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Greetings to the Church of God in Muirhouse  

Greetings to the Church of God in Muirhouse, to those who have been consecrated in Christ 

Jesus and called to be saints (1 Cor 1.2). Yes, you read that correctly not Corinth, but 

Muirhouse -a suburb in the south-east of Motherwell, Scotland where past generations of 

families earned a living in the physically demanding work associated with the Lanarkshire 

iron and steel industries.  Like the early Christian communities addressed by St Paul, the 

people of this parish are invited to put the gift of being consecrated in Jesus and also the call 

to be saints at the centre of their lives together. The parishioners of St Brendan’s in 

Muirhouse work hard to be worthy of this profound apostolic greeting and baptismal and 

conciliar call (Lumen gentium (LG) 39-42). 

The core, collective and frequently expressed mission statement1 of this worshipping 

community in Muirhouse  includes ‘a desire to build an authentic and creative Christian 

community for all, bringing the young families in the houses behind Arnold Clark into the St 

Brendan’s experience of belonging together in Jesus Christ Our Lord’. The reader may be 

forgiven for thinking that the restrictive arrangements imposed by a worldwide pandemic 

would have arrested their endeavour to do this. In Muirhouse (like the rest of the world) 

everyone’s daily life since Spring 2020 has been characterised by uncertainty and an 

experience and a language of closure, suspension, and postponement. In parish life 

however, such restrictive language although representing physical limitations does not 

impair the pastoral vision or missionary drive here in St Brendan’s. The parishioners and 

their parish priest speak consistently and persistently of the value of belonging, 

connectivity, participation, engagement, collaboration, outreach, community, spirituality, 

relationship, encounter, evangelisation and even synodality! This last observation is not 

intended as the focus for a lesson on English vocabulary or to provide a collection of 

impressive pastoral sound bites but is offered as a reflection on how one faith community 

endeavours to be Church and give practical expression to their vision in so many aspects of 

their life together.  The pastorally orientated parish priest working in collaboration with the 

people seeks day and daily to build a vibrant parish family constantly in a state of growth 

and transformation. This article will take a snapshot of the pastoral approach taken in 

Muirhouse against the broader context of the vision and mandates of the Second Vatican 

Council; post-conciliar magisterial teaching and the reforming zeal and ecclesial concerns of 

Pope Francis.  

Vatican II represented a major shift in Catholic Ecclesiology and signalled a new phase in the 

life of the Roman Catholic Church. Nearly six decades later, Pope Francis continues to 

promote accurate translation of the vision of Church embedded in the conciliar documents 

and he is leading the Church into what is a challenging and also a privileged time in its 

organic development. This brief exploration will highlight particular aspects of the pastoral 

agenda that currently confronts the contemporary universal Catholic Church. However, as 

stated in Christifideles Laici (LC): “The ecclesial community (the lay faithful), while always 
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having a universal dimension, finds its most immediate and visible expression in the parish. 

It is there that the Church is seen locally … living in the midst of the homes of her sons and 

daughters.” (CL.26) Exemplification is therefore given here from one parish who have 

discerned to put synodality, catechesis and mission at the top of the parish agenda.  

 

 

Embracing Synodality 

Reference has already been made to the language of engagement that characterises 

pastoral praxis in St Brendan’s. Included in that description is the word ‘synodality,’ In broad 

terms the vision of the Church as synodal is inextricably linked to the universal priesthood of 

all through Baptism. ‘Synodality’ is a relatively new term in the everyday language of the 

Catholic Church although the principle itself is one that has a long history and is clearly 

integral to the conciliar vision (LG 18). Vatican II formalised a paradigm shift in the Church’s 

understanding of the vocation and the mission of lay people and the laity are no longer 

considered to be passive recipients of the ministrations of the clergy, but participants in 

their own right in the one priesthood of Christ and in the mission of the Church. (LG 33; 

Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) 1546). With the pontificate of Pope Francis, the 

whole Church is now being invited to embrace an even deeper phase in ecclesial conversion 

as they are invited to ‘enter processes’ of ‘discernment, purification and reform’ (EG 30). He 

has indicated that the theme of the 16th Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops 

(2022) will be: For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation and Mission. ‘The journey of 

synodality is the journey that God wants from his Church in the third millennium, the Pope 

has stated.2 Is this call by the successor of St Peter engaging the lay faithful at the grass 

roots and moving the Church towards synodality?  An affirmative answer to this question 

will depend on the extent and nature of how the laity will be invited and empowered to 

participate in the preparation for the forthcoming Synod.  

For the parish of St Brendan’s in Muirhouse shared leadership at every level is central to 

their understanding of the synodal principle and there is in this community a clear desire to 

give recognition and genuine authority to all those who exercise ministries. It is noteworthy 

that as part of the parish formation opportunities  all parishioners of St Brendan’s in 

Muirhouse have been given the opportunity to read the Vatican's recently released 

document entitled  The Pastoral Conversion of the Parish Community in the Service of the 

Evangelizing Mission of the Church (2020) with its clear focus on leadership of parish 

communities. Several parishioners have analysed this document and also given 

consideration to the divided response of the German bishops resulting in the most insightful 

of commentaries some of which have been inserted in the weekly parish newsletter. The 

observations (of young and not so young) reveal an impressive awareness that parish 

leadership has many components and that the difference between the ministry of the laity 
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and that of the ordained minister is an essential one, not only one of degree (LG 10, 31). 

This deep awareness determines their modus operandi bringing their understanding of the 

ministerial priesthood and the priesthood of all the baptised into sharp focus. Consequently, 

many in the parish are growing in confidence about embracing leadership roles and 

participating actively in mission. However, a numerical count of ministries or pastoral and 

liturgical activities will always provide limited insight into any worshipping community. The 

distinctiveness of pastoral life in St Brendan’s arises rather from the processes of prayerful 

discernment embraced by those who lead coupled with the fostering of spiritual maturity 

and the approach taken to community formation. In this and in many other ways 

preparation for the Synod has already started in Muirhouse. 

 

 

Catechesis for All 

The journey from Vatican II has also been characterised by a renewed commitment by the 

Church to reclaim the primacy of Catechesis and to the development of adult faith. 

However, some attempts at Formation for the laity are often little more than emotionalised 

engagement without necessarily developing and extending the knowledge and 

understanding axis. Such training is seriously inadequate particularly against the backdrop of 

an ever-changing pastoral landscape. There is an urgency to act now in support of those 

who voluntarily accept major responsibility for the growth and development of our 

worshipping communities with recognition given that a third millennium Church will need 

many more lay people who have been formed in many although not necessarily all aspects 

of pastoral theology. Throughout his time as pontiff, Pope Francis has consistently urged 

bishops to support the laity in matters of Christian Formation, so that they can assume their 

proper responsibilities and mission in the world. Evangelii Gaudium (EG 

70,160,166,167,173).   

Significantly, Pope Francis has highlighted that some members of the laity are unable to 

undertake the task of catechesis because they have not been given the formation necessary. 

(EG 102) The new Directory for Catechesis 2020 (DC) underlines the importance of 

instruction and formation of catechists and that teaching the faith is a work of 

evangelisation intended to lead people to a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ. Parishes 

are described as ‘examples of community apostolate’ which should provide creative 

catechesis adapted to the real-life experience of the community. 

The parish priest in Muirhouse embraces wholeheartedly his role in the educational mission 

of the Church providing robust formation which mediates into pastoral practice at parish 

level. In every undertaking the people are invited to see spirituality as the major focus 

rather than organisation and logistics. St Brendan’s seek to establish and consolidate 
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themselves as a Eucharistic community and every action, discussion, experience, plan or 

endeavour is seen to be rooted in the celebration of the daily Eucharist. Day and daily these 

parishioners demonstrate a reverence for the sacred liturgy and a passion for their 

community expressed in a desire to bring others to a deeper encounter with Jesus Christ. 

Constantly as leader and shepherd their parish priest seeks to develop a spirit of 

collaboration within the parish encouraging all those who exercise ministries and functions 

to have both a coherent understanding and confidence about their own ministry but also to 

reflect on how each one relates to the entire parish experience. The aim is to establish a 

deep, intergenerational and coherent understanding of the centrality of catechesis in order 

to ensure the organic development of a Church of the 21st century. The dynamism, energy 

and urgency with which this parish family have adapted (particularly since the Covid-19 

pandemic) to a new configuration of catechesis is indeed both inspiring and noteworthy. As 

indicated in their online Mission Statement and supported by the mature pastoral 

engagement of those who were involved in the founding of the parish in the 1960s, young 

families are very much a valued section of the parish population and a focus for ministry. 

Every parent and the impressive team of catechists are seen as key players in this process.  

While centres of education explore and embrace the use of blended learning platforms, the 

parishioners in Muirhouse are at the cutting edge of blended catechesis! One young 

parishioner speaks of using the ‘digital culture’ to reach out and spread the Gospel in a time 

of distance while another comments on the duty of all the baptised in the evangelisation of 

today’s world, not the Church’s self-preservation. Is it possible that Muirhouse was given a 

preview of the final section of the new Directory for Catechesis which describes the digital 

space ‘and its tools as potent means for finding new and unprecedented forms of 

transmission of the faith’ (DC 364) and the even deeper question of ‘how to become an 

evangelising presence on the digital continent’ (DC 371)  

Missionary Urgency 

It would be no exaggeration to suggest that the Catholic Church at this stage in its history 

faces various concurrent pastoral challenges in terms of a dramatically changed social 

landscape, dwindling congregations, a diminishing number of priests, an escalating sense of 

polarisation in liturgical praxis and what some perceive to be a widening of a recognisable 

gap between the Church and the reality of people’s lives. Despite these massive societal and 

ecclesial changes and their sometimes pernicious effects (or perhaps because of them), 

there is also for many a sense that the Church since early in 2020 has entered a changed and 

vitally significant era in pastoral development. There now needs to be an informed and 

moderate discussion leading to a creative response to the demands emergent from the new 

context for the Church and a world in need of evangelisation. The new mission field will be 

that place where sociological influences, ecclesial concerns, catechetical endeavour and a 

pastoral agenda for a synodal Church meet and interact in a creative synergy. 
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Well-intentioned attempts to restore the Church to how it was and maintain it again would 

be at best a wasted opportunity. The challenges presented by these unprecedented times 

may prove to be the catalyst for purification, missionary conversion and transformation at 

all levels of the Catholic Church. God in His providence has provided this time to assess the 

nature and scale of the changes that are now so urgently necessary for the proclamation of 

the good news as the Church advances through the 21st century.  

The story of the post-resurrection Jesus and the two disciples on the road from Jerusalem to 

Emmaus is a much-loved Lukan Gospel passage in Muirhouse.  In a sense this narrative 

typifies the journey of every life and encapsulates the very essence of Pope Francis' 

ecclesiology3. The evangelist records how the two disciples with missionary urgency go back 

to Jerusalem, to share their good news. (Lk 24.25-27) In one of his early and highly 

significant addresses to the bishops of Brazil Pope Francis presented his vision focusing on 

the need for the Church in the modern world to be ‘a community of missionary disciples’. 

(EG 20) He asked them to consider: ‘Are we …………… a Church capable of leading people 

back to Jerusalem? Of bringing them home? Jerusalem is where our roots are……………Are 

we still able to speak of these roots in a way that will revive a sense of wonder at their 

beauty?’ In a synodal Church this is a question not just for the hierarchy but for all the 

baptised.  

In Muirhouse the programme for parents ‘Our Roots Run Deep’ is eloquent testimony that 

for this community the journey back to Jerusalem is not a road of the past; it is also one of 

the present and the future with every parishioner on mission to bring ‘the young families in 

the houses behind Arnold Clark into the St Brendan’s experience of belonging together in 

Jesus Christ Our Lord’. Parents are recognised as the primary and principal educators of 

their children in the ways of faith and to do as Pope Francis suggests and speak of the roots 

of faith ‘in a way that will revive a sense of wonder at their beauty’. 

 

Not only in Corinth and Muirhouse 

There are noteworthy indicators that the parish exemplified in this article is not an inwardly 

focused or self-referential community. Their model of parish life shows an ever-developing 

understanding of being part of a diocesan family and a universal Church and they are ever 

mindful of their essential missionary identity by virtue of their baptismal calling (LG 33). 

Impressively, an entire section of the weekly newsletter has been entitled The Pastoral 

Conversion of our Parish Community [St. Brendan’s] in the service of the Evangelising 

Mission of the Church in Muirhouse and Beyond and is devoted to that very matter.  In 

sharing part of their journey (back to Jerusalem) the hope is that the pastoral approach of 

this dynamic assembly will resonate with others beyond the geographical context of 

Muirhouse in Motherwell, Scotland, because not only in Corinth and Muirhouse are those 

who have been consecrated in Christ Jesus, called to be saints! 
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1 https://www.st-brendans.com/ 
2 https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?recnum=11053 
3 storyhttps://www.ncronline.org/news/spirituality/pope-francis-ecclesiology-rooted-emmaus-story 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

IN ST BRENDAN’S PARISH WE WELCOME EVERYONE AS WE 

WOULD THE LORD BECAUSE IN EACH OTHER WE HONOUR HIM 


