Better Structures for Shared Responsibility

By Archbishop Michael J. Sheehan

One of the great blessings that the Second Vatican Council brought to the Church was the concept of shared responsibility, collaboration and consultation in the decision making processes within the Church.  On September 11, our Holy Father spoke to the Bishops of Pennsylvania and New Jersey during the Ad Limina visit.  He noted that the bishop is to exercise his sacred power in a pastoral style and in consultation with priests and others.  He points out that the bishop and the pastor are still responsible for the final decisions in dioceses and parishes but that it is important to have the wisdom and participation from the lay people.  He noted that shared responsibility should not be misunderstood as a concession to a secular “democratic” model of government.  Nevertheless, the post conciliar structures such as pastoral councils and finance committees provide opportunities for participation and consultation which are important.  
In the diocese the bishop is required to have a Presbyteral Council that meets regularly and collaborates with the bishop in the pastoral needs of the Church.  The bishop is also to have other consultative bodies such as a Finance Council and Board of Consultors.  Presently here in the Archdiocese we are preparing a pastoral plan that has input and consultation from among priests and laity in each of our parishes.  
Parishes are required by Church law to have a finance council.  While most parishes do have a finance council, it is unfortunate that some parishes do not have a finance council or at least not an active finance council.  We need to make improvements in this regard.  Also parishes are to have a parish pastoral council that works under the guidance of the pastor for the pastoral needs of the people.

Decisions regarding parishes are much better if there has been collaboration between the pastor and a representative group of his parishioners.  We will be working to strengthen the collaborative processes within the Church through our development of an updated pastoral plan.  I urge clergy, religious and laity to be committed to strengthening the structures of collaboration, participation and shared responsibility in our parishes.  I urge our people to support their priests and parish leaders and pray for harmony in the relationship of clergy, religious and laity.  
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