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who should Use this Book—and why 
Who Ought to Be Reading This?

as the author, i can see the people in the parish for whom i 
have written this book. who are you? in my mind’s eye, i see 

a person browsing the book display at a ministry conference—
someone who picks up this book and spots its potential value to 
the parish. lay, religious, or ordained—it makes no difference. i 
see a pastor beginning to identify key parish leaders who can work 
through the issues and challenges presented in this book. i see a 
pastoral associate or a parishioner taking a copy to the pastor, sug-
gesting its use with the pastoral council. 

in my mind’s eye, i envision a small group of dedicated catholics 
using this book, gathered perhaps in a rectory dining room, a parish 
office, a classroom, someone’s living room, a neighborhood coffee 
shop, or in any one of many other meeting spaces everywhere. 
They are meeting in parishes of all kinds—large, small, rich, poor, 
urban, rural. Their accents may be different. They may dress differ-
ently. They may or may not have a sizable parish staff. Their parish 
plants may vary from a sprawling suburban park-like campus to 
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tiny buildings stretched far beyond their limits for meeting and ac-
tivity space. Their points of view may be different. Many of them, 
however, may come to discover that they share a general notion 
that their parish could be better, that it needs to grow and change. 
They may come from all over the political spectrum. They may have 
many different views about the role of the parish. but their catho-
licity is their commonality.

what you have in common is a strong desire for change in 
your parish—balanced, planned change, strategic change, durable 
change that moves step by step to a better place, closer to becoming 
a great parish, an excellent parish.

  Where Do We Begin?
“is there any order to these chapters?” you ask. The answer is “yes—
sort of.”

sunday liturgy (chapter 1) is first because it is the most impor-
tant thing that your parish does, but liturgical change will be au-
thentic only when it reflects a comparable change in parish think-
ing. arguably, if the eucharist celebrates all that we are as church, 
it ought to be covered last, so as to include all the changes and re-
thinking that occurs during your movement to greatness. it is first 
here, however, because so many of the parts of the sunday time to-
gether that parishioners see and feel can easily be improved, bring-
ing about an immediate change for the better. other more subtle 
changes, like openness to prayer, the level of satisfaction with 
parish membership, and joy around spending time together, will 
take longer to accomplish and might not be immediately apparent. 
in the final analysis, eucharist is first, last, and always.

Prayer (chapter 2) is right there with liturgy because everything 
in parish life (and personal life) must be rooted in prayer.

Practical definitions of the faith development process—evange-
lization, catechesis and ministry—and the place of relational min-
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istry at the heart of it (chapter 3) are there, too, because they are 
central to what the parish ought to be about and how people feel 
about belonging to it. For many, this will be a refreshing change 
from the depersonalization they have experienced in the past in 
their parishes.

along with faith development come steps in encouraging great-
er shared ownership of parish life (chapter 4) and a total revamp-
ing of the definition of stewardship (chapters 5 and 6)—very foun-
dational issues.

The chapters in the middle of the book take on many differ-
ent specific topics important to all parishes—inviting others to 
share in its ministries (chapter 7), recognizing and acknowledg-
ing everyone’s gifts (chapter 8), the importance of first impressions 
(chapter 9), honoring your parish history (chapter 10), catholic 
school issues (chapter 11 and 12), saving the earth (chapter 13), 
and communication issues (chapters 14 through 16).

chapters 17 and 18 cover structural issues of balance in the life 
of your parish, both as one large group and as a cluster of small 
groups. chapter 19 analyzes the single biggest demographic gap for 
most parishes—youth and young adults.

consensus-seeking and Planning (chapters 20 and 21) are placed 
near the end for perhaps obvious reasons. use them to better assess 
steps in your movement toward becoming a great parish.

The Four Marks of the church (chapter 22) are very definitely 
considered last because i believe that they should function as the 
most fundamental report card for the “right”-ness of what we are 
about as church. after all, they have served that purpose for nine-
teen hundred years!
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  A Few Remaining Points
•	 When	you	see	text	that	looks	like	this, i suggest that this is a 

foundational or extremely important point.

•	 I	have	intentionally	placed	all	bibliographic	and	other	refer-
ences at the end of each chapter to make them easier to find 
and use, especially since so many web sites are discussed.

now, jump right in with both feet!




