Starting a J&P group

Challenges we face were identified as follows:

· Time constraints – people are very busy

· ‘Justice and Peace’ means different things to different people – do we need a working definition?

· The link between the Gospel message and issues of injustice, global and local, is rarely made from the pulpit, and the relevance of this to all of us, here and now, is not often highlighted

· Where people do make those connections, they can feel overwhelmed  by the problems and powerless to make a difference

· You need a number of committed people in order to get something off the ground

· The attitude of the Parish Priest matters – some feel threatened by groups that they have not initiated; they may want to avoid anything controversial; many don’t like losing control and this can generate resistance to a J&P initiative which it likely to want to tackle tough issues

· And on the other side, many parishioners defer to the priest and won’t get involved in a group unless he has approved it

· ‘Personality and politics’ therefore, among clergy and laity, can affect the success of a J&P initiative – existing groups might also resist the idea of new things developing

· The size of some parishes can make it difficult to connect with people – each Mass can be a completely different community

· And while diversity can be a strength, it can also make building relationships more difficult

· Getting people to be willing to ACT and not just talk about issues is hard – but no-one likes a ‘talking shop’

· Some people feel that J&P is too removed – better left to CAFOD

· Or that the issues are too broad – where do you start

· In affluent parishes there tends to be more of a disconnect with these issues

· It can be seen as a one-off initiative, an add-one, rather than as something that is integral to the life of the parish

· There’s often a temptation to put structures in place and bureaucracy and that can be off-putting, especially in a new group

· One of the challenges is that perhaps we set too high expectations of ourselves and each other – starting small and simple might be a better idea.

At the same time, there are real opportunities:
· The Gospel message is challenging and could provide a spur to action

· Some priests provide inspiration and help make the Gospel relevant to our lives and to the world 

· J&P should be about more than issues; it should be about the way we live – about establishing equality in the kingdom of heaven – in other words, HERE and NOW!

· It is possible to start small, even in a large parish, and that might really be the best approach

· A small but strong core group could work to win the support of others incrementally

· Although people are busy, there is often energy, especially for local actions

· We should refer more to Catholic Social Teaching (the Church’s ‘best kept secret’), use the legacy of Catholic and other Social Movements, and the relevant encyclicals to support a focus on J&P -  CAFOD and Citizens UK have publications that would help

· The diversity of our communities and all their stories is a rich source of information about other countries, including experiences of personal hardship, poverty and oppression

· We should try to develop a loose, flexible structure to our groups – see them as a coalition of differences – rather than dominated by a single individual, idea or agenda

· The diocese has a library of resource materials that can help a new group explore issues.  Other J&P networks and CAFOD also have very useful materials

· It’s helpful to use an outside facilitator in the early days, until people get to know one another and feel comfortable about sharing responsibilities

· One parish had used a survey to find out what people most cared about and decided to let these issues be the focus of their group

· There are probably more ‘cradle J&P’ types around in our parishes than we realise – it’s just a question of finding them and engaging with them.

A step by step PROCESS:

We explored ideas about how and where to start.  We agreed there was no one blueprint and that each parish would need to approach J&P in a way that was right for it.  But we did  explore the value of a step by step process that involved:

· Starting with a small group/team of people willing to work together to get something off the ground

· Perhaps training them and building their confidence to reach out to others in the parish

· Spending time getting to know other parishioners, listening carefully to their concerns/ideas/ interests/passions – either informally or through a programme of small groups  (the Listening Programme at St Thomas More was used to illustrate how that might be done) or through social events – sharing meals, tea after Mass………….
· Making sure you included everyone, tapping into people’s stories, building relationships,  reinforcing the sense of the parish as a community – the parish map at STM, linking pictures of parishioners to their country of origin was a creative example of how that might be done
· Working out an agenda and action plan that reflects people’s priorities and sharing responsibility for putting it into practice

· Thinking about J&P at different levels can help:  within the parish / in the neighbourhood / in our city and wider society / globally – and being realistic about what can be done by the parish acting alone, or with other local communities, or with a wider coalition like London Citizens or through agencies like CAFOD  and Progressio

· Recognising that you’ll always need 2/3 ‘leaders’ to keep an eye on things and help move things along – but making sure no one individual dominates – or gets lumbered!

· Building a regular process of reflection into your action planning so that learning is shared and the group gets better and stronger over time

· In many parishes, starting with local issues and moving towards global issues, will engage more people and make the J&P groups relevant to a wider spectrum of parishioners.
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