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A Pastoral Letter from Most Rev Anthony Fisher op, Bishop of Parramatta
On Planning Together in Christ for the Diocese of Parramatta

Parramatta is an ethnically diverse, multicultural diocese.

Bishop Anthony Fisher OP

A Growing Family

O
ur Diocese of Parramatta is booming in so many ways! 
Some of our churches have standing room only and some 

of our schools are over-subscribed. We have new parishes, 
churches and schools yet to build, as new housing estates, 
whole new suburbs, spring up around us. We have the youngest 
average age of any diocese in Australia, many young families 
and young adults. We have possibly the most ethnically diverse, 
multicultural diocese in the world. Many of our parishes are 
vibrant communities of faith, worship and service. There is 
lots of energy here and all sorts of possibilities for the future! 

Of course it’s uneven. In some parts of our diocese there are 
probably too many churches and Masses while others have 
too few. We don’t have as many clergy and religious as we 
would like, nor as many lay people in ministry. Demographic 
change means some of our parish boundaries, churches and 
activities might be in the wrong places. People shift between 
parishes, not just because they move home but in search of 
the church with the style, activities or community they are 
looking for. For some, other activities increasingly crowd 
out church, even crowd out God. Amidst the busyness it 
can be hard to commit to attending regularly. There are 
people whom we’d like to see at church more often. 

Evangelising, bringing the Gospel to people who have never 
known Christ and bringing it anew to those who should 
know Him better, is the key to the future of our diocese. We 
need a new burst of missionary zeal! Being welcoming places 
where people are brought closer to God and fi nding ways to 
serve God’s people is the key to the future of our parishes 
and agencies. We need an explosion of new pastoral energy!

Why do we evangelise and pastorally care for people? Because 
we love God and neighbour. There’s been a drift in faith and 
morals in our society and in many ways that drift is worsening. 
People are hurt as a result; many are lost, confused, hopeless. 
They are searching for answers to the big questions of God, 
creation and themselves. The answer is in the encounter with 
Jesus Christ. His Church is where they will fi nd Him and where 
they can be formed and supported. That’s our responsibility!

Amidst the opportunities and challenges we want to be the 
best we can be as the Church in Western Sydney. We want to 
be attentive to God’s call to us today, to follow His charge to 
bring the Gospel of Jesus Christ to life, to reality, to the world. 

Grace and Faith

T
his year past the Diocese of Parramatta has celebrated 
its silver jubilee since Blessed John Paul II erected it 

on 8 April 1986. In 2012 the whole Church marks another 
anniversary: the golden jubilee of the opening of the Second 
Vatican Council. Another blessed pope, John XXIII, gathered 
the world’s bishops together as one to consider how the 
Church might best renew herself and respond to the challenges 
– both internal and external – of serving God and humanity 
today. Beseeching a new Pentecost, the Church had a Gospel 
confi dence that Christ would be with her always and that 
her mission of worship and evangelisation would be carried 
forward in new ways. To mark this the Church in Australia will 
be celebrating a ‘Year of Grace’ from this coming Pentecost 
(27 May 2012 to 19 May 2013) and the Church throughout 
the world will be celebrating a ‘Year of Faith’ from later 
in the year (11 October 2012 to 24 November 2013). 

Grace might be said to be our experience of God, especially 
of His free and undeserved gifts – gifts like our very existence, 
our being redeemed by Christ, our participating in His word 
and sacraments in the Church, our personal vocation as God’s 
adopted children. Every God-given opportunity is a grace, from 
life itself to our family and friendships, from work and leisure 
to our participation in all that is true and good and beautiful. 

Faith is our personal response to those divine gifts or graces. It is 
our saying “yes” to them, internalising them, responding to them. 
So our two overlapping celebrations of grace and faith over the 
coming year will, as Pope Benedict XVI has said, be a chance 
“for an ever fuller conversion to God, to strengthen our faith in 
Him and to proclaim Him with joy to the people of our time”. 
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How might we better support our communities?

How do we nourish the faith and enthusiasm of our people?

Faith in Our Future

T
his time of grace and faith provides our 25-year-old 
Diocese of Parramatta with a remarkable 

opportunity to refl ect on its life and mission. 

We have so many strengths, so many gifts and opportunities. 
Above all, we have the Grace of God so evidently at work 
in our people and the Faith of our people responding to God 
with generosity and love. We see that in our parishes and 
schools, in health and aged care, in welfare, catechetics, 
youth ministries, ethnic communities and movements. 

How, then, might we live our faith in the future, with fresh 
enthusiasm and vitality, with commitment and joy, here in 
Western Sydney? How do we reconnect with those rarely at 
church and welcome them home? How do we draw in those 
who do not yet know that their spiritual home is with us? 
How might we better support our families, parishes, schools, 
Aboriginal and migrant communities, in living and sharing 
the Good News of Jesus Christ? How do we best deploy our 
spiritual and human energies in service of these tasks? 

It is with such questions in mind, and with great confi dence in 
God and the people of Western Sydney, that I have initiated 
a process of pastoral planning within our Diocese. Now is the 
time to plan under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Faith is our 
response to divine grace; planning and action are our living out 
that faith under grace. Now is the time to share our thoughts, 
make preparations and go forward with Faith in Our Future. 

Pastoral Planning

O
f course, planning together in faith is nothing new in 
our Church. From the beginning we’ve tried to respond 

to God’s call and the needs of every age, discerning the best 
ways forward and those pastoral initiatives that will “renew 
the face of the earth”. As Blessed John Paul II reminded us, 
“it is not a matter of inventing a new program. The program 
already exists: it is the plan found in the Gospel and in the 
living Tradition; it is the same as ever. Ultimately, it has its 
centre in Christ Himself, who is to be known, loved and 
imitated, so that in Him we may live the life of the Trinity, and 
with Him transform history” (Novo Millennio Ineunte 29). 

So we know what we are for: to know, love and worship God, 
to live and proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ. This is 
our perennial ‘program’. But we also know that it “must be 
translated into pastoral initiatives adapted to the circumstances 
of each community”. We need to discern together as a diocese 
so that the mission entrusted to us may be carried forward. 

Pastoral planning is not easy. It sounds less glamorous than 
many other aspects of Church life. But it is important. It is 
doing God’s work, not just talking about it. It is moulding our 
diocese and its future activities. It deeply affects our people 
and the people who will be the Church in the future.

To give some examples: many of our parishes were established 
50 or even 100 years ago. After years of rapid change, are our 
parish boundaries, church buildings, priests, deacons, lay pastoral 
workers, schools and social services in the right places? Should 
some of our parishes be twinned, amalgamated, subdivided or 
otherwise rearranged? Do our ways of evangelising, worshipping 
and serving work for today’s people? How can we collaborate 
better within our parishes, and between our parishes, and 
between parishes and agencies and other communities? Can 
some of our parishes do new things or do them better by sharing 
IT, youth ministers, RCIA, parish secretaries, business managers 
…? What needs are we still not meeting suffi ciently and would 
like to be doing more to help (e.g. marriage and family support, 
homelessness, refugees, vocations promotion …)? Do our 
structures and resources really support us? Above all, how do we 
nourish the faith and enthusiasm of our people, build a true sense 
of belonging, and equip them for mission in the 21st Century?
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How do we call forth vocations to the priesthood and religious life? 

Our diocesan patron, Saint Mary of the Cross MacKillop.

To contribute to the Pastoral Planning Process by attending 
a parish consultation event, please check your parish bulletin, 
noticeboard or ring your parish to fi nd out where and when 
a consultation is taking place near you. You can also fi nd 
this information on our Pastoral Planning website or have 

your say online at: www.faithinourfuture.org.au 

The Process 

I
n the coming months you will be invited to be a part of a 
series of conversations that will be held across our diocese. 

These consultations will provide an opportunity to listen to 
each other, exchange ideas and suggest directions. We must 
rely on the help of the Lord God above all. But to take the best 
view of these things I also need your wise advice. Under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, we may discover even better ways 
of doing the things we already do well and new initiatives that 
are waiting to spring forth in the life of our local Church. 

Accompanying this Pastoral Letter is a Diocesan Information 
Guide, which provides an overview of who we are as the Catholic 
people of Parramatta and what we do. There’s information 
about our population trends, our families and young people, our 
ethnic groups, our participation rates, our clergy and ministries, 
infl uences on faith and involvement. It also overviews the 
signifi cant work being done in our diocese in pastoral care, 
education, welfare, aged care, catechetics, justice and outreach, 
how we fund these activities and what might affect their future. 

Please have a look at this Information Guide and discuss 
it with your family, friends and fellow parishioners. 
Then, take part in one of the consultation sessions. 
Share your hopes for Faith in Our Future. 

Pastoral Priorities

I
n particular I would welcome your thoughts about 
the following fi ve very important matters:

• Family: How can we better support our families as the 
cornerstone of Church and society, strengthening them 
in their love and helping them live the Gospel? 

• Youth: How can we better engage our young people in the 
life and mission of the Church, helping them grow as disciples 
of Christ in a time of change and challenge for faith? 

• Outreach: How can we better reach out in the spirit of a 
‘new evangelisation’ to those not strongly connected to 
their parish or estranged from the Church? How can we 
best proclaim and witness to the Gospel so that others 
might “rediscover the joy of the Christian experience”?

• Ethnic diversity: How can we better celebrate and 
harmonise the ethnic diversity within our diocese, 
building on the spiritual strengths and meeting the 
spiritual needs of the people already in Western Sydney, 
as well as those who will come in the years ahead? 

• Vocations: How do we call forth vocations to the priesthood 
and religious life, as well as to lay ministries, and support 
this commitment to service of the whole Church? 

In due course our pastoral planning team will use the 
information we receive from you and others as the basis of 
their recommendations for a Diocesan Pastoral Plan to take us 
forward from 2013. As we embark on this process of planning 
together, I invite you to get involved, to bring your vision and 
passion to the future of faith that awaits us. I expect to hear 
many different views on some topics and to fi nd there is common 
ground on others. I promise that it is worth participating: 
sometimes one voice can make an enormous difference. 

Pray for wisdom and courage for our diocese as we seek to 
respond to grace as a diocesan community of faith and as we 
plan for our mission over the next generation. A prayer card 
has been distributed throughout the diocese for this purpose.

As we commend these efforts to the intercession of our 
diocesan patron, St Mary of the Cross MacKillop, 
we adopt her words as our own: 

Pray that a great unity will prevail, that charity will shine, 
and a holy wisdom infl uence every word and act. Whoever 
we are and wherever we may be … let God’s glory, God’s 
will and the general good alone absorb our thoughts, 
deliberations and actions. – Letter of Mary MacKillop to 
her Sisters in preparation for the General Chapter of 1904

God bless you and your loved ones in this new year of grace, 
of faith, and of action. With your help we can make this great 
diocese even better, as we plan with faith in our future.


