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Always looking forward: commitment to an 

ongoing planning effort  
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First, Why a Glossary? 

This section’s purpose is to clarify for this report’s readers a few key principles held by the P3 team, and 

thus foster a clearer understanding of this report. The P3 team sought first to understand the people of 

our faith family here at St. Stephens. Now we ask that readers seek to understand what we prayerfully 

have discerned from what the people have said.  

 

It is indeed a sacred role we laity play as we participate with our pastor in the process of pastoral 

planning for our faith family. On a ministerial plane, we share with him responsibility for calling people 

to Christ, forming them, and carrying forward Christ’s earthly mission. On a pragmatic plane, we 

(members of the Pastoral Council and the P3 Team) are lay leaders, providing for commissions and the 

Finance Council a near-term direction for our parish, through a number of goals and objectives, and 

laying the ground work for mid- and long-term planning. In this context, we present these underlying 

principles. 

 
 
4.1  Living Our Name 
Our parish is dedicated to the patronage of St. Stephen the Martyr.   Several aspects of what we know 
about Stephen provide guiding principles for this plan. 

 The Greek word, martyras, the root word from which we get the English word martyr, also 
translates to witness.  As a parish we are to be a deliberate withness to the good news of Christ 

 The New Testament provides a short profile of Stephen’s life, and a profound retelling of his 
death. 

o Life:  “Stephen, filled with power and grace, did great wonders and miraculous signs 
among the people” (Acts 6:8) 

o Death:  many see within the story, an innocent man executed for the way in which he 
proclaimed God, an echo of the execution of Jesus 
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Seek first to understand, 
then to be understood. 

St. Francis Assisi  
(and Stephen Covey, 7 Habits of  Highly Effective People) 
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4.2  Source and Summit 
 

The Mass is described by the Vatican II documents as the “source” and “summit” of our faith life. Our 

primary source of unity is the faith we share as Catholic Christians. It is through the Mass that individuals 

willfully become a people—fully, consciously and actively participating in common worship. The Word 

and Eucharist are the initiating source and summit of our collective unity with God and each other. We 

become the people of God.  

 

Note that the dismissal rite of Mass sends forth worshipers into the world to transform it through Christ. 

Other Vatican II documents also speak of this responsibility for the laity. 

 

How do we live out that divinely-inspired mission? What flows to the laity from that source and summit? 

During the hours outside of Mass, the parish plays essential roles in enabling and empowering laity to 

make God’s work truly our own. The pattern is much as we see in the gospels: calling disciples, forming 

them, and sending them forth as apostles. As a parish we follow the gospel model through 

 

 inviting individuals to become disciples, calling “come and see . . .  come and follow” 

 helping individuals better understand what is taught through the Word 

 providing a safe harbor where individual disciples and groups can practice what they have 

learned and begin to allow the Word and Spirit to further form their lives 

 facilitating the gathering of resources, enabling collective and transformative action, i.e., 

apostolic action 

 providing a source of refueling and a place of relaxation for apostles, thereby preparing them to 

once again go into the world to transform 

 

It is through faith-filled participation as a member of God’s people that the community and institution of 

parish is formed. It is through the actions of calling and transforming individuals into apostles that 

collectively we continue Christ’s mission—and the world will be transformed. 

 

 
4.3  Sensus Fidelium: The Spirit-Led Will of God’s People  
 
What is this Latin term? It says that God speaks through His faith-filled people, and that those words are 

to be reckoned with. It is a term used to express the wisdom and experience of the laity. It is based upon 

the faith of all of God’s people as lived and experienced on a daily basis.  

 

Here is what was said about it during the Second Vatican Council: 

 

“The supernatural appreciation of the faith [sensus fidei] of the whole people,” and “the 

intimate sense of spiritual realities” that the faithful have, that is, the sensus fidelium. The 
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subject of faith is the people of God as a whole, which in the power of the Spirit affirms the 

word of God. That is why the council declares that the entire people of God participate in the 

prophetic ministry of Jesus [underlining added], and that, anointed by the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Jn 2:20, 

27), it “cannot err in matters of belief.”1  

 
As a further definition, we offer this recent reflection from the International Theological Commission:  
 

The nature and location of the sensus fidei or sensus fidelium must be properly understood. The 

sensus fidelium does not simply mean the majority opinion in a given time or culture, nor is it 

only a secondary affirmation of what is first taught by the magisterium. The sensus fidelium is 

the sensus fidei of the people of God as a whole, who are obedient to the word of God and are 

led in the ways of faith by their pastors. So the sensus fidelium is the sense of the faith that is 

deeply rooted in the people of God, who receive, understand and live the word of God in the 

church (Origins, March 15, 2012).  

 
How is this relevant to the Pastoral Plan? Sensus fidelium is what differentiates a condition of popular 

opinion from a condition in which the Spirit is active among the hearts and minds of a people.  

 

As parish leaders, the P3 team sought to discern and assure fidelity to the sensus fidelium by  

 

 using data that was both factual, and perhaps driven by the Spirit of God  

 listening for the voice of the Holy Spirit, through what was generated by the Focus Groups and 

surveys, which provided the foundational data for this Pastoral Plan  

 asking for wisdom as we sorted and synthesized data, and sought to precisely formulate the 

report’s goals and objectives  

 
  

                                                           
1 Second Vatican Council, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes (1965), sec 70–

73. 
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4.4  Belonging Leads to Believing  
 
This is the finding of the Gallup organization as it studied Christian assemblies of all denominations.  

Their studies found that the typical individual first chooses to belong and then, within the nurturing soil 

of hospitable faith communities, the seed of belief takes root.  

 

There is a crisis in our church—one that we as laity can do something about using the tools that Gallup 

has developed. Despite an influx of Hispanic immigrants over recent decades, Catholics as a percentage 

of U.S. population have remained relatively constant (22–23%). Dialing out the focus, membership in 

mainline Protestant denominations has gone down during those years. The same studies show that 

evangelical churches have grown. Recent studies show a growing “unchurched” percentage of the 

overall U. S. population. The expression, “I’m spiritual, just not religious,” captures the mood of that 

growing population trend. These various data points, in total, say that traditional Christianity is not 

connecting with the hearts and minds of first-world people.  

 

The Gallup organization first started to look for the “whys” behind these dynamics several decades ago, 

at the behest of George Gallup Jr. As a young man considering career choices, George was torn between 

entering a Presbyterian seminary, and the family polling business. Although he chose the family 

business, his sensitivity to the mission of the Church remained keen over the years. Aware of population 

shifts from the mainline Protestant denominations to evangelical faith communities, he led the Gallup 

organization’s behavioral scientists toward an empirical understanding of the underlying causes.  

 
More than a Welcoming Atmosphere and Good Homilies 

 
Gallup’s findings developed into a system of measurements (after all, they are polling people). For a 

complete idea of the findings, see section 7.2 Gallup Survey Reporter and read the introductory articles. 

Suffice here to say that “Belonging leads to believing” is only the sound-bite alliteration of the Gallup 

organization’s multiyear study. In Gallup’s terms the word “Engagement” is substituted for “belonging,” 

and the term “Spiritual Commitment” replaces “believing.” As parish leaders, collaboratively creating 

the circumstances that help people move from “not engaged” to “engaged” also helps them toward a 

deeper Christian commitment and a lived experience of discipleship.  
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1 2 3 

Scriptural Wisdom: Focus on the causes of 

Spiritual Health to influence the outcomes

Giving

Inviting

Serving

Life

Satisfaction

Spiritual

Commitment

Soil Harvest

 
 
 Sequence: From Engagement to Outcomes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                         Engagement                 Commitment                    Outcomes 
 
 
 
 
4.5  Measuring Required for Progress 
 
The P3 Team recommends incorporating a measurement system in all efforts seeking to fulfill the 
Pastoral Plan. 
 

You Can’t Manage What You Don’t Measure 
 
The number of options for us as a faith family seems enormous.  However, our resources (people, 

money, etc.) are limited. How do we get the most results when we commit those scarce resources?  

More importantly, do the results contribute to the type of faith community we want St. Stephens to be? 

To answer those questions requires systems that: 1) identify goals and objectives, and 2) provide an 

objective discipline for measurement.  

 

We may not be able to get tangible feedback regarding our ultimate goal as a parish: helping to get souls 

to heaven. That said, there are available measures for our parish’s earthly goals. 

  
Systematic Parish-Wide Measures: a Means to Determine Goal Fulfillment 

 

The ME25 Survey is a polling tool Gallup developed to help parishes and churches concisely measure 

levels of engagement, spiritual commitment and outcomes within their faith community. Traditional 

gross measurements like Mass attendance, and number of households registered for the parish and 

collections provide some sense of belonging and engagement, as well as spiritual commitment, but only 

in the most general way. The ME25 parishioner survey delves deeper, yielding for church leaders, clergy 

and laity a succinct list of areas for actionable improvements.  
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Periodic application of the ME25 survey provides leaders with feedback. Did actions produce the desired 

result? As a faith community, are we growing in the percentage of parishioners who are engaged? How 

is that translating in terms of personal fulfillment and life satisfaction among parishioners? How is that 

translating in terms of sharing talent and treasure? How is that translating in terms of parish growth (aka 

“evangelizing”)? The P3 team recommends conducting ME25 surveys every two years, in order to 

provide answers to these questions for parish leadership.  

 

Smaller-Scale Measures.  
 

 Task forms for action groups: Included in section 7 (“resources”) of this report are forms 

suggested for action groups pursuing realization of one of the Pastoral Plan’s objectives (section 

6). These forms are meant to aid action groups in organizing and accomplishing their tasks. 

Additionally, they serve as an after-action measure of resources expended and results achieved.   

 After-action evaluations: Some parish groups routinely conduct an “eval” as a means for future 

improvement and a basis for “celebrating” a year’s ministry. 

  Other effective project tools: Some of these tools are familiar to parishioners in their day-jobs. 

The best provide a sense of interdependence and mutual accountability for both quality and 

timely performance. Applying good tools to aid God’s people for the work of the parish is a good 

thing.    

 
Transparency and Trust. Trust is a necessary relational quality between a people and their leader. The 

people may occasionally disagree with the decision a leader makes, but if the basis for the decision is 

transparent, with data available to the people, the leader will continue to receive the people’s trust.  

Measurement disciplines like the ME25 Survey provide this dynamic of transparency and trust-

reinforcement for a pastor and lay leadership.  

 
4.6  Always Looking Forward: Commitment to an Ongoing Planning Routine 
 
We seek to ignite an ongoing commitment to assessment and future planning. The P3 Team recognizes 

that we do not have the wisdom or resources to chart a definitive action plan for the parish, let alone 

the leadership standing to implement one; therefore, we intend to 

 

 engage with other lay leaders. Our parish is blessed with an abundance of willing and able 

people, many of whom have specific knowledge in specific areas that far surpass those of the 

team’s members 

 rely on the Spirit, for each step  

o Our vision is limited to the here and now, and as sage individuals remind us, that is why “the 

here and now is called the present. It’s a gift from God.” 

o Moving ahead one small step at a time causes dependency on the Spirit for revelation of the 

following steps: 

 Sensus Fidelium—God’s Spirit speaking through God’s people 
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 diverse, grass-roots input, a major emphasis of the P3 Team, which conducted Focus 

Groups and three structured surveys as part of the data gathering process 

 the voice of God’s Spirit through the responses of our people (i.e., the data). 

Discerning this voice remains a challenge. Engaging others to formulate action steps 

based upon the existing data and the team’s formulated goals and objectives 

provides an additional layer of discernment in the process. 

 

The P3 Team recommends:  

 

 conducting ME25 surveys every two years as a uniform measure of effectiveness of parish ministries 

and parishioner growth 

 Council empanel a planning committee to develop goals and objectives for each two-year period, 

which would be based partially upon the results of ME25 surveys 

 ongoing commitment on the part of the parish councils and commissions to grow parishioner 

engagement, spiritual commitment and outcomes. It is important that the councils and commissions 

understand these goals as responsibilities they share with their pastor (who calls people to Christ, 

forms them, and carries forward Christ’s earthly mission).  

 
“God writes straight with crooked lines.” 

 

 Acknowledging the dynamic nature of change 

o Linear projections for extended periods would ignore the nature of God’s Spirit and his 

pilgrim people  

o The team recommends a commitment to periodic assessment, short-term planning, and 

longer-term visioning, which include:  

 conducting periodic assessments, including  

 a biennial Gallup ME25 survey every other year, the results of which would 

be analyzed and compared to prior ME25s and other data gathered for this 

plan 

 statistical data (graphs and charts), which would be updated as another 

means of gauging changes 

 setting short-term goals (accomplishable in one to three years) in every area of 

ministry  

 

“The Spirit blows where the Spirit wills.” 


