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PROCLAIM: RESOURCING AND SUSTAINING PARISH EVANGELISATION

In the second of our exclusive articles in support of the Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales’ PROCLAIM evangelisation initiative, this month we focus on how parishes can effectively reach out to young people. Hannah Hayward is Youth Officer in the Diocese of Leeds and shares the fruit of her experiences. 

I think it is safe to say that, in most cases, when we think about the amount of young people engaged and active in our parishes, we wish things were better.  The absence of the younger generation in our churches can lead to feelings of despair, with uncertainty at local level about how to try to remedy the situation. The truth is that there is hope and there are things we can do to reach out to young people. We have every reason to have confidence that the Christ of the Gospels has the power to change anybody’s life, anytime and anywhere.  
A first practical tip to share to support parish outreach to young people  is that our over-arching approach to young people in parishes must be one of discipleship - moving from ‘attendance’ and ‘involvement’ to ‘sanctification’ and ‘love’, where our young people are formed into the pattern of Jesus Christ, Who is Love.  Think ‘process, not programme’.  Churning scores of young people through sacramental programmes every few years, and then waving them off after Confirmation, hoping for the best, will (for many of our young people) just not be sufficient for them to live as a mature and dynamic follower of Jesus and an active member of His Church.  With every decision you make about an initiative for young people, ask yourself, ‘What is our overall aim here?  What is preceding, and what is to follow, this particular initiative? How will the proposed activity support young people in their ongoing formation as young Catholics?

Secondly, our young people are not homogenous - they each have a different world view and approach to prayer, and it may well be different to your own!  Try and give your young people a genuinely ‘catholic’ experience of the Church, and expose them to the huge depth and variety of spirituality that the Church gives.  Introduce them to the Rosary, Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, Divine Office, sung praise and worship, Lectio Divina, Taize, etc. At the right moment, invite them to make a personal commitment to Jesus Christ and his Church, rather than just to attend Mass.
Thirdly, don’t panic if you want to reach out to young people in your area and are not in your twenties - if you have a story to tell about what God has done in your life, young people will want to hear from you.  They need to hear from you!  Pope Paul VI says, “Modern man listens more willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it is because they are witnesses.” (Evangelii Nuntiandi 41) If you can witness to God’s reality and power in your life, you have something to give your young people. Identify members of your parish who can serve as role models to young people. Explain the role to them and what is expected. Invite them to build relationships with some of the young people in your parish as opportunities present themselves.
Fourthly, build a team.  This is so important.  Evangelising and discipling our young people are the responsibility of the whole parish through prayer, advocacy, finance, etc.  Try and get a broad team together with varied gifts and insights and, as a team, work to communicate your vision, dreams, desires, activities, with the rest of the parish, so that there is an understanding that this is something that, as a parish, you are investing in together.
Fifthly, have confidence in what you have!  As Catholics, we have sure and constant ways that Jesus ministers to us; He is always present to us in the Sacraments, He always speaks to us in the Scriptures, He has given us a Church with countless different ‘ways in’ to prayer and an unbelievable breadth of spiritual wisdom and insights!  Draw on these gifts!  Once we put these things at the centre of our lives, we can more enthusiastically and authentically introduce our young people to them and encourage them to make them the centre of theirs.  
Effective communication is also key. Use the tools of communication that young people use to communicate with them. Consider setting up a parish Facebook and Twitter account and invite your young people to populate them (with supervision). Be sure too to provide space within parish life where young people can be listened to. One of the greatest impoverishments of contemporary life is that few people have time to truly listen to another person. Simply offering a young person a listening ear can do an enormous amount to build friendship and trust.
A very good way to encourage an ongoing involvement in the life of the parish is to give someone a job! Invite the young people in your parish to accept a job or service role that fits their character and skills. Being personally invested in a church activity will encourage participation and involvement in the life of the parish. This is especially important to initiate towards the end of the Confirmation preparation season because many ‘disappear’, as soon as they’ve received the Sacrament.
And finally, perhaps most importantly, recognise the cry of every potential disciple of the Lord, “teach us how to pray”.  Young people have an appetite for the spiritual, a curiosity of the unknown - satisfy that hunger by entering into prayer wherever and however possible; encourage young people to speak with and listen to God themselves.  At World Youth Day in Sydney 2008, Pope Benedict XVI Emeritus encouraged young people to “become familiar with the Holy Spirit, in order to be familiar with Jesus.”  This can only happen in prayer, by God’s grace.  And it is the greatest joy we will ever know on earth, and in the life beyond.
Catholics are, by their very nature, a missionary people.  Pope Paul VI famously stated in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, the Catholic Church “exists in order to evangelise”.  You can’t be plainer than that - we have work to do and the young people in your area need you to reach out to them!  
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