
A child will get excited about the big package under the Christmas tree, which could end up 

being a toaster, while grown-ups know that the smaller box might contain a Rolex watch! 

 

The lesson is that the best things often come in small packages. Jesus himself called 

attention to the smaller, yet more precious gift of the poor widow and her two pennies. 

 

The same lesson can apply to parishes, whose vitality is measured, not by size, but by its 

outreach to the poor, learning and teaching the Gospel, and offering prayers and worship. 

 

For example, there’s only a small number of Catholics in ASP, but it’s an active faith 

community, more active than a lot of parishes with far greater numbers of people. 

 

Also, we’re a mostly rural diocese, with a population that gets smaller and more far-flung 

every year. But unlike stores in small towns, a parish can’t close just because of numbers. 

 

Some people defend closing small town parishes, saying that people travel to bigger towns 

for groceries, so why not for Mass? But a parish is a community; a convenience store isn’t. 

 

And so, the synod process will help us prepare questions, criteria, and standards to measure 

parish vitality for pastoral planning. We’ll look at the size of a parish, but also its quality. 

 

One solution to keep small, vital parish communities open is what missionaries do, like Fr. 

Leon Connolly did in Guatemala, or what Deacon John Donaghy is doing in Honduras now. 

 

John is from Ames, and ministers as a permanent deacon in the Diocese of Santa Rosa de 

Copan, in Dulce Nombre de Maria parish, alongside one priest, Sisters, and lay leaders. 

 

Together they serve 45 villages! Most Sundays, the priest celebrates Mass in 5 different 

villages, trying to visit each village at least once every two months. 

 

When the priest isn’t present, either Deacon John, or the Sisters, or the lay leaders provide 

a Sunday Word and Sacrament service, and leadership for other parish ministries. 

 

Yes, Catholics need priestly ministry to practice faith fully, but we can get by with only the 

periodic presence of a priest, and with the leadership of lay people and deacons. 

 

I’m not saying we here would only have Mass once every two months, but it can work with 

less than weekly Mass, or Mass on a weekday instead. It works in Honduras, why not here? 


