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The diocesan Pastoral Plan, Encounter that Leads to 
Transformation, was officially promulgated in 2015 by Bishop 
Joe Vásquez. Now, five years later (Jan. 2014-2019) the plan 
is entering a new phase of life. As we reflect on the past five 
years, we realize that Central Texas is alive and thriving. As the 
diocese continues to experience tremendous growth and 
development the hope is that the plan will continue to call 
us to encounter Jesus Christ in a more intentional way and 
rejoice in the blessings God has given us.

The plan was designed to build upon the existing mission 
statement of the Diocese of Austin, which reads: 

“We, the Diocese of Austin, through the Word and Eucharist, prayer, formation, 
education, social ministries and advocacy, embrace diverse cultures throughout the 
diocese so that together, as the Catholic Church, we may continue the mission of Christ 
in the world today.”

PLAN HISTORY
tIn the fall of 2013, a Core Team and Steering Committee 
were established to begin the process of developing a plan. 
In January 2014, these two groups, including Bishop Vásquez 

met monthly for a year to process listening sessions, survey 
data and other information to design the plan. The final 
English version was approved in September 2015. From this 
point on the Core Team worked on the final format, a plan 
booklet, prayer cards, study guide and newsprint versions. 

On October 12, 2015 nearly 50 parishes attended a kickoff 
event at St. Mary Cathedral in Austin. Attendees received a 
copy of the Pastoral Plan, a bag containing posters, prayer 
cards and other materials to share with their parish. The 
implementation process began that evening with attendees 
recording their thoughts about what it means to be Catholic 
or how they have encountered Christ. 

During the first year of implementation beginning January 
2016, the Team focused on communicating the content of 
the plan. Bishop Vásquez and then-Auxiliary Bishop Daniel 
Garcia facilitated conversations with parishioners and parish 
leaders at regional gatherings throughout the diocese. 
Offered in English and Spanish, the bishops emphasized 
the importance of acknowledging and celebrating what 
was already part of parish life that reflected the goals and 
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Upcoming
DIOCESAN 

EVENTS

JULY 13
Annual Men's Mass

St. John Neumann Parish, Austin

AUGUST 24
Annual Pro-Life Gathering

St. Elizabeth Parish, Pflugerville

SEPTEMBER 7
Diocesan Women's Conference

St. William Parish, Round Rock

SEPTEMBER 18
Assembly of Catholic Professionals

Hyatt Regency, Austin

SEPTEMBER 26
Red Mass and Reception
St. Mary Cathedral, Austin

 
For event information, visit www.austindiocese.org

objectives of the new plan. Through a dedicated webpage, stories and 
examples of what parishes were doing to make use of the plan were posted 
along with ideas and resources. The webpage provided a vehicle for parish 
stories and listed resources for the objectives. Because it was so important for 
the plan to be available to as many as possible, it was translated into Spanish, 
Vietnamese and Korean then uploaded on the webpage. 

In this first year, the Team made use of social media to communicate 
information, developing podcasts that featured our diocesan youth, young 
adults and seminarians. Monthly articles appeared in the Catholic Spirit 
featuring stories of parish activities and programs that connected to the Plan’s 
goals and objectives.

PLAN SUCCESS 
Regular meetings were held with the diocesan staff, parish leaders and priests 
to dialog and reflect on the Pastoral Plan and how it might serve as a guide for 
ministry and programs. Several diocesan offices effectively used the plan to 
set goals and direction for their ministry.

In January 2017, the Team shifted its focus to Goal 2, Priestly Life. Bishop 
Vásquez and Bishop Garcia met with a priests’ committee and reviewed a 
variety of parish support programs such as, Divine Renovation and Amazing 
Parish. They decided to participate and promote the work of Amazing Parish, 
offering funding for pastors and their teams to attend. To date 15 parishes and 
a diocesan team have attended an Amazing Parish Conference. In addition, 
staff members were trained to offer follow-up support to those parish teams 
as they implement the Amazing Parish goals. 

That same year the Team also focused on Goal 2 and collaboration among 
diocesan offices and with the parishes. It was decided to engage the services 
of LPi Connections, which offers communication and engagement solutions 
for ministry leaders, coaching and consulting. The staff used the assessment 
tool, StrengthsFinder to learn more about themselves and how to work more 
effectively together based on one’s strengths. This effort continues today 
with new staff members, helping them identify their strengths. The Team also 
collaborated and supported the V Encuentro process, which still continues to 
unfold in our diocese.

January 2018 began with a commitment to continue offering parish and pastor 
support and resources as well as reflecting on plans for the future. In June, the 
Team and bishops explored the possibility of the Pastoral Plan evolving into a 
vision document to be used by the staff and parishes. The diocesan Pastoral 
Plan was a rich document offering guidance for individuals, parishes, pastors 
and the diocesan leadership.

FUTURE
As the diocese continues to grow and change, Encounter that Leads to 
Transformation can continue to serve the diocese as an inspiration for future 
planning and ministry.
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On a recent Monday evening in Cincinnati, Pat Lencioni asked a 
crowd of 900, “Isn’t the church’s work more important than the work 
of any Fortune 500 corporation?” Small teams of pastors, associate 
pastors, staff and leaders from seven Diocese of Austin parishes, as 
well as myself and two other diocesan staff members attended the 
Amazing Parish Conference and worked through this big question. 

Here in Central Texas, we observe the outcomes of successful 
corporate investment, research and development all around us. Do 
we see the same success in the mission of the church? Granted, the 

Catholic church is not a corporation with the goal of making a profit. The church exists to make disciples and continue 
the ministry of Jesus Christ. If we are to accomplish this mission, we must use our resources wisely to respond to 
modern challenges. Continuing to operate as we have in the past and without intention will certainly not lead us to 
impact our culture today and in the future. Renewal of commitment to our mission is critical for success.  

These seven parishes joined a group of around two dozen other 
Diocese of Austin parishes who have been trained in the Amazing 
Parish model over the last couple of years. The leadership of these 
parishes are working to change their culture so that they may be a 
place rooted in prayer, experienced in teamwork, focused on results 
and full of disciples eager to share their faith with others. 

Most uniquely, the Amazing Parish model sets up a strong support 
system for the pastor so that his leadership may provide vision for 
the whole parish. Supporting the pastor’s vocation is a critical step 
in enlivening any parish. When his vision is supported and articulated clearly, our parishes become places where 
everyone is supported with dignity. Everyone is held accountable to the shared mission and that mission is sure to be 
accomplished. Pastors, staff, ministry leaders and parishioners all see their part in the culture of a vibrant parish.  

And while the implementation of parish renewal or pastoral planning might look different in our many different parish 
communities here in the Diocese of Austin, we all move forward with the opportunity and hope that is present today 
in our parishes, our pastors and our people. Jesus Christ asks us to “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations.” (Mt 
28:19) Let’s get to it and change the world. 

To learn more about the Amazing Parish, visit amazingparish.org

Parish

by Allison Tate
Secretariat for Formation and Spirituality
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It takes a village to raise a child and Catholic Charities of Central Texas strives to be the village for hundreds of 
families embarking upon the journey of parenthood.

The Gabriel Project Life Center (GPLC) at Catholic Charities offers case management and material assistance to 
expectant and new parents to provide the support and resources needed to give their child a safe and healthy start 
at life. The most essential component of the GPLC is the “Earn While You Learn” curriculum, which teaches parents 
valuable information about developmental milestones, safety, nutrition and other important topics. Parents earn 
points for attending classes, which are redeemed for necessities such as diapers, strollers or cribs. Through these 
classes, participants build a support network of other parents working to build happy, healthy families.

When parents complete the classes, Catholic Charities celebrates their accomplishments in a graduation ceremony. 
For some, GPLC graduation is the first graduation they have experienced and their village is there to cheer them 
on. Catholic Charities is grateful for the Society of St. Katharine Drexel for organizing a reception to honor recent 
graduates, and for the parishes of Sacred Heart in Austin and Santa Teresa in Bryan for hosting the ceremonies. 
Their support embodies Catholic Charities’ mission of strengthening families and promoting respect for human 
dignity and life.

Catholic Charities is honored to partner with parishes and schools across the Diocese of Austin and is pleased 
to announce the inaugural Catholic Charities Weekend, Sept. 28-29, 2019. Catholic Charities Weekend is an 
opportunity for the faithful to learn more about the mission and services of Catholic Charities and find ways to join 
their efforts to eradicate poverty in Central Texas.

To learn more about Catholic Charities, visit ccctx.org

Stewardship

It takes a village 
to raise a child 
and Catholic 
Charities of Central 
Texas strives to 
be the village 
for hundreds of 
families embarking 
upon the journey of 
parenthood.

catholic charities earn while you learn



5DIOCESE OF AUSTIN REFLECTIONS | SUMMER 2019

Thirteen years ago, they walked into the kindergarten door at St. Theresa’s 
Catholic School in Austin. Ten years ago they posed for first Communion photos. 
This spring, they graduated from high school.

What was initially planned as a small gathering of 15 former kindergarten 
classmates, swelled to 32, as the door kept opening and kids continued to pour 
in, one after another.

The 2006 kindergarten class at St. Theresa’s had 44 students, divided into two 
classes. Over the years, some would leave town for family reasons, others moved 
to different Catholic schools or homeschool hybrid programs while others 
migrated to public schools. But in the end, the families remained in touch.

“We should get the class together before they graduate,” said Kathryn Whitaker, 
mother of Will Whitaker. It was something she had said a dozen times before to 
her husband Scott, but with high school graduation looming they knew it was 
now or never. With a week’s notice, they sent out an invite on Facebook. On Divine 
Mercy Sunday, the Whitaker kitchen was full of 32 former classmates high-fiving, 
laughing and poring over old yearbooks.

Of the original class, 10 completed a Catholic education through their senior year 
in the Diocese of Austin. This fall, they’ll be attending Notre Dame, Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, Texas A&M, Ole Miss, Arkansas, Baylor, Duke, The 
University of Texas, UC-Berkley and Michigan. Their pursuits of higher education 
will have them studying varied degree plans and subjects, including math, 
computer science, business, sport management, education, music, linguistics 
and more. 

“There is great value in incorporating my faith into daily life,” graduating senior 
Amanda Tuerff reiterates about her twelve-year formation in Catholic schools at 
St. Theresa’s and St. Dominic Savio Catholic High School in Austin. Amanda plans 
to study business at Ole Miss.

That foundation of faith was planted in kindergarten, all those years ago, and is 
beginning to bloom as these high school seniors turn the page on a new chapter 
in life.

“Catholic schools did a good job of preparing me for college by giving me rigor 
in the classroom while also forming my faith life,” says graduating senior Will 
Whitaker. Will plans to pursue a degree in sports management at Texas A&M as a 
member of the Corps of Cadets.

In the valedictory speech at the St. Dominic Savio graduation, Jonathan 
Shoemaker asked, “So what did we learn these past four years? I think I was 
exposed to a wide variety of people, ideas and experiences. And, next year we 
will have lots of freedom to choose our own path.” Shoemaker will be double 
majoring in math and computer science at MIT this fall.

Each of those former kindergarteners were given a foundation of Christ through 
simple activities like the living rosary and Mass buddies. Now, as they navigate 
life after high school, they have opportunities to participate and lead at Catholic 
campus ministry programs at secular universities and then go out into the world 
and be disciples. May Christ’s example be with them. And, may our Catholic 
schools continue to form young adults with conviction, faith and the love of Christ.

Catholic schools prepare teens for next chapter
to COLLEGE 

by Kathryn Whitaker 
Good News!
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Celebrating Saints

Maximillian Mary Kolbe
1894-1941, PRIEST AND MARTYR (MEMORIAL)

If good stewardship is defined by the willingness to surrender all we have and are to the 
Lord from whom it all came and to whom it all rightly belongs, St. Maximilian Kolbe was an 
exemplary steward. A Polish priest, devoted to Mary Immaculate, he was arrested by the Nazis 
during World War II and taken to the death came at Auschwitz. One day, after the escape of a 
prisoner, the prison guards chose ten men to die in retribution. Knowing that one of the men 
selected had a wife and children, St. Maximilian offered to take his place. “No one has greater 
love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends,” Jesus said, and by his selfless offer to take 
the place of that condemned man, St. Maximilian Kolbe demonstrated that love. Most of us 
will never be asked to make so great a sacrifice. Nevertheless, this feast day prompts us to ask 
ourselves, “Of God’s gifts to me of life and time, of abilities and material goods, which would I 
be willing to sacrifice for the love of God and others?”

Adapted from Sharon Hueckel, Steward Saints for Every Day, Copyright © 1999, the National Catholic Stewardship 
Council, Inc., Washington, D.C. All rights reserved.
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