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IN 1988, I DECIDED TO GIVE PARISH WORK one more try. I reluctantly accepted a position as minister of social responsibility with Church of the Epiphany in Louisville, Kentucky, a position that focused on what today we call "parish social ministry." 

I REALIZE," I HAD WRITTEN SINCERELY in my application, "that peace-and-justice work will always be done by only a handful of parishioners, that it will most likely remain on the periphery of parish life, and that it will be eyed suspiciously by most parishioners." One of the great graces of my life has been that I was wrong. 

But it didn't seem that way at first. At my first monthly Social Action Committee meeting, four people showed up. At my second Social Action Committee meeting, three people showed up.   "This is not going well," I thought to myself. What to do? I had three choices, it seemed. I could take early retirement and borrow money from my dad for a farm. I could hope a lot of social-action-type Catholics would join the parish soon. Or I could try to figure out how to build a parish social ministry, something that I had never seen done. 

JustFaith takes off 

SO, WITH LITTLE TO LOSE, in the fall of 1989 I offered a program that I called "JustFaith." I advertised it as an intensive study of the peace-and-justice traditions of the Catholic faith. For nine months, we would meet every week for two and a half hours. Participants would be required to do a lot of reading (two to four hours each week). I also planned two or three retreats, some workshops, and some kind of interaction with the poor and vulnerable. 

As it turned out, 12 people signed up that first year. And the experience was nothing short of extraordinary. 

SO WHAT DID what did we do? To put it very simply, we read some of the best books I could find, we watched some very compelling videos, we discussed the hardest issues we could think of, we marched in a downtown rally after the massacre of the Jesuits in El Salvador, we listened to guest speakers and missionaries, we experienced an "urban plunge," we prayed, we had retreats, we became close friends, and at the end we were all different. 

Conversion stories 

THE STORIES OF TRANSFORMATION are many and powerful. Some are even dramatic. At least three participants left high-paying jobs for other work that paid less because of social-ethical concerns. 

SPOUSES MARY AND GARY BECKER went through the program together. Mary went on to become the chairperson of Louisville's Council on Peacemaking, and she started Louisville's only Pax Christi group. She also began her own business in socially responsible investing. Gary got involved with Prisoner Visitation Service, visiting federal inmates in Lexington. He also regularly works at a homeless shelter. Together, they have visited El Salvador and Haiti and they provided a sizable donation to start a micro-loan program in El Salvador. 

Other participants have gone on to be involved in parish social-action committees, legislative networks, material-aid collections, etc. Many have simplified their lifestyles--everything from moving to less expensive homes to eating less meat to just buying less. And many have become very generous with their wealth. 



Side effects 

IN ADDITION TO THESE transformations, there were three other results that I had not expected and did not intend, but they speak volumes. 

The first was that the people who went through the JustFaith process together often became very close. The experience of watching each other struggle, grow, choose, and change made for some very strong bonds. The difficulty of the choices they were trying to make and the common concerns for the world's poor and wounded made for ready affection. 

THE SECOND UNEXPECTED RESULT was that, as we turned our attention to the external order, to the world and its wounds, there was a resulting need and appetite to address and more fully explore our own personal inner lives. 

THE THIRD UNEXPECTED RESULT was the impact on the parish. By the third year of JustFaith, there was something of a "hundredth monkey syndrome." The simple fact of 37 JustFaith graduates, energized and eager to be about social ministry, had an impact not only on spouses and friends but on the larger community as well.  Thirty-seven parishioners working on anything might well be called a mass movement. That various matters were being brought before the parish council--such as requests to start sister-parish relationships with churches in El Salvador and the West End of Louisville, requests to fund new projects, and proposals to facilitate parish forums on environmental issues--meant that a great part of the parish's focus and agenda was being devoted to this business. 

New life 

THE EXPERIENCE OF JustFaith and its impact on Epiphany over the past eight years has taught me what faith, conversion, parish, and social ministry are about. 

I believe conversion is primarily about the broadening and deepening of love--love for God, ourselves, for our neighbors. Any change--intellectual, practical, or spiritual--that allows for the expanded inclusion of the stranger, the enemy, and the suffering into the sphere of my care is holy. 

Parish social ministry is simply the effort to organize the church's ever-broadening love for the world. The so-called preferential option for the poor, for example, is nothing but the church responding to the children of God the way a mother would respond to her own children, attending with special care to the needs of the one in pain. 

I CAN ONLY SAY THAT as people have healthily integrated social ministry into their lives, they have become more alive. They experience their own lives with more vitality. They are less attached to things that do not matter. They love better. They are more patient, more empathetic, more forgiving, more generous, more inclusive. What better definition can we give to "new life"? 

I admit that I had at one time dismissed the parish as an ineffective tool for social transformation. I now consider its possibilities to be the most potent that I know. 

And that is why, even after I bought my farm, I continue to work in the parish. 

