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PROCLAIM 
RESOURCING AND SUSTAINING PARISH EVANGELISATION

In an exclusive series for The Universe readers, each month this year we’ll be featuring ways in which you and your parish can take new steps to proclaim the joy of the Catholic Faith. This month, Clare Ward, Home Mission Advisor at the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales - Secretariat, shares how a substantial free online resource area can help to kick start local mission.

If you made a New Year’s resolution and have still kept it, then you’re one of the blessed few. This time of year members of nearly every household are seeking to take new steps to make life better in some way. Most of us live in hope that the forthcoming year will be improved on the previous. As Catholics, one key way that we can seek growth in our life of faith is to respond ever more generously to the call of the Lord to ‘go and make disciples’. 
Last year, the Bishops of England and Wales, with a generous team of co-workers across the two countries, worked together to launch the Proclaim initiative. It has five parts, including: the provision of evangelisation-themed small group sessions; the invitation and encouragement to pray more for parish mission; the organisation of a national Catholic Evangelisation conference, which took place in Birmingham last July; the invitation to host local Proclaim events with materials provided to support that aim; the publication of a new body of free evangelisation resources to equip parishes to reach out in new ways – featuring films and ‘top tips’ sheets for easy download. 
At the heart of the initiative is a practical and ‘how to’ focus, because while there is enthusiasm within the Catholic community to share confidently and joyfully our Faith, it can at times be hard to discern where to begin. The Proclaim initiative aims to address that difficulty and has led to the creation of possibly one the most comprehensive e-catalogues of evangelisation resources that has been offered to parishes in England and Wales in a generation.
[bookmark: _GoBack]A significant part of the legacy of Proclaim is that there is a substantial amount of free evangelisation resource available on the Bishops’ Conference website (www.catholicnews.org.uk/proclaim). Workshop topics include: vision and values, testimony, the Gospel message, outreach to the poor, families and young people, just to name a selection. The small group materials might also be something that you choose to use in your parish during Lent.  Over the next twelve months, the aim is to take The Universe readers on a journey. Each month we’ll be covering a different ‘Proclaim’ topic, with the hope that you, in liaison with your parish priest and with a small team of fellow parishioners, might consider trying out some of the suggestions made, to build on the good work that you’re already doing in your area.
The Proclaim team soon came to realise that some key points were repeated by nearly all the resource writers, and there was agreement that these repetition points constituted essential steps that apply in all cases, if a parish is to be truly missionary. It’s these ‘keys’ that we’re going to focus on in this week’s paper. 
Pope Francis wrote in his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, “Of course, all of us are called to mature in our work as evangelisers. We want to have better training, a deepening love and a clearer witness to the Gospel.” (121) You may find that the ‘keys’ offered here, therefore, are not necessarily new to you, but as Pope Francis suggests, it may be that you’re called to deepen both your understanding and expression of them. Meanwhile, for others, the keys offered might constitute something new and provide a starter-checklist for parish outreach.
Firstly, it is essential for every baptised person to receive that God has called and chosen them to share the Good News of the Gospel. Nothing is by coincidence in the plan of God. If you’re reading this article in this moment, it is because God intended it and you responded generously and freely by giving your time in this way. He intends that every baptised person has a role to play in the mission of the Church. I often marvel at the genius of his choice when I visit parish mission teams – the variety of people that he calls together with different gifts is God-intended. In that choice, he invites us too to be renewed every day through a personal encounter with his Son, Jesus Christ. Prayer should underpin the start, middle and end points of your missionary efforts. Prayer will sustain you throughout your journey. Your journey to becoming a missionary disciple and parish is not a search for Jesus; you are being called to walk alongside him. He is already here. Everywhere. All the time. He is your constant companion and should be the central focus of all your evangelising efforts. Seek to provide in your parish constant reminders, invitations and opportunities for people to encounter Jesus and to talk about that encounter with others.

One of my favourite passages in Evangelii Gaudium is, “An evangelizer must never look like someone who has just come back from a funeral!” (5) It makes me smile and laugh because I can relate to it so well; there are days when I can find it very hard to be the face of joyful witness, and I’m sure that I’m not alone in that! Key, however, to being a missionary disciple and part of a missionary parish is that we are invited to be people of joy. We’re not going to be very attractive ambassadors for the Truth of the Gospel if we’re miserable 99% of the time. This doesn’t mean that we should walk around with fixed grins, but that we should give witness to the source of our joy – Jesus. His Gospel is our Light and we can grow in our joy of knowing him through love of the Scriptures, regular reception of the Sacraments and our commitment to the life of prayer.  

One of the most memorable visits I made to a church came about because I needed to urgently use a photocopier. My home computer printer had broken down and so I made my way to a parish close by for help because of a pressing deadline. From the moment I crossed the threshold, I felt cherished. A smile, warm hand shake and tea and biscuits soon followed in close succession. It was a simple experience of being valued and loved, and this quality of welcome is the hallmark of a missionary home and parish. It’s something that we see modelled in the Gospels again and again, teaching us to be open and welcoming to everyone and to receive them in a friendly and non-judgemental way. 

What kind of welcome does your home and parish offer to visitors? Do you ever invite people to come along to the church and / or join you for a cuppa or something more substantial? A welcoming and loving action always bears fruit.  God acts through you in every invitation that you might risk, and in every act of kindness great or small.  St Thérèse of Lisieux understood this and grew to the heights of sanctity through living this kind of ‘little way’ of evangelisation. Her life and teaching reminds us that we should avoid over complicating things and focus instead on doing simple things in the best possible way.

The work of evangelisation involves both the head and heart. Our desire to share our faith springs from an encounter with the love and mercy of God. In the communication of that experience to others, we are invited to put our intelligence at the service of our mission. It is important, therefore, to call the parish to an open event to construct a vision statement which is simple, short and inspirational. Even though our vision as Catholics is already found in the Gospels and in the Church’s teaching, the writing of a local statement, as a community, gives clarity and generates fresh zeal for the work of evangelisation. Emerging from the vision statement, bring together a focus team of 6-12 people from very different backgrounds who, with the parish clergy and pastoral worker, will redirect the energy of the community towards the agreed vision statement. Invite the team to visit other places and projects, to investigate resources, listen to speakers and undergo a period of formation. Encourage it to conduct local research to inform planning; this should include an analysis of demographical information and identifying social and economic needs. You will then be in a position to create a parish mission plan and to implement it.

In summary, the proposed keys for parish evangelisation are:  
1. Receive that you are called and chosen
2. Pray constantly
3. Know that God is present
4. Put Christ at the Centre
5. Share the joy of the Gospel
6. Invite others on the journey
7. Communicate effectively
8. Practice love in action
9. Take simple steps and do them well
10. Have a parish vision statement
11. Form a team
12. Offer the team formation
The work of evangelisation is often much simpler than we can imagine. Pope Francis said in his Angelus address earlier this week: “To be Christian and to be a missionary is the same thing. To proclaim the Gospel, with words, and, even before that, with one’s life, is the principle end of the Christian community and of each of its members.” Please do take a look at the Proclaim resources to support you in giving expression to this end.
For more information and resources please see: www.catholicnews.org.uk/proclaim The points offered in this article are adapted from the Proclaim downloadable ‘top tips’ sheets.
