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Catholic Youth Rural 

Outreach, through a grant 

from Catholic Extension, 

is empowering youth, 

creating a new generation 

of leaders in the Church, 

and inspiring parishes 

throughout the region

It began a decade ago as a vision shared by the leaders of a small 

Catholic parish in Bigfork, a remote community in northwest 

Montana in the Diocese of Helena: a program to connect local high 

school youth across the small churches throughout the region with 

their Catholic faith. Today, with support from Catholic Extension, 

this simple vision has become a reality: the Catholic Youth Rural 

Outreach (C.Y.R.O.) program. 

P A R I S H E S  J O I N  T O G E T H E R

C.Y.R.O. brings together youth in 
four isolated parishes — John Paul II 
in Bigfork, where the program began; 
Risen Christ in Kalispell; Immaculate 
Conception in Polson; and St. Richard’s 
in Columbia Falls. Separately, these 
geographically isolated churches were 
too small to maintain significant youth 
groups. Together, they have created  
a dynamic faith experience for young 
people, providing opportunities 
for them to experience excellent 
church and inspire one another  
with faith.

B I G F O R K ,  M O N T A N A

Pope John Paul II Parish
Diocese of Helena
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Pope John Paul II Church serves as a center of activity for the Catholic 
community in Bigfork and the surrounding area.
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“C.Y.R.O. has helped me feel comfortable with my faith.” 
   — ALEX NEU, youth leader, C.Y.R.O.

THE COMMUNITY

Bigfork, Montana, is a 

small community of 1,400 

nestled between the banks 

of beautiful Flathead 

Lake, the largest natural 

freshwater lake west of the 

Mississippi, and the Swan 

Mountain Range in the 

northwestern corner of  

the state. 

C . Y. R . O .
Catholic Youth Rural  
Outreach
Established 1999
Co-founded by Deacon 
Jim Butts

Offers weekly Bible studies; 

organizes events and 

retreats that give young 

people the opportunity 

to learn about their faith 

and develop leadership 

skills; builds ecumenical 

alliances; and shows teens 

how to give back to others 

through manual labor and 

spiritual fellowship.

ABOVE: Dan Thies, right, is the program coordinator 
for C.Y.R.O., and helps kids like Alex Neu, left,  
embrace their Catholicism. LEFT: Deacon Jim Butts  
assists Augustus Baldwin at a recent C.Y.R.O. meeting. 
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“We were always on the fringes of what was going 
on at St. Matthew’s terrific youth program in 
Kalispell,” says C.Y.R.O. co-founder Jim Butts, 
deacon at John Paul II. “It is a very large parish 
with a couple of thousand people, and we were 
always getting kind of what was left over. When 
one of the rural parishes held an event of their 
own, usually only five or six kids would show up. 
Pastors in the area began talking about something 
that would create unity among the rural parishes.”

V I S I O N  TA K E S  S H A P E 

In 2000, with a need clearly identified and a 
vision beginning to take shape, the church leaders 
developed a detailed plan for C.Y.R.O. The only 
missing element was the financial resources to 
get the program off the ground. This is when 
Catholic Extension stepped in. 

“The funds from Catholic Extension were what 
finally moved our idea into operation,” said Butts.

C.Y.R.O. has helped Montana youth become 
excited about their faith and motivate one 
another to identify with it. The program is driven 
by adolescents’ own ideas about what they need 
and want. When the kids decided they wanted a 
weekly Bible study, they reached out to program 
coordinator Dan Thies to bring one to life.

“C.Y.R.O. allows kids to take control of their 
own faith,” said Thies, whose salary is subsidized 
by a Catholic Extension grant. “What we’re 
seeing is youth being excited and talking to their  
peers about their faith, and that’s when big  
things happen.”

Along with weekly Bible studies, C.Y.R.O. 
organizes events and retreats that give young 

TOP: (left to right) Spencer Jenko, Sara Keenan and Lane Thole having fun at a recent C.Y.R.O. meeting. 
ABOVE: C.Y.R.O. kids Sierra Olszewski, Lane Thole and Alex Neu enjoy visiting with Monsignor Donald 
Shea, a favorite figure among area youth. 
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people the opportunity to learn leadership 
skills, build ecumenical alliances, and give back 
to others with both manual labor and spiritual 
fellowship.

For a young person, the C.Y.R.O. experience 
evolves. C.Y.R.O. leaders generate interest and 
excitement, which leads to fellowship. From 
fellowship, spiritual growth and a deepening of 
faith take root. Inspired by their faith to reach 
out and give back, C.Y.R.O. members then can 
become instruments for positive change and 
influence among their peers and in the larger 
community around them. 

One youth leader is Alex Neu, who currently serves 
as the president of the Catholic Youth Coalition, 
a group that includes all youth in the Diocese  
of Helena. 

“C.Y.R.O. has helped me feel comfortable with 
my faith,” said Neu, who was chosen for his 
position by his peers during a three-hour prayer 
session and has embraced his role as a leader and 
mentor to others. “It has provided the foundation 
for the family I want to have one day and teaches 
me things that I can apply to my community.” 

Because of C.Y.R.O.’s success, other remote 
parishes in the Diocese of Helena are working 
to pool their resources to implement their own 
outreach programs for young Catholics. This is 
the promising future in an area of the country 
where the Church has tremendous potential 
to grow and flourish. As these young leaders 
continue to develop ways to deepen their faith and 
improve their communities, Catholic Extension 
will continue to be there to offer support. ■

Glacier National Park borders the Kalispell Deanery in the northwest corner of the Diocese of Helena, home to the 
four C.Y.R.O. parishes.

“The funds from Catholic Extension  
   were what finally moved our idea into operation.”
    — JIM BUTTS, Deacon at Pope John Paul II, Co-founder of C.Y.R.O. 


