Why Do We Need a Parish Council?

By Fr. Doug Mitchell

Recently I told you that we need to form two new ministries within the parish: a Parish Pastoral Council and a new Building Committee.  Canon Law permits the establishment of a Parish Pastoral Council as a consultative body to assist the pastor with planning for the whole spiritual life of the parish.  Our Archbishop has determined that he wants every parish to have a Pastoral Council by January 2008.  In the past our parish Finance council has done double duty by filling this consultative function as well as performing its primary responsibilities.  However, the time has now come to establish a separate Parish Pastoral Council as the responsibilities of a Parish Council are substantively different from those of a Finance Council.  
Because the Parish Pastoral Council is a consultative body focused on the spiritual life of the parish community it must be seen first as a ministry.  The primary role of the Parish Pastoral Council is to assist the pastor in maintaining the integrity of the parish mission and setting the goals and objectives that are necessary to fulfilling that mission through ongoing, realistic pastoral planning and outreach.  The Parish Pastoral Council is called to a spiritual ministry that investigates the spiritual life and needs of the parish, to then reflect upon those needs and where appropriate to propose practical programs for meeting those needs.  In particular the Parish Pastoral Council will need to develop a charter that is in conformity with the needs of the parish and the direction of the Archbishop, develop a parish profile, and assist in developing a parish mission statement.  The Parish Pastoral Council will also develop a parish pastoral plan that supports and advances the Archdiocesan Pastoral Plan and will assist in setting parish goals and objectives as well as developing appropriate pastoral strategies and programs for meeting the needs of the parish.  These goals, objectives and plans will look at both the near term and long range needs of the parish while keeping in mind the primary goal of the Church which is evangelization and communication of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Every parish has people who have gifts that are needed for council ministry and individuals with those gifts need to be identified and invited to serve the parish community.  Those individuals who have the necessary skills and talents must still discern the call to service through a parish discernment process.  Discernment is both a gift and an acquired ability that opens the hearts and minds of those engaged in discernment to an increased awareness of and sensitivity to the action of God in their lives.  While there are different methods of discernment, it is first and foremost a prayerful inquiry into the intentions of the Holy Spirit for that, accompanied by the insights and perceptions of a third person who is a ‘disinterested’ (that is unbiased) party to the process of discernment.  
While discernment of the call to ministry is necessary in the selection of a Parish Pastoral Council, there are also some minimal criteria that are necessary for those who wish to serve.  While not everyone will perfectly fulfill all of these requirements, it is anticipated that most will fulfill a majority of these requirements.  First among these is the need for those who are called to be practicing their faith.  At a minimum, this means those who are fully initiated Roman Catholics in good standing with the Church, who support the parish with time, talent or treasure, who are active in parish life and who have a meaningful spiritual life.  Parish Pastoral Council ministers need to be able to consider, in a disinterested manner, the needs of the whole parish community.  They must be willing to participate in a ministry formation process and they must be willing to listen to and respect ideas that are not their own.  They must be able to work in a consultative capacity, recognizing that not all suggestions can always be fulfilled.  They must be committed to work together in a spirit of prayer, dialogue and consensus building in planning for the needs of the parish community.
