
 

 Parish Planning Report  
	An	update	on	the	process		
	&	themes	from	the	parish	surveys	

	
	
Here’s a review of the last 6 months and how we got to this point in our planning. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
The following is a breakdown of the themes coming out of our parish surveys. 
	
WORD & WITNESS: Learning the faith 
Engaging the mind with truth through evangelization, catechesis, & formation 
	
Faith	Formation	
There	is	a	common	desire	for	the	parishes	to	provide	excellent	formation	in	the	Catholic	faith	for	both	
youth	and	adults,	along	with	much	hope	that	combining	the	resources	of	the	three	communities	and	
working	together	will	make	this	goal	attainable—especially	when	there	exists	much	misunderstanding	
about	our	faith.	Sharing	of	services	and	consolidation	of	programs	was	mentioned	concerning	religious	
education	for	young	Catholics,	preparation	for	the	sacraments	(including	clarity	about	requirements	for	
receiving	 them),	 campus	 ministry,	 and	 faith-growing	 opportunities	 for	 adult	 parishioners.	 Some	
interest	was	expressed	in	providing	whole-family	catechesis.	Meeting	more	Catholics	in	one’s	own	peer	
group	would	be	a	clear	benefit,	as	would	an	increased	number	of	offerings	in	which	one	might	become	
involved.	Having	qualified	instructors	and	facilitators	will	be	a	must,	since	the	clergy	cannot	do	it	all.		
	

1.	 PROMPTING:	 In	 early	 Spring	 of	 2022,	
Bishop	 LaValley	 asked	 Fathers	 Joe	 Giroux	
and	 Bryan	 Stitt	 to	 begin	 work	 to	 link	 the	
parishes	of	Canton,	Potsdam,	and	Colton	for	
them	 to	 be	 led	 by	 one	 pastor	 with	 one	
parochial	vicar	(a	newly	ordained	priest	or	an	
international	 priest).	 A	 joint	 statement	 was	
shared	from	the	pulpit	 in	the	three	parishes	
on	March	27.	

2.	 EARLY	 STEPS:	 A	 Working	 Group,	
comprised	 of	 the	 priests,	 deacons,	 pastoral	
associates,	 and	 trustees	 of	 the	 three	
parishes,	was	formed	in	March	to	take	stock	
of	 our	 resources	 through	 an	 assessment	 of	
each	 parish’s	 strengths	 and	 weaknesses,	 as	
well	as	 identifying	values,	priorities,	and	the	
ideals	toward	which	we	ought	to	aim.		
	

3.	 BROAD	 INPUT:	 Surveys	 were	 distributed	
to	 the	 parish	 both	 in	 the	 pews	 and	 online	
asking	 for	 1.	 strengths	 of	 your	 parish;	 2.	
weaknesses	 of	 your	 parish;	 3.	 hopes	 and	
dreams	 for	 your	 parish;	 4.	 fears	 and	
concerns	 about	 the	 process	 and	 changes	 to	
come.	 This	 document	 was	 put	 together	 in	
preparation	for	our	Parish	Family	Meetings.	
	

4.	 CREATING	 A	 PLAN:	 Practical	 aspects	 of	
parish	 life	will	 be	 planned,	 such	 as	 staffing,	
Mass	 schedules,	 priests’	 residence,	
programs,	and	 the	 like.	 	 This	will	begin	only	
after	we	have	received	the	Broad	Input	from	
the	 parishes.	 To	 date,	 none	 of	 these	 things	
have	been	decided	or	even	discussed	by	the	
pastors	or	the	Working	Group.			
	



Youth	
Much	concern	was	expressed	about	enhancing	offerings	for	youth	in	an	effort	to	attract	them	to	our	
parishes,	 as	 well	 as	 to	 keep	 them	 interested	 and	 involved	 once	 they	 have	 received	 their	 first	 Holy	
Communion	and/or	been	confirmed.	While	the	need	is	clearly	identified,	viable	and	concrete	proposals	
are	still	needed.	
	
(Re)Evangelization	
Great	 concern	 was	 also	 expressed	 about	 the	 dwindling	 number	 of	 active	 parishioners,	 and	 many	
comments	made	about	the	need	for	outreach	in	the	community	to	bring	in	new	Catholics,	as	well	as	to	
bring	back	those	who	have	fallen	away	from	the	practice	of	the	faith.	The	need	to	invite	and	encourage	
those	who	are	not	in	our	pews	is	all	the	more	urgent	as	we	lose	so	many	of	our	senior	members	whose	
long	devotion	to	Christ	and	to	their	parishes	has	contributed	so	much	to	their	vibrancy.	Some	worry	
that	this	 linkage	of	the	three	parishes,	especially	 if	done	poorly,	will	 further	reduce	Mass	attendance	
after	the	negative	impact	already	felt	from	COVID-19.	
	
LITURGY & SPIRITUAL LIFE:  Loving the faith 
Engaging the heart with beauty through the sacraments, prayer, & devotions 
	
Liturgy		
Unsurprisingly,	 many	 strong	 feelings	 were	 expressed	 about	 the	 liturgical	 life	 in	 our	 parishes.	
Appreciation	for	the	attention	to	and	beauty	of	our	worship	was	a	common	theme,	but	a	few	shared	
that	it	has	become	a	bit	too	traditional	for	their	liking.	Involvement	of	a	greater	number	of	parishioners	
in	 liturgical	 ministries	 (i.e.	 readers	 and	 servers)	 was	mentioned.	 The	 importance	 of	 greeters	 at	 the	
church	door	was	repeated	many	times—and	the	need	for	more	of	them	will	only	 increase	 in	 light	of	
the	coming	changes.	The	significant	role	of	music	at	Mass	was	clear	in	the	responses,	with	a	desire	for	
the	 recruitment	 of	 talented	 parishioners	 to	 sing	 and	 play,	 and	 also	 for	 greater	 variety	 in	 the	music	
selected	 (i.e.	 more	 contemporary	 songs).	 With	 increased	 participation	 will	 come	 the	 need	 for	 the	
clarification	 of	 roles	 between	 professional	 positions	 and	 volunteer	 roles.	 Passionate	 opinions	 were	
expressed	about	the	future	of	the	Traditional	Latin	Mass	in	Potsdam,	with	some	feeling	strongly	that	it	
is	 an	 important	 spiritual	 asset	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 maintained,	 while	 others	 view	 it	 as	 divisive,	 are	
concerned	that	it	is	given	undue	importance,	or	seem	bothered	by	its	very	presence	in	the	parish.	
	
Mass	Schedule	
Many	 parishioners	 shared	 concerns	 about	 the	 number,	 times,	 and	 locations	 of	 Sunday	 and	 daily	
Masses	 in	 the	 new	 configuration	 of	 the	 parishes.	 The	 hope	 is	 that	 a	 new,	 coordinated	 and—most	
likely—reduced	Mass	schedule	will	achieve	the	right	balance	and	not	be	a	cause	of	major	disruption.	
Particular	worries	were	expressed	about	how	fewer	options	might	impact	the	elderly,	forcing	them	to	
travel	greater	distances	 in	order	 to	attend	Mass,	especially	on	snowy	roads.	Of	course,	a	number	of	
responses	 shared	a	wish	 that	 their	 particular	Mass—or	even	all	Masses	 currently	 scheduled—would	
remain	unchanged.	
	
Spiritual/Devotional	Life	
Many	 survey	 responses	 spoke	positively	 about	 the	 availability	 of	 sacramental	 confession	 at	multiple	
times	 throughout	 the	week,	 regular	 holy	 hours	 and	 extended	 periods	 of	 Eucharistic	 adoration,	 and	
common	recitation	of	the	rosary.	Parishioners	are	 looking	for	ways	to	practice	the	Catholic	 faith	and	
grow	in	holiness	beyond	their	participation	at	Sunday	Mass.			



	
CHARITY & COMMUNITY: Living the faith 
Engaging the hands with goodness through fellowship, outreach, & stewardship	
	
Staff	
Much	affection	was	expressed	for	 the	parish	priests	currently	serving	these	three	communities,	with	
many	hoping	that	their	own	priest—or	even	both	priests—will	somehow	be	able	to	remain	(although	
they	do	wish	Fr.	Giroux	might	be	on	time	for	Mass	a	little	more	often,	and	that	Fr.	Stitt	would	use	a	bit	
less	incense).	Responses	revealed	some	confusion	about	the	number	of	priests	who	will	be	assigned	to	
the	new	arrangement,	apparently	mistaking	a	“parochial	vicar”	(a	priest	assigned	to	work	alongside	a	
parish’s	pastor)	with	a	“pastoral	associate”	 (a	 layperson	hired	by	a	pastor	 to	assist	with	some	parish	
ministries).	While	there	will,	in	fact,	still	be	two	priests,	but	only	one	pastor,	much	concern	was	shared	
that	 these	priests	would	be	 stretched	 too	 thin,	 less	available	 to	 their	parishioners,	and	 in	 significant	
danger	of	burnout—especially	if	they	also	have	additional	diocesan	responsibilities.	Efforts	to	support	
priests	and	promote	priestly	vocations	were	identified	as	 increasingly	vital.	 Indeed,	the	workload	will	
be	 great	 for	 the	 deacons,	 pastoral	 associates,	 and	 other	 professional	 staff	 members;	 as	 a	 result,	
parishioners	 will	 need	 to	 increase	 their	 active	 involvement,	 while	 also	 adjusting	 some	 of	 their	
expectations.	 The	 sharing	 of	 staff	 (e.g.	 business	 manager,	 administrative	 assistant,	 music	 director,	
catechetical	leader,	campus	minister,	youth	minster)	may	lead	to	more	efficient	operations.	
	
Building	Community	
The	need	for	more	events	to	bring	parishioners	together	in	fellowship—coffee	hours,	dinners,	picnics,	
family	activities,	programs	for	married	couples	with	childcare	provided—was	a	common	theme,	with	
such	occasions	providing	a	good	opportunity	to	build	connections	within	each	parish	and	among	the	
three	parishes.	Responses	pointed	out	the	benefit	of	having	a	larger	pool	of	people	to	plan	and	provide	
such	 events,	 rather	 than	 relying	 on	 the	 same	 few	 in	 each	 individual	 community.	 Hope	 was	 also	
expressed	 about	 getting	more	parishioners	 involved	 in	 such	 activities,	 both	 by	 encouraging	 younger	
parishioners	 to	 take	up	 the	 torch,	 and	by	 addressing	 those	 situations	where	 volunteers	 have	 grown	
possessive	of	roles	 in	ministry	or	 leadership	to	the	exclusion	of	others.	The	 intentional	welcoming	of	
new	parishioners—not	just	by	the	clergy,	but	by	settled	parishioners—was	also	recommended.	
	
Community	Outreach	
There	 is	 a	 desire	 to	 strengthen	 existing	 parish-based	 programs—such	 as	 Canton’s	 thrift	 store	 and	
Potsdam’s	Gabriel	Project—which	serve	the	needs	of	the	wider	community,	to	explore	the	creation	of	
new	ones,	as	well	as	 to	 increase	 the	parishes’	 support	 for	other	 local	 service	agencies	 (e.g.	Renewal	
House	in	Canton	and	Helping	Hands	 in	Hannawa	Falls).	Mention	was	made	of	the	role	the	Knights	of	
Columbus	play	in	this	area.	More	and	better	outreach	to	shut-ins	and	nursing	home	residents	was	of	
particular	concern.		
	
Facilities	
There	was	universal	agreement:	our	churches	are	all	well-built	and	beautiful!	Note	was	made	that	we	
have	 three	 rectories,	 but	 are	making	 plans	 for	 only	 two	 priests—raising	 questions	 about	where	 the	
priests	will	 live,	and	whether	any	of	the	rectories	can	or	should	be	sold.	Overall,	 it	 is	recognized	that	
ongoing	maintenance	of	our	many	(often	old	and	large)	buildings,	while	the	number	of	active	Catholics	
continues	 to	 shrink,	 is	 unsustainable.	 Nevertheless,	 there	 is	 a	 clear	 hope	 to	 keep	 all	 three	 parish	
churches	open.	At	St.	Mary’s	in	Canton,	concerns	were	expressed	about	the	present	and	future	use	of	



the	former	parochial	school—how	it	might	best	serve	the	community	and/or	provide	 income	for	the	
parish.	 At	 St.	Mary’s	 in	 Potsdam,	 there	 is	 a	 notable	 lack	 of	 gathering	 space	 for	 social	 functions	 and	
catechetical	programs,	with	frustrations	expressed	that	a	new	parish	center	has	not	yet	been	or	may	
not	ever	be	built,	worries	that	funds	donated	for	such	a	project	might	be	misdirected,	and	suggestions	
made	 for	 a	 thoughtful	 renovation	 of	 the	 church	 basement	 instead.	 At	 St.	 Patrick’s	 in	 Colton—the	
smallest	of	the	parishes,	where	there’s	still	hurt	about	the	closure	of	St.	Michael’s	in	Parishville	and	St.	
Paul’s	in	South	Colton—there	is	significant	anxiety	that	the	church	will	be	closed,	which	would	result	in	
the	 loss	 of	 not	 just	 a	 beloved	 house	 of	 worship,	 but	 the	 scattering	 of	 a	 close-knit	 family	 of	 faith.	
Opinions	 about	 the	 future	 of	 St.	 Paul’s	Oratory	 in	 South	Colton	were	 as	 passionate	 as	 they	were	 in	
direct	opposition	to	one	another.	
	
CONCLUSION: “A future full of hope” (Jeremiah 29:11) 
	
The	parishioners	who	responded	to	the	survey	were	clearly	concerned	about	the	well-being	and	future	
of	 their	 beloved	 parishes.	 Strong	 feelings	 of	 loyalty	 were	 expressed,	 whether	 faith-based,	 building-
based,	or	both.	The	number	of	people	who	wrote	about	their	hopes	for	unity	and	sharing	among	the	
parishes	was	quite	encouraging,	as	was	the	perspective	that	decisions	should	be	made	on	the	criteria	
of	what	God	desires	for	our	parishes,	rather	than	trying	to	please	everybody.	Nevertheless,	 it	 is	clear	
that	we	are	all	 still	 coming	 to	 terms	with	 the	 fact	 that	 things	will	 inevitably	 change.	Worry	and	 fear	
about	what	will	change,	along	with	anger	surrounding	upsets	 from	the	past,	clearly	were	behind	the	
few	negative	and	pessimistic	responses	received,	and	bring	to	light	several	of	the	pitfalls	we	would	do	
well	to	avoid	moving	forward:	(1)	letting	frustrations	build	up	by	leaving	them	undiscussed,	rather	than	
addressing	them	in	a	healthy	and	constructive	way;	(2)	making	hasty	assumptions	about	the	process	or	
the	intentions	of	others	which	prove	to	be	unhelpful	and	even	hurtful;	and	(3)	allowing	jealousy	about	
those	things	that	will	change	versus	those	that	won’t	to	distract	us	from	our	goal	of	maintaining	and	
enhancing	a	vibrant	Catholic	community	where	the	faith	can	continue	to	be	practiced	for	generations	
to	come.	
	
Our	parishes	are	 rightly	 concerned	 to	preserve	 their	unique	 identities	and	autonomy.	But	by	 joining	
forces,	gifts	and	opportunities—both	spiritual	and	material—currently	 limited	to	one	community	will	
become	 wholly	 available	 to	 the	 others.	 If	 we	 move	 forward	 in	 a	 spirit	 of	 sincere	 cooperation	 and	
mutual	acceptance,	our	differences	will	prove	to	be	benefits,	and	our	diversity,	a	great	strength.	To	do	
so	 requires	 open	 lines	 of	 communication,	which	must	 extend	well	 beyond	 the	 limits	 of	 this	 current	
process.	Together,	we	can	create	a	genuinely	Catholic	culture	in	and	among	our	parishes	where	all	feel	
welcome,	where	all	feel	at	home.		
	

	

           Now, let’s  get together to talk about it! 	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Parish Family Meetings 
Please	plan	to	join	us	for	at	least	one	of	our	Parish	Family	Meetings.	They	will	be	on:		

• Monday,	October	3,	6:30	PM	in	CANTON	in	the	gym	of	the	parish	center	
• Tuesday,	October	4,	6:30	PM	in	POTSDAM	in	the	community	room	in	the	church	basement	
• Wednesday,	October	5,	10:30	AM	in	COLTON	in	the	parish	center	

Note:	These	meetings	are	NOT	specific	to	each	parish,	but	meant	for	the	whole	family.	You	are	
welcome	to	any	and	all	of	the	meetings	as	your	schedule	allows.			
Please	read	and	reflect	on	this	report	in	advance	of	the	meetings.		
	


