Top Ten Tips for sharing your testimony – Speaking about faith, in your own words.
Fiona Mansford
My Grandma was from Cleethorpes near Grimsby. She loved fish and chips and bingo. She was a kind person, with a good sense of humour, and she was also a woman of prayer. She lived out her faith quietly and undramatically and rarely spoke about it. However, one day she told me that, when she prayed the Rosary, she prayed for me and she asked for the prayers of the ‘Little Flower’. I didn’t know what she was talking about until I was older and realised that the Little Flower was a nickname for St Thérèse of Liseux. When I was confirmed in my early twenties, I chose the name Thérèse, after St Thérèse and in memory of my Grandma, who first introduced me this Saint. It’s worth saying that, up until the moment my Grandma told me that she did, I didn’t know that she prayed. I hadn’t really thought about it. Yet, her simple words of faith made a lasting impression on me.
Our words and our own experiences are powerful, even when very simple. Some of us are good at demonstrating our faith with actions; treating others well, loving our families and giving to the poor – We may even have a picture of the Sacred Heart in the Kitchen. But, when someone asks us what we believe, or why we believe it, what do we say? Actions are very important, but sometimes words are needed to explain and clarify our faith to others and even to ourselves. Today, more than ever, we need to be articulate Catholics who can speak of faith clearly and with conviction to others. A great place to start is to share something of your own faith story, or testimony.
A testimony is a simple sharing of a part of your journey of faith, to give witness to Christ. What has God done in your life, in the past? How is God present in your life today? Why are you a Catholic? What does your faith mean to you personally? Answering one of these, or similar questions, will give you an outline of a testimony. Your testimony is powerful because it demonstrates to others that God is real and that he cares about our lives. It is also something that we can all do. So, here are my ten top tips for sharing your testimony:
1) Become increasingly aware of ‘moments of encounter’ with God
We know that God is with us, but how often do we pause in the day to actively become aware of God’s closeness? Some people have dramatic stories of personal conversion, but, for most of us, God is present in the ordinariness of our daily lives; Such as an answered prayer, or experiencing a moment of peace in the midst of anxiety. God speaks to us through a timely word of wisdom, or encouragement, from a loved one, or through the sacraments of the Church. It may help to keep a prayer journal and at the end of each day to write a few lines about how you encountered God throughout that day.
2) Be open to the Holy Spirit
We can pray each morning for an opportunity to share our faith with someone in the day ahead. Pray also, that in that moment you’ll be given the right words to speak. Through prayer, when we are talking with someone, we may feel a prompting from the Holy Spirit to share a particular part of our story at a particular time. It is amazing what the Holy Spirit can bring to mind, that can be of great help to someone.

3) Consider who you are speaking and use simple words

Are they a Christian, or a Catholic, or not? If not, then try to avoid very religious words & phrases that they may not understand, such as: The parish, the sacraments, conversion. If you do need to use religious words, try to explain what you mean by them. For example, I love sharing why I go to confession. For many, it can seem like such a weird thing to do and even Catholics can be afraid of it. But, for me, confession is an invitation to receive God’s love, when I least feel that I deserve it! In confession I am able to share with another person my darkness and my sin, and then the Priest, in the person of Christ, offers me forgiveness! Nothing compares to that experience of freedom and forgiveness and every time I go I reminded that I am loved unconditionally – who doesn’t want that?!

4) Talk personally and avoid telling others what to do

We do not all have the same faith experience and people are at different stages in their journey. So, respect this and try to avoid ‘preaching’ to others about what they must do, as this can make people feel defensive. Stick to talking about your own story and leave them with something to think about. And avoid arguments. Sharing faith is about winning hearts, not winning arguments.

5) Don’t be afraid to be vulnerable

It is hard to relate to someone whose life appears to be perfect and without struggles. As Pope Francis put it so beautifully; “The thing the church needs most today is the ability to heal wounds and to warm the hearts of the faithful… I see the church as a field hospital after battle.” Let’s be honest, we all have our struggles. When appropriate, sharing how God has helped you, or is helping you, through a difficulty (perhaps facing an illness, or a financial or relationship crisis) can bring great consolation and hope to people in their own struggles. Often in times of difficulty people are most open and aware of their need of God.

6) Take responsibility for your level of sharing

Don’t share something deeply personal if you are uncomfortable about doing so and avoid sharing something about someone else without their permission. There is a time for sharing from the depths of our souls, but usually in close relationships, or if you have been asked to speak to a specific group of people about a specific topic. Once again, keep it simple and ordinary.

7) Be aware of the response of the other person
 
Notice if they seem engaged and keen to know more, or if they seem distracted, or perhaps need to get to an appointment somewhere else. If that’s the case, they may not be ready to receive your testimony so, out of respect for them, bring your sharing to a close.

8) Be yourself and speak naturally

We are different and God uses us to reach out to different people in different ways. There is nothing more off putting than insincerity, so just be yourself and share from your heart.

9) Listen
Yes, this is about sharing your faith. But the word sharing is important. If you want to have genuine communication with another person, let them speak too. Let them ask questions, or even disagree with you. People have a real need to be heard and listening is an act of charity. 

10) Be a witness to the Joy of the Gospel
There may be things about the Church, or our parish priest, or another member of the parish that we find difficult. But avoid moaning or complaining about your faith.  A joyful person is much more attractive than a moaner! And we can always find something to be joyful and thankful about. As Pope Francis says: “An evangeliser must never look like they have just come back from a funeral”. Let your love for Jesus show in your face, in your words and in your genuine care for the person with whom you are speaking. 
----
 ‘But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect’ 1 Pet 3:15
I consider it a joy and a privilege to be able to speak openly about my faith. I am not always prepared and I often miss the opportunities that I am given, but I am always given more. I encourage you to make use of the opportunities that arise. You may be asked a question at work, in the pub, at the school gates, or by a family member… It may be that someone shares a difficulty with you, searching for direction, or for a word of hope or peace. Be ready for this and take a step of faith. You may be the only Christian that the other person knows – and never be afraid to speak of Jesus – The incarnate one, ‘Emmanuel’, God with us! Jesus Christ is the reason for our hope.
Thinking back to the story of my Grandma, I don’t think I ever told her that I chose Thrèse as my Confirmation name. I don’t think she ever knew how her simple faith and simple words helped my own simple faith to deepen. We may never know the impact of sharing our faith and telling our story, but, I can tell you for certain that, when we do, it has the power to change hearts!





