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The Catholic
Church isn’t exactly
a grass-roots
organization—quite
the opposite in fact.
But tactics in a new
outreach effort
underscore that
grass-roots isn’t just
for small, upstart
organizations.
The church, led by a new generation
of Millennial seminarians, is
reinventing itself in the hopes of
appealing to a broader group of
spiritual seekers. This rebranding
effort, dubbed “Renew My Church,”
borrows many fundamental grass-

roots concepts on outreach, such as
reconfiguring the organization’s image
to reflect its new target demographic.
For example, Father Matt O’Donnell,
30, redesigned the façade of Chicago’s
St. Columbanus Church to feature
rich mosaics depicting black and
brown faces, in addition to white
ones. This aesthetic alteration better
represents the cultural shift that the
church is undergoing; in Chicago,
44% of Catholics are Latino, whereas
only 14% of priests are, according to
Georgetown University’s center for the
Applied Research in the Apostolate.

disapproving of their lifestyle choices.

Moreover, there is a fundamental shift
in ideology among the new crop of
church leaders. They are not required
to adopt liberal or conservative
viewpoints, and show sympathy for
views that the church once considered
heresy. Most importantly they are
encouraged to evangelize with
kindness, putting their community
first instead of getting bogged down
by bureaucracy or constrained by
outdated traditions.

Catholicism’s rebranding effort is also
coupled with an embrace of social
media—a tactic also pulled strait
from the grass-roots playbook. Pope
Francis is the first Pope to actively
use Twitter and Instagram to share his
messages and his young priests are
giddy to follow his lead.

This change in thinking can be largely
attributed to Pope Francis. As Father
O’Donnel proclaims about the Pope,
“He models to me what I want to be
as a priest, the ability to be creative,
imaginative and not bet stuck in what
has to be.”
This is new ethos that the young,
idealistic seminarians aim to solidify
within the staid—perhaps even
rigid—institution of Catholicism. In
fact, it is this perceived rigidity that
has driven away many who view the
church—and Catholicism is not alone-as a judgmental and unaccepting
body looking down on them and

But that sentiment is fading fast, and
the new outreach is part of the reason
why. No longer straitjacketed by
austerity and outmoded formalisms,
young people are free to embrace the
raw spirituality they so desperately
seek elsewhere. And they can do so
thanks to the guidance of the next
generation of ministers. They are the
new messengers—the vessels of the
new Catholicism. As Pope Francis
puts it, the new batch of priests are
to be “living signs of God’s merciful
love.”

Simply put in outreach terms, new
message + new platform to spread
message = successful rebrand.
The Catholic church may be thousands
of years old, but its latest makeover
suggests that any organization—
no matter how conventional—
can reinvigorate itself and, more
importantly, expand its reach (and its
number of supporters) by embracing
grass-roots principles of flexibility
and imagination. All it takes is a reevaluation of your target audience,
re-shaping of your core message, and
careful selection of the media you use
to deploy that message.
That’s grass-roots at its core.

Pounding The Mailbox
“Pounding the pavement” is a favorite term
among grass-roots organizers. It refers to
the efforts of volunteers and others on the
ground to mobilize supporters by going
door-to-door and making their pitch face-toface with donors, members, or voters at their
homes.
Though resource-intensive, this process is
extremely effective. And if you consider
the alternatives, personal visits are the most
intimate, engaging, and, well personal you
can get in your organization’s outreach
efforts. Nothing beats having a live,
captivating, two-way dialogue with the
individual you are trying to rouse to action
in the flesh.
Unfortunately, this approach is untenable as
a regular tactic to raise funds or attract new
members. So what’s the next best thing?
The answer: a personalized, well-crafted
appeal letter.
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In fact, a fundraising or acquisition appeal
is very much like a personal visit. A wellwritten appeal feels like a conversation, as
the letter’s content is specifically tailored
to the reader’s thoughts and concerns. This
conversation, in which your mission’s value
to the donor is established through a captive
narrative, takes place on the kitchen counter
or the coffee table instead of at the front
door or on the porch. But it can be every
bit as persuasive, because it’s calibrated to
the supporter’s character and suited to fit
her trigger issues--those issues she is most
passionate about.
If it’s done right, the appeal letter illustrates
how the organization’s needs and goals
aligned with those of the prospect. It’s
the exact same approach used by skilled
canvassers, but in this case, the two-way
dialogue results not from a human’s
sales pitch, but rather from the letter’s
text, answering the prospects questions
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convincingly as they arise. Because the
message systematically overcomes her
objections and her reasons for rejection,
the appeal allows the prospect to adopt the
organization’s mission as her own.
By the end, the reader is convinced and
wants to contribute either by joining the
ranks or sending a gift. And she feels
comfortable doing so using the enclosed
reply device because it is sent directly and
non-electronically to the organization’s
headquarters. It’s a trusted form of
communication that wins by building trust.
The lesson for fundraisers and campaign
leaders is clear: If you’re unable to pound
the pavement with reps and volunteers, your
next best option to pound the mailbox with
micro-targeted appeal letters.
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The organization needs to define its intended strategic role on social media. Does it wish to be and
information source? An opinion leader? A market
builder? A curator? A community builder? Each
role potentially adds value to its audience’s social
media feeds. What the nonprofit should seek to do
is to match its own proclivities, interests, and resources with the audience’s needs.
- Social Media Capital for Nonprofits: How to accumulate it, convert it,
and spend it by Chao Guo & Gregory D. Saxton; Nonprofit Quarterly1/23/17
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QUOTE OF THE MONTH

GRC DIRECT IS NOW OFFERING

PERSONALIZED WORKSHOPS
FOR EVERYONE
Available workshop topics are as follows

Direct Mail Production 101
Fundraising with Newsletters
End of Year Appeals
Membership On Boarding and Retention
GRC Direct

4169 Bludau Drive
Warrenton, VA 20187
P: 540.428.7000
F: 540.426.2000
E: info@grcdirect.com

www.GRCdirect.com

WE ARE HAPPY TO
TAILOR OUR WORKSHOPS
TO YOUR NEEDS SO
CALL US TODAY!
Call 540.428.7000 and ask for Sherene
or email Sherene@grcdirect.com

