Overwhelmed By Response
 

A national initiative to resource parishes to reach out to lapsed or ‘resting’ Catholics was launched by CASE before Christmas. Here, CASE Team Member, Clare Ward, reports back.
 

One of our enquirers wrote: “Working late at night I have just discovered this website. I am a lapsed Roman Catholic. I occasionally attend Mass and tend to go to my local church to light a candle. I was divorced ten years ago and feel very guilty - a bit of a failure really - and stopped going to church. What I really want to know is if I can ever receive communion again?... I feel very silly typing this but would be grateful for any information or advice.”

 
Another correspondence asked: “Please tell me where I can find a guide to Mass as it has been 18 years since I went to Mass, aged 15. I have forgotten most of the responses etc… Also, please send me a welcome home pack to the below address.” One person who entitled their e-mail ‘Prodigal Son’ wrote: “Here is my address. Please send me your info. pack. I look forward to hearing from you. Maybe with God’s help I shall return to the fold. Thank you and a Merry Xmas to you.”  

 

Finally, Rachael wrote in January: “Do not know if you are still there now that Christmas has passed, but I would like to let you know that shortly after my email my local church had a penitential service and this helped me to go to confession.  I have been going to Mass and Communion ever since, including on Christmas Day and most of the Octave of Christmas as I was off work at that time.” She added: “It takes quite a lot of courage to go to confession after 34 years.  Thank you for your encouragement, the Christmas season was very joyful for me.  I hope lots of other people have been helped through ‘Come Home for Christmas’."

 

In the light of these messages and others, there’s only one way to describe the response to this year’s first ‘Come Home For Christmas’ initiative and that’s “overwhelming”. As you may have read in The Universe before Christmas, the project was launched because of our awareness that large numbers of baptised, for different reasons, no longer or rarely attend Mass. The hope was to resource parishes to reach out and welcome people, whatever their story or journey. To that end, as part of the work of the Catholic Enquiry Office, which is under the direction of CASE, leaflets, invitation cards, a free enquirer’s pack and a dedicated website were produced to help make the journey back to the Church as easy as possible. 
 
The campaign website, which can be found at: www.comehomeforchristmas.co.uk, was well used and the daily average was about 120 unique visitors. Each visitor viewed an average of about four pages. For the first time we used video testimonies which proved popular, as were the welcome messages from the bishops. Another first was the use of text messaging: people could receive a free “welcome back” message from the Cardinal direct to their mobile phone.

 

Every parish in England and Wales received a starter park and at least 200 of these contacted us requesting secondary materials. Some parishes made three or four requests for additional items. In the two months running up to Christmas we were averaging the daily sending out of around 1000 leaflets, cards, booklets and fliers. In total, 100,000 “Catholic and lost touch?” leaflets were distributed and requests have already started coming in for materials to be used in parishes at Easter. It’s frequently becoming the norm that we can’t print materials quickly enough to meet the demand, which is a very welcome but challenging reality. 


One parish priest in South Yorkshire wrote to us saying: “We tried it in our parish, and there have been three positive responses; there may well have been many more at Mass, but that’s impossible to ascertain over Christmas – the church is full of faces that I don’t recognise. I have even got one application to get married from a lady who told me her conscience was stirred by the invitation card! So thank you for all you did, I think it was a worthwhile campaign.” Meanwhile, another priest rang in to say: “The ‘Come Home for Christmas’ campaign is a brilliant idea! Your attractive resources will assist me enormously in the ongoing task of inviting people back to Church.” 

 

Space restricts us from sharing more, but the team has been so heartened by the support received and feedback offered. Please do contact us to tell us how it was received in your area. As it’s the first year that we’ve offered materials it has been a learning curve for us as well.

 

It’s very hard to quantify in real terms how successful or not a project of this kind is. We have certainly been extremely encouraged by what people have told us so far and it’s likely that there’ll be many more people who return quietly and anonymously. The vast majority of people won’t feature in our records and in a sense that doesn’t matter. What is central is that somehow, somewhere, people receive the invitation to come home.

 

The initiative finished on 31st January, so at this stage it’s probably too early to make in-depth comment about lessons learnt. Drawing from what we know at this juncture, what we can say is that it seems that nearly every Catholic family has ‘resting’ members. You are not alone and there is hope. 

 

I remember receiving a phone call one day from a mother who was desperately seeking advice and materials. Her sons had lapsed years ago and she saw in this campaign a light at the end of the tunnel. We chatted and prayed in a faith-filled recognition that we must never give up. God will hear and answer our prayers and we too must do all we can to listen, love and issue an invitation as and when the opportunity presents itself. 

 

The issues surrounding why people stop coming to Church are complex. They vary from having had some kind of negative Church experience, to feelings of shame and rejection because of some life failure. For others, boredom has been a major factor or simply drifting away. What we hope is that this campaign has put these people’s needs firmly on the agenda of parishes.  Reaching out is not an easy task, but with support we must faithfully take a step forward. CASE is not in any way saying that it has all the answers or ‘the way’ to approach this mission area. What we are saying is that working together with you and using the excellent resources provided by groups like KIT (“Keeping in Touch”) and Landings, we can all be equipped to play our part.

 

As Lent is upon us, let’s consider afresh how we can reach out to the lost sheep and lead them to an encounter with the Good Shepherd, the resurrected Jesus Christ.

 

For more information, resources and to assist us financially, please contact CASE. Address: CASE, 114 West Heath Road, London. NW3 7TX. Tel: 020 8458 3316.  E-mail: info@caseresources.org.uk  See: www.caseresources.org.uk
 
