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Building Communities of Belonging: 

learning from what others have discovered 
 
 

• Parish Belonging – the journey  
• Parish Snapshots from Australia 

• Parish Snapshots from beyond Australia 
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Listen, learn, do … follow me 

 

Parish Belonging: Path of the missionary disciple & community of missionary disciples 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
BELONG 

I call you friends … I have told 
you everything … follow me … 
Go and make disciples … 

 

BELIEVE 

Communion 

BECOME 

Come and see … 
… follow me 

Listen, learn, do … 
… follow me 

 

b e l o n g i n g  Stranger  Beloved Disciple  
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Parish Snapshots From Australia 

 
• Building Stronger Parishes, Research Australia wide 

• St Anthony’s Parish, Townsville 
• Good Shepherd Parish, Townsville 

• St Declan’s Parish, Sydney 
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Building Stronger Parishes 
Project Report from the National Centre for Pastoral Research 

2015 

From across the reports, some of the recurring findings and messages about what makes a parish 
“vital” or “stronger”: 

1. Vital parishes are mission-oriented rather than maintenance-oriented 
o Parishes that are outward-looking, reaching out to non-churchgoers, the 

marginalised. ncpr.catholic.org.au+2catalogue.nla.gov.au+2 

o Not just maintaining what already exists, but discerning and acting on what might 
be needed for growth or renewal. bbcatholic.org.au+1 

2. Welcoming, hospitality, belonging 
o A strong theme is that people need to feel welcomed. This includes 

visitors/newcomers, people who don’t usually attend, people whose first language 
or culture is different, etc. ncpr.catholic.org.au+2nce.catholic.org.au+2 

o Hospitality isn’t just an optional extra; it's foundational. Having greeters, informal 
conversations before/after Mass, making newcomers feel at home matters. 
nce.catholic.org.au+1 

o Parishioners need to feel they belong — not just attend. A sense of belonging leads 
to more engagement. ncpr.catholic.org.au+1 

3. Leadership matters 
o Leadership both formal (priests, pastoral councils) and informal (lay leaders, 

volunteers) has a big influence. How inclusive, visionary, communicative, and 
collaborative the leadership is changes the parish’s vitality. ncpr.catholic.org.au+1 

o Support and formation of leaders is needed — leadership skills, capacity to plan, to 
discern, to adapt. bbcatholic.org.au+1 

4. Planning and adaptability 
o Parishes benefit from being intentional: having vision, goals, pastoral planning, 

reflecting regularly. ncpr.catholic.org.au+2garrattpublishing.com.au+2 

o Adaptation is necessary: changing demographics, social expectations, cultural 
shifts, etc. Parishes that are strong tend to respond rather than just resist change. 
ncpr.catholic.org.au 

5. Spirituality, faith formation, liturgy 
o People want meaningful encounters with faith: deeper spiritual formation, 

opportunities to grow in faith outside of just Sunday Mass. 
ncpr.catholic.org.au+2garrattpublishing.com.au+2 

o Liturgy is central: not just in its ritual, but how it is celebrated — engaging, 
accessible, beautiful, participative. Good liturgy helps draw people in and 
strengthen communal bonds. catalogue.nla.gov.au+1 

 

https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bbcatholic.org.au/mission/parish-renewal?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://nce.catholic.org.au/encounter/welcoming-communities?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bbcatholic.org.au/mission/parish-renewal?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/7050906?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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6. Community building & sharing gifts 
o Recognising that every parishioner has gifts, and helping them to share those in  

parish life. This builds ownership and participation. ncpr.catholic.org.au 

o Community isn’t only within the parish: connections with wider society, other 
parishes, cross-cultural links, etc., enrich parish life. ncpr.catholic.org.au+1 

7. Resourcing & sustaining efforts 
o While much can be achieved through volunteer energy and goodwill, sustaining 

healthy parishes requires some structure, resourcing (whether human, financial, or 
organisational). garrattpublishing.com.au+1 

Regular evaluation, reflection, discernment are important to sustain momentum.  

Tips for rural, regional parishes 
Mission & Vision  
● Keep the Vision simple and memorable: “A parish where everyone belongs, grows in faith, and reaches 

out.”  
● Discern together what the community most needs — e.g. supporting families, visiting the elderly, linking 

to town life, opportunities to encounter Jesus.  
● Recognise that mission in small places is personal and relational.  

Welcome & Belonging  

● Ensure every Mass counts — welcome must be warm and heartfelt.  
● Create a culture where everyone knows each other’s names.  
● Make social connection part of parish life (shared cuppa, sausage sizzle, local produce swap).  

Community Building  
● Use the strengths of smallness: deep personal ties and traditions.  
● Encourage informal ministries: checking in on neighbours, giving lifts to Mass.  
● Form small faith groups in homes or farms when travel is difficult.  
● Celebrate key community moments (blessing of harvest, Anzac Day prayers).  

Liturgy  

● Prioritise quality over frequency of services.  
● Value lay-led liturgies when priest supply is limited.  
● Include local music and rural symbols (soil, crops, tools).  
● Encourage young people in simple, meaningful roles.  

Faith Formation & Spirituality  

● Offer seasonal programs (Advent, Lent) that fit farm/work cycles.  
● Use online/Zoom options, with occasional in-person gatherings.  
● Draw on diocesan and neighbouring parish resources.  
● Encourage local storytelling of faith during hard times.  

Outreach & Evangelisation  
● Focus on practical care — visiting the sick, meals, farm help.  

● Be visible at local community hubs: footy club, CWA, town fairs.  

● Invite non-churchgoers into community events (carols, memorials).  

● Use Facebook/WhatsApp to stay in touch with dispersed members.  

https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ncpr.catholic.org.au/building-stronger-parishes-research-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://garrattpublishing.com.au/wp-content/garratt-uploads/pdf/SampleChapters/BuildingStrongerParishesSampleChapter.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Leadership  

● Nurture a team approach — shared leadership between clergy and laity.  

● Train lay leaders for worship, funerals, catechesis.  

● Encourage youth leadership in music, tech, and social media.  

● Rotate roles to avoid overburdening the same volunteers.  

Planning & Reflection  

● Keep plans realistic and small-scale (e.g. focus on welcoming newcomers).  

● Use informal gatherings for visioning and reflection.  

● Review gently: What worked? What didn’t? What next?  

● Collaborate regionally for bigger initiatives.  

Resources & Sustainability  

● Make the most of parish halls, schools, farm sheds for gatherings.  
● Share resources regionally: musicians, speakers, catechists.  
● Encourage stewardship of time, skills, land (e.g. produce donations).  
● Keep administration simple, transparent, and open.  

■ Rural strength?: Small numbers, distance, and ageing communities can be blessings — closer relationships, 
stronger traditions, greater resilience, and deep belonging 

Key mindset: Strong parishes are not necessarily the biggest or wealthiest — they are the ones where people 
feel they belong, grow in faith, and are sent out on mission. 
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St Anthony’s Parish 
2024 

 

Extract from Planning Workbook 
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HYMNS/MUSIC  
 Enhance parish music ministry, including  
- Meaningful mix of contemporary & traditional 

hymns/music 
- Common formation for the music ministers 

facilitated by an external group - all aligned in 
the common role of leading music worship 

- Intentionally seek new people esp young 
people to join the music ministry 

- Establish a Parish Liturgy Committee across 
the 2 communities to support common 
approaches to liturgy preparation.  

Good Shepherd Parish 
2024 

Parish Mission Plan SNAPSHOT 
GOING DEEPER (discipleship formation) 

-  
-  
-  
-  
-  
-  
-  

- HYMNS/MUSIC 
 

                    GOING HIGHER (enlivening liturgy) 
-  
-  
-  
-  

-         
-  
-  

 

 

-  

 GOING WIDER                                                                                    (evangelisation) 
-  
-  
-  
-  
-  
-  
-  

-  
 

GOING TO THE SOURCE (new prayer foundation for mission renewal) 

 
 

Prayer is at the heart of parish mission renewal - activating an intentional underpinning of prayer across the parish for our renewal 
journey. It breaks through spiritual barriers and opens us to the Holy Spirit. There are three modes: 

A Parish Prayer: composed & committed to by parishioners in personal prayer; Prayer of the Faithful: at Mass each week 

A Personal/Communal Prayer Commitment: Regular prayer before the Blessed Sacrament is a well-tested, powerful way to go 

PARISHIONER FORMATION 

 An annual program of parishioner 
discipleship formation opportunities 
- basic discipleship small group course 
- a discipleship Retreat 
- individual charism discernment 
 Homily series on discipleship, prayer 
 Pilot the way of small grp discipleship 
 Catechetical courses and bites for 

disciples seeking understanding: 
- Small bites for Mass/bulletins/Faceb 
- 2 courses/yr selected topics - Bible, 

    
 

MINISTRY FORMATION 
 Annual formation for parish ministries  

- primarily as a way to come closer to Christ   

- as a path through the ministry to help others 
draw closer to Christ and contribute to the 
mission of the parish  

 Intentional emphasis on inviting young people 
(children & youth) into ministry roles and 
providing formation, not only for the role, but in the 
great story of Jesus & the Church that it connects 

 

GOING DEEPER IN PRACTICE 
 Promote the parish Vital areas as ways 

for parishioners to live out discipleship, 
making the parish an outstanding out-
post of the Great Commission.  Goal: 
every parishioner serving a Vital area 

 Encourage & support parishioners to live 
out discipleship beyond the parish in 
their various spheres of responsibility 

HOSPITALITY 
 Welcome & hospitality need to be the 

hallmark of the parish overall but esp 
at weekend Masses: 
- Visitors & new people are welcomed 

& invited to parish ‘connector’ events 
- Opportunity for whole of community 

hospitality, incl service for Mteas/ 
multi-generation gatherings 

 Establish a Parish Hospitality Team to 
prepare resources, coord approaches 

HOMILY 
 Align Homilies generally to going deepe  

(discipleship) &/or going wider 
(evangelisation) [the parish mission] 
 Do a specific Homily Series on each of 

Discipleship and Evangelisation 
 Homilies aim to be: contextual, con- 

temporary, personal, sensitive with key 
message/s highlighted & some 
examples  
 Reduce barriers to impact: phys (eg 

sound system) or language (eg accent, 
cadence - elocution training) 

OUTREACH ON PURPOSE 

 Identify the face of Jesus that we 
want to show one another 

-  in the parish 
- to community beyond the parish & 

how; what are our community 
links/visibility? Decide on three. 

 Outreach to children/youth 
- Extended children’s ministry 
- Welcoming families/young children 
- Yth min-connection to DYM Team 
- Building connection-schools/parents  

  HELP PEOPLE FIND THE PARISH 

 Media & Communication Strategy that 
- Targets selected audiences intention-ally, 

incl young people 
- Has a consistent social media & web 

presence, with key messages 
- Publishes, promotes & invites people into 

parish life & ministry 
 Expand parishioner readiness and skills to 

invite other people to the parish 
 Utilise the Hospitality and Community 

Outreach strategies to build awareness of 
the parish in the wider community. 

AT THE PARISH HELP PEOPLE  
TO ENCOUNTER JESUS  

 Identify clear parish onramps for people who 
come looking – from returning Catholics, to 
people with no religious faith/experience 
- Pilot a tool for people to ‘dip their toe’ into faith 

& life exploration – Alpha is tried & true 
- Pilot a tool for returning Catholics – Alpha or 

Sycamore or Catholics Returning Home… 
 Strengthen current parish programs with an 

evangelisation and mentoring focus: 
- Sacramental program 
- RCIA and RCIT 
- All parish service ministries (Vital areas) 
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St Declan’s Parish – Extract from its Parish Plan 
2022 

-  
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Parish Snapshots From Beyond Australia 
• Parish of the Nativity, Baltimore, USA 

• St Benedict Parish, Nova Scotia, Canada 
•  
•  
•  
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Nativity Parish, Timonium, Baltimore 

What’s their story ….. ? 

St Benedict Parish, Halifax, Nova Scotia 

What’s their story …..? 

 

   Fr Michael White        Tom Corcoran 

        Fr James Mallon                   Ron Huntley 
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Seven ‘Systems’ for Parish Vitality 
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These parishes confronted the questions:  Are we ‘fit’ for mission? 
Can people find their way to the parish? Do we care about them? 
Are we ready? How?  What will they find when they get here? 
Are we a community able to show new people how to grow as disciples of Jesus? 
Are we on a disciple growing journey ourselves? 
 
What have we got in place to put these things into action? 

 

 

 

NO … 

WE aren’t ! 

WE don’t 
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PRAY – the power of the Holy Spirit; implement VALUES to change the 
PARISH CULTURE from maintaining the status quo to working for the 
mission that Jesus gives and expects to work with us in (co-mission):  

Invite, Welcome & hospitality, inclusion & connection to parish life; providing experiences of belonging for 
those who do not yet believe as we do nor behave in a way compatible with the Gospel. 
The experience of Mass (weekend) is the front door for most, so a lot of energy is put into making it a good 
experience. 
Meaningful Community: a parish of small groups - small groups meeting regularly, applying the Gospel to life 
and exercising pastoral care.  
Prepare, don’t pamper: prepare people to serve in the ‘body systems’: every person in some service for the 
mission of the parish. Discipleship formation programs: understanding, relational spirituality, skills, 
inspiration. 
People’s Gifts: Placing people in service to the mission in accordance with gifts, not filling gaps or ‘doing time’ 
in ’our’ schedule. 
Clear expectations and pathways: Be clear about what being a member of this Great Commission Outpost 
(parish) entails and provide pathways with easy entry levels for people to try. 
Leadership and teams: This does not happen by accident but must be intentionally led. Grow leaders at all 
levels of the parish to lead all sorts of ministries. Work in teams, manage teams. 
Intentionality, planning, doing: Put systems and people in place to make the journey possible. 

Remember - most of the people needed to grow your parish into health are not there yet. 

 

They made the parish all about those who weren’t there  
PARISH CULTURE             and … started challenging those who were there to grow 

 

‘Going Deeper’ shepherding 
        growing as disciples 
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REBUILT - Awakening the faithful, Seeking the lost, Making Church Matter 

 

   St Benedict Parish – The Game Plan  (Divine Renovation) 
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Be courageous (ask the Outcome Question) 

Do or start doing the right things (mission-focused)  
in the right way (personal journey + engagement with others)  
… stick at it year on year (learning & improving as we go) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

Building a community of belonging: 
Where to for us from here? 
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From what other parishes have done in relation to building a 
community of belonging … 

Can I identify at least one idea to explore further? 

 

 

 

 

Is there one thing that I think we could introduce? Can I see it as a step in a bigger 
belonging path? 

 

 

 

 

Who can I talk with about this? 

 

 

 

 

Are there other people in the parish who might be open to the conversation? 

 

 

 

 

Can we develop the idea into something implementable to take to the pastoral 
council/parish priest? 

 

 

 

 

 


	 Annual formation for parish ministries
	- primarily as a way to come closer to Christ
	- as a path through the ministry to help others draw closer to Christ and contribute to the mission of the parish
	 Intentional emphasis on inviting young people (children & youth) into ministry roles and providing formation, not only for the role, but in the great story of Jesus & the Church that it connects to.

