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Rediscovering a Sense of Belonging

In this month’s Proclaim series, which aims to support parish evangelisation, Elizabeth Davies, Marriage and Family Life Project Officer at the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of England & Wales, explores ways in which parishes can support families effectively.  
The bishops at last year’s Synod on the Family in Rome concluded their deliberations by expressing the hope that every family might ‘rediscover the joy of communion with other families’. ‘The Church must instil in families a sense of belonging to the Church, a sense of “we” in which no member is forgotten,’ they wrote in their final report. ‘All are encouraged to develop their skills and realize their plan of life in serving the Kingdom of God.’
The community life of the Church has given credibility to the Gospel of Christ from the earliest times; ‘see how they love one another,’ wrote Tertullian, in the 2nd century, of our foremothers and fathers in faith. Establishing a tangible sense of belonging between parish families is also an essential means of supporting parents in passing on faith in God to their children. Parents broker their children’s relationship with the broader Christian community, so they need – and deserve - a warm, receptive environment, especially in the parish, in order for their efforts to be effective.  
Family Groups is a new movement in England and Wales that is attracting increasing interest as a simple and natural way to deepen parish community life. Essentially a Family Group is a number of parish families who agree to meet together socially once each month. Parishes might have a number of Family Groups, each led by group members whose role is just to help the group decide together on each month’s activity and to ensure that responsibility for organising these activities is shared. Through spending regular time together, doing different things together, getting to know each other better, these parish families develop a stronger sense of belonging. They start to realise what it means to be brothers and sisters in Christ. The simple structure of their monthly meetings allows families – who often include single people, spouses and children who do not come to Mass - to concretely accompany one another through whatever life throws at them, helping each other out if necessary. 
Penny, who recently moved to a big city from a smaller friendly parish, describes the difference that a Family Group made to her: ‘I was on maternity leave following the birth of our second child. My husband works away a lot. I felt very isolated. I am not a Catholic but I attend Mass each week with my family. We heard about Family Groups and decided to give it a try. We joined a family walk in our local park one Sunday afternoon in January and we received a lovely warm welcome. Very quickly we were immersed in this group of warmth and friendship. My son kept asking me in the days following, when could we go to the park again with our new family?  Since January we have attended two other events and feel very much part of the group, I see people around church now who I can stop and chat to and that is nice. I had never heard of Family Groups before but I’m so glad we joined.’
Fr Pat Munro, chaplain to Family Groups in England and Wales, endorses the potential benefits of introducing family groups to a parish: “From my own experience, they bring warmth and enrichment to the life of the Parish, and provide a wonderful opening for people who are new or wish to engage afresh with the parish. True to its motto, Family Groups is truly a “Family for All”.’  
The importance of parishes that are family-friendly, and can enable parish families to get to know one another better, was a topic explored in a workshop at the Proclaim ’15: National Catholic Evangelisation Conference last year. We looked at why families need a friendly, family-sensitive, welcoming parish and what we mean by being family-friendly in church. We screened a short film introducing Family Groups and heard from Stephen and Tracey, a couple now living in Caerphilly, about how this community-building resource has supported their family’s faith life. (Most of the workshop content, including the film, is available to view and download at www.catholicfamily.org.uk)  The response from diocesan delegates attending Proclaim ‘15 was very positive: ‘I love this idea’, ‘Refreshing’, ‘This is exciting!’ 46 of them asked for further contact with the Steering Group with a view to launching Family Groups locally. One noted: ‘It is just what our parish needs as we have merged with other parishes and need to find a way to bring everyone together and help us all move forward.’
Where family groups have worked well in parishes they have met and supplied all the criteria of welcoming, family-friendly parishes: Offering understanding, friendship and support; Being a source of help in times of need; Enabling everyone to feel a sense of belonging; Nourishing and celebrating family at every life-stage; Recognising the parish as a family of families. ‘This is a time of a new awakening for the Church in England and Wales to explore the Family Group Movement,’ says Fr Pat. ‘I have helped to initiate it in two very different types of Parish. The common factor in both cases is one of quiet transformation in people’s attitude to what parish is; an awareness to look out for new people, making them feel welcome and a greater response for appeals for help.’ 
Signs of a family-friendly parish:
· A parish that offers understanding, friendship and support to all, regardless of ability, life stage, marital status, economic circumstances or cultural background. Family life has always been diverse and the challenge to accommodate every difference is a very real one.  Only recently a single person emailed to plead for much more appreciation that many family members are unmarried: ‘Single people, too, belong to families, and indeed, often offer a great support to elderly parents, siblings and the younger generation.’ 
· A parish that reaches out to one another in times of need – just think for a minute about all the needs we have as families, as family people: for understanding of the stresses and strains of family life, the juggling of responsibilities, the struggle to earn our daily bread, the pressures of modern life. The recent pre-synod consultations reinforce that these struggles remain. And there are others we could name – mental health, bereavement, isolation and so forth.  How can and do we respond as parish?
· A parish that enables everyone to feel a sense of belonging - how do we experience this? More through active involvement in a parish than a more passive form of participation? But involvement can be challenging for families when home responsibilities sometimes must take precedence over parish life. Family groups allow for families to get involved as families.
· A parish that believes and trusts that God is at home with families, particularly in and through the love they share, and supports families to become even more loving. A parish that celebrates the joys and accompanies the struggles of family life. So there is room not only for anniversary Masses but healing services too. A parish that recognises itself as a family of families, where the many churches of the home gather each week to renew their commitment to Christ, listen to his Word, and to share in the Eucharist.
About Family Groups
Family Groups are drawn from the parish community. Like a natural family, Family Groups are made up of people of all ages and circumstances: young, mature, married, single, separated, widowed and divorced, who simply commit to meeting up once a month, to get to know each other better. Although Family Groups grow out of a parish community and are linked by a common faith, many group members bring along partners and friends who may not be so involved in Church. These people are integral to the success of a group. Family Groups have few rules beyond a commitment to know, support and love each other as brothers and sisters in Christ. They need enthusiastic leaders and the support of the parish priest to thrive but activities are kept at minimum cost. 

‘The friendship, support, the wonderful feeling of togetherness and fellowship that we have experienced in Family Groups have been absolutely instrumental in keeping our faith on track.’ Tracey and Stephen

Family Groups can currently be found in parishes in the dioceses of Arundel & Brighton, Cardiff, East Anglia, Liverpool, Nottingham, Salford, Southwark, Shrewsbury and Westminster.  The Steering Group is also following up leads from parishes interested in developing Family Groups in the dioceses of Birmingham, Brentwood, Clifton, Hallam, Lancaster, Menevia, Middlesbrough, Northampton, Plymouth, Portsmouth and Wrexham. The patron of the movement in England and Wales is Rt Rev Peter Doyle, Bishop of Northampton.   

Interested in Family Groups?  
· Find out more about the Family Group Movement at catholicfamily.org.uk
· Hear from the Family Groups themselves at their dedicated blog: familygroupsenglandwales.blogspot.co.uk 
· Discuss your hopes and expectations of Family Groups as a parish 
· Download the free Family Group Movement Parish Toolkit at: www.catholicfamily.org.uk/projects/parish-family-groups 
· Complete an ‘Initial Parish Expression of Interest Form’ and email it to the Steering Group at: familygroups2015@gmail.com 
· Build your Family Groups with the support of a Steering Group member & volunteers assigned to accompany you through the planning, launch and development of Family Groups 
This article is part of a special series to support local evangelisation under the banner of the Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales’ Proclaim ’15 initiative. For additional information and resources please see: www.catholicnews.org.uk/proclaim 
The Proclaim series is offered in partnership with the Bishops’ Conference, Home Mission Desk. 



