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Introduction 
 
In dioceses across the United States, and beyond, there are increasing numbers of pastors being 
asked to lead or serve in more than one parish community.  Referred to as clustering or twinning, 
this reality is significantly impacting both the parish and the pastor.  Recent research suggests 
that at present between 35 and 40% of all parishes in the United States share a pastor with at 
least one other parish.  In light of this phenomenon, the Conference for Pastoral Planning and 
Council Development (CPPCD) and the National Federation of Priests’ Councils (NFPC) 
sponsored a special, by invitation only, symposium on Multiple Parish Pastoring.  This 
symposium is one of the ten initiatives of the Emerging Models of Pastoral Leadership Project, 
funded by the Lilly Endowment, Inc. A collaborative effort of six national organizations, this 
project is designed to identify and promote the emerging models of pastoral leadership that are 
nurturing and sustaining vibrant parish communities.  
 
Prior to the symposium, a Multiple Parish Pastoring Committee was formed by Project Chair 
Mark Mogilka.  To accomplish its mission the Multiple Parish Pastoring Committee desired to 
understand:  

·  The extent of multiple parish pastoring in the United States;  
·  The perceived need for training programs for this growing form of ministry;  
·  The appropriate criteria for implementing training for pastors and parish life 

coordinators involved in pastoring multiple parishes; and  
·  Indicators of successful multiple parish pastoring endeavors.   

 
The Multiple Parish Pastoring Committee contacted the Center for Business and Social Research 
at Loras College, Dubuque, to conduct a national study of archdioceses and dioceses.  Funding 
for this project was provided by the Kucera Center for Catholic Studies at Loras College.  The 
results of this research study are presented in Session III of the symposium report. 
 

Symposium Process 
 
The Multiple Parish Pastoring Committee identified and invited 50 diocesan planners, parish 
pastoral leaders, and national researchers to attend the symposium.  Attendees brought with them 
years of experience and expertise, necessary to study related questions and prepare 
recommendations concerning pastoring in multiple parish settings.   
 
The major goal of the symposium was to take the input gained and design a training program and 
resource materials for use by diocesan leaders and parish pastoral leaders.  These 
recommendations for training, along with the text of each presentation and a summary of the 
discussion outcomes for each session are published here.  A Summary of the Symposium 
Findings and Proposed Actions begin on page 6 of this book. 
 
The symposium was held during a wintry three-day period at the University of St. Mary of the 
Lake in Mundelein, Illinois.  Attendees were given a compilation of symposium papers for 
review a few weeks prior to the event.  Sessions began with presentations on these papers by 
leading experts in pastoral life in the United States.  Topics included current research on multiple 
parish pastoring, organizational models, the role of ordained and non-ordained in multiple parish 
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settings, canonical issues, best practices for parishes and dioceses, etc.  Then, following a 
question and answer period with the presenters, participants were invited to discuss questions 
relevant to the presentations, with emphasis on how the information related to their personal 
experience in multiple parish settings.  Each table of approximately eight included a mixture of 
pastors, diocesan personnel, and in some cases researchers in the field and representatives of 
national ministry organizations.  Table groups were reorganized into similar ministry areas 
during the final two sessions of the symposium.  Each group had an assigned facilitator, who also 
recorded the group’s reflections on each topic and submitted them for collation to the symposium 
editor.  (The attendees are listed in Appendix A.)   
 
The symposium process was designed and facilitated by Brian Reynolds, Ed.D.  Brian is the 
Chancellor and Chief Administrative Officer for the Archdiocese of Louisville.  In this position, 
he coordinates the planning, personnel and administrative functions for the 20 archdiocesan 
agencies serving 122 parishes.  Besides his work as a diocesan administrator, Brian has served 
as a consultant, trainer and author in church ministry for more than 25 years.  He holds a 
Masters Degree from Fordham University and a Doctorate in Leadership Education from 
Spalding University. 
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Summary of Findings and Proposed Actions 

 
Discussion throughout the symposium was lively and at turns intense and humorous.  The 
participants found much in the presentations and in each other’s input to which they could relate 
on both a personal and ministerial level.  Most were eager to share from these experiences to 
contribute to effective initiatives in support of the ever-increasing number of multiple parish 
configurations in the United States.  These findings include: 
 
·  Parish is Central and Essential to Church Life:  Acknowledging the parish system as “in 

transition” from the one pastor-one parish model to new configurations of parish community, 
symposium participants affirmed the vital importance of the parish as the place where lay 
Catholics’ faith is “lived, shared and celebrated.”  Participants were divided, however, as to 
whether or not the multiple parish models are viable or desirable over the long term.  

  
·  Diocesan Support:  Participants stressed the importance of diocesan participation in several 

areas of multiple parish ministry.  They called for intentional, comprehensive, consultative 
planning processes to precede the merging or clustering of parishes.  Pastors, parish leaders 
and parishioners need to see the reorganized parish structure as part of the larger church, and 
part of a vision for parish life clearly articulated by diocesan leadership.  Participants also 
desired a clear mission for the clustered or merged parishes that goes beyond merely the 
sharing of resources.  Dioceses can also help these parishes by providing ongoing education 
and formation for parish leadership, and by providing ongoing contact with the parishes as 
the reconfiguration efforts progress. 

 
·  Parish Efforts:  Symposium participants repeatedly affirmed the need for clear, consistent 

communication of information from the pastor and parish leaders to the parishioners during 
the reorganization efforts.  Participants encouraged transparency in public meetings and in 
procedures, as well as the use of processes that are as consultative and inclusive as possible.  
On the practical side, participants also recommended that office administration procedures be 
consistent among parishes within a cluster, including use of the same software for accounting 
and data keeping purposes. 

 
·  Care for Pastors and Parish Life Coordinators:  Symposium participants shared serious 

concerns regarding the demands placed on the pastors in multiple parish settings, and the 
impact these stresses will have on their health over time.  Participants encouraged pastors, 
parish life coordinators, and all staff members to get the rest, vacation time and breaks they 
need away from the parishes.   This concern, coupled with the high average age of priests 
pastoring in this setting, raised questions related to the long-term viability of the multiple 
parish model. 

 
Proposed Actions 

 
·  Disseminate Symposium Results:  Recognizing the immediate need for attention to this ever-

growing parish pastoring model, participants encouraged the symposium conveners to 
publicize the symposium report to as broad a Catholic audience as possible.  This will keep 
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the conversation going, and encourage ecclesial leaders to recognize the need for more 
planning and visioning in this ministry area.  The materials will also be of help to those 
currently ministering in this setting, to provide new ideas and resources and to, hopefully, 
diminish the sense of isolation they might feel. 

 
·  Continue the Conversation:  Many participants expressed interest in the future work of the 

Multiple Parish Pastoring Project, and asked to be updated on its progress.  Project directors 
will give each participant a symposium report, and involve them in future initiatives as 
appropriate.   

 
·  Create Training Programs: Participants cited an urgent need for more training in this 

ministry, for both ordained and non-ordained parish leaders.  Session Six was devoted to 
participants providing input on the design of workshops and programs for multiple parish 
ministers.  Results of this discussion are found in on page 70. 
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Multiple Parish Pastoring Symposium 
Session I Tuesday, February 7, 2006 
 

Parishes and Pastoring:  Setting the Context 
 
Session Objective:  To provide an overview of the canonical understanding of the parish and the 
role of the pastor, various models and visions for the “ideal parish” in the United States, and 
current trends impacting parish life.   
 
Presentations 

‘A Shepherd’s Care’:  The Parish and the Pastor in Canon Law 
Siobhan Verbeek 

A Vision of Pastoral Excellence 
David DeLambo 

Parishes Past, Present and Future 
Mary Gautier 
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‘A Shepherd’s Care’: 

The Parish and the Pastor in Canon Law 
Siobhan Verbeek, JCL 

 
Introduction 
 

It is fitting that we begin our discussion of pastoring with an exploration of the parish.  
The office of pastor is incomprehensible without some understanding of the parish that is 
entrusted to his ministry.  This approach also reflects the structure of the Code of Canon Law 
itself, which addresses first the notion of the parish, and then various canonical considerations 
pertaining to its pastor. 

 
In another sense, however, it is unfortunate that we do not also begin with an exploration 

of the parish and pastor in the Church’s teaching documents.  Since the pastor has both a 
theological and a juridical relationship to the parish community which he serves, it is essential 
that this aspect also be kept in mind when interpreting the Code’s prescriptions.      
 
The Parish 
 

The canonical definition of a parish is provided in canon 515 §1:  “A parish is a certain 
community of the Christian faithful stably constituted in a particular church, whose pastoral care 
is entrusted to a pastor as its proper pastor under the authority of the diocesan bishop.”  It is 
important to note the emphasis that is placed in Church law on the notion of the parish as a 
“structured communion.”  The parish, by definition, is a cohesive community of persons, a 
community that consists of the pastor and parishioners, under the authority of the diocesan 
bishop.  While the definition of the parish in Church law clearly answers the question, “What is 
the parish?,” even more importantly, perhaps, it also provides an answer to the question, “Who is 
the parish?”  Other sections of the law will attempt to elucidate the relationship between these 
persons more clearly.  

 
It is equally important to note that, canonically, the parish is not only defined in terms of 

its structure and its personal elements, but also in terms of its mission (i.e., “Why the parish?”) 
The mission of the parish is seen most clearly in the canonical prescriptions pertaining to the 
office of parish pastor. 
 
The Pastor 
 

The Code’s prescriptions regarding the office of pastor are among, perhaps, the more 
beautiful texts in Church law.  In the interest of space, I have chosen to organize my remarks 
around several principles that may be gleaned from a detailed consideration of the canons 
treating pastors and parishes.  As modifications are made locally to parish structures, it is 
important, wherever possible, to make certain that the underlying principles of the law are 
somehow retained.    
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·  In general, the Code’s treatment of parish life presumes the model of one pastor, one 
parish.  While canon law recognizes the need, at times, for alternative parish structures, these 
structures are clearly seen as exceptions to the general rule.  The Code’s vision of the “one 
parish, one pastor” model (c. 526 §1) is richly theological, reminiscent of a “single shepherd and 
flock.”  The deep nuances of the office of pastor become increasingly more ambiguous when 
either one priest or a group of priests is appointed to oversee the pastoral care of a grouping of 
parishes.  While the Code provides for these possibilities, it does little to explain how the 
administration of the parishes will occur.     
 

·  “The whole purpose for the parochial office is the good of souls” (Christus Dominus, 
n. 31).  The cura pastoralis or cura animarum is accomplished by the pastor through the exercise 
of various teaching, sanctifying, and governing functions (c. 519).  It is impossible to treat in 
detail the over one hundred canons that outline the pastor’s rights and responsibilities in law.  
However, some more general references should help to underscore the broad reach of the 
pastor’s mandate to see that the Gospel is proclaimed, the sacraments are celebrated, and the 
people are served.   
 

With respect to the teaching office, the pastor has an obligation to hold preaching in high 
esteem (cc. 757, 762).  He fulfills this through homiletics (c. 767), the provision of spiritual 
exercises and sacred missions (c. 770), evangelization, works of social justice (c. 528 §1), and 
the utilization of the various means of social communication (c. 822).  He is to see to it that 
catechetical instruction is provided to those within the parish (e.g., cc. 528, 776), especially 
instruction which prepares individuals for the reception of the sacraments (e.g., cc. 777; 851; 
890; 914; 1063, 1º).  A pastor may also have direct oversight of a Catholic school.  

 
Not surprisingly, the celebration of the sacraments, particularly the Eucharist and 

Penance, should hold primary place in the pastor’s exercise of his sanctifying office (e.g., cc. 528 
§2; 534).  The pastor’s sanctifying ministry, however, also includes attentiveness to family 
prayer, the liturgy of the hours, the imparting of blessings, and the fostering of popular 
devotions.  He is to make certain that no liturgical abuses occur within his jurisdiction. 

 
Finally, the pastor’s exercise of the ministry of governance is equally exercised in 

numerous ways.  He possesses, for example, the faculty to assist at marriages (cc. 1109-1111), 
and to dispense from marriage impediments under certain conditions (c. 1079 §2) and from the 
obligation to observe feast days or days of fast or abstinence (c. 1245).  As the one responsible 
for the overall administration of the parish (cc. 532; 1279 §1), he must take care that nothing is 
done that seriously harms the parish’s temporal goods.  He is to be mindful of all applicable 
canonical and civil laws governing the administration of Church property (e.g., cc. 1267 §2; 
1281 §1; 1284; 1286; 1290; and 1297), personnel (cc. 231 §2; and 1286), and the maintenance of 
parish records (e.g., cc. 535; 895; 958; and 1054).  Failure to exercise responsible stewardship of 
the parish’s resources can result in the imposition of Church penalties (e.g., cc. 1377; 1741, 5º).             
 

·  The pastor’s responsibilities are profoundly personal in nature.  It is difficult to read 
the canons concerning pastors without also seeing glimpses of the parishioners standing beside 
him.  Whether they contain provisions for direct care, or provide structures that protect 
individual rights and responsibilities, the persons who constitute the parish are never far from the 
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prescriptions that encompass this area of Church law.  Several canons can be cited to illustrate 
this point. Two, however, stand out in particular.  Reflecting the conciliar text Christus Dominus, 
n. 30, canon 529 §1 states that  
 

In order to fulfill his office diligently, the pastor is to strive to know the faithful 
entrusted to his care.   Therefore, he is to visit families, sharing in their cares, 
anxieties, and griefs of the faithful, strengthening them in the Lord, and prudently 
correcting them if they are failing in certain areas.   With generous love he is to 
help the sick, particularly those close to death, by refreshing them solicitously with 
the sacraments and commending their souls to God; with particular diligence he is 
to seek out the poor, the afflicted, the lonely, those exiled from their country, and 
similarly those weighed down by special difficulties.  He is to work so that spouses 
and parents are supported in fulfilling their duties and is to foster growth of 
Christian life in the family.  

 
 The second canon which underscores this principle is canon 530.  This norm “especially 
entrusts” to the pastor particular parish celebrations, including baptism, Confirmation for those 
who are in danger of death, marriage, the anointing of the sick,  the administration of Viaticum, 
funerals, and Eucharistic celebrations on Sundays and holy days of obligation.  While a pastor 
can at times entrust these functions to others, the Code’s stated preference for the pastor’s 
administration of them underscores the legal expectation that the pastor should be personally 
present to the faithful at each of the pivotal moments in a person’s life.   He should be a shepherd 
who truly knows his flock. 

 
This general principle also helps to explain why the Code prescribes other rights and 

obligations for pastors, such as the obligation to live within the confines of the parish’s 
boundaries (c. 533 §1), the right to stability in office (c. 522), and the various restrictions that are 
placed on pastors for the amount of time that they can be legitimately away from the parish (c. 
533 §2).  Because the law presumes that the pastor will be engaged personally with the faithful 
who have been entrusted to his care, it makes special provisions to facilitate his accessibility on a 
daily basis.     
 

·  The fulfillment of the pastor’s responsibilities is understood in law to require 
collaboration.  In this respect, canon law captures well the Conciliar teachings that sacred 
pastors “know that they were not instituted by Christ to undertake by themselves alone the 
church’s whole mission of salvation to the world” (Lumen Gentium, n. 30), and that without the 
assistance of the laity in particular, “the pastor’s apostolate cannot generally attain its full effect” 
(Apostolicam actuositatem, n. 10).  Canon law presumes that the pastor will enlist the assistance 
of the faithful (ordained, consecrated and lay) in the discharge of his responsibilities (e.g., cc. 
519; 851, 2º; 776).  He is expected to rely upon their counsel (c. 536 §1) and to foster their 
participation (c. 275 §2).  With the exception of those rights and obligations which arise from 
ordination or the exercise of the power of governance, nearly all of the pastor’s responsibilities 
can be broadly delegated to others within and outside the parish.     
 

·  The pastor’s authority is central and autonomous.  Canonically, the pastor is at the 
very center of parish life.  His exercise of the power of governance is described as “ordinary,” 
that is, he possesses it fully in virtue of his office.  Since the law entrusts to the pastor many 
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rights and obligations, it therefore accords him the necessary authority to see that they are 
fulfilled.  The pastor also represents the parish in all juridic affairs (c. 532).  He is expected to 
provide ongoing direction and supervision of the works that are undertaken in the parish, even 
when he has delegated or entrusted to others certain pastoral initiatives. 
  

·  Church law in this area is intentionally flexible.  Since the primary purpose of the 
parish is to care for the needs of a defined portion of God’s People, canon law presumes that its 
provisions will be adapted to each local situation.  Parishes, in other terms, will in the eyes of the 
law differ in their application of, or emphasis upon, certain prescriptions, because the pastoral 
needs of each local community will differ, as well as the competencies and charisms of each 
community’s individual leaders.   
 
Conclusion 
 

By way of conclusion, it is perhaps helpful to recall the guidance contained in article 210 
of the Directory for the Pastoral Ministry of Bishops (2004): 
 

[T]he division of the diocese into parishes must enable the faithful to be a true 
ecclesial community which gathers for the celebration of the Holy Eucharist, receives 
the Word of God and exercises charity through the corporal and spiritual works of 
mercy.  It should be possible for pastors to know the members of their flock 
personally and to offer them constant pastoral care.  In particular, parish clergy must 
be helped to fulfill the canonical duties entrusted to them.  

 
When making decisions about parish personnel or determinations about parish boundaries, 
pastoral leaders are challenged to keep at the forefront of their deliberations both the mission of 
the parish, and the ability of the parishes’ pastors to effectively exercise the demands of their 
office (cf., c. 152).   
 

The parish, as Pope John Paul II reminded us, is “the place where the very ‘mystery’ of 
the Church is present and at work, even if at times it is lacking persons and means, even if at 
other times it might be scattered over vast territories” (Christifideles laici, n. 26).      
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A Vision of Pastoral Excellence 
David DeLambo 

 
This symposium is part of a larger project called the Emerging Models of Pastoral Leadership 
Project.  One aspect of the project has been to articulate and operationalize into survey questions 
a “vision of pastoral excellence.”  This presentation will provide background on what this vision 
is, where this vision came from, and how it was incorporated into a recent national survey 
sponsored by the Emerging Models of Pastoral Leadership Project.  Also included are some 
very preliminary findings.  
 Parish vitality indicators serve as “benchmarks” for pastoral ministry.  A benchmark, as 
you know, is a standard by which something can be measured or judged.   However, not all 
parish vitality benchmarks are measures of pastoral excellence.  In some dioceses parish vitality 
indicators function as minimum performance criteria which parishes are expected to meet if they 
are to stay open.  They are often numerical benchmarks related to daily and weekend Mass 
attendance, the number of baptisms performed per year, the number of students enrolled in 
religious education, etc.  Similarly, in some dioceses, parish vitality indicators are presented as 
checklists of activities that a parish should be performing in order to call itself a viable parish 
community.  In both cases, what are referred to as parish vitality indicators are really viability 
indicators, meaning that parishes that don’t meet these benchmarks may face closure.   
 The parish vitality indicators discussed here describe what pastoral excellence looks like, 
the ideals towards which pastoral ministry should strive.  A Google search of parish vitality 
indicators will likely produce indicators of both sorts, but only the latter embody a vision of 
pastoral excellence. 
 Since the early 1980s, pastoral research has identified some key indicators of parish 
vitality.  One of the first, and perhaps most influential of these studies was produced by the 
Parish Project under the direction of the Reverend Philip J. Murnion in 19821.   
 One of the charges of the Parish Project (conducted by the staff of the National 
Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Committee on the Parish) was “to look at parishes that were 
working well and to make others aware of the practices and approaches of these parishes.2”  
Using a methodology not unlike the one used to surface best practices for Multi-Parish Pastoring 
(see symposium Session III), diocesan representatives were asked to give the names of two or 
three parishes in their dioceses that enjoyed a reputation for being “good” or “effective parishes.” 
 A key finding was that the kinds of parishes labeled “good” or “effective” were diverse.  
Some where quite large (10 percent with more than 10,000 Catholics); some were quite small (8 
percent with fewer than 500 Catholics).  Fifteen percent were inner city parishes, 38 percent 
were suburban parishes, and 35 percent were located in rural areas or small towns.  In a third of 
the parishes, the majority of the parishioners enjoyed middle- or upper-income status, while in 
two-thirds of the parishes the majority of parishioners were working class or poor.  One out of 
five of these parishes had services in a language other than English and slightly more than half 
had parochial schools at a time when 41 percent of all U.S. parishes had schools.  In other words, 
pastoral excellence, per se, was not dependent on size, locale, language, income or presence of a 
school3.   

                                                 
1 Parish Life in the United States: Final Report to the Bishops of the United States by the Parish Project. Authors:  
Staff to the Committee on the Parish - National Conference of Catholic Bishops, November 1982 
2 Ibid, p. 11. 
3 Ibid., p. 17. 
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 When these “good parishes” were contacted and asked what accounted for their vitality 
as a parish, the elements ranked first were, in order of frequency4: 

(1) Involvement of the laity in variety of activities 
(2) Quality of staff 
(3) Good spirit and pride in community of the parish 
(4) Responding to people’s needs 
(5) Support of people 
(6) Vision of the leadership 
(7) Various pastoral movements (e.g., Christian Family Movement, Marriage Encounter, 

Charismatic Renewal, etc.) 
(8) Involvement of parishioners in decision-making 
(9) Prayer 
(10) Committed clergy 

 
Three of these characteristics relate to parishioners’ spirit and involvement, three to the quality 
of staff and leadership, and two to providing adequate care for people.  Many of these may be 
part of your personal vision of pastoral excellence. 
 But the Parish Project didn’t stop there.  They administered to these “good parishes” a 
questionnaire similar if not identical to the one used in the Notre Dame Study of Catholic Parish 
Life, the findings of which were beginning to be reported in 19825.  They wanted to know how 
parishes across the country compared with these “effective” parishes.  What they found was 
enlightening. 
 Effective parishes were much more likely to have a team style of staff operation.  They 
were more likely to have frequent staff meetings, more likely to have parish councils, and likely 
to have more parish activities than other parishes.  Effective parishes were more likely to have 
used planning processes and were more likely to use outside consultants to lead these planning 
processes.  Effective parishes were more likely to offer leadership training, and to have formed 
mini-parishes or sub-communities within their parish to create a greater sense of community.  
Also, in effective parishes, more attention was paid to liturgy, and liturgy planning was more 
common place6.   In sum, the Parish Project showed that significant differences existed between 
effective parishes and parishes in general, particularly in the areas of staff development, lay 
participation, liturgy planning and ministry development. 
 Other existing research confirmed the findings of the Parish Project.  For example, the 
Reverend Andrew Greeley, SJ, in studying correlates of parishioner satisfaction with their 
parishes, found four factors of particular significance: 

(1) Liturgy and preaching 
(2) The ability of the parish to help people deal practically with their concerns and 

especially their concerns about their children 
(3) A democratic style of leadership 
(4) An active quality to the parish – there is much going on7. 

                                                 
4 Ibid., p. 29. 
5 Leege, David, and Joseph Gremillion, Editors. Notre Dame Study of Catholic Parish Life.  Notre Dame, Indiana: 
University of Notre Dame, 1989.  
6 Parish Project., p.30. 
7 Greeley, Andrew M.  Crisis in the Church (Chicago: Thomas More Press), 1979. (p. 89ff), cited in The Parish 
Project, p. 17. 
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Clearly, there was a consensus of opinion forming around marks of “pastoral excellence.” 
 Jumping to the present, when the Emerging Models of Pastoral Leadership Project sought 
to articulate and operationalize a vision of pastoral excellence, team members turned to these 
seminal studies conducted by Greeley, the Parish Project, and the Notre Dame Study of Parish 
Life, as well to more recent measures of pastoral excellence used by dioceses around the country.  
Vitality questionnaires constructed by the Dioceses of Rockford, Harrisburg Cleveland, and the 
Archdiocese of Philadelphia were helpful in this matter.  Added to the mix were measures from 
Paul Wilkes’ book Excellent Catholic Parishes8.   
The newer research reinforced and expanded some of the learnings from the past.  In all, 32 
marks of pastoral excellence were developed.  This list is not exhaustive.  The case can probably 
be made for other measures, and some may not agree with the measures listed.  You can see the 
32 measures of pastoral excellence, operationalized into question-form, in the handout titled 
Parish Vitality Indicators (Appendix B).  Indicators of vitality were listed as statements and 
respondents, typically pastors, were asked to indicate how descriptive these statements were of 
their parish using a scale from 1 – 7 (where 1 indicates “NOT AT ALL DESCRIPTIVE” and 7 
indicates “VERY DESCRIPTIVE”). 
 The measures of parish vitality are divided among 11 areas of parish life:   

1. Liturgy 
2. Evangelization   
3. Adult Faith Formation  
4. Caring Community   
5. Welcoming  
6. Responding To Needs Of People   
7. Parishioner Involvement   
8. Parish Mission And Vision 
9. Collaboration  
10. Pastoral Leadership  
11. Prayer And Spirituality  

 
Some of the areas of pastoral excellence echo the findings of the Parish Project, the Notre Dame 
Study and Andrew Greeley’s work.  They also are categories that dioceses across the country 
have recognized as aspects of pastoral excellence. 
In partnership with the National Pastoral Life Center in Manhattan, the Emerging Models of 
Pastoral Leadership’s parish vitality questions were included as part of  the Center’s 2005 
national survey of Catholic parishes.   A total of 928 useable surveys were returned.  On the 
reverse side of the handout, these results are ranked from highest to lowest according to average 
score.  
The 10 areas of vitality that respondents say are most descriptive of their parish include:  

1. Preaching that connects scripture to daily life (5.81) 
2. Attending to the needs of the sick, homebound and bereaved (5.79) 
3. Having a pastor and staff energized and enthusiastic about ministry (5.70) 
4. Liturgies that are prayerful, reverent and spiritually moving  (5.66) 
5. Engaging in outreach to the poor (5.62) 
6. Effectively communicating information to parishioners (5.54) 

                                                 
8 Wilkes, Paul.  Excellent Catholic Parishes (Mahway: Paulist Press) 2001. 
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7. Being a supportive community where people care for one another (5.52) 
8. Having a pastor and staff that work together as a team (5.51) 
9. Having music at our liturgies that inspires prayer and worship of God (5.43) 
10. Having a parish pastoral council that collaborate with the pastor (5.43) 

 
Conversely, the ten areas where parishes experience the lowest level of pastoral excellence, 
starting with the lowest, include: 
 

1. The parish emphasizing the building and renewal of adult faith in all its efforts 
2. Parishioners receiving training for leadership and ministry 
3. Having youth and young adults actively involved in the life of the parish 
4. Having parishioners that experience spiritual growth through involvement in small faith-

sharing communities and/or parish based pastoral movements like RENEW, CRHP, etc. 
5. Having parishioners that are eager to become involved in parish leadership and ministry 
6. Having parishioners that appreciate and encourage multicultural diversity  
7. Having parish leaders that regularly consult parishioners regarding their hopes and 

concerns 
8. Having events and programs that are well attended 
9. Having a parish that reaches out to non-practicing Catholics 
10. Attending to the special needs and situations of families today (e.g., single parents, 

separated and divorced, inter-church marriages, etc.) 
 
Note that four of the bottom ten areas of parish vitality concern parishioner involvement.  
Engagement of the parish community for mission is one of the defining outcomes of pastoral 
excellence.  Parishes that do well in preparing their people for mission rank high in terms of 
pastoral excellence. 
Currently, team members are in the process of studying correlates to pastoral excellence which 
will be published by the Emerging Models of Pastoral Leadership Project.   
 
David DeLambo is the Associate Director of Pastoral Planning for the Catholic Diocese of 
Cleveland.  David just completed his third national study of lay ministry entitled, “Lay Parish 
Ministry:  A Study of Emerging Leadership,” published in 2005 by the National Pastoral Life 
Center.  In addition to the above mentioned organizations, David has worked in pastoral 
planning and research with the Archdiocese of New York and the Catholic Conference of 
Indiana.  David holds a Master’s Degree in Pastoral Planning and Research and a Ph.D. in 
Sociology (with an emphasis on American Catholicism), both from Fordham University. 
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Parishes Past, Present and Future:  Demographic Realities 
Mary Gautier 

 
Catholics per parish and Catholics per priest 
 
The Catholic Church in the United States has shown relatively steady growth in total 
population – approximately 2 to 4 percent per year in the first half of the 20th century, 
slowing to 1 to 2 percent growth per year in the second half.  Between 1900 and 1950 
Catholics in the United States had grown from just over 10 million to just under 30 
million, an increase of 165 percent.  The population more than doubled in size again 
between 1950 and 2000, increasing 109 percent during that half-century.   
 
By contrast, the total population of priests grew rapidly in the first half of the century, 
averaging about 2 percent per year, but stopped growing in 1969 and has declined 
throughout most of the remainder of the century.   Thus, at the beginning of the last 
century there were 899 Catholics for every priest.  By 1942, at its peak, the ratio of 
Catholics per priest reached 617.  But then Catholic population growth outpaced growth 
in total priests and the ratio grew less favorable, reaching 1,342 Catholics per priest in 
2000. 
 
Similarly, when the supply of priests was favorable during the first half of the twentieth 
century, new parishes were erected at a rate that kept up with the growth in Catholic 
population – so the average number of Catholics per parish was nearly the same in 1950 
(1,843) as it had been in 1900 (1,759).  But in the second half of the century, Catholic 
growth outpaced parish construction so that the number of Catholics per parish in 2000 
(3,112) is close to double what it was in 1950.  And since 1995, the total number of 
parishes has been declining each year, as fewer new parishes are erected and more 
dioceses are merging or closing parishes due to changing demographics and fewer 
priests. 
 
Parish life today 
 
To better understand some of the differences between parishes, CARA divided parishes 
into four groups, based on parish size.  Their names here help describe the “feel” of the 
parish. 
 
·  Mega parishes of 1,200 or more households are very large, active, “happening” 

kinds of places, typically offering five or more Masses on a weekend, nearly all  
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with more than two priests in residence, with an average of 4 lay staff, and with a 
broad variety of ministry offerings.   

 
·  Corporate parishes of about 550 to 1,200 households feel a little like a small 

corporation.  They typically have one or two resident priests, offer four Masses on 
a weekend, and average 2.4 lay ecclesial ministers.  Most of them have a director 
of religious education and about half have a youth minister.   

 
·  Community parishes of about 200 to 550 households have a small town, 

community feel.  Most of them have one priest in residence, assisted by one lay 
ecclesial minister, most often a DRE.  They average three Masses on a weekend, 
and rely on volunteers to meet many parish needs.   

 
·  Family parishes have the feel of a family.  Two in five have no resident priest, 

they have one or two Masses on a weekend.  Volunteers are frequently called 
upon to handle several ministries.   

 
Although the size of Catholic parishes is increasing, the number of clergy serving in 
them is declining.  Of the 83 percent of parishes have a resident priest pastor, nearly 
60 percent of the time he is the only priest at the parish.  Close to one in five parishes 
now have no resident priest pastor.  Most of those are administered by a non-resident 
priest who has responsibility for more than one parish in a clustered, paired, twinned, 
or linked parish structure.  However, about 18 percent of these parishes with no 
resident priest pastor are entrusted to someone other than a priest.   

 
Parishioners today – and into the future 
 
Adult Catholics today are almost evenly divided between those born before Vatican II 
and those born since Vatican II.  This means that fully half of the adult Church today 
has no living memory of the Church before Vatican II.  The issues that divided previous 
generations have no salience for these newer adult generations.   
 
Even more striking, and perhaps more significant for the future of parish life, is the 
increasing racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity found among younger Catholics today.  
Nearly nine in ten Pre-Vatican II Catholics are white, non-Hispanic, as are about 85 
percent of Vatican II Catholics.  However, because much of Catholic growth in the latter 
half of the 20th century has been through immigration from other Catholic populations 
around the world and because immigrants tend to be younger than the average 
population, Post-Vatican II adult Catholics are increasingly diverse.  Only about half of  
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Catholic adults between 18 and 40 are white, non-Hispanic. These generational 
differences are also reflected in a variety of behavioral measures, such as Mass 
attendance and parish registration. 
 
About a third of Catholics say they attend Mass weekly or more often.   Another 30 
percent attend several times a month, but less than weekly.  We find this in our polls and 
it is very consistent with other polls conducted for other purposes.  This is about half the 
rate of Mass attendance reported in the 1950s and 1960s.  Mass attendance has been 
declining steadily, but has been quite consistent at about 30 to 40 percent over the past 
couple of decades.  Some were forecasting that Church dissatisfaction in response to the 
clergy sex abuse crisis would translate into declines in Mass attendance and in financial 
giving.  Polls have not shown that the clergy crisis has had much of an effect on either 
behavior yet. 

 
Breaking Mass attendance into generational groupings shows an interesting lifestyle 
pattern.  Catholics of the Pre-Vatican II Generation are much more likely than younger 
generations to attend Mass weekly or more.  More than six in ten Pre-Vatican II 
Generation Catholics attend Mass at least weekly.  About a third of Vatican II Generation 
Catholics say they attend weekly or more, and four out of ten of them attend less than 
weekly.  They are likely to attend more frequently as they get older, but are unlikely to 
reach the levels of weekly attendance of the generations before them.  About one in five 
Post-Vatican II Catholics say they attend weekly or more.  Nearly 60 percent of them 
attend less than weekly.  Again, their attendance is likely to increase as they age and their 
lifestyles gain more stability, but not likely to reach the levels of weekly attendance of 
Pre-Vatican II Catholics. 

 
The generations display a similar pattern in terms of parish registration.  Overall, about 
two in three Catholics report being registered in a parish, and mid-life or older Catholics 
(Vatican II Generation and older) display that typical pattern.  But the youngest 
generation of Catholics is only slightly more likely than not to say they are registered in a 
parish.   
 
More than half of all adult self-identified Catholics are members of this Post-Vatican II 
Generation.  These Catholics have less of an institutional commitment than the 
generations before them.  That does not make them less Catholic but it does mean that 
they are less likely to be attending Mass out of habit, social pressure, or fear.  They still 
have the “Catholic glue” that keeps them identifying themselves as Catholic, but their 
attachment to the Church is different than it was for the generations before them. 
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Mary Gautier is a senior research associate at the Center for Applied Research in the 
Apostolate (CARA) at Georgetown University in Washington, DC.  She has a Ph.D. in 
sociology from Louisiana State University and pastoral experience as a lay ecclesial 
minister in a suburban parish in Baton Rouge, LA.  A CARA, Mary specializes in 
Catholic demographic trends in the United States, manages CARA databases on Church 
information, and conducts demographic projects and computer-aided mapping.  She also 
edits The CARA Report, a quarterly research publication, and is co-author of two books 
on Catholicism published by Orbis books. 
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Session I Discussion Outcomes 
Parishes and Pastoring:  Setting the Context 

 
The symposium opening session, Parishes and Pastoring:  Setting the Context, provided 
participants with an overview of the canonical understanding of the parish and the role of the 
pastor, various models and visions for the “ideal parish” in the United States, and current trends 
impacting parish life.   
 
During small group activity following the presentations, participant groups discussed, in light of 
the presentations and their personal experience, three questions:  
·  What is the “Good News” about parishes?;  
·  What are the challenges facing parishes today?;  
·  Do you believe that parishes as you know them are doomed to failure or likely to grow in 

vibrancy over the next 10 years?  List the reasons for your answer. 
 
Participants articulated “Good News” in several areas of parish life.  Many groups noted the 
vibrancy found in parishes that have a strong sense of mission, particularly those committed to 
service or justice issues beyond the immediate parish community.  Many acknowledged the 
difficulties of parish life while in transition to new structures brought on by the declining number 
of priests.  These difficulties have given way to increased lay participation and leadership on the 
parish level, as well as lay formation programs.  These new structures also call for more 
intentional planning and sharing of resources among affected parishes.  The planning process and 
resource sharing have helped to forge new bonds among the parishioners of different 
communities, and participants noted greater ownership of parish life among the laity due to this 
increased involvement.  All discussion groups affirmed the parish as central and essential to 
church life, as it is the place where the “faith of ordinary Catholics is sown, lived, shared and 
celebrated.”   
 
The challenges facing parishes today concerned both systems/structures within the parish and 
external factors affecting these same systems.  Several groups noted the challenges for parish 
leaders to work together—many priests do not have the skills or experience to collaborate with 
lay parish staff members.  Parish leaders are facing increasing demands and diminishing 
resources to meet those demands.  Where parishes are merged or clustered, leaders find more of 
their time spent on administration than ministry.  In these situations, parishioners can have a 
“growing anger and sense of entitlement when sacrifice and collaboration are needed” noted one 
group.   Maintenance of buildings can be a drain on resources that could otherwise go to ministry 
needs.  Many groups noted the hunger for spirituality among adults, yet perceived the parish as 
not effectively providing adult catechesis to meet this need.  The Mass competes with other 
activities in people’s lives and the parish needs to figure out how to draw people back to regular 
participation in Eucharist.  In addition to the hectic pace of today’s culture, participants also 
identified these external factors as affecting parish life:  the financial and psychological 
repercussions from the sexual abuse scandal; a lack of sufficient long range planning on the 
diocesan level; and the multi-cultural growth of US Catholic population and the church’s ability 
to respond. 
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 In discussing the state of parishes 10 years from now, groups were reluctant to embrace either 
extreme of “doomed to failure” or “grow in vibrancy.”  Most found a middle ground, stating that 
parish structures need to change, while our “sense of Catholic community will bounce back.”  
Resistance to and/or inability to change were cited as the top factors that could doom a parish to 
failure.  To “grow in vibrancy,” one group called for “community building, partnership and 
collaborative ministry” as key elements of the parish of the future.  Other indicators of vibrancy:  
more laity involved in ministry; commitment to social justice; increased involvement of youth; 
developing training and preparation of seminarians to acquire the skills to minister in new 
structures; using technology in service of church ministries; and efforts to enhance liturgy and 
hospitality.    
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Multiple Parish Pastoring Symposium 
Session II Tuesday, February 7, 2006 
 

Multiple Parish Pastoring 
 
Session Objective:  To provide an overview of the research from the National Study on Multiple 
Parish Pastoring, led by the presenter, Sr. Katarina Schuth, O.S.F.  Participants will be asked to 
reflect on the most critical findings from the research and identify the implications for dioceses, 
pastors, etc. 

 
Presentation 

Priests Serving Multiple Parishes 
Katarina Schuth, O.S.F. 
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Priests Serving Multiple Parishes 
Katarina Schuth, O.S.F. 

 
During the past twenty years, and continuing at an increasing rate, individual priests and lay 
ministers have been asked to serve multiple parishes.  This pattern is especially prevalent in rural 
areas, but large towns and cities are not immune.  The main role for priests is often presiding at 
Sunday services and celebrating the sacraments, but often they are responsible for the entire 
management of the congregation.  The parish may be administered by a deacon, religious sister, 
or lay person, or it may have no other assigned leader.  
 
Among the goals of Priestly Service in Multiple Parishes is to present the facts about the number 
of parishes administered by a pastor who has responsibility for more than one parish.  The extent 
of this practice and the regional and diocesan differences astonish church leaders.  A second goal 
is to discern what models of leadership are successful in maintaining the vitality of these parishes 
and what practices lead to their diminishment.  In order to determine factors that contribute to 
success or failure, I have investigated various organizational structures and leadership 
approaches present in these parishes. 
 
The third goal of the book is to convey essential findings to those who were surveyed and 
interviewed, as well as other pastors, so that they might improve their own ministry on the basis 
of the experience of their colleagues.  Toward this end, respondents were asked to offer advice to 
pastors newly assigned to multiple parishes and to recommend ways to increase ministerial 
effectiveness.  Diocesan leaders and planners and others responsible for preparing and assigning 
ministers to multiple parishes will also benefit from knowing how pastors fare in these 
challenging settings.  The information provides insights to the whole Church on ways to improve 
the life of these congregations and of the ministers who serve in them.  
 
A final goal is to assist seminary educators by applying what is learned from this study to 
theological education.  The intent is to suggest areas of study that might be initiated or enhanced 
in response to changing pastoral requirements based on survey and interview responses.  
 
The book’s content draws from the more than nine hundred priests who serve multiple parishes 
who returned the surveys; additionally, seventy-five priests and others in their parishes from a 
dozen dioceses were interviewed for added insight.  Their responses covered a wide array of 
topics ranging from their personal and ministerial backgrounds, to their responsibilities in 
parishes, to their views of how the ministry could be accomplished more effectively.  
 
In answering the question, “What is most important in giving life to you parishes?”, responding 
priests noted: liturgy and the sacramental life; being an active part of the community by honoring 
the parish history and participating in the parish and civic communities; personal qualities of the 
priest, including acceptance, caring, sincerity, trustworthiness, and an evident spiritual life; and 
leadership qualities, especially in planning and collaboration.  
 
Most respondents stated that they are satisfied with their current ministry setting.  The most 
rewarding aspects of the present assignment were identified as:  the parishioners who exhibit 
strong faith, dedication, cooperation and appreciation; the ministry itself, especially the 



This is a working document.  Draft document. 

 27 

Eucharist, preaching and administering the sacraments, plus the variety of ministries and the 
relationships with staff members (where present); and the setting, particularly the beauty of rural 
areas. 
 
In identifying what is the most difficult about having responsibilities for more than one parish, 
respondents noted:  lack of time; distance/travel; negotiating the relationships among parishes; 
and lack of resources to offer all ministries, for example, a full choir and other music.   
 
Survey participants were also asked what their bishop or religious superior could do to assist 
them in their ministry.  The majority of respondents indicated that they are somewhat or very 
satisfied with the assistance received from their bishop or religious superior.  Respondents stated 
that the following types of assistance would help them in their ministry to multiple parishes:  
personal recognition in the form of calls, visits, and the assurance of prayers; a reduction in extra 
jobs outside the parishes (for example, teaching, chaplaincy or diocesan administration); 
financial assistance; encouragement of vocations; education for lay ministers where applicable; 
and leadership to promote planning among the parishes and to promote a vision for the future of 
parish life in the clustered parishes. 
 
Sr. Katarina Schuth, O.S.F. is a member of the Sisters of St. Francis, Rochester, Minnesota, from 
1960 to the present.  Currently she holds the Endowed Chair for the Social Scientific Study of 
Religion at The Saint Paul Seminary School of Divinity, University of St. Thomas, St. Paul, 
Minnesota.  She is a faculty member and researcher, with primary interest in theological 
education and the relationship between the Church and American culture.  She has written 
several books on Catholic seminaries, and currently she is writing a book about priests who 
pastor more than one parish:  Priestly Service in Multiple Parishes.  The book draws on data 
received in the National Study on Multiple Parish Pastoring, and presented here in summary 
fashion to the symposium participants. 
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Session II Discussion Outcomes 
Multiple Parish Pastoring 

 
Session II on Multiple Parish Pastoring gave participants an overview of the research from the 
National Study on Multiple Parish Pastoring, led by the presenter, Sr. Katarina Schuth, O.S.F.   
 
Following the presentation, symposium participants discussed two questions, in light of the 
presentation and their own experience:   
·  What findings from the research confirm your own experience and observations? and;  
·  What do you find most challenging and alarming? 
 
Many participants ministering in multiple parish settings felt the research confirmed their own 
experience, with one pastor commenting, “This is my life.”  The items identified as “most 
rewarding” in multiple parish pastoring—the parishioners, the ministry, and the setting—
particularly resonated with participants.  The challenges of the ministry, however, were also 
reflected and expanded upon in table discussions.  Several cited the high percentage of priests 
who say they are happy in their current assignment, but wondered how long this would be 
maintained, given the demands to balance the needs of the clustered parishes, to travel thousands 
of miles annually, to work with very limited resources of time and energy, and with a lack of a 
support system (in some cases).  Several participants cited the urgent need for ongoing formation 
and education for pastors and staff working in this setting.  Pastors, especially, would benefit 
from development of management skills, particularly in the areas of collaboration, 
communication, conflict management, and negotiation.  Concern regarding stress-related health 
issues for pastors, as well as the high average age (65+) was expressed.  The qualities and 
personality of the pastor were cited as very important to the success of the multiple parish 
ministry setting.  Younger priests assigned to pastor in this setting may not have the experience 
or training necessary to be effective.  Several participants called for lay ministry formation 
programs to prepare more lay leaders for this ministry.   
 
Participants also stressed the need for diocesan leadership, particularly in planning for the 
effective coordination of clustered parishes.  Many commented on a lack of support from the 
bishop, not only in terms of personal contact with parish leadership, but also regarding setting 
forth a clear vision for the future of the affected parishes in light of a broader diocesan plan.  
Many perceive the lack of ongoing formation and education resources as an indication of a lack 
of commitment from the bishop to support these multi-parish structures.  The question was 
raised:  Is this the future of parish life, or is this a short-term response to a crisis which will 
subside at some time?  Participants were divided on this question, with some seeing the multi-
parish structure as viable with the above-stated resources provided, while others perceiving the 
structure as “unnatural.”  The need for well-developed diocesan policies or guidelines was stated.  
In order for the structure to succeed, the group overwhelmingly called for a deliberate planning 
process that is highly consultative, inviting affected parishes and parishioners to participate. 
Many suggested this process would be most effectively initiated by diocesan leadership.  “The 
process of reconfiguration is important,” stated one group of participants, “taking time to plan 
leads to success.”   
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Multiple Parish Pastoring Symposium 
Session III Wednesday, February 8, 2006 
 

The Challenges and Opportunities of Multiple Parish Pastoring 
 
Session Objective:  To provide a look at recent research on how pastors and laity perceive the 
challenges and opportunities when a pastor is shared by more than one parish. 

 
Presentations 

Pathways for the Church of the 21st Century:  A National Study of Recent Diocesan 
Efforts at Parish Reorganization in the United States 

Michael Cieslak 
Multiple Parish Pastoring:  Today’s Realities and Tomorrow’s Challenges 

Michael Cieslak 
Best Practices Regarding Multiple Parish Pastoring 

Charmaine Williams 
The Role of Consultative Bodies for Multi-Parish Pastors 

Rev. John Skehan, presented by Kathleen Turley, R.S.M.  
Listening to the People of God:  Lay Leaders Reflect on Multi-Parish Pastoring 

Charles Zech and Robert Miller 
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A National Study of Recent Diocesan Efforts at Parish Reorganization in the United States: 
Pathways for the Church of the 21st Century 

 
Original Research by Jeff Rexhausen and CARA for 

The Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development 
Synopsis by Michael Cieslak 

 
The purpose of this 2003 national study was to determine specific parish changes made by 
dioceses between 1995 and 2000, as well as the principal factors leading to reorganization.  
Another purpose was to determine what type of staffing patterns work best.  Questionnaires were 
mailed in October 2000 to 177 dioceses and 15 eparchies.  By March 2001 completed 
questionnaires were received by 123 dioceses and six eparchies.  In addition, respondent 
dioceses provided contact information for parishes that had undergone parish reorganization.  
From these contacts came 273 completed parish surveys and 25 in-depth interviews with pastors 
and parish directors.   
 
Major Diocesan Survey Findings  
 
Extent of Parish Changes  
 
• Of the 123 dioceses responding to the survey, 72 percent report having done some form of 
parish reorganization from 1995 through 2000.  An additional 8 percent have formally planned 
for such changes.   
 
Types of Changes Made  
 
• Sixty-one percent of the dioceses that have made parish changes from 1995 through 2000 have 
linked or clustered parishes.  Parish mergers and the establishing of new parishes have each 
occurred in just over half of dioceses making changes.  More than 40 percent of dioceses 
replaced a pastor with a parish director, and nearly as many replaced a resident with a non-
resident pastor.   
• In the Northeast and Midwest, dioceses are more likely to have involved all their parishes in the 
reorganization rather than singling out individual parishes for reorganization.  Reorganization in 
the South and West is more likely to have been on a parish by parish basis.  Perhaps because the 
wider scope of reorganization, dioceses in the Northeast and Midwest are more likely than those 
in other regions to have experience with most of the different types of parish changes.   
 
The Process of Reorganization  
 
• A declining or aging presbyterate is cited most frequently as the most important factor leading 
dioceses to consider reorganization.  Population shifts, and the associated increases or declines in 
parish attendance, are a second important factor cited by respondents.   
• Among diocesan goals or criteria for reorganization, the desire to ensure celebration of the 
Eucharist each Sunday in each parish is cited most frequently.   
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• Two-thirds of dioceses report that parishes were consulted “very much” in the reorganization 
process.  Parishes are more likely to have been consulted in cases where the diocese included all 
its parishes in the reorganization process.   
 
Major Parish Survey Findings  
 
The parishes of nearly nine-tenths of respondents are in the Northeast or Midwest, comparable to 
the geographic distribution of the mailed surveys.  About one in seven respondents is someone 
other than a priest.   
 
Parish Input  
 
• Diocesan leaders are most often seen as having “very much” input (61%), compared with one-
third of parish pastoral councils and one-fourth report of parish staffs.   
• Respondents from dioceses where the scope of the planning effort was diocesan-wide are more 
likely than others to say that they themselves, their pastoral councils, and their staffs had at least 
some input.   
 
Impact on Parish Staff and Workload  
 
• Parishes that share a pastor are also much more likely to share other staff, as well.   
• Most respondents report that their time dedicated to administrative responsibilities increased 
with reorganization.  Half also reported that the willingness of parishioners to volunteer also 
increased.  Combined, these responses indicate an increase in the complexity of parishes and of 
pastors’ duties.   
• Respondents whose parishes share a pastor or have been linked with another parish are 
especially likely to say that their time spent on administration has increased.  These respondents 
identify pastoral assistants and business managers as being potentially the most helpful.   
 
Difficulties and Results  
 
• Respondents are most likely to identify “coordination and balance of time between parishes,” 
“finding enough lay volunteers,” and “unhappiness of parishioners with changes brought by 
reorganization” as the greatest difficulties accompanying or following reorganization.   
• Although reorganization often includes a reduction in the level of priestly staffing, respondents 
were twice as likely to indicate an improvement in meeting parish needs, as opposed to a 
diminishment in meeting needs (18% to 9%).  Improvement occurred most often where a parish 
director was assigned.   
• Nearly nine-tenths of respondents believe the reorganization was carefully planned.  Three-
fourths agree that parish finances are currently healthy, and that ministry in general has been 
enhanced.   
• Where the diocesan pastoral council was involved in the process, respondents were more likely 
to see the process as carefully planned and to report that their parishes have a greater sense of 
purpose afterwards.   
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Role Changes  
 
• In general, respondents observed that pastoring in a time of transition “demanded strong 
leadership and peace-making skills,” and helping people work through their loss, hurt, and fear.   
• Persons who are new to the role of parish leader, whether pastor or parish director, sometimes 
seem to be surprised by the amount of administrative work involved.   
 
Major Interview Findings  
 
The results of 25 interviews conducted with those who are providing the pastoral leadership in 
parishes throughout the U.S.  that have experienced a restructuring offer a number of important 
lessons.   
 
Parish Mergers  
 
• A number of pastors of recently merged parishes indicated that the impact on them has been 
considerable.  Frequently the administrative responsibilities are lessened.  This is particularly 
true when the pastor had been pastoring more than one parish prior to the merger.  But the 
pastoral needs of the people are usually greater than they had been prior to the merger.   
• One of the more difficult situations reported is when the people perceive that one parish has 
become the “winner” and another, the “loser” as a result of the change.  One of the greatest 
challenges is creating a balance among the traditions of each of the former parishes and the 
creation of a new community.   
 
Parish Linkages and Shared Pastors  
 
• Pastors who were given the responsibility to pastor more than one parish reported much more 
work and more complex work than pastors of merged parishes.   
• In all cases, linking parishes has a significant impact on staff.  Some pastors increase 
responsibilities for the existing staff, while others increase the size of the staff and create new 
divisions of responsibilities.   
 
Parish Directors  
 
�  Parish directors come from backgrounds that are as widely diverse backgrounds as the 
situations in which they minister.  They face a variety of struggles to learn new roles and bring 
new life to their parishes.   
 
Findings of General Application  
 
• These interviews produced an extensive list of attitudes and traits that are required of pastoral 
leaders in these situations, including personal faith, hopefulness, and a love for all people.   
• Training identified as critical by those interviewed included updated administrative skills 
(accounting, finance, computers), more leadership skills (motivation, conflict management, 
delegation, facilitation), and communication skills.   
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• Most interviewees expressed some concern that their dioceses are not doing all that needs to be 
done to learn from their parishes’ experiences and apply them to other similar situations.   
 
Implications for Leaders  
 
Factors Connected to Effectiveness of Parish Leaders  
 
• Respondents who receive special training are five times as likely to report an increase in their 
own effectiveness.  Those who were consulted in the reorganization process were also 
significantly more effective afterwards.   
• Those who employed appropriate transition rituals and believed they were helpful in dealing 
with parishioners’ grief regarding the change saw themselves as more effective.  Perceived 
support from parishioners and from the diocese were also related to increased effectiveness. 
• Having a more effective staff, having sufficient staff, and having one or more general pastoral 
ministers were characteristic of most respondents whose effectiveness increased.  Effectiveness 
is also associated an ability to balance time spent on administrative duties with time spent in 
direct pastoral care.   
 
Advice for Parishes and Dioceses  
 
• Four themes dominated parish leaders’ advice for other parishes, including: a) plan carefully 
and well; b) establish effective two-way communication; and c) practice leadership and develop 
it in others.  Finally, they stressed that the pastor is responsible for exercising his leadership in a 
way that ensures that the spiritual dimension of the change process is not overlooked.   
• Parish leaders’ advice to bishops addressed ways in which they can teach, govern, and sanctify 
in the context of parish reorganization, especially by providing training, engaging in a 
consultative process, and being present to and supportive of those at the parish level.   
• Diocesan respondents had advice for other dioceses based on their own experiences.  
Collectively, their comments define a seven-step process: set goals, provide leadership, prepare, 
educate, collaborate and consult, move at a deliberate pace, and prepare for emotional difficulty.   
 
Conclusions  
 
1.  Changes in Catholic demographics and the presbyterate, along with pastoral priorities on 
Sunday Eucharist and effective parish ministry, are producing widespread parish structural and 
leadership change.   
2.  Approaches to change vary; half of all responding dioceses have involved all parishes in a 
planning process, while, in some dioceses, only one or several parishes are affected.   
3.  When diocesan leaders employ mandatory, consultative planning and focus on strengthening 
parish ministry, their efforts are more effective.   
4.  Adequate consultation and training are key to well-planned changes and positive parish 
outcomes, yet many dioceses neglect these essential components for successful reorganization.   
5.  All types of parish change produce parish staffing changes, with staff responsibilities and 
pressures tending to increase.  In the future, the numbers and types of parish staff might be 
expected to grow and the kinds of preparation for people to assume these roles will be varied.   
6.  Parish outcomes vary according to the different types of change.   
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a. Sharing a pastor imposes a great burden on priests, but it sometimes results in good 
pastoral ministry.   

b. Merging initially imposes a great burden on parishioners, but it can produce more 
alive, vibrant parishes.   

c. Establishing a new parish is generally a very demanding but positive experience.   
d. Parish directors face unique challenges, but the outcomes in these parishes tend to be 

quite positive.   
7.  The impact of these parish changes on parishioners is significant.  The exact nature of 
parishioner discomfort is unclear, but meaningful participation, special training for parish 
leaders, and effective leadership at the parish and diocesan levels all help to reduce negative 
impacts.   
8.  Good leadership, especially by the pastor, is essential.  In addition to possessing strong 
communication skills, personal attributes that a pastor (or parish director) will find most useful 
are: self-confidence and trust, a passion for consultation, and tolerance for ambiguity.  Bishops 
should display these characteristics as well.   
 
Recommendations  
 
Diocesan and parish leaders must learn how to strengthen the processes to bring about parish 
structural changes and improve the parish structures and staffing arrangements that effectively 
carry out the mission of the church.   
 
1.  If parish reorganization is to be successful, dioceses need to ensure that effective consultation 
and training occur.  Both are essential.   
2.  Dioceses should give more attention to parish staffing issues, taking care to select leaders who 
are equipped for the particular challenges of each transition, addressing long-term challenges 
with appropriate formation programs for pastors and other staff, and establishing clearer job 
descriptions and qualifications for parish ministry positions.   
3.  Dioceses should take the time to conduct careful evaluation of their planning and 
reorganization efforts so that they can learn for themselves, and pass on to others, insights about 
what practices are most effective.   
4.  While good leadership cannot be fully defined or predicted, there are three steps pastoral 
leaders can take to foster personal leadership: develop a guiding vision; learn how to think 
strategically; and use the parish pastoral council as a tool of consultation and planning.   
5.  Dioceses should also be active in developing pastoral leadership.  This includes giving greater 
attention to the process of selecting pastors for these assignments, preparing a pool of highly 
qualified parish staff to assist pastors in their work, and developing training programs specific to 
the leadership challenges of various types of parish reorganization.   
6.  Continue to undertake research into how good planning and consultation, combined with 
effective training and leadership, improve pastoral effectiveness and parish outcomes.   
 
Michael Cieslak is Director of Diocesan Research and Planning for the Rockford, Illinois 
Catholic Diocese.  Michael served as executive director of “With a Heart Renewed”, a three-
year comprehensive planning process in which all Rockford diocesan parishes created in-depth 
pastoral plans.  Chair of the Catholic Research Forum (CRF), an organization of diocesan-
affiliated researchers, Michael and other CRF members developed a methodology for estimating 
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Catholic population which was endorsed by the Committee on Priorities and Plans of the then 
National Conference of Catholic Bishops and co-authored the Conference for Pastoral Planning 
and Council Development’s national study of parish reorganization.  Michael holds a Doctorate 
of Education in Research and Evaluation from Northern Illinois University and a Master of 
Education in Religious Education from Loyola University, Chicago. 
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Multiple Parish Pastoring: 
Today’s Realities and Tomorrow’s Challenges 

 
Original Research by Charlotte Haselhuhn and Len Decker 

The Center for Business and Social Research, Loras College 
Synopsis by Michael Cieslak 

 
Introduction  
 
The Multiple Parish Pastoring Project Committee was formed as an initiative of the Emerging 
Models of Pastoral Excellence Project [described in the symposium introduction, page X.]  To 
accomplish its mission, the Multiple Parish Pastoring Project Committee desired to understand: 
1) the extent of multiple parish pastoring in the United States; 2) the perceived need for training 
programs for this growing form of ministry; 3) the appropriate criteria for implementing training 
for pastors and parish life coordinators involved in pastoring multiple parishes; and 4) indicators 
of successful multiple parish pastoring endeavors.  The MPPC contacted the Center for Business 
and Social Research at Loras College, Dubuque, to conduct a national study of archdioceses and 
dioceses.  Funding for this project was provided by the Kucera Center for Catholic Studies at 
Loras College.   
 
A total of 183 surveys were sent to dioceses in August 2005.  By the time data collection ended 
95 completed surveys were returned, yielding a 52% response rate.  In addition to opinion data, 
respondents were asked to provide contact information for follow-up efforts concerning the 
organizational structures of multiple parish settings, as well as trainers in multiple parish 
pastoring and input for future training programs.   
 
There was considerable variability in the size of the dioceses responding to the survey.  The 
number of parishes, excluding missions and quasi-parishes, ranged from 23 to 368 and the 
Catholic population within the dioceses ranged from 26,653 to 5,000,000.  Smaller dioceses were 
present to a greater degree than larger dioceses; 60% of responding dioceses have less than 
200,000 Catholics and 35% have less than 100,000.   
 
Provision of Pastoral Services  
 
In spite of the fact that multiple parish pastoring situations are becoming more common, 67% of 
all parishes in the responding dioceses are being served by pastors who are responsible for only 
one parish.  In 29% of the parishes, the pastor is responsible for at least one other parish.  Finally 
4% of the parishes have other arrangements, either being served by a team of priests or by a 
pastoral life coordinator.  Smaller dioceses are somewhat more likely than larger dioceses to 
have a shared pastor arrangement.  Across all dioceses, pastors are typically asked to serve a 
maximum of 3 parishes.   
 
Training and Policies for Pastors of Multiple Parishes  
 
Diocesan leaders were asked to list important elements of training for pastors and parish life 
coordinators serving more than one parish.  The open-ended responses were later categorized by 
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the research team.  The two most important elements are: 1) collaboration and communication 
skills, chosen by 61%; and 2) organization and administration skills, chosen by 52%.  The latter 
skill set also includes delegation and decision-making skills.  Also important is leadership, 
visioning and planning skills, chosen by 43%.   
 
Only 4 dioceses (4%) reported that specialized training was offered for multi-parish pastoral 
leaders.  In these dioceses, respondents rated the quality of the training as acceptable.  The 
respondents tend to find the services of multi-parish pastoral leaders effective.  Of the dioceses 
without a specialized training program, 54% of respondents indicated they would be interested in 
serving as a pilot site for training of pastoral leaders of multiple parishes.   
 
Guidelines and Policies for Pastoring Multiple Parishes  
 
Only 12 dioceses (13%) indicated they have a formal, written policy for pastoring multiple 
parishes, and the existence of a formal policy does not depend on the size of the diocese.  More 
dioceses (34.1%) have a description of a vital or ideal parish, and larger dioceses were more 
likely than smaller dioceses to have such a description.   
 
The vast majority of dioceses (91%) have guidelines for parish pastoral councils, but relatively 
few have guidelines for inter-parochial (8%) or vicariate/deanery/district councils (17%).   
 
Advice for Success & Criteria for Determining Success of Multiple Parish Pastoral Leaders  
 
Respondents were asked to list three key points of advice they would give to pastors and parish 
life coordinators who serve more than one parish.  One hundred ninety-two responses were 
received from the 95 dioceses.  The top five responses, along with the percentage of dioceses 
mentioning each, are:  
 
1.  Practice consultation / communication / collaboration  46%  
2.  Respect uniqueness      31%  
3.  Become a leader / delegate / envision future    23%  
4.  Create support systems / avoid over extension   20%  
5.  Consolidate / create efficiencies     17%  
6.  Be flexible / patient / accessible     17% 
 
Respondents were then asked to list the top three criteria they would use to determine whether a 
pastor or parish life coordinator was successful in pastoring multiple parishes.  A total of 180 
responses were received.  Although each respondent provided at least one response, not every 
respondent provided three responses.  The top five responses, along with the percentage of 
dioceses mentioning each, are:  
 
1.  Active parish organizations, councils, committees, and collaboration   39% 
2.  Sense of vision / successful leadership / vibrant parish life    33% 
3.  Laity involvement / ownership in parish operations     24% 
4.  Increased attendance / participation in parish rituals/events/ programs   22% 
5.  Fulfilling spiritual/faith formation needs of parishioners and leaders   21% 
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One can look for commonalities in the following lists, described above:  

Training components for pastors and parish life coordinators;  
Key points of advice for parish pastoral leaders; and  
Top criteria in determining success in pastoring multiple parishes.   

 
In each list, two practices are found in the top responses.  They are: 1) collaboration; and 2) 
effective leadership / providing a vision.  These practices should form the basis of any training 
program.   
 
Finally, respondents were asked whether there were any pastors or parish life coordinators in 
their dioceses who were considered very successful in leading or managing multiple parishes.  
Fifty-six dioceses indicated there was at least one such person in the diocese, and provided 
contact information.   
 
Michael Cieslak is Director of Diocesan Research and Planning for the Rockford, Illinois 
Catholic Diocese.  Michael served as executive director of “With a Heart Renewed”, a three-
year comprehensive planning process in which all Rockford diocesan parishes created in-depth 
pastoral plans.  Chair of the Catholic Research Forum (CRF), an organization of diocesan-
affiliated researchers, Michael and other CRF members developed a methodology for estimating 
Catholic population which was endorsed by the Committee on Priorities and Plans of the then 
National Conference of Catholic Bishops and co-authored the Conference for Pastoral Planning 
and Council Development’s national study of parish reorganization.  Michael holds a Doctorate 
of Education in Research and Evaluation from Northern Illinois University and a Master of 
Education in Religious Education from Loyola University, Chicago. 
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Best Practices Regarding Multiple Parish Pastoring 
Charmaine Williams 

 
The following is a synthesis of survey responses from pastors with responsibility for more than 
one parish.  This research was conducted in December 2005 by members of the Multiple Parish 
Pastoring Committee [as described in the introduction, page X], using phone interviews and 
written surveys to gather the information which follows below.   
 
Forty-two pastors described their experiences as leaders of multiple parishes.  Parishes with 
populations of more than 2400 households in a suburban setting are represented as well as 
parishes with 20 households in a rural community.  One pastor described his role as pastor of 
five parishes in a 600 square mile area.  Another pastor reported that the two parishes he is 
responsible for are literally across the street from one another in an urban setting. A different 
pastor discussed his experience as leader of four parishes with more than 30 miles between each 
of the parishes.   
 
Best Practices of Pastors with Responsibility for Multiple Parishes 
 
Worship 
 Hold one event for the clustered parishes/sites 

·  Penance service in Advent and Lent 
·  Annual recognition event for volunteers 
·  Share traditions (Our Lady of Guadalupe celebrations, St. Nicholas celebrations, 

Posadas etc) 
Formation 
 Promote formation across parish lines/in clustered parishes: 

·  Small church sharing groups 
·  Adult retreats 
·  Renewal programs 

 Combine ministries across parish lines/in clustered parishes 
·  Religious Educations programs, events, activities 
·  Youth Ministry programs, events, activities 

Training and Conferences 
·  Invite volunteers to participate and fund the cost from the parishes 

Service 
 Organize pastoral care between/among the parishes 

·  Prepare and form volunteers across parish lines  
  
Administration  

·  Provide for regular communication with staff (salaried and volunteer) using 
meetings, phone conferences, email. 

·  Develop and nurture volunteers in all areas of ministry/service. 
·  Establish one office and one calendar that will serve all the parishes/sites. 
·  Standardize/combine accounting and recordkeeping procedures.  
·  Develop one bulletin with sections 
·  One section with information common to the clusters 
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·  Additional sections for each of the parishes/sites. 
·  Color code envelopes and establish a procedure for envelopes/contributions to be 

credited to the home parish/site.   
·  Delegate supervisory responsibilities.  
·  Hold meetings (council and committee) on the same night in one of the 

parishes/sites.  
·  Combine consultative groups (parish pastoral councils etc.) 
·  Provide transportation to diocesan events/training/conferences. 
·  When geography permits, organize parish life in order that all parishes/sites can 

share in providing needed elements; e. g. rectory at one site/office at a second 
site/religious education or school at a third site. 

 
Best Practices of Dioceses  
 

�  Serving Pastors with Responsibility for Multiple Parishes  
�  Develops Worship resources for transition 
�  Reviews diocesan guidelines and develops policies and procedures (in consultation with 

pastors/leadership) that support clustered parishes. 
�  Encourages and supports the development of interparish consultative groups (parish 

pastoral councils etc) 
�  Encourages and supports the strengthening of vicariate/deanery structures 
�  Provides diocesan staff to assist in the transition process and in planning for multiple 

parish situations/clustered parishes   
�  Provides team building workshops and trainings 
�  Provides ministry training opportunities for employees and volunteers 
�  Implements diocesan planning processes that engage the entire parish/cluster 
�  Provides assistance from finance office to assist in consolidating accounting and 

bookkeeping practices 
�  Provides support groups/regular events for pastors with responsibility for more than one 

parish 
�  Provides training for pastors with responsibility for more than one parish: 

·  Self-care 
·  Time management 
·  Personnel management 
·  Parish finances 
·  Pastoral Planning 
·  Role of consultation in parish life 
·  Decision making 
·  Recruiting and nurturing volunteers 

 
Advice from Pastors with responsibility for Multiple Parishes 
 

�  Listen! 
�  Be patient.  Have a vision, but don’t force it on the people.  Invite the people to share 

their vision with you and slowly, share your vision with them.  
�  Pray, observe and always move slowly when considering changes. 
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�  Embrace the spirit of servant leadership. 
�  Always mention first the parish where you are at the moment.  Never publicly compare 

the parishes.  
�  Create a sense of welcome. Always have the lights (heat or a/c too) on in the church 

when the people arrive.  This is especially important where the pastor does not reside.  If 
the pastor will not be the first to arrive, appoint someone from the parish to attend to this.  

�  Never have a liturgy or program because of a building. 
�  Invest the time and energy necessary to develop and maintain boards and committees. 
�  Do nothing for the first year except to get to know the people. 
�  Be positive about the new possibilities and the advantages of this new situation. 
�  Be willing to make hard decisions and live with the consequences. 
�  Find a good balance between work time and personal time. 
�  Use the time in the car for thinking, praying, reflection, relaxation. 
�  Learn to say “no” but be careful how you say it; e.g., can you really eat supper at the 

homes of parishioners and also drive 30 miles each way? 
�  Ask the diocese to sponsor events for pastors with similar responsibilities and share 

accomplishments and challenges and offer support to one another and learn from one 
another. 

�  Look for the ways in which each of the parishes can be/is successful in one or another of 
its ministries and encourage them to work with the clustered parish(es) in that ministry.  

 
Charmaine Williams is the Director of Pastoral Planning and Human Resources for the Diocese 
of Fort Worth.  A native of San Antonio, Charmaine has worked in the church of Fort Worth for 
almost 30 years as a parish director of religious education, as Parish Social Minister for 
Catholic Charities, and as a member of the diocesan bishop’s cabinet.  In addition to her 
responsibilities in planning and human resources for the diocese, Charmaine gives much 
attention to the ongoing development and implementation of the safe environment program for 
all personnel, clergy, employees and volunteers in the Diocese of Fort Worth.  Charmaine holds 
a Master of Arts in Organizational Development from Loyola University in Chicago.   
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The Role of Consultative Bodies for Multi-Parish Pastors 
Rev. John R. Skehan 

 
For a number of years, parish priests and parish life coordinators have received valuable 
guidance and assistance from parishioners through the ministry of Parish Pastoral Councils and 
Parish Finance Councils. While their structure, make-up, and method of operating vary from 
parish to parish and diocese to diocese, they have proved to be a wonderful and vital resource for 
parish planning and vision-setting.  
 
The Framework for Consultation  
The existence of such councils is called for in various documents of the Second Vatican Council, 
as well as in canon law itself. For example, in paragraph #10 in the Decree on the Apostolate of 
the Laity, it is stated:  
 

“…the laity have an active part to play in the life and activity of the Church. Their 
activity is so necessary within Church communities that without it the apostolate of the 
pastors is generally unable to achieve its full effectiveness.”  

 
Also from Vatican II, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church states:  
 

“Pastors also know that they themselves were not meant by Christ to shoulder alone the 
entire saving mission of the Church toward the world. On the contrary, they understand 
that it is their noble duty so to shepherd the faithful and recognize their service and 
charismatic gifts that all according to their proper roles may cooperate in this common 
undertaking with one heart.” (#30)  

 
In the 1983 Code of Canon Law, canon 212.3 speaks to the role of the faithful when it  
states:  
 

“In accord with the knowledge, competence, and preeminence which they possess, they 
have the right and even at times a duty to manifest to the sacred pastors their opinion on 
matters which pertain to the good of the Church, and they have a right to make their 
opinion known to the other Christian faithful, with due regard for the integrity of faith 
and morals and reverence toward their pastors, and with consideration for the common 
good and the dignity of persons.”  

 
Canon 519 again presents the rights and obligations the laity have to participate in the  
operation of the parish:  
 

“The pastor is the proper shepherd of the parish entrusted to him, exercising pastoral care 
in the community entrusted to him under the authority of the diocesan bishop in whose 
ministry of Christ he has been called to share; in accord with the norm of law he carries 
out for his community the duties of teaching, sanctifying, and governing, with the 
cooperation of other presbyters or deacons and the assistance of lay members of the 
Christian faithful.”  
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The citations above speak to the involvement of the faithful in shaping and directing the parish as 
it strives to fulfill its mission. As members of the Church, they share in the ministry of all the 
baptized, and, therefore, need to make their concerns, hopes, and dreams known. Two common 
ways the faithful do this is through the Parish Pastoral Council and the Parish Finance Council. 
Specifically spoken of in Canon Law, they have a vital and unique role to play in the Church. 
Canon 536.1 calls for dioceses to consider mandating Parish Pastoral Councils:  
 

“After the diocesan bishop has listened to the presbyteral council and if he judges it 
opportune, a pastoral council is to be established in each parish; the pastor presides over 
it, and through it the Christian faithful along with those who share in the pastoral care of 
the parish in virtue of their office give their help in fostering pastoral activity.”  

 
Canon 537 mandates Parish Finance Councils, in one form or another:  
 

“Each parish is to have a finance council which is regulated by universal law as well as 
by norms issued by the diocesan bishop; in this council the Christian faithful, selected 
according to the same norms, aid the pastor in the administration of parish goods with 
due regard for the prescription of canon 532.”  

 
Today’s Situation  
The work of pastoral and finance councils seem to be fairly clear and commonplace, at least 
when there is a pastor or parish life coordinator and one parish. Of concern today, though, is the 
growing occurrence of pastors and parish life coordinators with responsibility for more than one 
parish. Does each parish maintain their own pastoral and finance councils, do they form inter-
parish (or cluster) councils, or do they develop a model using both possibilities? The Decree of 
the Apostolate of the Laity briefly addressed the notion of inter-parish councils when it stated:  
 

“Such councils should be found, too, if possible, at parochial, inter-parochial, inter-
diocesan level…” (#26)  

 
What seems to be happening in many dioceses is utilizing the combination model. Parishes that 
form a cluster (or at least share a pastor or parish life coordinator) maintain their individual 
Parish Pastoral Councils, but there is also a Cluster Pastoral Council. The cluster council looks at 
ways the parishes might be more effective by working together on some pastoral issues, and 
develops policies that further the mission of the cluster and affiliated parishes. The Parish 
Pastoral Councils, meanwhile, would focus mainly on their individual parish.  
 
Obviously some form of communication between the parish councils and the cluster council is 
needed. In some dioceses, the cluster council members are also members of the Parish Pastoral 
Councils, which would facilitate communication. In other dioceses, they do not necessarily serve 
on both councils. For example, in the Diocese of Green Bay, parishes choose one parish council 
member and one parishioner “at large” to be their representatives on the cluster council. Finance 
councils remain at the parish level.  
 
In the Archdiocese of Dubuque, many members of the original Cluster Planning Committee 
wished to continue serving the cluster, so they remained on as the first Cluster Pastoral Council. 



This is a working document.  Draft document. 

 44 

When their term of service was done, they were replaced by members of the pastoral council in 
their parish. Finance councils remain at the parish level, with the Cluster Pastoral Council being 
the body to discuss shared costs for the cluster.  
 
In the Diocese of Portland (Maine) the Cluster Pastoral Council becomes the primary planning 
council. Clusters may decide to keep individual parish councils for a period of time, to see how 
this transition to a cluster council proceeds. They may decide to keep both councils in place. The 
diocese is also proposing that a Cluster Finance Council be established, replacing the finance 
councils of the parishes. Members of the Cluster Finance Council would be two or three 
representatives from each of the already existing Parish Finance Councils. The representatives 
from a particular parish would, in fact, be the “parish” finance council, assisting the pastor with 
financial issues specific to that parish.  
 
Wrap-Up  
At present, the number of dioceses with actual policies or guidelines concerning Parish Pastoral 
Councils and Cluster Pastoral Councils is very few. However, there appear to be three important 
values that dioceses and clusters are all trying to maintain. The first “value” is to celebrate and 
respect the unique nature of individual parishes, with their history, their traditions, etc. Even 
though parishes may work together in a cluster, they are separate faith communities and cannot 
simply be treated as one. Over time they may, indeed, become one, but at the outset their 
individuality needs to be respected.  
 
A second “value” that emerged is to encourage parishes in a cluster (or parishes that share a 
pastor or parish life coordinator) to work more collaboratively in their efforts to further the 
mission of the Church, even though they remain separate parishes. This is especially true in 
smaller parishes, where the human and financial resources are not always available to 
accomplish all they wish to do.  
 
The third “value” that seems to be shared by dioceses is that of good communication between the 
Parish Pastoral Councils and the Cluster Pastoral Council. If councils at any level are to be 
successful, there needs to be consistent and effective communication in both directions.  
 
Rev. John R. Skehan was ordained for the Diocese of Portland (Maine) in 1986 and has served 
as Parochial Vicar,  campus minister, hospital chaplain, pastor, and, from 1996-2004, was the 
Director of the Office for Parish Planning.  During his time in parish planning, clusters of 
parishes were created and a diocesan-wide planning effort was launched, entitled Telling Anew 
the Story of Jesus.  Presently, Fr. Skehan is the pastor of two parishes (St. Michael's in South 
Berwick and Our Lady of Peace in Berwick) in southern Maine.  In July 2006 he will become the 
pastor of a four- parish cluster. 
 
Kathleen Turley, RSM, is Chancellor for Planning and Pastoral Services for the Diocese of 
Albany.  Sr.  Kathleen’s efforts have resulted in creating a system of shared responsibilities in 
parishes and are responsible for implementing new models of staffing parishes where a 
permanent deacon or non-ordained person is responsible for leading and administering the 
parish.  Nationally recognized for her leadership in the spirit of Vatican II, Sr.  Kathleen 
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presented The Role of Consultative Bodies for Multi-Parish Pastors by Rev. John Skehan to 
symposium participants. 
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Perceptions of Parish Lay Leaders from Parishes That Share Pastors 
Charles Zech and Robert Miller 

 
Introduction  
 
The Roman Catholic dioceses in the U.S. are engaging in a significant amount of reconfiguration 
of parishes brought on, at least in part, by changes in Catholic demographics and the availability 
of priests. Reconfiguration includes both structural changes to parishes themselves (mergers, 
closings, establishment of new parishes), and changes in staffing of parish administration such as 
entrusting the parish to a team of priests (Canon 517.1); assigning a parish director (Canon 
517.2); or the "linking" or "clustering" of parishes under the pastorate of a single priest (Canon 
526.1) . This presentation focuses on this latter type of reconfiguration.  
 
There have been a number of national studies of parish reconfiguration. A significant 
shortcoming of the studies to date has been that only diocesan leaders, pastors and parish 
directors have been surveyed. There is a need to interview parishioners to discover the impact of 
the planning process used to make the decision to change, the process used to implement the 
change, and the effect of the change itself on the lives of the parishioners.  
 
Survey  
 
In order to learn the opinions of parishioners, we conducted a nation-wide survey of parish 
pastoral council members in parishes that had been reconfigured. We received 658 useable 
completed questionnaires, 350 of which came from parish pastoral council members in parishes 
that had been clustered. The responses of the members of clustered parishes serve as the basis for 
our analysis.  
 
The survey instrument included a variety of questions. A total of 41 items asked about possible 
activities that could occur in conjunction with parish reconfiguration. Respondents were asked to 
rate each of these on a three point scale: Very Important, Important, or Not Important. Some of 
the questions were factual in nature (e.g., “The bishop visited our parish”), and respondents were 
merely asked to indicate if that activity had occurred. Other questions asked the respondents’ 
opinion (“Parishioners felt a sense of ownership over the decision to restructure”). Parishioners 
were asked to respond on a five-point scale, ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. 
For the purpose of analysis, we can break them down into five categories: 
Education/Communication, Consultation, Support, Process, and Roles. Where appropriate, we 
can further analyze each of these by activities that occurred during the planning phase and those 
that occurred during the implementation phase of the parish restructuring. This study reports the 
findings from the responses concerning the implementation phase.  
 
The survey also included five questions concerning parishioners’ perceptions about the success 
of the reorganization (“I am generally pleased with my parish as a result of the restructuring”).  
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Factors Determining Reconfiguration Success  
 
A “Success Index” was constructed from the responses to the five survey items that asked about 
various elements of a successful parish reconfiguration. The components of the Success Index, as 
well as the percentage of respondents who either agreed or strongly agreed with each statement, 
are listed in Table 1. The value of the Index for each respondent ranged from .200 (Strongly 
Disagreed with each item) to 1.000 (Strongly Agreed with each item). The average value for the 
success index for all respondents was .729.  
 
In order to determine the factors associated with a successful reconfiguration, for each activity 
we computed the average success index for those parishioners who had agreed that the activity 
had occurred. In other words, we are identifying those activities that were most likely to be 
associated with a successful reconfiguration, in the opinion of the parishioners affected. The 
highest seven ranked activities are listed in Table 2.  
 
A few patterns emerge from the results of the statistical testing. First, the most important 
component of a successful “clustering” of parishes is to ensure that parishioners feel that each 
parish benefited as a result of the “clustering”. This probably has many dimensions, including a 
process that is perceived as fair, transparency in all decisions, an appropriate matching of the 
parishes to be clustered, and supportive leadership that is committed to making the “clustering” 
work.  
 
Second, of the seven highest scoring items, three are concerned with process issues and three 
relate to Education/Communication. Only one diocesan support activity, specialized training for 
parish leaders who are asked to lead this type of change, was among the important factors 
associated with parishioners' assessment of a successful parish “clustering”.  
 
Third, it apparently didn't matter if the pastor of the “clustered” parishes had been the pastor of 
one of the parishes prior to the “clustering”.  
 
Finally, not surprisingly, prayer was among the most important activities that parishes that are 
“clustering” can undertake.  
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Table 1 
Success Index -- Components 

 
% Agree or 

Strongly Agree 
I believe the long-term effects of the parish restructuring for me, 
personally, will be positive 

59 

I am generally pleased with the restructuring process that my parish 
underwent 

55 

I am generally pleased with my parish as a result of the restructuring 59 
As a result of the restructuring, our parish has sufficient resources to 
meet its mission 

48 

The future success of our (arch)diocese to accomplish the mission of the 
church depends on the success of restructuring such as ours 

65 

 
 
Table 2 
Impact of Activities on Success Index 

Survey Item 
Average Success 

Index 
1. All parishes benefited as a result of the restructuring process 

(Process) 
.876 

2. Following the restructuring, special training about dealing with 
feelings and group process was provided for parish leaders 
(Support) 

.862 

3. Parishioners were kept well-informed in the months following the 
restructuring (Education/Consultation) 

.837 

4. The restructuring was accompanied by appropriate parish 
ceremonies and events (Process) 

.835 

5. Prayer was a central part of the activities to implement the 
restructuring (Process) 

.829 

6. The expectations and roles of each parish in the restructuring were 
clear (Education/Consultation) 

.821 

7. Throughout the restructuring, the needs of the Church as the People 
of God over the needs of the individual parish were emphasized 
(Education/Communication) 

.808 
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Recommendations 
 

1. Parishioners need to be given ownership over the reconfiguration process. They are 
dissatisfied when reconfiguration is dictated from above. 

 
2. Most parishioners are not fully aware of diocesan trends in clergy vocations and population 
shifts and need to be educated on these matters, ideally before parish reconfiguration becomes 
necessary. Many also need to be educated on the role of the parish within the larger church.  

 
3. One reason why parish reconfiguration may become necessary is because the parishes 
involved lack some resources. The diocese needs to be ready to provide the necessary support to 
ensure the success of the reconfiguration. 

 
4. The pastor's role is critical. It is important that the right person be in place as pastor before the 
reconfiguration process begins. 

 
5. Since we are a people of faith, prayer should be a critical component of every stage of the 
reconfiguration process. 
 
Chuck Zech is a professor of economics at Villanova University where he has taught since 1974.  
He also serves as the Director of the Center for the Study of Church Management at Villanova.  
He received his M.A.  and Ph.D.  from Notre Dame University.  He is currently conducting 
several studies, including a nation-wide study of parish staffing options, and a national study of 
parish pastoral councils.  In collaboration with colleague Robert Miller, Chuck prepared his 
symposium report Listening to the People of God:  Lay Leaders Reflect on Multi-Parish 
Pastoring. 
 
Robert Miller is Director of Research and Planning for the Archdiocese of Philadelphia.  In this 
position, he has developed the information systems, group processes and training to support the 
planning activities of 274 parishes serving 1.4 million Catholics.  Bob has consulted with over 
20 companies in the areas of management, leadership development and training.  Reflecting his 
career interests, his publications are collaborative efforts that span the fields of higher education 
and Church ministry, including co-author of The Parish Management Handbook and Pathways 
for the Church of the 21st Century: A National Study of Recent Diocesan Efforts at Parish 
Reorganization in the United States.  Bob holds a Master’s in Business Administration from 
Drexel University and a Doctorate in Education from Temple University. 
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Session III Discussion Outcomes 
The Challenges and Opportunities of Multiple Parish Pastoring 

 
Participants in Session III of the symposium reviewed recent research on how pastors and laity 
perceive the challenges and opportunities when a pastor is shared by more than one parish. 
 
During the discussion, groups of symposium participants were asked to: 

·  Identify recommended diocesan policies for multiple parish pastoring; and 
·  Identify the most critical best practices for parishes first experiencing a pastor 

serving more than one parish 
The results of the discussion recorded here are simply listed and not ranked in order of 
importance. 
 
Recommended diocesan policies for multiple parish pastoring 
 
Provide guidance to parishes with: 

�  “Big Picture” Plan involving all parishes—communicate this vision continuously and 
effectively.  Make clear whether the goal is an eventual merger or a utilization of limited 
resources. 

�  “Field Reps” to answer questions, facilitate process, meet with parish staff(s), visit 
involved parishes to provide education, information and formation that continues beyond 
the linkage 

�  Specific multiple pastoring training—mandatory, with follow up training for pastor or 
parish life coordinator (after two years, repeatedly) 

 
Evaluate honestly training and skills of pastor or PLC before engaging them in multi-parish 
pastoring 
 
Publish clear procedures:   

�  Announcement 
�  Implementation 
�  Feedback 
�  Follow up 
�  Timeline with evaluation points along the way 
�  Liturgical expectations, including number of Masses per weekend, location of liturgical 

celebrations, rituals to mark the transition and celebrate the new reality 
�  Bishop’s involvement 
�  Grieving process 
�  Financial management and oversight 
�  Flexible structures and guidelines for finance and pastoral councils 

 
·  Provide models, staffing structures and job descriptions for pastor, PLC, pastoral 

associates.  Keep flexible to adapt to various circumstances.  Clarify roles, expectations, 
evaluation criteria. 
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Most critical best practices for parishes first experiencing a pastor serving more than one 
parish 
 
Clear Communications 
�  Town Hall meetings for all parishioners to communicate realities and hammer out a vision 

for the parishes 
�  Overdo openness and transparency at these meetings 
�  Give people a forum to get out their feelings; some type of grieving process 
 
Planning 
�  Select a neutral name for the new parish, if merging 
�  Develop a cluster council 
�  Consolidate and implement common administrative processes in parishes, such as common 

software for bookkeeping, data management, staff meeting schedules 
�  Consider a strategic plan for how to utilize parish facilities to support the ministry of the 

parish(es) 
�  Good preparation done collaboratively to give parishioners a clear picture of who they are 

(demographics, economics) to cope with change 
�  Inter-parish collaboration to identify needs and settle issues:  e.g. buildings, salaries 
�  Build in criteria and process for evaluation of the project.  This should include professional 

and parishioner evaluation 
�  Initial self-evaluation and goal setting with measurable goals and monitoring progress 
 
Community Building Events and Activities 
�  Scheduled prayer and social events with participants from all sites coming together to pray 

for and discuss the new reality 
�  Plan joint retreat to work on community development, team building, goal setting for parish 

leaders 
�  Have each parish host events from their tradition, where they invite all other parishes 
�  Concentrate on opportunities for growth due to the coming together of parishes under a 

pastor or PLC.  E.g. expanded faith formation, combined resources could enable the hiring of 
a youth minister, or sharing the costs of supporting a Catholic school 

·  Provide education and formation for the parishioners develop and deepen their self-
understanding as the gifted community of the baptized who are able to engage in ministry to 
one another and to the community 
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Multiple Parish Pastoring Symposium 
Session IV Wednesday, February 8, 2006 
 

The Multiple Parish Pastor 
 
Session Objective:  To develop an appreciation and understanding of the opportunities and 
challenges faced by pastors in multiple parish settings, strategies used by such pastors, and initial 
recommendations for training. 
 
The speakers’ panel was composed of symposium participants who currently serve as the 
pastoral leader of more than one parish.  The panelists were asked to discuss and compare their 
own experiences.  The panel discussion was followed by group work for all symposium 
attendees.   
 
The panel of three consisted of a priest, serving 3 parishes in urban Chicago; a priest, serving 3 
parishes in rural Kentucky; and a deacon serving as parish life coordinator to5 parishes in rural 
Iowa.  Each sited consultative or communication-related success as something he was proud of 
in his new parish configuration.  Active parishioner consultation on Mass schedules, joint 
meetings of parish pastoral councils and shared staff meetings and bulletins contributed to a 
more “collaborative feel” among parishes.  In addressing time management priorities, all 
admitted that parishioner needs, particularly in crisis situations or death, often drove the 
schedule.  One panel member observed that some days “whatever fire is bigger” received the 
most attention.  Others emphasized the critical importance of taking a day off every week, and 
making liturgy (homily) preparations a priority.  All depend on his staff(s) to create the calendar 
for liturgical celebrations, avoiding duplication of events at multiple sites within the cluster. 
 
Panel members were asked how pastoring in the multiple parish setting is different that pastoring 
a single parish.  Two related painful experiences in consolidating parochial schools and 
determining future use of buildings.  One raised questions concerning the unifying power of the 
Eucharist for members of the newly-expanded community, yet split between altars when 
celebrated at multiple liturgies and sites.  All agreed that his particular operating style was 
adapted to different settings, and emphasized that the needs of merged urban parishes are very 
different than those in rural areas.   
 
If given the opportunity to coach a priest who, for the first time, will serve in a multi-parish 
setting, panelists held “respect for each individual parish and its history” as key to the pastor’s 
effectiveness.  Parishioners have concerns over losing their parish identity in the merger process, 
in addition to the general grief they are experiencing.  Pastors must be aware of this grief and 
minister to it.  One suggested working closely with the (arch)diocese to identify for the parishes 
the long-term goal of the cluster; i.e., eventual merger versus a cluster of individual parishes 
sharing resources.  For merging parishes, all agreed that finding something in common for all 
parishes right away, for example, a new name for the parish, can be helpful in the transition 
process. Some “Best Practices” suggested included:  find a common service project for the 
communities to share; publish one bulletin; survey all parishioners as a first joint effort of the 
new leadership.  Best Practices for self-care included:  building a support network of friends, 
family and colleagues; engaging the gifts of the parishioners and staff (if present) to help with 
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the work; consistent days off; monthly meetings with own religious community (where 
applicable); spiritual direction and retreats. 
 
Panelists were asked to articulate their vision for their respective parish settings three to five 
years from now.   Currently, most panelists struggle with the lack of a compelling reason to do 
the collaboration; meaning, the parishes, in the long run, would benefit from strategic planning to 
develop a vision for a new construct of parish life in the area, rather than merging only because 
of the need to share limited resources.  Planning also helps the “many leaders” (i.e. pastor or 
parish administrator, staff members and volunteers) develop and promote a common vision for 
parish life.  One panelist cited the need to “be honest with the parishioners about where [the 
parish] is going.”  In the meantime, one cited the miracle of the loaves and fishes as 
encouragement in his ministry: “take what you have, give thanks, and share the resources.”   
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Session IV Discussion Outcomes 
The Multiple Parish Pastor 

 
Session IV’s panel discussion helped participants develop a deeper appreciation and 
understanding of the opportunities and challenges faced by pastors in multiple parish settings.  
Panel interaction and large group discussion surfaced strategies used by such pastors, and some 
initial recommendations for training. 
 
Following the large group discussion, the table discussion groups were invited to: 
·  Identify the most critical best practices for pastors serving more than one parish; and  
·  Identify the qualifications of pastors able to serve more than one parish. 
(Due to time constraints, not all tables completed both questions.) 
 
Identify the most critical best practices for pastors serving more than one parish 
 
Take care of your self 
�  Days off 
�  Regular meetings with others who pastor multiple parishes 
�  Take a vacation every year 
�  Have close friends who are not in the parish or in this ministry 
�  Ongoing formation and continuing education programs 
 
Work consultatively 
�  Set up regular joint meetings of parish councils, finance councils 
�  Develop team building skills to work with staff 
�  See self as an enabler rather than one who must do it all 
�  Listen to concerns of parishioners 
�  Respect the history of each individual parish 
�  Communicate consistently, clearly and often with parishioners 

�  Communicate the vision  
�  Give all parishes the same information 
�  Combine bulletins 

·  Publicly, stay upbeat and diffuse resentment 
·  Focus on the process, not the product; the transition will take time  
·  Centralize management and implement compatible office systems, ex. bookkeeping software, 

data bases 
·  Create new events for parishes to interact socially and through service projects 
 
(Arch)diocesan interaction 
�  Be aware of diocesan services that can help with human resources and other departments 
�  Communicate regularly with diocese 
�  Ask Bishop to celebrate installation liturgy for new pastor or PLC at one common liturgy for 

all parishes 
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The qualifications of pastors able to serve more than one parish 
·  Good health:  physical, spiritual, psychological 
·  Collaborative style  
·  Flexible and adaptable 
·  Sense of humor and humility 
·  Able to deal with ambiguity 
·  Able to relate with women 
·  Able to delegate 
·  Dynamic faith life 
·  Reconciling 
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Multiple Parish Pastoring Symposium 
Session V Wednesday, February 8, 2006 
 

Models and Staffing of Multiple Parishes 
 
Session Objective:  To review developments in lay ministry, deaconate ministry and parish 
staffing and identify the impact of these developments on multiple parish pastoring. 
 
Presentations 

Multi-Parish Cluster Models 
Mark Mogilka 

Lay Ecclesial Ministers 
David DeLambo 

What Does the Deacon Bring to the Table? 
Deacon Justin Green 
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Multi-Parish Cluster Models 
Mark Mogilka 

 
Overview  
 
As the number of priests declines, pastors are being asked to assume responsibility for several 
parishes at the same time.  While terminology differs from diocese to diocese, this phenomenon 
is often referred to as parish clustering.  Outlined here are six basic multiple parish pastoring 
cluster models.  While only six models are provided for discussion purposes, in reality there are 
countless variations on each of these six models.   
 
Each model outlined here is shown with three parishes.  However, each model could apply to 
anything from a two parish cluster to a six or more parish cluster.  At the present time in the 
Diocese of Green Bay all six models are operative.   
 
Each model has advantages and disadvantages.  There is no “one size fits all” model of 
clustering.  Determining which model will work in a given situation is dependent on such 
variables as, relative size of parishes involved, distance between parishes, culture and ethnic 
identities, economic and spiritual vitality, parish histories and traditions, leadership skills, styles 
and presence of pastor(s), presence and support for Catholic school(s), etc.   
 
Ideally the determination of which model should be utilized in a given situation should emerge 
from a prayerful collaborative planning process that involves, parishioners, staff, Pastoral 
Councils, pastors or parish life coordinators, and the diocese. 
 
Model I – Separate Parishes - Coordinated 
�  Each parish has a Pastor (P), Pastoral Council (PC), Finance Council (FC) and Staff (S) 
�  Cooperation between parishes is  

facilitated through a Coordinating  
Council (CC) 

�  Programs, staff, resources, are  
shared and planning done through  
cooperation of pastors and  
representatives on the CC with  
the support of respective parish  
leadership i.e. PC, FC and staff.  
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Model II – Separate Parishes – One Pastor & Parish Life Coordinators 
There is one canonical P for all three parishes 

�  Each parish maintains separate lay leadership structures i.e. PC & FC & S 
�  The canonical P serves primarily  

in one parish, while Parish Life  
Coordinators (PLC) lead the  
other two parishes providing  
pastoral care in all areas except  
sacramental ministry (See Canon  
Law 517.2) 

�  Cooperation between parishes is  
facilitated through a Coordinating  
Council (CC)  

 
Model III - Separate Parishes – One Pastor  
�  There is one pastor (P) who  

provides leadership, sacramental  
and pastoral care for all  
three parishes 

�  Each parish maintains  
separate leadership structures  
i.e. PC, FC and S 

�  A greater degree of  
cooperation between parishes 
is facilitated through the CC  

 
Model IV – One Pastor – Centralized Team & Council 
�  One P who works with one S – who may work out of one location in service to all three 

parishes 
�  Individual parishes may have minimal support staff 
�  Area Pastoral Council (APC) is primary consultative body for P and has greater decision 

making  
influence over P than individual parish 
 PC’s and FC’s 

�  APC works closely with an Area Finance  
Council (AFC) which has a budget and  
pays salaries of P, S, inter-parish  
programs and services 

�  A variation on this model has a  
team of priests serving several  
parishes “in solidum”   
(See Canon Law 517.1)  
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Model V – Merged Parish 
�  All councils, committees, finances,  

sacramental records, are merged  
together to create a new 
canonical parish 

�  There is a new canonical  
parish name. However name  
of individual churches remain  

�  There is one P, S, PC, FC, who  
serve three worship sites or churches  

 
Model VI – Build & Close 
�  All three parishes are merged 
�  Together they build a new  

larger church 
�  Existing churches are closed  

and properties sold to provide  
funding for building new church 

�  New parish has one P, S and  
traditional leadership structure  
with PC and FC 

 
 
Mark Mogilka serves as Chairperson of the Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council 
Development’s Multiple Parish Pastoring Committee, established through an initiative of the 
Emerging Models of Pastoral Leadership Project and funded by the Lilly Endowment.  He is 
Director of Stewardship and Pastoral Services for the Diocese of Green Bay, Wisconsin, where 
his responsibilities include oversight of agency services in pastoral planning, stewardship, 
pastoral and finance councils, and pastoral care.  A member of the faculty of the National 
Pastoral Life Center’s Pastoring and Leadership Seminars, Mark is also an organization and 
management consultant.  He holds a Master of Arts in Religious Studies from the University of 
Detroit and a Master of Science in Social Work from the University of Wisconsin. 
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Lay Ecclesial Ministers 
David DeLambo 

 
The National Pastoral Life Center’s recent study Lay Parish Ministers: A Study of Emerging 
Leadership, published in November of 2005, is the third by the National Pastoral Life Center 
(NPLC).  (The Executive Summary of this study can be found in Appendix D.)  Since the 2005 
study is largely a replication of the previous two, we have comparable data spanning a 15-year 
period.   
 
Among the most challenging issues concerning diocesan planners relate to the future of parish 
staffing, given the declining number of priests and women religious in our dioceses.  How do we, 
as church, transition from a “one parish-one pastor” model to other models where, for example, 
pastors serve multiple parishes or parish life coordinators oversee the pastoral needs of parishes?  
Part of the answer lies in the recruitment and employment of lay parish ministers.    
 
This paper will highlight key findings and major developments in lay parish ministry over the 
past 15 years, and where possible, add some additional insights related to multi-parish pastoring.  
 
By “lay parish minister” each of the three NPLC studies operationally defined a lay parish 
minister as a layperson or a vowed religious (considered “lay” by canon law) working at least 20 
hours a week in a paid position as a member of a parish pastoral staff.  The studies focused on 
pastoral staff (as distinct from support staff, maintenance staff, and parochial school staff).  
Parish life coordinator, director of religious education, pastoral associate, youth minister, music 
minister and liturgist are but a few of the more common roles held by lay parish ministers.   
 
The title of the book and the contents of the executive summary refer to “lay parish ministers” 
rather than “lay ecclesial ministers.”  There is a reason for this.  The two previous studies 
conducted in 1990 and 1997 predate the use of the term lay ecclesial minister.  For the sake of 
consistency, the term lay parish minister was used.  But, especially in light of the bishops’ recent 
statement Coworkers in the Vineyard—the proper term to describe this population is lay ecclesial 
ministers. 
 
Key findings and major developments in lay parish ministry over the past 15 years. 
 
Number of Lay Parish Ministers 

�  The number of lay parish ministers is growing.  In 1990, extrapolating from the data, it is 
estimated that that there were approximately 22,000 lay parish ministers working at least 
20 hours per week in paid positions.  Today, there are nearly 31,000 such ministers.  The 
biggest period of growth took place between 1990 and 1997 where the number of lay 
parish ministers increased 35 percent.  Since 1997, growth in the overall number of lay 
parish ministers has been about 5 percent.  The slower growth is mostly attributable to the 
precipitous decline in the number of women religious in parish ministry, which offset the 
growing number of laypersons entering the field. 
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Ratio Per Parish 
�  In 2005 the ratio of lay parish ministers to parishes in this country is 1.61 to 1.  However, 

this ratio does not hold true across all staffing situations.  Parishes in the traditional one 
parish, one pastor model have a ratio of 1.87 to 1:  higher than the general ratio.  In 
settings where one pastor is responsible for two or more parishes, however, the ratio of 
lay parish ministers to parishes is only 0.72 to 1.  In short, the ratio of lay parish ministers 
to parishes is nearly 2.5 times greater in one parish-one pastor settings than in settings 
where one pastor is responsible for multiple parishes.  In parish settings where a pastoral 
team of priests are responsible for more than one parish (as described in Canon 517.1), 
the ratio of lay parish ministers to parishes is 1.96 to 1 – slightly higher than in the one 
parish, one pastor model.   Size of parish is a factor here.  Parishes operating in the one 
parish-one pastor model, or served by a “team of priests caring for multiple parishes,” 
had an average of 2,800 registered parishioners.   By contrast, parishes with a pastor 
responsible for two or more parishes averaged about 800 registered parishioners.  

  
Percentage of Parishes Employing Lay Parish Ministers 

�  In addition to overall numerical growth, the percentage of parishes employing lay parish 
ministers is also growing.  Today, two thirds of all parishes (66 percent) have paid lay 
ministers working at least 20 hours per week, up from 54 percent in 1990 and 60 percent 
in 1997.  But again, the percentage of parishes employing lay parish ministers varies by 
staffing situation.  72 percent of parishes in the one parish-one pastor model employ lay 
parish ministers, compared to just 43 percent  in parishes where pastor responsible for 
two or more parishes.  Again, in settings where a pastoral team of priests are responsible 
for more than one parish (Canon 517.1), the percentage of parishes employing lay 
ministers is roughly the same as in the one parish one pastor model. (74% vs. 72%).    

 
Work Status 

�  The overwhelming majority of lay parish ministers are paid: 93.4 percent.  Of this group 
74 percent work full-time and 26 percent, part-time.   

 
Ecclesial Status 

�  As mentioned earlier, the precipitous decline of women religious in parish ministry 
continues.  In 1990, four in 10 lay parish ministers (41 percent) were women religious.  
By 1997, the percentage dropped to 28 percent, and by 2005, to 16 percent. 

�  Conversely, the proportion of laywomen in parish ministry has grown steadily from 44 
percent in 1990, to 54 percent in 1997, and 64 percent in 2005.   

�  The percentage of men in parish ministry has also gone up from 15 percent in 1990 to 18 
percent in 1007 to 20 percent in 2005. 

 
Overall Portrait 

�  The distribution of lay parish ministers, organized into major ministry categories, is as 
follows:  (NOTE: Total = 100 percent) 
·  Religious Educators  41.5 percent 
·  General Pastoral Ministers 25.0 percent 
·  Youth Ministers   10.2 percent 
·  Music Ministers     9.0 percent 
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·  All Others       8.4 percent 
·  Liturgists       5.9 percent 

 
Entering Parish Ministry 

�  In terms of ministry experience, lay parish ministers are split.  For 44 percent their 
current work is their first paid ministry position; for 56 percent it is not. 

�  Those with previous paid ministry experience report an average of 18 years of paid 
experience in such diverse areas a Catholic schools (as teachers or administrators), in 
parish administration or ministry, in diocesan work, or in other church-related 
institutions like charities, hospitals, colleges, etc.).  Factor out women religious and 
the average is still 10 years.  This seasoned group knows the church well. 

�   The vast majority of those WITHOUT previous paid ministry experience come to 
their current positions through volunteerism.  Three-quarters of those in their first 
paid ministry position say they were formerly volunteers (and parishioners) at the 
parish where they FIRST became a PAID lay minister.  This pseudo-Congregational 
aspect of lay parish ministry, this “local dimension” where parishioners are called out 
of the community to serve in formal ministry roles, is one of the defining aspects of 
lay parish ministry.  

�  Another manifestation of this local dimension is that half of all lay parish ministers 
learned of their present ministry through direct contract or recruitment by the pastor 
or other parish staff.   

�  In hiring decisions, pastors value personal qualities more than extensive résumés and 
credentials.  Pastors look for people with good relational skills, who are prayerful, 
experienced in ministry and share a similar ecclesiology.  This is not to say that 
pastors do not value training and education; they simply value other qualities more.   

 
Call to a Life Time in Ministry 

�  Almost three-quarters of all lay parish ministers (73.1 percent) believe they are pursuing 
a lifetime of service in the Church.  

 
Conclusion 
 
Overall, lay parish ministry is increasing and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future.  
As the number of priests available for active ministry declines, the number and level of 
responsibility these lay ministers are charged with will only multiply.  This is shown in the 
development of parish life coordinators who are often laity appointed by the bishop or his 
delegate in accordance with Canon 517.2 to oversee the day to day care of parishes.  There is 
also a similar phenomenon when pastors responsible for multiple parishes hire lay parish 
ministers to oversee the day to day care of those parishes in a manner akin to a parish life 
coordinator.  What is certain is that best practices in multi-parish pastoring will require 
innovation and collaboration between clergy and laity to serve the needs of parishioners and the 
mission of the church.   
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David DeLambo is the Associate Director of Pastoral Planning for the Catholic Diocese of 
Cleveland.  David is the author of his third national study of lay ministry entitled, “Lay Parish 
Ministry:  A Study of Emerging Leadership,” published in 2005 by the National Pastoral Life 
Center.  In addition to the above mentioned organizations, David has worked in pastoral 
planning and research with the Archdiocese of New York and the Catholic Conference of 
Indiana.  David holds a Master’s Degree in Pastoral Planning and Research and a Ph.D. in 
Sociology (with an emphasis on American Catholicism), both from Fordham University. 
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What Does the Deacon Bring to the Table? 
Deacon Justin Green 

 
In consideration of the role of deacons in multiple parish ministry, it is helpful to understand the 
basics of permanent ministry as a deacon.  When the Church ordains deacons, she uses as the 
second reading the story found in the opening verses of the 6th chapter of the Book of Acts.  You 
may remember the story.  The church held everything in common (Chapter 4) and the Apostles 
allocated resources. The result, as St. Luke tells us, is that, “there was no needy person among 
them.”  But, trouble brewed nonetheless, and the Greek widows began to complain that they 
were treated unfairly in the distribution of food.  The apostles prayed for guidance, then told the 
people to choose seven “reputable” (in other translations, “good and holy”) men.  After praying 
to the Spirit, they laid hands on them, and tasked them with ensuring justice in the distribution of 
food (Chapter 6). 
 
Whether these men, the brave Stephen among them, were the first deacons is a matter for 
theologians to discuss.  But, if the Church prays as the Church believes, these seven men, 
ordained to a ministry of charity and justice, were the first ordained to the diaconate.  
Interestingly, this happened before the origin of the presbyterate. 
 
This story from Acts teaches us several fundamental principles about the diaconate, principles 
that are important to us as we consider the future structure of the church in the United States.  
First, deacons are called and ordained to a ministry of service – the first deacons waited tables. 
Some describe that as the origin of our stole, worn over our left shoulder, much as a right-handed 
person would toss a towel or cloth over the left shoulder to free a hand for other activities.  The 
deacon often has been described as the living icon of Christ the Servant, the person who 
represents the Church as servant to God and to God’s people. 
 
The second principle is that service is a means to an end – the apostles ordained deacons to 
accomplish justice in the community.  If justice is the existence of right or proper relationships 
between God’s people and God as well as among God’s people, then the deacon clearly has a 
role in the church that goes beyond service to assuring that justice is done in and in the name of 
the church. 
 
Finally, deacons were ordained to assist the apostles.  This is how deacons both serve and 
accomplish justice, by assisting the bishop in his ministry.  At the ordination of a deacon, only 
the bishop imposes hands, whereas at the ordination of a priest all of the presbyters present 
impose hands following the bishop.  The liturgy thereby recognizes a very important fact about 
the relationship between deacons and the bishop.  We are his deacons assigned by him to a 
parish.  So, a deacon’s first question to his bishop should be: how can I serve you and the people 
of God?  The bishop’s answer generally comes in the form of an assignment to a parish.  Then, 
the deacon turns to the other bishop’s representative in the parish, the pastor, and inquires: how 
can I serve you and the people of God? 
 
The responses to that last question are highly variable, and are a function both of the deacon’s 
gifts and talents and of the opportunities presented in a specific situation.  So, some deacons 
become heavily involved in social justice and charity programs in the parish, others teach or lead 
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faith formation or sacramental preparation programs, many take on the role of sacristan or 
sacristan’s assistant.  As always, God calls men with a wide range of talents to ordained ministry, 
and places them in a position to build the Kingdom.  There are more than 14,000 unique 
combinations of gifts and talents, the approximate number of men in permanent ministry as 
deacons in the United States.   
 
The diaconate flourished in the early Church, then began to decline. Many of the early deacons 
served their bishop as his right hand man – administrator of the temporal resources of the church.  
From this tradition comes the brave but perhaps overly brash Deacon Lawrence whose 
presentation of the poor and the oppressed as the treasures of the church to the emperor led to his 
martyrdom on a grill.  From this tradition also may come the tendency today to look first to 
deacons when searching for an administrator in a parish that has no resident pastor.  Amazing, 
isn’t it, how history is repeated. 
 
Deacons often were elected as bishops and, during some centuries, more than one-half of the 
men chosen for the papacy were serving as deacons.  Then, the presbyterate grew in visibility, 
prominence and significance, and the diaconate became, for the most part, a step in the cursus 
honorum leading to the presbyterate. 
 
The bishops at Vatican II, writing in Lumen Gentium, recognized that permanent diaconal 
ministry had always been an important part of the church and was needed in modern times as the 
church sought to address its role in the modern world.  In 1967, Pope Paul VI issued a decree 
implementing the recommendation of Lumen Gentium and restoring the order in permanent 
ministry.  The important point to make here, in terms of our concern, is that the permanent 
diaconate was not restored as a reaction to a shortage of priests – there is no discussion of this 
topic in any of the materials relating to Vatican II, and priests generally were in ample supply.  It 
is clear, then, that the bishops at Vatican II did not contemplate the formation of a group of 
“junior varsity” priests but the ordination of men who would serve the church in many ways and, 
generally, would bring the church to parts of community life where it was absent or only 
minimally present.  The overwhelming majority, more than 95%, of deacons in the United States 
are married.  They bring the Church into parent-teacher organizations, neighborhoods, soccer 
and baseball teams, and civic groups.  Deacons are called to be servants of God, their bishop and 
the people of God, ministers of justice and charity.   
 
In consideration of the ministerial demands of multiple parish pastoring, it is strongly urged that 
church leaders capitalize on, even exploit, the gifts and talents and training of deacons in the 
pastoring of multi-parish faith communities.  However, if Vatican II did not create deacons as 
mini-priests, please, let us not force them into service as mini-pastors. 
 
The fact is that every deacon has a gift set from God.  His challenge, the challenge of his bishop 
and his diaconate director, and the challenge of the planner is to figure out how to use those gifts 
and talents for the glory of God.  Holy Orders does not confer administrative skills as one of its 
graces.  We assign almost all priests to duty as administrators even though some few may not 
have that ability.  I encourage you not to repeat that mistake with deacons. 
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Let’s start at the basics – education.  The National Directory for the Formation, Life and Ministry 
of Deacons in the United States sets as a minimum qualification for ordination a high school 
diploma, one year of Aspirancy and three years of Candidacy.  Indeed, several men in my 
diocese minister very effectively as deacons with a high school diploma.  In my formation class, 
there were even more good and holy men ordained to the diaconate and serving God effectively 
in that order though they have only a high school diploma.  The formation curriculum is 
described in the Directory.  Although it includes both instruction and practical experience in 
ministry, it does not include parish administration, personnel procedures, basic accounting or 
bookkeeping or maintenance of a physical plan as required experiences in the formation of 
deacons. 
 
Most bishops, planners and diocesan personnel committees in the United States would not even 
consider appointing a high school graduate as a parish administrator, in the absence of 
extenuating circumstances.  Ordination does not confer management skills, and so should not 
change the way in which we hire parish administrators.  Many deacons do have a college 
education, many have an advanced degree, and some even have a talent for administration.  Like 
lay people similarly gifted by God, these must be sought out and recruited to serve the church. 
 
So, the opportunity lies in capitalizing on the gifts and talents that deacons bring to the church 
and place at the feet of the successors to the apostles, without, however, positioning them and the 
people they serve for failure by assigning them responsibilities that they have not been trained to 
discharge. 
 
Sometimes, when a parish has a pastor or a priest moderator not in residence, a deacon can be a 
great resource.  Canon 129 specifies as “qualified for the power of governance,” all who are in 
Holy Orders.  As some of our earlier discussions have revealed, there may in fact be 
opportunities for our national bishops’ conference to use this canon as it structures the church for 
the future.  Canon 521 sets the upper limit: only a presbyter may be a pastor.   
 
Because deacons are trained to lead the community in prayer as well as to preach and to teach, 
they are true assets to parishes and to pastors.  Many pastors are delighted to have deacons as 
members of their parish leadership teams.  The graces of Holy Orders plus their formation and 
training often make deacons extraordinarily valuable to bishops and pastors.  These are men 
committed to service, and who have answered God’s call to a way of life.  They are not, 
however, replacements for pastors, either de jure or de facto.  If they are gifted by God with the 
ability to manage, ordination makes them potentially more valuable to bishop, pastor and people. 
 
Deacons are like all of the other gifts from God:  they are among the many resources and assets 
that God has placed at the disposal of the bishop to build the Kingdom.  They also can be abused, 
to the detriment not only of their personal faith journey but to that of a parish community as well.  
Like everything else that God gives us, use but don’t abuse. 
 
In the puzzle of multi-parish pastoring, there are ways in which the deacon might fit.  They are 
not the solution.  They are, however, part of the solution, valuable assets given to the Church by 
its Founder. 
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Justin Green is the Director of the Diaconate, Annual Appeal and Pastoral Planning for the 
Diocese of Winona, Minnesota.  Deacon Green is the former senior development officer, Saint 
Mary's University of Minnesota and University of Arkansas, Fayetteville and former dean, 
School of Humanities and Sciences, Saint Mary's University.  A skilled evaluator and consultant 
for K-12 schools and institutions of higher education, he was also Vice President of The 
Metanoia Group.  Ordained a permanent deacon in the Diocese of Lafayette, Louisiana, he is 
incardinated in the Diocese of Winona where he also serves two parishes and as Winona County 
Jail Chaplain.  Deacon Green holds a Master’s Degree in Government from Florida State 
University and a Ph.D. in Political Science from the University of Kentucky.   
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Session V Discussion Outcomes 
Models and Staffing of Multiple Parishes 

 
Session V’s presentations on Models and Staffing of Multiple Parishes reviewed developments 
in lay ministry, deaconate ministry and parish staffing and to identify the impact of these 
developments on multiple parish pastoring. 
 
During the Session V discussion period, the discussion tables were reconfigured into the 
following groupings: 
A:  Pastors and Pastoral Ministers (3 tables) 
B:  Diocesan Representatives (2 tables) 
C:  Researchers and Other Catholic Organizations (2 tables) 
 
In light of the presentations and their personal experience, the groups were invited to discuss:   
·  Best Practices for parish staff in a multiple parish setting; and 
·  The implications of multiple parish pastoring on other ministers. 
Due to time constraints, not all groups completed the second question. 
 
Best Practices for parish staff in a multiple parish setting 
 
Consultation and Collaboration 

Regular Staff Meetings 
�  Prayer and faith sharing 
�  Collaborate with pastoral and finance councils to create a master plan, short and long 

term, for ministering to the people of these communities, care of buildings and 
facilities 

�  Socialize 
�  Meet with parish and finance council on regular basis 
�  Be very careful in language referring to the other parish, not comparing critically 
�  Learn history and traditions of parishes 

 
Annual Meetings with Parishioners 

�  Parish members and staff members to get input on where we are and were we are 
going 

�  Staff members to review past year, set priorities for coming year and begin setting 
calendar for next year 

 
Communications with parishioners 

·  One bulletin 
·  Convey mission and vision clearly and often 
·  Give “best face” to parish community 
·  Foster a sense of being part of the diocesan church 

 
Centralized Office 

�  Sacramental records 
�  Computer, accounting, data bases, reporting, etc., standard throughout all office/sites  
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�  Keep secretaries informed of daily calendar  
�  Coordinated centralized calendar 
�  Consistent office hours 

 
Professional Development 
·  Clarify roles of parish life coordinator, canonical pastor and sacramental minister; have job 

description for each, use diocesan human resource guidelines 
 
·  Use diocesan resources for support in planning, human resources, transition, grieving, etc. 
 
·  Regular spiritual growth and professional development opportunities 
 
·  Get training prior to assignment through diocese or national organizations 
 
·  Take time away on regular basis; weekly, annual vacation 
 
 
Implications of multiple parish pastoring on other ministers 
·  Positions may be consolidated which may result in some losing job 
 
·  Stability will be difficult to achieve for a while 
 
·  Front line personnel (secretaries/receptionists) need to have information regarding calendar, 

programs, Mass schedules, etc.  
 
·  All staff need to share same vision 
 
·  Pay attention to staff development needs/continuing education/formation for all staff 
 
·  If separate staff in each parish, must develop clear communications channels 
 
·  If clustered staff, develop ways to help them have ownership of multiple parish situation 
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Multiple Parish Pastoring Symposium 
Session VI February 9, 2006 
 

Bringing It All Together 
 
To focus discussion on the question “What Should We Do Next?” facilitator Brian Reynolds 
presented highlights from symposium conversations to this point.  He invited participants to use 
these highlights as background for this session’s discussion on development of a training 
program for multiple parish leaders.  The following issues were identified, through symposium 
presentations and large group input, as pertinent to future training/formation programs: 
 

·  How to build community 
·  Provide pastoral care to the unchurched 
·  Religious education and faith formation 
·  Applying the Word of God to parishioners’ lives 
·  Collaboration /Communication 
·  Organization/Administration/Delegation/Decision-Making 
·  Leadership/Visioning/Planning 

 
 

Session VI Discussion Outcomes 
Bringing It All Together 

 
During this session, the discussion tables were configured in the following groupings: 
A:  Pastors and Pastoral Ministers (3 tables) 
B:  Diocesan Representatives (2 tables) 
C:  Researchers and Other Catholic Organizations (2 tables) 
Participants were asked to discuss their recommendations in response to the question: 
 
If you had to design a one-day training program for pastoral leaders being asked to serve 
multiple parishes, what are specific elements to be included in the training?  Who are the 
prospective participants?  What format would you recommend? 
 
Elements 
 
All groups indicated that the length of the program has a significant bearing on which elements 
to include.  If, as the question states, the training is a one-day event, it is recommended that the 
elements of the program focus on skills development in the areas of: 
�  Collaboration  
�  Communication 
�  Administration 
�  Delegation 
�  Decision making 
�  Leadership 
�  Visioning  
�  Planning 
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The groups also recommended using theological reflection throughout the training.  Participants 
in the workshop would also benefit from demographic information on the affected parishes, 
information on the goals/vision of the diocese and how this reconfiguration helps achieve this 
vision, and information on the experience of multiple parish situations within the diocese and 
nationally, including best practices in this ministry.   
 
Participants 
 
�  First:  Pastoral leaders and key staff, priest, sacramental ministers 
�  Second:  Key leaders who will be trained to train others in diocese (train the trainers) 
�  Third:  Support staff and volunteers, pastoral council members 
 
An important factor cited in determination of participants is whether or not the participant has 
past ministerial experience in multiple parish settings. 
 
Format 
 
Groups seemed to agree that one day is not sufficient time to cover the material necessary for 
effective training in this ministry area.  For example, one group recommended a one-day 
workshop for pastors only, followed by a 2.5 program for pastors and staff of multiple parishes.  
Another suggested a series of one-day workshops, with perhaps an overnight, in order to help 
participants settle in and focus for a full day’s work.  The third proposed 2 one-day sessions, 9-
12 months apart.  All suggested that pre-conference readings and homework from the workshop 
may be required in order to cover all the material, including a participant manual that includes 
the content of all presentations and handouts.  The different needs of the above-mentioned 
participant groups call for flexibility in content and format.   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
LAY PARISH MINISTERS 

A Study of Emerging Leadership 
Dr. David DeLambo 

DEMOGRAPHICS 
Number of Lay Parish Ministers 
Extrapolating from our 2005 data, there are now 30,632 lay parish ministers working at least 20 
hours per week in paid positions, an increase of 5 percent since 1997. The ratio of lay parish 
ministers to parishes is 1.61 to 1. Add in unpaid ministers, and the ratio rises to 1.72 lay 
ministers per parish. 
 
Two-thirds of all parishes (66 percent) have paid lay ministers working at least 20 hours per 
week, up from 54 percent in 1990 and 60 percent in 1997.  Add in unpaid ministers working 20 
hours per week and the percent of parishes with lay ministers on staff increases to 68 percent.  
 
Work Status   The overwhelming majority of lay parish ministers are paid: 93.4 percent. Only 
6.6 percent are not paid.  
 
Among salaried lay ministers, 74 percent are full-time; 26 percent part-time.  
 
Ecclesial Status   The decline of women religious in parish ministry continues. In 1990, four in 
10 lay parish ministers (41 percent) were women religious. By 1997, the percentage had dropped 
to 28 percent, and by 2005, to 16 percent. 
 
Conversely, the proportion of laywomen (who are not vowed religious) in parish ministry has 
grown steadily from 44 percent in 1990, to 54 percent in 1997, and 64 percent in 2005.  
 
The percentage of men in parish ministry has gone up, from 15 percent in 1990, to 18 percent in 
1997, to 20 percent in 2005. 
 
Nearly a quarter of the laymen have explored or pursued a vocation in religious or priestly life. 
 
Age   In 2005, the median age of religious in parish ministry was 64, versus 61 in 1997 and 58 in 
1990. The median age of laypersons (not including religious) in 2005 was 52, compared with 47 
in 1997, and 45 in 1990. 
 
Race and Ethnicity Of lay ministers 88.5 percent are white; other ethnic groups comprise a 
mere 11.5 percent. Still, these figures show much greater diversity than the 6.4 percent in 1997. 
However, such groups constitute 25.7 percent of unpaid parish ministers working at least twenty 
hours a week. 
 
Education   The percentage of lay parish ministers with a master’s degree or better dropped to 
48.1 percent in 2005—below the 52.8 percent in 1990.   
 
In Relation to Parish Locale   The percentage of parishes employing a lay parish minister is 
growing in every locale, but particularly in the inner city, urban business districts, and in small 
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towns, where percentages have increased from 50, 54, and 59 percent to 76, 89, and 68 percent, 
respectively.   
 
STRUCTURE OF PARISH LEADERSHIP 
Different models   The declining number of priests has profoundly influenced the structure of 
parish leadership, resulting in the merging, twinning, and clustering of parishes. The “one parish, 
one pastor” model remains the most prevalent (72.0 percent). Still, more than one-fourth of the 
parishes in this country are not organized according to this model. The percentage of parishes 
with a pastor responsible for two or more parishes (21.9 percent) is substantial and will only 
grow in coming years if trends continue. 
 
In our 2005 study, 10 percent of the parishes report that the pastor or priest with the powers and 
faculties of a pastor (Canon 517.2) for the parish is non-resident. 
 
The percentage of parishes under the care of parish life coordinators (i.e., deacons, vowed 
religious, or laypersons appointed by the bishop or his delegate) has more than doubled (from 1.4 
percent to 3.6 percent) since 1990.  There are approximately 700 parishes under the care of 
someone who is not a priest. 
 
The reality of someone other than a priest overseeing the daily pastoral care of a parish is more 
prevalent in actual practice, however. Non-resident pastors often hire lay parish ministers to 
oversee the day-to-day pastoral care of parishes.  Add these to the number of parishes entrusted 
to parish life coordinators, and the percentage of parishes where the day-to-day pastoral care of 
the parish is performed by someone other than a priest rises to approximately 6 percent of all 
parishes. 
 
ENTERING PARISH MINISTRY 
Those with Previous Paid Ministry Experience   For 43.6 percent of ministers, their current 
work is their first paid ministry position; for 56.4 percent, it is not.  
 
Better than four in five of those with previous paid ministry experience (83.9 percent) say they 
have been previously employed as a parish minister in another parish or in a different position in 
the parish which currently employs them. Only 60.2 percent in 1997 and 31.2 percent in 1990 
had prior (paid) parish experience.  
 
Those without Previous Paid Ministry Experience   Three quarters (74.4 percent) of those in 
their first paid ministry position say they had been volunteering previously at the parish. 
 
Recruitment by Parish   Half (50.8 percent) learned of their present ministry position through 
direct contact and recruitment by the pastor or other parish staff. 
 
In hiring decisions, pastors value personal qualities more than extensive résumés and credentials. 
Pastors look for people with good relational skills, who are prayerful, experienced in ministry, 
and share a similar ecclesiology.  
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Nearly 70 percent of ministers say their current position did not require a master’s degree; nearly 
75 percent say it did not require a certificate or special training; and more than 80 percent say it 
did not require some form of certification.  
 
Call to a Lifetime in Ministry    Almost three-quarters of all lay parish ministers (73.1 percent) 
believe they are pursuing a lifetime of service in the church.  
 
More than half of these laypersons pursuing a lifetime of ministry in the church (54.2 percent) 
say a “call by God” was the factor that most influenced their decision.  
 
MINISTRY PREPARATION AND FORMATION 
Years of Catholic Education   Three-quarters of lay parish ministers (77.3 percent) have 
attended Catholic schools at some point in their lives. These figures are nearly identical to those 
from 1997 (75.6 percent). Add in “attended CCD or religious education,” and nearly all (89.1 
percent) have had some form of religious education. 
 
Ministry Formation Programs    More than half (56.8 percent) have completed a ministry 
formation program. Of this group, nearly two-thirds (64.3 percent) said the formation program 
was sponsored by the diocese. About a quarter (24.1 percent) said it was sponsored by a 
university, college, or seminary.  
 
Competency in Core Subject Areas   Spirituality, catechesis and evangelization, Scripture, 
liturgy and worship, Catholic social teaching, theology, and church history were cited by more 
than three-fourths of those surveyed. In each case, parish ministers felt at least “somewhat 
prepared” to handle these areas. However, the areas in which they are least likely to feel “very 
prepared” are the more academic fields (e.g., “canon law,” “church history,” “Catholic social 
teaching,” “theology,” and “Scripture”).  
 
TYPES OF LAY PARISH MINISTERS 
Overall Portrait     The distribution of lay parish ministers, organized into major ministry 
categories, is as follows (Note:  Total = 100 percent): 
Religious Educators  41.5 percent 
General Pastoral Ministers 25.0 percent 
Youth Ministers  10.2 percent 
Music Ministers    9.0 percent 
All Others     8.4 percent 
Liturgists     5.9 percent 
Most striking is the relative stability of the distribution of ministers among these categories over 
time. 
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THE EXPERIENCE OF THE WORKPLACE 
Job Descriptions   There is a trend toward putting ministry responsibilities in writing: 83.8 
percent of ministers have job descriptions, compared with 80.8 percent in 1997 and 74.3 percent 
in 1990.  
 
Job Contracts   Almost six in ten lay ministers (56.8 percent) report working under an 
employment contract.  
 
Characterization of Work Relationships    The way lay parish ministers characterize their 
working relationship with the pastor has become progressively more professional. The 
percentage applying terms like “team member,” “staff member,” and colleagues have increased 
substantially. Characterizations that imply subordinate status (“employee,” “helper,”) and casual 
relations (“friends”) have all declined.  
 
Pastors most frequently characterize their work relationship with lay parish ministers as “team,” 
which implies an informal collaborative relationship. Lay parish ministers choose the term 
“staff” most frequently, a description implying a more formal independent relationship. Still, 
“team” is the second most frequent descriptor chosen by lay ministers, just as “staff” is second 
for pastors. It is an issue of emphasis.  
 
Support   The level of support experienced by parish ministers is very high. Support from 
“parishioners in general” was rated the highest, followed by support from the parish support 
staff, non-ordained pastoral staff, the pastor, and parish pastoral council members/parish leaders.  
 
Role of the Diocese in Parish Ministry   In the areas of training, certifying, and commissioning 
lay parish ministers, as well as providing staff training and development, diocesan involvement 
has continued to grow.  
 
Better than 90 percent of ministers believe that it is appropriate for the diocesan offices to 
include them in diocesan events, provide them continuing education, and provide staff training 
and development. 
  
Four out of five pastors look to diocesan offices to provide parish ministers with continuing 
education; inclusion in diocesan events; policies, ministry classification, salary ranges, 
certification, and training. Fewer than half of pastors say they use the diocese with regard to 
ministry placement, recruiting, or mediating conflict. 
 
FINANCIAL COMPENSATION AND BENEFITS 
Parish Salaries   The increase in salaries since 1990 (in terms of nominal dollars) is striking. In 
most categories, lay parish ministers have doubled their annual earnings.  
 
The Census Bureau’s Current Populations Survey shows that lay parish ministers’ salaries are 
fairly on par with salaries (overall) nationally. The figure does not parse out non-profits or 
people with similar education levels, but deals with median income levels for full-time work. 
 



This is a working document.  Do not recopy in any f orm.  Draft document.  
 

84 

Salary Satisfaction   Two-thirds either strongly agreed (22.5 percent) or agreed somewhat (45.7 
percent) that their annual earnings were adequate for their personal, family, or religious 
congregational needs. 
  
However, about a third of ministers (31.8 percent) do not find their annual earnings adequate for 
their personal, family, or religious congregational needs. Nearly four in ten (37.8 percent) do not 
believe that their parishes have the resources to compensate them adequately.  
 
Benefits   In terms of major benefits, parishes are on par with private industry and in some 
instances, better. With respect to medical and dental insurance, and pensions, the parishes 
compare favorably with the private sector; only in respect to life insurance do they fall somewhat 
short.  
 
JOB SATISFACTION 
Level of Satisfaction   More than 85 percent of ministers describe their work as meaningful, 
good, providing a sense of accomplishment, satisfying, challenging, spiritually rewarding, 
creative, respected, life giving, and appreciated—all qualities one longs for in a job.  
 
Perhaps the best indicator of satisfaction is the high percentage of parish ministers who would 
encourage others to enter parish ministry: 87.1 percent. 
 
Consideration of Leaving 
While a third of ministers say they have considered leaving church ministry sometimes or often, 
only a few have resolved to do it in the immediate future; 5.5 percent said that they planned to 
leave church ministry within the year.  The vast majority (95.5 percent) said they envisioned 
serving the church “indefinitely” (49.5 percent) or “for the next few years” (44.9 percent). 
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