Bishop Frank Caggiano

Pilot Parish Leader Formation

March 12, 2026 - Father, we gather this evening and we ask that your Holy Spirit come
upon us to guide and enlighten us in the work you have given that we may be the
instruments of renewal, in our own lives, in the lives of those we love, and in the lives of
those we serve.

You have given us a moment, an opportunity to invite many to find what we have found.
An invitation to each of us to grow in our love of your Son and his Church. And so guide
us on this adventure that we may be faithful and courageous, bold and imaginative, that
we may always walk together as sisters and brothers leading our Church to new life.

We ask this as we ask all things through Christ our Lord. Amen. In the name of the
Father of the Son of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Needless to say, my friends, my hope tonight is to be able to offer you some reflections
and remarks and then have a conversation because the conversation is more important
than the remarks. Because that's when you and I have an opportunity to digest what it is
the Lord is asking of us. Thank you for taking the time to come.

I was joking before, as I was driving here on the Merritt [Parkway], it was snowing. I
was, like, traumatized <laugh>. But I think it is obviously going to melt. But some of you
have traveled a long distance. So I thank you for that sacrifice and especially I want to
thank the pastors who are here because in Lent it is an extraordinarily busy time of the
year. And the fact that you did take the time to come here, I'm very grateful and it's a
sign of our solidarity. We're all in this, doing this together. I also want to thank you for
your leadership in your parishes. You know you are asked to do this in part because
you are already involved in the life of your parish and you have discovered one of
the cardinal truths of the Church, which to those who have more, more is expected.
To do the work of renewal on top of all the other work you are already doing is a
huge ask. I know your pastors deeply appreciate it and so do I.

In many ways what we are about here, my friends, is if you use the image that I have in
my own mind of flying a plane and redecorating it, including changing its engines while
it is flying, that is exactly what we are doing, or attempting to do, in the power of the
Holy Spirit.



What brings us here is what I call The One. You have heard me say it now for two years.
But I thought because you are the parishes that are leading the effort to try to design
what this looks like that fits your parish community, that fits your parish culture, I
thought it would be helpful if you and I took some time to be able to not only reflect on
what the invitation is, but to perhaps dive into some of the more practical skills that you
and I need to do this to go from maintenance to renewal.

They are very different creatures, and the Church is both. So we are not here about a
false choice that everything we're doing needs to end, in fact, not at all. Nor are we here
to say that only the new is what we're going to do.Because that is not true either. It's a
mixture of the old and the new.

Now, it's been 60 years since the Vatican Council, and the Church has gone through this
tremendous transformation where much of what we do together as a community rolls
up to the diocesan leadership and ultimately to the bishop. And yes, I am a successor of
the apostles, and a symbol of unity. But the Church is most alive, has always been most
alive, and will always be most alive in the parishes. The diocese is just shorthand for the
communion of churches.

And so if we're looking to the diocese for the answer, we're looking in the wrong place. If
we're looking only to the parishes individually for the answer, it is the wrong place.
Again, it's a false choice. What this process is all about is co-responsibility. I said it.
We're all in this together and I mean it, which means the diocese has a role to play. Your
individual parishes, and you, the leadership of this, have an immense role to play. And
then there is a communion amongst ourselves in this room, co-responsibility among
parishes, so that as communities journeying together, we will learn from each other. We
will learn from our successes, we'll learn from our failures, we will do it all in humility
and in deference to the Holy Spirit. Because if you think this process is dependent on
me, let me tell you that is something that I think would be a terrible mistake. Or if it's
dependent on you, it's an equally terrible mistake.

It is dependent on the Holy Spirit. Only the Holy Spirit can bring people to conversion,
to new life, to burning hearts like the disciples on the road to Emmaus.

So what do I want to do tonight? Hopefully, in only 25 minutes—that will give us about
25 minutes for conversation—I have four questions I want to ask and hopefully answer.
Number one, where did this come from? Number two, why now? Number three, what
does this path look like of renewal? Number four, what does success look like? And if we
could explore these four topics, then I think we are ripe for the conversation that I hope
will be very fruitful amongst us.



So where did this come from?

Well it is a fact my friends, that if we look at the history of the Church, and some of you
have heard me say this before, the most, I'm going to use the word pregnant, explosive,
exponential growth the Church ever experienced in its life ever was the first 325 years of
our existence. And this process, this invitation, this adventure, whatever you want to call
it, is based on that methodology. There is nothing new here. In fact, it is ancient. And
part of the problem is that we forgot the ancient practice that worked.

Recall at the very beginning of the Church's life, the apostles knew the Lord. Our Lady
was his mother in this earthly life. The earliest disciples sat with him, ate with him,
walked with him, heard him speak, they were ripe with the encounter of the Lord. They
knew him. We do not know him the same way. But the earliest Christians who followed
after that generation knew that the same encounter was available to them in the power
of the Holy Spirit. And so where did this come from? I would like to think it comes from
the Lord himself.

There was a movie in 2018. You may recall it; you may have seen it. It was produced by
Sony, a religious film called Paul Apostle of Christ. And it celebrated the friendship
between Paul and St. Luke and it vividly portrayed the early Church. I stumbled on a
movie review article in the Wall Street Journal, of all places, in April of 2018 ,written by
a historian who is a non-believer. And she marveled at the historical fact that the Church
at the time of the death of St. Paul had six or 7,000 believers more or less. And when the
Edict of Milan was signed in 312 AD, there were between 33 and 36 million Christians.
And she asked a simple question, how did this happen?

And interestingly, there's more than two reasons. One very interesting reason is that of
all the institutions in the early world and in the Roman Empire, the Church was one of
the few institutions that saw men and women as equal and respected the dignity of
women whereas Roman society did not.

But she said, of all the factors, the two most important factors are these. Being a
Christian, the penalty was death. There were no what I'm gonna call “a and p Catholics.”
There were none who were believing this, but perhaps not that, faithful on Sunday,
every other Tuesday, and the rest of the week was up for grabs because anyone could
denounce you, your wife, your children, your coworker, anyone, neighbor, friend,
stranger. Denounced, penalty, imprisonment, oftentimes death.

So when the Vatican Council speaks of the Universal Call of holiness in the ancient
Church, that was a no brainer. If you were going to do this, it was either two feet in or
two feet out. Nothing in between was worth your life. This burning desire to be radically



committed to Christ because of the cost that was over one's head just burned in the
hearts of all the ancient Christians. And it created generations of heroes, generations of
martyrs, generations of saints. And that is where the dictum came. You want to be a
converter, you want to evangelize, be of witness. Be a witness, and everything else falls
into place. So the first piece to this was this personal discipleship, the call to holiness.

There's a second piece to this. So imagine Frank Caggiano is married, three children. I'm
faithful to Christ, my coworker who despises me because I'm Christian, denounces me to
the authorities. I'm called in, convicted, tried. Who takes care of my wife and children in
a society where there was no social net at all? In Roman society, a widow and orphans
were at the very bottom of society.

And so what did the Church do? The Church was multiple communities, many of which
lived in catacombs. They lived in seclusion for fear and would come up to do the work
they needed to do. Those communities believed that they were family. They believed
that Frank's wife who is now a widow and his children who are now semi-orphans, if I
could use that phrase, that they would be cared for whatever the cost, so that I could die
in peace. That is why the Christian sang their way to martyrdom singing the Psalms,
which was no different than what the Lord did coming out of the garden of Gethsemane.
He sang the Psalms.

So first encounter, a personal relationship with the Lord that is so deep, growing, and
personal over a lifetime that there is no question of compromise. There's no question of
mediocrity. Lord, I am both feet in. Second, a community that functions as a family
where we don't have to introduce ourselves. What is your name? We know your name
because we have your back. Does that sound familiar? Encounter and accompaniment.
That's where it comes from. And in that environment, the Church exploded in growth.
And if I could be so bold, and this is prideful perhaps, the Christians brought the Roman
Empire under whose authority our Savior was crucified, brought it to its knees.

Remarkable, remarkable.

Number two, why now? There are lots of ways to answer that question. You may have
your own answer and I'm curious, when we have our conversation, what you think. But
I've told a story for those of you who came two years ago, I had the epiphany on the New
Jersey Turnpike between exit two and three, right? Honest to God, I could tell you
exactly where it happened. Coming from a conference from Washington DC on Spes, the
St. Paul Evangelization Society where the presenter just banged our heads over and over
again about what is your one goal? What is your one initiative? What is your one hope
above all others that ties all the others together? What is it? And we were all bishops. He
said, what is it that you as a bishop want for your Church? And literally, as I was driving



back to Connecticut, it just dawned on me, I want the Church to be renewed. I want the
Church to be reborn. I want our young adults to be joyful in our Church. I want our
children and grandchildren to know what I knew when I was a boy and what I know now
as an elder man. I want our Church to be welcoming. I want everyone to be able to come
and find what you and I find in it. That's what I want.

And therefore, that began this process. So the Lord said, if that's what you want, then let
me show you. And so this whole question about a methodology finally began to come
together. The pieces began to come into my head. And at that point, I had been a priest
for 36 years. I understood that there's nothing to invent. It's just to discover that which
the Church has done for generations.

But allow me one other thing too. This was the confirmation that I did not realize then,
and perhaps you see it differently, but I do think, my friends, in this era, we have a
window of opportunity that we have not had for a very long time. A convergence of
things that have happened, each of them as a challenge. All together, they have allowed
us this window of opportunity to catch the imagination and attention of others that we
did not have even five years ago. And so, our process and this window have converged to
a moment that I believe we have a moral obligation to take advantage of, for the glory of
Jesus Christ.

You may say, “Well Bishop, what is this window of opportunity? What is it?” Well, let
me begin by saying I think there are at least three reasons there could be more of what
I'm talking about. What is this different era?

First, we have gone, my friends, through the last 20 years of this enormously painful and
scandalous experience of abuse of young people. We need not go into the horrific
details. It is the work of the father of evil, right in our midst. Those who are trusted,
betrayed that trust, few, very few in number, but the collateral damage has been
enormous.

If that evil remained in our midst, we could not do what we are doing. There had to be
purification. Purification is tough. It's painful, it's sacrificial, it's humiliating. It's life
giving. That process began this renewal with all its pain and suffering.

And then we had another suffering. Do you remember COVID? I would love to forget it,
but it is burned in my memory until I'm dead. The single darkest night in my entire
adult life was when I left the chancery and everyone said, “Bishop, we have to close.” I
didn't sleep two minutes that night saying, “If I close, when do we reopen? What do we
do? How do we pray? I mean, with Church.” But in the end we had really no choice.



And that my friends helped many to see that the emperor had no clothes. And why do I
say that? It’s because most psychologists and psychiatrists would tell you that a habit is
formed over a brief period of time and a habit is broken in an equally brief period of
time. And what we discovered is that when we reopened, which was not long after we
closed, many did not come back. Do you remember? And it wasn't just the restrictions,
it's that the habit that kept them religiously observant was broken. That is still painful to
all of us.

We want everyone to come home, but we want them to come home for the right reasons.
And the right reason is because they hear the voice of the Lord calling them. Not
because going to Mass was the natural preamble before you went to brunch or went to
the gym or had Sunday dinner with your relatives. All good, but it's the Lord who calls
us. And we are gradually making progress in that regard. But that was the purification.

And finally, maybe I'm being harsh, so forgive me, but the secular agenda of the world
has become so obvious in where it’s going that you don't have to be religiously observant
to ask yourself, “Is this what I want for myself and my children? Is this actually what life
is really leading us to and all about?” More and more young people in particular are
saying, if this is it, it is not enough.

And I'm not suggesting that therefore they're saying, “I'm going to call up the parish
priest next door and I'm going to become a Catholic.” No, it just raises the desire, the
question. But the truth is to raise the question is nine tenths of the battle because you
and I know the Lord is the answer. And to create a bridge to those hearts is what we're
talking about with renewal.

So if I'm right, these three challenges have set the stage for a Church that is more
purified, humble, honest, transparent, and willing to admit there's always need for
conversion in all our hearts, even mine. All of ours. A Church that wants a real
commitment from all of us, as the Early Church said. Two feet in. And help people who
have one toe in to get the other nine in. It's not about judgment, it's about invitation.

And then there is what's the alternative in real people's lives, in ordinary lives with their
struggles and challenges. “Don't just talk to me about heaven.” Heaven's important. It's
where we're going, but what about right now? And in that sense, you and I have begun
this journey of renewal and I like to believe the Holy Spirit had foreseen that from the
beginning of Creation, that you and I would be in this room tonight, right now talking
about this. Only God could have foreseen it.

It is beginning to make a difference. For example, I've shared some of our statistics with
the priests, Mass attendance is up 22%. We have more seminarians now than we have



had in generations. In a few years we'll have more than we've ever had in formation.
Two years ago there were 235 adults seeking Easter sacraments. This year, there are 565
seeking Easter sacraments. There are more men in formation for the diaconate than has
ever happened in the last 25, 30 years. The list goes on, and on, and on. Even in the
country. It's not just here in Bridgeport. It’s in the country.

You know all those characterizations, millennials, gen Z, all those things. I can't fully
explain them, but this much I do know: Gen Z, they're relatively young, correct? Do you
know in the United States, those who are in that demographic, more of them identified
themselves as Catholic than people my age at 67 years old. Something is changing and it
is against that backdrop that we are here to rediscover something very ancient that we
are going to make very new.

So what's this renewal? What's this path?

As 1 said before, my friends, the vision is about maintaining and renewing at the same
time. It's to look at what's essential in your life as a parish and to build on that which is
already good. It’s to be honest, to say, “Some of what we are doing is not yielding fruit
and perhaps we should stop.” It’s looking at all the resources that the diocese can
provide you, and that other organizations can provide, such as Word on Fire, Dynamic
Catholic, list goes on, and on, and on.

Other dioceses have been trying, and you yourselves as a group of leadership can
imagine putting together a series of opportunities for individuals who want to take the
invitation to come to know the Lord seriously. And of course you don't want to offer a
thousand things. You know your community, people talk to you all the time, they trust
you. And as they speak to you, you can begin to discern what are the more common
needs. From what you offer, you and I will learn what is helping and what is not I want.

In the book of Genesis, it says we're made in the image and likeness of God. Right? What
does that mean? Anybody? What does it mean? Please, Angela. [Angela speaks off-mic]
We're made for communion. Ooh, excellent, we're made for communion. God is more
than one. God is a community we're made in his image. That means community is not
optional. It is essential to who we are.

We are like the glove and God is the hand. We are made to hold divine life that fulfills
the faculties we have which mimic that image of who God is. God is all knowing. We
have minds that can know. God is all loving and we have the symbol of our heart, but we
have our affective life that can love, that can give, that can sacrifice, that can offer. God
acts and creates in the Book of Genesis. And so we too can act and create. You see, we
image God and God's grace fulfills it. As Angela said, we do this together.



When we look at the path of renewal in its simplest form, my friends, it is what do you
and I discern, discern that we can offer the people of our parish, starting with ourselves,
that will help to fulfill our desire to be one with God, to have the hand fill the glove. It
will be fully full in eternal life. But God wants to fill it now.

May I ask you some questions? How many young people attend religious ed and
consider Confirmation graduation? Raise your hands. Nobody. Thank you Father
Segura. I'd raise my hand too. There are many who do that, correct? How many people
do you know in your parishes have stopped studying the faith after Confirmation? Most,
most.

Let me be more bold. All of us say prayers. How many of the people in our parishes,
perhaps ourselves included, actually have been taught how to pray? How many of us in
this room, or our fellow parishioners, have ever been taught the virtues of life and what
they are and how they are lived? I could go on and on and on. Do you see what I mean?

We talk about the renewal of the mind. It's not that you learn about the faith because
you have to. It's because we are falling in love with a person. We have a thousand
questions we want answered by the person we love, right? We don't pray because we're
forced to pray, right? We pray because this person has so captured our minds and hearts
that we want to spend time with him. No different than how you want to spend time
with your spouse, your children, and your grandchildren. And when they are not there,
think of the loss and the pain and the suffering you feel. Right? Who here, when they fall
in love, will not do the good for the person you love, even if it costs a lot, even God forbid
if it costs your life.

This is what I'm talking about. When we say encounter, we're talking about falling in
love with the Lord in a whole new way. Not just once, but over and over and over and
over again. Deeper, more, ever faithful, every day after week after month after year. Just
like I am not the same as I was when I was 10, you are not the same. Love develops and
matures. Our life changes, our journey changes. So too, in the life of faith. So it never
ends. Formation never ends. Discipleship never ends. Encounter never ends.

And so this renewal is with your help as leaders to be able to discern and offer
opportunities, as best you can, for yourselves first, and for the people you love, and in
your parishes. Offer opportunities where the Holy Spirit can make the connection. And
he does all the rest.

If you were to say to me, “Bishop, this is tremendous. Lovely. I a hundred percent agree.
The difficulty is, we've been doing this for years and people don't respond. We've been



offering things. I can't tell you how many things we've offered and people just sit there
and smile. They're not necessarily running up to sign up. We are leaders, and we've
asked people to come forward and be leaders and people will say they're interested, but
they don't sign on the dotted line.” Does that sound familiar? Yes. It's a story we've all
heard. It was a story I heard when I was pastor, and now as a bishop, I hear the same
thing.

If you were to ask me what the global challenge we face is, it’s to somehow find some
way, perhaps by trial and error, to be able to speak a language that moves the people
before us to start thinking that we are talking about them. The offer is to them, not just
to my wife, not just to my brother, not just to the next guy over there, but you are talking
to me. You're inviting me. I stand before you without a full answer to that question. We
are going to struggle to figure that out. But one thing I've already come to a partial
conclusion about, from what I've heard, is that we have to learn to communicate this in
a new way. And I agree we will work on that together.

But nothing substitutes a personal invitation. If I go to you, a friend, and say, “Why
don't you come with me?” Or, “Why don't you come to this?” Or, “Have you ever thought
of X?” That sort of heart to heart communication is what kept the Christians alive in the
catacombs. And for most of us, it's a really big ask to do that. We are not comfortable
doing that. Part of this process is, please God, to help us to become more comfortable
doing that. But in the encounter, the Lord is ready. You are ready, the resources are
ready, the Spirit is ready. We have to try to struggle and figure out how we make the
invitation personal so that a person hears it for themselves.

As Angela said, the second part of this is accompaniment.

Those of you who are married, you have someone who accompanies you in life. As I
often say, the Lord picked your spouse for you because he or she is walking with you to
heaven. They are your principle companion. In fact, all of us, related through baptism,
are to accompany each other. Saint Augustine, Saint Paul, and all the saints have said
that.

So when I talk about accompaniment, what I'm really saying is I want you to take a step
back from your parish and realize that whether it's at St. Matthews or Notre Dame or St.
Thomas, wherever it is, St. Edwards, wherever it is, your parish is not one community. It
never has been and never will be. Your parish is a community of communities, right?
And you can name them. So when you consider that, step number one is to name those
communities. What are they? Where are they and who belongs to them? And each of
those communities needs to be invited to go one step further. Most of them are good
people who care for each other and do great work. Are they yet the family of the ancient



Church? What's the next step in those communities? That's what I mean by
accompaniment.

Second is how do those communities interact? Oftentimes you have lots of different
communities, but they don't intersect, do they? How does that happen? How do we get
them to, so that the goods that they have can be shared with each other, that the good
that they have is not just held within the family, but the family shares with the next
family and the next family and now suddenly the family has an extended family. How do
we do this?

Deacon Tim is here. This is all in his world, right? And maybe in conversation, Tim, you
could offer more ideas and thoughts about this, but spiritual friendship is part of that,
right? To be able to have a person know that you have a listening ear and a caring heart,
even though you're not their best friend, that people never feel they're alone. Then those
who are struggling, those who are sick, or those who are ill are not left behind. Suddenly
the community is not just an institution. It's not just an amorphous group. It's not just a
nameless assembly. Now suddenly, you have connections.

What I'm talking about will take years to develop. But then when a person comes in
who's wondering what is this Church all about? And they come in and they see what I'm
just describing, they will never leave. They will never leave. Because in the world in
which we live, which is so fractured, so divided, and with technology has become so
lonely, they will not leave.

That's what we're talking about. There's no handbook, there's no textbook. This is really
a question of basic human life. And intentionally saying, as leadership, we're going to try
to figure this out one baby step at a time. My friends, I'll be long retired, hopefully not
forgotten, but long retired, when the real fruits of this are visible. By then, many of us in
this room will not be in leadership. We are doing this for our children and our
grandchildren.

The priests know I've told this story, so fathers, forgive me. I have a very dear friend of
mine who, when I was nominated to be a bishop, called me up. She's deeply spiritual,
now she's gone to the Lord. She said to me, “Father Frank,” I said, “Maria, I have good
news.” She goes, “Yeah, you're going to be a bishop.” I said, “How'd you know that?” She
said, “The Lord told me months ago. But [he] said, ‘Don't tell him.”” This is a true story.
This is a true story. Maria was like this tall. She said, “And Father Frank, if you don't
want to be like Moses, say no.” And hung up. I'm three hours away from the news
conference with Bishop DeMar. I'm saying, “What?” <laugh>



The next day I call her, “Maria, what are you talking about?” And she'd always giggle.
She starts giggling and she said, “Father Frank.” She always called me that until she
died. She said, “Father Frank, you are the ones who have to give God's people the vision,
the hope, and the glimpse of the Promised Land. But you may not get there. But the
Joshuas who come after us will.” Those of you who are younger in this room are
potentially both Moses and Joshua. Those of us who are older are probably just Moses.

The truth is, we are beginning a generational adventure. This is simply what I'm saying.
Most dioceses who do this will bring outsiders in, master plan, throw a bunch of
pamphlets, literature, textbooks, all the stuff. And my friends, if that worked, I'd be the
first one to buy it. But I have not seen it work. Even when I first came, I tried it and I've
learned that it did not work.

This is the harder road. It's the more difficult road. But it's the one that I think will yield
the real change because what does success look like? Last question and then I'll end.
Forget the word success! It's a horrible word. What does success look like? If I want to
use that word, it is when every single one of us is in heaven. That's success, right?

But let's talk about progress. What does progress look like? And I'm going to leave you
with this image, depth and breadth. Depth is when you and I, a year from now, two
years from now, three years from now, personally have a deeper sense and awareness of
Christ in our lives. That's progress. Where you and I are praying in a different way than
we've ever done before. Progress. Where you and I have made new friendships within
our parish family that we never had before is progress personally. For the parish, the
same thing. Those who come and worship with us knowing each other and sharing life
with each other is progress. That they come forward in leadership because they want to
is progress.

The breath is that as we begin to live this way, offer these opportunities, and we're all
deepening our relationship with the Lord, deepening a communion with each other,
then those who we invite to come have a house and a home worthy to join in the power
of the Holy Spirit. And will our numbers grow? I have no doubt in my mind, but that
may take some time to really yield a great harvest.

So let me end. How patient are you? How persevering are you? How trusting are you in
me? In the Lord's Will here? Are we relying that the Holy Spirit will guide us? And I
hope to all of those answers, you and I could be honest and say, “I will try my best.” And
that's the best answer we can give. Relying on each other. What I cannot do, the Spirit
will help us to do together. Was it Robert Frost who wrote the poem, the Road Less
Traveled? Yes. So my friends, let's take the road less traveled and let's see what the Lord
can do for us. Thank you.



