
The Future 
of the Irish 
Parish
A ground-breaking 

two-day confer-
ence on The Future 
of the Irish Par-

ish was hosted by the Irish 
Institute for Pastoral Studies, 
Thurles, on Tuesday 28th and 
Wednesday 29th August, in 
an effort to determine how 
Irish parishes can navigate 
their future amidst rapidly 
declining clergy numbers.

Rev. Dr Éamonn Fitzgib-
bon, Director of the Irish 
Institute of Pastoral Studies, 
spoke of the current state of 
the Irish parish saying, “In 
Ireland it is quite clear that 
the dynamic of the parish is 
changing dramatically. A seis-
mic shift has been occurring 
as vocations to priesthood 
and religious life have plum-
meted with the result that 
the forms of pastoral ministry 
and parish life that were such 
staples of the Catholic Church 
in Ireland for generations will 
no longer be possible. How 
the parishes are run and man-
aged is a major challenge for 
the Church authorities and for 
the laity as they bid to chart a 
way forward”.  

This is likely why there 
was a full-house of 150 peo-
ple from all over the country, 
while three Bishops were 
present from dioceses of the 
Southern Province. The four 
speakers were Cardinal John 
Dew, Archbishop of Wel-

lington and Vice President 
of New Zealand’s Catholic 
Bishops Conference, a man 
who has worked extensively 
in forging a path of evan-
gelisation through his min-
istry; South African Bishop 
Michael Wüstenberg, who 
has extensive experience of 
parish ministry and mission-
ary work; Fr Matthew Nunes 
from the Archdiocese of Liv-
erpool, who was appointed in 
2006 as Parish Priest of three 
different parishes, before 
having a further two added; 
and Dr Margaret Lavin, Pro-
fessor Emerita, University of 
Toronto, who spoke on the 
role of the clergy and laity in 
the Catholic Church.

❛❛Each of the 
presenters examined 
how the parish, as 
a structure, can 
continue to enable 
the Gospel to be 
preached in our 
communities.”

Each of the presenters 
examined how the parish, 
as a structure, can continue 
to enable the Gospel to be 
preached in our communities. 
The challenge, all agreed, is a 
move towards missionary dis-
cipleship.  Cardinal John Dew 

presented the experience of 
his diocese in Wellington, 
New Zealand where lay peo-
ple are formed and trained 
to work as professional, paid 
pastoral workers supporting 
declining numbers of clergy 
working in parish communi-
ties. The process was devel-
oped following a widespread 
consultation among people 
and a commitment by the 
Archbishop to implement the 
will of the people.

Bishop Michael Wüsten-
berg, of the diocese of Aliwal 
in South Africa, presented a 
different model relevant to a 
rural diocese which did not 
have first-world resources. 
He outlined how the diocese 
worked towards develop-
ing parish as a community of 
communities and enabling 
lay people to be the subjects 
rather than the objects of pas-
toral care, moving away from 
a ‘provided-for’ or a ‘helping’ 
church towards an active com-
munity where all participate.

Dr Margaret Lavin gave a 

very interesting case-study 
from her own parish, St 
Bridget’s in Toronto, where 
a detailed and carefully 
planned structure was devel-
oped for a parish pastoral 
council to ensure the work of 
the parish could continue in a 
strategic way.

Fr Matthew Nunes, of the 
Archdiocese of Liverpool 
spoke of his experience in the 
town of Widnes in Liverpool. 
In this town, eight parishes 
were amalgamated to become 

one, four churches were 
closed from the original eight, 
parish offices were combined 
to one central administra-
tive office. The clergy work 
together as a team as co-
parish priests and the work is 
carried out under the direc-
tion of a coordinating group 
comprising lay people and 
some of the parish clergy.

Most interestingly, this Con-
ference utilised a methodology 
based on ‘See-Judge-Act’. Thus, 
the inputs were just one piece 

and the response from the 
floor by the participants was 
in fact given more time than 
that afforded the speakers. All 
of those present were encour-
aged to reflect on what they 
had heard in light of their own 
experience and context and 
from this reflection develop 
some movement towards 
action. This process was facili-
tated by Jessie Rogers, a Scrip-
ture Scholar from Maynooth 
and Martin Kennedy, a free-
lance community facilitator.

The Irish Institute of Pastoral 
Studies was established in 
the last two years.  The aim of 
the institute is to enable the 
fulfilment of a new vision for 
the Church in Ireland to meet 
the current challenges it 
faces.  It supports the devel-
opment of lay formation 
and leadership and provides 
ongoing formation for clergy 
throughout the province and 
beyond. For further informa-
tion, see www.irishinstitute-
forpastoralstudies.com
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PARISH CONFERENCE A full house at the Conference gets to grip with 
questions about the Future of the Irish Parish

Sacraments

Dr Fáinche Ryan
At a meeting with some 
parents of first communion 
children, one of the parents 
told me of his daughter’s 
question, a child prepar-
ing for first communion, 
coming home from school 
and asking if she could put 
jam on the ‘Holy Bread’. He 
himself professed that he 
was somewhat at a loss to 
respond, easy to say no, but 
then ‘Why not?’, don’t bread 
and jam go well together? 
This question struck me and 
reminded me of how dif-
ficult it is to get good solid 
information on the Catholic 
Church, of the problem of 
knowing where to go to get 
answers to our questions.

The Eucharist: What Do We Believe?

Bishop Michael Wüstenberg 
of South Africa

 These articles will try to 
help that parent explain to 
his child why it is not a good 
idea to put jam on Holy Com-
munion, and also invite him 
to wonder why Catholics do 
what they do, and what is 
understood by the ‘Eucha-
rist’. The content of these 
articles has been influenced 
by the many questions put 
to me from encounters with 
members of parishes, par-
ents of first communicants, 
friends who have drifted 
from their faith, those curi-
ous and who might be con-
sidering taking the awesome 
step of baptism, and not least 
questions from those actively 
involved in Church ministry.

 One problem with being 
a Catholic in Ireland today is 

that in one sense we know 
too much, but in another we 
know very little. We know 
there are certain things 
that Catholics do, and we 
do them, or at least we did 
them religiously in the past. 
Many of us were never too 
sure why we did them, and 
often it is when our children 
are born that we begin to 
wonder should we baptise 
them. Is there any reason 
for them to make their first 
communion other than to 
have a great family day out, 
expensive though it might 
be. Indeed why baptise 
your child in the first place? 
What difference, if any, does 
it make – beyond keeping 
grandparents happy? And 
did you marry in a Church? 

Why? These articles will 
seek to explain what it 
means to be a Catholic, to 
be a member of a Church 
in which to celebrate some-
thing called the Eucharist is 
central. It will try to inform 
you, the reader, so you can 
better understand what it is 
to be a Catholic, or decide if 
you would like to bring up 
your children as Catholics, 
depending on where you are 
coming from. I look forward 
to journeying with you all 
over the coming weeks and 
months, and hopefully, in 
the end, we might all be a 
little closer to understand-
ing the wonderful mystery 
that is at the heart of the 
Eucharist: the source and 
summit of our faith.


