The Big Society – A call to true Apostolate

The biggest society on the planet is the Christian Community. There are at least one billion Catholics in the world, not to mention other denominations.  The political use of this term as a means of getting people in the country to serve their neighbour and be aware of other needs is against a backdrop of cuts; service restrictions which make it impossible for some of the organisations (public, social and charitable) to function, let alone grow and develop.

Whatever one’s political view on this we must return to the original statement - we, the Christian community, are a Christ-centred and charitable body of people who do not need , or should not need, to be reminded that the core of Christian life is a lifelong commitment to serve both God and neighbour; loving as Jesus Himself loved us.  We are called to bring the gospel to others by our actions and witness as well, when necessary, with proclamation.  Indeed the chief commandment, central to all others, is defined by Jesus Himself as love of God and Love of neighbour. (Ref. Matthew 22:34-40).

It is undoubtedly true that many people do this in big and smaller ways and how wonderful have been the examples of those who setting out on this path, often alone with only God as guide, have opened an ocean of mercy and charity to others. There are so many examples of this that they are almost too numerous to mention and we all have our favourites.  However to make good exemplars they understood the gospel call to love without reserve.  There have been missionaries of many congregations who set up schools, hospitals, clinics and churches in far off lands, often paying the price with their lives.  There have been champions of causes which have changed our laws and practices.  They have abolished child labour and slavery and started rights to many things we now accept as natural, like education and health care.

Some like Blessed Mother Teresa have led others to serve the poorest of the poor by simple charity.  There are those who have had the calling to start the care of the sick and the dying with hospice-care.  Behind many charities there are those Christian men and women of vision and dedication.  In the Church at present we have many examples of this: Cafod, Aid the Church in need, Kyros (which serves with Alcohol and dependency problems) and many others.

There are those who contribute financially and use their wealth to allow others to use skills and talents, and of course where would we be without the daily donations of the less prosperous and poor to fund projects?  How many churches and schools have been maintained by the pennies of the poor...?
While this continues and financial generosity continues it is also true that there has been a decline in response to attend to the needs (practical, physical and emotional) of our neighbours. Clearly individuals have continued to take care of family and neighbours and there are many examples of self-sacrificing care given to husbands, wives, and children who are ill or incapacitated.  Their often hidden lives nevertheless burn brightly to give us hope that love and charity as well as mercy, still exist in our Big Society, the Church, as well as the society in which we live. These acts of course are not restricted to the Christian community and it is often pointed out, quite rightly that many good people who are non-believers also do these things.  Charity is not restricted to the Godly.
Yet the nature of the ‘call’ of a Christian to serve is not just the love of Man but the love of God who loves us so passionately that He ignites love in our hearts not just for Himself but our fellows.  He expects us, yes calls us, to love others as much as we love ourselves.
In the self-seeking self-centred world of today it should be even more obvious to us, who seem to live in the culture of self promotion, that if we really love ourselves like this then the love of others should become all the greater but it does not do this because we have eliminated God from this dynamic.  The true love of self does not require us to be self-seeking, self-satisfying but to accept ourselves as being loved and made for service.  It requires us to respect others and treat others as we expect to be treated; with tenderness and care.  We have a right not to be abused and exploited and a duty to stand up for this, not just for ourselves but for our families, neighbours, people we work with and recreate with.  We are made in the image of a God who is Love so are therefore gifted with an ability to love others as we are loved.

It is an Irony that in a ‘Me’ society which takes self-love to extremes of intolerance of others we have forgotten that the more we say we have to love ourselves all the more we should love others.
To be other – centred and able to forget self – is not a negation of our importance or uniqueness but recognition of our purpose.  Why is it that people who serve are such happy people and truly inwardly joyful? It is because true happiness can only be found in living for others as Jesus manifested so wonderfully throughout His life.

Now we live in a country that has immense differences in the wealth of different groups.  We have unemployment and loneliness.  We have people cared for by strangers and not families.  We have a growing (one in three are over 65 year old) elderly population.  We dispose of the ‘innocent’ and want to cut short the lives of those who we see as a burden to us, or who see themselves as a burden, or who cannot tolerate suffering.  We are on an ever increasing downward slope to an unjust and almost uncaring, unloving society.  We readily jump to information that gives us an opt-out to service such as… it costs too much, we have too many people, not all deserve the care, I am too busy, no time, family first, I can’t do it - why me, nobody cares, or why cannot all be perfect so that we don’t have to be bothered with those less able or unfit, a gateway to eugenics (a false refinement of the human race).  But do we…?  Pope John Paul II made it abundantly clear in Christi Fideles Laici that the call to service is in essence the Call to Service of lay people in the world.  
“The Church owes it to humanity 

to proclaim the simple powerful truth 

that the Lord Loves every human being,

 that Christ came on earth in every one of them 

as the way, the truth and the life.

This is the time 

when Laity have to bear witness 

that the only valid responses 

to human hopes and problems 

is the Christian faith.

They can give such witness if they learn 

how to integrate the Gospel teaching 

with the way they live their lives…”

                                                                         - Christi Fideles Laici
… so how do we react to this?  We are members of the Big Society of Jesus.  We are also members of family, communities both Church and lay, and nations.  Do we really see what is happening around us - ask what we can do, and pray about our response?  The Big Society, in the political sense, give us no means as to how to respond as human beings to one another – it gives us neither resources nor guidelines on how this should be done – it is vague to say the least and essentially requires us to be neighbourly or get involved and do things.  Even if this is not a bad idea, and indeed many people do work for a charity or group – The Church gives us true guidelines and these are in the Gospels.  For Jesus makes it clear how we are to respond to others.

Everyone has a calling – they can be husband, wife, parent, priest, pope, widow.  Every person has skills which they use either at work or voluntarily in a group.  Many people either criticise others in a group for lack of action or wrong ways of doing things, but would not give help themselves.

As Christians we are called to change things.  When we encounter problems and see a lack or a need in something that needs providing or a way of giving a helping hand – our response should be a ‘YES’. There are many ways of helping from the very ordinary ways of giving someone some company, listening to them, cheering them up, to giving assistance in times of trouble.  Sometimes this calls for an even deeper response – actually setting up a group of helpers either in a parish, workplace or community.  Further we may be called to organise an even greater commitment to a cause, or work as missionaries or evangelise or develop a focused project.  This is to be ‘Apostolic’ in the real sense.
Years ago small apostolic works abounded.  We have lost the heart for this yet the Second Vatican Council reminds us that the role of lay people is to be apostolic and recognises many such groups in the Church.  Have you ever said ‘what we really need is…’ and then left it to ‘a somebody or other’ rather than respond yourself.  God is calling you to do something for Him in love.

There is no age limit to such generous giving of self, indeed we must value the contribution of both young and elderly.  There are now groups forming in our society that come together for the common good.  

Many charitable organisations have been started by one or two Christian people getting together for action.  Many are now part of the fabric of our society and they need to be supported financially and practically to fulfil their mission.  Good examples of this are Barnardos, NSPCC and the Samaritans, who do a wonderful job and have a Christian (though now obscured) basis.

But there is a need for more diverse associations.  There have been new ‘religious’ lay communities started since the Second Vatican Council, some for the apostolic work of evangelisation in their many and varied forms, Emmaeus, The Society of The Beatitudes, The Focolare Movement, The Charismatic Movement and others that meet the needs of various needful people in our society.

Some now sadly need new blood and perhaps we should not forget those like St. Vincent de Paul Society.  Some address the very specific spiritual needs of our time to bring the gospel to those who have not heard it and to deepen the faith of those who have and need encouragement.  Again the Church encourages such groups…

In Christi Fideles Laici – it is stated that:

“The Church has never ever lacked associations of the lay faithful. 

Third order, confraternities, solidarities 

all show this even today 

But recent times have seen the spread 

of new types of movements, 

Group Communities.

These new groups are very diverse from one another

 they have the same purpose 

that of sharing in the Church’s mission. 

The type of formation given in lay groups 

will correspond with differing demands.  

Such formation expresses the social nature 

       of the individual person.

Lay people in the Church

 are certainly free to form such groups.
Their right to do so springs from Baptism.
It is a question of a freedom 

to be recognised and guarded by Church authorities

 a freedom to be exercised 

always and only to Church communities.

Yet how little this right is exercised for the good of the Christian Community and the wider society.  Somehow Christian action has been translated as being ‘religious’ in the sense of a formal constraint – taking vows or living in a convent or monastery.

Each person has a right and a duty to help others singly or in groups.  Others, who by constraint of either occupation (a call in itself) or infirmity, have a duty to support those active in these apostolates.

Of course the ‘Big Society’ is made up of small units - families, streets, villages, parishes etc.  The primary group, the family, is critical to the survival of any society and its function of child rearing is essential to the whole if it is to transmit its values and culture.  Today we fight against a culture of death, in its many forms, not life.  Yet as Christians we are baptised into eternal life and light.  It is the function of Christian, Catholic parents to bring fruit to ripen in the close quarters of their family.  If the ‘Big Society’, in the political sense, is to have any meaning or significance then supporting the family must be a top priority, for the young are custodians of the future.  The vision we give them of life will then enable or disable them from developing means of helping others in their turn.  Financial support, employment of parents or younger people, education and health as well as emotional development have to be priorities in any society and we all have to be responsible in our own ways ensuring this. 

However a special duty lies with parents to nurture apostolic activity in their children.  Parents, and rightly, are keen to develop gifts in their children in their lives and for the future. Musical, sports and academic abilities are highly prized, sadly often now for the securing of financial gain.
Yet the talent that fosters relationships, community life are often neglected in favour of individual gifts.  How often could these gifts be shared to bring joy of comfort to others in a non – competitive spirit?  We only have to watch a little television to see what the ‘spirit of the age’ bids young people to do!

Should not parents ask and encourage children to think of their lives as service and the betterment of conditions for others.  Generous parents can also act as an example, a witness to their children, so encouraging them to continue the work of building the Kingdom of God.

“In many countries of the world half the 

entire population is made of young people” 

and

 “Young people present a potential not a challenge 

to the Church’s future.”

Vatican II referred to them as ‘Hope of the future’ 

Young people can and should be inspired 

to lead in the evangelisation of society 

and share in its reward. 

Youth is a time for self-discovery 

for a choice of life and for growth.

It goes on to mention the special gift of the young to care for justice and peace, ecological issue and friendship with each other.  They should be encouraged to participate and share this vision with others of different generations, also to act jointly for the common good and be formed and protected.

Children to have a crucial role to play and can in, these times, be a means of self-sacrifice and sanctification for their parents.  Even in a small way they can by being encouraged to join their parents in generous activities such as fund raising, or get involved in community projects… so too in the Church.  Of course they have to be protected and guarded but also allowed to grow, not be stifled.

There are many instances in the Old and New Testaments which show what crucial role children can play in the building up of any social/ religious group.  One of the best examples is the curing of the leper Naaman.  This high ranking officer would not have had his cure and conversion if it had not been for the little slave girl who told him of the prophet Elisha.  So too the feeding of the five thousand was started by the prudence or inspiration of a little boy with five loaves and two fishes.  Saint John the Evangelist was himself only a youth at the time of the life of Jesus.

Children must be encouraged to play their part in any activity which leads to commitment later on in life and shows them a way forward.  And of course there’s David and Goliath.

Without prayer of course all apostolic endeavours will fail.  It is the soul of any apostolic work or call.  In the book ‘Soul of the Apostolate’ Dom Chautard emphasises this point about the interior life being the springboard for external activity.  He also made this statement in 1946 – before the second Vatican council.  Referring to a priest involved in fostering apostolates he quotes – “Our ambition must be to form workers in whom the Lord God is strong – and after they have married they should remain apostles, eager to share their charity with the greatest number of souls. If our apostolate is to aim only at forming good Christians, then our ideal would be feeble indeed.  What we have to do is create a legion of apostles so that the family, the fundamental social unit, may become in turn a centre of the Apostolate.”

He goes on to say that the basis for the realisation of these aims is sacrifice and intimate friendship with Jesus.  It is this that will make it possible for our influence to be felt in Society and the words of our master will be fulfilled- “I have come to cast fire upon the earth and will that it be kindled” (Luke. 12:49)

If ‘Our Big Society’ is to have an influence on the society in which we live we must become Apostolic.  We can and must be involved in all means of bringing about a fair and charitable society.  If this means self –sacrifice then it must be done with love and acceptance.  The society we live in must also be made aware of the injustices and amoral aspects of its laws and judgements.  It is of no use asking people to act in service and then deny them the means by which this can be achieved.  A political solution which claims to encourage charity and care and then punishes the giver of such, robs itself of its essence.  

However, in the Christian Society rooted in compassion we can dig deep into its resources of prayer and can bring about change…..
We live in challenging times when it is essential that a full understanding of our commitment to love and service in all its aspects is understood, accepted and realised.  We are yeast in any society – we must be the means by which bread is provided for all.  We must be Eucharistic people and become Holy.  We have the Bread of Life – if we partake of this bread we will be able to be broken so that we can serve.  We can then be sent out to provide soul-food for others. 

Rev. Fr. Michael Scanlon
 Peace and Justice


