask, ‘What is one seeking to do today in the art of accompaniment in the Church, in one-to-one accompaniment and in the accompaniment of a group?’  I think it revolves around a three-fold process – firstly, personal healing, secondly a cultural “detoxing”, and thirdly, intellectual conversion.  Interestingly enough, in many of the recent submissions for the Synodal process, the need and desire of formation is emphasised again and again.  I think that Formation needs to focus around these three elements – personal healing, cultural detoxing, and intellectual conversion.

Personal healing.  The first gifts of the Risen Jesus to his disciples were reconciliation and healing.  When the apostles first began to preach the Risen Jesus this was accompanied by healings.  I think that we have lost something of this sense in the Catholic Church.  I saw recently that the highest rates of conversion in the world are to the Pentecostal Churches.  I think that says something, because the Pentecostal Churches above all are known as places where healings, where miracles happen.  I am not suggesting that we turn the Church into a therapeutic spectacle.  But I do believe we need to re-discover the power of the Risen Christ and the healing that his presence brings.  

Many of our people, many of us, come into adult life burdened.  We need space and time for the inner work of the Holy Spirit to take root and heal us of personal wounds.  We need to truly befriend Jesus as personal Lord and Saviour.  This healing comes most effectively in befriending Him in silence, which we rightly understand as God’s language of disclosure.  We need to sit with Him as He reveals Himself to us in His Word and to silently adore Him as he imparts His gentle healing fire in Eucharistic Adoration. 

“One who accompanies others has to realize that each person’s situation before God and their life in grace are mysteries which no one can fully know from without. ……..Someone good at such accompaniment does not give in to frustrations or fears. He or she invites others to let themselves be healed, to take up their mat, embrace the cross, leave all behind and go forth ever anew to proclaim the Gospel.” (EV Gaud. 173)

That great saint of the Desert St Antony of Egypt writes in his letters, “Know yourself.  He who knows himself knows God. ….He who knows himself knows all men…He who can love himself, loves all men…”  In one of her visions, St Catherine of Siena heard Christ say to her, “Come to know yourself and you will come to know me.”  That is not always an easy thing!  We can be overwhelmed by painful memories or distracted by those around us.   We may not be completely in touch with our own history, yet we find there are patterns of behaviour and thinking which seem to haunt us.  Our tradition highlights the invaluable gift that accompaniment plays in this discovery, to help us overcome the obstacles and move deeper in our discipleship.  

In this journey of healing and conversion, we are invited, too, to overcome and let go of some of the more damaging elements of contemporary culture.  Our countries are transitioning from Christendom to a new Apostolic experience, to use the helpful phrase coined by Mgr James Shea recently[footnoteRef:2].  By this, I mean that England and Wales, and so many other countries in Europe and other parts of the world, are shifting from a place in which Christianity was the dominant cultural influence - “Christendom” - to one in which it is merely one influence among others, and in this sense similar to the “Apostolic age”. [2:  Shea, J.  From Christendom to Apostolic Mission: Pastoral Strategies for an Apostolic Age, University of Mary, 2021 
] 


The models and systems put in place for Christendom do not necessarily work in this new reality.  The situation has been accentuated by the experience of the global pandemic.  It has to be admitted, too, that COVID has not created issues, so much as it has revealed the issues that were already there.  There are several signs which we could note, which I am sure many of us have reflected upon over these past few years.  Among these is the absence of pain for some, during the extended time of Eucharistic fast.  The experience has revealed the gap between the number of those attending Sunday Mass and those who are really engaged parishioners.

Our challenge is that our Church, and many of us who have to lead or teach in our communities, are still living as though we are in Christendom mode.  The reality is, however, that the prevailing stream of culture is flowing against a predominantly Christian view of life.  To know this, one simply needs to look at how we are dominated by TV and the Media culture of celebrity.  Look at what is passing through national Parliaments in our countries, in terms of legislation regarding the beginning and end of life.  What is happening in Schools, Colleges of Higher Education and Universities in respect of understandings of the human person and human sexuality.  What a challenge there is, too, in Hospitals or Public Institutions, to maintain a specifically Christian vision. 

This reality requires the art of accompaniment in a wholly new way and with deep discernment.  For not all is toxic or damaging.  There is such great a sense of generosity and service in so many, a desire for life to be simpler, a yearning for connection and a sense of belonging, especially among the young.  How do we listen deeply to these yearnings and respond in ways which are not purely negative?  

We need a newer approach to the accompaniment of sacramental journey.  So many go through our sacramental programmes but fewer regularly partake in the most profound experience of our faith, the Eucharist.  Do our people experience our catechetical programmes as experiences in which they have been accompanied by us, such that we are alongside them, whilst also assisting them to take steps into encounter with Jesus Christ?  We seek to form people and send them forth in the faith, but do they really have a sense of Jesus’ personal call?  Do they encounter us as authentic disciples of His?  As disciples, if we have not really had a sense that we are called by Jesus, that He accompanies us and desires us personally, then being formed and sent forth is like building on sand.

We are using outmoded strategies – usually sacramental programmes which run along particular trajectories and it is hard to step off.  Yet these are unable to cope with what the current culture is throwing up and the tendency can be to ‘go with the flow’.  It has to be said also, that we ourselves can be compromised by the some of the damaging elements of culture.  We too are part of the culture we live in, we breathe its air and inhabit its mores.  We also need detoxing!  It can be challenging to hold on to our authenticity in terms of witness, and prophetic proclamation in such a setting.  We should face the fact that institutional and ecclesiastical strategies that were suited to Christendom do not work well in this new apostolic setting.  Will we keep on doing the same thing in the hope that it will produce different results? 

Some use the helpful analogy of a canoe in a river.  In Christendom mode, when the flow of culture is with you, you may simply on occasion direct the canoe to go with the flow.  It is gentle and straightforward.  But in this new apostolic mode, we are canoeing upriver against the flow, for the ‘direction’ of the culture is often against us.  To go where we want to go, we must use energetic strokes and hard work.  And what happens when the rowing stops is quite different in each case.  Those who think the current is going their way — when in fact it is against them — will be surprised to find themselves rushing along in a direction they did not intend.

And then there is the need to form the mind and understanding, too.  The Catechism of the Catholic Church and the new Directory for Catechesis are invaluable guides in this process.   Bishop Barron speaks of the need “not to dumb down” Christianity.  It is not to be reduced to mere ethics summarised in a set of shared values – caring, sharing, forgiving, etc.  At its heart Christianity is an event, an encounter with a Person, the One who took on human flesh, who died and rose from the Dead, who has sent His Holy Spirit into His followers to set fire on the earth, that others may know the flame of His love for them.  When we accompany people, it is this saving reality which is at the heart of our encounter.  

I used to be a Trustee of a group called the Wintershall Trust.  This is a Christian group of men and women who perform Christian plays in public spaces.  Our most famous one is the Passion Play which is performed every Good Friday in Trafalgar Square in Central London.  One year we were negotiating with the BBC, the national broadcaster, about a Nativity performance taking place in the public square outside their studios, in Central London.  The Chair of our group was meeting with the head of outside broadcasting, a man in his thirties, and she was describing how Joseph and Mary would come from one part of the square on a donkey, how the shepherds with their sheep would be in another corner and the wise men, with a Camel, would come from another part.  After some time, this young man said to her, “You keep talking about these characters, Mary and Joseph, but you need to realise I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I don’t know the story you’re relaying. What interests me as an outside broadcaster is the fact that there’s going to be a donkey, camel and sheep here on the streets, in the heart of London!”

Now we must recall that this young man had come through a British University system, he was well educated, and had a significant job in the heart of his nations public broadcasting operation.  It is of course not his fault, but he and many, many people do not know the basics of the Christian narrative.  Or if they do know anything, they think Jesus is a kind of myth, a sort of superhero like in the Marvel franchise now playing in cinemas and among the most watched films of all time. Jesus is identified with one of these superheroes, His saving Death and Resurrection viewed as a kind of made-up story, fantastical, but not particularly relevant for modern living.

The Church is the graced place for the encounter with Jesus.  We do not accompany others in a vacuum but in a community of believers centred on the Risen and Glorified Lord’s presence in our midst.  This is a central aspect of Synodal process – that the Risen Lord is present with us on the road, accompanying us into a new experience of His power and presence to go forth in Mission to others.   Let us be grateful for the sheer grace of belonging to the Church.  I know there can be certain issues or struggles that individuals, or we, may need to negotiate, but fundamentally the Church is not a problem to be solved, but a gift to be more deeply explored.   We do not offer an alternative Church or a dumbed down set of beliefs.  In the lives of the great accompaniers in the tradition – Teresa, John of the Cross, Francis De Sales, Ignatius, - love of the Church is something which they exuded from their very beings.  At the same time, our accompaniment must be filled with joy.  

Rather than experts in dire predictions, dour judges bent on rooting out every threat and deviation, we should appear as joyful messengers of challenging proposals, guardians of the goodness and beauty which shine forth in a life of fidelity to the Gospel. (Ev. Gaud. par 168)

So, at this moment when we gather in these grace-filled days to deepen our understanding and commitment to the art of accompaniment, we ask, too, for a strengthening of our own faith and witness, and for that Spirit of Joy which only Jesus can give.  It is Jesus Christ who is proclaimed to us, accompanies us.  We, in turn must proclaim Him, accompany others that they more deeply encounter Him.  This is what it means to be a missionary disciple, desirous to make other disciples, to truly be “disciple-making disciples”.  Let us come back to this truth again and again.  May Mary, the Morning Star of the Evangelisation, accompany us as we seek to encounter her Son more deeply, and assist us in accompanying others into His life.  

Thank you.

+Mark O’Toole
Archbishop of Cardiff
Bishop of Menevia
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