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THE PARISH COUNCIL: WHAT IT IS NOT

The new Canon Law makes very clear what was not very clear before: the parish council is not a legislative body. It is not a policymaking, decree-issuing, statute-formulating council. It does not enact, decree, authorize, or regulate; nor does it prohibit, enjoin, correct, or enforce. It does not "pass bills" for the pastor to sign or veto….  The new Code of Canon Law reminds us explicitly that a parish council (consilium) is "consultative only." (Canon 536)

Secondly, the parish council is not a finance council. Church law now requires that "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...aid the pastor in the administration of parish goods...." (Canon 537)  

Thirdly, the parish council, or, let us hereafter refer to it as the pastoral council, is not the grievance machinery of the parish. As we described above, the pastoral council's primary function is not to assure the faithful's right to be heard; nor is it the pastor's primary vehicle to take the pulse of the parish.

THE PASTORAL COUNCIL OF A PARISH: WHAT IT IS

The purpose of the pastoral council is to counsel the pastor in the areas of pastoral activities. This of course is more simply said than done! The phrase "pastoral activities" seems to be one of those all-embracing phrases that can extend to almost anything.

Here again I think that the new Code of Canon Law can help us focus on the proper agenda. More than ever before, the law of the Church has spelled out the pastoral activities of the pastor (Canons 528-529). These two canons speak of what the Church considers basic pastoral work in a parish:

    1. instruction in the full range of the faith and catechetical formation;

    2. programs promoting gospel values, including issues of social justice;

    3. Catholic education of children and young adults;

    4. outreach to fallen-away Catholics;

    5. ecumenism and evangelization;

    6. programs of sacramental life and preparation;

    7. promotion of Eucharistic devotion;

    8. enhancement of programs for the sacraments of Penance and Holy Communion;

    9. inculcation of prayer life, especially within families;

    10. effective participation in the liturgy;

    11. methods of acquaintance with parishioners, the welcoming of newcomers, home-visiting, 

efforts at building community;

    12. motivation of the spiritual and corporal works of mercy;

    13. efforts of special care for the sick and dying;

    14. tangible concern for the poor, the afflicted, the lonely, the exiled;

    15. fostering of solid Christian family life;

    16. promotion of the lay apostolate;

    17. strengthening of extra-parochial relations with the bishop, diocesan pastoral efforts, and a 

worldwide Catholic identity.

In a word, the role of the pastoral council is to help the pastor identify pastoral needs in the parish, help him plan pastoral programs and improve pastoral services, evaluate the effectiveness of existing programs and services with a view to their improvement or, at times, their substitution or termination.

SOME OBSERVATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS

1. Keep the procedural norms of the pastoral council as simple as possible. The structure of an ecclesial advisory (i.e., consultative) body is very simple, while the structure of an ecclesial legislative, executive or judicial body is tightly regulated.

2. Narrow the scope, competence, and agenda of the pastoral council. Since quality of advice is far more important than quantity, it is eminently advisable that a council take on only a limited number of issues which are really significant.

3. The pastor is the primary selector of the council's agenda. While council members should have full freedom to add to the agenda, the work of the council should be determined mainly by the person to whom the body is advisory. It is clearly part of the pastor's leadership role to select pastoral topics and projects, programs and services, which really need consideration.
4. The pastor is not a member of the pastoral council. This is typical of the structure of an ecclesial advisory body. For example, the Holy Father is not a member of the college of cardinals, nor is the bishop a member of the diocesan board of consultors or of the diocesan pastoral council. It would be off target to debate whether the pastor is a voting or a non-voting member of the pastoral council.

5. The ability to listen outweighs the ability to speak. I have long been convinced that for both pastor and pastoral council members the ability to listen is far more valuable in the creation of good ideas than the ability to speak, and that the ability to “feel with the Church” (sentire cum ecclesia) is far more productive to good pastoral activity than the ability to be eminently logical in one's reasoning.

6. No pastor, no council. When a parish loses its pastor (through death, retirement, transfer, etc.) all activity of the pastoral council has to cease until the new pastor reconvenes the council.
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