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The Case for Hope 
 
Photos of parishes often only depict buildings. Fr James shares that in St Benedict's 
parish, they have 14 connect groups which meet every two weeks.  They have about 20-
30 people in each one. Many have only started attending in past 4 years. 
 
Fr James shares he was born in Glasgow and that he has Irish roots.  
His hope for us today:  Not just get impressed.  He hopes instead that we say, “Isn’t God 
amazing.”  IF HE can do it with James, he can do it for anyone.  Hope is the foundation of 
parish renewal.  We want to go from maintenance to mission.  The answers that they 
propose now are better than the answers they used to have.  But they are still 
discovering. 
 
Hope is different from optimism.  We look at the case and filter out negative things.  
Hope is different.  It can look at a difficult reality and still know that there is room for 
God to move.  There is a model of church that he saw which helped him have hope..  He 
has been a priest for 17 years.   He has not only a supernatural hope but a natural hope 
as well.  Pope Francis in Evangelii Gaudium Art 27 said “I dream of a missionary option 
that is, a missionary impulse capable of transforming everything, so that the 
Church’s customs, ways of doing things, times and schedules, language and 
structures can be suitably channeled for the evangelisation of today’s world rather 
than for her self-preservation.” 
 
Hope is being able to face reality. Fr James gives some figures. 
 In England and Wales, 59.6 of all cradle Catholics in England and Wales say that they 
never or practically never attend church.  That is 3 out of every 5 children baptised 
(from the Catholic Research forum)  80% in the USA. 85% in France, Spain, and Germany 
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In the USA there are more ex-Catholics than practicing Catholics. 
In 2001 27,000 Catholics at Mass on Sunday in the Archdiocese of Halifax.  In 2016 after 
combining 2 dioceses, Halifax and Yarmouth, it was only 17,000 Catholics at mass 
 
In Pittsburg 1992-94 drop from 332 to 218 parishes, looking eventually to help to 45.  
50% of the parishes are in the red. 
 
In Ireland, there has been a 5.9% decrease of Catholics in 5 years.   
 
So many movements go from movement to museum to mausoleum.   We go from 
pioneers to Maintenance to death. 
 
The process of death of a church/parish is 
Denial, Recalibration, Anger, Exodus, 
Desperation, Death.  
one is concerned.  Then the impact on the 
community is negligible.  Business as usual.  
There is recalibration.  We acknowledge that 
something is wrong.   
 
There are two responses:  

1. Double down on a losing strategy.  We will do the same thing again, but with 
sincerity.   Or else  

2. We seek a magic bullet.  These are both not positive.  The truth is there is no 
desire for change, just need an adjustment.  This then leads to anger.  Leaders and 
members begin to realize that the magic bullet did not work.  We deflect the 
blame: Its the bishop, young people, fallen-aways, culture, “isms” etc.   

 
The anger becomes palpable.  Then comes the exodus.  After years of gradual loss, 
outflow increases.  Those who don’t leave attend less frequently.  The church is desolate 
on Sundays.  Then comes demoralization.  At the end of this comes desperation.  Finally, 
remaining members saw that they are open to new ideas and change.  More desperation 
than conviction.  Spiritual vampirism – evangelisation for the sake of self-preservation.  
The handwriting is on the wall.  Then comes death.  The parish church becomes a sad 
and tragic statistic.  Denial through to death can now take place in 10 years.  The motive 
for evangelisation cannot be self-preservation.  People will sense this.   
 

 
 
“When the change outside an 
organisation becomes greater than 
the change within, that organisation 
will become irrelevant” – Jack 
Welch.  Not that they will become 
untrue.  We don’t want to 
accommodate with the world.  We 
want engagement with the world.   
Accommodation has been tried out, 
and the results are even more 
catastrophic. 
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Two examples of focusing on method and not the mission 
 
IN 1970 50 percent of people around the world had a watch made in Switzerland.  In 
1978 a Swiss watchmaker invented the digital watch.  The far east took up the idea, the 
Swiss ignored it, felt people would always want to wind up there watches. Led to 
massive layoffs in the Swiss watch industry. 
 
The Swiss confused the method with the mission.  They were more attached to the 
method than the mission.  They thought their mission was to make gears and springs.  
Rather than creating timepieces.  
 
IN 1976 90% of film used was Kodak.  By 1994  the digital camera was invented …by 
Kodak. Kodak ignored the technology,and paid a costly price. Kodak then went bankrupt 
in 2011.  They were more attached to the method than the mission.   
 
624, 000 Commonwealth casualties in the Battle of the Somme.  630,000 Germans.  
People used the old methods and they were cut to shreds by mechanized artillery.  
Everything had changed, they saw the human cost, but they kept the old methods. 
 
What are we more connected to, our mission or our method?  We are too attached 
to our methods.   99% if the time we will choose our customs over our mission.  We say 
one thing, but do another.   
 
As the old system dies, a new one can emerge.  WE want mission over infrastructure. 
 
We don’t want to simply change the infrastructure.  Not just update our computer, but 
update the operating system.  The primary crisis of our church is identity, and 
secondly a leadership crisis.   
 
WE often reject the price of real change so we move from one losing position to another 
losing position.   
 
“God would never allow our church to die” is often heard.  Well, where is the church of 
Hippo and Carthage? They are dead.  Local churches have died.  National churches have 
died.  The promise of Jesus is the universal church.  Jesus said that the tree that doesn’t 
bear fruit will be cut down.  And even those that bear fruit will be pruned.   
 
How badly do you want the renewal of the parish?  There is vitality in the 
movements.  But what about the parish?  The parish can be renewed.  Are we willing to 
do what it takes to see it happen? 
 
We don’t have to make the time to do what we want to do.  We find the time.  What 
about doing what it takes to renew the church?  Do we say, “Okay?  I need to do this 
sometime”.  WE will never find the time. WE want the fruit of change without the pain of 
change.   
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Roger’s Innovation Adoption Curve 
Studies show that generally, you have 2.5 percent of innovators, then you have 13.5 
percent who are early adopters.  Then 34 percent are the early majority.  34 percent are 
the late majority.  And 16% are laggards.  These first 16% are KEY.  Trying to convince 
the mass of a new idea is useless.  Convince innovators and early adopters first.  This is 
called the Roger’s innovation adoption curve.  Consistently Against Virtually Everything.  
(Cave dwellers) the laggards make the most noise. 
 
When the Cave dwellers complain, the bishops put on the brakes.  They generally serve 
the least, contribute little, but they get the attention because they scream.   
 
When you lead change in a parish or a diocese, you will always deal with pushback.  
Every pastoral plan says, “Okay, we will all do this together”.  But that will NEVER 
happen.   
 
When things go into decline, the innovators pipe up.  
And they annoy the others.  Reform of the church is 
always resisted, even before the Reformation.  The new 
forms, while the old is dying.  The innovators connect 
with each other.  These innovators should nourish one 
another, and start a community of practice.  At some 
point, there will be an illumination of a new system of 
influence.  We want to get as many on the lifeboat as 
possible, but not everyone will want to get on board.  
They will go down with the ship.  Don’t wait for the bishops’ conference to get on board 
before you move forward.   
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“Cowardice asks the question is it safe?  Expediency asks the question is it polity?  
And Vanity comes along and asks is it popular?  But conscience asks the question is 
it right?  The ultimate measure of a person is not where they stand in moments of 
convenience, but where they stand in moments of challenge, moments of great crisis 
and controversy”  Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
Fr. Mallon’s book ‘Divine Renovation’ is not a “how to book”.  His parish is still on a 
journey.  It is more an appeal to move from decline to mission.   
 
His desire is to make the things he discovered become normative in the parish.   
 
He was told by his first parish that, when he first took over his parish, “You have a big 
job on your hands”.  He said, “If you think that, I quit.  I don’t have a big job on my hands, 
WE have a big job on our hands.” 
 
He asked himself what is to stop decline from continuing in our parish.  NOTHING will 
change it.  Parish renewal won’t come about by changing the structure.  What 
needs to happen is a change of the CULTURE of a parish.   
 
The church exists for mission.  Mission isn’t what we do, it is who we are.  IF we 
aren’t engaged in mission, we are watered down.  A fishing boat is there for fish.  
The church exists for mission.  Paul VI said the church exists for evangelisation.  
 
Expelling the money changers from the temple 
 
Mark 11:15.16  This account is different than the other synoptic accounts.  He came 
down intentionally attracting attention.   He was in the temple his whole life.  HE was in 
the temple the day before.  Then the next day he shut down the whole temple and 
turned the tables.  Is 56:6-7 was the quote by Jesus.  And this was a prophetic call to 
open the temple to the Gentiles and non-Jews.  The architecture of the time was 
EXCLUSIVE.  The Gentiles weren’t allowed to go into the inner courts.  Israel had 
forgotten her missionary call.  They wanted to keep it all to themselves.  WE too have 
forgotten our missionary call.  This Scripture in Isaiah is for us today as well.  Matt 
28:19-20.  The son of man came to seek and save the lost  
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Four tasks of the Great Commission: GO, MAKE, BAPTISE and TEACH.  The finite verb, 
the theological center of the command is MAKE.   The central command is to MAKE 
DISCIPLES.  The church is good at the other three things, but not good at this. 
 
What is the difference between ignorance and indifference.  A student in a classroom 
was asked what it was, but she didn’t answer until she got upset and said, I don’t know 
and I don’t care. 
 
If people are indifferent they are unteachable, they won’t respond by just getting more 
input (catechesis).  People, who want to learn, want to be fed in the parish?  It is a small 
amount.  Where did this come from? 
 
You would think that the Catholic version of the great commission would be to go teach 
and baptise.   
 
The Vulgate of St Jerome changed from the original Greek and said “Go and teach”.  So 
we have taken it over in the mass.  We sacramentalise and catechise.  But we don’t 
evangelise and make disciples.  We think that making disciples is optional. 
 
A disciple is a learner and an apostle is a missionary.  A postal service and apostle are 
basically the same words.  Disciples are the ones who renew the church.  They are the 
ones learning, serving, giving…. WE are not just to Go and BE disciples, but make 
disciples.  One who GOES is by definition an apostle.  This is the cycle.  Disciples renew 
the church, they then become the apostles.  Apostles evangelise and make disciples., who 
then renew the church.     
 
A photocopier takes paper, works on it, and spits it out into the world.  That is what we 
are supposed to be.  But some people are like a jammed photocopier.  
 
Example of the Titanic 
Watch Titanic clip on YouTube go to https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9j36_pT86O0 
 
There were 472 empty places on the Titanic lifeboats.   We as the church have empty 
spaces on the lifeboats of the church and don’t care that others perish.   
 
The man who buried his talent was called “wicked and lazy” That is an indictment 
against us. 
 
Hermeneutic of continuity.  There is a continuity of teaching between Paul VI, John 
Paul II, Benedict, and Francis.  There is a narrowing of the definition of evangelisation 
where it now means kerygma and conversion.  There is a development of personalist 
terminology.   
 
What are the Obstacles?:  NeoPelagianism and clericalism. 
 
Neo-Pelagianism.  Pelagius was Irish and developed a version of Christianity where he 
said, “We have it within ourselves to do what God requires.  Jesus gave us the example.” 
But the scriptures show us original sin and shows us that salvation is a gift, not 
something I can earn by my pulling up my socks.  Knowledge and desire and will aren’t 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9j36_pT86O0
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enough.  We tend to think that salvation is a reward for what we do.  This is very 
destructive.   
 
When you shop you want to find something for the lowest price and the least amount of 
inconvenience.  So people ask “How much of the mass can you miss and it still counts”.  
This consumer approach has invaded our church.   “I want to marry you, but how much 
time do I have to spend with you.”  The bell ringing at mass was a sign “Now you can 
leave”.  The culture of minimalism is spiritual death.  The other problem:  Pelagianism 
says “There is no bad news.”  But without bad news, there is no good news.  If  I tell 
someone that “You are cancer free”.  That isn’t good news unless I learn earlier that I 
have cancer.  Then the answer that I am cancer free is REALLY good news.  We have to 
understand that there is bad news.    
 
The saying “If anyone deserves to go to heaven, she does.” That is Pelagianism.  We have 
the best product in the world but the world’s worst sales force.   
 
Clericalism is a huge problem.  It is the appropriation by the clergy by what is proper 
to the baptised.   “We are the professionals and we will do it for you.”  That is the deal.  
Holiness and mission is the responsibility of the clergy, we think.   
 
Everyone else is off the hook because it is all the priest’s duty.  John Paul II called this 
mutually sinful.  In this system, the spiritual maturity of the baptised becomes a threat to 
the ordained. 
 
WE don’t just want a  list of best practices but a change of culture.  Just copying what 
another parish does is not enough.  Culture is what is presumed, taken for granted.  We 
are blind to our own presumptions.  For example, We assume that adults don’t take faith 
formation.  What we say we value and what we really value is not usually the same.  
What you reward and celebrate, what you budget for, that shows what your real 
values are.   
 
Ten values – are taken from his book and can be found there. 
 
If you really become a renewed parish, the canonical geographical definition of “parish” 
becomes meaningless.  “Belonging” happens through relationship.  So people will drive 
for 30 minutes to come to church.  Their philosophy is not just “all are welcome” but 
they go on to say what they are welcome to.  To a relationship with Jesus.  People can 
come as often as they like.  But they will constantly be invited to come deeper with God.  
They are clear that becoming a member of the parish means signing on to grow, and to 
serve, and to give financially.  You can attend without joining.  They define expectations 
of people who want to join.   
 
Discipleship as a process: 
 
Who is Jorge Mario Bergoglio?  The Pope’s answer “I am a sinner whom the Lord has 
looked upon”,   He talks about the fact that he was “mercied”.   
 
Another way to describe him is “Aparecida”.  This is a document made in the town of 
Aparecida overseen by Pope Benedict.  13-29 of May 2007.  The head of the writing team 
was Bergoglio.  121 times the term “Missionary Disciples “is used in the document.  It 
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was a foreshadowing of the term of this current pope.  Countries that were Catholic are 
now 54% Catholic in parts of South America.  So, exit interviews were made of Catholics 
who left the church and came up with these answers. 
 
Article 5.4 Those who have left the church to join other religious groups.  Reasons they 
joined other religious groups: 
 
1. Religious experience 
2. Community life 
3. Biblical and doctrinal formation 
4. Missionary commitment of the entire community. 
 
Article 6.2.1. Aspects of this process 
1. The encounter with Jesus Christ 
2. Conversion 
3. Discipleship 
4. Communion  
5. Mission 
 
The encounter must be constantly renewed by personal testimony, the proclamation of 
the kerygma, and the missionary action of the community. 
 
The kerygma is not simply a stage but the “leitmotiv” of a process that culminates in the 
maturity of the disciples of Jesus Christ. 
 
Without the kerygma, the other aspects of this process are condemned to sterility, with 
hearts not truly converted to the Lord.  
 
Conversion – the initial response: to believe in him who decides to be his friend who 
goes with him change how they think and live acceptation of the the cross of Christ 
actualised by baptism or the sacrament of reconciliation.  In Discipleship the person 
constantly matures in knowledge, love and following of Jesus the master.  Ongoing 
catechesis and sacramental life are of fundamental importance at this stage. 
Communion There can be no Christian life except in community.  Mission:  
 
Disciples experience the need to share with others their joy at being sent, at going to the 
world to proclaim Jesus Christ… Mission is inseparable from discipleship, and hence it 
must not be understood as a stage subsequent to formation. 
 
There are 10 systems in the human body.  (skeletal, muscular, etc)  If even one of these 
doesn’t work, the body is diseased.   
 
There are 5 systems in the Church that need to function:  worship, ministry, 
fellowship discipleship evangelisation.  IF just one doesn’t work, the body is not at 
ease, it is DISeased.  
 
Worship – lifting our hearts and minds to God out of love.  Expressed in Liturgy and  
hymns of praise.  The Eucharist is seen the high-point of worship.  This generally 
happens in our parishes.  Sometimes this is used as an excuse:  WE HAVE THE 
EUCHARIST, so who cares if the music is not any good, no hospitality, etc.  
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Ministry = service.  We need INTERNAL ministry and EXTERNAL ministry. Most 
parishes don’t have external ministry 
 
Fellowship= Community, Koinonia. A stranger might think that the majority of 
parishioners don’t want to be there.  After the Eucharist, they leave as fast as they can 
 
Discipleship=Growing and equipping Eph 4:9-12 
 
Evangelisation= Explicit proclamation of Jesus.  
“Preach the Gospel at all times, and if necessary use words.”Often quoted as being said 
by St Francis, but actually never said by him, and is actually not true. Need words as 
well.  Without words, the message will not be understood.  If the explicit proclamation is 
not there, it might be pre-evangelisation, but it isn’t evangelisation.  The mass CAN be 
evangelistic.  But it is primarily worship.  Serving the poor is mostly MINISTRY.  
Catechism belongs to discipleship, but it is also not evangelisation.  Potlucks etc. can be 
evangelistic, but it mostly fits under “community”.   Most parishes simply don’t 
evangelise.   
 
“A great commitment to the great commandment and the great commission makes 
a great church” – Rick Warren.  
 
Great Commandment – Love God and your neighbor 
 
Great Commission – Go make disciples, baptise and Teach. 
 
Loving God – worship 
Loving neighbor – ministry 
Making disciples – evangelisation 
Baptizing – community 
Teach – Discipleship 
 
In the early church, children were baptised but only together with the parents who were 
baptised.  Healthy things grow and bear fruit.  You don’t have to tell your kids “GROW”.  
It happens to healthy kids all by itself.   
 
We need to redefine pastoral care.  In many places, this is seen as what you do with the 
sick and dying.  But this is incorrect.  The primary task of a shepherd is to lead, feed, look 
after the sheep.  The green pastures are provided in Psalm 23 are to help the sheep to be 
fed and grow up.  Pastoral care is not supposed to be first of all therapeutic.   
 
 
 
We aren’t supposed to be intolerant of immaturity.  But we have hope and dreams of our 
infants growing up.  We have a culture of immaturity in our churches so that the priests 
will remain on their pedestals. 
 
We see most of our sheep at mass.  Outside of mass, we see them mainly at funerals.  So 
we basically tell our people:  see you next week unless you die, then we will do your 
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funeral.  “We need to move from a pastoral ministry of mere conservation to be 
missionary disciples.  Pope Francis 
 
People feel that they can’t do anything without the priest.  But that must be changed.   
 
St. Benedict's Parish Purpose – to form disciples who joyfully live out the mission 
of Jesus Christ.  
 
It is good to have a one-sentence mission statement.  We need to keep the main thing the 
main thing – Stephen Covey.   
 
What does a missionary disciple look like?  A missionary disciple: 
 

● has a personal relationship with Jesus, 
● can share faith with others,  
● open to the gifts of the Holy Spirit,  
● Has knowledge and love of the Scriptures,  
● knows basic Catholic theology,  
● has a daily prayer life,  
● experiences real Christian community,  
● Commitment to Sunday Eucharist,  
● Celebrates the sacrament of reconciliation,  
● can pray spontaneously out  loud when asked,  
● sees his or her life as a mission field.  

 
Less is more.  The best restaurants have a one-page menu not 20 pages. 
 
The enemy of parish renewal is not bad ideas but good ideas.  The process is not 
programs.  A parish is not renewed just by adding programs.  Change the culture 
first.  Normalize Evangelisation and discipleship.  If you want something to 
become normal, do it again, and again and again.  You need to do what you do with 
intention.  The more you clarify, the more you will attract and repel.    
 
Think PROCESS.    – The Game Plan 
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The vision of St. Benedicts’:  Invitational church, alpha, alpha team, connect groups, 
ministry, discipleship groups, worship. This is not linear.  There are many arrows to 
these various points.  However, the thing that everyone is invited to:  alpha.  The goal of 
Alpha is to encounter Jesus and experience the Holy Spirit and community.  They even 
invite people to return who are atheists.   The destination of alpha alumni is the connect 
groups.  The primary focus is community, although some formation takes place, but it is 
not the main focus.  Also, the life that happens outside of the connect groups – the 
fellowship and mutual care – is important.  They have small catechetic groups that give 
discipleship training.   
For more information go to Divine Renovation.net 
 
Cultural Christianity has been dead now for 30-40 years.  By now it is starting to stink.  
We are still dependent on passing on faith by osmosis.  It doesn’t work anymore.  To 
inoculate people against something, you introduce a dead example of the virus and the 
body creates antibodies and will then be resistant to the virus.  We do this with dead 
Christianity.  It inoculates people against the Gospel.  
 
We are treating a problem of indifference as if it is a problem of ignorance.  So we just 
throw teaching at them.  And it falls on hard hearts and deaf ears.   Teaching needs to 
come AFTER evangelisation.   
 
Men like to “fix” things.  Lack of focus on heroic Christianity, to clear vision, to 
intentionality will chase them away.  
 
We are priests, prophets, and kings.  The “king” ministry is leadership.  There is too little 
mentioned about leadership in Catholic training or seminary.  FR James first experience 
at leadership was a Captain Kirk model: Follow Me as I move ahead.  And sometimes I 
will look behind me to see if you are still following.  He soon learned that this didn’t 
work well.  We need to learn to lead out of a team.  He discovered that he has certain 
gifts and has radical focus.  But when he actually accomplishes something he celebrates 
and turns around and sees bodies everywhere.  This is a big blind spot.  So he brought 
people around him who could see where he was blind and felt free to correct him. 
 
They saw a difference in their culture after 3 years, and then he ran out of strategy.  He 
knew where he wanted to go, but wasn’t sure what to do next.  Because he was trained 
in maintenance leadership.  To be a missionary parish you need people around you.  So, 
a priest needs to learn to lead a team and leading out of a team.   
 
Every person has some capacity to lead.  Growing self-awareness is needed.  There is no 
such thing as a well-rounded person.  But there is such a thing as a well-rounded team.  
We need to learn to lead out of our strengths and gifts, and not out of our weaknesses.   
 
A senior leadership team is a team that gathers around the pastor to help make tactical 
decisions.. The only time the important things become urgent is when it is too late.  Not 
about consensus, but about making the best decisions.  Meet once a week for 2-4 hours.  
A total of four to six people.  A good discussion is 1/3 advocacy and 2/3 inquiry.  When 
the group is too big, it won’t work because it will take too long for everyone to bring in 
their perspective. 
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A senior leadership team needs to have unanimity of vision.  Agreement on where you 
are going.   Bill Hybels’ says vision is a picture of the future that produces passion.  
You cannot fake passion.  Intellectual assent is not the same.  Find people who are 
passionate about a common vision.   You also need a balance of stress.  In their parish 
they use the Strengthsfinder test.  Go to https://www.gallupstrengthscenter.com/ 
 
 
Need for a Balanced Leadership Team 
        

  
 
Do you ask people nicely or tell them nicely?  The first is analytical and the second is a 
Driver.  Church staff tends to be highly relational and amiable.  If you don’t intentionally 
choose a balanced team, you will likely have a quadrant empty. 
 
Healthy conflict and trust.  IF there is trust, it will determine how passionate people 
can disagree correctly.  If people are passionate, there will be disagreement.  No conflict 
can be a sign that the team is not balanced.  You need relationship-oriented people.  But 
only these kind you won’t go anywhere.  You won’t have conflict if people aren’t 
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passionate.  Another reason is lack of trust in a team.  A conflict without trust is just 
politics.   
 
A leader gets the team he or she deserves.   
 
Vulnerability.  The leadership is not a support group, but people can be open enough to 
say, “I am sorry”.  
 
If a parish priest really wants to lead, he will have to let something else drop.  
Typical of a parish priest is 10% preaching.  15% sacraments 6% leading 69% all 
other responsibility – because Father is supposed to do everything.  
 
A priest should try to get that last category down to 20%. 

 
Leadership unleashes all the other gifts.  
 Peter James and John together with Jesus created a team.   
There was then the 12.  Like the parish council.   
Then the entourage.  These would be like the high capacity parishioners.  
 Then the 72 (like the ministry leaders).   
Then came the “disciples” and finally the crowds.  
 
 
Suggested resources 
Divine Renovation – The Guide book – Fr James Mallon 
Divine Renovation – Fr James Mallon 
Courageous Leadership – Bill Hybels 
Five Dysfunctions of a team – Patrick Lencioni 
Death By Meeting – Patrick Lencioni 
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