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Go Forth Being a missionary people
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The word “evangelization” is often misunderstood and 
thus misinterpreted.  And because it is not understood, 
there is reluctance or hesitancy to put it into practice.

The Oxford Dictionary of the English Language gives 
this word a brief, two-point definition.  To evangelize 
or evangelization means: 1) to preach the gospel; and 
2) to convert to Christianity.  This sense of the meaning 
of the word is generally known or appreciated, and, 
consequently, leaves the average believer, the ordi-
nary Catholic, uncomfortable.  Some might imagine 
it means standing on street corners and preaching to 
passersby; or approaching friends and neighbours and 
saying: “I want to tell you about the Catholic Church 
and its teachings”; or trying to convert non-Catholics or non-Christians or even non-believers to Cathol-
icism.  The word “evangelization” often conjures up images of Sunday morning television evangelists 
insistently haranguing their gathered hearers to “accept Jesus Christ as their personal Lord and Saviour!”

Understandably, most Catholics are uneasy with such practices and reluctant to “evangelize” if this is 
what it entails.  Yet the work of evangelization, which each baptized member of the Church is mandat-
ed to undertake, is not of this character.  More often than not these heavy-handed type of tactics are not 
evangelization but “proselytism”, which is about winning converts into a particular fold, packaged with 
a heavy dose of moral judgment.  At its worst, proselytism is manipulative and confrontational; it puts 
people on the spot and is often more one-sided talking than listening.  This is not the “evangelization” 
disciples are summoned to carry out.

What then is it?

Pope Francis may have the best answer to this question when he says: “It is not by proselytizing that the 
Church grows, but by attraction.”  For Pope Francis, evangelization is about making the Church more 
attractive and welcoming, and inviting others to experience the joy of meeting Jesus in their lives.  Such 
evangelization is active and dynamic in the sense of giving witness to our faith and living who we are as 
believers, as followers of Jesus Christ.  It involves genuine welcome in our parish communities to any and 
all who come to live and celebrate in our midst. It is being open to those who express a hunger for God.  
It encompasses reaching out to people who are economically poor and providing concrete help to those 
in need.  It includes making our home with those on the peripheries of our society those marginalized by 

EVERYDAY EVANGELIZATION
A Reflection By Bishop Ronald Fabbro, C.S.B.
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Enhancing the Sense of  
Belonging In Your Parish 
Welcoming new members and actively engaging current mem-
bers adds vitality to your parish as the Body of Christ. For parish-
ioners, the experience of belonging to a vibrant parish commu-
nity offers opportunities to encounter the living Christ and grow 
in faith. When parish leaders and staff bring this idea to life, they 
practice everyday evangelization which can lead to greater discipleship among their parishioners.

The following is a sampling of simple ideas for enhancing the sense of belonging in your parish:

• Welcome the new. Establish a program for new members who register in your parish to feel more 
integrated into parish life as soon as possible. Schedule periodic welcome events with parish tours 
and orientations. Designate a Mass at which recent new members are recognized. Host a coffee so-
cial with a chance to meet other parishioners. Plan variations to welcome newly married couples or 
parents with children.  

• And include the old. Organize ways to include residents of nursing homes or homebound persons 
in parish life by providing transportation to church for liturgy and other events. Ask volunteers from 
the parish to visit those who cannot come to church, and start prayer groups for these parishioners in 
local residential facilities. 

• Give information. Help people understand the workings of the parish and how to get involved. 
Regularly invite people who are serving in parish ministries to speak briefly at the end of Mass about 
the benefits of participation in parish life. Establish a parish information line, staffed by trained vol-
unteers, to assure that someone will be available to respond to those who have questions or need to 
talk. (Be sure to have a different number or method for contacting a priest or a member of the pasto-
ral staff.) 

• Ask for information. People feel a greater sense of belonging when their feedback is valued. Con-
duct periodic town hall meetings to solicit input and brainstorm about what is working and what is 
needed in the parish. Alternatively, send out a questionnaire to all registered families. Survey Mon-
key (surveymonkey.com) is a helpful online tool. 

• Reach out beyond members. Let current families know that their non-member friends are always 
welcome to join them at parish service projects or social gatherings. These are easy ways for visitors 
get to know people in an approachable fashion. Of course, if these visitors are ready and willing, 
they can be encouraged to attend liturgies. In this way, parishioners will feel the satisfaction of help-
ing the parish grow with people they know.

Belonging truly matters. Don’t let your parish’s belonging outreach become stale. Whether it’s the youth 
or the elderly, reach out to groups that you don’t see in your parish often enough with events and expe-
riences to foster belonging. In providing this for parishioners and newcomers, you are being an active 
missionary disciple of Christ.

RENEW International, January 20, 2017.



PAGE 3       ISSUE III           JUNE 2019

The word “evangelization” has meant different things to differ-
ent people in various places and at various times in history. To-
day, the Church has a refreshed emphasis on what she calls “the 
new evangelization” in keeping with the trends and challenges of 
modern society. 

Pope Francis describes the new evangelization in The Joy of the 
Gospel as an invitation to all baptized Christians to be ministers 
of the Gospel, who go out from the confines of the parish grounds 
and give witness to the many women and men who have drifted 
away from the Church because they are confused or indifferent 
or hurt or angry. 

There are several reasons why “the new evangelization” matters to all Catholics and to leaders of parishes 
living in the twenty-first century.

Fewer people participate in Mass and view themselves as disciples on a mission. Studies indicate that 
only about twenty-four percent of Catholics in the United States [and Canada] attend Mass regularly. Of 
those, many of them come and go without accepting the invitation to a personal relationship with Christ or 
the call to participate in the evangelizing work of the parish.  In fact, only a small percentage of Catholics 
who do regularly attend Mass, even those active in ministry, self-identify as committed disciples of Jesus 
Christ.

Plus, many Catholics lack confidence to share and live their faith. Adults are called to pass on the faith to 
their children and give witness to it in their families and work places. If they do not feel comfortable doing 
so, many children might never hear the word of God proclaimed, might never receive the sacraments, and 
might never have the opportunity to experience the fullness of joy in the Lord and his Gospel.

Yet, our world needs evangelized Catholics. We live in a time when consumerism and secularism are 
pervasive, a time when violence and injustice are too common. It is only through evangelization that the 
Church, the people of God, can continue to build up the reign of God on earth.

This is why evangelization matters today more than ever.

RENEW International, November 8, 2016.

The New Evangelization 
and Why It Matters 

Book Resource
Stephen J. Binz, Missionary Discipleship, New London, Connecticut, Twenty- Third Publications, 2017, 129 
pages.  ISBN 978-16278-531-32

Discipleship is a call to go inward, to experience an ever-deepening encounter with Jesus Christ, and a call to 
go outward, to witness the Good News to others.  The Church is missionary by its very nature, bearing witness 
to the kingdom of God and carrying on the mission of Jesus.  A Church that always looks inwardly, to its own 
internal issues and struggles, is a Church that has forsaken its missionary vocation.  This book explores how the 
call to evangelization is at the heart of Scripture in ancient Israel, the life of Jesus and the apostolic Church, and 
how disciples are called to be missionary witnesses of the Gospel, living the Gospel with joy and hope for the 
sake of the world.
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Comparing the current working of Catholic par-
ishes with the sinking of the Titanic? It takes nerve 
to make that comparison.  But that’s what Father 
James Mallon did on April 5, 2019 while speaking 
at an event hosted by a parish in the southern sub-
urbs of Paris.

“The parish system as we know it is going to col-
lapse,” the priest warned. “The quicker we accept 
it, the sooner we will be able to develop something 
new.”

With his Roman collar, rolled up sleeves and a 
biting sense of humor, Father Mallon, a Canadian 
priest who specializes in “pastoral transformation,” 
did not spare the large audience of eight hundred 
people, including one hundred and fifty priests, 
who gathered for a two day session with him.  The 
author of an internationally successful book, Divine 
Renovation Guidebook: A Step-by-Step Manual for 
Transforming Your Parish, Mallon talks about these 
issues regularly in the English-speaking world.  But 
this was a first time for France. The event was orga-
nized by Alpha, an initiative founded in London to 
evangelize through a series of talks and discussions 
in churches, homes, prisons and other setting.

A healthy Church is a missionary Church

Father Mallon, who is parish priest of the Diocese 
of Halifax-Yarmouth in Nova Scotia, offers a simple 
formula — invert the current process, which usually 
requires that people already familiar with the faith 
and Catholic way of life are the ones to be involved 
in the parish.  In the secularized West, however, 
he proposes to begin instead by welcoming people 
and to allow them to discover the faith at a sec-
ond stage.  This is a reversal that should lead to an 
end of the “managing decline” approach in favor of 
evangelization.

A jarring process

“If the structure is more important than the mis-

sion, we will never get anywhere,” Father Mallon 
argued.  “Priest friends, have you already tried to 
change Mass times?” he asked to general laughter 
from the audience in an illustration that the things 
Father Mallon is criticizing is, in fact, the experi-
ence of many parishes.

Even so, are French Catholics ready to accept such 
an approach? “It hurts a bit but that is actually the 
way I have been working for years,” admitted one 
participant from northern France, who works with 
parish media.  “It’s definitely quite jarring,” said 
Anne-France de Boissière, Director of Pastoral For-
mation and Transformation with Alpha.  “Change 
in a parish can be painful,” she noted, looking at 
the crowd in the church. “In any event, it supposes 
agreeing to make oneself vulnerable for the short 
term.”  “Nevertheless, people are here,” she said, 
gesturing towards the crowd.

In fact, Mallon’s method received a positive wel-
come from participants who were avid for renewal 
in the context of a Church in crisis.

“I have just finished the book Sodoma […] by 
Frédéric Martel, who has despaired of the Church,” 
said a parish priest from the Charente region.  “But 
what I have heard here this morning offers hope,” 
he said.  Participants at the event are quite young, 
including many of the priests present. In a session 
punctuated by festive prayer, a charismatic flavor 
dominated the day.  Some parishes have already 
begun the process of transformation. They shared 
their experience, confirming the overall enthusi-
asm, without denying the difficulties.  

Many priests also readily admitted their own re-
sistance to change.  “The primary limiting factor 
was me,” said one priest from the Diocese of Fré-
jus-Toulon.  “The day when parishioners asked me 
to allow lay people to facilitate Alpha evenings, I 
asked myself: ‘What will happen if I no longer facil-
itate myself?’” he said.

The Parish Is Dead, 
Long Live The Parish! 

“If the structure is more important than the mission, we will never get anywhere”, 
says priest who works on parish renewal
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Change or die?

Lay people are also gradually becoming more open.

Skeptical at first, Niels, a catechumenate leader 
for a parish grouping in the Diocese of Versailles, 
changed his views after hosting an Alpha evening at 
his house one evening.  “It will certainly take time 
to find out whether this will really enable us to at-
tract new people to the Church,” he said. “But the 
new dynamic is already present in people’s minds. 

Realistically, participants are not expecting any mir-

acles. Nevertheless, the undeniable success of the 
session illustrates that Catholics are open to change, 
even if this causes discomfort to those who are most 
reticent.  Concerning the latter, Father Mallon of-
fered one more shock phrase.  “If you ask them to 
choose between change and death,” he said, “those 
Catholics will still choose to die.”

Taken from La Croix International, April 8, 2019.

mental health issues or addiction; those segregated by race, ethnicity, religion, gender or sexual orienta-
tion; and those abandoned because of infirmity and old age.  It is realized in offering care and attention to 
the vulnerable, the sick, the suffering and the dying.

As one writer, wrestling with this very question, put it:
So my sense of what […] evangelization could mean in practical terms is a Church open to the 
community around it.  It involves what we have been taught —  to witness by our example.  We 
need to lead a good Christian life at home, work and in all that we do.  We need to be receptive 
to those who seem interested or may be searching, but also respectful of the beliefs of others. 

As the dictionary definition noted, the word “evangelization” includes preaching.  Yet that is only one 
form of evangelization, and even then preaching is not merely or only words, a spoken proclamation.  As 
St. Francis of Assisi reportedly told his followers: “Preach always and use words if you must.”

The work of evangelization to which we are all called is living our discipleship faithfully and fully, in fi-
delity to Jesus’ injunction: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one 
another” (John 13:35). 

Pat Perreillo, “How Should the New Evangelization Work?”, National Catholic Reporter, September 8, 2016.

... continued from page 1
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Long before there was a multitude of businesses that emphasized “customer service” or “customer 
care,” welcoming strangers was central to our Catholic faith. Today a growing number of parishes 
are rediscovering hospitality as an essential Christian practice.

Why is it is so important that we extend a warm welcome to all?  

1. Because Jesus set the example: When Jesus went to Bethsaida, the people sought him out. 
“When the crowds found out about it, they followed him, and he welcomed them, and spoke 
to them of the kingdom of God and healed those who needed to be cured” (Luke 9:11). 
 

2. Because the Church teaches us so: “The Church must be a place of mercy freely given, where 
everyone can feel welcomed, loved, forgiven and encouraged to live the good life of the Gos-
pel” (Evangelii Gaudium, no. 114).           
 

3. Because it breaks down barriers: When we welcome well, we offer friendship that transcends 
the barriers of class, ethnicity, age, and economic status. Hospitality can turn strangers into 
friends and eventually family.           
 

4. Because it builds up our parishes: Nearly four out of five visitors to parishes say that the 
“friendliness” of the parishioners determined whether they came back or joined.    
  

5. Because it makes disciples: Hospitality can bring the Good News to life and encourage growth 
in faith. If newcomers’ first experiences are warm and friendly, then they — and even current 
parishioners — develop a sense of belonging that engages them in the Church’s mission. And 
they are more likely to become disciples ready to bring God’s love to others. 

Keep the issue of reaching out and welcoming central to your overall message: Remind engaged 
parishioners to be friendly at all times. Remember that hospitality is a responsibility for all. 

RENEW International, March 3, 2017. 
 

Five Reasons 
Why Welcome Matters In Parish Life 
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A Prayer For Building The Family Of Parishes

In a spirit of joy-filled praise and thanksgiving,
we come before Your throne, Mighty One,

seeking Your guidance and aid.
With the other parishes of the Diocese of London,

soften the stoniness of our hearts
and warm the cold recesses of our thoughts.

As a pilgrim people,
we turn to the life and example of 

Jesus, your Eternal Word.
He pitched His tent among us,

and in Him we have glimpsed Your splendor.

Through the witness of our family of parishes,
may the world come to know You,

the Living and Eternal God.

Grant that we, Your people, shine as beacons of Your love,
and that we be steadfast in heralding Your Son’s triumph over sin and death.

Pour forth, we ask,
a fresh anointing of Your Spirit on our communities.

Together may we be leavens of justice in our towns and cities,
and may we provide the ferment of mercy in our schools and places of work.

May the new life we celebrate in baptism
help us to wash the world of iniquity and division, 

and may the sacrifice in which we share
call us from complacency

to lay down our lives in the service of all.

Inspired and strengthened by Mary’s “yes”,
we ask all of these things,

in the name of Jesus, the first born of all creation,
He who lives and reigns with You,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
God forever and ever.

Amen.

© Rev. Michael Bechard
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By Tom Hoopes

A Boston Herald story announced: “Millennials 
making their way back to church,” and focused on 
Catholic parishes in Boston that are seeing more 
millennials at Mass.  The report gave me an idea: 
Why not ask millennials that I know what attracts 
— or repels — them from parish life?

If my focus group ruled the world, here are the dos 
and don’ts of parish life that they would probably 
enforce.

First: Don’t schedule daily parish Masses only for 
retirees.

“My generation hates when churches cater to the 
elderly and retired only,” said one millennial. She 
cited Masses scheduled at 8:00 a.m. or later in-
stead of before or after work hours.  Millennials 
told me that a parish with an 8:00 a.m. or later dai-
ly Mass is saying, loud and clear: “We don’t want 
working people to attend our Masses.”  Mean-
while, a recent Gallup poll that said membership 
in churches is continuing its twenty-year drop 
(though religious sentiment is still strong). That is 
a natural consequence of church schedules that 
exclude working people.

Do schedule Mass such that working people can 
attend.

On the other hand, when a parish is willing to 
have an early or afternoon daily Mass, it sends 
its own message: “We will sacrifice to meet your 
needs, rather than demand you sacrifice for ours.”

A bonus tip for parishes from my focus group: 
Please, please, put your Mass times on your parish 
website, and make them “sticky” at the top of your 
Facebook page, particularly during special times 
like Holy Week.

Second: Don’t make service opportunities the 
fiefdoms of previous generations.

Millennials also called out service opportunities at 
parishes. They tend to be run by older people who 
can’t imagine doing something different from what 
was done before.  That means that young people 
who don’t want to sell baked goods or can’t sew or 
can’t meet on Wednesday afternoons have no way 
to participate — and the parish has no intention of 
changing this, because of who is in charge.
 
Do make the Church a place where millennials 
can serve their communities.

Meanwhile, one of the great benefits of church 
membership is that it serves as a kind of antidote to 
the self-centered and isolating social media cul-
ture. Religion not only bonds you to God, it bonds 
you to your community through service to others.  
If churches want to keep millennials, they need to 
“give them the keys to the car” and allow them to 
create parish service opportunities that suit their 
abilities and availability.

Third: Don’t only offer confessions one hour a 
week.

Millennials tell me that the sacrament of confes-
sion feels like a sacrament built for them. It allows 
them to focus on their unique personal life story 
and how it intersects with God and the world, 
and get personalized help in making it better.  But 
working people have a hard time getting to confes-
sion on a Saturday, the day when all their errands 
have to happen also. Those with children find it 
even harder.

Do offer confession in the evening.

My parish does a great job at this, offering con-
fession on Wednesday after work.  The popularity 
of the sacrament is obvious: You often see young 
people in line at the parish, and confession lines at 
Benedictine College, right next door, have quintu-
pled in the last ten years.

Catholic Parish Dos and Don’ts from Millenials
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Fourth: Don’t only offer fellowship for older peo-
ple.

Often, the fellowship opportunities at a parish ca-
ter to particular categories of people — older peo-
ple.  The only women’s group might be a moms’ 
group, for instance, or a divorce support group. 
The only men’s group might be a service group 
made up mostly of retired men.

Do allow young people to create their style of 
fellowship

The Boston Herald story offered one example of a 
Boston parish that offers a 7:00 p.m. Sunday Mass 
with a potluck dinner afterwards.  At my age (49), I 
would never go to such a Mass or such a potluck. 
But that’s exactly the point. Millennials would and 
do.  “There’s something about being at the table 
with a bunch of people and laughing and joking 
— that’s the connection that people like,” said a 
parish worker.

More of that, please!

Fifth: Don’t try to be hip.

Several years ago I noticed an interesting gener-
ational divide in meetings about parish music. 
Young people wanted the traditional, “singable” 
hymns that are old chestnuts in our hymnals: “To 

Jesus Christ Our Sovereign King,” “Holy God We 
Praise Thy Name,” “Hail Holy Queen Enthroned 
Above,” etc.  The fifty and older crowd wanted the 
hymns that were popular in the 1970s and 1980s: 
“On Eagle’s Wings,” “I Am the Bread of Life,” and 
“Here I Am, Lord.”

Often, when older people try to reach out to 
younger people, they ignore what younger people 
actually want, and default to the kinds of things 
they liked when they were young.

Instead, do try to be authentic.

“We want authenticity,” one millennial told me. 
“When Catholic churches try to be youth-friend-
ly — less smells and bells and more hip — it rings 
false.”  She told me young people like Eucharistic 
adoration (make it available outside work hours!) 
and other traditional devotions, along with Bishop 
Robert Barron-style apologetics.

This maybe sums up all of the advice my focus 
group gave me. Don’t try to be who you aren’t — 
be who you are, but be that for all.

Taken from aleteia.org, April 29, 2019.
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The Hallmarks of a Missionary Disciple
By virtue of our baptism, we are all called 
to be missionary disciples. And every 
parish is called to be a center of mission-
ary activity where missionary disciples 
are formed. What qualities demonstrate 
discipleship that we can live out individ-
ually and as part of a parish community? 
In his document on evangelization, The 
Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis outlines 
some of the characteristics embodied by 
those who are called to mission: 

• Creativity: “I invite everyone to be 
bold and creative in this task of re-
thinking the goals, structures, styles, and methods of evangelization in their respective communities.” 

• Solidarity: “The important thing is not to walk alone but to rely on each other as brothers and sisters, 
under the leadership of the bishops, in a wise and realistic pastoral discernment.” 

• New vision: We need to recognize the current needs and “abandon the complacent attitude that 
says: ‘We have always done it this way.’” 

• Simplicity: The message has to concentrate on the essentials, “on what is most beautiful, most grand, 
most appealing, and at the same time, most necessary …. In this basic core, what shines forth is the 
beauty of the saving love of God made manifest in Jesus Christ who died and rose from the dead.” 

• Works of love: “Everyone needs to be touched by the comfort and attraction of God’s saving love, 
which is mysteriously at work in each person, above and beyond their faults and failings.” 

• Mercy: “Mercy is the greatest of all virtues.” 
• A missionary heart: “It never closes itself off, never retreats into its own security, never opts for 

rigidity and defensiveness. It realizes that it has to grow in its own understanding of the Gospel and 
in discerning the paths of the Spirit, and so it always does what good it can, even if in the process, its 
shoes get soiled by the mud of the street.” (The Joy of the Gospel, nos. 34-35)     
 

Take a moment to consider how these hallmarks are reflected in your life.

RENEW International, May 11, 2017. 

“The worshipping community is called to be fragrance within society. 
Our faith communities must always be communities that reach out, 
touching the hearts of all who search for meaning. People today come to 
faith through being attracted rather than having something imposed.”

Most Rev. Diarmuid Martin
Archbishop of Dublin

Homily, Mass of Chrism, April 18, 2019
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