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Building Bridges in Youngstown
BY BETH GRIFFIN
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Newcomers may be culturally
Catholic but not “plugged in,” Fr.
Brienz says. “Not all immigrants can
get to church, so we conduct Masses
and penance services in Mexican
restaurants, the break rooms of meat
packing plants, fields where migrant
farmworkers are gathered, and even
a converted chicken coop.”
“There is a lot of intervention
behind the scenes,” he says. “We
send people into the workplace
to advocate for the workers. It’s to
the manager’s advantage to have
a stable work force whose human
needs are met.” He describes the
process as a subtle negotiation that
entails compromise, native speaking skills, and recognition of what
works. The diocese uses Catholic
Home Missions funds to sustain the
bilingual, multi-talented lay outreach workers.
It also employs creative methods
to ensure that priests can minister effectively to Spanish-speaking
parishioners. These include recruiting a priest from Peru, calling missionary priests out of retirement
who served in Latin America, and
helping local priests learn pastoral
Spanish. Fr. Brienz says, “I’m thrilled
that, across the board, our priests
have worked diligently to get the
training they need. One told me he
was moved by the patience of his
parishioners as he struggled to learn
their language and ways.”
Fr. Brienz says technology is a
common language for communicating with teens of different backgrounds. He recalls comparing cell
phones with a young woman who
interspersed descriptions of her
phone’s features with informed opinions on the national elections. “As I
spoke to her, I noticed her heavily
calloused, muscular hands and was
struck by the realization of the labor

Dear Friends,

A

s you may or
may not know,
the Diocese of
Youngstown encompasses six counties in
northeast Ohio. Cleveland borders
it on the west and both Erie and
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, on the east.
Youngstown is the sole mission diocese
in the state of Ohio, with only 17% of
its population Catholic; it is a diocese
comprising 87 parishes and one mission church.
This issue of Neighbors reflects
what makes Youngstown unique
among home mission dioceses.
However, like Youngstown, four out of
every ten dioceses in the United States
struggle to fund basic and essential
pastoral works such as religious education, seminarian and lay ministry formation, and their ongoing evangelization programs. Mission dioceses quite
often struggle to meet the various
needs of the communities they serve.
This year, Catholic Home Missions
is providing $8.4 million in response
to the financial hardships within
these dioceses. We are able to do this
because of the generosity offered
by so many Catholics from around
the country who willingly give each
year to the Catholic Home Missions
Appeal. As you may be aware, many
of our dioceses will take up this
Appeal soon. Your generosity will
help ease the financial burdens experienced in our mission dioceses, helping them to better form vibrant faith
communities. I am hopeful for your
involvement with this year’s Appeal
and encourage you to share what you
have learned through this newsletter
with others in your parish so that they
too might understand the needs our
mission dioceses face.
With your help, we will continue
to strengthen our Church at home, as
I remain
Grateful to our Lord for your ongoing
support,

Bishop Peter F. Christensen
Diocese of Superior
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a young girl receives communion at mass
for migrants in hartville, Sept. 9, 2012.
photo/rick Walker.

she was accustomed to at such a young
age,” he says.
“The young people in the diocese
are not as numerous as before, but
every bit as exuberant as we remember,” Fr. Brienz says. Their faith thrives
with active practice, particularly
through direct service to others,
performed locally, nationally, and
internationally.
In a refreshing twist, Youngstown
youth have spent spring breaks in
post-Katrina New Orleans or helping
people in Appalachia. They have also
helped drill water wells in Tanzania.
Fr. Brienz describes the logic of helping out the fellow mission diocese
of Lexington, Kentucky. “A mission
church is one that needs help from
beyond until it can reach out on its
own and help others. There’s no definable tipping point. The church is missionary,” he said, and emphasized that
the Catholics in both dioceses benefit
from the interaction.
Half the parishes of Youngstown
have sent volunteers to help in

S t r e n g t h e n i n g

Lexington, Fr. Brienz says. While
rewiring and repainting homes in
“back hollers,” the visitors “support the
local church and make bridges with
people who are unchurched or not
Catholic,” he says. In one tiny parish,
“we quintupled the Catholic presence
by showing up,” Fr. Brienz recalls.
Back home, the experience resonates, as teens become newly aware of
similar needs in their own diocese and
determine to take an active role in alleviating these needs. “They return from
these ‘exotic’ trips and say, ‘This looks
just like what we saw when we were
away.’ They’ve helped people in a nonthreatening way and can apply what they
did in New Orleans or Kentucky to the
local situation,” Fr. Brienz says. Local
teen initiatives include home repair, outreach ministry, and taking residents of
“food deserts” to shop in supermarkets
stocked with healthy, affordable foods
not available in neighborhood bodegas.
Fr. Brienz says the spring work trips
also affect the choice of college majors
for some and open a path to vocation
for others.
Catholic Home Missions funds are
critical to the diocese, according to
Bishop George V. Murry, SJ. “Simply
put, Catholic Home Missions allows
us to practice what we preach,” he says.
“A lot of our parishes are struggling
financially, and they just do not have
the resources to train and support the
people who conduct this invaluable
outreach to our Hispanic population.
We have long relied on Catholic Home
Missions to help us provide evangelization and service to the AfricanAmerican community, particularly in
the city of Youngstown.”
“Catholic Home Missions demonstrates the beauty of the interdependence in our Church. We can collaborate rather than compete,” Bishop
Murry added.
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Mass for migrants in Hartville, Sept. 9, 2012. Photo/Rick Walker.

•

The Diocese of Youngstown was established
in 1943. The area was previously part of the
Diocese of Cleveland.

•

Catholics make up 17% of the population
of the diocese. They worship at 88 parishes
and missions.

•

There are 28 parochial elementary schools
and six Catholic high schools. More than
13,000 students are enrolled in parish
religious education programs.

•

The diocese is served by 98 active priests, 25 senior priests, and 69
permanent deacons. Eight men are studying for the priesthood in a nine-year
program of academic and spiritual formation. Most seminarians attend Mount
Saint Mary of the West in Cincinnati.

•

More than 200 women religious and 11 religious brothers live out the
varied charisms of their congregations. Among them, the Humility of Mary
Sisters and the Sisters of Charity of St. Augustine care for immigrants in four
hospitals and several clinics, the Ursuline Sisters serve in pastoral ministry,
and the Christian Brothers teach in schools.

•

Manufacturing jobs in the diocese dropped from 60,000 in 1990 to 25,000
in 2010. Although there was a surge related to recent drilling for natural gas
in the Marcellus shale formation, most of the drilling jobs are filled by out-ofarea contractors with specific skills. Other employment opportunities in the
diocese are concentrated in education, public service, and health care.

Looking ahead, Fr. Brienz says
the diocesan population is not
likely to grow substantially, and the
Church will be challenged to build

community across counties with a
smaller concentration of Catholics.
Nonetheless, the diocese remains
committed to evangelizing and uplifting the People of God in its care.
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In this issue . . .
Once part of a thriving region
built on the steel mill industry, the
Diocese of Youngstown now helps
its parishioners, which include
many migrant workers and their
families, navigate a changing
economic and social environment.
Your generosity to the Catholic Home
Missions Appeal supports essential
ministries in poor dioceses across
the United States and its territories.
THANK YOU for being part of our efforts
to strengthen the Church at home.
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