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THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH  

IN BIDDEFORD AND SACO, MAINE  

 
 

 

 

March 1, 2008 
 
 
 
The Most Reverend Richard J. Malone, Th.D 
Roman Catholic Bishop of Portland 
510 Ocean Avenue 
P.O. Box 11559 
Portland, ME 04104-7559 
 
 
Your Excellency, 
 
I am delighted to send you the enclosed proposal to merge the five parishes in 
Biddeford and Saco. 
 
While the document is brief, it represents the dedicated labor of dozens of the faithful, 
including members of the diocesan staff.  It is my hope that you will reward our efforts 
by giving us permission to merge on July 1, 2008, as Good Shepherd Parish. 
 
 
Yours in the Lord, 
 
(Rev. Msgr.) René T. Mathieu 
Pastor/Administrator 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Administrative Office: 41 Sullivan St. Biddeford, ME 04005 

Tel. 207-282-9352      Fax 207-286-8679 
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Background 
 

Cluster #25 is comprised of the parishes of St. Andre, St. Joseph, St. Mary in Biddeford, 
St. Philip in Lyman, St. Margaret in Old Orchard Beach, and Most Holy Trinity and Notre 
Dame de Lourdes in Saco.  The Cluster has two mission churches, St. Brendanôs 
Chapel in Biddeford Pool and St. Lukeôs in Old Orchard Beach.  In addition, the Cluster 
supports two Catholic elementary schools, St. James School, Biddeford and Notre 
Dame de Lourdes School, Saco.  Lastly, the cluster has two cemeteries; St. Joseph 
Cemetery and St. Mary Cemetery, both in Biddeford. 
 

The differences in geography, income strata, population trends, seasonal nature and 
cultural backgrounds of the communities and parishes of Cluster #25 provide us with 
the following unique set of challenges and opportunities: 
 

1. The geography of our Cluster is relatively compact with a distance of no more 
than 22 miles between our two most remote parish churches, yet the nature of 
the communities could not be more different. 
 

 In Biddeford and Saco we have two cities with many of the strengths and 
drawbacks which often define cities.  First, there are a number of 
neighborhood choices, including in-town living, homes on the Saco River, 
new housing developments and neighborhoods near or on the ocean.  
Amenities include wonderful museums and libraries, a well respected 
hospital and growing medical campus, a burgeoning University 
community, chain restaurants and ethnic eateries, and an increasingly 
welcoming environment for new business.  The ñHeart of Biddefordò, 
ñSaco Spiritò and other city and citizen based organizations are working 
hard to further revitalize the downtown areas of Main Street.  However, as 
the general economy worsens, the two cities are facing an increase in 
social service needs (including affordable housing) for the growing number 
of low income, poor and homeless. 
 

 In Old Orchard Beach, we have a wonderful seaside community with 
beautiful beaches.  Old Orchard Beach experiences a large seasonal 
influx and thus has an economy strongly based on tourism. 

 

 In the Lyman area, we have a rural community with many of the ñGood 
Neighborò qualities one finds in the country, as well as quite a bit of 
multiple use available land, and relatively affordable living. 

 
2. Income Data available, specifically for the two cities of the cluster, shows Saco to 

be the stronger of the two as measured by median annual income levels.  Per the 
most recent Maine State Planning Office data, the median annual income for 
Biddeford is $44,109, while the median annual income for Saco is $52,724.  In 
addition, Social Service Agency data maintained for all cluster communities 
shows that Biddeford has a higher per capita percentage of food stamp recipients 
and TANF recipients than the other cities and towns in our Cluster. (see 
Attachment 1a & b)  
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3. Population trends for the cluster as a whole, as published by the Maine State 

Planning Office, are expected to continue on an upward trajectory.  However, 
State projections reflect a decrease in population for the city of Biddeford, which 
is offset by increases in the other communities, the fastest growing area being 
Lyman and its close neighbor Dayton. (see Attachment  2a)   Though the 
demographics show that population across the cluster will continue to increase, 
the number of school age children between 5 and 17 in the Cluster is expected to 
go down, with the exception of the Lyman/Dayton area. (see Attachment  2b) 

 
4. Seasonal residents and visitors change the complexion and the size of the town 

of Old Orchard Beach dramatically from June through October. To a lesser 
degree, Biddeford and Saco also experience an increase in summer residents 
and visitors because of the draw of Biddeford Pool, Hills Beach and Fortune 
Rocks Beach in Biddeford as well as Camp Ellis and the Ferry Beach area of 
Saco. 

 
5. The history of the area is one of hydro-power, large mills, and waves of 

immigrants.  The first Catholic parish in the area was St. Mary, founded in 1855 
to serve the Irish immigrants.  As the area grew, St. Joseph was established in 
1870 specifically to serve the newly arrived French speaking immigrants.  
Continued economic growth in the area brought an increase of immigrants and 
resettled families, many of whom were Catholic.  Thus more churches were 
needed.  St. Andre was founded in 1899, to better serve the continued growth of 
French speaking Catholics as was Notre Dame de Lourdes in Saco in 1929.   
Most Holy Trinity, founded in 1916, and St. Margaret, in 1926, were first opened 
as mission churches of St. Mary before being established as parishes in their 
own right.  St. Philip was established in 1981 to accommodate the growing 
Catholic population in the rural towns west of Biddeford and Saco.  Today, 
though each of our parishes serves parishioners from every cultural background, 
links to their original heritage remain. 
 

 The Irish nature and culture of St. Mary still lingers in the hospitality 
and sense of community in that parish, along with the St. Patrickôs 
statue near the front entrance to the church. 
 

 The French culture so prevalent in the local area, has been extremely 
important in the formation of St. Joseph, St. Andre and Notre Dame de 
Lourdes churches and can still be seen in their liturgical traditions, 
music, decorations and parish models. 
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 The Holy Cross Fathers, who served Most Holy Trinity Parish for 32 
years, were very influential in the development of that parish 
community, with its strong focus on lay involvement and Social Justice 
& Peace issues.  The modern structure of their worship site, the clean 
lines, the open gathering space and the minimal decoration all reflect 
the history and nature of their parish community. 

 

 Within the last few years, Cluster #25 local communities have begun to 
experience a new influx of immigrants, some Hispanic, some African 
and some from Southeast Asia.  Though currently small in number, 
those numbers appear to be growing.  Once again, we will be asked to 
be a welcoming and evangelizing community. 

 
 
All of the differences, needs and pressures described above, create great challenges for 
our Cluster but they also speak to the richness and wealth of diversity which can 
strengthen and invigorate the new Catholic community we are building. 
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The Initial Cluster #25 Plan Recommendation 

 
 
In June of 2006, the initial Cluster Committee sent Bishop Malone their 
recommendation for restructuring the cluster parishes to meet the challenges of a New 
Evangelization.  The recommendation was for Cluster #25 to utilize Model 1 and re-form 
the existing 7 parishes, in 4 local communities, into one new parish by 2010.  It was the 
belief of the committee that the one parish model would best produce a sense of 
community beyond the individual worship sites and best utilize limited human and 
financial resources in the most efficient manner.  As expressed in the recommendation 
report, ñThe committee believed that part of the New Evangelization was a recognition 
that our call to ministry goes beyond our local church building and the one parish model 
best served this goal.ò   Included in the report was the strong recommendation that a 
single pastor be named as early as possible in order that the upcoming transition effort 
have the necessary leadership and direction to be successful. 
 
In July of 2006, the initial Cluster Committee was disbanded after completing their 
assignment. 
 
In October of 2006, the Cluster received a letter from Bishop Malone approving the 
recommended model of a single parish and approving the high level plan for 
implementation as laid out in that document. 
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Cluster #25 Phase 1 Implementation Recommendation 

 
 
As approved by the Bishop, the parishes of Cluster #25 will ultimately become one.  
However, the Cluster Transition Committee recommends that the merging of the 7 
parishes occur in two phases.  The initial phase would merge the 5 Biddeford and Saco 
parishes, creating ñGood Shepherdò parish, effective July 1, 2008.  The remaining two 
cluster parishes, St. Margaret of Old Orchard Beach and St. Philip of Lyman, would 
canonically join ñGood Shepherdò parish to complete the Cluster merger by 2010. 
 
This report specifically requests approval for Phase 1;  the merger of Most Holy Trinity 
parish and Notre Dame de Lourdes parish of Saco, St. Andre parish, St. Joseph parish 
and St. Mary of the Assumption parish, all of Biddeford. 
 
In establishing this two phased approach to our Cluster merger, we are honoring the 
intent of the initial Cluster Committee which selected a model, developed the proposal 
and wrote the report for the Bishopôs approval.  That report recommended that the 
merger of the parishes ñéoccur as soon as reasonably possible.ò   In addition, this 
phased approach has the unanimous support of the current Cluster Transition 
Committee as well as the Biddeford and Saco Joint Finance and Pastoral Councils. 
 
Lastly, by beginning to work together in larger community sooner; by learning how to 
reach out beyond old boundaries;  by creating a new sense of what it means to be 
ñParishò, this two phased approach to merging our existing parishes will allow the new 
ñGood Shepherdò parish to more quickly and more effectively live out our commitment to 
ñTelling Anew the Story of Jesus.ò  
 
Please note:  The range of issues to be faced in Cluster #25, the number of parishes 
involved, the 2 schools, and the phased merger, all reflect the critical importance of two- 
way communication, parishioner involvement, inter-parish collaboration and a matrix set 
of Cluster and Parish Councils, Commissions and committees.  We hope that the 
following Transition Timeline of Key Events will not only help illuminate how we have 
reached where we are today in the process, but also provide an appreciation for both 
the complexity and the effectiveness of this approach. 
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Transition Timeline of Key Events 
 
December of 2006 - As outlined in the recommendation to the Bishop, a Cluster 
Transition Committee was established.  This Transition Committee was comprised of 
one member from each Cluster Parish along with the five pastors, two parochial vicars 
and two deacons.  The following Mission Statement was established: ñThe Transition 
Committeeôs mission is to oversee the implementation of Cluster #25ôs recommendation 
to the Bishop for Model #1, by collaboration and a unified commitment to the mission of 
Christ.ò  The Transition Committee set a schedule to meet every three weeks. 
 

March of 2007 - Again, as included in the initial recommendation, the Cluster Transition 
Committee established a number of working committees made up of members from 
each of the seven parishes. The purpose of these working committees was to assist 
the Transition Committee, while increasing involvement and collaboration across the 
cluster and ultimately enhancing communication and a sense of linkage between parish 
communities. These working committees include over 70 members from the 7 parishes 
and they meet on a regular basis, usually monthly. (see Attachment #3) 
 

July of 2007 - Msgr. René Mathieu, while maintaining his position as pastor of Notre 
Dame de Lourdes, was also appointed as administrator for Most Holy Trinity in Saco 
and administrator for St. Andre, St. Joseph and St. Mary in Biddeford. The 
appointment of a single pastor/administrator for 5 of the 7 cluster parishes, 
positioned Cluster #25 to move ahead more purposefully with the transition work.  
 

September of 2007 ï A Joint Finance Council for the Biddeford & Saco Catholic 
communities was established.  Two members from each existing Parish Finance 
Council were appointed to this new Council and the former individual Finance Councils 
were dissolved.  This new Joint Finance Council meets monthly. 
 

September of 2007 ï A new Pastoral Council for the Biddeford & Saco Catholic 
communities was established.  This new Council was also made up of two members 
from each individual parish.  The members appointed were from the former individual 
Parish Councils, where such councils had existed; otherwise they were selected from 
the active parishioner base.  This new Pastoral Council meets monthly. 
 

September of 2007 ï At their first meeting, the Joint Finance Council reviewed and 
discussed the Cluster #25 transition plan approved as part of the recommendation to 
the Bishop.  As a result of this discussion,  the Joint Finance Council agreed to work 
toward merger of the 5 Biddeford & Saco parishes by July 1, 2008, as the first 
phase of the full Cluster #25 merger. 
 

September of 2007 ï Another major step in fulfilling the transition plan came to fruition 
with the establishment of the Catholic Education Board.  This Board replaces the 
two separate School Boards for St. James and Notre Dame Schools.  This joint Board is 
responsible for helping to develop a vision for Catholic education within our Cluster and 
beyond.  In addition this Board will help drive partnership efforts between our two 
schools and more effectively deal with any common issues of concern or opportunity. 
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September of 2007 ï The Chancery recognized the complex nature of Cluster #25 with 
two schools and a two phased merger plan, and therefore supported our need to adjust 
the Diocesan school funding model.  The School Funding Task Force was formed in 
response to that need.  Their task was to determine a local methodology for school 
funding which would carry us from a two school, 7 parish environment, as we were in 
2007, to a semi-merged 3 parish environment in July of 2008, and ultimately to a single 
parish environment by 2010.  It was recognized that this Task Force would be 
temporary in nature and would dissolve upon the completion of their work.  The 
membership on this Task Force included one Pastoral Council representative from each 
Biddeford and Saco parish, plus one representative from St. Margaret, one from St. 
Philip and one from St. Martha in Kennebunk, as well as the pastors from those 
parishes. 
 
October of 2007 ï Recognizing that much of the work going on in the newly 
established Joint Finance and Pastoral Councils would be setting the stage for the 
creation of the merged parish to come, St. Margaret Parish and St. Philip Parish 
were invited to send one representative from their respective parishes to sit on 
each of these Councils as non-voting members.  The invitation was accepted and 
those representatives now have an additional opportunity to add their parishesô voice 
and input to discussions and decision making, relative to preparation for the first phase 
of the merger. 
 
October of 2007 ï The Joint Finance Council realized that until all the necessary 
pastoral commissions are established and working effectively, having an ad-hoc 
advisory board at each Worship site would be appropriate (a) to provide more 
specific parish input to the Joint Finance Council, (b) to act as a sounding board for 
ideas and (c) to assist in keeping each worship site functioning smoothly on a day to 
day basis.  These Advisory Boards are being established and are comprised of 
knowledgeable/active parishioners at each site.  
 
December of 2007 ï The School Funding Task Force completed work on a funding 
methodology which was accepted unanimously by the members and submitted to 
Chancery. The Task Force was then dissolved. (see Attachment #4)) 
 
December of 2007 ï A representative from the Cluster Finance Committee and the 
Joint Finance Council, as well as the Biddeford Business Manager and the bookkeepers 
for Biddeford and Saco, met with Peter McPartland to review the Canonical Merger 
Check List, to clarify the timeline requirements and to agree on the split of 
responsibility between Chancery and the local parish offices. 
 
December of 2007 ï The Bishop selected ñGood Shepherdò as the name for our new 
Cluster parish.  The announcement was warmly received. 
 
January of 2008 ï Paula Moses was appointed as Business Coordinator  for   
Phase 1 of the merger through July 2010. 
 
February of 2008 ï Sr. Angela Fortier is appointed as the Pastoral Coordinator for 
Phase 1 of the merger through July 2010. 
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Communication, Collaboration and Consultation 
 

The following is a timeline of key communication, collaboration and consultation 
activities from the introduction of a New Evangelization in 2005 through January of 2008 
when the final consultation with Finance and Pastoral Councils occurred and the 
phased merger plan as outlined in this report was approved. 
 

November of 2005 All parishes in the cluster made available at each entrance door of 
their churches, copies of ñTelling Anew the Story of Jesusò.  In addition, each parish had 
a bulletin insert/handout with a summary of ñTelling Anew the Story of Jesusò and a 
questionnaire asking for parishioner input re: ñWhat gifts does your parish have that 
need to be considered in the selection of a cluster model?ò and asking ñWhat are your 
concerns as this cluster process unfolds?ò 
 

November of 2005 & onward   The Cluster Committee began keeping parishioners 
updated through the placement of meeting notes in each parish bulletin and on the 
parish websites, on a monthly basis.  
 

November of 2005 & onward   Pastors and/or Cluster Committee representatives 
consulted with Parish Councils and Finance Councils on a regular basis to update them 
on the progress being made by the Cluster Committee. 
 

March of 2006   Open meetings were held over a 3 week period as follows:  on      
March 4th at St. Joseph church, March 5th at St. Philip church, March 11th at Notre Dame 
church, March 12th at St. Mary and Most Holy Trinity churches, and March 19 at St. 
Andre church.  All meetings were open to all parishioners in the cluster.  Parishioners 
were invited to attend whichever meeting might be most convenient.  At each meeting, 
the Cluster Committee Chairman made a 20 minute presentation on the Cluster process 
and the various models under consideration and then opened it up for questions and 
comments.  The purpose of these sessions was to keep the dialogue going, keep 
parishioners informed and gather feedback which could help guide the Committeeôs 
deliberations. 
 

June of 2006   The Cluster Committee, having agreed upon Model 1, a single parish 
structure for the cluster, sent a letter to the Bishop outlining the proposal and requesting 
his approval.  At the same time, the proposal was placed on the parish websites, copies 
were distributed at weekend masses and a notice was placed in each parish bulletin. 
 

October of 2006   The Bishop gave his approval for the single parish design and the 
transition plan as outlined by the Cluster Committee proposal.  Parishioners were 
notified with bulletin notices and bulletin inserts. 
 

December of 2006 & onward   The newly established Cluster Transition Committee 
began to meet.  They placed notices in each parish bulletin and on the website, on a 
monthly basis, updating parishioners on the committeeôs activities. 
 

March of 2007 & onward Cluster Transition working committees began to meet on a 
regular basis.  They placed monthly notices in each parish bulletin and the websites, 
describing their current activities. 
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July 19, 2007    All Biddeford & Saco members of Parish Councils, Finance Councils, 
other Commissions and staff were invited to a meeting at St. Joseph parish hall, which 
was led by the new pastor/administrator, Msgr. Mathieu and Bill Shultz, Chancery 
Director of Evangelization Planning.  The purpose of this meeting was to share the next 
steps in the transition process for the Biddeford and Saco parishes and to answer 
questions and gather feedback.  One result of this meeting was the establishment of the 
new Pastoral and Joint Finance Councils. 
 
August 2007 onward   The Pastor/Administrator began to provide a weekly bulletin 
message which spoke to ongoing Cluster Transition Committee activity as well as 
specific Biddeford and Saco Phase 1 merger activity.  This weekly message informed, 
clarified, invited participation, recognized the challenges but also the opportunities being 
faced, and counseled patience, prayer and thanksgiving. 
 
August through November 2007  A collaborative effort took place to name our new 
parish.  This included gathering suggested names from parishioners across all parishes 
in the Cluster.  (Over 250 names were submitted!)  Then, through iterative rounds of 
voting, narrowing down the list to the three top names which were then submitted to the 
Bishop for consideration. 
 
November of 2007 The Joint Finance Council reviewed all current Parish Trust Funds, 
Savings Accounts and outstanding loans, in preparation for the merger of those 
accounts under the new parish.  
 
January 22, 2008 The Joint Finance Council representatives from Most Holy Trinity, 
Notre Dame de Lourdes, St. Andre, St. Joseph and St. Mary parish reviewed the 
financials associated with the Merger and unanimously approved moving forward on the 
Phase 1 Cluster Merger plan, as documented in this report to the Bishop. 
 
January 29, 2008  The Pastoral Council representatives from Most Holy Trinity, Notre 
Dame de Lourdes, St. Andre, St. Joseph and St. Mary parishes, reviewed and 
unanimously approved the Phase 1 Cluster Merger plan as documented in this report to 
the Bishop. 
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PARISH DEMOGRAPHICS AND SACRAMENTAL INFORMATION  
     
     

NUMBER OF HOUSEHOLDS AND PARISHIONERS AS OF JANUARY 2008: 

 

  MHT Notre Dame St Andre St Joseph St Mary Totals 

  
      # families 857 1051 1727 1780 488 5903 

  
      # parishioners 2232 2697 4510 4284 1077 14800 

 
    

SCHOOL ENROLLMENT  2007 -2008 
   

  Notre Dame St James 

    

Pre K 13 33 

    

K-8 107 380 

   

   

   

CEMETERY DATA 200 6-

2007  

   

  St Joseph St Mary 

   

Burials 100 18 

   

Cremations 76 14 

   

Infant 1 1 

 

 

SACRAMENTAL STATISTICS 200 6-2007 
       

  MHT Notre Dame St Andre St Joseph St Mary Totals 

       

# Baptism 20 22 33 50 11 136 

         

# 1st Comm 31 23 48 43 2 147 

         

#Confirmation 32 24 65 49 2 172 

         

# Marriage 5 7 11 31 18 72 

         

# Funerals 32 31 50 105 19 237 

         

# Rel Ed 123 30 118 91 17 379 
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