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Strengthening Catholic Identity – focus on mission

You have no body on earth but ours,
No hands but ours, No feet but ours.
Ours are the eyes through which your compassion
Must look out on the world.
Ours are the feet by which you may still
Go about doing good.

St Teresa of Avila
Leaders in Catholic health services, Catholic education and Catholic welfare services in the Archdiocese of Melbourne gathered at the Thomas Carr Centre in East Melbourne on 31 March 2009 for the third and final seminar in a series on strengthening Catholic Identity in these areas of the Church’s mission.

These are all busy people – Board members, senior executives, spiritual directors etc of large organisations, with many demands on their time.  Their presence indicated the priority that they give to the focus of this session, on practical responses that can strengthen the mission focus of the work of the Church in these areas.

The richness of such encounters cannot be captured in a short article
, but there were some key themes that emerged. 

Several speakers over the course of the three seminars, drew directly from Pope Benedict’s succinct reminders in his first encyclical, God is Love, of the centrality of these apostolates:
For the Church, charity is not a kind of welfare activity which could equally well be left to others, but is a part of her nature, an indispensable expression of her very being. (Deus Caritas Est, n 25)
But, it was noted, the Pope went further: 

We are dealing with human beings, and human beings always need something more than technically proper care. They need humanity. They need heartfelt concern. Those who work for the Church's charitable organizations must be distinguished by the fact that they do not merely meet the needs of the moment, but they dedicate themselves to others with heartfelt concern, enabling them to experience the richness of their humanity. Consequently, in addition to their necessary professional training, these charity workers need a “formation of the heart”: they need to be led to that encounter with God in Christ which awakens their love and opens their spirits to others. (Deus Caritas Est, n 31) 
Fr Joe Caddy, CEO of Centacare Catholic Family Services, reflected on the opportunities, but also the challenges, to act on this in Australia today, a post-modern society, where Christ is present, but where a Christian affiliation cannot be assumed; a  society where one of our opportunities is to ‘uncover the presence of Christ’ to the broader community. ‘Recruit for mission’, the catch-phrase that summarised Michael Yore’s presentation at the 2nd seminar, was reaffirmed; to be complemented by telling the story, and engaging with staff on our mission at induction and ongoing formation.  For an effective dialogue, this needed to be complemented by listening to the story of our people.  Particularly when this relationship is truly effective, we are, as Fr Joe put it, “formed by the mission.”  

But we need to work hard on a language that can bridge the cultural chasms that are a feature of our society, and which can make real to our people the teachings of Christ. 

Sr Helen Monkivitch, Director of Leadership Development at Mercy Health stressed the importance of mission-orientation and of ongoing formation for board members, and senior staff; as well as the development of a mission-oriented environment for all personnel.  Helen outlined the extensive programs that Mercy Health, in conjunction with Catholic Health Australia, has in place to make this happen.  
The interaction between the health, education and community services sectors was valuable, and highlighted a number of issues.  Mr David Huggins, Assistant Director at the Catholic Education Office, Melbourne, emphasised the importance of early years’ development for positive life outcomes, and the nexus between education and community services in addressing that key phase – neither could achieve their mission without the other.  
Sir James Gobbo led the group to reflect on a more general point:  the importance of giving each person the sense that they are precious.  He pointed out the effectiveness of this in imparting hope and a belief in one’s self; as well as its centrality to Christ’s mission.  
In drawing the seminars to a close, Bishop Christopher Prowse referred back to Archbishop Hart’s presentation at the second seminar, where the Archbishop pointed out the need to avoid falling into either of two extremes that can arise for Catholic agencies:  .  to retire from the world and set up a “Catholic club”, or, at the other end of the spectrum, . for our institutions and our leaders to keep their faith private and personal, and in doing so to “dumb down” our Catholic identity.
In working for a balanced approach, Bishop Chris pointed to the need for all of us to keep a focus on the broad mission of the Church – to proclaim the Word of God, celebrate the sacraments, and exercise the ministry of charity.  One aspect supports and encourages the other.  “it is when we separate these three responsibilities that we start to have questions about Catholic identity.”

Bishop Chris concluded with the note that prudence and discernment will need to be features of how Catholic leadership strikes the balance in interacting ‘with a society whose ideological engine room is pragmatic secularism’.  Done well, this should “lead us closer to the wells of Catholic inspiration.”
There is much to be done, by individual leaders and practitioners, by organisations, and by the Church in Melbourne and beyond.  Many participants felt that this series of seminars, and the follow up that they will spark, were a catalyst and an aide to this ongoing work of following Christ in Australia today.

Denis Fitzgerald

Executive Director, Catholic Social Services Victoria

� see Kairos, 22 March 2009, pp 8,9; and 5 April pp 10 - 12, for accounts of the first two of these seminars


� It is planned to publish the output from the three seminars later in the year, to make the discussion and presentations available to a wider audience.  Texts of individual presentations are available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.css.org.au" ��www.css.org.au�.





