NEW LIFE IN NEW MOVEMENTS
By Clare Ford
Fortunate as we are to live in this part of God’s gorgeous creation, spring comes at precisely the right moment to underline the new life on offer at Easter. It’s heralded in our liturgy with the Paschal Candle overcoming the darkness and in the baptismal waters of new life. Where else do we see this abundance of ‘New Life’ in the Church?

This month’s CASE article explores the identity and impact of what are called ‘New Movements’, or more properly, ‘New Ecclesial Movements’, and considers their particular contribution to the urgent task of evangelisation.

Described variously as one of the best kept secrets of the Church today and a very sure sign of hope for the future, who or what are these New Ecclesial Movements?  There is such a wide range of groups and communities that could come under this umbrella term that no single, simple, definition could do justice to their diversity, especially as their structures vary from members in full-time, lifelong commitment, to loosely associated people who attend occasional meetings.  One common strand seems to be a deep awareness of the difference knowing Christ makes and a keen desire to share that Good News with those who have no idea of God’s love for them.
Strictly speaking, the adjective new could be misleading; many of these groups began before Vatican II and have developed to the extent that ten years ago, John Paul II commented at a meeting with half a million representatives from some 200 movements: “Today I notice with great joy that they have a more mature self knowledge.”  However, although not brand new, there has been a definite recent flowering of such groups, particularly in England, Wales and Scotland. This could be seen as a response to the call to “commit all of the Church’s energies to the New Evangelisation” (Redemptoris Missio 3).   Their relative newness is a definite asset in terms of readiness to evangelise contemporary cultures.  The less history something has, the more flexible it can be as it is less tied to existing structures, and the more power it can have to fire the imagination. John Paul II qualified the New Evangelisation as being new in “ardour, methods and means of expression”; the diverse yet always passionate ways members of the Movements seek to share their faith are shining examples of these three dimensions in practice.
The New Movements are naturally attractive to creative young people who are keen to commit themselves to something they feel they can belong to.  Young people are often drawn to that which seems radical; here, participation is an opportunity for adolescent rebelliousness to be positively channelled for the good of the Church.  When what you become involved in is graced by the Holy Spirit, then rather than ‘angry young men’ or ‘rebels without a cause’, you get inspired and inspiring young people: peer evangelisation at its best! Fresh, young, vibrant communities enjoy a dynamic set of conditions that give rise to lots of innovative methods of evangelisation, which in turn attract other pioneering people. There is an unmistakeable energy in such an atmosphere and the powerful witness of a joyful shared life appeals to those outside the Church who might otherwise have dismissed what they thought Christianity had to offer.
The New Movements are sometimes referred to as ‘Lay Movements’ but this is not wholly accurate.  Certainly, lay people play a key role, often in leadership of the organisation, but the richness of the fuller ecclesial dimension is missed in such a description. To emphasise that they are not outside or peripheral, but actually central to the life of the Church, John Paul II deliberately referred to these groups as “New Ecclesial Movements.”  He recognised that they are living models of the organic, unified community of the baptised as described in both the New Testament and Lumen Gentium.
Piero Coda, a theologian of Focolare, one of the best known of the Movements, described how they are, “constitutionally open (by virtue of their original charism) to all the vocations and to all the states of life present in the People of God.”  As well as evangelisational impact, there is also vocational fruit. A recent survey showed that almost half of all the seminarians for England and Wales had been positively influenced to explore their vocation by contact with Youth 2000, just one of the many flourishing groups active in young adult ministry. The Bishops have asked CASE to be a point of reference for the many new movements and organisations in the Catholic Church in England and Wales, and it is certainly one of the most rewarding, inspirational parts of our work.
It is not only John Paul II that recognised “the flourishing of the ecclesial movements” as “one of the gifts of the Spirit to our time” and a “source of hope for the Church.” Even before he became Pope, Cardinal Ratzinger described how he saw the New Movements as “the next great wave” of the Holy Spirit in history, comparing their advent to that of the Monastic Orders, followed by the Mendicants and then the Ignatian inspired communities including the explosion of active women’s religious congregations of the 19th century. It is significant he sees their potential on a par with great religious Orders, he seems to be very much echoing his predecessor’s understanding that, just as spiritual movements such as the Franciscans or Jesuits eventually had an impact on the whole Church, “the New Ecclesial Movements will profoundly change the Church of our time. They will help show the rest of the Church how ‘The Church herself is a movement.’”
While more work may need to be done to integrate the Movements more fully with diocesan and parish life, there seems no doubt they are here to stay, and their energy for evangelisation is an encouraging sign of new life in the Church and hope for the World that so needs to hear the promise of Easter.  Whether it is the often unseen but vital work of reconciliation on a global scale done by the Sant’ Egidio Community, or the daily witness of individual Opus Dei members in the workplace, the action of the Holy Spirit is unmistakeable as people explore new styles of working and living together so they can respond in a contemporary way to Jesus’s command to “Go out to the whole world, proclaim the Good News.”  
For more information, please see CASE’s Evangelisation Directory (www.caseresources.org.uk) or Fr Ian Ker’s excellent booklet The New Movements published by the CTS (www.cts-online.org.uk)
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