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Even while a person is having annual holidays abroad, watching programmes broadcast from other parts of the world by satellite, and speaking to friends or relatives on other continents over the telephone, that person’s only experience of the Catholic faith as it is being lived in the world today may be from their own parish.  If the Church in my area is struggling, with decreasing mass attendance and a lack of a younger element among the parishioners, it is easy to give in to a sense of depression about the situation of the Church.  Here are two very good reasons for getting out there and experiencing the universal Church in all her glory at international gatherings.  So I was very privileged to be able to go out to Brussels for the 2006 European Evangelisation Congress, held over the season of All Saints under the title ‘Come and see …’.  An excellent title, it seemed to me, an open invitation to all and sundry to taste the riches of the Church and her faith.
Owing to other commitments I was only able to sample the first three days of the proceedings, but it was more than enough for me to tap into the springs of renewal that were in evidence everywhere.  I was present at two magnificent masses, one in the massive twentieth-century Koekelberg basilica, which is apparently among the largest churches in the world, and the other by contrast a televised All Saints Day mass in the old St Katherine’s cathedral.  The music was hugely vigorous and joyful and the liturgy of impressive solemnity.  On the Monday I heard a fine address by Professor Riccardi of the Sant’Egidio community, which has a particular vocation for bringing peace and reconciliation and plays a part behind the scenes in bringing together warring sides involved in conflicts across the world.  On Tuesday our own Timothy Radcliffe, the well-known Dominican speaker spoke about the challenge presented to today’s Church by the lifestyles of today’s youth and the need for us to engage with them where they are.  There was a simultaneous translation service in six languages available in the basilica and it was sobering to see how many people had headphones on for the translation during Timothy Radcliffe’s talk;  a reminder that although English has become the world’s common language, in the Catholic Church in Europe we English-speakers are just a tiny minority.  Given this, it was particularly heartening for me to be able to attach myself to an official group from CASE (Catholic Agency for the Support of Evangelisation) who were in Brussels along with (retired) Bishop Ambrose Griffiths to offer presentations of what is happening in the UK and to speak about communicating the faith in everyday language.
There were numerous workshops during the afternoons on a wide variety of topics, and I myself was able to lead one which I entitled ‘conversion stories’.  There were thirty or so people present, of whom ten or so were Lithuanians who did not speak English!  Fortunately they had their translator with them.  Participation was hearteningly enthusiastic and my emphasis in my presentation on the importance of the saints in our lives met with a warm response.  I met other participants from various countries including Austria, Belgium, France, and Australia and it was wonderful to sense what a deep bond our shared faith gave us.  Many of the delegates were in the 20 to 40 age bracket and one of the most inspiring aspects of the event was to see so many younger priests and religious around.  All in all, it was a real shot I the arm.  
