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I. PROJECT

PROPOSAL

Identify a Pastoral Problem or Concern
During the last two years while working with the R.C.I.A. program at St. Francis
de Sales Parish, Holland, Michigan,

a special need has become evident.

A program

which was intended to serve people who desired to become members of the Catholic
Church through the sacraments of initiation has been used to renew and update the faith
of returning Catholics.

This situation has proven to be unacceptable because the needs of

those who are already Catholics are not being met, since they are different from those of
the catechumens and candidates.
Generally speaking, the greatest need experienced by returning Catholics is one of
reconciliation, because of the amount of time away from the Church community, and

because of the hurts or misunderstandings which caused the separation initially.

In some

cases, there is an element of dissatisfaction or even anger over past incidents, policies,
and personalities which were related to their estrangement from the Church.

When this

is the case, pastoral skills are especially necessary to help the returning Catholic to begin
to heal the wounds of the past.

Many times there is also an educational concern - a need

to refresh the elements of Catholic belief and discuss the shift in perspective and church
practices since Vatican II.

In order to assist this group in making a satisfactory

reconciliation with the Church, both educational and psychological skills are necessary to
this ministry.
When these people are included in an R.C.I.A. class, they do not have the
opportunity to really fit into the group of candidates and catechumens.

The close bonding

which occurs with a candidate and sponsor is generally not a part of their experience.
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As

returning Catholics, they have already received the rites of initiation at an earlier time,
perhaps as infants; there is not the peak experience to build up to as there is in a class of
candidates for initiation.

The effect of including these returnees in the R.C.I.A. group is

that we are not meeting the needs of either group to the fullest.
The principle goal of the returning Catholic is reconciliation which can prepare the

way to the full celebration of the Eucharist and growth within the Christian community.
Extensive classes for adult catechesis are not necessary to achieve this goal; however,

classes with the aim of updating a returnee are necessary in order for him/her to feel
comfortable with the changes which have occurred in the Church’s recent past.
Therefore, both reconciliation and catechesis are an integral part of the process of
returning to the Church.
People who are returning to the Church are seeking a spiritual aspect to life.
Without a community of growing, caring members to become a part of, there is a
vacuum; a sacramental community (Church) is much more than a group of people who
come to receive sacraments on a weekly basis!

It is community of people who mutually

share their faith and act in love.
Existing programs of renewal such as RENEW,

the R.C.I.A., CFM,

and others,

run their course, inspire their members, and then leave them ready to enter more fully

into the community. Small faith communities would be the ideal place to enter the larger
church community, but in our parish these small groups have not formed from the
programs promoting renewal.
Our parish staff members have discussed the idea of parish restructuring along the
lines of small faith communities.

A program for returning Catholics would benefit from

being able to join in with an ongoing faith sharing group.

Currently returnees join with

an R.C.I.A. inquiry class or enter into a Bible study group to begin a more thorough
study of the faith.

But what seems to be most needed are small, intimate groups which

are ongoing faith sharing communities where bonding in relationship occurs, the
scriptures are reflected upon to give meaning to personal experiences, and Church is
experienced through love and acceptance.
In light of the problem of trying unsuccessfully to incorporate returning Catholics
into the R.C.I. A. classes, it seems necessary to design a separate program which meets
the needs for reconciliation with the community.

I envision a process leading eventually

to the Rite of Reconciliation and Eucharist, while also providing for participation in a
small faith community within the parish structure.

This would provide for the mutual

nurturing of faith and continual conversion.

Small faith communities are also the place where candidates who are taken into
the church at Easter could find a warm welcome and grow in faith.

Ideally, the

communities will grow in size until it is necessary to split off and form another
community.

By mutually sharing the leadership of the group, leaders will be formed to

begin new groups as needed.

I see this as a way to develop some of the objectives of a

mystagogia which we have not been able to carry out successfully in the past.

A Plan of Action for a Pastoral Response
In light of the problem, I propose a project with the following two-stage design:

1.

The creation of one small, core faith community from which will come the
companions for a group of returning Catholics, and into which will enter
those who wish to continue sharing their faith on a regular basis.

As this core

community grows, it will divide; leaders will come from within the core
community.
The organization and implementation of an 8 week program for returning
Catholics.

B.

Why this design addresses the problem and how it will be implemented in
collaboration and planned interaction with a group of people:
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‘This design can focus on the particular need of reconciliation for returning
Catholics.

Listeners expect to hear stories of alienation and respond to them

in an accepting and caring way.
The design provides for an ongoing faith sharing group which serves as a
source for companions to returning Catholics, as well as a small faith
community into which both returning Catholics and those who have completed
the R.C.I.A. program can enter.
The design of the first stage, the formation of the core faith community,

will

be implemented by inviting parishioners who have clearly shown a

commitment to a life of faith and service in active church ministries; previous
sponsors, catechists, Stephen Ministers, as well as ongoing members of other
church groups will be given the opportunity to seek God by praying together,
studying scripture and sharing their stories.

From these, companions for

returnees will be chosen who demonstrate good listening and hospitality skills,
are sensitive and caring, and who are willing to commit to meeting during a
six-month period.
C.

Major Components of the Action Plan - Goals and Objectives

1.

Stage 1, from February to Easter.

To organize and put into motion a core

faith community of between 6 to 12 members.

Groups larger than 12 are not

conducive to intimate sharing.
a.

To commit to being faithful to the Spirit of God in our personal lives, in
relationships with one another and the larger community.
To develop leaders by sharing the facilitator role with other members.
To welcome those who wish to enter the community by becoming their
companions.

d.

To bond with one another through prayer and relationship.

Stage 2, from Easter to Pentecost.

To organize and facilitate a group for

returning Catholics.
a.

To provide an atmosphere of welcome and openness to all who come.

b.

To provide an opportunity to tell why they have not attended the
Catholic church.
To provide ways and means of reconciliation.
To give companionship to help integrate the reconciled Catholic into the

Church community.
To sensitize the parishioners to their role as Church family to returning
Catholics.

To familiarize returnees with the role of the Bible in lending meaning to
our life experiences.

Major theological themes to develop
a.

Catholic belief:

since Vatican II.

Origins and Development.

Changes in the Church

Include Avery Dulles’ Models of the Church.

Journeys of Faith - Exodus story and personal stories of faith as parts of
a process of conversion.

(Include Dunning’s "The Process of

Conversion," New Wine, New Wineskins,

(Chicago, Sadlier, 1981),

P23.
The reality of God’s love, "The Prodigal Son," including our image of
God, how it was formed, has changed, and how we communicate with
God.
The meaning of reconciliation -"The healing of the man at the Pool of
Bethsaida."

Why tell my sins to a priest?

The call to discipleship - How to fit God into our busy lifestyles.
The hard questions of death, dying and evil.
g.

D.

Why be a Catholic?

Timetable for Implementation
1.

The organization of the small faith community to be initiated at the
beginning of February with the first meetings to begin for Lent.

Lent is

preparation time for spiritual bonding and community building in the newly
formed faith community.
During the Lenten period, companions are selected to prepare to accompany
a returning Catholic.

Readings are chosen and distributed to refine listening

skills and discuss probable needs of returnees.

Sessions with returning Catholics begin May

sessions.

13, 1992, with listening

Notes are taken of the topics mentioned by the returnees to be

developed for the upcoming sessions together with themes mentioned above.

Sessions finalize on July 29, 1992.

Penance and Eucharist can be celebrated

at any time for those who feel ready for the Sacraments.
Evaluation of both phases of the program to be concluded by September 30,

1992,
Method

1.

and criteria for evaluation

Evaluation by small faith community of Lenten experience with open-ended
questionnaire.
a.

Frequency and length of meeting.

b.

Format

c.

Content

d.

Feeling of community

e.

Facilitators’ effectiveness

Evaluation of each 1 1/2 hour session with returnees by team and
companions for 30 minutes after each session.
a.

Comments on welcoming procedures and hospitality.

b.

Suggestions for improving facilitator’s technique.
Reaction of group to theological issues presented.
Suggestions for improving next session.
Overall group participation.

Evaluation by returning Catholics of 8-week sessions.
a.

Time frame.

b.

Welcoming procedures.
Thematic content.
Companion experience.

c.

Strengths and weaknesses of facilitators.

Evaluation by staff
a.

Comments on organizational procedures.

b.

Suggestions to improve time frame.
Appropriateness of theological content.
Achievement of goals and objectives previously stated.
Dropout rate - reasons for dropping

II.

IMPLEMENTATION

OF THE PROJECT

Stage One - The Small Faith Community
As the project for welcoming Catholics back to the church community was
beginning to take form, a personal contact was made with former R.C.I.A. sponsors,
Stephen Ministers, and people known for their commitment to the Church and their active
faith lives.

I met with them individually and expressed my desire to form a group to

come together every two weeks to explore the lectionary readings for that weekend
liturgy.

I also expressed the hope that active faith sharing together through Lent would

help us to grow in closer relationship, telling our personal stories and leading each other

from week to week in prayer.

I expressed my hopes that this process of sharing our faith

would help to prepare some of us to sponsor others in need of the same process.

Spouses

were encouraged to come, too.
To my delight, each of the first five people I asked wanted to form the small

group during Lent.

Their spouses were also interested, and so we decided to hold our

meetings in our homes, alternating the responsibilities for prayer.

for the first time in my home on February 28 at 7:30 p.m.

The small group met

At this meeting, I passed out

an agenda which included prayer from the lectionary readings for the coming Sunday and
questions for discussion of what a small Christian community was about (Appendix A).

At this first meeting, we discussed what we felt we most wanted to experience
together.

After a discussion of the expectations for growth as a community,

we made a

commitment to lead each other in prayer and fellowship every other Friday throughout
Lent.

I was asked to prepare a topic for us to explore at each meeting in relation to the

lectionary scriptures and also to facilitate the discussions.

There was a desire to keep
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things simple and relaxed in response to our physical and emotional needs; our choice of
Friday night meetings every other week meant less pressure in anticipation of next day’s
work. Also, a felt need for informal socializing as well as the scriptural focus was
expressed.
The group felt it was very important to try to get to know each other well at the
beginning.

An agreement was reached to keep the group to ten persons until we were

well bonded and before considering inviting others to join.

Although there was only a

commitment to attend each meeting through Easter, there was tentative agreement to
continue on through the summer months if all went well.
Every other week we met regularly at someone’s home through Lent and into the
Easter season.

The host person (or couple) always led us in prayer.

We followed an

agenda of centering prayer, scripture readings, discussion of a related topic, a prayer of
closure, and refreshments.

Those who had been sponsors for the R.C.I.A. program were

already familiar with Breaking Open the Word of God and quickly felt at home with the
lectionary based format.

Others less accustomed to leading the group were comfortable

sharing readings from Henry Nouwen, Thomas Merton, Julian of Norwich, and secular
writings which stimulated conversations leading to a practical spirituality linked with our

daily lives.

Every person had the opportunity to offer what they wanted to share with the

group, and more and more the conversation was opened up to discussions about our

mutual family problems and personal difficulties.
forthcoming.
life and values.

Group support was always

Stories were told to provide for humor as well as serious questions about
Visions of Church, our parish community’s problems, issues of justice

and items of political and social controversy were all mentioned for open discussion.

The

group was very successful in drawing together in the sharing of faith and interpersonal
bonding.
In response to my appeal that some of them volunteer to become sponsors for the
project which I was soon going to begin for returning Catholics, only one of them felt
she could be available during the summer for this.

I was somewhat disappointed,

because the members of this group were already so comfortable with leading prayer and

sharing their faith that I felt they would be fine sponsors.

Anxiously, I decided that it

would be necessary to find some other people who would be able to make the
commitment for the summer sessions.

Meanwhile this small faith community was an

ongoing concern (and still is).
This group has formed a special bond.

The members are in touch with the need

to grow closer to God through personal reflection, a sharing of their experiences and
values, and a caring interest in one another.

They have developed an openness with each

other which allows the group to discuss any subject.

There is a commitment to continue

together through the fall until Christmas.

Stage Two

- The

"Welcome

Home"

Sessions

The Sponsors
Because the small group only yielded one sponsor for these sessions, I contacted
others who seemed to have the characteristics of a healthy faith that I had looked for in
selecting the first group.

Of the twelve people I spoke with, seven agreed to come

together to welcome the returning Catholics, to share stories of faith with them, and to

listen intently to the reasons which led them away from their church life.

They
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committed themselves to attend the Wednesday evening sessions from 7:30 to 9:00 p.m.
through the third week of July.

They also attended an initial sponsors meeting so as to

understand in greater depth the kinds of issues which we could expect to hear about.

Our Discussion Leaders

Probably one of the best decisions we made was to ask that our first meetings be
conducted by Fr. Robert Sirico, a Paulist from the Catholic Information Center in Grand
Rapids.

He has been active in evangelization in this area for the past three years with a

program which is called "Welcome Home."

Mary Shannon who is the Director of

Religious Education at St Francis, our Pastor, Fr. Don Weber,

and I agreed to invite Fr.

Sirico to begin our program.

First of all, he already

We had several reasons for this.

had begun a successful outreach to inactive Catholics using materials similar to those of
Rev. William McKee,

Carrie Kemp, Donald Pologruto and Patrick Brennan; these were

immediately available to us.
this help was very supportive.

Our parish had never before attempted anything like this, so
Secondly, we could begin the program after Easter and

meet weekly into the summer, thereby satisfying my need for a pastoral project and the
parish’s desire to try out a program of this sort during a time of the year in which the
church is not so busy.

Thirdly, although the active presence of clergy is very desireable,

if not a necessity for this sort of program, the presence of our own parish priest would
probably keep some people away who had been alienated by that same priest.
would be less of a threat to those people.

Fr. Sirico

Our Procedures to Announce the Program
Our parish priest, Fr. Don Weber, had complained that he never could think of

anything to say to the "Easter Sunday crowd."

He was delighted to introduce our

program of reconciliation at all Easter masses and to ask the community to pray the
prayer for reconciliation which we attached to the hymnbooks.

An appeal for volunteers

was made and a meeting called for the same week for those interested in helping with
mailing and phoning.

At the same time, cards were left in the pews for people to fill out

with the name, address and telephone number of someone they knew whom had been
alienated from the church.

These were taken up with the collection during the liturgy, on

in the event that more time was needed, they could be taken home to be filled out and

returned in the mail, or brought to the parish office.
Those who responded as volunteers were called to a separate meeting.
were grouped into teams for advertising, mailing and phoning.

Volunteers

Together they were given

a training session which familiarized them with the process of reconciliation that we were
hoping to facilitate and that spelled out the importance of each of their jobs to the project
as a whole.

Materials were passed out to aid the phoning and mailing teams (See

Appendix B).

Communications with the returning Catholics were carefully timed to

anticipate and follow each session so as to assure the returnees that they were welcome
and appreciated.

It was emphasized that each volunteer, in a special way, was

contributing a very important part to the whole project.

A group was formed of three people for mailing personal letters to each name we
received, and another group of three for follow-up phoning.

Previous to the gathering

together at the meeting, I asked one of the volunteers who I knew was a hard worker to
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do our advertising.

She had the reputation of not working well in groups, so I wanted to

accept her desire to contribute, but also to channel her efforts in the most positive manner
possible.

She was pleased to be asked outright to do a difficult job, and she did an

excellent job getting newspaper articles and advertisement, placing posters in the
community, and writing announcements for the bulletin.

She also taped the prayer of

reconciliation on the cover of each hymnal with her children’s help.

Our Program
The "Welcome Home" phase of the project began on May

13, 1992.

It consisted

of three very important initial meetings with eight Catholics who had responded to the
advertisements, the sermon or the personal letter of invitation.

Sponsors were also in

attendance, but had been coached not to react defensively to the returnees in any way.
The sponsor role was one of welcomer and listener; in no way should a sponsor try to
defend the Church or give answers at this time.

Fr. Sirico promised to respond to any

and all complaints in an open, accepting way, hoping to begin a process of forgiveness

and healing which are essential ingredients of reconciliation.
The meetings led by Fr. Robert Sirico were attended by seven sponsors and eight

returnees whose attendance varied from week to week.

The sessions were steeped in

complaints of church related incidents which made for some very tense moments.
Sponsors were asked to show special interest in at least one of the returnees during the
break time, and to react to them in a listening mode, not a defensive one.

the welcoming worked very well.

This part of

A natural bonding began to take place during the very

first session; this was visible as certain people tended to gravitate toward a sponsor who

had spoken with them previously.
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After the three Welcome Home sessions were finished, those who attended any of
the meetings were invited to attend a series of sessions called "Another Look" to find
some answers to their questions about what today’s Church is like and where it is going.
Because of Fr. Sirico’s experience with this type of program, we were able to anticipate
some of the questions that the returnees would have.

During the last Welcome Home

session, the subject areas of greatest interest which they raised helped us choose the
themes scheduled for these sessions.
proposal.

They were very similar to the themes of the project

We were now on our own to carry out the remainder of the project without Fr.

Sirico, although he was happy to be available to answer our questions and make
suggestions if we ran into problems.

He also welcomed the returnees to the Catholic

Information Center to worship or to participate in the Rite of Reconciliation when they

felt ready to do so, while at the same time he expressed the hope that they would see the
way to become reconciled to their own parish.
Beginning June 3, 1992, the second phase, "Another Look," met every
Wednesday at 7:30 p.m. for an hour and a half.

Each of the seven sessions was

highlighted by a different person qualified to present the topic of the evening and to

answer questions pertaining to it.

They were carefully chosen from the staff and lay

leaders at St. Francis and from the diocese.

The group consisted of six or seven sponsors

plus any returning Catholic who had attended the "Welcome Home"

sessions with Fr.

Robert Sirico.
One half hour before beginning, at 7:00 p.m., the sponsors gathered together to

pray for what we were about to do.

A time for centering was allowed.

generally began by calling upon the Spirit to bless our work.

As leader, I

Others offered their prayers

spontaneously.

From time to time, I felt a need for a short debriefing of the previous

session, because I had noticed that a couple of the sponsors had left rather upset with the
kinds of complaints which had been aired against their Church.

This was valuable time

for the sponsor group to communicate their feelings and evaluate the process that was
taking place.
The agenda for the evening was always similar.
saying how we were feeling that evening.
prayer followed.
the group.

First, we all checked in by

The person who had volunteered to begin with

Then, the sponsor who had offered to tell a personal story of faith led

After the group reacted to this person’s story, refreshments provided by a

volunteer were offered.

By this time, a break was necessary, since the personal story

was usually a rather intense moment for both presenter and listener alike.

After a short

break, the presenter led the group in an open discussion of the topic of the evening.

As

we ended the session, we prayed together the "Our Father" or the "Prayer of St.
Francis."

Commonly, after the session, several persons stayed to talk for a while.
generally found ourselves informally evaluating the sessions.

Sponsors were interested in

the most effective ways of approaching difficult reactions and topics.
the need to continue a topic to reach some sort of closure.

We

Returnees often felt

They were given additional

information to read, or a suggestion was made to talk with a specific person who would
have the answers to their particular questions.

We were happy to talk over the more

general sort of questions.
In the project proposal each session was supposed to finalize with the sponsors’
evaluation of the session.

However, it was not possible to hold sponsors for a formal
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evaluation after the sessions, because the returnees felt a need to stay around.

The next

time it might be good to pass out the evaluation form at the beginning and ask the
sponsors and the returnees to write out a brief evaluation right after the final prayer.
Five of the eight returnees who attended the first three sessions with Fr. Sirico
continued with the Another Look sessions.
them missed a week due to summer travels.

All of the sponsors continued, but several of
This was true for the returnees as well.

Of

the three who dropped out of the sessions, two were from Grand Rapids and found it
hard to make the 25 mile trip each week.
come back to the Church at this time.

The other one decided she was not ready to

The other five finished with the group, and three

of them are expecting to attend the inquiry classes offered as a pre-catechumenate in the

fall.

They felt they needed the additional Catholic information and formation these

classes would provide.
Instead of carrying out the program until the end of July, the group felt that seven
sessions would be enough during the summer months.
be July 15.

So, we planned the last session to

Two unexpected occurrences required a change in planning.

On June 17th, a

raging storm caused us to cancel our session altogether and to reschedule it at the end.
Then on July 1st, the presenter of the evening told me the night before that she would not
be able to come to the group.

Because I would not have been able to replace her talk on

such short notice, I led the group in the subject matter that I was prepared to bring to

them for the last session.
the group in advance.

So, a change in topics occurred without time to advise any of

In summary, Another Look met weekly until the 8th of July,

having lost one session because of unforeseeable events.

Evaluation of the Small Faith Community
As I evaluate what has happened with the initial small group to date, I am
generally pleased at the results of what has taken place.

By reviewing the proposal’s

stated goals and objectives, it is possible to see that some are in the process of being met.

Some things need to be thought out again.
a.

To commit to being faithful to the Spirit of God in our personal lives, in
relationships with one another and the larger community.

All of the members of our group have made the commitment to be open to the
Spirit of God through listening to God’s Word in Scripture and reflecting on its meaning
together.

There has been the recognition that the Spirit’s presence is with us as a group

in that effort and will enable us to see what we must be about as a group.

There is also

the recognition that the Spirit is present within each of us, providing us a special way to
see the Divine in ourselves and each other through commitment to personal relationship.
Sponsorship is one form that commitment can take.

Our group commitment to the larger

community has yet to be defined, although as our discussions range from one social
context to another, evidently there is some kind of personal consciousness being readied

to take on a more definite commitment in the larger community.
b.

To develop leaders by sharing the facilitator role with other members.

From the very beginning, the group agreed that the host family would prepare the

prayers.

This is the first step in leading the group.

There are some of the members who

are still very hesitant about what they can do, but the group has been reassuring and
accepting of anything and everything that a member offers as prayer.

The rest of the facilitating has been done by me, because they felt it to be more
comfortable at the beginning.

It will be a good step to offer this role to others, especially

if we decide to choose a special text to lead us in our discussions.

At this time I am

gathering materials together from many places to guide the discussions.

I would also see

the possibility of helping the facilitator choose from various books I have available to me.

There is no doubt that there are already some potentially strong leaders in this group.
c.

To welcome those who wish to enter the community by becoming their
companions.

This small group can serve as a seedbed for good lay leadership.

One of the

group members accompanied the group of returning Catholics that met this summer for

nine weeks.

During this time she welcomed them and shared her faith story with them.

Three others of our group are committed to sponsoring a catechumen in our RCIA
program which begins again in the fall.

Three others want to wait for a year because

they were sponsors last year, and the commitment is a large one to make from September
to Easter.

The rest are still uncommitted;

some do not want to make the commitment

while their spouse is involved because of the large time commitment.
d.

To bond with one another through prayer and relationship.

This is the initial reason that most of the people were attracted to coming together
to form this small group.
the parish.

We had expressed the need to be closer to other Catholics in

From the moment we began there was a consensus that we wanted to

experience being Church through an intimacy that had not been a reality to any of us in
the ongoing activities of our parish.

We were not drawing away from the parish

community in any way; rather, we were trying to find a way to meet each other through
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more intimate, meaningful social interaction.

This small group wanted to avoid taking on

pet projects without focusing on who we were as Catholic Christian individuals and as a
small community.

The consensus was that to work on a committee or to be active in

service projects does not necessarily help people to meet on an intimate level.
After the six-month evaluation, the members of the group felt this intentional
bonding to be very successful.

It has been a satisfying experience.

There is a level of

intimacy among us all that would not have been possible without the time we have
invested in prayer and sincere encounter.
we have and to share them freely.

We have begun to appreciate the different gifts

The bond is evident at the Sunday liturgy as group

members seek each other out to greet warmly and enter into conversation.

The

opportunity to find common interests has brought some together outside of the church
group environment.

We are feeling the fruits of the Spirit as we have met this objective

through prayer and the building of relationships.
Suggestions on how to improve our meetings were made from time to time.

We

decided to limit our focused activities to one hour and a half, to give time to have
refreshments and relaxed,

informal conversation afterward.

Some members

have been

talking about other activities we might include such as discussing books and videotapes

which will help us grow in our spiritual life.

Evaluation of "Welcome Home" and "Another Look"
Stage two of the project took place smoothly thanks to the excellent resources
which Fr. Robert Sirico brought with him.

In our initial attempt to carry out this

program, his role as facilitator helped us to begin strongly.

We were able to avoid some

pitfalls thanks to his previous experience with this process of reconciliation.

Then, we

were able to continue with the final sessions which were more informative and
catechetical in nature.

The volunteers who performed the behind-the-scenes work of mailing, phoning
and advertisement found enjoyment and satisfaction in working together as a group each
with their own part in the scheme of things.

Beginning with a prayer before the work

began connected them with the spiritual aspects of the work they were about to perform.
They reported that they found this meaningful.
The following proposed objectives were met and served as a guide for sponsors’
interaction with returnees:
a.

To provide an atmosphere of welcome and openness to all who come.

Every one of the eight returnee evaluations received at the end of the sessions indicated
that the feeling of being welcome was felt by all (Appendix C).

The mailings and

follow-up phone calls for both those present and those absent were important in helping
each person feel that their presence was enjoyed or missed.

The friendliness and non-

judgmental approach of the sponsors created an atmosphere of acceptance and openness
which also was acknowledged in their evaluations.
b.

To provide an opportunity to tell why they have not attended the Catholic
church.

The first three sessions with Fr. Sirico were dedicated to telling their stories of
disappointment and distancing from the church.
welcome because of a divorce.

Others had just lost interest and found it difficult to

return after such a long period of time.
negative experience with a priest.

Several thought that they were no longer

Two had not wanted to return because of a

c.

To provide ways and means of reconciliation.

It was evident that those who came to the sessions were conscious of having a desire to
see if they could have a relationship with the Catholic Church again.

They had accepted

the invitation to come to dialogue with people who would listen and react honestly in
recognition of their feelings.

The invitation was the first way given toward

reconciliation.
The process of listening appropriated a time for the revealing of hurts and
alienation due to imperfect legal structures, insensitive Church representatives, lack of
communication and incomplete understanding of Church practices.

It also made it

evident that the position of the Church was one of reconciliation; the message was given
that the Church wanted all Catholics who had left to come back.

"I am sorry" was said

openly by Fr. Sirico to those who had been hurt.
A further invitation was extended after the three sessions to follow the more
formal process of reconciliation offered by the Church leading to full communion.

This

included talking with a priest in order to outline whatever steps would be necessary to
become incorporated fully.

Fr. Sirico himself offered to do this, while also suggesting

that a reconciliation be made with the parish one was to attend.

An invitation to continue

looking at what it means to be a Catholic was extended through "Another Look" as well
as an invitation to attend the fall inquiry classes preceding the Catechumenate.
d.

To give companionship to help integrate the reconciled Catholic into the
Church community.

This was the role of the sponsors.

They were asked to first get to know the returnee well

during the sessions, and also to try to meet with them for coffee if that would be

comfortable. Sponsors were urged to invite a returnee to attend the activities of the

church which they enjoyed or to introduce them to someone who was involved in the sort
of activity they might enter into.
I felt the sponsors needed more training and time in the program to feel
comfortable with their part in the process.

The next time around, I would provide a

special training for the sponsors so that they would be able to more clearly see their role
in the overall process.

Although some bonding did take place in the sessions, there was

little carry-over that I could see outside of the sessions.

This was not well defined on the

evaluation sheet either.
The special training of sponsors would help them learn that others see them to be

the community that they may re-enter.

It is a time for the church community to be

reflected upon and optimized in a microcosm,

so to speak, where all are committed to the

same overall end, but have their own particular gifts to bring to the process.

The group

of sponsors needs to become an intentional small group in order to best carry the image
of Church to the returnees.

Our sponsor group lacked the formation to know how to be

Church to those returning.
e.

To sensitize the parishioners to their role as Church family to returning
Catholics.

Our first step was to explain to the assembly during the liturgy that we were committed
to this project.

They were invited to give names of those whom they knew were

Catholics but did not attend, so that they could be invited to our sessions.
the sensitization was very successful, yielding nearly 200 names.

This part of

Throughout the time that this program was being carried out, the Prayer of
Reconciliation placed in the hymnals was read in unison at all English liturgies.

Many

people were touched by the efforts to welcome back their children, relatives and friends.
They felt very much a part of the effort when they could suggest people for us to contact.
The program was not offered in Spanish, so unfortunately, the Spanish speaking
community was not included in this.

This is a common shortcoming in our programs,

since it is difficult to organize and carry out each program in both languages, and also
take into account the differences in the culture of each ethnic group.

We are continually

being challenged to remedy this situation since about fifty percent of our parishioners are
hispanic people.
f,

To familiarize returnees with the role of the Bible in lending meaning to our
life experiences.

One session was provided by Fr. James Wyse on the theme "Catholics and the
Bible."

In his session he showed how the structure of the Church developed historically

through a continual inter-relationship between tradition, the teaching office and
Scriptures.

This answered many of their questions on the Pope and bishops

how all are necessary to each other.

and showed

However, this did not touch on the relationship of

the Bible to our personal lives today.

Scriptures were occasionally used in conjunction with prayer.
were showing the Bible as a basic part of our faith.

In this way, we

But in general, more effort could

have been directed toward making the connection between the Bible and the meaning of
our life experiences.

In retrospect, I can see this as an important goal in adult education

which needs to be introduced at this time and continually developed as we grow.

Theological Reflection
After two initial listening sessions responding to the questions, What do I not like
about the Catholic Church? and What do I like about the Catholic Church?, Fr. Sirico
took the third session to do a short review of the different models of Church that Avery
Dulles identified and explained so well in his book, Models of the Church.

The purpose

of this was to show each of those who had come that they had brought with them a model
of Church, and where that model fit into the scheme of the Catholic Church today.

was particularly helpful for those who held to the institutional model.
why the changes in the Church were so troubling to them.

This

They could see

The two people concerned

with peace and justice issues could see that they ascribed to the servant model and

expected the Church to be the innovators of social change.

Instead, many times the

Church appeared to be complacent and introspective, uninterested in disturbing the status
quo.

All in all, it was affirming to people to acknowledge that there were many ways of

being Church and that not only one way was the correct way.
This was a jumping-off point for the first "Another Look"
Wyse on June 3.

session led by Fr. Jim

He walked through the Mass with everyone present, showing how the

different parts of the liturgy held meaning for us.

the church building and its furnishings.

He also explained the symbolism in

Many questions arose from this session.

Fr. Jim

set the answers to the questions in history to give a sense of their development over time,

and then he related them to our lives which made each of them relevant to our world
today.

positive.
of it.

The group’s response to this "Teaching Mass" and tour of the church was very

They felt they would be better able to understand the Mass after his explanation
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On June 10, our Director of Religious Education, Mary Shannon, developed the
theme, "What It Means to be Catholic."
its parts.

She introduced the Creed, going over each of

Basic questions such as "How are Catholics different from other Christians?"

were answered by explaining the importance of tradition and sacrament in our expression

of the beliefs contained in the Creed.
of "universal Church" was covered.

Through the explanation of the Creed, the subject
Another subject of interest, "moments of

conversion" led the group into discussion about the "journey of faith" as continuous
conversion.
One of the sponsors shared a faith story of how the meaning of the Creed had changed
for him over a lifetime of growing up in a changing Catholic Church.

On June 24th, Rosemary Cekola, a Catholic woman from a lay community spoke
on the subject "Lifestyles in the Church." Initially she was asked to also include women’s
issues, but this part of the presentation was not given.

discipleship.

Her topic developed the idea of

Vocations of all kinds were explained as the way the Christian chooses to

live out his/her life as a disciple of Christ.

The personal question of how Christ calls me

to be a disciple was beautifully answered by one of the sponsors when giving her faith

story.
However,

two questions emerged in this session which were very difficult to

answer well. "What about the person who feels she is called to priesthood?"

This

question opened up a discussion of the current Bishops’ Pastoral on Women’s Concerns.

There were many feelings of discontent with the Catholic Church voiced by the group in
this area. The group showed great interest in this issue.

"Can a person with a gay lifestyle be a good disciple of Christ?"

This was a

difficult topic to moderate since the group found itself very polarized on this issue. The
words of Jesus from the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 7:1), which caution for careful
standards in judging another person and the call to love one another from John 15:12
were Scriptures which were cited for reflection on this difficult question.

The fact that

Jesus made friends with all sorts of society’s outcasts and that they followed him was the
example used of how we are expected to be as disciples.
Having been given very short notice in order to prepare for a talk on July 1, I
found myself setting up questions for group reflection and not a lecture.

The topic was

"Reconciliation," and this was the felt need of all who had come to these sessions.
Therefore, it was important to have each of them come to a recognition of where they
were not happy with their relationship with God and the Church, and to begin to address
what could be done to reconcile that.
Basing the session on the Catholic Update article,

"The Sacrament of

Reconciliation: Celebrating God’s Forgiveness," we reviewed the story of the Prodigal

Son (Lk 15:11-32).

This story sums up the journey of reconciliation in terms of

conversion, confession, and celebration.

Conversion is an ongoing process which takes a

commitment on our part to change what is not right in our hearts and live in a different
way. We talked of the importance of confronting the concrete reality of our sin with

another person.

This confession of what is not right in our lives is also a necessary part

of the Sacrament of Reconciliation for it helps us to break with the past and start over,
having heard from our Church’s spokesperson that God forgives us.

The Sacrament of Reconciliation is an outward sign and ritual to heal our
brokenness.

We spoke of sin as an attitude problem which causes us to do specific acts

which alienate us from God and people. In conjunction with this, we discussed the
formation of conscience through the acquisition of skills for making right judgments by
assessing all the morally relevant factors.

They knew that as children things appear to be

black and white while for adults just about every decision lies in shades of gray.

They

understood the need for a person to consult with other authorities before making a
decision. The priest was mentioned as such an authority. In addition, he is authorized by

the Church to absolve sins. We recognized the therapeutic value of this forgiveness; yet
how difficult it is to name the sin and then forgive oneself.

On July 8, Fr. James Wyse, our Associate Pastor, spoke on "Bible and
Catholics."

First giving a brief overview of the contents of the Bible, he then explained

the way in which we understand the Bible to have been written, why the Apocrypha is

included in Catholic Bibles and generally not in others, and what we mean when we say
it is "inspired."

He also explained some of the ways that it is read today, and why it was

not read by all Catholics in the past.

Questions were asked about reading the Scriptures

literally and how we can be sure that we understand what the truth is.

Fr. Jim explained

the importance of spending time studying the Bible with good helping materials.
This was a very practical session; Bibles were passed out and examined to see
how they can be used without feeling lost and overwhelmed.

Some people in the group

were surprised to find that the Catholic Church was now encouraging people to study the

Bible in groups.
much

It was evident that most of the returning Catholics desired to learn

more about the Bible.

Dr. Dominic Scibilia, a college professor of religion and parishioner of St.
Francis, agreed to speak July 15 on "Changes in the
which had to be postponed due to the storm.

Church Since Vatican II," a topic

He explained how Vatican II came into

being and gave an overview of the documents which were written.

He drew together

each area we had previously discussed and finalized with the remark that the group
experience we were having is the very result of Vatican II, that our experience of Church
has become meaningful through interaction in small groups of faithful people sharing a
common goal, who also come together with others to be Church by worshiping and
serving together as a disciple community.

He spoke of the Church as the People of God

and the Body of Christ, new images for some who had been away from the Church for
many years.
The teaching style of Dr. Scibilia was excellent.

He did not lecture; rather he led

the discussion through questions which immediately elicited group participation.

His

explanations were given as a response to another’s answer which made it apparent that he
considered the other’s response to be very important. This was mutuality in action, a
powerful teaching stance.

All who attended the session gave it the highest of marks in

the evaluation.

It is now three months since the sessions were over, and it is necessary to ask
what difference this series of sessions made.
This is a very difficult question to answer since the votes are not all in and will not be
perhaps for a very long time.

When dealing with the journey of conversion, it is difficult

to see the changes, if any, that occur within the heart of a person.

At this time, only one
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person is visibly continuing with classes in adult education.

Yet all were welcomed; all

were listened to; all were invited to return and become a part of us once again.
The assembly was actively involved with prayer for the people who participated,

both lay ministers and returning Catholics. An awareness of what we were trying to do
brought a favorable response from the assembly who generated nearly 200 names of
people to invite to come back to talk.

The whole parish was able to participate. We felt

affirmed and supported by the parish in our work.
Those sponsors who worked with me closely over the summer prayed together and
worked out our program of welcome and information.

We learned a great deal about the

feelings of those who had been away from the Church.

We became sensitive to issues of

divorce and annulment which keep people away when they most need a spiritual support.
We had to face questions of oppression of women and men due to the institutional norms
of the Church. For ourselves, we learned about each other’s faith through personal
stories. We came away enriched by all who attended and participated with us.
It is this group of sponsors, not the original small group which I had planned to
use as sponsors, which really formed a small group which could grow and develop
through mutual support and working together.

By centering their coming together on the

theme of welcoming returning Catholics, the group could grow from the original six to

include any and all sponsors over the years.
The initial small group which is still going strong has really become a Bible study
group based on the lectionary, and has no greater interest than to share in fellowship at
this time.

Through the sharing of our stories and personal struggles of family and

friends, we have achieved a degree of intimacy which helps us to know how to show our
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caring for one another.

We really have begun to feel the unity of being Church for each

other.
After attending the International Convocation of the North American Forum on the
Catechumenate entitled "Christian Initiation: For the Life of the World," it is clear that
there is still the question of whether or not the Rite of Penitents should be used with
returning Catholics in some form or another.

Some felt that to be openly presented to the

parish community at liturgy was too difficult for many, while others felt that it was
essential.

I would like to see more concrete examples of how an effective Re-Membering

Church is carried out before I make any kind of judgment.

There seems to be good

reason to want to follow a similar time frame as the Catechumenate, that is, through
Lent, entering into full communion during Holy Thursday, if the returning Catholic feels

ready to make that sort of commitment.

But to make it be the only way to return is

objectionable to me.
Anthony Krizak, in The Forum session, "Reconciliation: Facing the Brokenness,"
insists that rites are not the issue here so much as whether we have begun to embody a
spirit of reconciliation in our lives. He asks, "Who is reconciling whom?"
is closely tied to the vision we have of Church and Sacrament.

This question

The type of program we

offered, which was only meant to initiate the steps toward reconciliation, did not intend
to put anyone through a training session or completion of a rite.

Our offer of hospitality

to returning Catholics was simply an invitation to dialogue about our relationship to God
and the Church.

In this, we were successful.

that all of us benefitted from the dialogue.

Through this process we all became aware

APPENDIX

A

Agenda for the First Small Group Meeting
February 28, 1922

Welcome to my home.
What I hope can happen.

Aims.

Prayer from lectionary for next Sunday’s readings.

Group reflection on the Word.

Si 27:4-7; 1 Cor 15:54-58; Lk 5;39-45
1.

What did I hear?

2.

How does what I heard affect my life?

3.

What am I going to do or change to integrate this into my life?

What is a Small Christian Community?
a.

Sharing - talking freely about God and about our life experiences, and
reflecting on these in the light of scripture and tradition.
Learning

- an ever-increasing knowledge and understanding of the gospel,

of the Church and its teaching on faith and morals, and of the relationship of
that teaching to the circumstances and issues of our lives.

Mutual support - encouragement for each other to loyally embrace gospel
teaching and make a deeper commitment to Christian living.
Mission - of love and service to individual members, the parish, the greater

community and world.
Prayer - as a means of spiritual growth which recognizes the centrality of

God’s active presence in each of our lives and in the community itself.
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Questions for discussion
a.

Can we commit to meeting every other week for the next four months at
which time we re-evaluate our commitment to each other?

Can we meet in each other’s homes and volunteer to share the leadership in

prayer and discussion as we become comfortable with it?
What areas of interest do we care to pursue?
Do we enjoy preparing for Sunday worship by reflecting on the lectionary
readings together?
How can sharing our faith by sponsoring others help us to grow?

APPENDIX
MATERIALS

B

FOR INITIATING AND

FOLLOW-UP

Cards to place in the pews for name gathering
Parish bulletin announcement
Flyer
Newspaper ads

Letters of invitation
"We missed you" letters
Letter to participants in Welcome Home
Letter to those who attend Welcome

Home but do not continue with Another Look

Prayer of reconciliation for hymnbooks

A.
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Parish bulletin announcement

Beginning
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Sunday,
St.
Francis
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initiate
a
program
to welcome
back
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Catholics.
This
evangelization
program
will
need
a team
of
people
willing
to do
various
jobs
in order
for
it to
be successful.
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important
ministry,
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Home
Three evenings

designed to hear
the CONCEInS and

experiences of

|

inactive
Catholi
f you or someone you
know has suffered
injustice at the hands of
some of us priests, nuns
and pastors; if you've

been away from the

Church for a while but
would like to take another
look at where the Church
is today and where it is
going tomorrow—
these

sessions

are for you.

WHEN?
WEDNESDAY EVENINGS, MAY 13, 20, 27
7:30-9:30 P.M.
WHERE?
St. Francis De Sales Church
12th and Maple

Holland, MI

49423

If you would like more information or would just
like to talk, please call 392-3985
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Newspaper ads
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
“We

approach

people individual-

ly,” he explained.

Program tries to reconcile
church, former members
“We want to talk and

HOLLAND

find out what it was

Bv Dale Dieleman

that caused their

The Grand Rapids Press

St. Francis De Sales parishioners
are extending a “Welcome Home”
invitation to all inactive Catholics
and former members of the faith
who for whatever reason have left
the church.

As part of an effoit throughout
the entire Roman Catholic Church,

alienation from the
church. It will be a

listening session where
the church will not

defend itself.”

Karen Moquera
Many may find the Catholic
signed to address the concerns of’ church they remember leaving
years ago is not the same as presnon-practicing Catholics in hopes
ently practiced at St. Francis and
of restoring them to their faith.
elsewhere. “We believe in the
With assistance from the Rev.
church as a church continually
Robert Sirico, of the Catholic Information Center in Grand Rapids, . changing” and where growth is
taking place, said Noguera.
“the lay-led effort will hold a “WelBut discovering what the church
come Home” series May 13, 20,
is today is not the only message St.
and 27, sponsored by the parish’s
Francis wants to communicate to
Religious Education office under
those interested in attending.
the direction of Mary Shannon.
“We want them to know that we.
Parish volunteer for the proneed them. That they are part of
gram, Karen Noguera, described
us,” Noguera explained. “It is a
the first three-session series as “a
loss for us” if they stay away.
time of reconciliation” through
© The sessions, she added, will
cpen dialogue with former Cath
hopefully clear up much misunderlics wishing to attend.
standing about the teachings of the
Dialogue, she emphasized in an
church too, and what it means to
interview this week, is the key to
practice the Catholic faith today.
the entire effort. “We want to talk
From his Grand Rapids office,
and find out what it was that
this week, Fr. Sirico said the procaused their alienation from the
gram at St. Francis or in any of the
church,” she said. “It will be a lisother parishes he has assisted over
tening session where the church
the last four years, is not “a numwill not defend itself.”
bers game.”
The second series to be held June
Though the welcoming series
3 through July 15, is designed as a
has proven effective in bringing esway to help former Catholics reactranged members hack to the faith,
quaint themselves with the faith,
again offering time for inquiry and
fee CHURCH, page 2
questions.
the local Holland
ning

two

parish

three-session

is plan-

series de-

In some ways, the outreach effort puts the church in the role of
listener and perhaps even learner,

whichis different than the teaching
role most remember as the only
role the church was performing,
said Sirico.
And as for the open arms approach, “Even being invited may
be the spark” that brings people
back to their faith, he added. “And
if a person decides not to return, at
least they will walk away knowing
that these people (church) care.”

Sirico said he understands many

of the reasons why people have left
the Catholic faith, being one estranged for 13 years himself in
younger days. He only wishes he
had such a program then, as that
being offered at St. Francis this
month, to help him make the transition back into the church.
Sirico also mentioned that not all
who left the church did so because
they felt the faith was too strict, or .
its practices too conservative for
modern times.

:

aS

nT

Some appearing at other such _
welcoming sessions say they have real concerns that the Catholic church in America has become too
liberal.

i

Often, he said, a former member’s perception of the church being too rigid either liberally or conservatively, can be traced to a-personal experience with individual
priests, nuns, or other church leaders.
:

Sirico said, “Catholicism can en-

compass both” conservative dnd
liberal believers. The church is
“liberating” in the way it wants its
members to act on their faith in
world, but “it has conserving téndencies’ when it comes to matters
of

faith,

doctrine,

choices.
For more

and

lifestyle

i
information,

contact

Noguera at the St. Francis De Sales

Catholic Church office at 396-7641.
The May 13, 20, and 27 meetings
run from 7:30 to 9:30 p.m. The
church is located at 12th Street and
Maple Avenue in Holland.
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Prayer of reconciliation for hymnbook

Lord of life and goodness,
when we had wandered
far from you, you loved us
even more, and sent your
son to reconcile us
to that love.
Make us mindful of those
who are alienated from
your table. Create within
our hearts a sensitivity to
their lives. Be with them
in any crisis and suffering
they may endure. And
show us how to reach out
to them in concrete ways
with the reconciling love
with which you have
loved us.
We ask this in the

name of love made flesh,
Jesus our Lord.
Amen.

APPENDIX
EVALUATION

Evaluation

C
FORMS

(given during first 3 sessions)

Please note: If you choose to complete this evaluation, it will help us to develop our
program. Thank you.
1.

How did you hear about our program?

Newspaper ad - Which paper?
____ Parish bulletin
Pastor
____ Friend/Relative
Other
. How long have you been away from the Catholic Church?
(or) struggling with an unresolved church issue?

3. Which item below has created the most difficulty in your relationship with the
Catholic Church?
____ Marriage, divorce or annulment
_____ Birth control
_____Pope, Bishop, a priest or nun
____ Disagreement with a member of the clergy, religious or laity
____ Lack of interest in religion, or in the Catholic Church
Changes:
Too many, or not enough
_____ Poor preaching
_____ Not enough emphasis on Bible in Catholic Church
____ Confession - Other Sacrament (which one?)
_____ Other (please specify)

. Where are you with your faith now?
. Where would you like to go from here?
. What did you get from these sessions so far?

. What would you like to see included in these sessions?
. Other comments if you have them:

Name (optional)

Evaluation of Welcome

Home/Another

Look

Were the first sessions with Fr. Sirico helpful to you?
Explain . . .

Were the Another Look sessions helpful to you?

How could we improve them?

Do you have any special needs which we could help you with concerning your

church relationship?

Please rate each of the following as:

1.
2.
3.

Very good
OK
Poor (comments)

Topics covered on the agenda:
Fr. Jim’s teaching Mass

Mary Shannon - What it Means to be Catholic
Rosemary Cekola - Vocation and Lifestyles
Karen Noguera - Reconciliation
Dom Scibilia - Changes Since Vatican II
Feeling of being welcomed

Freedom to express feelings and ideas
d.

Helpful information on the Church today

e.

Growing bond with the group

Please comment on where you see yourself to be in relation to the Church at this
time.

Has there been any change of perspective since you began this group?

Evaluation by sponsor group

Please respond to these areas with your comments:

Frequency and length of meeting

Format and agenda

Content of program

Facilitators’ effectiveness

Fr. Robert Sirico
Fr. Jim Wyse
Mary Shannon
Rosemary

Cekola

Karen Noguera
Dom

Scibilia

Suggestions for next session
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