The Catholic Parish:

A Changing Paradigm

At a recent pastoral council meeting, I found myself expressing the conviction that the traditional make-up of a Catholic parish has changed and must adapt. Until fifty years or so ago, Catholicism was primarily European and divided ethnically. It came to America with European immigrants who generally lived in self-contained neighborhoods. Church membership continued and increased through procreation. Evangelization—spreading the Gospel—was a term used for the work of missionaries working in foreign lands. 

Today’s Catholic parish faces many new realities and challenges. To name a few:  (1) americanization, which emphasizes democratic institutions and reflexively suspects authority; (2) transient and mobile congregations which barely get rooted in a parish; (3) Inconsistent or watered-down religious instruction; (4) totally unchurched Catholics; (5) competition for Sunday Mass from other weekend activities; (6) the pressure of materialism (7) The virtual disappearance of women religious and the diminishing number of clergy.

Today a Catholic parish can no longer count on a stable base of parishioners, come what may. The same is true of mainline Protestant churches. Which Christian denominations are flourishing today? Mostly the so-called evangelical churches. Generally their interpretation of the Bible is plain and literal. They reach out to invite new members. They use the latest and best in technology. They employ modern business, management, and marketing skills. They use media and regular communication to the best advantage. Their professional management and success enables them to offer endless ministries, services, and enrichment programs to their members.

Each month a magazine comes to my desk called Church Executive. I have no paid subscription; it is complimentary. It is not owned by a Catholic publisher. But it is chock-full of slick articles, both pastoral and practical, on issues important to any church’s leadership and congregation. 

Vital congregations are proactive and purpose-driven. The members embrace the idea that they are disciples of Jesus, entrusted with a mission in the world. They understand what that mission is collectively and personally. Vital congregations do not take membership for granted. They work to invite and welcome new members.

Remember Jesus last words before his Ascension? “Go out into the whole world and proclaim the good news…!” That could be the mission statement of just about any Christian church.
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