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DEDICATION

To all who have been our teachers beginning with our parents and including those we have had the privilege of working with over many years in our parishes.

With gratitude to all the friends and relatives who have supported us through reading the many draft copies of this book and offering invaluable comments.
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PREFACE

Most of this book is written by myself, Fr. Brian Murphy, a priest in the Diocese of Salford in the north west of England. I have been a priest there for over 53 years with 33 of those years as parish priest in Salford and latterly in Lancashire. I am now retired. Early on, I helped organised the Charismatic renewal in the north west of England, and have always tried to look ahead to the future of the Church.

It has been written in collaboration with Anne Bardell a true lover of the Church whom I met over forty years ago. When I became Parish Priest in 1987, I asked her to come and work with me as Pastoral Assistant, she left a good teaching career to work for the Church. We have acted as a team since then in two parishes for over 32 years. She shares the views expressed in this book. It is a collaboration of us both, and the final section is written by her. 

We have been inspired by the hopeful words of St John Henry Newman one and a half centuries ago, 

‘What I desire in Catholics is the gift of bringing out what their religion is. I want a laity, not arrogant, not rash in speech, not disputatious, but people who know their religion … who enter into it, who know their creed so well that they can give an account of it, who know so much of history that they can defend it.’1

Throughout the years we have tried to find ways to bring people to realise that Jesus wants an individual relationship with each of us where he can teach us about his Father’s love. Increasingly, we have witnessed people’s hearts starting to burn within them when they begin to understand their growing relationship with Jesus and their role in his Church. We have found people of every age asking ‘why did we not hear this before?’ and have seen people from every walk of life, with their own skills and stories, awakening to the depth of their calling to share in the Royal Priesthood of Christ.

Through different approaches, we have found among numerous Church-going Catholics the hunger to explore their faith in greater depth. We have witnessed them grow familiar with the story of Christ and his people. This inspires them with the confidence to pass it on to their peers and the next generation. We hope that, in some way, this book enables more people to know and share their faith more deeply.

At the same time, many concerned Catholic friends are asking what the Lord is doing in our time. In this book we attempt to share our vision of how, in this special time, Jesus is giving his Church a new and beautiful beginning, hence the title of this book.




	
		1 J. H. Newman 1851 Lectures on the Present Position of Catholics (Works of Cardinal John Henry Newman: The Birmingham Oratory Millennium Edition S.) (Leominster, Gracewing 2000)

	




	

SECTION I

THE THIRD AGE OF THE CHURCH


	

Chapter 1

I AM GOING TO LEAD HER OUT INTO THE WILDERNESS AND SPEAK TO HER HEART2

The third phase of Christianity

In the past fifty years, people’s lives have changed beyond recognition. Science has wonderfully transformed our potential, but its method of arriving at truth has increasingly become the ‘only’ way to know truth. The result is that many of the old certainties and perceptions have been labelled as myths. Today people wonder if anything is certain as different versions of truth claim attention. In the confusion many stop thinking deeply and instead concentrate on seeking enjoyment and prosperity.

The enjoyment industry, or leisure, has exploded. There are so many possible ways of having fun. The Cultural Revolution has changed the way we live, but we are more and more aware of mental sickness and sense that society is insecure. Fun seeking is taken as good, but research reveals that real happiness has been decreasing.

Prosperity has seemed achievable as never before. The world has been developing at a rapid pace, but some have enjoyed the increasing prosperity much more than others. This inequality has been exacerbated by the growth of the philosophy of individualism, the justification of greed, and the claims of entitlement. Due to the communications explosion it has become a much smaller world, and the differences in peoples’ lives have been exposed. While some enjoy the ‘good life’, there is an increasing sense of wrong. Social unrest is growing.

Also, it is dawning on us that the earth’s resources are limited and constant growth is not possible. Various ways forward are promoted, but people doubt that humanity has the good will to respond to the complex problems that face us. In an age when methodical scepticism has produced scientific wonders, there is a growing scepticism about our human future. Hope is in short supply.

Yet people want to hope. The Covid pandemic has made people think. We have seen graphically how our world is interconnected. We have celebrated those in society who serve the community often on meagre wages. Complacency is less prevalent and there is some evidence that a more thoughtful time may come. Hope is desired, but that can only spring from a vision of the future which is attractive and also attainable.

In the midst of all this change, Christianity, far from offering an inspiring vision, has seemed to fail in parts of the world which used to be called Christian, and many proclaim that we are now in a post-Christian age. This causes great distress to many of us, but I believe that we are really seeing the dawning glimmer of a new age of Christianity. Our Saviour is as busy as ever and he alone offers true hope to the world. The Church has been through different times and seasons in the past, and I am sure that God has brought us to the beginning of a new phase – a phase offering great hope to humanity. I shall try to give my rationale for my belief. It begins by going back in Church history and looking at the different phases so far.

The transition from the first to the second phase of the Church

In 313 AD, the Edict of Milan proclaimed tolerance of Christianity in the Roman Empire. During the previous three centuries, as the Church had spread across most of the Empire, it had endured a succession of vicious persecutions. Despite that, admiration and respect for its members had grown. Now, the Emperor Constantine was actively favouring the Church which he eventually joined. He supported the Church financially, built basilicas, granted privileges to clergy (such as exemption from certain taxes), promoted Christians to high office, and returned property confiscated during the long periods of persecution. From that time on, Christianity gradually became the religion of the Roman Empire. This brought to an end the first phase of Christianity which had begun with the Apostles, in which it had been a minority religion, gradually building a reputation for goodness and truth because of the dedication and virtue of its members, many of whom had undergone heroic martyrdom.

In this second phase of the Church, the majority of the population joined the Church, but they often did so for reason of advancement in the secular world, or because they followed their ruler. These motives did not involve a conversion of heart to the Lord. So the fervour and dedication of members of the Church became diluted, although there were still many holy and virtuous members. The second phase lasted into our own time.

Sixty years ago, being British was generally thought the same as being Christian. Laws and customs had grown out of Christian understanding, and to varying degrees, Church leaders enjoyed great respect. It was more or less similar in most of Europe and America, and much of Africa and Asia was rapidly becoming ‘Christianised’. Since then things have changed greatly.

The second phase of the Church

In this second phase of the Church, (seventeen centuries long) Christians led great movements for the good of humanity. Examples of this are: the Benedictines helped settle much of Europe into agricultural civilisation, the Church founded the first hospitals and universities, and, in recent centuries it pioneered universal education. Many Saints shone with the life of the Spirit and gave inspiration which others followed; even the frequent wars were often tempered by Church attempts at peace-making and calls for justice; recently, the Church has spearheaded the roll-out of Covid vaccines in Amazonia.

There were also abuses and atrocities committed by Christians. Religious wars raged; in the crusades Catholics ransacked many Orthodox holy sites; genocide was rampant in the conquest and Christianisation of South America; and heretics were tortured and burnt, to name but a few scandalous episodes. Much of the corruption sprang from the assumption that it is right to work through the exercise of civil power. The love of power, politics and fanaticism constantly bedevilled the work of the Holy Spirit. If anyone wants to denounce Christianity, they will find plenty of instances of its failure. But the overall picture is one of great goodness and its being an enormous force for human progress. This is a thumbnail sketch of 1700 years of the Church’s history, but it is an accurate description of how the Church has worked in its second phase.

Did the Church get it wrong?

With hindsight, we can attempt to find patterns in the history of this period which have brought us to the position where the Church in the west seems weak. This is especially so as we face the challenges of a culture which has rapidly moved away from the Church. In our rational age it is normal to analyse in intellectual ways, but Christians go deeper; they turn to the Holy Spirit and discern. We need to appreciate what our Father has been doing in the past centuries, and, since it seems he is now altering the paradigm, we must ask what is his intention for his Church now and in the future. To hear the Father’s answer we need to listen carefully to the Holy Spirit.

It is important not to condemn Christians in past ages. We would not be where we are today if they had not lived lives of seeking God’s will according to the lights they had at the time. Humanity develops, and what is obvious to us now was often not obvious to our ancestors. But above all, we Christians believe that God is the Lord of history and that, while he allows human beings freedom to choose good or evil, human actions can never cancel his plan. He can and does lead all things to the fulfilment of his ultimate goal, which is to bring mankind and all creation to the ‘glorious liberty of the children of God’.3

It is important to bear in mind that the Father develops his plan patiently. With myriad graces at every minute, and over many years, he inspires human beings to conversion of heart. He cooperates with people’s many acts of love and courage and insight, and he foils many human excesses. And he leads us gently towards the restoring of all things in the new humanity, the Mystical Body of his Son.

God works gradually

Look at how the Spirit leads us. Take for example the way the Apostles seemed to accept slavery and the inequality of the sexes. St Peter (1 Pt 2: 18 ff) urges slaves to be obedient to their masters, even to the extent of accepting harshness following the example of Christ’s suffering for the sake of sinners. He urges wives to obey their husbands so that, through long-suffering and love, they might bring them to conversion.4 Yet at the same time God through the Apostles is laying the seeds of slavery’s abolition when Peter asserts in the same letter that none of us are slaves except to Christ since we have received the freedom of God’s children. Slaves lost their identity and rights in Roman law so it was a shocking notion to the people of his time to say that slaves have dignity and an identity of the highest order.

Also, St. Paul sends the escaped slave Onesimus back to his master Philemon,5 urging the latter to treat Onesimus as his ‘brother’ – again a revolutionary concept. In his same first letter, Peter lays out the novel principle of wives’ sexual equality to husbands, saying that they should ‘respect their wives’ because ‘she is equally an heir in the life of grace’.6 In Galatians, Paul7 teaches radically that there is ‘no difference between male and female’, ‘all are one in Christ’. It is difficult for us today to realise how revolutionary these teachings were. Because of them, over centuries, abusive practices which were woven unchallenged into the fabric of human society have been altered. Seeds laid by Christ into the human consciousness through the apostles have germinated, causing real change.

The word of God usually acts as seeds laid in human souls working in hidden and gradual ways. This gives us an indication of how God is leading his Church of today into the future. Peter and Paul did not set out to abolish the Roman economic system (which depended heavily on slavery) nor to rewrite the contemporary laws on marriage. Economic systems and laws are for civil society to work on and improve over time. The mission of the Church, however, is to bring individuals and communities to the liberation of being followers of Christ. In that way, they will enable Christ to work through them with small and numerous graces to influence civil society’s improvement. If there is one fault which characterises the second phase of Christianity, it is that Church members sought to use human influence, often force, to reshape society instead of leaving God time to take the initiative.

That has led to civil society reclaiming its proper authority often with strong suspicion of Church machinations. Forcing people to be good is not Christ’s way, nor should it be the way of his people. Christ’s way is to humbly take the sins of others on himself and lovingly serve them, firmly expecting that the Father’s grace will bring about change in his brothers and sisters. Acting in the same way as Christ is the optimum option for Christians, because it produces results in the Father’s timing, which is much quicker than human attempts at progress through polarisation and conflict. We may agonise over things that our contemporaries are doing, but using human force to correct situations will only make them worse. Using prayer and loving witness, trusting in the Father’s power to affect change through grace, ultimately changes everything.

The third phase of the Church

It is my belief that we are entering a third phase of the Church’s story, and that it is a natural progression in God’s plan for mankind. It is a new beginning which can only start with deepening our knowing of Christ. Then we have to be honest; Cultural Catholics, pick-and-mix Catholics, Catholics who do not know Jesus cannot set the tone, agenda, nor future course of the Church. Neither can we attempt to accommodate these visions which we know to be impaired into the vision we are asking the Father to reveal to us. They are our family and, as in all true families, the weakest members need the greatest care and love. We must firmly resist their weakening of Christ’s Church, but love them with great and tender love; they are good people, lovely people, and we must strenuously avoid any semblance of rejection, yet speak truth with heartfelt love.

One clear example is Baptism, which is the beginning of life with Christ. It should no longer be given because grandma has a fear of a child being excluded from heaven, or because parents desire a Catholic education for their children, or because clerics desire growth in Church membership numbers.

If parents have no connection to Christ other than a more or less fond attachment formed but not developed in their own childhood, they will not be able to lead their children into faith in Christ, since they do not experience it themselves. We must offer all parents appropriate opportunities to renew their own faith, before baptising their children and entrusting the new life in Christ to their care. Appropriate help calls for great inventiveness and guidance from God; it must be a real and positive invitation, not argumentative nor crushing the bruised reed with excessive demands. And we must make every effort to keep in contact with those who do not feel ready yet to take that step. Their hesitation is often because they are stressed and have heavy obligations working against their giving time to seeking Christ. This calls for great love and understanding and accompanying on behalf of pastors and helpers, certainly not rejection or condemnation. All we have to offer is affirmation, encouragement and the call to the supreme blessing of life in Christ. In the part of the Church where I am a priest we need to discuss who should be admitted to infant baptism and how the newly baptised are to be cared for. That would be one step among many towards bring us nearer to the fulfilling of the Father’s plan for his Church in its third phase.

Likewise, the programmes for the Initiation of Adults needs to be reviewed. In the two parishes we have served, we have received many people into the Church, who, on reflection, seem to have entered for a sense of community and direction, rather than an encounter with Christ; so, many of them lapsed eventually. It is imperative that we acknowledge what is not working any longer, and be prepared to set out to where new and effective ways of fulfilling our mission lie. It is evident that the Father is shaking his Church to its foundations, but that is so that he can reveal the foundations anew.

It is like one of Giovanni Guareschi’s Don Camillo stories,8 which tells of the accidental breaking of a plaster statue of Our Lady in Church. It had always seemed crude and amateur; now they discovered that it had a much more beautiful and ancient statue of gold hidden within. It had obviously been hidden in that way to preserve it from some past threat of invasion. Its rediscovery brought great joy and an increase of devotion.

God is leading his Church into the desert to speak to her heart

In the third phase of the Church which is emerging, we are being stripped of our power, and deprived of the mind-set which claims the right to manipulate the city of this world into the city of God. Over the centuries of this second phase of the Church, which is now disappearing, humanity has passed through the rule of despots to tribally bonded societies to individualistic claims to independence. The Church has often attempted to harness these ways in which society worked. At other times, it has been a sign of contradiction. But all too often the Church has been reacting to the world it found itself in. Now we are being led to be proactive.

Suddenly, and somewhat bafflingly, the Father is leading his Church into the wilderness. In stripping us of worldly power he is giving us no option but to kneel before him in the primary attitude of humanity before God. That is humility which owns its weakness and vulnerability, but is filled with overpowering hope and awareness that God is directing the course of history. We are brought to the point of seeking his guidance. As Jesus was led into the desert to be tempted, we are led to a desert experience to face truth and receive deep love and nourishment. As Jesus emerged from the desert spiritually empowered to bring salvation, so will we. 

The Father has such a wondrous wish to renew and restore his beloved humanity; he will not be denied. He is calling his Church once more into the wilderness that lies in the hearts of all human beings so that he can restore our hearts with the ancient songs of his love. Some of our institutions and practices will go; some will be renewed; new ones will emerge. But they will only be effective if they proceed from his Spirit. He is urgent to renew the face of the earth: to bring about a fresh coming of the children of God to liberate creation, which is so longing for our touch.

God wishes his love affair with humanity to overflow the dams. St John Henry Newman chose as his motto ‘heart speaks to heart’.9 God opened his heart totally to humanity when the Word became flesh. The children God loves will only arise afresh if, allowing him to speak to their hearts, they walk more closely with the one who called the fishermen on the lake of Galilee, know him intimately and learn from him who is meek and humble of heart.




	
		2 Hos 2: 14

	

	
		3 Rom 8: 21

	

	
		4 1 Pet 3: 1

	

	
		5 Phlm1:13

	

	
		6 1 Pt 3: 7

	

	
		7 Gal 3: 25

	

	
		8 G. Guareschi (1954) The Ugly Madonna in Don Camillos’ Dilemma. (Wordpress [online] 2017)

	

	
		9 Newman’s motto on his coat of arms when he was created a Cardinal J. H. Newman Cor ad cor loquitur The International Centre of Newman Friends [online]

	




	

Chapter 2

EVERYTHING FLOWS FROM A CLOSE FRIENDSHIP WITH JESUS

Jesus longs for friendship with you

Many of the good people I have served in parishes have told me that they pray to God, but, when we dig deeper, their prayer is mainly striving to do his will and be morally good, asking a lot for help, and, less frequently, giving thanks - praise is particularly difficult and often mechanical. Some have told me that they pray to Our Lady, and that they feel her motherly care for them, but their feelings for Jesus are mainly venerating him at a distance as God and trying to imitate him as a human being. For many, a close friendship with Jesus frequently sounds alien. These are good people who are living good lives, but the fact remains that they need more. They need Jesus’ close friendship. 

Also, amazingly, Jesus needs close friendship with each of us. Read these intense words of his from the Last Supper as he pours out his heart to his disciples:

‘I will not leave you orphans

I will come back to you

In a short time the world will no longer see me;

But you will see me’.10 

‘If anyone loves me he will keep my word,

and my Father will love him,

and we shall come to him

and make our home with him’.11

In Revelations, the last book of the Bible, Jesus says: 

‘Look, I am standing at the door, knocking. If one of you hears me calling and opens the door, I will come in to share his meal, side by side with him’.12 

These are words of a close and very intimate friend. In the last chapter of St John’s Gospel, Jesus takes aside Peter, who is consumed with self-hatred because he has deserted and rejected Jesus publicly three times. Jesus simply asks him ‘Do you love me?’13 three times. These are not the words of a distant God, but one who loves us so much that he comes among us and calls each one of us to friendship.

Friendship starts when we move from knowing about someone to knowing and caring for them intimately. It is a movement from the head to the heart. Once a person is in your heart, they have some control over your happiness. If you love someone with all your heart, you give them utter control. Jesus asks you to give him just that, which frightens most of us, because we have to trust big time. We have been wounded by others so many times in our lives that we wrap a shield around ourselves and find it very hard to let anyone else in. Believing in someone is difficult. Yet many times in the Gospels, Jesus asks people who are requesting a cure ‘do you believe?’14

‘Only have faith’15

What did this puzzling question mean? It certainly did not mean ‘do you believe I am the Son of God become flesh in order to redeem the human race?’ It was only after the resurrection that they began to realise that this was the case. What did he mean then? He was asking them to open their hearts to God, even though they found that challenging. Basically, Jesus was asking them to step out of their usual thought processes by which they normally made sense of the world and felt that they had some control, and instead, to give the initiative to God. He wants them to begin to say ‘I am in your hands’. He knew that the cure they asked for was dependant on their surrender to God, even if it was a weak surrender, like the father of the sick child who replied: ‘Lord, I believe. Help my unbelief’.16 

Each time we open and give our hearts to God, we allow him to act in gracious and wonderful ways. It is the heart that matters. Many people believe that Jesus is the Word made flesh, but only with their heads. What he wants is that we give him our hearts, because it is all about love. As our intimacy with Jesus deepens we become more like him and we take our place more surely in God’s restoration of the face of the earth.17

In the Gospels, Jesus never required his disciples to accept formulas summarising the truths about God. These dogmas were gradually defined over centuries because lovers of Jesus wanted to know more surely the truth about him in order to know him better personally. They wanted to walk with him like the disciples travelling to Emmaus. They wanted to find their hearts ‘burning within’ them as he explains the scriptures to them.18 He could have sent those disciples a long letter giving the same teaching, but it was in the encounter with the stranger, the fellow traveller, that the Emmaus walkers came alive. He not only imparted knowledge, but he gave love, skilfully working on their hearts not just their minds. He gave encouragement and personal attention, moving them to wonder. This wonder caused them to urge him to stay the night and finally to recognise him ‘at the breaking of bread’.19 

Jesus walks, often unrecognised, with you and me, but he wants us to recognise him and be in love with him. He is calling, but we will not hear unless we reach the point of seeking him. The two Emmaus disciples had known Jesus, perhaps for years, but it was only when they thought they had lost him that they yearned for him. Their hearts were ready to open to his deep and personal love. Each of us needs to yearn to know him personally. 

There comes a moment when we invite him into our hearts for the first time. He will always respond. He yearns for us much more than we yearn for him. Once he has come through the door of our hearts the relationship will develop. Sometimes he will seem to withdraw, but that is to invite you to seek him even more deeply. Sometimes he will speak words into your mind. Much of the time, you will find him quietly inspiring you as you ponder the events of your life and ask for his guidance. You will also be led into the mystery of his divinity, which transcends our capacity to know. Then the response is stillness, wonder, worship and awe – sometimes fear.

None of us is truly religious if we only know about God and do not have a personal relationship with Jesus. God will never be satisfied with any relationship with us except love. There is no escaping the fact that close friendship with Jesus is necessary for a full Christian life. That is because Christian life is about being incorporated into the Trinity, and Trinity life consists entirely of personal relationships. As the Holy Spirit’s action within us grows, we realise more and more that the Father offers us nothing less than a personal loving closeness through Jesus. Jesus is the face that God presents to us. This earth was made so that we human beings can have and live Trinity life, and lead all creation into the heavenly love affair. 

The mystery is Christ among you, your hope of glory20

We Catholics do not stress relationship with Jesus as the basic root of Christianity in isolation. We express it more radically: a relationship with Jesus in his body, his Church. The power of the Church proceeds only from the fact that it is the Body of Christ. The dynamism of the Church proceeds only from the Holy Spirit. Christ has entered our world first in a physical body, and then in a spiritual, mystical body whereby his Spirit draws individuals into himself in a way that we gradually act more from his person living in us than from our own initiative.21 That does not destroy our own individuality but matures it, because our full identity was always intended to arise from our bond with God. Likewise, as his Spirit draws many individuals in the same way into Christ, his one Spirit draws them all into communion. We become bonded as brothers and sisters and are formed into one body.

All of this is a mystical reality which does not mean that it is unreal, but that it happens on a far deeper level than the material world which we grasp with our senses, or the emotional world which we feel, or the intellectual level which knows through ideas. Our spirits are deeper than any of these levels; they are the heart of each one of us where we relate to God. Since the fall of mankind, our spirits have been in a coma-like state. Just as relatives and carers will speak to someone in a coma believing that, on a deep level, they might be heard, God speaks into the heart of each person. It is our woundedness which inhibits us from hearing clearly, and yet deep down in each of us there is a restlessness which aches for the divine. 

Some people have decided that there is no God, but most are more accurately described as agnostic. They can’t say they know God and they can’t say they don’t. It is an ache which will not go away. The good news of Christianity proclaims that God has begun the awakening of humanity by becoming flesh as Jesus, the Son of God and the Son of Man. He has the unique power to operate in the heart of each of us, because he has drawn the heart of each and all of us into his own as he hung on the cross. There, he cleansed and renewed all hearts by taking them to his Father in heaven, even as the weight and experience of all broken hearts caused him unimaginable suffering. Now he enters into each heart that will open to him and involves them in the restoration of humanity. This Jesus event is the cataclysmic revival of humanity. 

Now, as the Spirit lifts people into deep personal relationship with Jesus, men and women begin to live the life of God. We are like Lazarus called back from the dead. We emerge bound and wrapped in darkness and he commands: ‘unbind him/her and let him/her go free!’22

The Spirit of God is not material, or a feeling or an idea, but it is known by its fruits. His deep activity in our spirits produces effects in our material, emotional and rational faculties. Sometimes we feel wonderful peace, sometimes deep need, sometimes we receive an intuition or realisation, sometimes mountains move mysteriously. There is something happening to us deep inside, which we respond to with increasing trust and it is transforming us. After our leaving this world, it is the spiritual which will be most clearly experienced, and the material, emotional and rational universe will be completely realigned. 

Eventually, at his Second Coming, space and time will be changed and the wedding of Christ and humanity will become gloriously complete. But there is a process of humanity’s gradual progression to that completion, which we call Church, the gradual growth of the mystical body of Christ in space and time. Every man, woman and child is intimately involved, because all, deep down are part of the awakening, and Christ is calling all mankind to life. His Spirit draws people more and more into conscious and voluntary membership of his Body. 
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