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The Ministry of Welcome 
A training resource for parishes 

 
 

Foreword 

In 2004 the Catholic Bishops of England and Wales launched a major programme of listening to the 

needs of families in our church. You may remember this, and indeed, you may have taken part in it. At 

the end the Bishops published an interesting report of what we heard called Not Easy But Full of 

Meaning. First of all we heard that, most of all, families needed, by way of support, that their parish 

should be family friendly. In response to this we are launching a programme in 2006 called 

ñEverybodyôs Welcome.ò 

In the report, families talked about how important the parish was to them. It was a community in which 

they wanted to feel known, accepted and loved for who they are. They wanted to experience their 

parish as a place where they could find friendship, and to experience their parish as a wider family to 

whom they could turn in times of joy and sorrow. They would love their parish to be a place where their 

values are shared and reinforced, and a place where they find spiritual nourishment. They also 

expressed a desire for practical help, including information and skills to help them become better 

family people. 

Sadly we heard from families who did not experience any of these things in their parish communities. 

Some felt quite isolated and alone. Sometimes this was because they felt their lives did not match up 

to the ideal of Catholic family life. Sometimes it was because they came to Mass each Sunday and left 

without anyone talking to them. Sometimes they felt guilty because their busy lives left them unable to 

contribute to the life of the parish family. Sometimes it was because they saw no sign that the parish 

cared about the rest of their life outside of Sunday Mass. 

A great deal of work has been done already on these issues in so many parishes across the country. 

In our programme ñEverybodyôs Welcomeò we aim to share the ways that have been discovered and 

tried out - ways of being sensitive to family needs, ways of being welcoming, ways of being family 

friendly. Some of these ways have been developed within other Christian communities. The pack you 

are reading now was originally developed by the Anglican Diocese of Winchester. It was then adapted 

(with their permission) by the Catholic Diocese of Portsmouth. We have added extra material that we 

hope will further help parishes to make use of it. We are grateful to all those who have contributed to 

this current edition and whose generosity has enabled us to make it available to you today. 

+ John Hine 

Chair, Bishopsô Conference Committee for Marriage and Family Life 
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Celebrating Family: Blessed Broken Living Love 
An initiative of the Catholic Bishops in response to 

the families of England and Wales 2006-2008 
 
In April 2005 the Bishops of England and Wales agreed 
a plan of collaborative action to meet the needs 
identified in the report Not Easy But Full of Meaning: 
Catholic Family Life in 2004. These needs have been 
summarised as follows:  
 
Welcoming, family-friendly parishes (2006) 

¶ to offer understanding, friendship and support to all 
¶ to be a source of help in times of need 
¶ to help everyone in the parish feel that they belong there  
¶ to encourage and celebrate all family life whether married, widowed, single, 

divorced, separated, with children or without 
ñThe challenge is to build highly loving supportive communities within our parishes for 
all of us, including our families.ò 
 
Marital and family spirituality (2007) 
¶ to share the holiness of the home as a place of life, love, service, teaching, 

fellowship, witness and prayer 
¶ to celebrate the presence of God as love in all loving family relationships 

 ñA broader understanding of marital and family spirituality among both clergy and 
laity will be fundamental to the success of any future work by the church in support of 
family life.ò  
 
Helping parents and grandparents to pass on faith in God (2008) 
¶ to provide them with more support, tools and resources 
¶ to respect the role of the family and to see where they fit into the roles of 

school and parish 
¶ to provide comfort and healing where necessary 

ñParents expressed a need for more help in raising their children in the Faith, both in 
terms of deepening their own understanding and being able to integrate it into the life 
of the home.ò 
 

 

In families own wordsé. 
 
"Hospitality, friendship, community support was rated as the significantly highest 
hope that families expressed of their parish community." 
 
ñI hope for friendship, caring, supporting, belonging and a warm caring atmosphere.ò 
 
ñMy church is my other family where everyone is so kind and thoughtful-always 
helping me.ò 
 
ñNo-one should feel alone - the Church brings everyone together as the bigger 
family.ò 
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ñI have found a great inner peace and love going to Church and joining in Church 
activities.  I can feel and talk to God in a way I never did before.ò  
 

What is the purpose of this training resource? 
 

¶ To enable all parish groups to understand why welcoming visitors and 
strangers matters, and that all parishioners need an ongoing welcome 

¶ To prompt parishes to improve their own welcome policies 
 
 

How might a parish group use it? 
 

¶ With a group of up to ten people 

¶ With an identified leader, who may be one of the group. This person will 
take responsibility for preparing the sessions but does not need to be 'an 
expert' on the ministry of welcome.   

 
 

What can we expect to cover? 
 

¶ An assessment of the way the parish welcomes everyone 

¶ An exploration of different ideas and experiences of welcoming and being 
welcomed 

¶ The development of a structured welcome policy 

¶ A commitment to regular reassessment of parish welcome 
 
 

 

 
ñThe parish remains the pre-eminent place for catechesis. It must 
rediscover its vocation, which is to be a fraternal and welcoming family 
homeò  

Catechesis Tradendae #67 
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Content, Aims and Timings                                                             
 
Session 1: Happy to welcome Him (Luke 19)    2 hours 
 
Aims: to welcome the group and help them welcome each other; to highlight listening 
skills; to decide as a group why welcome is important by exploring personal 
experience and scriptures to prepare for next session. 
 

 Welcome and Prayer (10 mins) 
 Introductions and Listening skills (10 mins) 
 Welcome in the Parish community (30 mins) 
 Welcome in the Scriptures (30 mins) 
 Preparing for the next session: Assessment of your Parish welcome (30 mins) 
 Prayer and Farewells (10 mins) 

 
Session 2: More than Handing out Hymnbooks (Luke 7)  2 hours  
 
Aims: to report findings of assessment of parish welcome; to begin to identify ways to 
improve welcome; to formulate action plans. 
 

 Welcome and Prayer (10 mins) 
 Reporting findings of your assessment of your parish welcome (60 mins) 
 Identifying ways to improve welcome (20 mins) 
 Action planning (20 mins) 
 Prayer and Farewells (10 mins) 

 
Session 3: Welcoming People to Faith (Acts 2:47)  2 hours 
 
Aims: To identify what keeps us in relationship with God; to explore why we gather in 
church on Sunday; to identify ways of encouraging a sense of belonging and people 
to return. 
 

 Welcome and Prayer 
 Coming to faith in God (30 mins) 
 Going to church? (30 mins) 
 A Welcome Outside the Walls (30 mins) 
 Prayer and Farewells (10 mins) 

 
Session 4: Talk to them Agreeably (Colossians 4) 2 hours 
 
Aims: To explore what it's like to be a newcomer; to practice the Ministry of Welcome 
by questioning skills, by role play, by feedback skills; to review assessments and add 
to them.              
 

 Prayer and Welcome (10 mins) 
 Being a newcomer (20 mins) 
 Talking and listening to newcomers (role play) (60 mins) 
 Final review (30 mins) 
 Prayer and Farewells (10 mins) 
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Additional follow-up review meetings are recommended. 
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Guidance for Group Leaders 
 

V You will need to read the guidelines for each session in advance of each 
meeting.  Check whether you need any extra equipment ï for example: 

   A flip chart or a pad of large paper 
   Suitable felt tips or pens to write up conclusions of discussions 
 
V From your study of the material calculate roughly how much time you will need 

for each part of the session.  Include in your calculations the time you will need 
for coffee, sharing news, arranging the next meeting, etc. We have suggested 
timings but you may prefer to manage the time differently. 

 
V The atmosphere in a group, while heavily dependent on the way people treat 

each other, is also influenced by the physical surroundings in which the 
conversation takes place. Consider the layout of the room ï arrange the chairs 
carefully, ensure that the lighting is not too harsh or too dim, decide how warm 
the room should be. 

 
V It is useful to obtain contact details for each participant and permission to 

circulate that list. 
 
V It is helpful to start each session with short prayers or readings.  The course 

leader could select these in advance or could appoint different members of the 
group to do this at each session.  Prayers are provided at the start of each 
session but you could, alternatively, simply use The Lordôs Prayer to start and 
the Glory be to conclude. Consider whether it would be helpful to have a candle, 
a picture or a small cross to focus on during prayer time. 

 
V At the meeting try to ensure that you stick to the timing you have planned for 

each part of the session.  It is important to be a little assertive about moving on 
if the group is reluctant to do so.   

 
V You may find that you have to stop some people from talking.  On the other 

hand, you may need to draw out some members of the group.  Consider ways 
to do this tactfully. While you should not feel responsible for the group as a 
whole, you should always be looking to care for, encourage and affirm each 
person, especially those who appear vulnerable.  

 
V Where the instruction suggests silent reflection, do not be afraid to allow a 

reasonable time of silence. 
 
V After the session, consider what went well and what could be better.  The leader 

may consider asking other group members to offer some feedback.  Remember 
in offering feedback there are no rights and wrongs of content only of style of 
delivery.  Feedback is the perspective of the giver and as such might be offered 
tentatively and with respect. 
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The Facilitative Role  

by Mark Davis 
 

* A Way of Being in Groups ï You should, first and foremost, ómodelô an 
appropriate way of relating to others ï behaving in such a way as to encourage 
others: to accept one another regardless of the quality of their contribution; to 
listen with empathy to personal testimony from outside their own experience; to 
hold each person in the highest regard, including those to whom they would not 
ordinarily be drawn. 

 

* Not an Expert ï You should not present yourself as óan expertô about the issues 
under consideration.  You are simply a participant with particular extra 
responsibilities - to set a tone of welcome and acceptance; to make sure that the 
whole process is satisfactorily completed in the time available; to intervene to 
protect the interpersonal boundaries already negotiated in advance.  

 

* Intervention ï Apart from moving the group from one stage to another, with 
suitable words of introduction and explanation, you should be slow to intervene.  
But you should be ready and prepared to, however, if the group gets into 
difficulties.  Examples might include: when someone is speaking for too long; the 
conversation drifts towards argument; someone is openly criticised; someone 
wants to speak and is not given the opportunity. These interventions should be 
undertaken calmly and in a good humoured way.    

 
Extracted from Guidance for Small Group Facilitators by Mark Davis. produced for CBCEW in 2004  

 

 
 
Checklist for Group Leader Preparation 
 
ü Obtain contact details of group members 
ü Communicate proposed dates and times 
ü Communicate course outline 
ü Arrange hospitality/refreshments 
ü Prepare room 
ü Prepare materials:  

o Prayers / handouts 
o Bible readings handout 
o Programme / timings 
o Equipment / resources 
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SESSION 1 - Happy to Welcome Him 
 

ñZacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.ò  So he 
hurried down and was happy to welcome him.    Luke 19:5-6 

 

Welcome and Prayer 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

Let us begin by thanking God for all the people we have met todayé family, 
friends, neighbours, people who offered us a particular serviceé. or who were 
simply kind to usé. 

 
Pause for reflection 

 
Lord, we give you thanks for the love and care we have received from others 
today. Help us to offer love and care to all those we live with and meet so that 
through us they may know your abundant love. We make this prayer through 
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

    

 

Introductions and Listening Skills 

 

Introductions 
 

The group leader introduces him or her self, explaining why this Ministry of 
Welcome programme is important to them personally and also why it's 
important in the context of the Listening 2004 findings.  
 
The leader then invites each member of the group in turn to give their name, 
how they prefer to be addressed, where they live and why they are here.   
 

Structure of the programme 
 
The leader next briefly introduces this ministry of welcome training resource, 
clarifying the time commitment and the intended outcomes (It might be useful 
to photocopy the Content, Aims and Outcomes page for the group members to 
keep). 
 

Leaders tip: You can help participants to feel more relaxed and secure by 
establishing agreement between them about a number of issues before you start.  
You should check that the group are clear about: 
                    Why they are meeting. 
                   How they will proceed. 
                   How they will try and relate to each other. 
(This helps to address concerns about confidentiality, appropriate levels of self-
disclosure and the avoidance of personal criticism) 
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The importance of listening 

 
A short discussion of listening skills is initiated by the leader to highlight the 
importance of both listening and hearing each otherôs experience. It is worth 
mentioning that anyone can at any time check that they have heard correctly 
by repeating back to the speaker what the speaker has said.  This gives them 
an opportunity to correct or clarify any mistaken impressions as well as 
confidence that they have been fully heard.  
 

 

Welcome in the Parish Community 
 

The leader then invites people to talk together in pairs and recall the first time 
(or a particular time) when they really felt part of the parish community. If they 
have never felt they belonged, do they know why this is? The leader reminds 
the group of the value of respectful listening.  

 
(Allow 5 minutes for each person to share their story = 10 minutes for this part 
of the exercise)  

 
The leader brings the group back together by inviting participants to share 
briefly what they have said with the wider group - if they wish. (5-10 minutes) 

 
 

Next the whole group explores the question:  
 
óWhy does welcoming people matter?ô  

 
Write up your conclusions. You might want to use a flipchart to note some 
keywords. (15 minutes) 

 
(Before the next session, type these notes up so that everyone can have a 
copy.) 

 

 

Welcome in the Scriptures 
 

Everything we do is rooted in scripture including our welcoming of others. 

Scripture 1: Read the following passage aloud: 
 

Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through it.  A man was there 
named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was rich.  He was 
trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, 
because he was short in stature.  So he ran ahead and climbed a 
sycamore tree to see him, because he was going to pass that way.  When 
Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, ñZacchaeus, 
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hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.ò  So he 
hurried down and was happy to welcome him.  Luke 19: 1-6 

 
Divide the group into two groups of four or five to reflect on the scripture 
passage using the questions below.  The leader reminds everyone that though 
they may all have different ideas each is equally valid, offered as a personal 
perspective. (Allow 15 minutes for this conversation) 

 
The groups discuss the following questions: 

¶ How do you think Zacchaeus felt climbing the tree? 

¶ How do you think he felt as Jesus called him down? 

¶ How do you think the crowd felt? 
 

The leader brings the group back together for a short review of the main 
points. Once again the key words are recorded onto flip chart paper (5 
minutes)  

 
 
Scripture 2: Read the following passage aloud: 

 
Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and 
whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.                   
Mark 9:37 

 
The leader again invites the group to reflect again on the passage using the 
questions below. Depending on time this can be done as two groups or as 
one. If the group divides it will be important to briefly recap their findings 
altogether as before. (Allow 10 minutes for this conversation) 

 
           The group discusses the following: 

¶ Consider the ways in which we make children feel at ease when they 
are anxious.  

¶ How can we relate this to welcoming adults in our church? 

¶ What makes each of us feel at ease in new situations? 
 

Summing Up 
 

Return to the flip chart paper and review the list of reasons why welcoming 
people is important.  Add anything that has arisen from your exploration of 
scripture. Remember to type all this up later and provide copies for everyone 
at the next session. (Allow 5 minutes for this review) 

 
 

Preparing for the next session: Assessing your Parish 
Welcome 
 

The next part of the course involves an assessment of the ways in which the 
parish already welcomes newcomers and existing parishioners to church. The 
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aim of this exercise is to celebrate good practice and to look for ways of 
becoming more welcoming. 
 
The asessment requires group members to work in pairs over the next few 
Sundays using the questions in Assessing your Parish Welcome  (Appendix 
1 of this resource). 
 
Each pair will answer the questions asked by observing the parish at work, 
'starring' the issues which they see are addressed well and marking "could do 
better"   those issues that they see might be improved. Each pair will bring 
their completed sheets to the next session. 

 
Clarifying and planning the task  
 

The leader distributes copies of the questionnaire to everyone and takes the 
group briefly through it to ensure that all the questions are clear and members 
understand what is expected of them. (Allow 5 minutes to look through the 
questionnaire.) 
 

The leader then invites group members to decide together who they will each 
work with, to plan which Mass they will survey, who will do what etc. It would 
be good if people did not assess their usual Mass. (This may take about 10 
minutes.) 

 
Finally the leader confirms the date and time of the next group meeting, 
allowing a month or so for the surveys to be completed. (You may find it 
helpful to confirm the dates of all subsequent meetings at this point.) 
 
 

Prayer and Farewells  
 

Keep silence for a minute, aware of Godôs living, loving presence. 
 

Say together the prayer of St Ignatius: 
 

Teach us, good Lord, to serve you as you deserve; to give and not to count 
the cost; to fight and not to heed the wounds; to toil and not to seek for rest; to 
labour and not to ask for any reward, except that of knowing that we do your 
will, through the same Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  

       
The leader concludes by thanking everyone for coming and for their 
participation. Coffee and tea and other refreshments are available  
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SESSION 2 - More than Handing out Hymnbooks  
 
ñI entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed them 
with her tears and dried them with her hair.ò     Luke 7:44 
 

Welcome and Prayer 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

A reading from the Gospel according to Luke. 
One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him and he went into the 
Phariseeôs house and took his place at the table. And a woman in the 
city, who was a sinner, having learned that he was at the Phariseeôs 
house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment. She stood behind him at his 
feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them 
with her hair. Then she continued kissing his feet and anointing them 
with the ointment. Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he 
said to himself, ñIf this man were a prophet, he would have known who 
and what kind of woman this is who is touching him ï that she is a 
sinner.ò Turning toward the woman, Jesus said to Simon, ñDo you see 
this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but 
she has bathed them with her tears and dried them with her hair. You 
gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing 
my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my 
feet with ointment.ò       Luke 7:36-39, 44-46 

 
After a period of silent reflection, pray together:  
 
God grant us the serenity to accept the things we cannot change, courage to 
change the things we can and wisdom to know the difference. Amen. 

 
Welcome 

 
The leader welcomes everyone back together, briefly recalls the outcomes of 
the last meeting, distributing any typed-up flipchart material.  
 

 

Reporting back on the Parish Assessment 
 

Each pair reports back on their findings from using the Parish Assessment, 
taking each section in turn. Rather than each pair giving a full report on every 
section, it might be better for pairs to lead in turn, the rest adding any 
discoveries that have not been mentioned.   

 
The leader will need to keep this process moving! No digressions! It might also 
help if couples simply list the aspects of the parish welcome for which they 
would award 'stars'  and those which they see as 'could do better' rather than 
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go into the minutiae of their findings. It may also be helpful for each person to 
have a clean copy of the assessment form on which to take notes. 

 
  [NB The results of the survey, or a digest of them, will need to be circulated to 
the parish priest, the parish pastoral council, and eventually made available to 
the whole parish.] 

 

 After each section the whole group discusses briefly the significance of what 
has been discovered. 

 

The leader writes up the groupôs conclusions on the flip chart. (This process 
should take no more than 60 minutes. The group might need a one minute 
stretch break at this point) 

 

 

Suggesting Improvements 
 

Next the leader invites the group to divide into pairs to discuss ways in which 
the 'could do better' findings can be improved. It will also be useful for pairs to 
identify ways in which the 'stars' can be celebrated. (10 minutes) 
 
The pairs come back and report their suggestions. The leader writes up each 
idea on a flipchart. (10 minutes) 
 
 

Formulating an action plan 
 

In a plenary discussion the group will decide on some actions that can be 
taken to improve the welcome of the parish. Priorities may need to be 
established. 

 
Underneath each idea, try to write an answer to the following questions: 

 
1 Who will carry out the action? 

2         What is the deadline for completion? 
3 What resources will be required? 
4 What problems are there likely to be encountered in trying to 

carry out this action? 
5 How can these problems be solved? 
6 Who will communicate these to the Parish Priest and the Parish 

Council; who else needs to know? 
 

FOR EXAMPLE 
 

Revamp the notice board  

 

1 To be done by the parish secretary 
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  2   As soon as possible 

  3   Coloured paper and gold card? A new notice board? 

4 Restricted space?  

5 Additional notice boards needed? Location? 

 

Encourage the congregation to approach newcomers at coffee 

 

1 Put notice in the bulletin, and a member of the parish to 

mention in the notices at the end of Mass 

2 Before Christmas 

3 Time and co-operation from the regular congregation 

4 People are naturally shy 

5 Build up peoplesõ conversation skills.  Help others to see how 

vital it is to overcome their shyness 
 
These charts will be the basis of the groupôs proposals for change which will be 
agreed more formally at the final session. The charts need to be typed up and 
distributed to all the group at the next session.  (20 minutes) 
 
 

NB: Most proposals will need to be taken forward with the approval and support of 
the parish priest and parish pastoral council. Therefore they will need to be placed on 
the agenda of the parish pastoral council. 
 

 

Prayer and Farewells   

 
Keep silence for a minute, aware of Godôs living, loving presence. 

 
Say together: 
 
Stay with us Lord Jesus, as evening falls. Be our companion on our way. In 
your mercy inflame our hearts and raise our hopes, so that in union with our 
brothers and sisters we may recognize you in the scriptures and in the 
breaking of Bread, who lives and reigns with the Father and the Holy Spirit, 
God for ever and ever. Amen. 
 
The leader concludes by thanking everyone for coming and for their 
participation. Coffee and tea and other refreshments are available.  
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SESSION 3 ï Welcoming People to Faith in God 
 
ñDay by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread 
together at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and 
having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number 
those who were being saved.ò                                                                  Acts 2:46-47 
  

Welcome and Prayer 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

Pray together: 
 
Lord Jesus, I give you my hands to do your work.  
I give you my feet to go your way. 
I give you my eyes to see as you do. 
I give you my tongue to speak your words. 
I give you my mind that you may think in me. 
I give you my spirit that you may pray in me. 
Above all I give you my heart that you may love in me your Father and all your 
people. 
I give you my whole self  
that you may grow in me,  
so that it is you, Lord Jesus, 
who live and work and pray in me. Amen.  (The Grail Prayer) 

 

The leader welcomes everyone once more, briefly recalling what happened at 
the last meeting, emphasising why welcome is so important. Typed-up 
flipchart material from the previous meeting is distributed. The leader invites 
participants to share any thoughts they have had since the previous meeting. 

 

 

Coming to Faith in God 
 

The leader initiates a brief conversation among those present about how they 
came into a relationship with God. Perhaps the journey to becoming a Catholic 
Christian was a sudden event, or a gradual awakening, or a developing 
awareness of the implications of their infant baptism. The leader also invites 
participants to share what keeps them in relationship with God.  (15-20 
minutes) 

 

Next, each person takes a few minutes to think about the following questions: 
 

¶ Name a person who was instrumental in bringing you to faith.  How did 
this happen?  

 

¶ What particular aspect of parish life kept you coming back when you 
first came to church?   
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¶ If you came to faith through a sudden experience: 
What sort of event was it? 
Where did you have this experience?   
What made you respond to the experience by coming to church? 

 
¶ If you came to faith gradually: 

   What were a few of the significant moments? 
   What part did churchgoing play in the development of your faith? 
 

Leaders tip: Let the group know that if theyôve never thought about things in 
this way before, donôt worry about it. They may well find that others havenôt 
thought in this way either. 

 
When participants have had a few minutes to themselves, the leader invites 
them to explore the questions in twos and threes. (15-20 minutes)                
  
For greater privacy, the pairs should be well spaced out from each other. At 
this point the leader should stress the importance of confidentiality in 
conversations of a personal nature. 

 
   The leader takes a moment to thank God for the gift of our faith. 
 

The Wider Context 
 

Everyone looks at the following illustration from the Report to the Catholic 
Bishops on Evangelisation in England & Wales (CBCEW 2002). The chart 
shows the responses participants in the survey gave to the question: which of 
these helped you personally come to or enrich your faith?  

  






























































