Outreach, Social Justice and Christian Service Task Force Report

April 29, 2002

By Jim David and Ann LaBeck

On November 29th, 2001, we formally kicked off this task force to examine, discuss, and recommend an approach for St Madeleine Sophie to address the broad field of social justice and Christian service. Our goal was simple but our path was unknown. We were guided in our work by prayer, the gospel message, the wisdom and encapsulated in “Catholic Social Teachings” and the energy of our group.  Below we will describe our journey, our findings, and our conclusions and recommendations. We have agreed on a major “Ministry Initiative Proposal”, and several outreach proposal options which we will describe in this report.

Our Journey: The Gospel Imperative

As a group we selected the story of Lazarus and the rich man from Luke 16: 19-31. We read, discussed, and were moved by this gospel parable. While the rich man, clad in fine clothing, feasts daily from his abundance, Lazarus, a cripple, begs at his gate from passers-by. Dogs wandering the neighborhood lick at Lazarus’ wounds. Lazarus would gladly have eaten from the scraps that fell from the rich man’s table – the pieces of bread that the rich man used to wash his hands. Upon their deaths, Lazarus and the rich man experience a complete reversal of fortune.

In life Lazarus saw the rich man seated at the table. Now, he sits at the right hand of Father Abraham. He has discovered that God is the God of the poorest and the destitute. The rich man, on the other hand, finds himself burning in the fires of hell. When he appeals to Lazarus to bring him one drop of water to wet his tongue and alleviate his suffering, Abraham denies him. When he petitions Abraham to send Lazarus to warn his brothers of their impending fate, he is again denied. Abraham explained that they have their opportunity to submit to the Word of God. If they do not submit, even a miracle would not convert them.

The power of this parable on us was to bring us to understand that simply avoiding doing harm will not fulfill God’s plan for us. But apathy towards the needy is, in itself, sinful and at odds with God’s plan and Jesus’ example.

Each of us individually, and together as community, must be vigilant and discerning as to the needs around us so that we can respond to those needs as Christ would have us do. But what is the role of our parish community in this work?

Our Journey: Catholic Social teachings

We studied together a short course from the body of work “Catholic Social teachings.” A document entitled the “Principles of Catholic Social Teachings” is included as an attachment to this report. We studied these teachings with the purpose of understanding what the essence and what the meaning of this work might be in informing our work as a parish community. The principle that captured the essence for us was that of the “Dignity of the Human Person.” This foundation piece is the belief that each human being has an inherent dignity because we have all been created in the image of God. Each one of us is precious and unique and possesses value that is rooted in this human dignity by right of this creation. As such, we are brothers and sisters and worthy of respect regardless of our station or situation in life. When an individual or a group is treated unjustly, denied their God given dignity by man, it is our responsibility then to intervene on their behalf and minister to their needs, both materially, and for redress of the injustice.

The second principle that spoke to our mission as a faith community was the “Option for the Poor.” This principle offers that the moral test of a society is how it treats its most vulnerable members. The poor have the most urgent moral claim on the conscience of a nation. We are called to look at public policy decisions in terms of how they affect the poor.

The group felt that these principles, were compelling, relevant to our work, and actionable as principles to direct us as we built an outreach program. We selected these teachings as guiding principles for our follow on activity.

Our Journey: “How do we save the babies?”

After defining our guidelines, we searched for some context in which to address Christian service and outreach. We were influenced by this story of saving the babies. The story goes like this. One day, in a small village on a river, a villager noticed a baby floating down the river. The villager quickly jumped into the waters to save the baby. This event repeated itself over time, and the village responded by saving and caring for numerous babies. Though all babies could not be saved, they worked hard to save as many babies as they could each day. One day a villager raised the possibility of going up river to see where the babies were coming from and why. But the villagers decided they were to busy tending to the rescue operation to form this search party. So the babies continued. Many were rescued. Many drowned.

Our discussion led us to this question: what would it mean for us to go up river when addressing the human needs of our community? Our answer was twofold. First, if we were to address social justice, we needed to define just what injustices were occurring on our clock, in our time, and in our community. This discussion led us to a conclusion that education within our parish community would need to be a focus of the group. Second, when we identified these injustices, then what? Certainly, our outreach mission would dictate that we would need to care for the physical needs of those victims of injustice, of poverty, homelessness, and hunger. But what about stemming the flow of the babies - of ending hunger, homelessness, and poverty? To us going up river meant influencing public opinion and public policy for the purpose of moving to solutions that would treat the causes of these injustices as well as the effects.

Our Approach Defined

After weeks of meeting, and discussion, and reflection, we developed, then, an approach to an “Outreach, Social Justice and Christian Service” program. Our guiding principles would direct us to programs that addressed issues of Human Dignity and Poverty. Our approaches to these programs would be three fold:

· Action or outreach programs that addressed injustice and poverty.

· Education within the parish to identify injustices in our midst and to call parishioners to a response.

· Advocacy on social issues to influence public will and public policy in a way that would lead to addressing causal factors.

With an approach and structure defined, we then turned to educating ourselves in all three areas. First we researched parish outreach programs, including our own programs at St Madeline Sophie. We discovered that we were doing a significant number of programs, as were most other parishes we surveyed. All parishes we surveyed had different and unique programs. The list of programs was impressive, almost overwhelming. The question for us was what programs? Why? Against what criteria? We drew a few conclusions here. First, we didn’t have to invent any thing new – there are plenty of good ideas already in place. Second, we needed a context for screening and selecting parish programs. Therefore, we used a structure based on the two “Principles” and the three approaches discussed above. We mapped existing parish programs into a 2X3 matrix, as shown below.

	Approach/Principle
	POVERTY
	HUMAN DIGNITY

	ACTION
	XXXXXXXXXX
	X

	EDUCATION
	XX
	X

	ADVOCACY
	-
	-


The table above is a proportional depiction of these results. 

When we mapped out our current programs the results were clear that our predominant approach was centered in outreach (action) and poverty (principle). There is absolutely no judgement from our task force on any existing program. There was, however, a recognized need to broaden and balance our programs to include issues of injustice (human dignity issues) and to include education and advocacy as legitimate approaches to these principles.

Further Investigation

Having defined a threefold approach to our programs, we continued to investigate these three approaches by inviting in speakers in each area.

· Action/ Outreach: Eileen Rasnack from Catholic Community Services described services they provide for the needy on the eastside. We were especially impressed with the “chore services” program that provides household services to low-income elders and adults with disabilities to assist them in living independent lives. We were further convinced that well-founded programs exist in abundance. What’s needed is a call to the parish for workers, through well publicized education programs,  to bring more workers to these worthwhile endeavors.

· Education Programs: We spent a Sunday immersed in an educational program conducted by three separate non profits helping us to understand: the need for service as a response to the gospel message (Bill Grace – Center for Ethical Leadership); the growing issues around the increasing income gap (Darrell Groeten, Washington Association of Churches); and the need for a living wage (Michael Ramos, WAC). The purpose of this day was to hear from subject matter experts about specific injustices and approaches then to  judge the impact these speakers might have on a parish gathering. All the speakers brought new and compelling information to support their causes. The group was stirred and moved. We were convinced that careful selection of topics followed by an inspired education program is the key to calling more parishioners into this work. 

· Advocacy on Justice Issues: We invited Sr. Sharon Park from the Washington State Catholic Conference to discuss their work and the availability of materials to help us individually understand Catholic positions on various social issues. The WSCC takes positions on pending legislation and public policy based on application of Catholic Social Teachings. She encouraged us to proceed with an advocacy stance and urged us to ‘start small’ by picking one or two issues at the most that we could educate ourselves on and advocate for.  The area of advocacy can be a tricky subject for Churches and she advised us to proceed with care and ease into this. In follow on group discussion, we concluded that making these positions known within the parish community was part of the educational process that “Outreach” should legitimately address. We agreed, however, to avoid taking parish positions that might alienate those with divergent views. In other words, when it comes to advocating positions, educate, not alienate, is our recommendation.
· Task Force Conclusions:

1. St Madeleine Sophie and its neighboring parishes are conducting many fine and diverse programs to address parish and community social needs.

2. There is no need to “reinvent the wheel” in designing new or unique parish programs. The set of outreach programs we currently support, in addition to those programs conducted by neighboring parishes, constitute a body of work that are sufficient to satisfy almost any reasonable outreach program.

3. We need a context, a parish a guideline, scope of effort, and criteria to determine our direction and selection of programs to address social needs.

4. We need not “go it alone” in administering programs. Many non-profit groups, each with their own passion and approach to social justice, are ready to invite us to join in their work. Catholic Community Services, the Washington State Catholic Conference, the Washington Association of Churches, are only a few examples of groups we worked with who offer programs, guidance, or resources to assist us in our work. When we have agreed on criteria, we should always proceed by seeking our partners to amplify our message and effectiveness.

5. We should measure our progress in the area of social justice and outreach, but not by the number of programs we provide. Rather, we should define criteria for success.  An example of general criteria, for instance, would be the impact and effectiveness of the programs in our target community; the level of involvement within the parish; and the appropriateness of our programs to the criteria we have selected.

Ministry Initiative Proposal (primary initiative) 

Name: Social Justice and Christian Service Committee formation

Task Force: Outreach, Social Justice and Christian Service

Primary Goal: Strengthen, focus, and increase our parish commitment to outreach and social justice with a balanced program that focuses on issues of poverty and human dignity (social justice). The approach should balance between outreach (action), education, and advocacy as the primary levers to achieve our goals. We recommend reforming a committee and establishing a staff person to continue the work of the task force. We recommend a half time staff person to assist the committee as it defines and implements this work.

Secondary Goals:

· Education program, parish wide, to develop greater awareness of the injustices that are occurring on our watch, in our community, in order to call more parishioners to participate in this work.

· With the Washington State Catholic Conference publicize Catholic positions on the social issues of our time in order to allow those who are so moved to lend their voices in support of social justice issues and causes.

· Reevaluate current programs in light of the evaluation criteria recommended in this report.

Is this a modification of an existing program? Yes

This recommendation is a reformation and extension of the former outreach commission.

Items for investigation:

· Funding for a ½ time staff person (possible to share with Faith Formation and Ecumenism initiative).
· Development of criteria for selecting areas of involvement, including criteria for measuring success.
· Identification of partner parishes to work with in co-developing this program.
Budget:  Half time staff person, possibly share with Faith Formation and Ecumenism Task Force initiative request.

Ministry Initiative Proposal

Name: Habitat for Humanity

Task Force: Outreach, Social Justice and Christian Service
Primary Goal: To participate in this program that provides shelter for the needy through volunteer construction projects.

Secondary Goals: 

· To provide outreach opportunities to a broader group of adult volunteers in the parish.

· To assure that future adult mission trips will be funded adequately without competing with other charitable fundraising that has a long history at St. Madeleine's (i.e.. our Junior & Senior High Mission Trips).

Is this an existing program? No

Budget: We propose that the $4,000 cost of future Adult Habitat Mission Trips be funded as follows:

· $2,000 Parish Support

· $1,000 Raised through fundraising 

· $1,000 Donated by Habitat participants

Ministry Initiative Proposals
Name: Free Trade Coffee 

Task Force: Outreach, Social Justice and Christian Service
Primary Goal: We propose that St. Madeleine Sophie only use 'Free Trade Coffee' for all other parish events/meetings that serve coffee. This practice will be a tangible demonstration that our community supports Catholic Social Teaching by choosing to use more expensive coffee (Free Trade) because it's produced in a way that cares for, rather than destroys, the land and honors the dignity of the people who grow and harvest it.

Is this an existing program? No

Items under investigation:

· the price differential between “free trade” coffee and our normal brand of coffee.
· The annual consumption of coffee at church functions.
Budget: The budget for this initiative is under investigation and will be submitted as a follow up to this report. The cost will be the difference in price between “free trade” coffee, and our normal selection based on the annual quantity used in St Mad’s functions.  

Ministry Initiative Proposals

Name: Social Justice and Christian Service outreach alternatives

Task Force: Outreach, Social Justice and Christian Service

Proposed outreach program alternatives for new committee:

· Sister parish adoption
· Participation in the CCS “chore services” program
· Awareness program for the issues of the mentally ill to be conducted around mental health week, the first week in September.
· Use of new facilities to address needs of hungry and homeless.
· Parish service day/week a la St Louise
· Christmas in April Program
· Education  (6 week scripted program) on Catholic Social Teaching
This list of alternatives was recommended by members of the task force as items to be considered by the new Outreach committee. Upon request of the committee an explanation of each program can be offered by the task force.
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