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Living as Missionary Disciples as the blueprint for parish renewal

In Pope Francis’s 2013 speech to the Pontifical Council for Promoting the New Evangelization, he called for 
“a shared commitment to a pastoral plan which brings us back to the essential and which is solidly focused 
on the essential; that is, on Jesus Christ. To get diverted by many secondary or superfluous things does not 
help; what helps is to focus on the fundamental reality, which is the encounter with Christ, with his mercy 
and with his love, and to love our brothers and sisters as he has loved us.”

This pastoral planning framework suggests six key dimensions to assess the current status or pulse of the 
parish, establish an effective ministry, and develop a successful pastoral plan: 

1. A planning process is permeated with prayer before, during, and after the process. Prayer is the most 
important work that the planning team will engage in. This is often an afterthought in pastoral 
planning but must be kept at the forefront of pastoral planning efforts. 

2. A parish plan provides a direction focused on bearing fruit not just on having activities. It is intentional, 
visible, and based on well-thought-out, fruit-producing outcomes. This fruit is clearly rooted in the 
teachings and pastoral ministry principles of the Church. 

3. The parish seeks out effective pastoral leaders who can inspire others with an engaging vision of 
missionary discipleship. These pastoral leaders, through their own witness of faith and holiness of life, 
lead people to a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ, who in turn invites us into a fuller conversion and 
witness. 

4. The content of services and ministries is rooted in the doctrine of the Church and supported by 
foundational pastoral practices (for example, principles derived from the National Directory for 
Catechesis) that point parishioners toward and prepare them for discipleship.  

5. The parish ministries effectively engage people through welcome, inspiration, and effective 
communication. Meeting people where they are at and listening to them is crucial in beginning a 
relationship for the missionary disciple process. 

6. The parish commits itself to being a good steward of its human and financial resources, using its 
resources prudently and responsibly and continually assessing the effectiveness of its efforts.

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. Living as Missionary Disciples: A Resource for Evangelization.
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CHAPTER 11
SECTION 1

WHY? 
Why is adult formation a Diocesan planning priority?

INSIDE THIS SECTION
The mission and the commission

Called to focus
“You can’t say you’re listening unless you are open to being changed by what you heard” 

The enemy of the best is the good
The urgency of now

The difference between if and when

THE MISSION AND THE COMMISSION

During the Pontificate of Pope Francis there has been an unprecedented quality and clarity of how and 

what the Lord is saying to the Church through the Holy Father. Whether it is because of trends that have 

decimated Christianity in Europe, and which now have teeth in the United States, or whether it is purely an 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit, anyone who has eyes to see and ears to hear is able to notice that something 

dramatic is happening in the Catholic Church in the United States. We are called to “make disciples”.

The call has its roots in the words of Jesus Himself. Of course, everything that we do in the Church has 

its roots in Christ Himself. We know that the Priesthood of Jesus Christ is directly from Jesus Christ. Jesus 

may not have explicitly used the actual word priesthood, but we clearly see the Priesthood of Jesus Christ as 

rooted in Christ and the Gospels. We also know that the Sacraments are rooted in Christ. While the word 

Sacrament was never explicitly mentioned by Jesus, we clearly see the Sacraments in the Bible. These two 

things are clearly in the Bible, even if they are not explicitly mentioned in the words of Jesus Christ.
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Jesus does explicitly mention several things we are to do. In John 20, while in the upper room, Jesus says 

that we are to forgive sins. At the Last Supper Jesus says that we are to “do this in memorial” of Him. With 

all of that, with what Jesus implicitly told us to do, as well as what he explicitly told us to do, we cannot deny 

that the very last thing he ordered us to do was to make disciples. 

The call to make disciples and the alignment that flows from there starts with the very words of Jesus 

in Matthew 28. They are His very words. They are explicit words. He explicitly commissions us to do what 

He has commanded us to do, “Go and make disciples.” If we are to reverence the very sacred things that are 

implicit in Jesus' words, how much more should we reverence the very things Jesus explicitly ordered us to 

do? 

In the “great commission” of Matthew 28 Jesus gave us a mission; He gave us the mission. Jesus gave us 

our mission statement, “Make disciples.” Far too often our parish mission statements are long, cumbersome, 

and complex. They are so complex most parishioners dismiss them. We consistently have to explain our 

mission statements in order for  parishioners to understand their purpose. Unfortunately, “If you have to 

make statements to clarify your statements then your statements aren’t making statements.” Perhaps our 

parish mission statements are too complex. Perhaps our mission statements have already been given to us.

The mission from Jesus could be the mission statement for every parish, “Make disciples.”

The Church has carried this as Her mission from the very moment that Jesus ascended to the Father in 

Matthew 28. While the word disciple is not an ordinary part of our Catholic vocabulary this does not mean 

that it hasn’t remained a central focus of the Church for the last 2,000 years. For over two millennia the 

Church has spoken of the need to make disciples. Sometimes she has been explicit in her teachings, while 

most of the time the words “make disciples” are implicit. Certainly the documents of the Second Vatican 

Council, as well as the writings of Pope Paul VI, John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis have reclaimed not 

only the call, but also the specific language of making disciples. In fact, prior to the 2017 release of Living as 

Missionary Disciples the US Bishops’ governing document on evangelization released in 2002, was actually 

entitled Go and Make Disciples.

There is a difference between stewardship and ownership. Since the Second Vatican Council there has 

been great renewal in the church. There has been a resurgence of energy in the lives of the lay faithful. There 

has been an unprecedented partnership between pastors and parishioners coming together to advance the 

mission. Sometimes what we truly believe on the inside does not always get adequately expressed on the 

outside. It is often said, “The Church is the people” or “The parishioners really ‘own’ their parish.” Of course, 

we all know what is implied with the passion expressed in these comments. Truly we are all in this together. 

However, we should be careful do not confuse passion with precision. Jesus Christ, and He alone, “owns” 

the Church. Jesus “owns” the diocese. Jesus “owns” our parishes. Jesus “owns” your parish. All of us together, 

clergy and laity, are all stewards of what He has entrusted us with. We should not confuse stewardship with 

ownership. If we are stewards of His parish then we are stewards of His mission in the parish. If it is His 

parish then that means the parish exists for His mission, the parish exists to make disciples.
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CALLED TO FOCUS

In 2013 Pope Francis addressed the Pontifical Council for Promoting the New Evangelization. There 

he urged Church leaders to focus on making disciples. There, he called for “a shared commitment to a 

pastoral plan which brings us back to the essential and which is solidly focused on the essential; that is, on 

Jesus Christ. To get diverted by many secondary or superfluous things does not help; what helps is to focus on the 

fundamental reality, which is the encounter with Christ”.

Later, in that same year, he released Joy of the Gospel (Evangelii Gaudium) where he urged us to focus 

on making disciples. In 2015 he visited the United States and, among other things, he urged us to focus on 

making disciples. The exhortation from our Holy Father is not merely to remind us of our call, but he is 

explicitly asking us to focus on that call. By introducing the concept of missionary disciples Pope Francis is 

not merely asking us to make disciples, he is also reminding us that it is our mission. He is asking us to be 

intentional, he is asking us to focus our energy on making disciples.

In direct response to Pope Francis’ Joy of the Gospel, in 2017 the US Bishops published Living as 

Missionary Disciples. It is the blueprint for parish evangelization in the United States. As they cast their vision, 

the US Bishops write, “The parish must be concerned with bearing fruit throughout the discipleship process. 

This shift in focus ensures that attention is directed toward pruning what is ineffective so that new life and 

fruit can occur. Throughout Scripture, the metaphor of fruit is used many different times and in many ways 

in reference to mission. Jesus commands the disciples to ‘go and bear fruit that will remain’ (John 15:16). 

The work of pastoral planning ought to bear fruit and also involve effective pruning through planning, 

organization, and implementation so that new life and growth can occur. Jesus reminds us that the Father 

‘takes away every branch … that does not bear fruit, and every one that does he prunes so that it bears more 

fruit” (John 15:1-2).” The Bishops are calling us to focus.

“YOU CAN’T SAY YOU’RE LISTENING UNLESS YOU ARE OPEN TO BEING CHANGED BY WHAT YOU HEARD” 

To help us focus on our mission Bishop Fabre embarked upon an intentional commitment to listen. 

During a span of 14 months, beginning in the spring of 2015 and ending in the summer of 2016, Bishop Fabre 

listened to his priests and his people. Throughout this process he would often remind those he was listening 

to that, “You can’t say you’re listening unless you are open to being changed by what you heard.” While he 

had an intuition of what he was going to hear he remained committed to being open to whatever was said. 

He remained open to being changed by what he heard. What he heard changed him in that it shaped his 

understanding of what God was saying to us. His understanding helped to make clear how God was asking 

us to focus.
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Bishop Fabre hosted 20 listening sessions in venues strategically placed throughout the diocese. Over 

1,000 laity participated either in person, on paper, or on-line. Underneath the emerging themes was a plea 

from the laity: focus. Of all the themes that emerged from listening sessions there were two that specifically 

got his attention. First, there was an overwhelming sense that people in the pew are hungry for more 

relevant preaching. While many things emerged regarding all things Sunday Mass, the most consistent 

comment made regarding weekend Liturgy was the desire for better preaching. Secondly, there were explicit 

comments expressing the desire for better adult formation. We heard, “Most adult Catholics do not feel 

confident defending their faith.” We heard parents say that they want more themselves so as to better help 

their children. We heard hundreds reveal an ache for more. We heard that adults are hungry to be fed. Loud 

and clear we heard the call to focus, and to focus on adult formation.

A short time after the listening sessions concluded, the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux began a 

partnership with the Catholic Leadership Institute (CLI). One of the resources offered to us by CLI is 

the Disciple Maker Index (DMI). The DMI came to be as CLI once  gathered 100 bishops, priests, diocesan 

officials, parish leaders and authors to a two-day “think tank” on parish engagement which produced some 

initial hypothesis. Based on the insights from the two-day gathering, CLI then took a smaller group of the 

same constituents and crafted a 75 question survey known as the Disciple Maker Index. 

The DMI is an assessment tool designed to assess two essential aspects of parish life. First, the DMI 

helps pastors and parishes assess how parishioners describe “where they are” in their spiritual life. How are 

they doing? Where do they need help? Secondly, the DMI helps parishioners voice how well the parish is 

doing in helping them in their spiritual growth. The survey results reveal what about the parish is keeping 

parishioners engaged, as well as things that might be prompting them to start falling away. 

In March 2017 nearly 4,500 Houma-Thibodaux parishioners participated in the DMI. The results of the 

DMI clearly confirmed the call to focus on adult formation. 

• 44% Expressed explicitly that they want to grow in their spiritual life

• 48% Expressed implicitly that they want help being formed as a disciple

• 46% Expressed implicitly that they want help in their relationship with God

• 35% Expressed implicitly that they want help via Bible study or Bible teachings

• 53% Expressed either an interest in or openness to participating in a small group

Interestingly enough, all 38 parishes in the diocese scored lowest in the following two statements:

1. The parish is a place that helps form me as a disciple

2. I feel confident having a conversation about the faith and sharing my personal testimony 

In addition to using the DMI, many Parish Implementation Teams took the initiative to get even more 

information from parishioners. These Parish Implementation Teams chose to complete an evaluation of 

their current ministries, assessing if those ministries naturally and consistently assist people through the 

Formation Life Cycle. Results from the surveys and assessments showed the following:
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• Most parishes are ill-equipped in intentionally assisting people through the Formation Life Cycle, 

much less any intentional process of discipleship formation. Many parishes have adult catechesis or 

they may teach a class and offer intellectual formation. However, even then there seems to be a lack 

of systematic formation of the whole person.

• Most current ministry leaders are not equipped to accompany people through an intentional 

process of faith formation or discipleship. 

• Ministries currently active in parishes are not aligned in a way that allows parishioners to easily take 

“the next step” in their relationship with God.

• Often the measure of success of a ministry isn’t consistent with how the US Bishops describe 

“fruitfulness”. In other words, success is often measured subjectively rather than through a series of 

assessments indicating if there is real sustainable fruit in one’s spiritual life.

Despite an abundance of “activity” in our parishes, there is little, if anything, that is intentionally 

designed to accompany the average parishioner through a process of formation to become a mature 

missionary disciple of Jesus Christ. 

The Pope is calling us to focus. The US Bishops are calling us to focus. The people in the Diocese of 

Houma-Thibodaux are calling us to focus. The call is clear: focus on forming adults.

THE ENEMY OF THE BEST IS THE GOOD

In their 2006 best seller Simple Church, authors Thom Rainer and Eric Geiger illustrate trends within 

ministry models that are thriving, as well as those philosophies that are struggling. As they set the stage in 

chapter one, they present an impressive body of research and data that eventually peaks in the following 

statement, “Perhaps we are losing ground not despite our overabundance of activity but because of it.”

There is no shortage of activity in most of our parishes. If mere activity guaranteed transformation 

in people’s lives you would not be reading this, for we would not need a strategic plan. If being busy were 

an indication of the health of the parish, most churches in America would be thriving. Being busy is 

not the issue, being busy about the right things is. Again, “Perhaps we are losing ground not despite our 

overabundance of activity but because of it.” Pope Benedict XVI says this a bit more poetically during his 

2006 Chrism Mass, “The world in its frenetic activism often looses its direction. Its action and capacities 

become destructive if they lack the power of prayer, from which the waters of life irrigate the arid land.” We 

would do well if we looked deep into the mirror and asked ourselves two questions, “Why are we doing what 

we’re doing? Is what we are doing changing people's lives?” 

Commitment to discernment is required in a parish if there is to remain a commitment to focus. With 

all that is already happening in parishes, and with the ordinary excitement of the next “new idea” luring 

parishes to do even more, now more than ever we need discernment if we are to focus. The technical 

definition of discernment actually requires two goods, for one never discerns to do evil. Discernment in 

parish life is rarely the decision between good and bad. Discernment is often in between two things that are 

good. The art in church leadership is knowing what is the best between the goods. An undiscerned grasping 

at too many good ideas can dilute a parish’s intentionality and compromise its fruitfulness and long-term 

impact in peoples lives. In other words, it can be said, “The enemy of the best is the good.”
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Pope Francis helps us appreciate the nuances of discerning well. In Gaudete et Exsultate (The Call to 

Holiness in Today's World) the Holy Father writes, “Often discernment is exercised in small and apparently 

irrelevant things, since greatness of spirit is manifested in simple everyday realities. ... Discernment also 

enables us to recognize the concrete means that the Lord provides in his mysterious and loving plan, to 

make us move beyond mere good intentions.” 

We need more than mere “good intentions” if we are to respond to the call to make disciples and the call 

to focus. Adult formation cannot merely be another idea amongst many. Mere good intentions towards 

one’s spiritual maturation is not enough. “Perhaps we are losing ground not despite our overabundance of 

activity but because of it.” Or, we could say, “Perhaps we are failing to form adults as disciples not despite 

our overabundance of activity but because of it.” 

THE URGENCY OF NOW

The Holy Father is asking us to focus. The Church is asking us to focus. The laity of Houma-Thibodaux 

are asking us to focus. With mounting pressure from both secular influences outside the church and 

competing philosophies inside the parish, the challenge of evangelization has never been what it is now. The 

question then looms: Why now? Is there a need for us to respond? Is there a need for us to focus now? 
Let’s take a look the landscape of Catholicism in the United States.
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NATIONAL STATISTICS: Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate
Total priests 1977   58,909 1997   49,054 2017   37,181
Priestly ordinations 1977   771 1997   511 2017   504
Parishes 1977   18,515 1997   19,331 2017   17,156
Parishes without a pastor 1977   702 1997   2,161 2017   3,552
Self-identified Catholic population 1977   54.5 million 1997   65.7 million 2017   74.3 million
Foreign-born adult Catholic population 1977   4.7 million 1997   7 million 2017   16.9 million
Those raised Catholic who no longer identify as Catholic 1977   7.5 million 1997   17.3 million 2017   30 million
Catholics attending Sunday Mass regularly 1977   42% 1997   35% 2017   23%

NATIONAL STATISTICS: Forming Intentional Disciples by Sherry Weddell
The 2014 Pew Research Center study “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey” indicates the fastest-growing 
religious demographic in the United States to be “unaffiliated” (aka “nones”). 
• One out of every four American adults say they are not affiliated with any religious group or tradition. 
• Note: In 2008, merely 10 years ago, the statistic was one in six.

The 2014 Pew Research Center study “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey” further indicates the crisis of 18-29 
year olds as “unaffiliated” (aka “nones”). 
• 39% of American adults 18-29 say they are not affiliated with any religious group or tradition 
• 30% of Americans who were raised Catholic are still “practicing.”
• 32% of Americans who were raised Catholic — 1/3 of all Catholic adults — no longer consider themselves Catholic.

Why are Catholics leaving the Catholic Church for non-denominational or protestant communities? 
• 52% of those attending non-denominational communities are former Catholics
• 71% “My spiritual needs were not being met”
• 62%  “I felt called by God”
• 21%  “Because of the sexual-abuse scandal”

Why people leave the Catholic Church to be “unaffiliated” (aka “nones”)
• 71% “I just gradually drifted away”
• 65%  “Stopped believing in the Church’s teachings.”
• 42%  “Don’t believe in God”
• 33% “Have not found the right religion”
• 27%  “Because of the sexual-abuse scandal”

The crisis with youth and young adults
• 79% of cradle Catholics are no longer Catholic by the age of 23
• 50% of cradle Catholics ages 18-35 are no longer Catholic
• 7% of cradle Catholics ages 18-35 practice their Faith on a regular basis

Nationally speaking, what is the financial impact?
• $5 billion estimated loss of revenue as baby boomers transition to eternal life

Why is adult formation a Diocesan planning priority?
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THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN IF AND WHEN
The question is not if we need to do something but when do we need to do it. The aforementioned 

statistical analysis of the current state of affairs within the Catholic Church of America graphically illustrates 

the urgency of now. The historic exodus of Catholics leaving the Church is not just isolated to teens, young 

adults, or a season of life “when they’re just searching.” Adults are leaving the Church. Adults are leaving the 

Church for a number of reasons; there is no single answer to explain the crisis. While the crisis illustrates an 

urgency, we should be careful not to react compulsively out of fear. 

Best-selling author Matthew Kelly once said, “Everything that is wrong about the Catholic Church can 

be fixed by everything that is right about the Catholic Church.” Of course, we know that there is nothing 

wrong with the Church Herself, the Sacraments, and the Bible, etc. However, there is something very wrong 

about the trends we see gripping the church in America. All of what we see requires us to look in our hearts. 

The most important question is not, “What is wrong with the Catholic Church?” The most important 

question is, “What is right with the Catholic Church?”

We are founded by Jesus Christ. 

We have been given the very Word of God. 

Every Mass we make presents the absolute real presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist. 

We stand on the shoulders of Saints. 

We have weathered the storm for over two millennia and have learned from our history how to respond 

to the present. 

Everything about that is right.

We have a Pope that has been given to us at this stage of history to confront these problems. He has 

called us to focus, to make disciples, and the most natural place to start is with the adults that are already in 

the parish. That’s adult formation. That’s a call to focus on adult formation. 

The Church has echoed this call to focus. 

The people of this diocese have asked for it. 

An analysis of their needs illustrates the need for formation, adult formation. 

While we could be busy about many things, what could we focus on that would be more important than 

helping the adults in our pews grow in their identity as a disciple? Adult formation is a diocesan planning 

priority, and perhaps the most important, and should not be seen as another option among many. Again I 

ask: While we could be busy about many things, what could we focus on that would be more important than 

helping the adults in our pews grow in their identity as a disciple?

Romans, chapter 10 states, “For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. But how can 

they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how can they believe in him of whom they have not 

heard? And how can they hear without someone to preach? And how can people preach unless they are 

sent?”

We have been entrusted with a mission. Perhaps we could read Romans 10 with a reverent enhancement 

designed to help us appreciate the call, “For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. But 

how can they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how can they believe in him of whom they 

have not come to know? And how can they know Him ... unless their parish helps them?”

We have been entrusted with a mission. Now, at this stage of our history, we are called to respond. Let 

us do so with focus. Let us begin with adult formation. 

Why is adult formation a Diocesan planning priority?
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CHAPTER 11
SECTION 2

WHAT? 
Nine dimensions of a mature missionary disciple

From May through December of 2016 the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux went through a comprehensive 
planning process. There was a emphasis on forming disciples which was to serve as the golden thread woven 
throughout all of the planning. The Bishop was clear with his desire: the renewal of parish life. The Holy 
Father Pope Francis had been speaking about the call to make disciples. 

If “making disciples” was to be the golden thread, we needed to ask the question: How do you make a 
disciple? Specifically: How do you make one in a parish? In our diocese? With our resources? Yet, before we 
could answer how do you make a disciple we first needed to answer the question: What is a disciple?

The word disciple appears 22 times in the Gospel. The word disciple is not limited to Jesus, for many 
of the great teachers at the time of Jesus had disciples. John the Baptist had disciples, as we read in 
John 1:35-37, “The next day John was there again with two of his disciples and as he watched Jesus walk 
by, he said, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God.’ The two disciples  heard what he said and followed Jesus.” 

The word disciple in the Bible, especially in the Gospels, reveals three things. A disciple: (1) learned what 
the master taught, (2) taught what the master taught, and (3) tried to live like the master. 

To be a disciple of Jesus Christ is to commit to the same three things. Disciples learn what Jesus taught. 
Disciples teach others what Jesus taught. Disciples long to live like Jesus. The first two are understandable 
and expected. The third is the most difficult. Disciples strive to live like Jesus. Whew, no pressure.

What does it look like to concretely live as a disciple? What are the thresholds one should strive for? Our 
strategic planning team analyzed the following documents:

• Lumen Gentium (The Church in the Modern World) Second Vatican Council, 1964
• Evangelii Nuntiandi (Evangelization in the Modern World) Pope Paul VI, 1975
• Redemptoris Missio (Mission of the Redeemer) Pope John Paul II, 1990
• Go and Make Disciples USCCB, 1992
• Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us USCCB, 1999
• Ecclesia in America (The Church in America) Pope John Paul II, 1999
• Evangelii Gaudium (Joy of the Gospel) Pope Francis, 2013
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 After summarizing the core themes from each of these major documents on evangelization, we 

illustrated what we believe to be nine dimensions of a mature missionary disciple. Of course, we are always 

on the journey. We will never be complete in our growth. Yet, this is the visible fruit we would hope to see in 

one’s life as they mature as a disciple.



CHAPTER 11: ADULT FORMATION 13Nine dimensions of a mature missionary disciple

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

SELF-ASSESSMENT
YOU AND “THE NINE”?

WHERE ARE YOU WITHIN “THE NINE”?

RELATIONSHIP  Have I established a personal relationship with Jesus Christ?

 Has this relationship evidently offered me purpose and direction?

CONVERSION  Has Jesus become the center of my life?

 Am I aware of what things I need to say “yes” to so as to stay in relationship with God?

 Am I aware of what things I need to say “no” to that pull me away from relationship with God?

 Am I aware of why accountability is so important to remain in relationship with God?

 Has there been growth in the practice of: Confession, examination of conscience, etc?

DISCERNMENT Have I learned how to hear God speak to me in “the little things” of life?

 Do I want what God wants or do I want God to bless my good ideas?

 Do I naturally ask “God what do you want?”

 Do I hear God’s voice ... regularly?

SACRAMENTS Have the Sacraments become a regular part of my life?

 Do I long for more than the minimum? (Daily Mass, monthly Confession, Adoration, etc.)

 Have I grown in my understanding of my need of the Sacraments?

HOLINESS Have I grown in my ability and practice of prayer?

 Have I grown in virtue and a desire for holiness?

GROUNDED How would I describe my knowledge of Church teaching?

 What is my habit of studying the Word of God?

 Is there evidence in my life that relationship with God is rooted in more than feelings?

COMMUNITY Have I reached a point in my life where I know I need for accountability?

 Have I given permission to others to keep me accountable in my relationship with God?

 Do I want to “walk with others” in the spiritual life?

OTHERS Have I moved from a posture of “me and Jesus” to recognizing that I am part of a spiritual family?

 Do I recognize the needs of others? Do I, without resentment, respond to those needs?

 Do I fundamentally see my gifts as “gifts” as for others?

OTHERS Do I know my “testimony”? Can I share it? Do I share it?

 Do I have a confidence of God being with me, leading me, in the midst of your everyday life?
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CHAPTER 11
SECTION 3

WHAT? 
The Formation Life Cycle: What is it? Where did it come from?

INSIDE THIS SECTION
“Make” is a verb

Theological presuppositions
Saint Ignatius of Loyola
The Spiritual Exercises

The weeks within Spiritual Exercises
The Spiritual Exercises and the Formation Life Cycle

“MAKE” IS A VERB
Make disciples. The word “make” is a verb. To “make” is to do something. There is action. There is 

movement. To “make” is to change. Discipleship formation is essentially about change. The Gospel of Jesus 

Christ is meant to confront our lives. When the Truth of God meets the reality of our life there is only one 

authentic response: surrender. 

There is an African American hymn that sings, “Something on the inside, working on the outside, o’ 

what a change in my life.” If we wanted to find a simple and rememberable summation of the Christian 

life it could be found there, “Something on the inside, working on the outside, o’ what a change in my life.” 

Notice the intentionality of the verse. Notice the change in one’s life. The something on the outside started 

with something on the inside. 

The catchy hymn references the centrality of Christian experience. It is one’s experience of 

transformation that serves as the energy fueling conversion. One has to be aware that there is an experience. 

The experience reveals not only what is happening within me but more importantly it reveals He who 

is initiating the experience. In order for us to theologically understand the dynamics of conversion and 

discipleship formation, we would do well to begin with a few theological presuppositions.
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THEOLOGICAL PRESUPPOSITIONS
The first theological presupposition is that God is alive and active now. The popular colloquialism, 

“What would Jesus do?” subtly implies that Jesus is dead. Of course, our faith tells us that Jesus is not dead. 

Jesus is alive now, on this earth, in our lives. God is alive and active today.

This first theological presupposition changes everything. If this is true, if God is alive and active today, 

there are life-changing implications.

The second theological presupposition is that Jesus is always taking the initiative. This is a fundamental 

Catholic theological statement. God is the initiator of the gift and man is the receiver of the gift. God 

is taking the initiative as He is alive and active today. He is always taking the initiative. Man is always 

responding to his initiative. In fact, the church teaches us this truth as the Catechism defines prayer. The 

Catechism of the Catholic Church no. 2567 teaches, “God calls man first. Man may forget his Creator or hide 

far from his face; he may run after idols or accuse the deity of having abandoned him; yet the living and true 

God tirelessly calls each person to that mysterious encounter known as prayer. In prayer, the faithful God’s 

initiative of love always comes first; our own first step is always a response.”

These two theological presuppositions have a dramatic influence when it comes to the formation of 

disciples. One cannot understand the dynamic of discipleship formation without understanding these two 

theological truths. Forming disciples is not participating in parish programs. It is not checking the boxes. 

This mindset of “doing things on my own” has plagued the Catholic Church for decades. It is fostered a 

“transactional culture” within the Church whereas “I give you my envelope and you give me the Bread.” This 

“transactional mindset” leads one to participate in programs hoping that the programs do what only God 

can do.

Discipleship formation is about what God is doing in the life of a human being. Discipleship 

formation is initiated by God. His initiation is discovered in human experience. To the degree that I am 

aware of human experience I am then disposed to respond not merely to the experience, but to the God who 

has engendered the experience within me.

These two theological presuppositions are essential for your understanding of the Diocese of Houma- 

Thibodaux’s vision for discipleship formation. We are convinced that God is alive and active today. We are 

convinced that whatever transformation happens in the Church is merely a human receiving of what God 

desires through His initiation.

SAINT IGNATIUS OF LOYOLA
The 2,000-year-old history of the church is filled with masters 

of the spiritual life. We relish in the writings of the desert 

fathers. Saint Augustine, Saint Benedict and Saint Thomas 

Aquinas. We revere Bonaventure, Thomas à Kempis, and 

Catherine of Sienna. There is one spiritual master, Saint 

Ignatius of Loyola, who has a particular expertise in the 

spiritual life and a remarkable influence in the blueprint of our 

diocesan strategic plan. We would benefit from understanding 

the heart of Ignatius so that we can understand the mind of 

Ignatius.
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We do not need an extensive biography of Ignatius to understand his mind. However, let us understand 

of few simple things from his life. He was born in the Basque country of Spain in 1491. His father and 

mother were of lower nobility in the Spanish courts, yet his stature within nobility did not guarantee him 

the type of fame or fortune he craved.

He was driven to a make a name for himself. His ego and pride lead him to the Battle of Pamplona in 

1521, as the Spanish were fighting a French offensive. During the battle Ignatius was wounded severely. The 

French were so impressed with his courage that they themselves dressed his wounds and brought him back 

to his family castle in Azpeitia. While recovering from two significant surgeries Ignatius had a life-changing 

encounter with the Lord and therein experienced conversion. His conversion was painted on the canvas of 

experience. Ignatius paid attention to his experience. He noticed interiorly those things that which led to 

sustained consolation. He also noticed those things that left him sad or flat, in a desolation that lingered for 

hours. It was there, in his experience, that Ignatius discovered God in the experience.

Soon after his conversion, Ignatius, desiring to do what the great saints did, set out for pilgrimage to the 

Holy Land. He stopped just north of Barcelona in a little town called Manresa. He planned to be in Manresa 

for just a few days in route to the land of Christ’s birth. What happened in Manresa forever changed the life 

of Ignatius. It would also set in motion that which has had an historic impact on the Church and civilization 

across the globe. 

Ignatius would eventually found the Society of Jesus, also known as the Jesuits. They remain the largest 

Religious Order in the world today. They are responsible for the evangelization of more people than any 

other Religious Order in history. The Jesuits are known for many things; however, their contribution to the 

spiritual life is most noteworthy. 

THE SPIRITUAL EXERCISES
The Spiritual Exercises, given to Ignatius while he was in Manresa, are a series of meditation and prayer 

experiences meant to unfold sequentially over a 30-day period. During the last 500 years there have been 

several adaptations to the Spiritual Exercises. They remain one of the most effective and fruitful treasures in 

the vast spiritual tradition of the Church. 

The Spiritual Exercises are built on two theological presuppositions, the same two theological 

presuppositions mentioned earlier. Ignatius believed that God was active and alive in his life. He was also 

convicted that the most authentic response of man to God is to receive God’s initiative. Ignatius crafted his 

“spiritual” exercises using language that we can all relate to. The body can participate in “physical” exercise. 

The body can do certain things. It can engage in exercise to order to grow. So too can the soul. The soul can 

engage with God. The soul can “do” certain things to foster growth and intimacy with God. Ignatius refers to 

this as “spiritual” exercise.

The Spiritual Exercises presume that God is always taking the initiative. The Spiritual Exercises 

intentionally reverence and pay attention to spiritual experience and, therein, anticipate what God may 

do next. The Spiritual Exercises encourage the participant to be ready to receive what God is doing. This 
is critical to understanding the Spiritual Exercises. Let me repeat this. The Spiritual Exercises encourage 
the participant to be ready to receive what God is doing. The Spiritual Exercises acknowledge that God is 

leading. They anticipate what might be the expected next step in spiritual experience because of what we 

know to be true of God. Thus, you might say the Spiritual Exercises are a map of how God traditionally moves 

in a person’s life and provides a structure for them to maximally receive that which God wants to give.
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Let me give you an example. In the Gospel of Luke chapter five Jesus takes the initiative in Peter’s life. 

In Luke 5:8 we witness the miracle of the great catch of fish. Peter is in awe of God, how powerful God is, 

and how near God is. Peter responds as most of us would as he says, “Depart from me Lord for I am a sinful 

man.” 

Is it possible for us to anticipate what God may do in someone’s life? And, if so, is it possible to anticipate 

how they might respond? Yes. It is to be expected that when the human person encounters the presence, 

power, and awe of God that the most natural response is to feel unworthy in God‘s presence. We cannot 

anticipate what will facilitate the encounter with God, but you can presume with some certainty that most 

human beings will respond in a certain way, ways that are revealed to us in the Bible. Learning how God 

operates in our lives and understanding how we traditionally respond to God‘s love then helps us maximally 

receive the gift and remain present to what God will do next.

The Spiritual Exercises remain the most popular form of spiritual experience or retreat experience in 
the world today. Whether on 30-day retreats, weekend retreats, or daily prayer and meditation more people 

use the Spiritual Exercises than any other form of prayer. The Spiritual Exercises have been scrutinized by the 

Magisterium. The Spiritual Exercises contain content, theological content, which can be trusted. The Spiritual 

Exercises in their purest form, the way Ignatius himself intended, have received both the nihil obstat and 

imprimatur from the Holy See itself. This is important. The theology of the Spiritual Exercises can be trusted.

A further distinction regarding Saint Ignatius and the Jesuits will be helpful. There is a difference 

between Jesuit spirituality and Ignatian spirituality. Jesuit spirituality is proper for the Jesuits themselves. 

Ignatius spent fifteen years writing and editing the Constitutions, which govern the Society of Jesus. They 

illuminate the Ignatian way for the men in the Society of Jesus. Jesuit spirituality makes sense for the man in 

the Society of Jesus. Jesuit spirituality can be summarized in one single sentence: ad majorem dei gloriam, 

for the greater glory of God. Jesuit spirituality because it is grounded in the Constitutions would not be 

applicable to the average person in the pew or to any of the laity. 

Jesuit spirituality is different from Ignatian spirituality. Ignatian spirituality can be summarized in one 

single sentence: find God in all things. Ignatius, through several profound encounters with the Lord, 

discovered that God was always taking the initiative in his life. He discovered that God wanted him to 

always receive, no matter what he was doing. Ignatian spirituality teaches to receive God in the mist of 

everything that we do. While we need to appreciate the many schools of spirituality within the Church, it 

would be difficult for us to find a spirituality more suited for the laity than Ignatian spirituality. Who more 

than the laity need to find God in the mist of all things? The laity must find God at work, in traffic, and the 

up and down of married life. We need to find God in raising kids, in paying bills, and in all that is ordinary 

about life. Is this not what we all want? Don’t we all want to find God with us in the mist of everything? 

Perhaps this is why the Ignatian spirituality and the Spiritual Exercises are so popular.

THE WEEKS WITHIN THE SPIRITUAL EXERCISES
The Spiritual Exercises are organized into four “weeks”. When Saint Ignatius uses the word “week” 

he is not referring to a sequential set of seven days. He is using a word to simply contextualize spiritual 

experience that is received in time. Some of the dynamics of the Spiritual Exercises unfold over a period of 

eight to 12 days. Others unfold over a period of four or five days. The use of the word “week” refers to what 

happens in one’s experience rather than what happens literally on the calendar. 
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The Spiritual Exercises allow the participant to walk with Jesus. The Spiritual Exercises use the Gospels, 

disposing the participant to follow Jesus from womb to tomb, from Bethlehem to Jerusalem, and everything 

in between. Spiritual Exercises can be loosely summarized in the following way: 

• First Week: God’s love, and all that this means in a person’s life

• Second Week: walking with Jesus in his public ministry

• Third Week: walking with Jesus into Jerusalem and through his passion and death

• Fourth Week: experiencing Resurrection, Ascension and Pentecost

Each of the four “weeks” has their own personality. Each “week” has specific notations for the spiritual 

director so he or she may best help the retreatant. Throughout the Spiritual Exercises, depending on which 

week you are in, Ignatius asks the participant to ask God for certain graces for blessings. Each week is 

important; each week is particular. However, there is a pride of place of the “First Week”, which is why it is 

the first week.

During the First Week, Ignatius anticipates that several things will happen. He anticipates that God 

wants to be known. He anticipates that God wants to lead. He anticipates that God is laboring to love the 

participants. The dynamics of the First Week of the Spiritual Exercises exercise are as follows: 

• God reveals his love to retreatant. God’s love is lavish and personal. The retreatant is encouraged to 

receive that love. 

• In response to receiving God’s love the retreatant is most often filled with gratitude. That doesn’t 

surprise you, does it? Because of the way that God ordinarily works in our life the spiritual director 

can anticipate that God would eventually want to reveal to the retreatant how they have taken His 

love for granted. In doing so what we ordinarily see in the retreatant is gradual rise of ingratitude: 

they recognize how they have taken God for granted.

• The recognition of ingratitude leads to the admittance of sin. Ignatius has the retreatant honestly 

and soberly look at their life of sin. This, as is God’s love, is deeply personal. It is all seen through 

God’s love. It is not a pursuit of self perfection. It is an awareness of God’s love revealing what 

prevents further receptivity to more of God’s love.

• After the retreatant has come face to face with the reality of sin, God then reveals His love for them 

in the sin. This leads to further contrition and begins to fuel conversion. The retreatant is now able 

to see that sin prevents the relationship. Sin prevents receptivity. Sin prevents the very thing that we 

long for: happiness.

• The retreatant experiences is what redemption really is: the initiative of God saving me from sin. 

This fuels a new depth of personal gratitude which is life-changing. Being saved from hell, being 

saved when one was absolutely stuck in sin, is the fuel that ignites conversion. 

• The First Week concludes with the retreatant acknowledging his or her need for God and their 

desire to never leave God. This, of course, sets them up for the Second Week as they now are ready 

to follow Jesus. The rest of the Spiritual Exercises unfold from here, fueled by this transformative love 

they have experienced during the First Week. 



CHAPTER 11: ADULT FORMATION20

During the Second Week the retreatant learns how to stay with Jesus, to stay in the truth of who they are 

in lieu of God’s love. The Third and Fourth Week of the Spiritual Exercises take one deeper into the mission 

of Jesus’ saving mission of His passion. The retreatant is moved by loved and propelled into mission.

If we look at human experience, if we study what happens in the human heart through the lens of what 

we know God wants to do, we see the following dynamics:

• God wants to be encountered. He wants people to have a life changing encounter with them. 

• When a person encounters the person of Jesus Christ we can expect that he or she will want to 

repent. It’s not that repentance is a nice thing to do. It’s human. It’s expected. It’s what happens. 

God’s love will always lead me to conversion. It’s anthropological. When I encounter God’s love I am 

moved to want more of God’s love. This is the healthiest way to understand conversion: I am moved 

to want more of God’s love.

• There is usually only one response to conversion, “Jesus, teach me how to stay here, with you.” God 

wants us to grow. God wants us to abide in Him (cf. John 15). Human experience, and the Spiritual 

Exercises, both teach us that we all need to learn how to stay in God. It’s one thing to encounter God, 

it’s another thing altogether to learn how to live there. Human nature as it is wants us to go back to 

the familiar. We need to learn how to live in the new “land” of conversion. This requires growth.

• Eventually Jesus is going to call me out of myself. Love is a verb, not a noun. Jesus desires to do all 

things with me. Again, we see this in John 15:5, “apart from me you can do nothing.” One begins to 

follow Jesus daily. One begins to participate in the mission of Jesus here on this earth.

Four words: encounter, conversion, grow, mission. They simply are. They describe how God operates 

and how the human person responds. They are the dynamics of the Spiritual Exercises and as such are 

the blueprint for the most popular spiritual “exercise” on the planet. The dynamic of being moved from 

encounter to conversion to grow to mission as in the Spiritual Exercises has been given the nihil obstat and 

imprimatur from the Holy See itself. Again, this is important. The theology and the aforementioned interior 

dynamics of the Spiritual Exercises can be trusted.

THE SPIRITUAL EXERCISES AND THE FORMATION LIFE CYCLE
There are many ways to describe formation in the Church. There are many ways to describe the 

formation of disciples. The Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux is certainly not the only voice trying to speak to 

the formation of disciples. Many of those who have described discipleship formation have used a valuable 

methodology which attempts to describe how one grows in commitment. Most of us reading this would be 

familiar with the models of discipleship revealing the dynamics of how one grows in deeper commitment to 

Christ. There is value in this methodology. The difficulty with this approach is not in its methodology but in 

its application in the “real life” of parishes. 

How does a parish help a parishioner when they want to take “the next step”? Most parishioners are 

in touch with their experience, not their trajectory. Most parishioners know what has happened to them, 

they know experience. What we learn from the Spiritual Exercises is that if one pays attention to their 

present experience it is not hard to anticipate what a natural next step might be. This is why the Diocese 

of Houma-Thibodaux has used the Spiritual Exercises as the blueprint for its approach to discipleship 

formation. Parishes needed help to know what to do next. The methodology of Spiritual Exercises is 

“friendly” for parishes in programming and alignment.

The Formation Life Cycle: What is it? Where did it come from?
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Again, there are words that summarize the interior dynamics of the  Spiritual Exercises: encounter, 
conversion, grow, mission. These four words are at the heart of what we in Houma-Thibodaux 

describe as our Formation Life Cycle.

From May through December of 2016 the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux went through a 

comprehensive planning process. There was an emphasis on forming disciples which served as 

the golden thread woven throughout all of the planning. During the process of planning for adult 

formation we interviewed dozens of people who participated in RCIA. We listened to their experience 

through the lens of a spiritual director trying to further appreciate what happened in their life, what 

God was doing, and how they responded to God’s initiative. What we knew to be theologically correct 

we suspected to see illustrated in their story. We were not disappointed. 

What we heard over and over, in all of those stories, were the very four words which serve as the 

blueprint of the Spiritual Exercises. The people interviewed had an encounter with God which led them 

to a change of lifestyle (conversion). Over time, they needed help learning how to live this new lifestyle 

(grow). As time passed they felt called to do something, to respond to this new relationship with God 

(mission). 

What we did not expect to hear, but what we heard loud and clear, was how influential it was 

when they had other people walking with them. In fact for many of them, what started the process 

was another person, a disciple that they trusted. What we learned is that authentic relationships, to 

connect with other people we trust, not only starts the process for many people, but it is the thing that 

most likely sustains movement through the process of formation. Simply put, people are more likely to 

persevere with the process of formation once they are connected to others on the journey with them.

Thus, the Formation Life Cycle: connect, encounter, conversion, grow, mission. 

These five words that merely shine light on human experience. Rather than looking at these 

five words as linear steps, consider these as descriptions of inner experience that describe aspects 

of spiritual maturation. There is no one way, there is no perfect way, to describe or anticipate what 

God will do in a person’s life. However, we find that the only way, the healthiest way, to describe 

discipleship formation is through the lens of what God is doing and how we are responding to what 

God is doing. Forming disciples is a two-fold dynamic: God takes the initiative and parishioners 

respond. It is our hope that in using the Formation Life Cycle as a way of appreciating the Spiritual 

Exercises, our parishes are better equipped to partner with God in the great commission: to make 

disciples.

The Formation Life Cycle: What is it? Where did it come from?
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PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

SELF-ASSESSMENT
YOU AND “THE FIVE”?

WHERE ARE YOU WITH “THE FIVE”?

CONNECT  The most natural “first step” for most people is to CONNECT with people. Research clearly 
indicates that people are more prone to persevere through the process to refinement if they are 
connected to other people who are walking with them.
• When have you enjoyed the greatest momentum in your spiritual life? Were you alone or did 

you have people walking with you?
• Who knows you? Who really knows you?
• Who holds you accountable? 
• Who wants your holiness more than you do?

ENCOUNTER ENCOUNTER is perhaps the most influential part of the process. It is the energy that animates an 
on-going personal relationship with Jesus Christ.
• When was the last time you had a personal encounter with God? What was it like? 
• Is God real to you? Is He really real?
• How would describe your relationship with God?

CONVERSION Once people have an authentic encounter with God, the most natural response is contrition. 
CONVERSION is important. Without receiving the grace of saying “no” most people are not able to 
sustain the “yes” experienced in their encounter.
• What helped you “stay” and respond to the encounter?
• What has pulled you away from God?
• What would your life look like if you had help “staying” with God?

GROW The fire of emotion must be grounded in the truths of the Bible, the Tradition, and wisdom. 
People are need to learn how to GROW in virtue, healthy spiritual exercise, and knowledge of God.
• Did anyone ever mentor you to learn how to live in the “new land” of conversion?
• If so, what did you learn? If not, what impact did that have on the conversion?
• What has helped you move from emotion to virtue?
• How would you describe your experience of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance?

MISSION  God always calls us out of ourselves. We are all called to participate in His mission. While service 
at the parish is a way of participating in the MISSION, the true aim is to equip the laity to walk 
others through the five-step process of forming disciples.
• Do you know your “testimony”? Can you share it? Do you share it?
• Do you have a confidence of God being with you, leading you, in the midst of your everyday 

life? Back home? In your vocation?
• Are you aware of your gifts?
• If God asked you to serve His Church, would you know how to best use your gifts? 

The Formation Life Cycle: What is it? Where did it come from?
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PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

DIOCESAN PLANNING PRIORITY NO. 2: ADULT FORMATION

CHAPTER 11
SECTION 4

WHAT? 
Not all adults are the same: understanding generational preferences

Not all adults are the same. Let us begin with an analogy. There are 56 active priests within the Diocese 
of Houma-Thibodaux. Are we “one” presbyterate? Yes, of course. Are we all the same? No. We are “one” in 
that we all share the Sacrament of Holy Orders. We are all one in that we all are brothers in the Priesthood 
of Jesus Christ. However, we are different ages and from different cultures. Each of us naturally looks at life 
through our own particular lens. To treat all 56 priests the same would deny the reality of diversity within 
the presbyterate. The diversity is a gift. We each have different gifts. We each respond with different interests. 

While each parish is canonically one community, we are actually a community of communities. For 
example, those who attend daily Mass form their own unique community. So too does the Vigil Mass, the 
Knights of Columbus, and those who count the collection on Monday morning. In most parishes we have 
seniors who founded the parish who long for the next generation to take over. In those same parishes 
we have younger families who feel stretched by life and are too busy to get involved the way the previous 
generations did. It is unrealistic to expect the vast array of diverse parishioners to all think the same.

Each parish is one community in that all of us are focused on one thing: Jesus Christ. However, we are a 
community of communities in that we each have different needs. We respond to different initiatives. Each 
generation is at a different season in life. That’s okay; that’s who we are.  

The diocesan strategic plan is focusing parishes in the discipline of forming disciples. We form disciples 
in age appropriate ways. Thus, even the Plans of Hope strategic plan differentiates youth formation from 
adult formation. Within adult formation we should caution ourselves from underestimating the natural 
preferences within each generation of adults. Not all adult parishioners desire the same intellectual 
formation. They respond to different degrees of technology. They respond to different methods of 
promotion and communication. Even the topics of study vary from generation to generation. 

Failure to appreciate the diversity within adults is one of the most influential reasons parish 
struggle with adult formation. Parishes should not be surprised when “the same people” show up for adult 
formation. Many more may be interested. Understanding more about who they are will help us understand 
what they want.
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SENIORS
• BORN 1945 AND EARLIER
• IN 2018, AGES 73 AND ABOVE
• COMPRISE 26% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• 51% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER THE BULLETIN OR A WRITTEN LETTER FOR COMMUNICATION

Their season in life. It’s the practical things in life that have an influence. Many seniors will respond to the 
same opportunities as other generations. However, some prefer days over nights such that some may not 
participate in adult formation in the tradition evening format. If you host something at night, try hosting a 
second session during the day. You’ll be surprised how many may respond.
Don’t underestimate. Our image of God has a lot to do with how we experience God. Adult formation for 
those born before 1945 impressed upon Catholics a certain image of God that still has an influence.
Consider this: Most seniors are retired. They have more time than any of the generations. Many are looking 
for their place in the Church. Many would respond to more formation, they have the time.
How they think. Seniors are most likely to be involved in traditional ministries and historical parish structures. 
The vocabulary of “making disciples” or small groups may need some translation if they are going to feel 
comfortable engaging.
What pastors need to know. While they can be perceived as the least likely to embrace change, they’ll 
“follow” the pastor’s lead more than others. Their great respect for the Office of the priesthood is a gift. 
Communicate well and give them time to adjust and they’ll follow you.

BABY BOOMERS
• BORN 1946 THRU 1964
• IN 2018, AGES 54-72
• COMPRISE 43% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• 48% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER FACE TO FACE OR TELEPHONE COMMUNICATION

Their season in life. Baby boomers may be retired or in the busiest time of their professional life. Their ages 
span 54-72. However, research indicates that they are both thinking about their future, as well as looking 
back on their life. The “second half of life” has taught them a few things. The “building” and “proving” of the 
first half of life has been confronted with all that one faces in the second half of life. They are more in touch 
with their need for God than any other generation.
What are they interested in? They are the first generation raised during the theological crisis immediately 
following the Second Vatican Council. They’ll say, “We never learned this.” They respond well to apologetics 
and spiritual formation.
They are most likely to: Attend adult formation, on campus, at night. They also respond well to gatherings on 
weekdays before work.
They respond well to: Traditional forms of parish-based adult formation
Don’t mistake them. Contrary to popular opinion, baby boomers are tech savvy. Facebook is by far their 
favorite online platform. They check it and will respond to uploads and posts. They, like Generation X 
behind them, are likely to listen to homilies posted on Facebook, 3:00-9:00 p Sundays.
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Their season in life. They are in the thick of their professional life. They comprise the largest percentage of any 
generation in the work force. They work hard, but they want to enjoy it at the same time. They have boats 
and camps and illustrate the greatest migration on the weekend. They’ll spend the weekend at the camp or 
traveling with their kids for baseball. 
What’s on their heart. They want to find God in the midst of “real life”. They are searching for balance between 
work, marriage, family, etc.
What are they interested in? Human formation issues: anxiety, balance, stress, etc.
What you need to know: They are searching for a relevant message. This age group, just as much as millennials, 
will “search” for a good message. They’ll leave parish for another, just because of preaching. 
What do they respond well to? The have the highest response than any generation to things such as daily 
podcasts. They also like homily uploads on Facebook or other social media apps.
What does all this mean for adult formation? They want to be connected to the parish, but they want to be 
fed. They do not have the same interest as senior or baby boomers in “getting involved” in the parish. They 
probably won’t show up for the “Tuesday night Bible study”, but they will join a small group.

GENERATION X
• BORN 1965 THRU 1980
• IN 2018, AGES 38-53
• COMPRISE 20% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• 30% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER COMMUNICATION VIA TEXT MESSAGE OR EMAIL

 Topics they are most 
 likely to want to 
 learn more about

 Preferred venue for
 adult formation

 Will also respond to

 How can you follow up

 How do you get them 
 to participate?

  

Apologetics

During the day

Early evening, especially
during the summer

Bulletin inserts

Announcements,
bulletin

Apologetics

After work, at night

Small groups, 
online audio or video

Email, podcasts

Pastor himself pushes it
Email, Facebook posts

Human formation:
stress, anxiety, fear, etc.

Small groups

Daily podcasts,
series preaching, teaching

Email, smart phone apps

It has to be relevant.
Respond to the pastor
personally, also respond to 
personal invitation from 
trusted friends

INITIAL
INSIGHTS
WHAT DO WE SEE
WHEN WE COMPARE
THESE THREE 
TO EACH OTHER?
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MILLENNIAL COUPLES
• BORN 1981 THRU 1996
• IN 2018, AGES 22-37
• COMPRISE 11% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• LESS THAN 15% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER TEXT MESSAGES OR SOCIAL MEDIA FOR COMMUNICATION

What you need to know. We must reach them. Millennials comprise the largest generation in the United States 
of America, 76 million strong and now 25% of the nation’s population.
Their season in life. Millennial couples are dealing with some of the same issues as are those older than them. 
They too are working hard, and they too want to enjoy it at the same time. Of any generation they live 
extended over their means and this adds stress to their life. They are raising young children and trying to 
figure out what it means to be married. 
What’s on their heart. While other generations are specifically searching God, millennials articulate their 
desires with different language. They want to be happy. They are searching for meaning and direction.
What are they interested in? Human formation issues: anxiety, balance, stress, etc.
They are least likely to: Attend Mass consistently, much less adult formation, on campus, at night. 
Really want them there? Provide childcare, free childcare. Don’t get mad at them for not showing up when 
they are raising the kids that the Catholic Church encouraged them to have.
They respond well to: Small groups. Their generation grew up feeling connected. Social media has formed 
them. They want to be connected to people. The crave authentic relationships.

MILLENNIAL SINGLES
• BORN 1981 THRU 1996
• IN 2018, AGES 22-37
• COMPRISE 11% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• LESS THAN 15% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER TEXT MESSAGES OR SOCIAL MEDIA FOR COMMUNICATION

What you need to know. Many of them don’t take the Catholic Church, or any institution for that matter, 
seriously. They don’t “see” the Gospel in the lives of the people preaching it or listening to it. They have a 
great hunger and tremendous potential.
How they think. They grew up in a world of tolerance, inclusivity, and cutting edge technology. They are used 
to being written off by a society that struggles to understand them. 
If we want to reach them: We have understand the way the think and why they think that way. The only way 
they’ll hear the Gospel is if we present it a way they can understand.
They, more than anyone, will determine our future. Many of you still reading this may be saying, “Why am I 
reading this, none of these people are in church.” Correct, that’s why you’re reading this. We must adapt. 
They respond well to: Service. If we want to reach them with formation a great place to start is with service. 
Millennials respond to action.
They crave relationship. They will respond to small groups, especially if those small groups are comprised of 
other millennials and with content that is relevant to them.
They crave relationship. They will respond to mentoring more than any other generation.
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UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENT FACES OF ADULT FORMATION

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
FIND OUT WHO’S IN THE PEW. Don’t assume ParishSoft accurately reflects who’s really in the pew. Identify a 
favorable weekend on your parish calendar. Before Mass, stack index cards and golf pencils on both edges 
of each pew. Before Mass the pastor should explain his desire to learn how to best serve the parishioners by 
learning more about them. Ask each parishioner who is at Mass to take 60 seconds and simply write how old 
they are on the index card. Instruct them not to write their name or any other information; all we need is 
their age. Have the ushers up the index cards before Mass starts and place them in the office. Once the office 
opens on Monday morning, have a volunteer tally up the results within the different generations.  

DIVERSIFY YOUR ADULT FORMATION. Baby boomers are interested in apologetics and spiritual formation. They 
are most likely to be the ones who tell you they want to learn more about the Bible and the Church. They 
will respond to a class on prayer. Your 40 year-olds are in a different space in life. They comprise the largest 
percentage of professionals of any age group. They are busy. They are stressed. They want to learn about 
life and how to live as a follower of Christ. Seniors and millennials also have their own desires. All four 
generations, while all adults, are all different. This is precisely why the small group setting is proving to be 
the most successful platform for adult formation.

Simply put, we must adapt. We must provide more than one “way” of providing adult formation.

WHY ARE SMALL GROUPS RECOMMENDED? The rationale behind our recommending small groups as the 
preferred platform for adult formation is partially because of the variety of preferences and interests within 
each generation. Adult formation in the past may have been traditionally structured on the availability of the 
priest to provide the actual teaching. With a small group structure formation can be tailored to the subject 
interests of various adults. Furthermore, none of the teaching is dependent upon the priest, as small groups 
utilize resources provided by the diocese or various publishers per the parish’s discretion. Small groups allow 
for greater versatility. They expand the number of topics that can be covered in adult formation. In the 
past, with only one opportunity for adult formation “in the parish hall on Tuesday night” the priest himself 
was responsible for doing the teaching. One group gathered for the teaching. One group was engaged with 
adult formation. With small groups, parishes can literally have dozens of different adult formation tracts 
moving parallel all at the same time. Each tract is tailored to the learning style and interest of the different 
generations.
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WHAT? 
What do we see happening across the United States?

To appreciate what we see happening in the Catholic Church in the United States let us begin by 
appreciating the progression of thought within the US Bishops. The USCCB has published three major 
documents with regards to adult formation and evangelization. 

• In 1992 they released Go & Make Disciples: A National Plan and Strategy for Catholic Evangelization in 
the United States. 

• A few years later, in 1999, they published Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us: A Pastoral Plan for Adult 
Formation in the United States. 

• Most recently, in 2017, they released Living as Missionary Disciples: A Resource for Evangelization.
In 1992, the Committee on Evangelization’s document focused heavily on encounter. They wrote 

about the need for an encounter with the person of Jesus Christ, the need for conversion because of this 
encounter, and the call to share the Gospel with others. 

In 1999, the Committee on Education’s plan was primarily intended for those in leadership, whether 
that be on the diocesan level or in the parish. Themes emphasize the need for diverse learning, adult 
Christian living, home or family centered ministries, and small groups. It calls parishes to prepare their 
parishioners to act as disciples. 

In 2017, the Committee on Evangelization and Catechesis shifts from making disciples to forming 
disciples. The document outlines four components of formation: encounter, accompaniment, community, 
and mission. There is also a great emphasis on docility to, and dependence upon, the Holy Spirit. This most 
recent document emphasizes three additional keys: 

1. Discernment and the need for prayer
2. Fruitfulness, the need for formation that bears fruit
3. Planning the fosters evangelization
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Living as Missionary Disciples also stresses the importance of intentionally investing in the formation of 
disciples. This is a shift from previous documents in that the focus in 2017 is forming the people that are 
already in the pew. Essentially, instead of bringing in people and making disciples, we are forming the ones 
we have and equipping them to go out.

WHAT IS CONSISTENT IN ALL THREE DOCUMENTS
All three of the aforementioned documents mention four things that we should pay attention to.
NUMBER ONE: ENCOUNTER. Living as Missionary Disciples clearly states, “The purpose of evangelization is 

to lead people to encounter Christ.” Whether named as “encounter” or “experience” all three documents 
highlight the need for a personal relationship with the person of Jesus Christ.

NUMBER TWO: CONVERSION. Living as Missionary Disciples clearly states, “The purpose of evangelization is 
to bring about faith and conversion to Christ. Faith involves a profound change of mind and heart, a change 
of life, a ‘metanoia.’” This is echoed in both earlier documents. Jesus Christ demands a response.

NUMBER THREE: BEARING FRUIT. Living as Missionary Disciples clearly states, “The parish must be concerned 
with bearing fruit throughout the discipleship process. ... The work of pastoral planning ought to bear 
fruit”. The 1999 document has an entire section illustrating what this fruit would look like. The 1992 
unpacks how “the fruits of evangelization are changed lives”.

NUMBER FOUR: INTENTIONALITY. All three documents outline concrete steps that can be taken to succeed. 
The mere fact that action plans are included as such illustrates the need to be intentional. Living as 
Missionary Disciples clearly states, “It is important to regard ... (the) need of evangelization and intentional 
spiritual formation, thus shifting the paradigm from maintenance to mission in the parish.”

WHAT IS CONSISTENT IN ALL THREE DOCUMENTS ARE THE VERY THINGS BEARING FRUIT NOW
ENCOUNTER. Research on analyzing trends within the Catholic Church, as well as nondenominational 

communities, reveals just how influential a life-changing encounter with God can be in one’s sustained 
commitment to Christ. There is no one single program that is the answer for every Catholic parish. 
However, the initiatives that are most successful across the country all share a common ingredient: they 
help facilitate encounter with the living God. 

As we look at what we see happening across the country we notice that encounter is facilitated in a 
number of ways. Naturally you would expect to see opportunities for prayer, a retreat, or the Sacrament of 
Reconciliation. Indeed, these components are shared amongst successful ministries. Encounter is also being 
facilitated in the more personal settings. There is a growing attention to the need for relationship centered 
adult formation. Small groups seems to provide a dual function. First, they allow for greater flexibility. 
Second, participants experience God through each other, in the vulnerability of small group conversation, 
and in the consistency of someone holding them accountable.

CONVERSION. Most Catholics don’t struggle with conversion because they don’t believe in the value 
of it; most Catholics struggle with a change of lifestyle because there’s no one there to support them and 
hold them accountable. Again, this seems to be one of benefits of the small group format. We should not 
underestimate the isolation with which people live their lives, as well as the culture of isolation within our 
own Catholic culture. 
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Resistance is an expected part of one’s spiritual life. Resistance is an indication of where God is moving 
in our life. For example, if God is getting close to an area in our heart that is filled with pain human nature 
being what it is seeks to protect itself and often pushes God away. While we all long for conversion many 
of us resist it because we resist the associated with change. Isolation breeds hiding, and most of Americans 
live in isolation. Community fosters vulnerability and receptivity. Therefore, the relationship between small 
groups and conversion is that authentic Christian relationships help people stay engaged with God when 
they would naturally want to run.

BEARING FRUIT. There have never been this many quality adult formation resources available to Catholic 
parishes as they are today. The emergence of Ascension Press, the Augustine Institute, as well as pioneers 
such as Bishop Robert Barron and Matthew Kelly have ushered a new era of Catholic publishing and 
resource development. Now more than ever pastors realize the need to do “something” with the adults. 
Priests have always “talked shop” with each other; however, there is a growing interest amongst pastors to 
hear what’s really working. 

Parishes that are making a difference in people’s lives are asking good questions before they introduce 
ministry in the parish. They are focused on initiatives that are bearing fruit and are proving to bear fruit. 
Parishes that simply go from one thing to the next are busy, but they don’t see the impact of peoples lives 
from all of their investment of time and energy.

 INTENTIONALITY. At some point in the last five years the words “strategic planning” became the buzz 
within the Catholic Church. It seems as if everybody’s hosting a Synod or diocesan-wide planning process. 
Even the Pope and the US Bishops have recently exhorted parishes to connect evangelization with planning. 
Whether it is because of the urgency of the exodus from the Church or because of the awareness that we 
need to do “something” we must pay attention to the fact that a lot of people are planning.

WHAT WE SEE HAPPENING ACROSS THE COUNTRY. THE GOOD STUFF.
RESOURCES ARE THERE. Again, as mentioned above there have never been this many quality adult 

formation resources available to Catholic parishes as they are today. The video options from Ascension 
Press, the Augustine Institute, and Bishop Robert Barron, as well as authors such as Matthew Kelly, 
Christopher West, or Dr. Brant Pitre have provided an availability of resources like never before. It may be 
a bit overwhelming if you don’t know where to start or how to put them altogether, but the good news is 
there’s a lot out there.

SMALL GROUPS. What parishes are studying is as unique and varied as the parishes themselves. How they 
are forming adults is also varied and unique. We did find that the use of small groups is becoming more 
and more popular as it is shown to be more and more effective. Some small groups are meeting off-campus, 
while other small groups meet on campus. Some resources “feel” large group in format and then conclude 
the night in small group. There are lots of ways to utilize small groups, but the use of small groups is on the 
rise.

SMART PHONES HAVE CHANGED THE WORLD. On average, Americans check their phones once every 12 
minutes. They engage with it for actual use more than 80 times a day. Smart phones have shrunk the size 
of the world to the size of one’s hand. The variety of apps has changed the way people approach formation 
because it has changed the way people access learning. The Liturgy of Hours. Daily Mass readings. Podcasts. 
YouTube even has some good Catholic stuff. And, of course, the Pope tweets. We could go on more 
extensively about the impact of technology. Smart phones are here, they are not going away. There are ways 
to meet people where they and use social media to our advantage.
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WHAT WE SEE HAPPENING ACROSS THE COUNTRY. THE BAD STUFF.
SMART PHONES HAVE CHANGED THE WORLD. On average, Americans check their phones once every 12 

minutes. They engage with it for actual use more than 80 times a day. Wow ... that’s ... disturbing. Pope 
Benedict XVI commented, “The youngest, born into this condition, seem to want to fill every empty 
moment with music and images, out of fear of feeling this very emptiness. This is a trend that has always 
existed, especially among the young and in the more developed urban contexts but today it has reached a 
level such as to give rise to talk about anthropological mutation. Some people are no longer able to remain 
for long periods in silence and solitude.” People are more connected than ever, yet are more isolated and 
lonely than ever. Even under the guise of something good, things like Catholic apps, we can’t forget who we 
are and what we are. We are made for relationship. Smart phones, and so much more, are having a dramatic 
impact on cognitive development, contemplative capacity, and how we relate to other people.

CHANGE. One things we see across the country is just how difficult it is to change. Change sometimes 
requires confrontation and most pastors are nonconfrontational. It is painful to admit that much of what 
we do in the parish does not bear fruit in people’s lives. With a thinning congregation, aging buildings, and 
more limited financial resources, parishes are now forced to ask themselves where they are going to invest. 

What we see is that parishes who have asked the hard questions, have undergone some form of parish 
evaluation, and have had strong priestly leadership are the parishes that are bearing fruit. Unfortunately, 
most parish leadership won’t make the tough call. For example, “we” know the choir is bad, but “we” don’t 
want to let go of the choir director because they have “so much power” in the parish. “We” don’t want to 
change the DRE because they know so many people in the parish. “We” know the secretary continues to 
alienate parishioners, but “we” don’t want to let them go. The Church has never been in need of leadership 
as she is now. What we see across the country is that the Church is in need of parishes that are ready to 
make decisions that will lead to bearing fruit.

INTENTIONALITY. Similar to the comments made above when we look across the country we see a direct 
connection between parishes that are thriving and those that know why they are thriving. There is an 
intentional decision to do what they are doing. They know where they are going, why they are going there, 
and how they are going to get there. In the same vain, many parishes continue to do what they’ve always 
done. There is no plan and there is no one pushing for there to be one. Many pastors feel alone. Other 
pastors simply try doing it alone. The good news is that there are many thriving parishes in our country. 

The question is not whether it can happen in your parish, the question is how much time and energy, as 
well as the discipline of discipline, do you have to make that happen in your parish?
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The structure of evangelization within the Catholic Church has always been sacramental in nature. The 
Church has succeeded for over two millennia because the sacraments remain the center of evangelization 
and experience. Formation within the church, or formation strategies, have slowly changed throughout 
the different times and seasons. It is not our intent to review the entire survey of adult formation in our 
Catholic history. However it would be beneficial for us to take a look at the most recent trends.

Let’s begin by asking: what has the Church relied on to form adults? Sherry Weddell, author of Forming 
Intentional Disciples states, “Since the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the Catholic retention 
strategy has been (a) childhood catechesis and (b) sacramental initiation.” These strategies were a direct 
response to the crisis of the Protestant Reformation. For hundreds of years, Catholics have relied on the 
sacraments, specifically the sacraments concerning major life events. It has long been the strategy that 
eventually all Catholics make their way back home. There has long been the belief that fallen away Catholics 
would return once they had their own children. On the heels of Protestant Reformation Christian formation 
began with childhood catechesis and eventually, as one grew older, was limited to the Sunday sermon.

Returning to Sherry Weddell, we learn, “the majority of Catholics are sacramentalized but not 
evangelized.” She responds to this failing Catholic culture of evangelization by saying, “God has no 
grandchildren,” meaning that God only has His beloved children. This emphasizes the importance of a 
relationship with God and the vital need for all Catholics to assume their identity as a child of God, not 
a grandchild of God that follows the faith simply because the generations before them have done so. She 
states that most Catholics “do not know an explicit, personal attachment to Christ”.
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Catholics that receive childhood catechesis are taught the basics of Catholic theology and traditional 
practices. There is value in the substance of what is taught, but the weakness in this approach to formation 
is that it is purely intellectual formation. Of course, the crisis of a postmodern culture requires a strong 
theological response; however, there is little in this approach concerning a living relationship with Christ. 
This gives way to the cries and complaints of so many young adults of the bombardment of “meaningless” 
information in Catholic CCD which has led to the “graduation of Catholicism” after Confirmation. 

One familiar group can point to the explanation of the rising failure concerning the ancient, heavily 
relied on Catholic evangelization strategies: Millennials. This new generation of influencers, which now 
comprises the largest generation in our nation, has been raised differently and therefore are responding to 
Catholicism and the idea of religion differently. Multiple studies reveal the unaffiliated and atheistic trends 
that are currently sweeping the United States. In many actual practices, moral relativism or amorality, a 
growing desensitization or moral numbness, and an increasing dehumanization and coldness are all rising 
swiftly.

Older strategies that rely on Catholics coming back for the sacraments are no longer an option for 
evangelization. They aren’t working and the data is evidence for this. Partial evidence of this is the fact that 
less than 40% of 25-45 year-olds are getting married in the church. If they aren’t going to Mass or getting 
married in the Church, why would they raise their children in the Church? Weddell states, “We can no 
longer depend upon rite of passage or cultural, peer, or familial pressure to bring the majority back. In the 
twenty-first century, cultural Catholicism is dead as a retention strategy. In the twenty-first century, we have 
to foster intentional Catholicism rather than cultural Catholicism.”

As with most things in life there is good news and bad news. Let’s start with the good news: people are 
hungry. The encouragement can be found in the hunger with adult parishioners for more. As mentioned 
in Section no. 1 “Why is adult formation a Diocesan planning priority”, the results of the March 2017 Disciple 
Maker Index reveal the longings of nearly 4,500 Houma-Thibodaux parishioners. The results of the DMI 
clearly confirmed the need for adult formation. 

• 44% Expressed explicitly that they want to grow in their spiritual life
• 48% Expressed implicitly that they want help being formed as a disciple
• 46% Expressed implicitly that they want help in their relationship with God
• 35% Expressed implicitly that they want help via Bible study or Bible teachings
• 53% Expressed either an interest in or openness to participating in a small group
Interestingly enough, all 38 parishes in the diocese scored lowest in the following two statements:
1. The parish is a place that helps form me as a disciple
2. I feel confident having a conversation about the faith and sharing my personal testimony 

Celebrating the good news motivates us to find solutions. There is a lot at stake. Now, here is the bad 
news: for the most part the Catholic Church in the United States has not changed the culture of adult 
formation within parishes. Generally speaking, in most parishes across the county, adults are left to figure it 
out on their own. The accelerated availability of more relevant adult formation resources has made it easier 
for entrepreneurial Catholics to find “meat” to feed their hunger. However, in most parishes, adults are not 
given a clear direction on how to become mature disciples. So that we don’t repeat the same mistakes, let us 
take a look at what is not working and why it is not working.
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WHAT’S NOT WORKING? “GET INVOLVED.” 
For years the most common response from Church leadership to someone hungry for more was to 

“get involved.” There are a number of traditional Catholic ministries that were populated over the years by 
parishioners who saw service to the Church as the natural “next up.” However, this is no longer proving to 
be the case, at least as the first step. We do not want to foster a religious narcissism that is solely focused on 
“me and Jesus”, but we must admit that people simply have more options than ever. Research indicates that 
today’s Catholic is already overextended in their juggling responsibilities at work, at home, and lifestyle. 
Within parish leadership is a great degree of emotion regarding how to maintain traditional Catholic 
ministries, as well as if we should. What we do know is that expecting adults to “get involved” in service 
before they have had an awakening is not working.

WHAT’S NOT WORKING? ONE SIZE FITS ALL. 
The generational analysis in Section 4 reveals the ever-widening differences between generations in our 

pews. The reason we see “the same people” always coming to “the same thing” is not necessarily because 
there is a lack of interest from others. It is more than likely because we have failed to appreciate how diverse 
adults are. Our inability to take seriously the influence of technology with regards to pedagogy has left 
us thinking that everyone is interested and learning the way “I” do. Younger adults respond to formation 
differently than generations before them. Seniors in a pew may not want to show up at night. Expecting all 
adults to respond to one “Bible study on Tuesday night” is not only unrealistic, it is also outdated.

WHAT’S NOT WORKING? ONE TOPIC FITS ALL. 
The aforementioned generational analysis not only indicates how people learn but what they are 

interested in learning. Unfortunately, in most parishes, it is the expectation that people come to the parish 
campus for the learning. This means we are limited by our facilities and calendar as to how much we can 
offer and what we can offer. Research indicates that Catholic adults are hungry, very hungry to learn and be 
formed; however, our structure of adult formation is too often depended up on who is teaching, specifically 
who is teaching live. Even with the abundance of more relevant video based resources, many parishes still 
cling to the priest or live presenter doing the teaching. Again, this means one topic. Adults who are hungry 
for more, but not interested in that topic, are left feeling outside the loop. It is rare to find a single topic 
double tap into everyone’s interest.

WHAT’S NOT WORKING? ON CAMPUS AS THE ONLY OPTION.
There is great value in having the parish campus feel like it is alive. There is great comfort in coming 

“home” on the property where we worship on Sunday. If we are to maximize our impact in the lives of all 
those who are indeed hungry for formation we cannot continue to expect that people’s pace, lifestyle, and 
schedule, as well as the topic they are interested in, will fit in the time slot or location we offer.  Providing 
ministry on campus is indeed a good idea. However, best practice research clearly indicates the success of 
small groups meeting in people’s homes. These offer a increased variety of what can be studied and when 
they can participate. The flexibility of small group gives birth to dozens of benefits. What is not working, or 
what is not maximizing parish influence, is only providing opportunities on campus.
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WHAT’S NOT WORKING? MISSED OPPORTUNITIES TO TALK ABOUT LIFE.
Many of us limit adult formation to intellectual formation. There is a need for solid theological 

formation. People need to know more about the Bible, morality, and what the Church teaches about 
controversial issues. However, the rising tide of non-denominational Christian growth indicates the 
response from adults when we connect faith to their real lives. For example, how many of us host events 
prior to the holidays preparing people who struggle with the holidays. Whether it be recently bereaved or 
other circumstances we often miss opportunities to meet people where they are. Or, let’s look at another 
example: retirement. Most pastors would admit that’s the largest percentage of those in a pew are our 
retirees. However, we often miss the opportunity to help people discern what retired life might look 
like in terms of their response to God. Here’s another example. How many parents struggle raising kids 
with hyperactivity or attention deficit? It may not seem to be something that the Catholic Church has an 
authority to speak to, but how many parents would show up if we offered something substantial to help 
them in their ordinary life? More than you think. What’s not working is us and missing opportunities right 
in front of us. We should not presume that adult formation is limited to traditional theological topics.

WHAT’S NOT WORKING? THE ABSENCE OF CHILDCARE.
Many pastors may look at this one and be tempted to quickly move on to the next topic. Why? Because 

many pastors do not see an abundance of young families at Mass on Sunday. They may dismiss the thought 
that young families would be interested in ongoing formation. Research indicates that committed Catholics 
raising young children have just as much interest in formation as do older adults. In fact, the arrival of 
children in their life often raises new questions about where they are in their faith. The difficulty is found 
with trying to focus while at church with their children or the difficulty of consistent childcare week after 
week to engage with formation. Statistics clearly indicate that parishes who provide free childcare often see 
a dramatic increase in interest from parents.

WHAT’S NOT WORKING? DILUTING LEADERSHIP.
In the 2017 USCCB document entitled Living as Missionary Disciples there is substantial attention paid 

to the need for pruning in parishes. No pastor gets excited when he reads that he has to prune things in his 
parish. Most pastors are non-confrontational by nature. Perhaps this is why we have landed in the rut we 
are in. What the US Bishops are indicating is that perhaps some of our best leaders are in ministries that are 
no longer bearing fruit, or worse, some of our leaders are not engaged in adult formation because they are 
trying to sustain ministries in the parish that need to be reconsidered. Just because a ministry was started, 
even out of authentic need, does not mean that it will be around forever. The church is always been most 
effective when we adapt to the needs of the day. In most of our parishes we have limited resources and only 
so much time on the calendar. While new leadership may come forward it will take time to effectively form 
new leaders. New wine may not fit into old wine skins. Expecting new leadership to follow in the footsteps 
of previous leaders is not always healthy. It may be time for some parish leaders to move on to other 
opportunities. We should certainly be cautious, about parishioners having to choose between new trends of 
adult formation versus old structures that may not be bearing fruit. And with that, we would do well to learn 
more about pruning.
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John 15: The call for pruning and the need to bear fruit that will last

The current blueprint for parish-based evangelization in the United States is the 2017 USCCB document 

entitled Living as Missionary Disciples. There, we read:

“The parish must be concerned with bearing fruit throughout the discipleship process. This shift 

in focus ensures that attention is directed toward pruning what is ineffective so that new life and fruit 

can occur. Throughout Scripture, the metaphor of fruit is used many different times and in many ways 

in reference to mission. Jesus commands the disciples to ‘go and bear fruit that will remain’ (John 15:16).  

The work of pastoral planning ought to bear fruit and also involve effective pruning through planning, 

organization, and implementation so that new life and growth can occur.”

“A planning framework focused on fruitfulness suggests an approach to pastoral ministry that discerns 

what will be fruitful, what needs to be pruned, and how weeds will be separated from new growth. This 

means, at the start of the process, identifying the overall fruit and outcomes that a parish or diocese desires 

for its ministry and aligning programs and ministries to achieve this result.”

If we expect to see renewal within our parishes we must begin to discipline ourselves with the practice 

of focus. Practically speaking, parish leaders would do well to ask specific questions in order to remain 

focused on the mission that has been given to us. It is important that we ask why we are doing something so 

that we can ask ourselves what do we expect to see in people’s lives because of what we are doing? Thinking 

with the mind of Living as Missionary Disciples requires us to know what we are doing and so that we are 

clear what type of fruit we expect to see in someone’s life.



CHAPTER 11: ADULT FORMATION40 John 15: The call for pruning and the need to bear fruit that will last

If authentic and sustainable growth is to happen in the parish and in the lives of parishioners, it is 

critical that each parish take an honest look at existing ministries as well ensuring on-going assessment of 

any new initiatives. This assessment cannot be driven by subjective impressions or the fear of infringing 

upon relationships that may have existed in the parish for a number of years. There must be an honest 

evaluation of “What is bearing fruit?” 

The assessments mentioned by the US bishops are objective evaluations based on fruitfulness within the 

discipleship process. The Bishops state, “This means, at the start of the process, identifying the overall fruit 

and outcomes that a parish or diocese desires for its ministry”. 

So, what are the “outcomes that a parish or diocese desires for its ministry?” What is “good fruit” within 

a discipleship process? The strategic planning process in 2016 the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux articulated 

nine dimensions of a fully mature missionary disciple. Commonly known as “the nine”, these dimensions 

reveal the very fruit that is intended in one’s life because of healthy formation. The “nine” now becomes the 

benchmark for what we hope to see in the lives of those who engage in ministry in the parish. These are 

nine signs of maturity; nine dimensions of a fully mature missionary disciple.

In a sense, they are the fruits of one who is coming to know Jesus, to live with Jesus, and live like Jesus. If 

we see these nine dimensions visible in someone’s life, we see the “good fruit” of formation:

RELATIONSHIP  They have a personal, ongoing relationship with Jesus Christ

CONVERSION  They have taken steps, intentional steps, to remove sin and vice

GROUNDED  Their relationship with God is based on emotion or “feeling” His presence

DISCERNING  They don't ask God to bless their ideas; they regularly ask God to show them His will

HOLINESS  You see the virtues in their life: prudence, justice, temperance, and fortitude

SACRAMENTS Mass every Sunday. Confession regularly.  

COMMUNITY  They have people in their life who hold them accountable and support them in Christ

OTHERS  They “see” people in their human dignity; they serve willingly

EVANGELIZATION  They are unafraid to share their story with others

Of course, this doesn’t just happen. Parishes have to be intentional about partnering with God so that 

this happens in people’s lives. Formation ministry that expects to see this type of fruit must be intentional 

about focusing on bearing this type of fruit. Unfortunately, in the past, most of the ministry and parishes 

was simply designed to keep people busy. It was as if the “active parish” was the description of a healthy 

parish. Our parishioners were busy, they were active. However, we did not always see the fruit of spiritual 

maturity. If we are going to see the outcome change, we must see the input to change. In other words, if 

we expect to see fruit in people’s lives we must change our approach so that this change is intentionally 

facilitated. In many parishes, this begins not with new initiatives but with an honest evaluation of our 

current ministries.
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Jesus himself gives us an image of this process in John 15. Jesus speaks of pruning in order to bear fruit. 

Pruning is directly connected to bearing fruit, especially in parishes. Living as Missionary Disciples states, “A 

planning framework focused on fruitfulness suggests an approach to pastoral ministry that discerns what 

will be fruitful, what needs to be pruned, and how weeds will be separated from new growth.” 

The first step for many parishes is an assessment of current ministries. Again, you may find that despite 

a lot of activity in your parishes, there may not be much that is intentionally designed to accompany the 

average parishioner through a process of spiritual maturation, especially in a way that helps them flourish as 

a disciple of Jesus Christ (“the nine”). While this may be true, this is where the process begins.

If it is the case that there are many activities and ministries that do not naturally evidence fruitfulness, 

it will be necessary to take some steps towards pruning in the parish. This will not be easy. This is not an 

enjoyable part of leadership. It requires a commitment to discerning well.

This is important. Without pruning, complexity is assured. Without pruning, we will not be focused. 

The parish must be united around a singular commitment of forming disciples. The parish must be aligned 

around the process of making disciples.  According to our research, there is a significant relationship 

between church vitality and pruning.

Every parish has a limited amount of resources; people, time, and finances. At the same time, those 

parishes see the same people doing several things. The struggle for most parishes is that they dilute their 

impact by spreading parishioners too thin. Parishioners may have to choose between something that is 

really good versus something that is better. Far too often the “best” option of adult formation is compromised 

because people choose other “good” options that are on the parish calendar. If we are to be good stewards 

of our resources, and if we want to focus our efforts on that which we believe will bear good fruit, we must 

make the decision to perhaps cut some of the ministries that are not maximally bearing fruit by way of the 

discipleship process.

It is important to consider that these discerned decisions may go against the subjective account of 

parishioners. For example, an annual event, such as a Family Fun Day that has been held at the parish for 

many years, may be something that parishioners feel is wonderful. However, when you really assess it, while 

it may be a one-day social event, it may not facilitate ongoing connections or lead to anyone entering more 

deeply into intentional discipleship process. Furthermore, it may be found that it is taking a lot of time and 

resources to pull it off. A parish might discern discontinuing this event until they have established a stronger 

focus of adult formation.

Our next section will take us one step further. In Section 8 we will look at alignment and movement. 

However, let us offer a few ways you can evaluate ministries. Doing so will better equip you to discern what 

needs to be pruned.

John 15: The call for pruning and the need to bear fruit that will last
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TO BE USED BY Parish Implementation Teams, Adult Formation Teams or Parish Staff

PURPOSE Assessing current ministries in order to determine, to what extent, they naturally support the 
process of discipleship formation,  using “the nine” as a benchmark for fruitfulness and “the five” 
as a roadmap for the process of formation.

HOW TO USE This assessment should be administered by way of an interview with current ministry leaders 
and most importantly, a percentage of ministry participants. This assessment can be used as a 
guide to facilitate that discussion.

______________________________________________________________________________________________

What are the five aspects of forming disciples?
CONNECT » ENCOUNTER » CONVERSION » GROW » MISSION

Why five aspects? Because formation (forming disciples) is a verb, it is a process. The word process implies 
movement. Formation implies that there is a sequential process, an intentional movement from where a person 
was to where a person can be.
• “If our wanting is to be wholehearted, then what we want must be linked with the rest of reality. It has to be 

grasped not merely in itself, but in its connections, in what it portends to the whole.” (Robert Johann, Wanting 
What We Want) 

• It’s not enough to want, we must be intentional about what we want. The question is not if parishes want 
parishioners to grow spiritually. The question is how intentional are we in helping make that happen?

The best way to understand “the five” is to keep our eyes focused on parishioners: it’s about people, real people. 
The results of the Disciple Maker Index (DMI) clearly indicate the hunger within the parishioners of our 
diocese. At least 44% of the people who responded to the DMI explicitly indicated that they are wanting to grow 
spiritually. In essence, 44% of the people who responded to the DMI are asking the parish “to help them” rather 
than their getting involved in serving the parish. It’s a different way to look at things isn’t it. 

Yes, we want to help parishioners “get plugged into the parish.” However, some ministries are intentionally 
designed to help parishioners grow as a disciple. Other ministries are historically postured to serve the 
ordinary function of the parish.

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING
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Assessing all existing ministries in the parish.
Are they bearing fruit of discipleship growth?
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Let’s meet Matt.
• Matt is a 35-year father of two. 
• He’s been a parishioner since birth. 
• He participates in Sunday Mass … and that’s about it. 
• For a variety of reasons, Matt is hungry.
• He wants more.
• He wants to grow in his relationship with God.
• He wants to grow as a disciple. 
• And … Matt is looking to the parish to help grow.

Some ministries will directly assist Matt mature through “the five” … and some ministries will not. 

For example, some ministries simply serve the ordinary function of the parish: Altar Servers, Extra-Ordinary 
Ministers of the Eucharist, Ladies Altar Society, Pastoral Council, Finance Council, etc. They are important. They 
are essential. However, they exist for a very particular reason. They are probably not the first step for Matt, nor 
will they be what Matt needs from the parish to grow as a disciple.

The majority of currently active ministries will not naturally and easily serve Matt who wants to move through 
“the five.” Again, these ministries are important. They serve the ordinary function of the parish. They are 
important, but we need a different answer for Matt when he looks to the parish to help him grow.

Some currently active ministries will intentionally help Matt mature through “the five.” These ministries meet 
the criteria of the assessment. For example: Art of Living, ACTS retreat, a Wednesday morning men’s group, etc. 
These ministries are no more important and no less important than the ministries listed above. They difference 
is in their intentionality. They are more designed to help form Matt. Let’s call these “formation ministries.” 
Formation ministries naturally and easily serve Matt who wants to move through “the five.”

So … some ministries will fit into one or more of “the five” … and some will fit into a different category – let’s call 
that category “Ministries that serve the ordinary function of the parish.”

The purpose of this assessment exercise is not to force currently active ministries into “the five.” The focus here is 
on “Matt” not “the five.” 
• Some ministries naturally fit into “the five.” Let’s identify if you have any of those ministries in your parish.
• Some ministries serve the ordinary function of the parish. Let’s identify if you have any of those ministries in 

your parish.
• Be encouraged. You’ll probably have more ministries in the category “Ministries that serve the ordinary 

function of the parish” than you do in the category of “the five.” It’s not a competition. It’s merely a first step 
in our assessment of how we help people like Matt. 

PLANS OF HOPE
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“THE FIVE”

CONNECT  The most natural “first step” for most people is to CONNECT with people. Research clearly 
indicates that people are more prone to persevere through the process to refinement if they are 
connected to other people who are walking with them.

 Examples: small groups that people commit to on an on-going weekly or twice monthly basis

ENCOUNTER We want to connect people to people, but we want those small groups to focus on Jesus Christ. 
Thus, it is important for disciples to have an ENCOUNTER with the person of Jesus Christ. Parishes 
should have intentionally crafted programs or experiences that help facilitate a life-changing 
ENCOUNTER with the person of Jesus Christ. ENCOUNTER is perhaps the most influential part of the 
process. It is the energy that animates an on-going personal relationship with Jesus Christ.

 Examples: retreats, mission trips, classes on prayer, nights of Eucharistic Adoration, etc.

CONVERSION Once people have an authentic encounter with God, the most natural response is contrition. It’s 
simply how God designed us. It’s important to have intentionally crafted programs or experiences 
that help facilitate life change and CONVERSION. CONVERSION is the second most influential aspect; 
however, it’s often the most overlooked – and it is often the one most people resist. Without 
receiving the grace of saying “no” most people are not able to sustain the “yes” experienced in 
their encounter.

 Examples, “General Confession”, AA, spiritual direction

GROW Once people have encountered God and a fundamental renunciation of sin in their life, it’s 
important to ground their subjective experience in the objective reality of the Bible, the Church, 
and the Sacraments. Parishes should have intentionally crafted programs that teach the art of 
living in the reality of living in my conversion. The fire of emotion must be grounded in the 
truths of the Bible, the Tradition, and wisdom. People are now called to GROW in virtue, healthy 
spiritual exercise, and knowledge of God.

 Examples: Bible studies, etc.

MISSION  God always calls us out of ourselves. We are all called to participate in His mission. Parishes 
should have intentionally crafted programs or experiences that help equip the laity for the 
MISSION of evangelization. While service at the parish is a way of participating in the MISSION, the 
true aim is to equip the laity to walk others through the five-step process of forming disciples.

 Examples: Called and Gifted

PLANS OF HOPE
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SECTION II
WHAT TO DO

1ST  Work with your pastor in deciding the best way to get a list of all ministries within the parish.

2ND  Working with your pastor, decide on the best way to get accurate contact information on the 
most reliable “leader” of each active ministry.

3RD  Work with the pastor and the other members of the parish implementation team as each person 
picks which ministry leaders they will contact. Divide and conquer. Divide the list amongst you.

4TH  Contact the “leader” of each active ministry. Ask for either a phone interview or face to face 
conversation. Should take about 15 minutes.

5TH  Interview each ministry leader and ask them to explain to you in detail what they do and why 
they do it.

6TH  Using the assessment tool determine if the ministry naturally fits into any of “the five” aspects 
part of the process of forming disciples. Be careful not to force a ministry into “the five.” 
Remember, in order for a ministry to naturally fit into any of “the five” there should be evidence 
of such and that evidence should be in a number of people.
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CONNECT
How do we know if ministries are really helping people connect with other people?

“May we encounter the other, not just seeing, but looking; not just hearing, but listening; not just passing people 
by, but stopping with them.” Pope Francis, Morning Mediation, September 13, 2016 

“The Church will have to initiate everyone, priests, religious and laity, into this ‘art of accompaniment’ which 
teaches us to remove our sandals before the sacred ground of the other.” Pope Francis, Joy of the Gospel

• Connecting people to people helps build a bridge of trust needed before a person can take a next step in their 
relationship with God.  

• The connection is also intentional to help the person feel a sense of belonging to the parish community as 
well as help them know how to take the next step in their relationship with God. 

• Connect should be an element of the process that can happen prior to a person being involved in any 
ministry as well as during all elements of the 5-step process.

YOU CAN SAY THAT A MINISTRY IS DOING A GOOD JOB WITH “CONNECT” IF MOST OF THE FOLLOWING ARE TRUE:

___________ It is easy to see that people feel seen, heard and acknowledged in regular and consistent 
relationship with other parishioners

___________ A person who is new to the parish or ministry is greeted and talked to because of an intentional 
effort within the parish

___________ A person who is new to the parish has a built-in system of getting to know others in the parish 
in regular and consistent relationship. In other words, the pressure is not on the “new person” to 
get to know others. Rather the parish has built-in systems that intentionally integrate the “new 
person” into regular and consistent relationship with other parishioners.

___________ There is an intentional mechanism in place for follow up with people. In other words, follow up 
isn’t left up to the charism of a single person. Follow up is connected to someone’s responsibility 
or a ministries responsibility. 

___________ There is a built-in system within the parish for updating contact information of parishioners and 
contact information used within specific ministries

___________ There are small groups in the parish that are established by the parish and monitored by the 
parish

___________ People in the parish know about small groups. They know why they exist. They know how to 
join.

___________ Those involved in “connecting” with others are relevant and relatable to those people they need 
to reach. These leaders are trained and held accountable to someone within the parish.
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ENCOUNTER
How do we know if ministries are really helping people encounter the person of Jesus Christ?

“Being Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with an event, a person, 
which gives life a new horizon and a decisive direction.” Pope Benedict XVI, God is Love

• Connecting people to people helps build a bridge of trust needed before a person can take the next step 
in their journey. The aim with “encounter” is for the parish to become “architects of encounter.” This 
means helping nurture an environment in which a person has the opportunity to encounter the living God 
personally.   

• Encounter awakens a person to the reality of the beauty of Jesus Christ and His personal love.   

YOU CAN SAY THAT A MINISTRY IS DOING A GOOD JOB WITH “ENCOUNTER” IF MOST OF THE FOLLOWING ARE TRUE:

___________ A person moves from “talking about God” to sharing about a concrete, personal experience of 
God

___________ We may hear things like, “God felt so real, so near to me” … “I now know God is real” … or 
“Because of this (ministry) I felt His presence”. In other words, people are able share an account of 
experiencing God in a personal and real way

___________ People experienced the presence of God because of the atmosphere created by the ministry or 
because of what the ministry actually did (talk or teaching given, prayer experience that was 
facilitated). In other words, without the ministry, or what it provided, there is no real evidence 
that the encounter would have happened.

___________ People move from a general experience to recognizing something is meant for them personally

Please note:  A special comment about the dignity of the Holy Mass or the Sacraments in general. Objectively 
speaking every time someone celebrates the Sacraments they have objectively encountered 
the presence of God. However, each of us understands how this objective grace may not be 
subjectively appropriated. Therefore, in order for us to say that a ministry is successfully assisting 
in “encounter” we measure how well the ministry is aiding the person in their subjective 
appropriation of the objective reality.  
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CONVERSION
How do we know if ministries are really helping people turn away from sin and see real change in their life?

“Christ's call to conversion continues to resound in the lives of Christians. This endeavor of conversion is not just 
a human work. It is the movement of a ‘contrite heart,’ drawn and moved by grace to respond to the merciful love 
of God who loved us first.” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1428)

“Conversion is the change of our lives that comes about through the power of the Holy Spirit. All who accept the 
Gospel undergo change as we put on the mind of Christ by rejecting sin and becoming more faithful disciples in 
his Church. Unless we undergo conversion, we have not truly accepted the Gospel.” (Go and Make Disciples)

“We know that people experience conversion in many ways. Some experience a sudden, shattering insight that 
brings rapid transformation. Some experience a gradual growth over many years. Others undergo conversion 
as they take part in the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults—the normal way adults become members of the 
Church today. Many experience conversion through the ordinary relationships of family and friends. Others 
have experienced it through the formation received from Catholic schools and religious education programs. Still 
others have experienced ongoing conversion in renewals, ecumenical encounters, retreats, parish missions, or 
through some of the great spiritual movements that have blessed church life today.” (Go and Make Disciples)

• How do we intentionally help people continue to recognize God’s loving presence in their lives and orient 
their lives towards Him in a way that supports ongoing conversion? 

• Conversion allows us to begin the path of discipleship, following Jesus and placing Him as the center of our lives.

• Conversion is an on-going process, learning to say “no” to certain things so as to say “yes” to Him fully.

YOU CAN SAY THAT A MINISTRY IS DOING A GOOD JOB WITH “CONVERSION” IF MOST OF THE FOLLOWING ARE TRUE:

___________ It is clear that there is a movement in a person to place God first and at the center of his/her life. 
And … this happens because of the ministry. The key is to be able to explain how the ministry 
actually facilitates the change of heart and the call to action.

___________ There are certain necessary disciplines which are put into place in the person’s life (for example: 
regular prayer, Sacraments, reading of the Word of God, making choices that dispose him/her to 
grow in virtue). And … this happens because of the ministry. The key is to be able to explain how 
the ministry actually facilitates the change of heart and the call to action.

___________ There is a recognition of the effect of sin and a healthy experience of repentance. And … this 
happens because of the ministry. The key is to be able to explain how the ministry actually 
facilitates the change of heart and the call to action.

___________ People begin to surround him/herself with others who are serious about their journey of faith. 
And … this happens because of the ministry. The key is to be able to explain how the ministry 
actually facilitates the change of heart and the call to action.

___________ There is evident accountability in place. 
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GROW
How do we know if ministries are helping people live in their conversion and stimulate spiritual growth?

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me 
you can do nothing. If you do not remain in me, you are like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such 
branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask 
whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing 
yourselves to be my disciples.” (John 15:5-8)

• Growth is an essential part of the discipleship process that helps us to learn and be more firmly rooted in a 
life in Christ.

• It grounds one’s subjective experience of God in the objective reality of the Bible, the Sacraments, and the 
Tradition of the Church.

 
YOU CAN SAY THAT A MINISTRY IS DOING A GOOD JOB WITH “GROW” IF MOST OF THE FOLLOWING ARE TRUE:

___________ The ministry exhibits evidence of learning the essentials of the spiritual life (for example: prayer, 
learning to read and pray with the Word of God, etc.)

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person learn how to live a life of docility (being led by God)

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person learn how to discern on a daily basis and listen to God’s 
voice

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person learn how to deepen their relationship with God such 
that God becomes a part of all elements of life (instead of living a compartmentalized life)

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person become more aware of their true identity, who they are 
personally to God

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person grow in knowledge of the teachings of the Church, 
Sacraments and the Word of God.
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MISSION
How do we know if ministries are really helping people become equipped for service and evangelization?

All the baptized, whatever their position in the Church or their level of instruction in the faith, are agents of 
evangelization, and it would be insufficient to envisage a plan of evangelization to be carried out by professionals 
while the rest of the faithful would simply be passive recipients. The new evangelization calls for personal 
involvement on the part of each of the baptized. Every Christian is challenged, here and now, to be actively 
engaged in evangelization .... Every Christian is a missionary to the extent that he or she has encountered the love 
of God in Christ Jesus: we no longer say that we are ‘disciples’ and ‘missionaries’, but rather that we are always 
‘missionary disciples.’”  Pope Francis, Joy of the Gospel

YOU CAN SAY THAT A MINISTRY IS DOING A GOOD JOB WITH “MISSION” IF MOST OF THE FOLLOWING ARE TRUE:

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person identify their primary charisms (gifts) 

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person identify how they may use their charisms (gifts) in 
service to the church or in the mission of evangelization

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person recognize and respond to individual calls from the Lord 
or vocational paths.

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person in deepening their communion with God in day to day 
life

___________ The ministry intentionally helps a person such that there is an evident concern for others and an 
outward focus 

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE A
ASSESSING ALL MINISTRIES

Resource A



CHAPTER 11: ADULT FORMATION 51

ASSESSMENT

These active ministries naturally and easily serve parishioners who wants to move through “the five.”

These active ministries serve the ordinary function of the parish
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IF THEY FIT HERE THEY ARE YOUR FORMATION MINISTRIES

CONNECT ENCOUNTER CONVERSION GROW MISSION
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TO BE USED BY Parish Implementation Teams, Adult Formation Teams or Parish Staff

PURPOSE Once all existing or new adult formation ministries have been identified, this resource is meant 
to help provide some considerations for assessing fruitfulness of the adult formation ministries 
in the parish.

PLEASE NOTE Adult formation ministries are those ministries in the parish which have been identified as 
assisting people to entering into, and remaining with, the discipleship process.

______________________________________________________________________________________________

GENERAL INFORMATION 

• Name of ministry or small group:

• How often does the group meet?

• How long has the ministry existed?

• Have new leaders naturally come out of the group?
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“THE FIVE”

• Assess whether aspects of “the five” are evident, natural, and consistent within this ministry. 
• Consider the following questions. 
• A “yes” most likely indicates fruitfulness.

CONNECT  Does the ministry have a small group component?
YES Are people establishing intentionally and ongoing “connection” with others?
or Does meaningful relationship between others in the ministry naturally grow?
NO Does everyone feel as though we are on the “journey of faith” together? 
 Does the comfort and “depth” of personal sharing increase over time with those involved?

ENCOUNTER Does discussion center more on personal relationship w God vs. “facts” about God?
YES Is the group noticing and naturally sharing about God’s action in their lives?
or Have people shared about a moving and deep encounter with Jesus?
NO Have people shared about an experience of being personally loved by God?
 Have people involved naturally grown in comfort with silence in or outside the ministry time?

CONVERSION Have people shared about their desire to put God at the center of their life?
YES Have people made necessary changes in their life to more closely follow Jesus?
or Have people grown in awareness of their response to God’s grace in their lives?
NO Have people grown in awareness of their resistance to God’s grace in their lives?
 Within the group, are you confident that everyone has at least a few people that know their 

personal resolutions and hold them accountable?

GROW Does the group provide ongoing opportunities for everyone to grow in prayer?
YES Is there evidence of that growth in prayer?
or Does the group provide ongoing opportunities for everyone to grow in understanding of 
NO  Scripture, the Sacraments and knowledge of the faith ? 
 Is there evidence of growth in these areas?
 Have you noticed discussion grow in depth and move beyond sharing “feelings” about God?
 Have people shared often about how disciplines in their lives have helped them grow? 
 (daily prayer, reading scripture, weekly Mass)
 Do people become more aware of what is needed to remain in and grow in my faith?

MISSION  Has participation in this ministry helped people feel comfortable sharing with others about what
YES  God has done in their life?
or Have those in the group evidently grown in confidence to respond to opportunities God offers to 
NO  reach out to others and share His love and truth?
 Through this ministry, have those in the group become aware of particular spiritual gifts God has 

given them?
 Have those in the group evidently become more aware of  times when God has used them as a 

vessel of His love?
 Has this ministry had an impact on helping people feel strengthened for their vocation (marriage, 

parenting, etc), occupation (my work) and call to bring His light to all areas of life?

Resource B
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“THE NINE”

• Consider what you observe in peoples lives over time through participation in this ministry.
• Some “entry level” formation ministries (such as a retreat or mission trip) may evidence a “start” or “impact” 

in a short amount of time.
• Consider the questions. The questions indicate what you might observe that indicates fruitfulness and 

growth in this area. Then, highlight or underline all those that you have observed as growth in peoples lives, 
because of involvement in this ministry. 

RELATIONSHIP  Have people established a personal encounter with Jesus?
 Has this relationship evidently offered them purpose and direction?

CONVERSION  Has Jesus become the center of their lives?
 Are they aware of what they need to say “yes” to so as to stay in relationship with God?
 Are they aware of what they need to say “no” to that which pulls them away from God?
 Are they aware of why accountability is so important to remain in relationship with God?
 Has there been growth in the practice of: Confession, examination of conscience, etc?

DISCERNMENT Have those involved in the ministry learned how to discern “the little things”?
 Is discernment and a posture of “I want what God wants” modeled in the ministry?
 Do participants naturally begin to ask “God what do you want”?  
 Have participants grown in their ability to “hear God”s voice”?

SACRAMENTS Have the Sacraments become a regular part of the lives of participants?
 Has additional reception of the sacraments been expressed? (For example: daily Mass, monthly 

Confession, Eucharistic Adoration, etc.)
 Have participants grown in their understanding of the sacraments?

HOLINESS Have those in the ministry grown in their ability and practice of prayer?
 Have they grown in virtue and a desire for holiness?

GROUNDED Is there growth noticed in regards to knowledge of the faith (Church teachings?)
 Is there growth noticed in the Word of God?
 Is it evident that relationships with God are rooted in something deeper than “feelings”?

COMMUNITY Have those participating in the ministry come to understand their need for accountability? 
Have they given permission to others to keep them accountable in their relationship with God?

 Have they come to want to journey with others in the spiritual life?

OTHERS Is it evident that the group has helped people move from a posture of  faith that is centered on 
“me and Jesus” to now recognizing they are part of one “spiritual family”?

 Has there been growth in recognizing the needs of others and responding to those needs?
 Do members fundamentally see their gifts as “gifts” for others?

OTHERS Has this ministry helped those participating recognize “the story” of what God has done in 
their lives?

 Are those participating in this ministry able to share about their story with others?
 Has there been growth in recognizing opportunities God is opening to share their faith with 

others? And, have they grown in their response to that opportunity

Resource B

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE B
ASSESSING FORMATION
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CONSIDERATIONS REGARDING ALIGNMENT OF MINISTRIES AND ENTRY INTO THIS ADULT FORMATION OPPORTUNITY

• How did most of the people in the ministry find out about it? (Circle responses)
Personal invitation
Announcement at Mass
Bulletin
Website
Other

• Are there opportunities for inquiry about the ministry and follow up?

• Have we made it easy for people to join and begin participating in the ministry?

• Have we taken time to consider what obstacles might be there for people and taken steps to remove 
those obstacles?

• Do people understand how this ministry will help them take the next step in the their faith, in a way 
that is appropriate for where they are on the journey?

• What opportunities or ministry “feed” participation into this ministry or provide a natural entry into 
this ministry?

• How could we better align opportunities in a way that helps people see this ministry as an easy “next 
step”?

• Are there opportunities within this ministry for leadership growth of participants?

• Where do we hope people might move on from this ministry?

• What ministries might be a “next step”?

• What might be indications that they are ready to take a next step?

Resource B

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE B
ASSESSING FORMATION
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PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

DIOCESAN PLANNING PRIORITY NO. 2: ADULT FORMATION

CHAPTER 11
SECTION 8

HOW? 
Movement and alignment

In 2006 Eric Geiger and Thom Rainer authored  a book entitled Simple Church. For the past 12 years 
it has served as a transformative blueprint for parishes seeking to impact people’s lives. Their concept of 
“simple” is helpful as we understand the importance of movement through the Formation Life Cycle, as well 
as movement through various stages of spiritual maturation.

Here’s what Eric and Thom can teach us.

“Here is the definition for a simple church: A simple church is a congregation designed around a 
straightforward and strategic process that moves people through the stages of spiritual growth. This definition 
has some weight to it. Let’s walk through the definition one phrase at a time. 

“The church is designed. It is not carelessly thrown together. It is not haphazardly planned. The ministry 
does more than ‘just happen.’ It is thought-out. It is structured. It is designed with care. ... The design of the 
church is centered on something.”

“The programs and ministries revolve around something. They are just not plugged into the church 
calendar and brochure. Everything is designed around something. And that something is not a nebulous 
abstract concept. The design for discipleship in a simple church revolves around the process. A simple church 
is designed around a straightforward and strategic process.”

“The process is straightforward. It is not confusing; it is easy to grasp. The leaders know it, and the 
people understand it. The process is intentionally kept simple. It is not lengthened. It does not change every 
few months. The church sticks to the simple process. 

“Complexity is not welcome. More programs are not added to the process. The church rejects the 
multitude of new programs and models offered to it. Since the process is the how, it is also strategic. The 
process is tied to the purpose or vision of the church. The two are closely knitted. The process is built for 
execution, to impact people. It is designed to be sequential so that people may move through the process. The 
process moves people … The simple and strategic process promotes movement. 

“The process flows logically. People are attracted to Christ and the church and then are moved to points 
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How do we help parishioners
move from the shallow waters

to the deep waters?

Movement and alignment

of attachment.”

“The programs are used as tools to promote this movement.”

“And the movement through the straightforward and strategic process has an intentional  
and intended end result.”

“The process moves people through the stages of spiritual growth.”

“The goal is to partner with God to move people through the stages of spiritual growth.”

“Changed lives are the bottom line, the intended end result.”

“Christ formed in people is the goal.”

“A simple church understands that people are at different places in their spiritual journey,  
that spiritual growth is a process. The church is designed to partner with God to move people 
through stages of spiritual growth.” 

“Sadly, most churches miss this truth. They are not simple. They have not designed a simple 
process for discipleship. They have not structured their church around the process of spiritual 
transformation. And they are making little impact.”

— Excerpts from Simple Church by Eric Geiger, page 60-62
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ENTRY POINTS
The shallow end of the pool

• Entry points are easy points of entrance
• We are casting the net wide and attempting to build bridges of trust so that they will take the next step
• Provides a connection to the larger community, provides a safe sense of belonging as the first step
• Is often an entrance into a more committed journey
• These events are designed so that invitations are easily extended

EXAMPLES INCLUDE:
1. Advent and Lent mission
2. Mission trips and pilgrimages
3. Baptismal prep, marriage prep, funerals
4. Bereavement topic night

For example, “Dealing with grief during the holidays”
5. Couples night, couples retreat
6. Men’s retreat, women’s retreat, etc.
7. Alpha 

NOT AN END IN ITSELF
• Entry points are designed to move people

from the shallow end of the pool
to the gradually deeper, but not deepest, water

HOW MIGHT THE FORMATION LIFE CYCLE LOOK IN THESE OPPORTUNITIES? 
• CONNECT Often an invitation
• ENCOUNTER Often initial encounter with God’s love
• CONVERSION An opportunity to take the next step in commitment
• GROW Often growing in initial interior awareness of Christ and personal relationship 
• MISSION A basic level sharing about their experience

WHAT’S NEXT? WHERE DO WE WANT PEOPLE TO “MOVE” AFTER THE ENTRY POINT? 

Movement and alignment
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SMALL GROUPS
Moving towards depth

• Journeying with a few others in a more intentional way
• Space for more substantial discussion 
• Integration to real life circumstances
• “How does this apply to my life?”
• Provides accountability
• Prime environment for healing and growth
• Cultivating an authentic community of communities

SETTING THEM UP FOR SUCCESS
• The greatest chance for people to experience real and substantial spiritual growth often begins with 

getting involved in a small group.
• The parish is meant to be a place where we have a sense of community.
• We cannot possibly know and journey deeply with all parishioners that come to Mass on Sunday. 
• However, we can know and journey deeply with seven or eight people. 
• Small groups provide an opportunity for that to happen.
• The aim of intentional discipleship in a parish often begins with helping parishioners connect with 

a small group.   

HOW MIGHT THE FORMATION LIFE CYCLE LOOK IN THESE OPPORTUNITIES? 
• CONNECT Relationships on a deeper, more consistent level, commitment to one another
• ENCOUNTER Opportunity for deeper levels of encounter;       

 now on a day to day basis, I learn to find Him in everyday life
• CONVERSION Conversion takes root by way of accountability and commitment
• GROW I learn more, grounding my experience of God in something beyond feelings 
• MISSION Small group discussion teaches me to share my experience of God on a deeper level 

WHAT’S NEXT? WHERE DO WE WANT PEOPLE TO “MOVE” AFTER THE ENTRY POINT? 

Movement and alignment
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1:1 OR 1:3 MENTORING
The deep end of the pool

• Natural next step for those in a small group who hungry for more
• Ideal next step for someone ready to start learning how to disciple others
• Deepest level of accountability and support in the journey of faith
• Will have the greatest impact on a parish

IT’S WHAT JESUS DID
• Jesus chose the Twelve. 
 But, He also often called aside Peter, James and John.
 They had more personalized formation. 
• Jesus was forming and equipping them 
 in a very particular way.
• 1:3 or 1:1 mentoring is essentially the same thing, 
 realizing that investing time deeply into a few
 will yield much fruit.
• Ultimately, discipleship is able to be sustained when there are some who are equipped 
 to disciple others in a more intentional way.
• Parishioners who are open to and ready for this level of formation are being equipped
 to be a “disciple maker”

HOW MIGHT THE FORMATION LIFE CYCLE LOOK IN THESE OPPORTUNITIES? 
• CONNECT Aware of what’s needed for me to connect and on my own 
  sustain those connections
  Helping other people find connections,
  sharing deeper interior experience with a few 
  (spiritual director, Confessor, mentor)
• ENCOUNTER Experiencing daily encounter through daily prayer life and interior awareness 
• CONVERSION Exercising the discipline of daily examen and examination 
• GROW Refining docility and cooperation with the Holy Spirit within charisms, 
  and the normal practice of ongoing learning and formation 
 • MISSION Growing in way of life with Jesus in my vocation, occupation, 
  and relational areas of life

WHAT’S NEXT? WHERE DO WE WANT PEOPLE TO “MOVE” AFTER THE ENTRY POINT?
I begin to make other disciples

Movement and alignment
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“In a relay race the most important part of the race are the handoffs. Four runners are on the same 
team, and each runner’s speed is crucial but not nearly as crucial as the handoffs. Relay races are won or lost 
at the handoffs. Sometimes the teams with the best runners lose, and teams with the best handoffs win. You 
have seen it. A team is out in the lead, and then someone drops the baton during a handoff. And the team 
loses. The handoffs are that important. Movement is about the handoffs.”

“Movement is what happens in between the programs. Movement is how someone is handed off from 
one level of commitment to a greater level of commitment. How a church moves someone from (an entry 
point) to a small group is movement. How a church is designed to move a person from being an observer to 
being a contributor is movement.”

“Sadly, most churches are like poor relay teams. Instead of caring about the handoffs, they are 
preoccupied with the programs. They pay little attention to how people are moved to greater levels of 
commitment. They ignore what happens between the programs. Simple churches pay attention to the 
handoffs. They have grasped the truth that assimilation effectiveness is more important than programmatic 
effectiveness.”

“The vibrant churches we studied have a simple process that produces movement, a process that 
facilitates the hand-offs. The programs in these churches are tools used to promote movement. The leaders 
focus on what happens in between the programs as much as they do the programs. Our research confirms that 
movement is an essential design element in a simple church. According to the data, vibrant and growing 
churches have already recognized the importance of movement.”

“Winning teams excel in the handoffs, and so do simple churches. They are experts in designing a simple 
process that produces movement. To implement the movement element, church leaders must take a fresh 
look at the weekly church calendar and the regularly scheduled programs. All programs must be placed in 
sequential order along the ministry process. This is what creates movement in a ministry process.”

— Excerpts from Simple Church by Eric Geiger, page 74

Movement and alignment
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EXAMPLE 1
MARRIAGE PREP

THE ENTRY EXPERIENCE IS ...
They come to us for marriage prep.

Through WITNESS TO LOVE 
they feel connected to another couple.

EXAMPLE 1
MARRIAGE PREP

 “MOVING” DEEPER ...
Their mentor couple is trained

to invite them to a parish DATE NIGHT
They feel connected to more couples.

EXAMPLE 1
MARRIAGE PREP
“MOVING” DEEPER ...

They attend the parish COUPLES RETREAT.
They meet even more couples.

They leave interested in a SMALL GROUP.

EXAMPLE 1
MARRIAGE PREP

ONGOING SMALL GROUP FORMATION
They are growing past the wedding.

The SMALL GROUP anchors them.
They feel connected to the parish.

Perhaps, one of them is ready for more.

EXAMPLE 1
MARRIAGE PREP

1 ON 1 DISCIPLESHIP MENTORING
They begin meeting weekly 

with a trained “disciple maker”
so that they can be a “disciple maker”.

EXAMPLE 2
FUNERAL

THE ENTRY EXPERIENCE IS ...
They come to us to plan a funeral.

Through the parish BEREAVEMENT TEAM 
they feel connected to people who care.

EXAMPLE 2
FUNERAL

 “MOVING” DEEPER ...
They receive a personal invitation to
a TOPIC NIGHT designed to help them.

They feel connected to others like them.

EXAMPLE 2
FUNERAL

“MOVING” DEEPER ...
They participate in GRIEF TO GRACE.

They meet even more parishioners.
They leave interested in a SMALL GROUP.

EXAMPLE 2
FUNERAL

ONGOING SMALL GROUP FORMATION
They are growing through their grief.

The SMALL GROUP anchors them.
They feel connected to the parish.

Perhaps, one of them is ready for more.

EXAMPLE 2
FUNERAL

1 ON 1 DISCIPLESHIP MENTORING
They begin meeting weekly 

with a trained “disciple maker”
so that they can be a “disciple maker”.

Movement and alignment
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EXAMPLE 3
ALPHA

THE ENTRY EXPERIENCE IS ...
They hear about ALPHA from the pulpit,

or they receive a personal invitation. 
They feel comfortable and are open.

EXAMPLE 3
ALPHA

 “MOVING” DEEPER ...
They agree to serve the next ALPHA group.

It’s easy, behind the scenes stuff.
They stay connected to people they trust.

EXAMPLE 3
ALPHA

“MOVING” DEEPER ...
They serve another ALPHA group,

this time with a bigger role.
They now trust the Church, the parish. 

EXAMPLE 3
ALPHA

ONGOING SMALL GROUP FORMATION
They are growing in confidence.
The SMALL GROUP anchors them.

They feel connected to the parish.
Perhaps, one of them is ready for more.

EXAMPLE 3
ALPHA

1 ON 1 DISCIPLESHIP MENTORING
They begin meeting weekly 

with a trained “disciple maker”
so that they can be a “disciple maker”.

EXAMPLE 4
ADVENT MISSION

THE ENTRY EXPERIENCE IS ...
They attend the parish ADVENT MISSION.

The ADVENT MISSION is designed 
to get them using REJOICE! through Advent.

EXAMPLE 4
ADVENT MISSION
 “MOVING” DEEPER ...

The pastor encourages
 REJOICE! small groups for Advent:

Families? Men’s? Women’s? Couples?

EXAMPLE 4
ADVENT MISSION
“MOVING” DEEPER ...

The pastor encourages the same
small groups during Lent,
using JOURNEY TO JERUSALEM.

EXAMPLE 4
ADVENT MISSION

ONGOING SMALL GROUP FORMATION
Some groups commit to meeting more.

The SMALL GROUP anchors them.
They are growing.

Perhaps, one of them is ready for more.

EXAMPLE 4
ADVENT MISSION

1 ON 1 DISCIPLESHIP MENTORING
They begin meeting weekly 

with a trained “disciple maker”
so that they can be a “disciple maker”.

Movement and alignment
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ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS
BEFORE SOMETHING GETS PUT ON THE CALENDAR

 
1. Why are we doing this? (Known as Event A)
2. Who is the audience: Committed parishioners? Sunday only? Periphery? 
3. Why are they the target audience?

4. What is going to happen immediately after the event? (Known as Event B)
5. If there is no Event B why did we do Event A?
6. How is Event A connected to Event B? 
7. What bridges are necessary to get from Event A to Event B?

8. When are doing this?
9. Why are we doing it now?
10. How does the date of Event A feed Event B?

11. Who is responsible?
12. Why are they responsible?
13. How are we promoting Event A?
14. How are the homilies themselves supporting Event A?
15. What’s competing with promotion as we are promoting Event A?
16. How are we promoting Event B when conclude Event A?

17. How are we gauging success?
18. What is the evidence of success?
19. When we are planning the details for Event A?
20. When we are planning the evaluation of Event A?

Movement and alignment
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JANUARY 2019
19 DATE NIGHT. Couples date night, childcare included. Invite them to couples one-day retreat.

FEBRUARY 2019
13 Orientation meeting for all Art of Living pilot groups
16 ONE-DAY COUPLES RETREAT. Childcare included, ends with another date night. 
 Invite them to consider being in a Lent “prayer” group with 2 or 3 other couples.
21-23 PRE-LENT MISSION. Designed to facilitate “encounter” and intrigue parishioners into Lent “prayer” groups

MARCH 2019
6 ASH WEDNESDAY
 • Art of Living pilot groups, week 1. Kick-off Lent together.
 • Evening Holy Hour to facilitate “encounter” and kick-off Lent “prayer” groups.
  (Lent prayer groups. Parishioners commit to using a prayer resource as their Lenten penance.
  Small groups meet once a week to talk about their prayer. “Soft” introduction to small groups.)
10-16 1ST WEEK OF LENT
 • Art of Living pilot groups, week 2. Meeting date to be determined by group.
 • Lent “prayer” groups meet off campus. Meeting date to be determined by group.
17-23 2ND WEEK OF LENT
 • Art of Living pilot groups, week 3. Meeting date to be determined by group.
 • Lent “prayer” groups meet off campus. Meeting date to be determined by group.
24-30 3RD WEEK OF LENT
 • Art of Living pilot groups, week 4. Meeting date to be determined by group.
 • Lent “prayer” groups meet off campus. Meeting date to be determined by group.

APRIL 2019
31-6 4TH WEEK OF LENT
 • Art of Living pilot groups, week 5. Meeting date to be determined by group.
 • Lent “prayer” groups meet off campus. Meeting date to be determined by group.
7-13 5TH WEEK OF LENT
 • Art of Living pilot groups, week 6. Meeting date to be determined by group.
 • Lent “prayer” groups meet off campus. Meeting date to be determined by group.
13 Art of Living pilot groups one-day retreat
14-21 HOLY WEEK
21-27 Art of Living pilot groups, week 7. Meeting date to be determined by group.

MAY 2019
1 Meeting of all “leaders” of Art of Living pilot small groups and Lent prayer groups. Encourage groups 

to gather for a meal once a month.

EXAMPLE CALENDAR FOR ADULT FORMATION

Notice how the timing of the
January date night “fed”
the February retreat so that
they would be ready for 
small groups in Lent.
 Also, notice how the timing
   of the pre-Lent mission fed
               small groups

Movement and alignment
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JUNE 2019
6-10 MISSION TRIP. Five-day mission trip to Kingston, Jamaica with the Missionaries of the Poor
22 Reunion of all those on the mission trip. Commit six-week, post mission trip small group.

JULY 2019
10 Mission trip small group, week 1
17 Mission trip small group, week 2
20 DATE NIGHT. Couples date night, childcare included. Invite to ACTS retreat
24 Mission trip small group, week 3
31 Mission trip small group, week 4. Invite to ACTS retreat.

AUGUST 2019
7 Mission trip small group, week 5
14 Mission trip small group, week 6
16-18 ACTS RETREAT (hosted by the parish or in collaboration with neighboring parishes)
21 CAST THE VISION. Meeting of participants of Lent prayer groups, mission trip participants, 
 and ACTS retreat participants. Cast vision for Art of Living small groups.
28 Formation of small group leaders and hosts for Art of Living small groups, night 1

SEPTEMBER 2019
4 Formation of small group leaders and hosts for Art of Living small groups, night 2
11 Formation of small group leaders and hosts for Art of Living small groups, night 3
18 Formation of small group leaders and hosts for Art of Living small groups, night 4
22-28 Art of Living small groups, week 1. Meeting date to be determined by group.

OCTOBER 2019
29-5 Art of Living small groups, week 2. Meeting date to be determined by group.
6-12 Art of Living small groups, week 3. Meeting date to be determined by group.
12 DATE NIGHT. Couples date night, childcare included. Invite them to couples one-day retreat.
13-19 Art of Living small groups, week 4. Meeting date to be determined by group.
20-26 Art of Living small groups, week 5. Meeting date to be determined by group.

NOVEMBER 2019
27-2 Art of Living small groups, week 6. Meeting date to be determined by group.
2 Art of Living one-day retreat (All groups gather together at Lumen Christi)
3-9 Art of Living small groups, week 7. Meeting date to be determined by group. Invite to ACTS retreat.
9 ONE-DAY COUPLES RETREAT. Childcare included, ends with another date night. 
 Invite them to consider being in an Advent “prayer” group with 2 or 3 other couples.
15-17 ACTS RETREAT (hosted by the parish or in collaboration with neighboring parishes)
20 Meeting of ACTS retreat participants. Cast vision Advent small groups.

DECEMBER 2019
2-4 ADVENT MISSION. Designed to facilitate “encounter” and intrigue parishioners into Advent “prayer” groups
8-14 Advent “prayer” groups meet off campus. Meeting date to be determined by group.
15-21 Advent “prayer” groups meet off campus. Meeting date to be determined by group.

Notice how the timing of the mission trip “feeds” the ACTS retreat and how the timing of the ACTS retreat “feeds” Art of Living small groups.
 Notice the timing of October         and November couples   
    ministry feeds them 
                 into Advent’s
           small groups

Movement and alignment
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PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

DIOCESAN PLANNING PRIORITY NO. 2: ADULT FORMATION

CHAPTER 11
SECTION 9

HOW? 
Small groups: Why are they the heart of the process?

Universally, churches that are healthy, growing and making disciples embrace a model of the local 
church as a “community of communities.” These smaller communities gather together as one community 
for Sunday Eucharist. Many distinguish between small groups of eight to twelve people and mid-size groups 
containing 25 to 35 people. For healthy churches, involvement in a small or mid-size group is not considered 
optional, but is an integral part of the life of that local church. 

We have already examined how post-moderns experience conversion and transformation primarily 
through their experience of belonging. That it is not easy for us as Catholics to reach the unchurched and 
the fallen away through creating experiences of belonging is no surprise. This creates a challenge for those 
who have been brought to a personal life-changing encounter with Jesus Christ, whether they were a part of 
the Church or outside of her. At the point of conversion or awakening, they became aware of their need for 
meaningful community, a place where they will be known, loved, challenged and supported.

This community must be a safe place within which the good work that has begun in them can be 
brought to completion. (Philippians 1:6) These kinds of relationships are key to a healthy Church. Six of 
Gallup’s twelve “me” statements, which measure engagement, speak of this experience of community: 

• In the last month, I have received recognition or praise from someone in my parish.
• The spiritual leaders in my parish seem to care about me as a person. 
• There is someone in my parish who encourages my spiritual development. 
• The other members of my parish are committed to spiritual growth. 
• Aside from family members, I have a best friend in my parish. 
• In the last six months, someone in my parish has talked to me about the my spiritual growth. 

Small groups: Why are they the heart of the process?

Excerpts from Fr. James Mallon, Divine Renovation: From a Maintenance to a Missional Parish
All following text are excerpts from Fr. Mallon, even if not in quotations.
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How can an experience like this be possible in an average Catholic parish? Traditionally, it was the parish 
priest who would give people praise and recognition, care about parishioners and encourage and ask about 
spiritual growth. This may still work in a small parish where there is a very small priest-to-people ratio, but 
this is not the case in most parishes today. The bigger a parish is, the smaller it must become. Providing 
opportunities to experience authentic community must be a priority.

The culture that dominates most parishes presents a challenge in making this a reality. Many Catholics 
place value only on ministry done by the priest, and consider themselves to have meaningful connection 
with the parish only if they have a strong personal connection to the pastor. If the priest is unable to be at 
all the gatherings of a committee, team or group, at least he should drop in once in a while. The problem is 
that if we remain bound to this value, then the number of meaningful communities in a parish will always 
be limited. This would work in a small parish, but only in a parish that was not healthy. A small parish, if 
healthy, will grow. If it grows and continues to grow, sooner or later it will be large, and the model will have 
to change. 

In a large parish, healthy or unhealthy, this model is already profoundly limiting. This is a question that 
haunts me at night when I am trying to sleep. For me, it is not an abstract question, but one that has faces 
and names attached to it. Sometimes I will think of someone I have not seen in a while, and think, “What 
happened to her? Where is he? Who is looking out for that person?” It is just so easy for our people to get lost 
in the crowd and to fall through the cracks, even those who have had authentic experiences of the Lord.

I think of the many participants who have come through RCIA in my different parishes, and of the high 
number of newly baptized and confirmed who have gone AWOL. We bring people to the Sacraments of 
Initiation through a small- or mid-size group experience. It is transformative and supportive. Participants 
experience exactly the kind of community reflected in the statements used in the Gallup “me” survey, but 
then the Easter Vigil happens. The culmination of a lengthy process results in most participants being 
released into the general population with a slap on the back, a “welcome to full membership in the Church” 
and a “good luck.” Is it any wonder that we have huge casualty rates? The solution is staring us in the face.

The very process that brings candidates to faith and to the sacraments is the process that is essential to 
nourishing the ongoing life of the Church. Meaningful community cannot be part of a program – it must 
become a normative part of the life of the Church, and the life of the Church must become the program. 

“But what are they among so many people?” (John 6:9) I am also haunted by the question of how the 
people of my parish can be sufficiently cared for. With so many tasks and responsibilities, with so many 
staff to lead and guide so that some meaningful degree of ministry can happen in proportion to the number 
of people in the parish, how can I ensure that parishioners are cared for? If we wish to move beyond the 
therapeutic model of pastoral care that dominates most parishes, we will need not only alternate structures, 
but alternate values. If a parish priest with just 2,000 families in his parish were to spend ten hours a week 
visiting families for one hour each, it would take about four years before he could return to continue the 
conversation. This kind of situation is an unacceptable standard of care. 

In reality, short of a major catastrophe hitting a family, in most parishes the priest is unable to appear 
at the door of his parishioners. Caring therefore needs to become the job of all, not just of the pastor. Only 
then will a Church become healthy. Only then will parish priests be freed from an impossible burden and be 
able to see it happen. 

Small groups: Why are they the heart of the process?
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A kind of surrender needs to take place for this to happen, and it is a painful one. I have struggled so 
much with feeling like a “bad priest.” Often on weekends, by the end of the third weekend Mass, I have seen 
1,700 people in church and have greeted hundreds, and still have one more Mass. Dozens of parishioners 
will ask for prayers for loved ones, and many, on their way out, will say things like, “I know you’re busy, 
Father, but just in case, my husband is in the hospital, on the 7th floor, Room 46.” Parishioners give me 
updates on their health, and their loved one’s health, and often communicate out of a presumption that I 
know exactly who they are and remember every detail of what they told me three weeks ago. Listening and 
responding is part of my job as a Father of the parish, but how can I respond to all of it? By 1:00 p.m. on 
Sunday, I feel like my brains are oozing out of my ears, and the people keep coming and coming and coming. 
A very real part of me wants to cry out and say, “Stop! Please stop! I cannot carry this burden. I cannot bear 
the burden of fearing that a moment’s inattention or fatigue may hurt even one fragile person.” Too often, I 
feel that I have been sucked dry, with nothing else to give. 

One day, after a weekday Mass, I came home and wrote this in my journal: 
From the back of the church today to the vestry, grabbed a dozen times to hear about nephews’ dying dogs and 
brothers with cancer, illness, sickness. People need to be heard, but is it my role to do so? I didn’t become a priest 
to comfort little old ladies, but to lead people into mission to win the world for Jesus, so that every little old lady 
can have someone to comfort her in the name of Jesus. 
I hope I don’t offend anyone by these words, which were written in anguish. It is not my intent. 

The truth is that if we are to become a Church where everyone is cared for as they should be, we must 
acknowledge that this is not the job of the priest. Priests must have the courage to communicate this to 
their people, and the people must have the courage to communicate this to their priests. It is my conviction 
that the formation of small and mid-size groups can provide the answer to this dilemma. The good news is 
that there are many examples of how such a system in a church can operate, even if these examples are not 
always found in a Catholic context. 

At Saint Benedict Parish, we are trying to implement a system of mid-size groups called connect 
groups. The model we use comes from Holy Trinity Brompton (HTB), the Anglican Church in London that 
created Alpha. When Alpha is done right, usually at least 50% of the participants desire to continue in some 
experience of community. HTB originally attempted to meet this need for community by establishing a 
network of small groups. Alpha small groups would become church small groups. Over the years, however, 
they found that small groups would ultimately get smaller and smaller. People would move away or fall 
away, and the intense and intimate nature of a small group makes it impenetrable to new members that 
allow it to be repopulated and to continue. Furthermore, when a small group was not working for a new 
believer, they would often be so embarrassed and self-conscious about dropping out of the group that they 
would drop out of the church as well. 

The solution was to create broader mid-size groups of 25 to 35 people that were both small enough and 
big enough. They were small enough for people to be known, cared for, loved and called forth. They were 
big enough for people to sit at the back and not be put under the kind of pressure that might exist in a group 
of eight. They would be big enough to admit new members and grow. This model, used by HTB and many 
other churches, allows the movement of parishioners and non-churchgoers from the experience of Alpha 
into an ongoing community where they will continue their faith development, and, most importantly, not 
be lost and not fall through the cracks. 

Small groups: Why are they the heart of the process?
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These connect groups are led by lay people. Groups meet twice a month in the homes of church 
members. Each evening consists of a shared meal, a time of singing and praying, a talk by a member and 
a time of praying for and with one another. The group does not gather as students around a few teachers; 
instead, all members take a turn to present on a topic or to share their testimony. For many, it is a safe place 
to give their first talk or to lead prayer for the first time. In this way, members are encouraged, equipped and 
called forth to exercise their gifts. 

The members of the leadership at HTB meet regularly with the lay leaders of the groups and invest 
primarily in them, equipping them to lead each group so that everybody receives the care they need. HTB 
has a weekly attendance of over 5,000 people (the average age is 27 years), and has hundreds of connect 
groups up and running in the homes of their parishioners. In the HTB model, connect groups are also the 
locus of missional outreach – either evangelistic outreach or work with the poor and marginalized. On 
the weeks when the connect group does not meet, members meet in small groups that have a specifically 
catechetical focus, as opposed to the caring and calling forth focus of the connect groups. 

At Saint Benedict Parish, we introduced connect groups shortly after our second season of Alpha. After 
we had finished our first courses, many people had come to faith in Christ for the first time, many had come 
into personal relationship with Jesus for the first time, and many had had an experience of the Holy Spirit 
for the first time. But no matter where people had been spiritually before they took the course, those whose 
lives were touched all experienced a new form of Christian community, and once they tasted it, they wanted 
more. I had tried to introduce connect groups at my previous parish, but it had not been successful. This 
time I was determined to make it happen. We have made our share of mistakes, and are still far from getting 
it right, but less than four years later we now have over 300 parishioners in ten different connect groups.

We started with four connect groups and slowly added to them as we brought more people through an 
experience of Alpha. We ask that all who seek to belong to a connect group go through the experience of 
Alpha first. This is the only way that members can have a frame of reference for the degree of support and 
connection that we seek to establish. It was not and is not the only option for people who come through 
Alpha at Saint Benedict. We encourage the continuation of catechetical formation through a wide variety of 
adult faith formation programs. These programs, however, are terminal. The groups disband. Parishioners 
often move from one program to another, but are still left without an essential caring community at the end 
of the day. 

It is obvious that we need to care for people by providing temporary community-based faith formation 
and permanent groups where people truly belong and are cared for. Once one of our connect groups 
grew beyond 35 people, our task was to identify, call forth and equip new leaders and split the group into 
two. Some of the current ten groups are based on age, some are mixed generations, and some are “family 
friendly,” with children and parents gathering together. The best thing about this is that it all happens in the 
homes of parishioners. People often ask us how we fit everyone in, and the truth is that it is organized chaos, 
but a load of fun. It is no different than having a party at your house. People do it all the time. The beauty 
of the model is that it works. I do not have to be there. Over the last three years, I have visited only two 
connect groups, but every week I meet parishioners I do not know who tell me they are in a connect group 
and last week gave their first talk. I love it when I have no clue about what God is doing in my parish. This is 
the way it should be!

Small groups: Why are they the heart of the process?
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How can I even pretend to control the working of the Holy Spirit in a parish of this size? The Spirit 
blows where he wills, and the job of the pastor is to get out of the way. At the same time, however, there is 
a line of accountability to me as the pastor. There has to be. Several of our parish staff meet regularly with 
the connect group leaders (each group is led by two couples) to coach them and care for them. They report 
to our parish Director of Evangelization who, in turn, reports to me. All names for potential connect group 
leaders are vetted by me. Is there a risk that something may happen that may not be totally right? Of course 
there is, but this is infinitely more desirable than nothing happening at all. As I once heard Pastor Rick 
Warren say, “Leaders of a Church will either be risk takers, care takers or undertakers.” 

There is always risk in giving up control. It may not be done properly, or, the more common fear, it may 
not be done as “properly” as I would do it! But low control is a necessity if the act of caring for one another 
will become an embodied value and not just be the task of a few ministering to a few more. It is necessary, 
but it is not enough. The counterpoint is high accountability. (I will be saying more about this principle in 
Chapter 7, when I speak about leadership.) With regard to connect groups, however, the key is to choose the 
right people to lead, to trust them with real responsibility, to set them up for success and to constantly be in 
communication with them. I am amazed and thrilled to see that more than 15% of my parishioners are well 
protected from falling through the cracks. Our goal is that by 2018, five years after we started, 75% of our 
parishioners will belong in a connect group, and that such an experience of community will be so normal 
that no one will think twice about it.

Small groups: Why are they the heart of the process?
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TO BE USED BY Parish Implementation Teams, Adult Formation Teams or Parish Staff

PURPOSE The following resource is meant to serve as a guide to help with starting small groups in 
your parish. It is meant to help you know what things you might want to consider along the 
way.  This resource will offer specifics for beginning the Art of Living video resource, which is 
being developed in and for our diocese, to intentionally assist people in walking through the 
Formation Life Cycle (“the five”), however the same principles would apply if your parish has 
discerned using a different resource.

______________________________________________________________________________________________

STEP ONE. ORGANIZING AN ADULT FORMATION TEAM
Some parishes may have a staff member whose role is to oversee ministries and efforts of discipleship within 

a parish. If this is the case, they will most likely be the person your pastor has assigned to initiate and guide this 
process. 

Most parishes, however, will need to bring together a team of people who will serve as an Adult Formation 
Team. This team may consist of those persons who attended the Parish Missionary Disciple training that was led 
by Catholic Leadership Institute and perhaps a few others that may need to be added to the team.

The ideal number for an Adult Formation Team be around 4-6 people. Ideally at least one of those people 
would have good administrative and organizational skills. A charism of administration will be most helpful as 
groups are being organized and kept track of. Additionally, administrative gifts will be needed to understand and 
coordinate intentional scheduling or calendaring as well as considering processes to be put into place to bring 
new members into groups, and move group participants into leadership roles. From the beginning this is good to 
consider, that your team has at least someone with this skill set and charism.

STEP TWO. IDENTIFYING HOW MANY SMALL GROUP LEADERS ARE NEEDED
The next step for your parish is to determine how many small groups leaders you will begin to pilot the Art of 

Living in the fall of 2018. This may be based on the number of small groups your parish is aiming for. For example: 
let”s say you’ve determined you would like to begin five small groups, therefore you need five group leaders. Or, 
perhaps you have taken steps to identify how many small groups leaders and that in turn determines how many 
small groups. For example, you have taken the time identify that ten people who would like to lead a small group
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STEP THREE. RECRUITING SMALL GROUP LEADERS.
The next step is to recruit potential small group leaders. Small group leaders help organize the group, provide 

encouragement to members, offer communication (reminders about meeting, etc.), and help facilitate the 
discussion.  A small group leader is not a teacher or theologian, simply helping the discussion “move” so to allow 
the Holy Spirit to “move” in the group. 

STEP FOUR. IDENTIFY NAMES OF POTENTIAL SMALL GROUP LEADERS AND CONTACT THEM

Identify the names of people you would like to ask to consider being a small group leader. Reach to them with a 
personal phone call or face to face conversation to set up a time to share in detail what you want them to 
consider. Remember, at this point, you are not asking for a commitment! You are simply asking them to agree to 
hear about the vision and what they are being invited to consider.   

Share the vision and let them know what you want them to consider. You may want to consider doing a “pitch 
meeting”. It is important to be able to share the overarching vision and specifics of adult formation in the parish 
with each person being asked to consider being a small group leader.

You may want to organize one large meeting, inviting everyone who was asked to consider being a small 
group leader. This way they are all hearing the same thing at the same time. Or, of course, you could have a series 
of individual meetings.

Possible agenda for a “pitch meeting”
Please consult with your liaison if you need further details
I. The big picture, the diocesan vision. Share with them an overview of strategic planning
II. Vision for your parish in regards to small groups: becoming a “community of communities”
III. Details of the Art of Living
IV. Details of a schedule
V. Be clear of what is being asked of them: 

• they will first pilot the group, go through it themselves
• they are being asked to find a host (someone who might want to provide hospitality)
• they are being asked to discern if they will be a small group leader

VI. Set a date to receive an answer. Commitment should be clear as to how and to whom you want them to 
respond

STEP FIVE. RECRUIT HOSTS.
Decide how you would like to recruit small group hosts. A host will work alongside the small group leader.  

A host is someone who has a natural gift for hospitality. They may open their home for a small group to meet. 
They provide a welcoming environment and organize any food or refreshments for the group (either providing 
themselves or organizing that with the group).

You could either have the small group leaders take the responsibility for finding and inviting the hosts to 
come on board. Or, your Adult Formation Team may identify specific people that you notice would have this gift, 
and invite them.

Resource C
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STEP SIX. ORGANIZE PILOT GROUPS.
You may want to begin with one semester of “pilot groups”, where all small group facilitators and hosts “go 

through the group process together.” For example, let’s say you have eight small group leaders and eight hosts. 
That’s 16 total people. Let’s say you are using the Art of Living, you may divide up into two groups of eight and go 
through the first semester of Art of Living together. This becomes a learning experience to become familiar with 
the material.

STEP SEVEN. RECRUIT SMALL GROUP MEMBERS. After finishing the semester of the Art of Living with the “pilot 
group”, small group leaders and assigned hosts will begin recruiting parishioners into their small group. This may 
be a group of six to eight people, perhaps friends or family or perhaps some names given to you from the parish.

STEP EIGHT. LAUNCH SMALL GROUPS.
At this point, (based on the previous example), you would now have eight small groups starting in the parish. 

The leadership of your Adult Formation Team should be regularly checking in with the other small group leaders, 
to encourage them and to see if they are needing any assistance.

STEP NINE. CONSIDER THE NEXT STEPS.
You will want to consider if and how new groups will start in the future. For example: perhaps three or four 

people who just finished semester one feel called to lead their own small group. They would then break off and 
begin new small groups.   

Resource C
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CHAPTER 11
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HOW?
Best practices: What is working and why is it working?

______________________________________________________________________________________________

CRITERIA USED TO DETERMINE BEST PRACTICES 

THE FORMATION LIFE CYCLE
How well does this address the issues articulated in our Formation Life Cycle?

IS IT BEARING FRUIT? 
Can you see evidence that it is affecting change in people’s lives?

EASE OF IMPLEMENTATION
It might work in parish “A” but can it work in all of the parishes?

HAND OFF
How well does it interact with other parish ministries? Is it easy to get into? Does it feed other ministries?

SUSTAINABILITY 
Is it dependent on a certain personality or leader? Can it sustain multiple pastors?

LACK OF PERIPHERAL “NOISE” 
Are there questions? Perhaps with its leadership? theology? history?
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ART OF LIVING

ART OF LIVING. On December 12, 2000, the Jubilee of Catechists, Pope Benedict XVI, then Joseph Cardinal 
Ratzinger, published his Address to Catechists and Religion Teachers where he states, “Human life cannot be 
realized by itself. Our life is an open question, an incomplete project, still to be brought to fruition and realized. 
Each man’s fundamental question is: How will this be realized—becoming man? How does one learn the art of 
living? Which is the path toward happiness? To evangelize means: to show this path—to teach the art of living.”

WHAT IS THE ART OF LIVING? The Art of Living is a series of sessions exploring the fundamental questions about life, 
Jesus Christ, and one’s mission in the Catholic Church. The Art of Living is a four semester resource intentionally 
designed to walk a participant through an experience of the Formation Life Cycle. If the Formation Life Cycle is 
the “what” we want to happen, The Art of Living is the “how” to easily implement the “what” in parishes.

FOUR SEMESTERS.
• Semester 1: Focuses on Christian community. Why small groups? Why do I need people? How can we 

rediscover the art of authentic friendship? What are requisite skills needed to be in Christian community?
• Semester 2: Focuses on anthropology and Christology. Who am I? What did God make me the way He made 

me? Who is Jesus? Why did He come? Why do I need Jesus? How can I form a relationship with Christ?
• Semester 3: Focuses on conversion. What does it mean that God loves me? Seeing sin through the lens of 

God’s love for me. Working the “12 steps” of AA as I focus on sin (rather than merely alcohol).
• Semester 4: Focuses on mission? What is the Church’s mission? What is my role within the mission of the 

Church? What are my gifts and how can I use them in the mission?

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? 
For example, if you chose to host a session at night ... For example, if you chose to host a session during the day ...
6.00 - 6.30 p Arrive. Dinner. 10.00 - 10.30 a Arrive. Brunch.
6.30 - 6.35 p Welcome. Quick intro from host. 10.30 - 10.35 a Welcome. Quick intro from host.
6.35 - 7.05 p Watch video. 10.35 - 11.05 a Watch video
7.05 - 7.50 p Small group discussion. 11.05 - 11.50 a Small group discussion.
7.50 - 8.00 p Small group prayer. Wrap up. 11.50 - 12.00 p Small group prayer. Wrap up. 

SEMESTER ONE: MADE FOR MORE: CREATED TO CONNECT. 
• Week 1: We were made for community. Why? What does that mean?
• Week 2: Who is God?
• Week 3: We were made for God, we were made for more
• Week 4: We were made for God and each other, we were made for relationship
• Week 5 : What is authentic Christian community?
• Week 6: Obstacles to authentic Christian relationships
• Retreat talk no. 1: Finding time for prayer
• Retreat talk no. 2: Knowing God’s presence 
• Retreat talk no. 3: Committing to community
• Week 7: What’s the next step?

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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ART OF LIVING

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? It’s the only adult formation resource of it’s kind that is specifically 
and intentionally designed for the Formation Life Cycle. Plus, it’s produced by the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux 
for the people of the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux

WHERE DOES IT FIT IN THE FORMATION LIFE CYCLE? 
• Semester 1: Made for More | CONNECT
• Semester 2: Anthropology & Christology | ENCOUNTER & GROW
• Semester 3: Prayer, Conversion & Growing in Virtue | ENCOUNTER, CONVERSION & GROW
• Semester 4: Evangelize & Serve | MISSION

WHAT’S THE NEXT STEP AFTER THE ART OF LIVING?  If a parishioner completes all four semesters of The Art of Living 
they are more than likely ready for three things:
1. commitment to participating in a ongoing small group,
2. commitment to a lifestyle of ongoing learning,
3. confidence in discerning God’s will in their life. 
After The Art of Living parishioners would be most likely be ready to be trained to lead their own small group.

IS IT PERFECT? No, but no program is. The Art of Living is what it is. It is not meant to be the end of adult formation, 
it is mean to instill a desire for lifelong ongoing adult formation. While it does have intellectual and theological 
formation it does not cover specific apologetics topics.

ON OR OFF CAMPUS? You can host The Art of Living at your parish; however, the resource is not meant to be used a 
traditional large group video resource. The Art of Living is designed for small groups. In fact, the first semester is 
intentionally designed to help participants understand why that is. If you host The Art of Living on campus, make 
sure the session ends with small groups. Of course, you can also host The Art of Living in someone’s home. In fact, 
this is the preferred option.

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? The resource is free for parishes within the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux. Each session 
begins with a meal. You’ll need to consider meal expenses; however, there are lots of ways you can provide food if 
you’re creative. The retreat will have expenses; however, you can choose to do it at Lumen Christ or on campus at 
your parish or even at someone’s home.

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION? www.htdiocese.org/madeformore

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP? Talk to your diocesan liaison. They’ll get you started.

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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ALPHA

WHAT IS ALPHA? Alpha is a series of sessions exploring the Christian faith, typically run over eleven weeks. Each 
talk looks at a different question around faith and is designed to create conversation. Alpha is across the globe, in 
Christian Churches, both Catholic and non-Catholic.

WHO IS ALPHA FOR? Alpha is perfect for anyone who has questions about life, God, or Christianity. Alpha is 
designed to meet people in their questions. Alpha is designed to give people a safe place to ask questions without 
feeling pressured or being judged. Alpha is not necessarily for the advanced Catholic wanting to learn more about 
Catholicism. Alpha is most designed for those searching for more in life. It’s a great place to start the journey. 
Alpha is great for those who:
• Need a safe place to trust the Catholic Church
• Have questions about life, God, or Christianity, but aren’t necessarily ready to come to Mass
• Are “on the fringe” of religious circles
• Left the Catholic Church and interested in re-engaging

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? 
For example, if you chose to host a session at night ... For example, if you chose to host a session during the day ...
6.00 - 6.30 p Arrive. Dinner. 10.00 - 10.30 a Arrive. Brunch.
6.30 - 6.35 p Welcome. Quick intro from host. 10.30 - 10.35 a Welcome. Quick intro from host.
6.35 - 7.05 p Watch video. 10.35 - 11.05 a Watch video
7.05 - 7.50 p Small group discussion. 11.05 - 11.50 a Small group discussion.
7.50 - 8.00 p Small group prayer. Wrap up. 11.50 - 12.00 p Small group prayer. Wrap up. 

CURRICULUM. 
• Week 1: Is there more to life than this?
• Week 2: Who is Jesus? 
• Week 3: Why did Jesus die? 
• Week 4: How can I have faith? 
• Week 5 : How and why should I pray? 
• Week 6: How and why should I read the Bible? 
• Week 7: How does God guide us? 
• Retreat talk no. 1: Who is the Holy Spirit?
• Retreat talk no. 2: What does the Holy Spirit do?
• Retreat talk no. 3: How can I be filled with the Holy Spirit?
• Retreat talk no. 4: How can I make the most of the rest of my life?
• Week 9: How can I resist evil? 
• Week 10: Why and how should I tell others? 
• Week 11: Does God heal today? 
• Week 12: What about the church?

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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ALPHA

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? It’s bearing fruit. Alpha is what it is: it’s not meant to do everything, 
but it’s a great place to start the journey. 

WHERE DOES IT FIT IN THE FORMATION LIFE CYCLE? Alpha is a great CONNECT ministry. If done well, the Alpha retreat 
provides ENCOUNTER.

WHAT’S THE NEXT STEP AFTER ALPHA?  Some Alpha participants may not be formally initiated into the Catholic 
Church. For some, RCIA is the next step. Others may need to be Confirmed. For them, Adult Confirmation 
preparation is next. Some Alpha participants may choose to help with the next few Alpha courses, while others 
may move on to the Art of Living or other parish-based adult formation initiatives.

IS IT PERFECT? No, but no program is. Alpha is what it is. It is not meant to be a resource that answers all the 
questions about the Catholic Church. It is meant to be a safe place for those who are asking questions. Please 
don’t dismiss the resource because of its origins. The misperceived “knock” against Alpha is because is was 
founded in 1977 by Holy Trinity Brompton, an Anglican church in London. However, Alpha made special 
considerations for Catholic parishes.

ON OR OFF CAMPUS? You can host Alpha at your parish, assuming that you’re committed to excellent hospitality. 
That’s a great option for anyone to walk off the street or respond to a pulpit announcement. You can also host 
Alpha in someone’s home, with most of those attending personally invited by your team.

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? You’ll need a team. Your team should be comprised of at least five, no need be no 
larger than ten adults. The volunteers on your team must be people who have the charism of hospitality. They 
need to be people are able to let people ask questions without the urgent need to force the answers. Alpha is not 
an apologetics course, it’s a safe place to start the journey and ask questions. Of course, questions need answers, 
but your team has to be skilled enough to know that it’s about the journey, not about being right. 

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? You can purchase the “Run Alpha kit” for $95.99. You’ll need to consider the meal; 
however, there are lots of ways you can provide food if you’re creative. The retreat will have expenses; however, 
you can choose to do it at Lumen Christ or on campus at your parish or even at someone’s home.

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED ALPHA. WHO CAN I CALL? 
First call ... Then call ...
Our Lady of Good Counsel Catholic Church Sacred Heart Catholic Church
47650 North Territorial Road 200 West Main Street
Plymouth, Michigan 48170 Broussard, Louisiana 70518
Phone: 734.453.0326 Phone: 337.837.1864
Web: www.olgcparish.net Web: www.shbroussard.org

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION? 
Alpha USA
1635 Emerson Lane
Naperville, Illinois 60540
Phone: 800.362.5742
Web: www.alphausa.org

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP? Call Alpha USA: 800.362.5742. They’ll get you started.

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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WHY WE BELIEVE. WHY WE CONFESS. WHY WE WORSHIP.

WHAT IS THE “WHY WE” SERIES? Why We Believe, Why We Confess, and Why We Worship are the first resources 
produced as a direct result of the strategic plan. During the listening sessions preceding the planning process, 
the laity of our diocese expressed a specific desire to learn more about the most commonly asked questions of 
the Catholic Church. In addition, when discussing how to impact preaching, it was suggested that if more people 
understood what happens in the Mass as a whole there would be less pressure on the homily to provide the entire 
experience. 

WHO IS “WHY WE”  FOR? Why We Believe, Why We Confess, and Why We Worship are versatile enough to feed 
the most seasoned Catholic who needs a refresher, as well as the marginal Catholic searching for answers 
to questions that keep them at bay. It can be used in RCIA or for a more personalized approach to adult 
Confirmation preparation. The resource is designed for adults.

CURRICULUM: WHY WE BELIEVE 
• Talk 1: Does God Exist?
• Talk 2: Is Jesus God? 
• Talk 3: Peter and the Papacy 
• Talk 4: How We Got the Bible 
• Talk 5 : The Eucharist 
• Talk 6: Why Confess to a Priest? 
• Talk 7: Do We Worship Mary 
• Talk 8: Purgatory 

CURRICULUM: WHY WE CONFESS 
• Talk 1: Conversion and Forgiveness
• Talk 2: Confession, Penance, and Reconciliation 
• Talk 3: A Practical and Pastoral Guide to Confession 
• 
CURRICULUM: WHY WE WORSHIP 
• Talk 1: Who Determines How We Worship?
• Talk 2: The Mystery of Sacrifice 
• Talk 3: The Jewish Passover 
• Talk 4: The Last Supper and the Crucifixion 
• Talk 5 : Biblical Roots of the Mass, Part 1 
• Talk 6: Biblical Roots of the Mass, Part 2

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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WHY WE BELIEVE. WHY WE CONFESS. WHY WE WORSHIP.

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? It was produced by the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux for the 
people of the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux. It specifically addresses questions that people in our diocese are 
asking. The examples and images are our local images.

WHERE DOES IT FIT IN THE FORMATION LIFE CYCLE? Why We Believe, Why We Confess, and Why We Worship are ideal 
for the GROW piece of the Formation Life Cycle. However, if used well they can also be great resources for people 
who are waiting to more formally plug into the programs in your parish.

WHAT’S THE NEXT STEP AFTER THE “WHY WE” VIDEOS?  Depends on how you use it and who’s watching. Some 
participants may not be formally initiated into the Catholic Church. For some, RCIA is the next step. Some 
parishes may choose to use the videos in their RCIA or Adult Confirmation preparation. Certainly Why We 
Confess is designed to lead one to the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Why We Worship is designed to accent one’s 
experience of Mass.

IS IT PERFECT? No, but no program is. It is what it is. It is a teaching resource. Dr. Pitre does an excellent job 
presenting; however, some may find the content a “little over their head”. This is a valid critique we have heard.

ON OR OFF CAMPUS? You can watch the videos your parish; however, the resource is not meant to be used for small 
groups. Of course, you can also watch the videos alone, in someone’s home. In fact, this is the preferred option.

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? It’s pretty low maintenance since it’s designed to be viewed individually. Most of 
your effort will be in promotion. 

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? The resource is free for parishes within the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux.

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION? www.htdiocese.org/catholic-video-studies

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP? Talk to your diocesan liaison. They’ll get you started.

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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CHRIST’S LIFE

WHAT IS CHRISTLIFE? ChristLife is a three-part series of sessions designed to help people discover Christ, follow 
Christ, and share Christ. The resource equips Catholics for the essential work of evangelization so that all people 
might personally encounter Jesus Christ and be transformed into His missionary disciples. ChristLife produces 
resources, presents training events, and works to build a network of evangelizers. 

WHO IS CHRISTLIFE FOR? ChristLife is intended for and written to reach adults, 18 years or older. ChristLife strives 
to meet parishioners where they are, but it does require a serious commitment of the participant to a three-part, 
twenty-week series. Therefore, it may be best suited for Catholics actively searching for that next step in their 
journey. 

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? Ideally the series should be run close together. ChristLife recommends 
having one or two months between each course. Most parishes follow the school year schedule, taking the 
summer off. 

AN ANNUAL TIMELINE “COULD” LOOK LIKE THE FOLLOWING: 
• Discovering Christ October through November 
• Following Christ January through February 
• Sharing Christ April through May

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? 
For example, if you chose to host a session at night ... For example, if you chose to host a session during the day ...
6.00 - 6.30 p Arrive. Dinner. 10.00 - 10.30 a Arrive. Brunch.
6.30 - 6.35 p Welcome. Quick intro from host. 10.30 - 10.35 a Welcome. Quick intro from host.
6.35 - 7.05 p Watch video. 10.35 - 11.05 a Watch video
7.05 - 7.50 p Small group discussion. 11.05 - 11.50 a Small group discussion.
7.50 - 8.00 p Small group prayer. Wrap up. 11.50 - 12.00 p Small group prayer. Wrap up. 

CURRICULUM: DISCOVERING CHRIST – ASK. SEEK. KNOCK.  
• Session 1: What Is the Meaning of Life?
• Session 2: Why Does Jesus matter?
• Session 3: What Does Jesus Want Us to Know?
• Session 4: Why Do We Need a Savior?
• Session 5: Why Is the Resurrection Important?
• Retreat talk no. 1: Who is the Holy Spirit?
• Retreat talk no. 2: The Holy Spirit and You
• Session 6: New Life in the Spirit
• Session 7: Our Need for the Church

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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CURRICULUM: FOLLOWING CHRIST – ABIDE IN ME.  
• Session 1: Daily Personal Prayer
• Session 2: Hearing God in Scripture
• Session 3: The Power of the Sacraments
• Session 4: Forgiving One Another
• Session 5: The Spirit-Empowered Life
• Retreat talk no. 1: The World
• Retreat talk no. 2: The Flesh
• Retreat talk no. 3: The Devil
• Session 6: Advancing the Mission of the Church
• Session 7: Celebration Session

CURRICULUM: SHARING CHRIST – GO BEAR FRUIT.   
• Session 1: Called to Share Christ
• Session 2: Befriending Others
• Session 3: Sharing Your Story
• Session 4: The Power to Share Christ
• Session 5: Presenting the Good News
• Session 6: Inviting Others to Meet Jesus
• Retreat: Put out Into the Deep for a Catch 

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? It’s changing lives. The ChristLife evangelization process is bearing 
fruit. It equips participants with the necessary tools to continually recommit to Christ’s mission and seek to form 
other missionary disciples. 

WHAT’S THE NEXT STEP AFTER CHRISTLIFE? Some ChristLife participants may choose to help with the next round of 
ChristLife, while others may move on to the Art of Living or other parish-based adult formation initiatives.

ON OR OFF CAMPUS? You can host ChristLife at your parish, assuming you’re committed to excellent hospitality. 
You can also host ChristLife in someone’s home.

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? You can purchase the “Complete Evangelization Kit” from the ChristLife website 
for $1,180.00. This kit includes everything you need including the DVD set, a How to Run the Course Guide, 
Facilitator’s Guide, Participant’s Guide, Team Training Resource, Printing License, and Follow Christ book. There 
may also be expenses for meals or snacks for the sessions, along with expenses from the 1-day retreat included in 
each series. 

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED CHRISTLIFE. WHO CAN I CALL?
First call ... Then call ...
Saint Patrick’s Catholic Church Saint Anastasia Catholic Church
4518 S. Manhattan Avenue 407 South 33rd Street
Tampa, Florida 33611 Fort Pierce, Florida 34986
Phone: 813.839.5337 Phone: 772.461.2233
Web: www.stpatricktampa.org Web: www.stanastasiachurch.org

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION?
ChristLife phone: 443.388.8910
www.christlife.org

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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DOMESTIC CHURCH

WHAT IS DOMESTIC CHURCH? Long-term formation for sacramentally married couples who want to grow in 
holiness together. Couples typically meet with their circle once a month. It includes an annual retreat, usually 
held during the summer. It also offers optional community gathering for the sake of fellowship and information.

WHO IS DOMESTIC CHURCH FOR? Sacramentally married couples looking for community and accountability. There 
are no age restrictions. The circles usually consist of couples in various stages of life. Domestic Church is perfect 
for newlyweds, couples with small or large families, empty-nesters, or those with no children. 

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? Married couples first must attend a four day Domestic Church 
Evangelization Retreat before starting a trial period with a circle. Married couples typically join circles of four to 
seven couples and a priest that meet once a month in the homes of its members to share the joys and sorrows of 
the journey. They pray together, go over their progress in spiritual growth according to the seven promises, and 
go over new formation materials for the month. 

CURRICULUM. THE SEVEN PROMISES. 
• Daily Individual Prayer
• Daily Study of Scripture
• Daily Couple Prayer
• Daily Family Prayer
• Monthly Couple Dialogue
• Rule of Life
• Yearly Retreat
The movement provides formation, using the Church’s spiritual tradition and official teachings, for how to pray, 
how to use Scripture in prayer, and how to grow in a real relationship with God, our spouses, and our children in 
light of our Baptism.

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? There’s not much out there specifically designed to nurture the 
health of marriages. The heart of the Domestic Church movement is what happens at home. Domestic Church 
provides an easy way for married couples to grow closer to other couples. By strengthening couples and families, 
parish life will thrive and become a home base for our families. The Domestic Church process follows the Church’s 
vision of Catechesis for adults and has been successful in a number of parishes across the United States.

WHAT’S THE NEXT STEP AFTER DOMESTIC CHURCH? Domestic Church is ideally a lifetime commitment. After a nine-
month trial period, couples are then asked to discern whether or not to commit to the circle they started with. 
The information presented to couples eventually calls forth a further discernment on involvement in their parish 
ministries and serving the Church in various ways. 

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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IS IT PERFECT? Domestic Church is a very new movement in the United States since being brought over from 
Poland in 2011. Circles also tend to dissolve if there are less than four couples committed to the circle. However, 
Domestic Church only requires that a priest be present during circle meetings. Couples usually rotate and select 
a new couple to serve as lead facilitator annually. The beauty of this program is the gift that priests and couples 
alike receive. Your role in Domestic Church is one of presence and fatherly guidance rather than full-on leadership; 
this gives a priest insight into marriage and the spiritual growth of families that they wouldn’t otherwise get. 

ON OR OFF CAMPUS? Domestic Church is typically held off campus in the homes of the couples. 

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? You’ll need 4-7 couples that are ready to commit and dive into a walk of holiness 
within their home and family lives. These are couples looking for community, accountability, intellectual 
development, and spiritual development. You will also need a couple willing to host, and the time to commit once 
a month to a circle. Priests are allowed to have more than one circle if time permits. 

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED DOMESTIC CHURCH. WHO CAN I CALL?
First call … Then call…
Saint Benilde Catholic Church Sacred Heart of Jesus Catholic Church
1901 Division Street 600 Lakeview Street
Metairie, Louisiana 70001 Pineville, Louisiana 71360
Phone: 504.834.4980 Phone: 318.445.2497
Web: www.stbenilde.org Web: www.jesusinpineville.com

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION?
Visit the Domestic Church website and fill out a “Contact Us” form. 
Phone: 504.861.6347
Email: domesticchurchfamilies@gmail.com
Web:  www.domesticchurchfamilies.com

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP?
Contact David and Kate Dawson with the Archdiocese of New Orleans to set up an info meeting. They will 
answer any questions and help you get Domestic Church started in your parish. Phone: 504.861.6247

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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CALLED AND GIFTED

WHAT IS CALLED AND GIFTED? Called and Gifted, a workshop produced by the Catherine of Siena Institute, is 
designed to help Christians discern the presence of charisms in their lives. Called and Gifted seeks to equip 
Catholics to be lay apostles for their mission to the world. 

WHO IS CALLED AND GIFTED FOR? God is calling each person to a work of love that will fill their lives with purpose 
and joy; discerning charisms can help an individual discover that call. Called and Gifted is specifically for anyone 
over the age of 21 and any adult looking to explore their charisms. The workshop can be especially useful for 
young adults discerning career or vocational direction, parents wanting to help their children live their faith and 
recognize their gifts, people going through transition, new or returning Catholics who want to explore living 
their faith as an adult, Catholics discerning religious life or ordination, and parish staff and leads who want to 
nurture and empower parishioners. 

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? The Called and Gifted workshop is a two-day live presentation workshop 
that includes Church teaching on the laity and lay apostleship, the nature of spiritual gifts, call and vocation, 
and how to undertake the process of discernment. Two presenters cover about six hours of content, with several 
breaks and time for lunch. Each participant receives a Catholic Spiritual Gifts Inventory and a packet of materials, 
including a detailed outline of the presentation.

DAY ONE 
7:00 p  The Office and Mission of Laity
7:50 p  Break (20 minutes)
8:10 p  The Office of the Laity
             How to Take the Inventory
9:00 p  Take the Catholic Spiritual Gifts Inventory

DAY TWO
9:00 a Introduction to the Holy Spirit & Charisms
 Charisms vs. Natural Talents
10:35 a  Break (15 minutes)
10:50 a Pastoral Charisms
 Communication Charisms
 Organizational Charisms
1:00 p Steps of Discernment
 Lifestyle Charisms
 Healing Charisms
2:05 p Break (20 minutes)
2:25 p Personality & Discernment
 Charisms of Understanding
 Creative Charisms
3:10 p Break (5 minutes)
3:15 p Discerning Your Gifts Can Change Your Life
 Implications of Gifts Discernment
4:00 p Conclusion and Blessing
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CURRICULUM. The Called and Gifted discernment process consists of three parts: (STEP 1) Called and Gifted 
workshop, (STEP 2) one hour gifts interview, (STEP 3) helps to begin discernment in the real world. In the Called and 
Gifted workshop, participants will learn:
• The teaching of the Church on how gifts of the Holy Spirit work in your life and in the parish community. 
• The 5 steps of discerning the gifts that God has given you. 
• The signs and characteristics of 24 of the most common gifts of the Holy Spirit. 
• How discerning your gifts can change your own life. 
• How discerning your gifts can change the world and help spread the Gospel. 
• How discerning and using our gifts together can help transform and renew our parishes. 

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? Called and Gifted is bringing parishes to life by calling parishioners 
to live fully alive. When laymen and women are living fully alive, your parish is given the freedom to thrive in its 
pursuit of holiness. Called and Gifted is not the end all be all solution for adult formation, but it does an excellent 
job of calling parishioners to embrace their charisms and their higher calling of evangelizing other missionary 
disciples.

IS IT PERFECT? Called and Gifted is intended to initiate the discernment process for individuals because of this, 
parishioners’ responses to explore their charisms may vary. Charisms are also unfamiliar or  foreign to the 
majority of Catholics, therefore experiences of hesitation to attend a Called and Gifted workshop might occur. 
However, the effects of Called and Gifted have proven to be substantial as lay men and women are discovering 
their charisms and learning to better serve their parishes and the Church.

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? A facility that allows for participants to sit at tables. Equipment needed includes a 
digital projector, a large projection screen, a table for the projector, an extension cord, and a microphone.  

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? You will need to cover the Institute’s workshop fee, teacher expenses, and participant 
materials’ costs. They also ask for a non-refundable deposit when you reserve a date and ask that you cover 
airfare, meals, and lodging for the two presenters. Parishioners’ homes are a gladly accepted accommodation. 
When contacting Called and Gifted to schedule a workshop, they review with you the financial arrangements. 

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED CALLED AND GIFTED. WHO CAN I CALL?
First call … Then call …
Saint Thomas More Catholic Church Saint Joseph Catholic Church
940 Carmichael Street 225 North 8th Street
Chapel Hill, North Carolina 27514 Ponchatoula, Louisiana 70454
Phone: 919.942.6229 Phone: 985.386.3749
Web: www.stmchapelhill.org  Web: stjosephonline.com

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION?
Catherine of Siena Institute 
P.O. Box 26440
Colorado Springs, CO 80936
Phone: 719.219.0056 or 888.878.6789
Web: www.siena.org/called-gifted

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP?
Visit the Catherine of Siena Institute website under its Called and Gifted tab or call 719.219.0056.
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FAITH AND LIGHT

WHAT IS FAITH AND LIGHT? Faith and Light is an organized “Community” in a parish, made up of persons with an 
intellectual disability, their family and friends, especially young friends who meet together on a regular basis, 
centered on Christ, to share friendship, pray together, and celebrate life.   

HISTORY. Faith and Light was born out of a desire to help people with an intellectual disability find their 
place within the Church. In 1971, the movement began with a pilgrimage to Lourdes of 12,000 people from 
14 countries. When they returned home, many continued to meet monthly in their parishes. They shared 
friendship, prayed and celebrated life together. The movement continued to grow. Now with 1,450 communities 
around the world, both in the Catholic Church and other Christian Churches, the movement is attached to the 
Church’s Pontifical Council for the Laity. 
 
WHO IS FAITH AND LIFE FOR? Faith and Light cultivates an authentic loving Christian Community. Centered on 
Christ, it allows persons with intellectual disabilities, their families and friends, to recognize the unique and 
unrepeatable gift of each individual. Persons with an intellectual disability have the opportunity to connect with 
others, encounter Jesus through Scripture, prayer, and sharing. They grow in personal relationship with God and 
with those in the community. Family members are also able to connect with others, which often leads to growth 
in their own spiritual lives.   

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL GATHERING LOOK LIKE? 
Once a month gathering would include:
I.    A meal (optional) 
II.   A Scripture passage and Reflection is read
III.  Welcome and Reunion Exercise
IV.  Artist’s Workshop (Creative time)
V.   Sharing
VI.   Praying
VII.  Celebrating (a game) 

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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CURRICULUM. 
The curriculum is available for free on the Faith and Light website. Each gathering is entitled a “prayer”.
Here is the curriculum for the 2017-2018 Liturgical Year
Prayer 1: A spirituality of compassion : Jesus, the visible face of the Father 
Prayer 2: A missionary spirituality  The Holy Spirit sends us on mission 
Prayer 3: A community spirituality  The Faith and Light community 
Prayer 4: A Church spirituality  Faith and Light in Church 
Prayer 5: A spirituality of fragility  Faith and Light, power in weakness 
Prayer 6: A spirituality of the Magnificat  Mary 
Prayer 7: A spirituality of hope  Passion, death and resurrection of Jesus 
Prayer 8: A spirituality of incarnation: Christmas  
Prayer 9: A spirituality open to the word: Feast of Light
Prayer 10: A spirituality of joy: Easter 
Prayer 11: A cross-cultural and ecumenical spirituality: Pentecost  
Prayer 12: A lay spirituality: Live the Gospel (summer camps) 

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES?  Faith and Light allows people with disabilities to participate in 
the Church and enter into the discipleship process. Parishes that have a Faith and Life Community have found 
that it has been transformational not only for those who are part of the Faith and Light Community but, also to 
the wider parish community, as they witness the authentic love and spiritual growth that occurs through this 
ministry. 

ON OR OFF CAMPUS? Faith and Light works best on campus.  Parishes often comment that the witness of the 
Community gathering has an impact on parishioners.  Often, that witness is the catalyst that moves others to join 
the ministry.  Because it is “open group” in which new members can join at any time, keeping it on campus may 
be the best option.

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? You’ll need a small team of  people committed to getting this off the ground. Easily 
2-3 would be sufficient.  The team would need to organize the monthly gathering and follow the curriculum as 
outlined by Faith and Light.  It will also take inquiring if there are some persons with intellectual disability and 
their families that are interested in establishing this ministry in the parish.  Starting with a small ‘base’, then 
allows you to begin to invite others to come as ‘friends’ to join the community. 

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? The curriculum guide is free on the website www.faithandlight.org.  You’ll need to 
consider the cost of a  meal; however, there are lots of ways you can provide food if you’re creative. 

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED FAITH AND LIGHT. WHO CAN I CALL? 
St. Michael Catholic Church  1835
1835 Overhulse Road NW
Olympia, Washington 98502
360.754-4667
www.saintmichealparish.org

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION? 
Faith and Light Website:  www.faithandlight.com 

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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ACTS RETREAT

WHAT IS ACTS? ACTS is a three day and three night parish-based retreat presented by fellow parishioners. Men and 
women attend the retreat separately. While utilizing prayer, service, and teaching, the ACTS Retreat meets people 
where they are in their spiritual journey and invites them to experience God in a manner that is both personal 
and communal. 

WHO IS ACTS FOR? ACTS is great for Catholics that are looking to be engaged in their faith lives, especially within 
the parish community. ACTS is designed to help participants enter into a new or deeper relationship with God, 
fellow parishioners, and the community. ACTS is more directed at the Catholics that don’t feel connected to their 
parish or aren’t “being fed” from Sunday Services and other parish resources. Both Catholic and non-Catholic 
men and women can attend. 

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL RETREAT LOOK LIKE? ACTS typically begins on a Thursday evening and concludes on Sunday 
morning with mass. Each retreat is conducted by a retreat “team” composed of 20-30 individuals who have 
attended prior ACTS retreats. The ACTS Missions offers online trainings on how to conduct the retreat in your 
parish and provides you with a rough outline for the weekend.

CURRICULUM. The ACTS Retreat experience is rooted in the Paschal Mystery in that participants are invited to 
reflect on the Passion, Death, and Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. Throughout the weekend, they are 
invited to prayerfully consider how they can respond to His love by spiritually surrendering to Jesus in order to 
have new life with Him. This invitation is extended through the pillars of the apostolate:
• ADORATION: A response to God’s love through prayer and worship
• COMMUNITY: Participating in the One Body of Christ as Church
• THEOLOGY: Deepening our relationship with God in order to better fulfill His will 
• SERVICE: Answering the call to discipleship by following the model He gave us.

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? Parishes have been revitalized. It is a powerful community building 
experience. ACTS Missions is represented in 569 parishes worldwide and is supported by bishops and priests as a 
legitimate participant in the Church’s New Evangelization. Through ACTS, the laity respond to their baptismal 
call, and seek to participate in the apostolic mission of the Church to “go and make disciples of all nations.” 

IS IT PERFECT? Of course not. It’s meant to introduce participants to the community within your parish, while also 
focusing on the four pillars of the retreat. It does have its shortcomings as most retreats do. However, it’s proved 
itself to be quite successful in its aim to produce thriving, community-centered parishes in a number of parishes 
globally.

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? Eventually you’ll need a team of parishioners that have already attended an ACTS 
retreat. There are a number of ways to achieve this. One method calls for individual parishioners to attend 
retreats offered by other parishes. Another method calls for a minimum of ten parishioners to attend retreats 
offered by other parishes. ACTS Missions will then form a retreat team with those ten parishioners and persons 
from other parishes with team experience to conduct a retreat for your parish. The final method calls for ACTS 
Missions to come to your parish and conduct a complete retreat for your parish with its team.

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? The retreat, like all retreats, will have expenses. You’ll need to consider the fee for 
renting out a retreat facility, meals provided throughout the retreat, and additional expenses for literature, 
materials, etc. The total cost for the retreat may be approximately $175-250 per person depending on a variety of 
factors. There may also be expenses when ACTS Missions is sponsoring the retreat for the parish. These expenses 
should be able to be covered by a participant fee for attending the ACTS retreat.

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED ACTS. WHO CAN I CALL?
First call …  Then call ...                                            
Saints Peter and Paul Catholic Church Our Lady of Mercy Catholic Church
386 North Castrell Avenue 445 Marquette Avenue   
New Braunfels, Texas 78130 Baton Rouge, Louisiana 70806  
Retreat Director: Linda Pena Retreat Director: Andrae Hebert  
Phone: 830.625.4531 Phone: 225.926.1883     
Website: www.sppnb.org Website: www.olomchurch.com  

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION?
www.actsmissions.org

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP?
Fill out an online Bring ACTS to My Parish at www.actsmissions.org/Bring-ACTS-To-My-Parish. They will contact 
you with further instructions. 

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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ASCENSION PRESS

WHAT IS ASCENSION PRESS? Ascension Press offers Catholic bible study outlines, sacramental prep programs, Q&A-
style books, podcasts, online studies, free online videos and everything focused on an encounter with the living 
God. The Ascension Press studies and videos are the most popular resources used by other parishes. They are the 
most popular formation publisher for parishes.

WHO IS ASCENSION PRESS FOR? Content is directed towards teens or adults whose faith journey is either just 
beginning or well along the road. Ascension Press uses Biblical foundations for all of their studies and offers basic 
teachings for small groups. It is directed towards Catholics looking to “go out into the deep.” The focus is content 
for small groups, but also for parishes seeking assistance with efforts for the New Evangelization.

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? Sessions vary based on the study content and format of the information. 
For studies directed at teens, Ascension Press offers a full timeline for a 3-day retreat as a way to present the 
information. For the majority of studies intended for adult formation, the information is presented through an 
8-week/part video series. These session formats would look similar to a small group that meets once a week over 
dinner, watches a video, and has discussions in small groups. 

TOPICS. 
Jesus
Mary
The Mass
The Bible
Prayer
Church history
Theology of the Body
Motherhood
Marriage
Chasity
Divorce healing
Confirmation
... and more ...

RESOURCES. 
Fulfilled: Uncovering the Foundations of Catholicism
Joy-filled Marriage
Belonging: Baptism in the Family of God
YOU: Life, Love, and the Theology of the Body
The Bible Timeline
Chosen: Your Journey toward Confirmation
Kairos
Oremus: A Guide to Catholic Prayer
A Biblical Walk Through The Mass
... and more ...

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?



CHAPTER 11: ADULT FORMATION 95

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

ADULT FORMATION
BEST PRACTICES

ASCENSION PRESS
WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? When small groups need solid, scripture-based studies, Ascension 
Press is the go to for a comprehensive range of Catholic topics. We know that small groups are successful, and 
having access to studies written and developed by some of the Church’s greatest speakers and authors only 
increases the success. Ascension Press makes it easy to have small groups that cater to the needs and desires of 
every parishioner. 

IS IT PERFECT? Ascension Press is only one tool, but it does a great job at accomplishing what it has set out to 
succeed in: small groups. It may not have every answer to every question, but it does offer content that provokes 
discussion and leads participants into further exploration. 

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? You’ll need small group facilitators. For the adult formation series, you should 
only need two leaders per group: one host and one leader. Volunteers should hospitable, be well-equipped to 
facilitate discussion, and be trained and familiar with how to success-fully lead a small group. Ideally, small group 
facilitators would have already completed the study before leading one. 

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? Having an account is free. Ascension Press also gives you the option for a risk-free 
review pack that allows you to preview the pack for 45 days before deciding to keep it. Prices vary for each study. 
For example ... For example ...
Joy-filled Marriage study Unlocking the Mystery of the Bible study
Couple’s Set - $49.95 4 CD set - $39.95
DVD set - $194.95 4 DVD set - $99.95
Leader’s Set - $59.95 Leader’s Guide - $24.95
Starter Pack - $199.99 Starter Pack - $99.00
 Student Workbook - $19.95

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED. WHO CAN I CALL? 
First call … Then call … 
Our Lady of Perpetual Help Catholic Church Our Lady of the Holy Rosary Catholic Church
P.O. Box 608 44450 Highway 429
Concordia, Kansas 66901 Saint Amant, LA 70774
Phone: 785.243.1099 Phone: 225.647.5321
Web: www.olphconcordia.org Web: www.holyrcc.org
Study used: Oremus: A Guide to Catholic Prayer  Study used: Unlocking the Mystery of the Bible

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION?
Ascension Press 
Phone: 1.800.376.0520
Web: www.ascensionpress.com 

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP? Visit the Ascension Press website and start looking through studies your parish 
could use for small groups, etc. Call Ascension Press with any questions to get started. 

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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FORMED.ORG

WHAT IS FORMED.ORG? FORMED.org is a digital platform that gives your parish unprecedented access to video-
based study programs, feature films, audio presentations, and eBooks from the Church’s foremost presenters. 
FORMED.org is also available 24/7. 

WHO IS FORMED.ORG FOR? Whether fallen away or deeply engaged, at the parish or on the go, FORMED helps you 
reach your flock anytime, anywhere.

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? FORMED.org is an online database which means it’s available to use in 
whatever way the user sees appropriate. Parishioners are able to pick and choose the content they wish to learn 
more about. 

CURRICULUM. FORMED.org features study programs with 300+ episodes of transformation video-based study 
programs including accompanying study guides essential for discipleship. The database also includes audio 
programs of 48 life-changing Lighthouse Talks for evangelization made easy. There are also 40 full-length feature 
films and dozens of inspiring eBooks to enliven the faith of both individuals and groups. Visit www.formed.org/
content-list to view the complete content list. 

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? FORMED.org is a resource that can be readily and easily available 
for every parishioner. It offers us a powerful evangelization tool for the modern world and has been utilized in a 
multitude of dioceses. With the immense need for adult formation both spiritually and intellectually, FORMED.
org offers Catholics the necessary resources to continually learn and grow in faith. 

WHAT’S THE NEXT STEP AFTER FORMED.ORG? Revisit FORMED.org! With the new FORMED on Demand feature, 
there is constantly new media and content being uploaded. The learning and sharing of information just rolls on 
and on.

IS IT PERFECT? It’s pretty close. The only downside to this best practice, besides not reaching those with no access 
to the internet, is the loss of processing and discussion time with the content being offered. Because the resource 
is steadily available to any of your parishioners, you won’t be able to always hear or connect with parishioners 
on the content as you would with a series small group. However, it would be fairly easy to use the material on 
FORMED.org for a small group study. 

ON OR OFF CAMPUS? Mostly off campus for parishioners since FORMED.org is an online database. 

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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FORMED.ORG
WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? You will need to make sure your parishioners are well informed of the resource 
and understand how to navigate and use it. If they don’t know about or know how to use the resource, then they 
won’t use it, and this invaluable resource will be wasted. 

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? FORMED.org offers two pricing options. You can pay $179.99 monthly or $2,148.00 per 
year, or you can pay $1,850.00 per year and save $298.00.

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED FORMED.ORG. WHO CAN I CALL?
First call … Then call …
Saint Patrick Catholic Church Our Lady of the Rosary Catholic Church
400 Cedar Street 3368 Esplanade Avenue
St. Charles, Illinois 60174 New Orleans, Louisiana 70119
Phone: 630.338.8000 Phone: 504.488.2659
Website: www.stpatrickparish.org Web: www.olr-nola.org/formedorg

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION?
FORMED
Phone: 1.844.367.6331
Web: www.formed.org 

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP? Visit FORMED.org to get started and have any other questions answered. 

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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DYNAMIC CATHOLIC

WHAT IS DYNAMIC CATHOLIC? Dynamic Catholic, founded by Mathew Kelley, aims to offer high-quality Catholic 
content to all parishes and Catholics. It aims to be an innovative leader in the New Evangelization by helping 
Catholics and parishes become the-best-version-of-themselves. 

WHO IS DYNAMIC CATHOLIC FOR? Dynamic Catholic hopes to help ordinary people discover the genius of 
Catholicism. Dynamic Catholic is perfect for anyone who may need more information on Catholicism or need to 
be re-energized in their faith. Its resources are ideal for most searching and seeking Catholics early in their faith 
maturity. 

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL SESSION LOOK LIKE? Dynamic Catholic offers an online resource database. This means it’s 
available to use 24/7 in whatever way the user sees appropriate. Parishioners are able to pace themselves when 
choosing the content most appealing to them. Dynamic Catholic also offers fully drawn out programs and series 
aimed at assisting Catholics in growing spiritually and transforming their corner of the world. The Dynamic 
Catholic website offers option of free re-sources, resources for parishes, events, get involved, shop, etc.

CURRICULUM. Dynamic Catholic content is usually easy to grasp for most and tends to be more light-hearted, 
acting as an introduction or bridge into deeper topics. Resources include bestselling Catholic books, daily 
inspiration and reflections, Confirmation prep, First Communion and First Reconciliation prep, Best Lent Ever, 
Marriage prep, and content on everyday life. The Dynamic Catholic curriculum covers a wide range of topics 
focusing on all things from becoming Perfectly Yourself to Moving in the Spirit, Theology of the Body, Pope 
Francis, and The Gospel of John. 

WHY DID IT MAKE OUR LIST OF BEST PRACTICES? Dynamic Catholic is easy to use, easy to share, and easy to 
implement into parishes. It offers quality resources that can assist parishes in developing Catholics that are 
dynamic, inquisitive, informed, and excited for their mission. By assisting parishioners in becoming more 
‘perfectly themselves,’ parishes are then transformed. Dynamic Catholic has reached thousands and is becoming 
increasingly well-known and utilized within the Catholic community. 

WHAT’S THE NEXT STEP AFTER DYNAMIC CATHOLIC? In order to keep the momentum going, parishioners are 
encouraged to start a habit of prayer, read a great Catholic Book, share their faith, or lead a group. 

IS IT PERFECT? Dynamic Catholic is not intended to have answers for every question. It is definitely limited in 
the resources offered as most, if not all, are developed and produced within Dynamic Catholic. It may not be 
perfect for someone seeking highly logical and thought-provoking theology, but it does provide accessible, 
uncomplicated information for lukewarm Catholics. 

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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DYNAMIC CATHOLIC

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO IT WELL? You will need to communicate information thoroughly explaining all that Dynamic 
Catholic has to offer to your parishioners. Dynamic Catholic should be thought of as a resource to utilize in the 
further exploration of parishioners’ faith. Ultimately, you will need access to the internet. 

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST? Nothing is actually cost-free. Although it aligns its identity with free, high-quality 
resources for Catholics, Dynamic Catholic isn’t actually 100% free. Even the free re-sources usually require 
shipping to be paid for by the buyer. Parish resources are offered at ex-treme discounts of $1-5 per book not 
including shipping. Special parish pricing is offered for order-ing in bulk. Orders of 1-5 items cost $5.95 for 
shipping and handling per item. Orders of 6-499 items cost $3.00 per copy and includes shipping. Orders of 500 
or more cost $2.00 per copy and includes shipping.

I WANT TO TALK TO A PARISH WHO HAS USED DYNAMIC CATHOLIC. WHO CAN I CALL?
First call … Then call…
Our Lady of Fatima Catholic Church Saint Peter Catholic Church
4020 Lomas Boulevard NE 125 East 19th Avenue
Albuquerque, New Mexico 87110 Covington, Louisiana 70433
Phone: 505.265.5868 Phone: 985.892.2422
Web: www.fatimachurchabq.org Web: www.stpeterparish.com

HOW CAN MY TEAM GET MORE INFORMATION?
The Dynamic Catholic Institute (Kentucky Office)
5081 Olympic Blvd.
Erlanger, Kentucky 41018
Phone: 859.980.7900
Web: www.dynamiccatholic.com

I’M READY. WHAT’S MY NEXT STEP? Visit the Dynamic Catholic website and browse through the resources available 
for your parish. Give the Dynamic Catholic Institute a call and ask them to walk you through gathering the 
resources appropriate for your parish and special parish pricing.

Best practices: What is working and why is it working?
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ADULT FORMATION GOAL
By July 1, 2021 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation.*

* RECOMMENDING 12% OF TOTAL WEEKEND MASS ATTENDANCE FIGURE 

BY JULY 1, 2019 
(##) parishioners

in ongoing 
discipleship formation*

* RECOMMENDING 4% 
OF TOTAL WEEKEND 

MASS ATTENDANCE FIGURE

BY JULY 1, 2020 
(##) parishioners

in ongoing 
discipleship formation*

* RECOMMENDING 8% 
OF TOTAL WEEKEND 

MASS ATTENDANCE FIGURE

BY JULY 1, 2021 
(##) parishioners

in ongoing 
discipleship formation*

* RECOMMENDING 12% 
OF TOTAL WEEKEND 

MASS ATTENDANCE FIGURE
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Sample goal with building blocks
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ADULT FORMATION GOAL NO. 1

• By July 1, 2021 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation.*
 * Recommending 12% of total weekend Mass attendance figure 

MAPPING OUT A PLAN TO GET US THERE

 Year by year benchmarks for small group participation

1. By July 1, 2019 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation*
 * Recommending 4% of total weekend Mass attendance figure 
2. By July 1, 2020 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation*
 * Recommending 8% of total weekend Mass attendance figure 
3. By July 1, 2021 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation*
 * Recommending 12% of total weekend Mass attendance figure 

 Assessment and pruning

4. Use the diocesan assessment tool entitled “Evaluating existing adult formation ministries” (Resource 1) to 
evaluate adult formation ministries, assessing whether they are facilitating movement through the 
Formation Life Cycle, as well as how they most naturally assist in developing small groups.

5. Use the diocesan assessment tool entitled “Evaluating existing ministries through the lens of the formation 
life cycle” (Resource 2) to evaluate all other existing ministries, assessing whether they are facilitating one 
or more aspects of the Formation Life Cycle.

6. Evaluate whether the parish needs to hire a paid staff member to oversee adult formation and provide 
ongoing support to small groups.*

 * Remember, consult with Diocesan Office of Human Resources before we begin. They can be of great assistance. 

7. Eliminate non-essential ministries that either do not support the Formation Life Cycle or that do not 
directly enhance the ordinary function of the parish.

 Adult Formation Team

8. Establish an Adult Formation Team. They eventually complete semester one of Art of Living entitled 
Made for More, and are known as the first generation small groups.

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE E

Sample goal with some things to think about
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 Administration and organization

9. Form all parish staff, active ministry leaders, and consultative ministries to understand the need to “bear 
fruit”, the Nine Dimensions of a Mature Missionary Disciple and the Formation Life Cycle.

10. Dedicate intentional conversation at all staff and planning meetings focusing on adult formation and 
parishioner movement through the Formation Life Cycle. Specifically learn how to better notice and 
assess the visible “fruit” as seen in the Nine Dimensions of a Mature Missionary Disciple.

11. Form all “Entry Level” ministries to understand the principle of movement, illustrating how their “Entry 
Level” ministry is aimed at leading parishioners into small groups.

 Communication campaign

12. Create and initiate a communications campaign utilizing homilies, bulletin, and other forms of 
communication (website, social media, etc.), as well as parishioner testimonies, to cast vision of small 
group and adult formation.

 Small groups

13. Complete a grassroots invitation plan where all those in first generation small groups recruit 
parishioners into new 6-8 person small group, here known as second generation small groups. These 
second generation small groups complete semester one of Art of Living entitled Made for More. 

14. Once second generation small groups complete semester one of Art of Living entitled Made for More, 
complete assessment of whether any members of second generation small groups are able to start their 
own small groups. If so, these new small groups are referred to as third generation small groups.

15. Complete recruiting and formation of small group leadership so as to enroll and establish third 
generation small groups for any parishioner who wants to participate.

 Mentoring

16. Identify, and recruit if necessary, qualified parishioners who may be candidates to receive 1:1 or 1:3 
discipleship formation.

17. Working with our diocesan liaison, create a leadership growth plan in which at least one or two small 
group members eventually transition into 1:1 or 1:3 discipleship formation.

 Ongoing assessment

18. Host annual listening sessions to stay attentive to needs of parishioners.

19. In response to listening sessions add additional small groups to respond to the variety of needs. (For 
example: on-campus groups, family-based groups, couples groups, etc.)

Resource E

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE E
SAMPLE GOAL
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ADULT FORMATION GOAL NO. 1

• By July 1, 2021 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation.*
 * Recommending 12% of total weekend Mass attendance figure 

MAPPING OUT A PLAN TO GET US THERE

 Year by year benchmarks for small group participation

1. By July 1, 2019 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation*
 * Recommending 4% of total weekend Mass attendance figure 
2. By July 1, 2020 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation*
 * Recommending 8% of total weekend Mass attendance figure 
3. By July 1, 2021 (##) parishioners will be involved in ongoing discipleship formation*
 * Recommending 12% of total weekend Mass attendance figure 

 Getting started. The fall of 2018. Complete before January 1, 2019.

4. Establish an Adult Formation Team.

5. All members of Adult Formation Team participate in semester one of Art of Living entitled Made for 
More, known as first generation small groups

6. Use the diocesan assessment tool entitled “Evaluating existing adult formation ministries” (Resource 1) to 
evaluate adult formation ministries, assessing whether they are facilitating movement through the 
Formation Life Cycle, as well as how they most naturally assist in developing small groups.

7. Use the diocesan assessment tool entitled “Evaluating existing ministries through the lens of the formation 
life cycle” (Resource 2) to evaluate all other existing ministries, assessing whether they are facilitating one 
or more aspects of the Formation Life Cycle.

8. Evaluate whether the parish needs to hire a paid staff member to oversee adult formation and provide 
ongoing support to small groups.*

 * Remember, consult with Diocesan Office of Human Resources before we begin. They can be of great assistance. 

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE F

Sample goal with timeline
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9. Form all parish staff, active ministry leaders, and consultative ministries to understand the need to “bear 
fruit”, the Nine Dimensions of a Mature Missionary Disciple and the Formation Life Cycle.

10. Create a grassroots invitation plan where all those in first generation small groups recruit parishioners 
into new 6-8 person small groups, here known as second generation small groups. 

 
First half of 2019. Complete before July 1, 2019.

11. Complete a grassroots invitation plan where all those in first generation small groups recruit 
parishioners into new 6-8 person small group, here known as second generation small groups. 

12. Second generation small groups complete semester one of Art of Living entitled Made for More. 

13. Dedicate intentional conversation at all staff and planning meetings focusing on adult formation and 
parishioner movement through the Formation Life Cycle. Specifically learn how to better notice and 
assess the visible “fruit” as seen in the Nine Dimensions of a Mature Missionary Disciple.

14. Form all “Entry Level” ministries to understand the principle of movement, illustrating how their “Entry 
Level” ministry is aimed at leading parishioners into small groups.

15. Use the diocesan assessment tool entitled “Evaluating the Parish Calendar” (Resource 4) to evaluate the 
parish calendar, assessing “Entry Level” events and the intentionality of movement and follow up.

16. Working with our diocesan liaison, draft a one-year parish calendar designed to strategically host 
“Entry Level” events and “move” parishioners from “Entry Level” events into small groups. Include in 
the one-year parish calendar “Entry Level” events specifically designed to facilitate the “encounter” 
and “conversion” illustrated in the Formation Life Cycle. (For example: mission trip, retreat, etc. For 
reference, see “Example calendar for adult formation” Resource 6 )

17. Working with our diocesan liaison, create a plan for transitioning participants of “Entry Level” events 
into small groups.

18. Begin the process of eliminating non-essential ministries that either do not support the Formation Life 
Cycle or that do not directly enhance the ordinary function of the parish.

19. Once second generation small groups complete semester one of Art of Living entitled Made for More, 
complete an assessment of whether any members of second generation small groups are able to start 
their own small groups. If so, these new small groups are referred to as third generation small groups.

20. Identify, and recruit if necessary, additional small group leaders who could leave additional third 
generation small groups.

21. Working with our diocesan liaison, create a communications campaign utilizing homilies, bulletin, and 
other forms of communication (website, social media, etc.), as well as parishioner testimonies, to cast 
vision of small group and adult formation.

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE F
SAMPLE GOAL & TIMELINE

Resource F
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 Second half of 2019. Complete before January 1, 2020.

22. Initiate a communications campaign utilizing homilies, bulletin, and other forms of communication 
(website, social media, etc.), as well as parishioner testimonies, to cast vision of small group and adult 
formation.

23. Complete recruiting and formation of small leadership so as to enroll and establish third generation 
small groups for any parishioner who wants to participate.

24. Dedicate intentional conversation at all staff and planning meetings focusing on adult formation and 
parishioner movement through the Formation Life Cycle and assessment of visible “fruit” as seen in the 
Nine Dimensions of a Mature Missionary Disciple.

25. Complete the process of eliminating non-essential ministries that either do not support the Formation 
Life Cycle or that do not directly enhance the ordinary function of the parish.

26. Working with our diocesan liaison, create a leadership growth plan in which at least one or two small 
group members eventually transition into becoming a small group leader or host.

 
27. Working with our diocesan liaison, create an “on boarding” process for those seeking to become new 

members of the parish. Calendar these “on boarding” sessions at strategic times of the year so that they 
either feed small group enrollment or participation in “Entry Level” events specifically designed to 
facilitate the “encounter” and “conversion” illustrated in the Formation Life Cycle. (For example: mission 
trip, retreat, etc.)

 Looking ahead. Don’t forget about ...

28. Identify, and recruit if necessary, qualified parishioners who may be candidates to receive 1:1 or 1:3 
discipleship formation.

29. Working with our diocesan liaison, create a leadership growth plan in which at least one or two small 
group members eventually transition into 1:1 or 1:3 discipleship formation.

30. Host annual listening sessions to stay attentive to needs of parishioners.

31. In response to listening sessions add additional small groups to respond to the variety of needs. (For 
example: on-campus groups, family-based groups, couples groups, etc.)

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE F
SAMPLE GOAL & TIMELINE

Resource F
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If there is any window of opportunity we miss within the Catholic Church it is welcoming new 
parishioners to the parish. Without some degree of intentionality new members often find it difficult to 
easily integrate themselves into an already established parish family. If we don’t see new members “getting 
involved” it’s often because we have not made that process easy. “On boarding” is an excellent opportunity 
to meet new members, discover who they are, and share with them a vision for the parish. On boarding 
allows you to tell them about how the parish can help them, and it gives you a relational opportunity to 
share what you expect from them. Best practice research indicates that on boarding on a Saturday morning, 
either once a month or every other month, is an ideal time to meet new members and walk with them 
through the transition of joining the parish. Here’s an example of what Saturday morning could look like.

9.30 - 9.45 Welcome
• Coffee and refreshments.
• General conversation
• “Let’s get to know each other”

9.45 - 10.00 Welcome to our parish
• Pastor shares his “story” 
• Overview of the history of the parish 
• Specific statistics: How many are we? How old? Percentages of generations

10.00 - 10.15 Who we are
• Every parish can be summarized in one word. Our one word is ... 
• Our vision for the parish 
• Our vision for you as a parishioner
• What your life could look like one year from now

PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

RESOURCE G

Sample agenda “on boarding” new members

Resource G
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10.15 - 10.35 What we offer you
• Sacraments: Mass schedule, Confessions, etc. Ask direct questions about Confirmation, etc. 
• Pastoral care: spiritual direction, counseling, annulments, etc. Ask direct questions about 

their needs
• Formation within community: here’s our vision for small groups, what a typical night 

looks like, we ask each new member to join a small group within the first 12 months
• If they have children: here’s our vision for youth formation
• What’s your next step? Let’s look at the calendar together

10.35 - 10.45 Break
10.45 - 11.15 Who you are

• New parishioners shares their “story” 
• Tell me specifically about your spiritual and religious journey 
• What brought you to our parish? 
• What would you hope to see in your life during the next year?

11.15 - 11.30 What we invite you to, part 1
• Let’s look at a typical Sunday. Review Mass options. What to expect.
• Let’s walk through a bulletin
• Let’s walk through our website, specifically audio and/or video resources
• Let’s walk through formed.org
• Let’s walk through our brochure on ministries
• Let’s specifically talk about our Guest Services team

11.30 - 11.45 What we invite you to, part 2
• Sacraments: Mass schedule, Confessions, etc.
• Formation within community: here’s our vision for small groups, we ask each new 

member to join a small group within the first 12 months
• Service: We ask that each new parishioner begin to serve the parish by serving on our 

Guest Services team, perhaps specifically on our welcome and hospitality teams. Our 
expectation is one Sunday every other month.

• Stewardship: We’re transitioning away from envelopes. Here’s our system for on-line 
banking, as well as a small vision statement regarding tithing

• Your next 90 days: What can you be doing?

11.45 - 12.00 Q&A
• Can I get you to fill out this parish registration form?

12.00 Conclusion
• Pastor: here’s my card and contact info
• Can we now schedule an in-house visit so that I can bless your home?

Resource G
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Leadership you’ll need to succeed

Resource H

ROLE OF THE SMALL GROUP LEADER
The primary role of the small group leader is to organize and facilitate a small group. A small group 

leader will pray a major role in encouraging and motivating the group members to remain engaged in the 
small group. A small group leader is not being asked to be a teacher or a theologian, rather they are primarily 
being asked to guide the group through a normal “flow” or agenda and to keep the small group discussion 
“moving” in a way that engages all members of the group to share. 

Some qualities you might look for in a small group leader:
1. They understand and have a passion for the vision of intentionally forming disciples in the parish  
2. They are personable and able to easily build rapport and relationship with others
3. The have good listening skills
4. They have the potential to journey alongside others spiritually  
5. They desire on-going personal formation as well as desiring to be more fully equipped to accompany 

others in the  process of spiritual growth  
6. They have basic leadership skills and you believe they could facilitate a group discussion
7. They have the intellectual capacity to understand “the nine” and “the five”   
8. They have a basic awareness and ability to express spiritual experience in a healthy way  

What are small groups leaders committing to?
• An initial training meeting and a training meeting at the start of each “new” semester
• Keeping the small group organized (scheduling, preparing materials, sending reminders and 

encouragements to group members, facilitating the small group)
• Journeying with a small group through the 2 year discipleship process
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ROLE OF THE ADULT FORMATION TEAM LEADER
The initial role of the Adult Formation Team Leader is to provide support and guidance to the other 

mentors and small group leaders. The Leader will continuously assist the team in remaining focused on the 
Formation Life Cycle and assessing fruitfulness of the small groups. Eventually, this person may be able to 
step into a more intentional 1:1 or 1:3 Mentor role with others.

1. Some additional qualities you might look for in an Adult Formation Leader (in addition to those 
listed for Small Group Leader)

2. They embody all the criteria needed to be a Small Group Leader  
3. Most ideally, they would say they have been intentionally journeying with Jesus for more than five 

years  
4. They have already had some experience of journeying alongside others in their spiritual life  
5. There is a level of spiritual maturity and good discernment that has been demonstrated  
6. You notice they may have a gift for forming or teaching others  

What are Adult Formation Leaders Committing to?  
1. Training small group leaders in the parish (two meetings)  
2. Journey with small group leaders for the two-year discipleship process in the parish beginning 

September 2018  
3. Assist in oversight of the small group process for the parish   
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Tips on recruiting new volunteers

Resource J

“The harvest is abundant but the laborers are few; 
so ask the master of the harvest to send out laborers for his harvest”

MATTHEW 9:37-38

RECRUITING NEW VOLUNTEERS

• Recruiting new people can be something we feel discouraged about before we even start!
• Perhaps it is because we have not found success in our past efforts.
• Perhaps it is because we have never really had to recruit volunteers before.
• So, let’s take some time to offer you encouragement and help.

1. PRAYER AND DISCERNMENT MATTERS 

• We should ask God to send the right people to lead small groups.   
• We need to ask Him to show us who we should invite to discern this endeavor.  
• We would do well to pay attention to what He is telling us or who He may be pointing out to us.
• Over the first two years of strategic planning, we have seen fruit in intentionally asking God who He 

would like us to ask to be a part of the process.
• We saw even more fruit as many of our implementation teams prayed a discernment Rosary, pausing to 

ask God for specific names for PMD or other initiatives. Often those names were not on any initial list. 
Ask the Lord for help. Pay attention to who comes to mind. Pay attention to who starts to frequently 
cross your path. These are all ways we can allow the Lord to point out to us the people He has already 
chosen.   
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2.  THE ART OF LOOKING AGAIN

• It is important to recognize that sometimes we fail to look beyond the obvious. We often “see” the 
people who are already involved in the parish or people whom we are already quite acquainted with.  
Fruitful recruitment will require us to learn how to “look again”.  It will require us to look beyond those 
who are right in front of us.   

• One consistent, common theme expressed across the diocese is that people want to be involved, but 
often don’t know how to be involved. We have also heard that people don’t feel informed about the 
needs of their parish. Every parish has people who are waiting to be invited! Every parish has people who 
have already begun to notice a call from the Lord. Many of them are ready for “something”, but they 
aren’t quite sure what that something is.   

• We now have a multitude of resources at our disposal that can help us to recognize people that 
originally may not have been considered before. For example, you might consider using the parish 
picture directory and the parish Facebook page. Think about other resources that you also might access. 
An exercise your team might consider entails getting together to pray and ask God to reveal “who” 
should be considered. Afterwards look through these resources and see what names may surface.

• Additionally, if your team remains open to the idea of God revealing new people as potential volunteers, 
then things like parish listening sessions and Sunday Mass attendance become opportunities to 
recognize the people who might be the answer to your prayers.

• Consider putting into place a process for informing parishioners of the parish needs and make it easy 
for them to respond to you. Be sure to follow up quickly and personally, especially since they have taken 
that big step of expressing their interest in volunteering!   

3. VISION IS IMPORTANT

• It is important that you clearly share the full vision when you invite someone to consider involvement in 
a ministry. For example, if you invite someone to discern becoming a small group leader, it is important 
that you share the vision for forming disciples in the parish.  You could share what God is doing in the 
diocese and in your parish; this is so important! People want to know that what they are giving their 
time to is ‘going somewhere’.  They need to be able to ‘see’ the big picture and the passion behind what 
they are being asked to do. 

• You might want to practice sharing the vision with each other first.  There are many videos on the 
diocesan website that can assist you in sharing the vision with others.  You can share one of these 
videos, then offer your own personal input at the end.  A ‘vision pitch meeting’ might be another useful 
approach.  If your team discerns a list of names, have someone call each of them personally. Simply ask 
them to come to a meeting to, “allow us to share about an exciting opportunity.”  At that meeting, with 
all those you are recruiting, share the vision with the group, and tell them what you are asking of them. 
Afterwards, invite them into a time of discernment.   

PLANS OF HOPE
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4. MAKE IT CLEAR WHAT YOU ARE ASKING
• Be sure to communicate clearly what you are asking them to commit to. Be clear with how you see their 

gift and contribution making an impact.  Give them time to discern and set a date by which you would 
ask for a response one way or another.  

5.  THOSE RECRUITED CAN BECOME YOUR BEST RECRUITERS
• It is important to cultivate the norm that we are ALL a part of inviting others to become more actively 

involved.  If for example, someone is invited and discerns they want to become a small group host… then 
you may encourage them to help find one more host the next time you start recruitment. When they are 
able to share through the lens of their own experience, their witness is often very powerful for others.

6. CONSIDER PRUNING NEEDS
• Unfortunately, there are some instances in which certain parishioners have done things a certain in the 

parish for many years or decades. And sometimes this can develop an attitude that makes new ideas and 
new people feel very unwelcome or as though there is not space for anyone else. We heard this described 
over and over again across the diocese, especially from young adults.  Having tough conversations 
and facing the conflict that comes with these situations is difficult, but it is essential if we are to ‘make 
a space’ for more people to feel welcome and come on board. If you recognize this problem, with 
reverence, love and humility, pray about this and talk to your pastor to discern a way to move forward. 

7.  CONSIDER ALL THE NEEDS IN THE PARISH
• It is important that as you are recruiting for one need, you are always considering ALL the needs within 

the parish. This is because we want to help people discern the best place for them to serve…and we want 
to allow them to be in places where their gifts and charisms could be maximally offered.  So, for example 
if adult and youth formation is looking to recruit new volunteers; consider what qualities, attributes, 
and charisms you hope for in each of these ministries. Then, as names come forward, consider both 
ministries and decide who might be the best fit for each.

8. A PLAN WILL BE HELPFUL
• Developing a recruitment plan and timeline will be very helpful. Putting all of this on the calendar, 

along with scheduled time for communal discernment, personal follow up, and clear deadlines, will 

Resource J
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definitely help to stay organize. 
FOR EXAMPLE:
• Your adult formation team discerns that the Pilot for Art of Living Groups will start on January 7th.    

You have 5 leaders now and would like to recruit at least 5 additional small group leaders. 

November 1:   Team meets to discern names of potential small group leaders 
 (pray and look at Parish Directory, Facebook, etc)

November 8:   Team meets for a 2nd round of discernment of names and divides list in two 
 Team makes personal call invitations to the Vision Pitch Meeting on Nov. 18th

November 14:   Target date for team to finish all calls and invitations 

November 18:   Vision Pitch Meeting; everyone is asked to discern and reply by Dec. 5th

December 5:     Target date to get responses from those recruited

December 12:   Large meeting for new volunteers; more orientation about small groups

December 19:   Training Meeting for new volunteers

January 7:         Kick-off
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DIOCESAN PLANNING PRIORITY NO. 2: ADULT FORMATION

SECTION 11
WHO?

What’s the relationship between your Adult Formation Team 
and your Parish Implementation Team

Adult Formation Team and Parish Implementation Team

PARISH IMPLEMENTATION TEAM
  
The Parish Implementation Team has been formed 
primarily as a means to assist the pastor in adequate 
discernment, planning and implementation of a 
strategic plan the parish.

Their focus is understanding how diocesan 
planning priorities assist the parish in its vision to 
intentionally make disciples, keeping the parish 
accountable to the parish plan. The Implementation 
Team’s Purpose is to support the strategic planning 
process within the parish in the following ways:

PHASE II (BEGINNING JULY 2018) 

1. Assist the pastor in identifying thematic 
strengths, weaknesses, and dreams of 
parishioners regarding the parish, as assessed 
through summer listening sessions

2. Through team-based communal discernment, 
articulate three essential pastoral priorities for 
the parish (Sunday, Formation, Outreach) 

3. Through team-based communal discernment, 
develop a parish-based strategic plan aimed at 
addressing three essential pastoral priorities

4. Provide on-going discernment and assessment 
of fruitfulness of implementation, so to assist 
the pastor in recognizing “what’s working?” or 
“what do we see God doing?”

ADULT FORMATION TEAM
  
The Adult Formation Team is to be formed to 
assist in the promotion, execution and on-going 
assessment of adult formation and discipleship 
formation in the parish.  

The Adult Formation Team’s purpose is to focus 
on the area of adult formation in the parish in the 
following ways:

1. Through a thorough understanding of the 
Formation Life Cycle, provide discernment 
and assist the pastor with implementation and 
on-going assessment of the formation life cycle 
and the progressive implementation of adult 
formation in the parish.

2. Collaborate in promotion of adult formation as 
well as: scheduling, enrollment of small groups, 
and on boarding opportunities for parishioners

3. Ensure that small group leaders and hospitality 
teams are well supported.
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Possible timeline for adult formation initiatives within the parish

Resource K

SUMMER 2018  
• Organize an adult formation team in the parish

SEPTEMBER 2018
• Discern additional and/or potential small group leaders
• Contact each potential small group leader personally to invite to a “pitch meeting” 
• Conduct “pitch meeting” by September 17 to “pitch” the vision for adult formation in the parish and 

clearly present what you are asking them to consider & discern 
• Set deadline for small group leader response/commitment by September 30
• Encourage small group leaders to identify hosts and submit names
• Screen all potential hosts and receive commitment by October 15

OCTOBER 2018
• Assign small group leaders and mentors to their fall pilot groups
• Conduct orientation meeting and small group training by October 31

NOVEMBER 2018     
• Begin Art of Living pilot groups 
• Adult formation team finalizes all logistical needs for Art of Living spring kick-off
• Small group leaders begin to recruit their small group

DECEMBER 2018 
• Small group leaders finalize their small group members
• Complete final details and training for small group leaders and mentors

JANUARY 2019       
• Small groups begin Art of Living Semester no. 1, “Made for More”
• Adult Formation Teams begin to discern, with pastor, when is the next semester and when new groups 

will begin
            
1. A few parishes may have a paid staff member who is responsible for organizing adult formation in 

the parish, if that is the case, then you would defer to this staff member’s lead for organizing an adult 
formation team.

2. The majority of our parishes however, will need to put together a team of people with the specific 
purpose of organizing and actualizing adult formation in the parish.   We would recommend all 
participants of Parish Missionary Disciple program to arrange a meeting with your pastor to discuss the 
best way forward for your parish.


