Some thoughts on mission by an SSC missioner

Who is on our side? Where are inspiration and resources for mission in a catholic parish? 

Too many of us priests look askance at the predominant Evangelicalism – Mission-shaped church, Fresh Expressions, Alpha, Hope 08 – lamenting theological deficiency. We question a lot but sometimes fail to register the Lord’s question of us, his call to raise up communities of celebration and proclamation with the best tools on offer whatever their origin.

I think of an aspirant to SSC whose wife befriended mothers at the school gate and formed an Alpha group. The Alpha continuation group became the nucleus of a late morning all age Sunday Mass with a dialogue sermon and worship from a CD deck. The fact that Alpha barely mentions the Eucharist was no obstacle to making it a tool for gathering people around the altar.
I was taught that Catholic faith is Christian faith in its fullness. I have had to learn that there are streams of Christianity that flow apart from the full mainstream which can teach me and, more importantly, the 60% of people in Britain today who have no contact with Christianity of any hue. Evangelical tools are fine for primary evangelism because they think from the outside inwards. It is in secondary evangelism – sanctification – that people grow into the fullness of Christianity and they cannot do that without the sacraments. Yet there are no takers for secondary evangelism unless a church does primary evangelism.
Why despise means of putting Christianity simply to outsiders? They need it put simple to begin with. When you throw people who are sinking a line you do it to draw them on board. So with evangelistic tools like Alpha and the ship of holy church: a line is quite simply a line, but it can be vital in a situation where people are living and dying without Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

It is hard to be creative, generous and adaptable in mission without basic security, something the Church of England fails to offer us when it follows fashion. Where is our security? Is it in what is popular or in what is true? The crisis in the church today is partly one of conviction. It is God who establishes us…our sufficiency is of God (2 Corinthians). I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it (Matthew 16).  The divinity of Christ, attribute of the catholic church, will prevail despite the church’s evidently flawed humanity. If we believe this we will be inclined to be all the more generous, adaptable and imaginative in our work because we will know it is never in vain if it points people to Jesus.
As a diocesan mission & renewal adviser I have come to see three ingredients typical of growing churches.  They tend to be friendly, principled and spiritually empowering which is why so many catholic parishes are among them. I visited recently a parish in London diocese with an SSC priest which has grown a Fresh Expression of the church taking the form of a Saturday vigil Mass with some 70 participants. This church has a good number of pastoral groups which help build friendships and a sense of belonging when total membership grows over 200. 
Another growing church in Eastbourne with an SSC priest has adopted the insights of the Mission-shaped church report with its call to engage with networks away from church buildings by establishing a midweek pensioners’ lunch. The pensioners are brought by minibus to a short Mass in church and from there to a lunch and then back home. Elsewhere in my diocese one of our largest catholic parishes whose priest is currently an SSC aspirant has seen a monthly family Mass grow out of pastoral engagement with a recently built church school. In this church a very effective mission strategy has emerged from a regular corporate prayer vigil before the Blessed Sacrament. 
One of the key mission insights of recent years is the recognition of the value of small groups in helping Christian formation, holding people to the principles of the Faith. The Emmaus material used in many SSC parishes is a tremendous asset to lay group leaders charged with leading the presentation and digestion of such principles. People nowadays are schooled in interactive learning which makes small groups the powerful medium of Christian formation they are becoming across the whole church. 
Christian enquiry groups are in the vanguard of parish mission. Seekers want “bite-sized chunks” of Christianity rather than long courses. Many churches that have thousands of people coming in and out of their buildings week in, week out are missing a trick. Of those thousands, research shows, dozens will be experiencing life challenges making them open to joining a short taster on Christianity. Unless churches provide regular Christian enquiry groups they will miss any opportunity to engage such seekers. A Coventry parish with SSC priest is one of many with lay leaders running the CPAS Start video to engage pastoral contacts interested in Christianity. It also seems that enquiry courses run mid January after advertisement over the Christmas period are especially fruitful. 
Where do you get the lay leaders essential for outreach? When a parish gets so excited by its vision of the Lord and the glorious possibilities of his church that people simply want to serve the momentum of mission. This is where parish missions like Fan the Flame come into their own. In all the parishes I have served as a priest it has been missions that have often brought vocations to birth – to priesthood, to reader, to house group leader. 
Spiritual empowerment kindles vocation. It comes through preaching and the sacraments but also through missions, pilgrimages and involvement in the healing ministry. It comes especially when we priests testify to our own need of grace and mercy, an action that infects our whole church with that spirit of dependency upon grace. If we as priests are failing to go to confession and spiritual direction month by month is it surprising that our churches lack penitents and spiritual empowerment?

As a new year begins here are some questions to challenge our fraternity:

What am I doing to deepen my reliance on God’s grace? Have I a regular confessor and spiritual director?
Is my ministry feeding the sheep or entertaining the goats? How much time do I invest encouraging people in their hunger for God?

Where do I stand – and my church(es) – on friendliness? adherence to principle?  spiritual empowerment?

Am I doing my best under God to raise up leaders in my church? Could we work towards establishing house groups?

Have I helped my church identify means of providing simple, clear accessible teaching to engage Christian enquirers?
What is my church doing to engage with people away from its buildings?
Are regular sermons on vocation on my agenda? 

Could my church’s mission and my own part in it benefit from an externally assisted review assisted by a diocesan adviser or sympathetic agent of our choice?
Fr. John Twisleton SSC, Chichester diocesan mission & renewal adviser  john@twisleton.co.uk
Firmly I Believe is an apologetics audio resource “declaring the faith of the church through the ages” produced by Fr. John Twisleton SSC with Christian Evidence Society, Chichester Diocese and Premier Christian Radio. 
The resource is being used in SSC parishes and consists of forty 3-minute talks suited to Christians or non-Christians explaining the creed, sacraments, commandments and prayer. The talks are accompanied by reflective music and are commended by John Hind, Bishop of Chichester and Gareth Squire of Christian Enquiry Agency. 
Each talk presents the article of faith and engages gently with a couple of objections. The texts of the talks are included and can be used with permission in parish magazines and church websites’ enquiry sections as a concise summary of basic belief. St Alban’s Holborn are among those who are reproducing them. There is a downloadable group guide. Firmly I Believe costs £8.99 at good Christian bookshops or £7.99 plus postage if you order online at www.premier.org.uk/shop.  
