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SESSION 2:
THE MISSION OF THE PARISH
Fr. James Mallon, Divine Renovation Ministry

MAINTENANCE TO MISSION

Parishes are tasked with carrying out the mission of the Church at the local level: the 

making of disciples (Matthew 28:18-20).

This task has both maintenance and missionary components: maintaining the flock in their 

pursuit of holiness and leading the flock in living out the call to be 'fishers of men'.

In the Christendom Era, the Church naturally focused almost exclusively on the 

maintenance of the flock. As that era has come to a close, the need to take on the 

mission of evangelization has become increasingly urgent.

Prioritizing evangelization is a major shift that requires a few decisive initial steps:

 Step 1 - Build a balanced team, with strengths in areas of maintenance and mission 

 Step 2 - Discern, test, and refine a clear vision of what your parish will look like when 

it truly prioritizes evangelization. Then spend months casting that vision in every way 

possible.

Step 3 - Pick a parish evangelization tool like Alpha or The Search. Make it the 

cultural heart of your parish. Commit to attracting people from outside the parish to 

participate in it right away.

Essential Takeaways - 

1.

2.

3.

4.

“The parish is not an outdated institution; precisely because it possesses great flexibility, it can assume quite 
different contours depending on the openness and missionary creativity of the pastor and the community.” 

 -- Pope Francis
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 M A J O R  P R I N C I P L E

"You can’t  do th is  by  yo u rself .  You don’t

have a l l  the g ifts ,  t he knowledge or  the

energy.  The start ing po int  of  le ading a

par ish in  a  mission ary  d i rect ion is  admitt ing

that  and saying that  t ha t ’s  OK."

Parishes are tasked with carrying out the mission of the Church at the local level: the making of 
disciples (Matthew 28:18-20). Pointing to the central focuses of Vatican II, Fr. Mallon simplifies that 
mission into two fundamental but related tasks:

The pursuit of the universal call to holiness -- the ongoing maintenance of the flock through 
discipleship.
The mission of evangelization -- the ongoing task of being ‘fishers of men’.

Thus, the parish exists for both Maintenance and Mission. Maintenance is not to be understood as a 
negative thing. It is indeed a fundamental task. Nevertheless, most of our structure and even our 
terminology is thoroughly enmeshed in a Christendom mode of operating that focuses exclusively on 
maintenance. For example, according to the New Testament, priests are called to be shepherds, 
fisherman, sowers of seed, etc. but we call them ‘pastor’ which means shepherd.
On average around 80% of priests have spiritual gifts predominantly in the areas of shepherding and 
teaching, which are maintenance charisms. Accordingly, the overwhelming majority are most 
comfortable in areas of maintaining sheep, not in areas of evangelization.
Since the call of New Evangelization began in 1978 with Pope St. John Paul II, we have developed rich 
teaching on the need for a missionary thrust of the parish. But we are yet to actually see this happen 
in most places. Fr. Mallon notes that papal teaching takes time to sink in and for the conversion of 
our lived-values to actually take place. 

What is the Mission of the Parish? 

True Maintenance is the building up of 
the flock, the faithful members of the 
Body of Christ. St. Peter says to the 
local presbyters, ‘Maintain the flock that 
God has entrusted to you.’ (1 Peter 5:2)

How do we distinguish between 
healthy maintenance and 
unhealthy maintenance?  

Nevertheless, unhealthy Maintenance is possible, if it’s inordinately clinging to structures or
programs that have run their course instead of focusing on or pivoting to the two fundamental tasks 
listed above. For example, Fr. Mallon talks about parishes angrily prioritizing ‘card socials’ over 
evangelization efforts. 

Most parishes think about renewal in terms of transforming the people that are already there. That
is absolutely part of it, but moving from ‘Maintenance to Mission’ is all about the outward turn: to go 
out to seek and to save the lost. Think here of the lifeboat analogy we have used so often. Parishes 
need to see themselves as lifeboats. The focus of a lifeboat is to seek and save those drowning in 
the water outside the boat.

As leaders of parishes how do we get this prioritization right?



Fr. Mallon says, “If you believe that the primary task of the pastor is the needs of the sheep; you’ll 
never get to the ‘second’ task of going out. Because the needs of the sheep will overwhelm you. 
Conversely, parishes that put mission first -- and admittedly it’s no easy thing to do -- also do a good 
job of maintenance. And in mobilizing people to go out, you’re also equipping them to care for each 
other. Becoming like a family with lots of kids, in which the older kids are caring for the others. Most 
parishes run at about 5% engine capacity; Mission helps us rev that up to a much higher degree.”

The first step is realizing the call to leadership. If this significant change is going to happen, it is 
necessarily going to require leadership. Who’s going to provide that?
The major principle is this: "You can’t do this by yourself. You don’t have all the gifts, the 
knowledge or the energy. The starting point of leading a parish in a missionary direction is 
admitting that and saying that that’s OK." 
Know your gifts and your passions and balance those  the gifts and talents of others: "Some priests 
are very gifted in this area, some are terrified of it and some are somewhere in between. That is OK! 
We all have gifts in different areas. If leading a parish into evangelization isn’t something you as a 
pastor are excited about, that’s OK! Perhaps evangelization is your lowest charism. That is absolutely 
OK. What is not OK is not getting someone on your team who is gifted in that area that can help 
balance the parish’s focus.”
 Build a team that is balanced in gifts, with true shared responsibility, and open and honest dialogue. 
The pastor is and must be the pastor, but he doesn't have to be isolated and alone.

The second principal is that casting a clear vision is essential. Fr. James points to this definition of 
vision: ‘A picture of the future that makes us passionate.’
At root the question of vision isn’t about coming up with a strategy, Fr. Mallon says it’s about 
‘rediscovering our first love’!  “We all became priests with a dream of what was possible. What is your 
vision of a parish that would make you so excited that you couldn’t sleep at night… What gets you 
that passionate? Or, try the opposite approach: what drives me crazy? What makes me mad? 
Terrible music? Great! Your vision probably includes great music at the liturgy… We start with the 
Church’s vision, which the documents on the New Evangelization spell out. Then we look at the 
bishop’s vision. Then we, as pastors, ask the Holy Spirit to guide us in implementing those locally 
with our own particular vision."
Fr. Mallon challenges us: Go before the Blessed Sacrament and ask this question: ‘if God works 
miracles for the next five years to move my parish -- what would this parish look like?’

Actually, Write it down. Keep coming back to that in prayer. 
Talk to brother priests, deacons and lay leaders about it.
When you are confident and on fire for it, start sharing it with your team. 

What are the first steps to moving a parish into mission?
  
  Step 1: Build a team

  
  Step 2: Discern Your Parish’s Vision
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Pick a parish evangelization tool -- such as Alpha, ChristLife, the Search, etc. "If the parish is going to
develop a culture of outward-facing evangelization, a well-run evangelization program is essential."
Prioritize this tool. Real transformation happens when this tool becomes the cultural heart of your 
parish. "It should receive more time, attention and resources than anything else you do."
Create landing places of discipleship for people that have gone through this program: RCIA, Small 
Groups, ongoing formation, etc.
In doing this context, Fr. Mallon quotes Pope Francis: “I dream of a ‘missionary option’, that is, a 
missionary impulse capable of transforming everything, so that the Church’s customs, ways of doing 
things, times and schedules, language and structures can be suitably channeled for the 
evangelization of today’s world rather than for her self-preservation.”

What are the other essential steps?

“I dream of a 'missionary option,' that is, a missionary impulse capable of transforming 

everything, so that the Church’s customs, ways of doing things, times and schedules, 

language and structures can be suitably channeled for the evangelization of today’s 

world rather than for her self-preservation.”

 

-- Pope Francis

Divine Renovation
Fr. James Mallon

Unlocking Your Parish
Fr. James Mallon and 
Ron Huntley

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

M A J O R  P R I N C I P L E

Casting v is ion is  essent ia l .  "  ‘You can ’t  g et  people  

bought  into a  strategy unt i l  you’ ve g o t  them bought 

into a  v is ion.  I f  you d on’t ,  yo u ’ l l  break y our  par ish."

Fr. Mallon says, ‘You 
can’t get people bought 
into a strategy until 
you’ve got them bought 
into a vision. If you don’t, 
you’ll break your parish.’ 
The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing. For big-picture efforts, Fr. Mallon recommends 
casting vision 18 months or more, during which time you can be forming key leadership teams; 
getting mission-oriented people in the right places, etc.. But never stop casting the vision. He says 
that burnout happens when you stop feeding the fires on a regular basis."

https://www.amazon.com/Divine-Renovation-Bringing-Maintenance-Mission/dp/1627850384
https://www.amazon.com/Unlocking-Your-Parish-Disciples-Raising/dp/1593253656
https://www.amazon.com/Rescued-Unexpected-Extraordinary-News-Gospel/dp/1593253818

