Reflections upon Working as a J&P Group
The three key elements of active concern for Justice and Peace are prayer, awareness and action.  Apart from sharing news and views, other benefits from working with groups include getting information to share through talks or presentations, and working alongside special interest or lobby groups to facilitate action. 
A local group is in a unique position to see social, political and economic local concerns within its field of focus and each one will be different. An inner city group won’t have the same focus as that in a white middle class suburban area – which, again, is not the same as in a rural location. Some may have a disproportionate number of elderly. There may perhaps be a large prison or asylum detention centre. Others have resident asylum seekers and refugees in their communities with all the contingent problems, not to mention prisoners released without adequate support. There may be a large local military establishment or an armaments manufacturer. Some parishes in the middle of large cities may be depopulated during non-working hours but still contain centres of trans-national commerce. Perhaps the focus of a group is the experience of living in a particular local community, and it is the natural discernment of the boundaries that will define the group. Such groups are able to reflect together on shared experiences. Members can then, with the help of single-issue agencies, become better informed, so working towards an understanding of the principles of Justice underlying the issues. Above all, prayer will lead a group into a position where action can be contemplated.

This experience does not have to remain local property. It can contribute to a greater awareness raising in other areas, in a cross fertilisation process and exchange of experiences between parishes, deaneries and larger areas. 
A focus on Catholic Social Teaching (CST) provides a means of evaluating meeting point between what comes ‘down’ i.e. from the Vatican and what comes ‘up’ i.e. from us at the coal face. Its principles have refined and distilled over the passed 110 years. Every piece of CST relates to our experience at a particular point in history. For the ‘Church has always had the duty of scrutinising the signs of the times and interpreting them in the light of the Gospel.’ (Gaudium et Spes 4) The signs of the times are there around us in our parishes and faith communities. They are also ‘out there’ in the world. The one is tied into the other. We need to read them and prayerfully reflect on them in the light of the Church’s teaching and the scriptures so that we can come, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to a deeper understanding of the issues so that we can follow it up with action.
Each local group is the crossing point in a network of prayer, experience of local concerns and agents both catholic and ecumenical, and is both supported by the diocesan commission and provides it with support, which extends to other networks, spreading throughout the diocese and the nation. This can seem rather messy and untidy, and we may long for a neat set-up that gives us more security and certainty but Christ never promised us security, he promised us life and as for certainty … if we had certainty we wouldn’t need faith, would we?
[After Mary Anstey]
