Townsville 2017: a report of my visit to the Good Shepherd Parish, Townsville, Australia, 4-7
August 2017.
Joe Green (Lay Pastoral Leader, RCIA Coordinator).
Background
Having been the Archdiocese of Wellington representative of the National Network of the RCIA
(NNRCIA) since February 2015, and thereby responsible for some coordination of the RCIA in the
Archdiocese, I attended the CIAN (RCIA network for Australia) Conference in Perth in October 2016.
There I met the coordinator for the RCIA in the Good Shepherd Parish, Townsville. I heard about an
enthusiastic RCIA programme, baptisms every Sunday, multi-use space with the property secured
from episcopal interference, active refugee housing, support to rural parishes and a highly motivated
priest, Fr Dave Lancini.
I thought ‘wow, how do I join this religion!?’.
The opportunity to visit Good Shepherd parish came in August 2017. The Catholic Parish of
Wellington South (CPWS) had a house under NZTA caveat that housed a refugee family, the
presbytery at St Joseph’s and the whole of 150 Brougham St was vacant, with plans to return the
building these were in to its original configuration of five apartments. The parish was considering
renting these to build income. Some parishioners wish to see at least some of these units made over
to refugee housing.
I contacted the Good Shepherd parish and asked if I could visit. They welcomed my request, telling
me ‘get yourself here, we’ll feed and water you’.
Tickets booked (at my own expense, for clarification only) I arrived in Townsville in the early
afternoon of Friday 4 August 2017. I was met at the airport by Mary McGee, the parish secretary. I
was soon introduced to Judy, a worker in the office, and then to Fr Dave Lancini (pictured below on
the right). I was generously accommodated at the presbytery.

What I found
The parish of the Good Shepherd has about 1000 parishioners. There are two multi-use spaces which
are available for wider community use. These are the sacramental centres.
The parish has two early childhood centres, two schools, with a third under construction. One
school, nearest the main community centre has 2400 pupils (primary to secondary), about 80% of
pupils are Catholic. The school under construction will be fully ‘green’: opening in 2018, the roll is
full. There are all up about 3000 young people in Catholic education in the parish. The demographic
profile for Mass attendance is similar to that of CPWS (i.e. few of the young people in the Catholic
schools participate).
There are about 120 children in the sacramental programme. The programme is very similar to that
in CPWS: two sessions for each sacrament. Confirmation is over two evenings. Confirmation and
First Eucharist are not combined at the one event. Attending Mass regularly is not a condition for
being admitted to the sacraments (in this Good Shepherd differed from its neighbouring parishes).
The parish accommodates two refugee families in transitional housing: two classrooms at the Ryan
Centre are fitted out ‘motel style’. The families stay here rather than at a motel. The parish provides
social justice support, primarily by the Young Vinnies, while the Government migrant service looks
for longer term housing. The parish is actively looking to purchase a house for social housing
purposes – close to schools, shops and transport.
Each of the centres has classrooms attached. At the Ryan Centre there are about eight. These were
temporary classrooms surplus to education requirements, purchased and renovated by the parish
(including toilet and shower facilities). They are used for community meetings, and as overflow
space for the schools. They are equipped with mattresses. Each centre has cooking facilities. Ryan
has a large covered courtyard.
There were about 150 secondary school girls accommodated in the classrooms at the Ryan Centre in
the week before I arrived. These were participating in a school girls sports week. They paid
$5/pupil/night – this made the trip affordable for them. The facilities were also used for respite – for
example for families from the ‘west’ (outback Queensland) with members in Townsville hospital.
The Ryan Centre is set up as an emergency support centre – for example in case of a cyclone.
The last of the pupils left on the Saturday morning – they had about 1000 km to travel home. Fr
Dave and I then tidied up the toilets and showers, restocked toilet paper and emptied and washed
out the rubbish bins, ready for weekend use. In my journal I noted: What does a pastoral leader do?
Whatever it takes to enable the People of God to be the People of God. Including empty the rubbish
and clean up after them!
The parish has four Masses over the weekend: 6pm Saturday vigil, 7.30am, 9.30am, 5pm Sunday.
On the first Sunday of the month there is anointing before and after Masses. Most participated. I
thought this an extremely powerful pastoral and sacramental action.
On Saturday Fr Dave presided at a wedding. He does so most Saturdays of the year.
On Sunday, he baptised six babies at a separate 11.30am liturgy. He was assisted by two ‘copresiders’ – parishioners from the baptismal team. With their families, there was about 250 in the
centre. This happens most Sundays. He marries couples at any venue (unless it was ‘weird or
wacky’). Fr Dave is a very popular celebrant.

Fr Dave thought that in part this was because, of the 26 priests in the diocese he was one of only
four Australian priests, the others being predominantly from India, with some from Africa. He
thought it also related to the number of children in the schools. He made a point of being involved in
their last retreat before leaving college, and he thought that they returned for these key sacramental
events: marriage and baptism. In my view, it is also because he is a committed and magnetic
pastoral leader with higher than average pastoral and communication skills who is welcoming – he
makes it as easy as possible, and makes it as good an event as he can. Word gets around!
He gives each couple he marries their first wedding present, and bases his homily on this.
In his view: he is about God’s work, and wants to make it as easy as possible for God to do His work!
I liked and admired this approach. Even though as he said, ‘as pastoral leaders we are challenged by
Christ to push out into the deep, and when we do, you can bet someone will try to sink your boat.
But, we still have to push out into the deep!’.
Parish properties are owned by the parish and by Ryan Holdings. Ryan Holdings is a not-for-profit
company. The Bishop’s representative, parish priest, two parishioners and a school principal are on
the board of Ryan Holdings.
The land is owned by the parish, the buildings are owned by Ryan Holdings. They revert to the parish
after 50 years. This arrangement enables the parish to fund raise for grants toward its buildings, and
was insisted on by a donor who funded 50% of the construction of the centres. Ryan Holdings has an
application in to a Government agency to install solar power to the centres. The parish invests in its
buildings through Ryan Holdings – c. $35k in 2016/17.
The total parish income is about $300k. 9% is paid in a diocesan levy (the financial structure differs
from NZ, the priest’s stipend being paid by the parish, for example). $50k of this income came from
‘stole fees’: this originated from the donation for services by those being married ($350), baptised
($50) or buried ($400). The parish is very open about this: most are not participating Catholics and
this is their contribution to the running of the parish. I understood that participating parishioners
might have this discounted. A collection was taken up at baptisms, the attending families and friends
contributing about $450 to the baptismal programme.
The parish supports remote rural parishes, by paying things such as their insurance.
The parish has a baptismal team of 10-12 who assist at the baptisms. They lead those parts of the
liturgy that might be led by any minister (other than priest). Fr Dave does only that required of a
priest. Each child is given a candle (battery operated – saves burns and wax on the carpet) and a
‘gold card’ and stone. The stone represents the ‘cornerstone of faith’ – and is a topic of the homily.
The parish has a parish council, a small finance committee, and teams to support liturgy, music,
RCIA, parish office and other ministries. Teachers volunteer time to the sacramental programme and
receive credit for it (as Catholic school teachers).
I let the images speak.

1. Ryan Centre: the larger of the two, the Ryan Centre is a multi-use space. The other centre,
Good Shepherd, is a smaller replica.

2. At the back of each is a social area. The one at Ryan includes a large, covered open area (to
the left of this photo).

3. Classrooms – multi use including two for transit accommodation for refugees.

4. Ryan centre set up for Sunday Mass.

5. Each centre has a sacred space – prayer room with tabernacle. This tabernacle in the shape
of a cob loaf.

6. Furniture is not fixed. ‘Sacristy’ cupboards in background.

7. Anointing before and after Mass on the first Sunday of the month. ‘Sometimes I see people
approaching with tears in their eyes. I know something is going on. I anoint them, then hold
their hands and say “give me a call during the week – we’ll have coffee”. The ball’s then in
their court if they want to talk’.

8. Baptisms. Parents and godparents.

9. Baptism: immersion is promoted in the parish. To enable this the parish has several of these
large, plastic bowls.

10. Fr Dave’s gift to each couple he marries, an adjustable spanner.

Suggestions coming out of this visit
➢ A great pastoral leader, lay or ordained, speaks with EVERYONE, even if you don’t know their
name – CONNECT.
➢ Great pastoral leaders do whatever is required for the mission – including clean up after
others and change the light bulb.
➢ Great pastoral leaders include as many people as possible – they build teams, without
abdicating their leadership responsibilities.
➢ Great pastoral leaders encourage parishioners to exercise their priesthood, including in
liturgical events.
➢ Connect with young people before they leave school. Trust they’ll come back.
➢ A great pastoral leader drinks a lot of coffee!!!!
➢ Work in partnership: in working with refugees the partnership necessarily includes the
parish, Government agencies, social service agencies and NGOs. Establish agreement about
what each will do.
➢ If the housing is transient, make it clear from the outset, and work to ensure it is transient.
➢ Assign support people to a refugee family.
➢ Introduce them to the parish – at Mass, at social events.
➢ Refer to refugee families as ‘new families’.
➢ Anoint at Sunday Masses once a month.
➢ Get the most out of your physical space: multi use (e.g. Our Lady of Kapiti and CPWS at St
Francis de Sales have the opportunity to do this).
➢ Go green – it’s not as hard as it’s sometimes made out, makes good economic sense, AND
fits with the direction of the Church (Laudato Si). It’s also a good selling point.
➢ Develop facilities as emergency support centres – offering reassurance.
➢ Consider establishing legal entities and investing property into them. This assists fundraising.
➢ Openly advertise our services and facilities: baptisms, marriages, funerals. Make the
experience the best you can. This will encourage participation.
➢ Introduce a fees structure to the parish for services and facilities, with it discounted for
participating parishioners. And if ‘stole fees’ are particular to the priest – have the priest
contribute for the use of the facility out of this.
➢ Consider having the sacramental programme completed ‘by Mother’s Day’. Have First
Reconciliation during Holy Week (whole of parish event).
➢ Ask the NZ Catholic Bishop’s Conference to consider identifying, approaching and ordaining
to the priesthood suitably trained and formed men, including married men, to ensure the
availability of the sacraments, including in remote locations.

