Crossing the Threshold; reaching out to non-churchgoing Catholics.
First, some maths. How many people attend your parish masses on any given weekend? Multiply that figure by 4, and you have, very roughly, the number of non-churchgoing Catholics living in your parish.  For a parish with 200 present at weekend Masses, there are 800 Catholics who are not there. 

Those 800 may be present once or twice a year, or may re-connect with the parish for sacramental moments, but they are not regularly or frequently present as part of the worshipping community. And that is a great sadness to families, the parish in particular and the Church as a whole. Much debate takes place over those who are labelled ‘lapsed’ and what to do to address the issue. The angst has at its root a sense that we want them to come to church. As members of worshipping communities, we attend because we feel there is something good about gathering together to worship; it nurtures our faith, brings us closer to God and the community of the Church, and we would like nothing better than to have our friends, family members and others from the 800 to sit alongside us and experience what we find so important. 
Debate is no longer enough as we have lived with the absence of 80% of our community for too long. We run the risk of becoming a Church that serves ‘moments’ such as the sacraments, funerals, Christmas or Easter, and so losing the rhythm of regular and frequent Sunday worship. 

Faced with this situation, the Bishops of England and Wales crafted a response: “Crossing the Threshold”. A project of the Bishops’ Conference Department for Evangelisation and Catechesis and coordinated by the Home Mission Desk, it is an attempt to reach out to the 4 million Catholics nationally who do not attend church on a regular or frequent basis. Designed to help parishes respond to this pastoral reality, the initiative began in 2010 with the formation of a national Core Group followed by 7 resource days across the country for interested parties. Resources and materials were collated and published and in 2013, the Diocese of Nottingham hosted a parish-based pilot project to explore how parishes could be supported to plan and initiate local evangelisation. The five parishes involved were a mixture of urban, rural and coastal parishes: St Barnabas Cathedral and two other groups of churches in the Nottingham area, St Mary on the Sea in Grimsby and Our Lady of Victories in Market Harborough. Over 45 priests and parishioners took part in the pilot. Its aims were to raise awareness of parishioners’ unique calling and role in the New Evangelisation; equip and enable parish teams to reach out to non-churchgoing Catholics; plan and implement at least two outreach activities - focussed on identified threshold points at Christmas and Easter.
Julia Palmer from the Diocese of Nottingham and Clare Ward from the Bishop’s Conference took the parishes through the simple and structured process:
Step One: the project leaders met with the Parish Priest and some parishioners who would help lead the project. The project was introduced and the process of building an evangelisation team began.

Step Two: Appeal to the whole parish. Between 8-12 people are needed for a team, so volunteers were called for. The whole parish was made aware of the need to evangelise and asked to support the initiative through prayer. The role of the Parish priest was crucial at this stage in approaching people to be on the team. After this initial task, the Parish Priest works as part of the team, not necessarily as leader. 
Step Three: Formation Day. Teams from all pilot parishes came together and the day included formation in Church Teaching on Evangelisation and began the process of creating awareness of the non-churchgoing Catholics in the parish. 

Step Four: Formation and planning meetings. Three evening meetings, each lasting 90 minutes and facilitated by a project leader, continued the formation in Evangelisation and helped the team ‘Map the Landscape’ of their parish, identifying who the Non-Churchgoing Catholics were, why they might have stopped coming, what is preventing them returning and what threshold points exist or could be created. 
In their planning, the teams were encouraged to focus on three threshold points for the year: Christmas, Easter and one more. 
Step Five: Action! The five participating parishes engaged in a breadth of activities, all aimed at reaching out to non-churchgoing Catholics. 
The project does what it says on the tin, it helps parishes to discover ‘threshold points’ – moments of encounter, both inside and outside the parish setting, and use them as opportunities for invitation back, welcome and evangelisation. The Crossing the Threshold initiative gives parishes a simple structure for reaching out to non-churchgoing Catholics and raising the awareness in the parish of the need for evangelisation. The pilot showed that if we do ‘simple things well, with love’, it is possible to reconnect with members of our parishes who have drifted away and to welcome them back into the worshipping community. 
The experience of parishes that have tried the Crossing the Threshold project was that the parish community was enriched in a new and exciting way by a fresh focus on evangelisation. Well-planned and carefully targeted initiatives not only created a culture of evangelisation in the parishes, but actually worked! Each parish reported success stories which ranged from a church being more active in local life to individuals coming back to their faith and engaging in the life of the parish. 
What threshold points a parish identifies will depend on the particular local context. A picture of who the non-churchgoing Catholics are will be built up through listening to those who have drifted away from the parish, talking to long-serving members of the parish who know who has left and maybe why. Simple exercises such as examining the yearly statistics about a parish, data about the Catholic population, Mass attendance, number of baptisms, weddings, funerals, confirmations etc can be very revealing. Once a picture of the context has been formed, then threshold points can be identified, moments where there can be contact between the parish and non-churchgoing Catholics. These can include sacramental encounters including catechesis with children and parents, funerals, collaboration between the parish and its schools, celebrations at Christmas and Easter which see an increase in congregations, local community events. 
Here are some ideas tried by parishes so far:
Parish magazine distributed into local public spaces and sent out to all families in the parish primary school; Good Friday Walk of Witness around the local area at which cafe vouchers for a drink and hot cross bun were given out to passers-by; Working with crime prevention officers to prepare the church to be open all day, every day, with a notice on the front door inviting people to ‘come in and pray’; creating teams of ‘Welcomers’ for all Masses; hosting a Flower Festival; working with the parish school to have a Children’s Carol Service; participating in a local ecumenical initiative with a Good Friday Prayer Station in church; running specific courses such as Alpha ..... the list could go on and will differ according to the particular parish context. 
The ten top tips for participating in the Crossing the Threshold initiative in your parish are; 

1. Ask the question: is this something your parish needs and has energy for? 

2. Engage the support of your Bishop and Diocesan Evangelisation Department and the involvement of your Parish Priest and PPC

3. Form a team, you cannot do this on your own

4. Follow the process 
1. formation 

2. map the landscape

3. prayer

4. Identify the threshold points, prioritise and plan for action

5. Simple things done well with love
6. Trust the process and don’t rush into action 
In church teaching, we are called to a ‘new chapter of evangelisation’ (EG1) and a ‘new missionary impetus in the life of the Church’ (Bishop George Stack on a Crossing the Threshold resource day). Crossing the Threshold gives a parish the opportunity to fulfil the missionary command of Christ in a way that is genuinely collaborative, doesn’t require the wheel to be reinvented, raises awareness amongst the whole parish of the need to evangelise, is tailored to the particular context and can actually work! We have a rich faith and community life to offer and a desire to welcome back non-churchgoing Catholics in our parish. The gift of the Gospel and the power of doing simple things well can help our fellow Catholics reconnect with the treasures of life with God in the Church. 
More details and resources can be found in the Pilot Project report at http://www.cbcew.org.uk/crossing-the-threshold-pilot-project 
