 "COME AND SEE" - EVANGELISING OUR CITIES

Kristina Cooper reports on the fourth city mission which took place 28th October -5th November 2006 in Brussels

In the UK and Ireland we tend to be rather cut off from mainland European activities and many people are probably not aware that over the last four years, special city wide missions have been taking place in the autumn in some of the major European capitals. These have been the inspiration of the five cardinals of these cities - Lustiger (Paris), Schonborn (Vienna), Polycarpo (Lisbon) and Danneels (Brussels) and Erdo (Budapest) who decided to band together and support each other to find ways of preaching the gospel to the city dwellers of our time. The missions have also been an opportunity for the new movements, particularly the Emmanuel Community, and the diocesan structures to work together on an evangelistic project, as well as being a show case for what Christianity and the Church has to offer secular society in terms of philosophy, politics, culture and spirituality. 

Two years ago, with a couple of friends I went to the Paris city mission. I found it an incredibly enriching experience, even though I actually missed the main presentations in the cathedral and most of the workshops, arriving only for the final weekend. What struck me, however, was the way Paris seemed to come alive spiritually during that time. Every church building had a fluttering orange banner with some spiritual treasure inside whether it was an art exhibition or choral concert. One of my friends dubbed it "World Youth Day for Adults" and I could see why. Participants were give brightly coloured scarves and bags which made it easy to identify fellow conference goers as they walked by in the street, and it helped create a great sense of camaraderie among us all on the metro and in the cafes. For me one of the best parts of my Paris trip was the opportunity to be put up with other Catholics and participate a bit in their local parish life. 

For the Brussels trip there were four of us travelling together. Lorna, a fellow parishoner from St Vincent's in South London and two members of the Westminster Cathedral prayer group, Kate and Marie and myself. As the others didn't speak French I was a little concerned as how they would manage, but amazingly we weren't split up and all four of us were taken in by a retired couple who lived in beautiful flat in the south of the city and spoke excellent English.

Their hospitality and energy knew no bounds. Not only did they provide us with bed and breakfast every morning, but they also came to pick us up from the station, cooked us evening meals and generally ferried us around. Both active Catholics from haute bourgeois families, the husband, Philippe, now 80, had worked in the Belgian Congo in the diamond industry, while his wife, Marie Francoise, the epitome of smiling French chic, after finishing raising her four children was a local city councillor. They were both also very involved in Christian and Philippe was helping animate one of the workshops on this subject. 

In Paris, I had ended up hanging out with the small band of Brits who were there, organised by CASE, the Catholic Agency for Evangelisation, but this time because of the hospitality of our hosts, we spent most of our evenings with them at local parish initiatives rather than at the centrally organised ones down town and didn't manage to get to the English speaking workshops CASE were organising.

In one parish called St Mark's, a beautiful modern church, built above the usual church premises, a soiree of piano music by Bach, Beethoven, Chopin and List, interspersed with a short reflection about the spirituality and influences of each composer had been organised. This attracted many non-church goers and acted as both evangelistic outreach and fundraiser for Brazilian street children. Another evening after dropping in on an event which was cancelled, we went to an ecumenical prayer session that brought together Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox and evangelicals to pray for the city. And on the final night we attended an interesting, if not entirely orthodox Mass, whereby the liturgy of the word was celebrated in one church, and the Eucharistic prayer and communion part in another church, with a torch lit Emmaus walk along a rutted forest path in the middle. With our hosts we also visited an ecumenical bible exhibition illustrated by reproductions by various artists including Chagall and Dali, in small prefab in the town centre. On another day in a church we came across, a vast striking canvas, almost the size of a house, depicting the figure Jesus with longing eyes drawing the viewer into his heart while a meditation played in the background. 

Spending time like this with the local Christians one found oneself learning something of their spirituality and attitudes. Lay commitment in the churches we went to seemed high and expected. In fact in one parish there was a very hard hitting written summons to all those who used the church to get involved in running the activities of the parish. Elsewhere one picked up a whiff of northern European anti-establishment sentiment, particularly regarding things like inter-communion. Vocations to the priesthood and declining church attendance too were obviously a problem. St Mark's had been built in more optimistic times and the building was now not really needed. Another of the white upper middle class parishes had an African parish priest - a Ugandan who was in Belgium for three years to pursue his theological studies. What would happen after he left, they weren't sure, but the lay people obviously intended keeping their parish community going.  

Although I didn't get to any of the "round tables" - discussions with high ranking churchmen, politicians and academics, discussing the issues of the day, I did manage to attend some of the main morning sessions in the cathedral. Each day these consisted of a major talk, a couple of people sharing their about how their faith impacted their lives and Mass, celebrated by one of the cardinals. The themes were "diakonia" (service to the poor) given by Andrea Riccardi the founder of St Egidio Community in Rome, "proclamation of the gospel" given by fellow Brit, Timothy Radcliffe OP, "celebrating liturgy - the Eucharist"  by Swiss priest Fr Nicolas Buttet and "prayer" by Fr Enzo Bianchi, the founder of an ecumenical community in Italy.  Timothy Radcliffe proved both popular and challenging and generated the most ticket sales as well as the most downloads afterwards for his talk in which he reflected on the challenge of preaching the gospel to a culture which does not share our values particularly the young. (text available on the congress website www.Bruxelles-Toussaint2006.org ) 

The week of presentations concluded with a stimulating group interview with the five cardinals where they were grilled by a French speaking journalist about various subjects, from the challenges facing the Church in the next decade to how to evangelise young people and relations with Moslems. Interestingly among the witnesses on the final day, was one by Albert Guigui, the chief rabbi of Brussels, and another by Hacer Duzgun, the vice president  of the Muslem executive of Belgium, who both shared their insights and experiences of prayer. 

Cardinal Godfried Danneels was delighted at the turnout and success of the week. He added that if the Church wanted to be present in the world, it needed to dare to take risks. "We cannot wait to be sure of success before organising events like this," he said. An estimated 100,000 people, however, took part in one way or another with 5000 Belgians enrolled as participants, 1500 French, 500 Hungarians and 500 other nationalities including about 16 British.  He commented, "I never the thought the day would arrive when the Koekelburg basilica would be too small." This huge cavernous building to the north of the city acted as the main focus for the sessions including the opening of the congress, which included a performance of the cantatas of the Apocalypse by Andre Gouzes with a choir of 250 attended by 3000 people including the King and Queen of Belgium. The former queen Fabiola, widow of Badouin, who is a committed Catholic, attended the morning sessions most days as a participant, sitting in the front row dressed in grey.

According to the organisers numbers for everything were 50% more than they expected. In spite of this and all the interest that the congress had created in the parishes and the church generally, many in the city still were unaware of what was happening. The cardinals in fact were challenged on this very point and asked if they were not simply preaching to the converted. Cardinal Polycarpo from Lisbon commented, "the group of committed Catholics is not so big today and they need encouraging. The congress we had in Lisbon last year touched the hearts of a lot of new people. It brought up all sorts of questions and answers. The Church by definition is a mystery of communion and this congress has given us all a remarkable experience of communion between five big churches in Europe." Cardinal Schonborn also underlined the importance of big events like this so people could have a wider experience than just their local parish situation. 

The final congress in the series will take place next September in Budapest and at the end of the final Mass, Cardinal Danneels, passed on to Cardinal Erdo from Budapest, the specially designed eucharistic monstrance which has been used at all the congresses and has become the logo of the event. Those who would be interested in attending should contact CASE, who no doubt will be arranging another group to go. CASE, 114 West Heath Road, London NW3 7TX tel 020 8458 3316 or info@caseresources.org.uk 

