Revd Dr Gareth Leyshon has a PhD in astrophysics, but turned from one heavenly pursuit to another when he entered seminary. Ordained in 2006, he is now a parish priest in Cardiff, and has been Chair of the Diocesan Evangelisation Group for four years. At Proclaim’15 in Birmingham he gave a workshop on “Sharing the Gospel Message.”
Just before he ascended into Heaven, Our Lord gave us a clear instruction: “Go into the whole world and share the Gospel.” The word Gospel means “good news” and Pope Francis summarises it like this: “Jesus loves you, died for you, walks with you to enlighten, strengthen and free you.” At the end of Mass, we may be exhorted to “Go and proclaim the Gospel of the Lord” – so it’s not just a commission for the clergy, it’s a mission for all of us. 
Research carried out in the UK last year showed that only 1% of non-Christians knew a “church leader” but nearly 40% had at least one friend they knew to be a Christian. That means that there are millions of people in Britain who are never likely to speak with a Catholic clergyman, but are very likely to have a conversation with someone like you.
I’ve been a parish priest for just over nine years, and that means I spend most of my time working with people who are already active members of the Church. But I’ve also met many parents who wanted their child baptised, yet were not involved in the life of the parish. For the first six years, I struggled to find the right way to inspire them. I tried pointing out the meaning of the promises they would make on baptism day, but that bore very little fruit. Then, three years ago, I discovered a book which totally transformed the way I approached these parents – and indeed, everyone else on the journey towards a deeper faith. What had I been doing wrong? I’d been focussing on the desired outcome, going to Mass, rather than the motive, wanting to be a follower of Jesus.
Sherry Weddell’s Forming Intentional Disciples has been flying off the bookshelves with over 100,000 copies sold in three years. Sherry asked one simple question: Are there common threads in the life-stories of everyone who becomes a committed Catholic? After interviewing 150 adult converts who chose to become Catholics, it became clear that there were five key steps which everyone passed through on the way.
Step One is to establish a relationship of trust. You are very unlikely to persuade a stranger to become a follower of Jesus through a random encounter on a train. Most fruit comes from long-term relationships, where we can be seen to be people who live out what we profess. The people you are called to share the Gospel with are already, or will be, your friends. 
Step Two is to arouse a passing interest in Jesus and his message. This takes time, and is best done when it comes naturally. Is your friend worried about something? Don’t just sympathise, let them know you are praying for them and will light a candle at church. Are you discussing a moral dilemma or putting the world to rights? That’s a perfect opportunity to name-drop Jesus and point out how his ideas shape your thinking. Over the course of time, your friend will realise that Jesus is someone important in your life. 
Now, when I meet parents, I take this approach. “Can you tell me the story of where God is in your life?” Usually they’ll tell me where they got baptised, went to school and made their First Communion. “I’m glad to hear the Church has been an important part of your life, but I wasn’t asking about Church. Tell me about your connection with God.”
Most parents struggle to understand this question. For many, the very word “God” seems to be a label that means “church stuff” rather than a person who loves them. In this case, you can talk about Jesus (they know at least the basics of Christmas and Easter) and the one he called “Father”.
 Sometimes, maybe one in five visits, a parent will say, “oh yes, God is always there for me”. Then you can follow up by asking “What is God like?” to find out if they connect with God as a person rather than a “force of nature”. Again, you can lead the conversation back to Jesus and how he is the “human face of God”. 
Step Three is perhaps the most difficult step; it’s the one where your friend realises that Jesus might be real, but that if the Gospel message is true, then it’s going to make demands of their lifestyle. They might have to give up some sinful pleasure. Even if that’s not the case, their weekends will never be the same again! It often takes some major life-event (a death in the family, the birth of a child) to nudge your friend across this threshold. A Parish Mission can also provide a golden opportunity.
Step Four takes place when your friend starts asking genuine questions, not for the sake of arguing back but for the sake of wanting to know more. This is the time when you can do genuine catechesis, answering those questions, but also introducing your friend to different forms of prayer – Adoration, and reflective reading of the Bible. This is the time when it’s right to say “Come and see what Sunday Mass is like”.
Step Five is what you have been working towards. It’s the moment when you know it’s right to say: “Have you ever thought about becoming a Catholic? Getting baptised?” If the response is “No”, a natural follow up is “Why not?”, and dealing with the objections raised. Your friend might be afraid. “What would happen if I said yes to God”? Gently deal with those fears.
Step Five isn’t the end of the journey. Once a person has made a deliberate decision to become a follower of Jesus, they will start seeking ways to use their gifts and talents to serve in the church, and for some, they will explore the idea of a whole-life vocation. In fact, perhaps the best way to promote vocations is to promote the idea of being a committed follower of Jesus – what Sherry Weddell calls an “Intentional Disciple”.
It’s not only non-churchgoers who need to be called to become disciples. Sherry was inspired to write her book through an interview with a woman who was a leader in a Canadian diocese. She finally asked her a question that she had never asked anyone before: “Could you briefly describe to me your lived relationship with God to this point in your life?” After thinking carefully for a few moments, the woman responded, “I don’t have a relationship with God.”
Over the last three years, I have asked many people similar questions – parents wanting babies baptised, young couples wanting to get married, members of various parish groups (but usually in a one-to-one conversation, not in the group). It’s a powerful question, because it both signals that it’s possible to have a personal connection with God, and respects the truth that you don’t know where the other person is with God until they tell you. Asking this question has led to a great openness in non-churchgoers reconnecting with Church or exploring the possibility of becoming a Catholic. At this year’s diocesan Mass for new Catholics, a third of those attending came from my parish – we must be doing something right!
You can view my full talk from Birmingham and download useful notes from the Proclaim’15 website at tinyurl.com/P15Gospel - but here are the ten top tips at your fingertips!
· [bookmark: _GoBack]First, rediscover Jesus yourself. Pick up one of the Gospels and read it. (Hint: Mark is the shortest.)
· Memorise Pope Francis’ summary of the Gospel: “Jesus loves you, died for you, walks with you to enlighten, strengthen and free you.”
· Commit yourself to being a reliable friend in those relationships where you hope to share the Gospel.
· Take time to listen, and when the time is right, ask thought-provoking questions.
· Only try to nudge your friend forwards one step at a time.
· Acknowledge that life can get tough and even Christians aren’t free of problems.
· Use stories – Jesus did! (But be wary of talking about the “Story of Jesus” – more than a third of UK adults don’t think Jesus was a historical person, and we need to reinforce that he was.)
· Avoid jargon. You know what a “Holy Hour” or “Children’s Liturgy of the Word” are, but explain these things to your friend in everyday language.
· Pray for your friend. Let them know you’re doing that – and if it feels right, even offer to pray with them.
· At the right moment, offer the invitation. Would you like to come to Mass? Are you interested in September’s “Exploring the Catholic Faith” group?
I’d like to give the last word to Pope Francis. In paragraph 120 of The Joy of the Gospel, he reminds us: All the baptised are called to go and share God's love. We are all called to be "missionary disciples".

