
PASTORAL COUNCIL 

>Norms for Parish Pastoral Councils, Diocese of Sioux City (__date_promulgated__; Nickless) 

1. Introduction 

a. After the family, the faith community is the most important form of community within the diocese.  It 

is in the faith community that people respond to their baptismal call to full and active participation in 

the Church.  As sharers in the role of Christ as Priest, Prophet, and King, the laity have an active part 

to play in the life and activity of the Church. 

b.  The parish offers an obvious example of the apostolate on the community level inasmuch as it brings 

together the many human differences within its boundaries and merges them into the universality of the 

Church.  (Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity, 10) Christ's faithful are gathered together into one, 

under the headship of a pastor or pastoral administrator who represents the bishop among them.  The 

liturgical life of the parish and its relationship to the bishop must be fostered theoretically and 

practically among the faithful and clergy.  (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, 42) 

c. They fulfill their Christian mission rooted in worship, word, and service for the good of the local 

community and the good of humankind.  In order to foster the unity of pastor and Christ's faithful in 

carrying out Christ's mission.  The Code of Canon Law legislates that, after consultation with the 

Presbyteral Council and in accord with his pastoral judgment, the Diocesan Bishop is to establish a 

pastoral council in each parish of the diocese (Canon 536.1)  The parish pastoral council is to take its 

direction from and be governed by norms given by the Diocesan Bishop (Canon 536.2). 

d. In accord, then, with universal Church law, and after consultation with the Presbyteral Council and 

Diocesan Pastoral Council, I give the following norms for the governance of parish pastoral councils in 

the Diocese of Sioux City, to be adapted to the circumstances of each parish. 

2. Responsibilities 

a. The council is a consultative body (Canon 536.2) by which the Christian faithful of a parish, together 

with those who have pastoral authority in the parish, “give their help in fostering pastoral activity” 

(Canon 536.1).  Its work is to be informed and inspired by the vision of the Church, exemplified in the 

teaching of the Second Vatican Council, and articulated in the Mission statement of the faith 

community.  Consultative indicates that the input and advice of the council will be sought and the 

pastoral authority will listen prior to a decision being made.  The operating principle is that the pastoral 

authority will not act contrary to the advice which has been given, especially when there is a 

consensus, unless the pastoral authority has an overriding reason.  In such a case, it is customary to 

communicate this reason to the council.  Laity are, by reason of the knowledge, competence or 

outstanding ability which they may enjoy, permitted and sometimes even obliged to express their 

opinion on those things which concern the good of the Church . . . Let it always be done in truth, in 

courage and in prudence, with reverence and charity toward those who by reason of their sacred office 

represent the person of Christ. (Lumen Gentium, 37) 

b. The Mission statement is foundational to the work of the council.  Goals, objectives, action plans, and 

evaluation are to be formulated in light of this statement.  Appendix A offers information on mission 

statements. 

c. The Council also fulfills its shared responsibility through: 

i. the spiritual enrichment and growth of its members 

ii. discernment of the relationship of the pastoral reality of parish life with the needs and hopes of the 

people 

iii. help in establishing priorities for the pastoral care of all 

d. The primary concern of the council is to foster a vision of parish life that is faithful to its mission.  

Implementation and administration are the responsibilities of the parish staff.  Various boards and 

committees may assist the staff in fulfilling specific portions of their responsibilities.  Roles of all 

concerned are to be clearly defined and respected. 

e. Deliberations will be most productive when framed in prayer.  Discussions and decisions of the council 

are to be made in spirit of collaboration, using consensus whenever possible. 

3. Membership 

a. Members of the parish pastoral council are to be members of the parish in full communion with the 

Catholic Church. 

b. Memberships must be representative of the people of the parish and must reflect sensitivity to gender, 

ethnicity, age groups.  In the case of combined parishes that serve more than one town or church 

building, localities are also to be considered. 



c. The suggested number of members is from six to twelve. 

d. Organizations, boards, and committees of the parish should be represented on the council.  Manner of 

selection of representatives is left to the discretion of each group.  Viable parishes are normally 

expected to have the following boards or committees:  Liturgy, Stewardship, Religious 

Education/School, Facilities, Finance, Social Concerns (Peace and Justice), and may have 

organizations such as Ladies’ Guild and Men’s Club. 

i. It is understood that a family perspective is to be integrated into board, committee, and pastoral 

planning and evaluation.  Information on the family perspective is found in Appendix B. 

ii. Other committees directed to the pastoral work of the parish, whether permanent or ad-hoc, can be 

formed if a special project cannot be met by the auspices of already existing committees. 

e. In addition to representatives from parish organizations, boards, and committees, the balance of the 

membership is to be elected or selected each year.  Models for selection are outlined in Appendix C. 

f. The membership of the parish pastoral council shall be made known to all parishioners. 

g. It is recommended that staff members, such as pastoral ministers, and sacramental ministers attend 

council meetings. 

4. Terms of Membership 

a. The Council may choose to designate a two-year term system or a three-year term system, which can 

be renewed twice.  Yearly rotation of membership is the exact fraction of the term of office. 

b. In the event of a vacant pastorate, the council does not meet.  However, the members under the former 

pastor assist the Dean and the diocesan Bishop during the interim.  The new pastor is to reconvene a 

parish pastoral council as soon as possible after his appointment to the parish. 

c. Any vacancy on the parish pastoral council is filled by appointment as soon as possible following 

consultation between pastor and members of the parish pastoral council. 

d. Three unexcused absences within a year will result in a vacancy of that position. 

5. Meetings 

a. It is recommended that the council meet every 2 months or quarterly. 

b. An agenda committee meets during the interim period.  An agenda and study materials are sent to 

council members at least one week prior to each council meeting. (See Appendix C) 

c. The pastor and a majority of members constitute a quorum for consultation. 

d. Meetings of the pastoral council are open for attendance and observation by members of the faith 

community.  However, those attending may not speak from the floor unless they have been placed on 

the agenda by the agenda committee prior to the meeting. 

6. Officers and their duties 

a. The pastor of the parish presides over the council (Canon 536.1).  He may designate another member 

to act as chairperson.  Council members may choose to volunteer to rotate this responsibility.  It is the 

responsibility of the pastor to ensure that communication channels among the council, parish 

organizations and committees, and the parish finance council are maintained. 

b. The council shall elect one member to the office of assistant to the chair to help the pastor in his 

responsibilities for the council. 

c. The council shall either elect one member to the office of secretary or appoint a person who is not a 

member of the council as recording secretary.  It is the responsibility of the secretary to maintain 

accurate minutes of the council meetings and to prepare a summary of the meeting for publication in 

the parish bulletin or placement on a parish bulletin board. 

7. Relationship to the Parish Finance Council 

a. The parish pastoral council and the parish finance council are distinct bodies by virtue of their distinct 

purposes, their distinct responsibilities, and the distinct qualifications for membership on each. 

b. To facilitate communication between the two types of councils, it is recommended that a member of 

the finance council have a seat on and attend parish pastoral council meetings and keep the finance 

council apprised of pastoral concerns and parish vision. 

c. There are also distinct responsibilities reserved to parish directors. 

8. Appendix A—Mission Statement 

a.  A mission is a statement of purpose. It should provide broad direction.  A mission statement is 

characteristically short and simple, stating general functions and directions. 

b. Mission statement criteria . . . 

i. Clear and understandable to all 

ii. Brief (100 words or less) 



iii. Clearly specifies  

“WHAT” 

“WHO” 

“HOW” 

“WHY” 

iv. Identifies the forces that drive the organization 

v. Reflects distinctive competence:  “What Make You Different” 

vi. Flexible but not too broad to prevent lack of focus 

vii. Template to base decisions on 

viii. Must reflect values, beliefs, philosophy of organization’s operation 

ix. Must be achievable, believable 

x. Server as an energy source and rallying point for the organization 

c. GOAL:  A goal is a general aim.  Goals are often expressions of ideas or concepts which take a long 

time to achieve. 

d. OBJECTIVES:  Objectives are the steps by which the broader goals are accomplished.  The objectives 

are specific, observable and expressed in terms of what can be done, observed and evaluated. 

9. Appendix B:  What does a family-friendly parish look like? 

a. A parish which integrates a family-perspective . . . 

i. Knows who its families are.  Census data is current and available to planners and parish groups. 

ii. Finds out what its families need.  Families are asked about their needs and concerns before 

programs and policies are proposed. 

iii. Evaluates parish programs and policies based on their impact on families.  A true cross section of 

parish families are involved in program evaluations.  Change, if needed is based on evaluation. 

iv. Allows families to be families.  Over-scheduling of families for parish meetings is a detriment to 

family time and therefore, to be avoided. 

v. Make sure that no plan affecting families is made without involving parish families in the 

planning. 

vi. Does nothing on the parish grounds that can be done as well in its neighborhoods.  Small groups 

meeting in parishioners' living rooms are often able to provide a measure of hospitality, comfort, 

and personal care that large gatherings at the parish cannot offer. 

vii. Creates programs that respect families' diversity.  Not all families preparing for Baptism (or First 

Communion, Confirmation or Marriage) are at the same stage in their development or have the 

same needs.  One-program-fits-all approaches miss the basic spiritual reality.  We grow in faith 

in different ways, at different paces, facing different needs.  Programs that respect this reality 

support family life. 

viii. Knows how to be a good host.  On average, a third of parish families have a single parent as head 

of the household.  The norm in two parent families is that both parents work.  Some parishioners 

do not drive.  Flexible schedules, baby-sitting services, providing rides . . . steps like these 

communicate inclusiveness and welcome to all its people. 

ix. Asks “who never comes?” . . to liturgy, to religious class, to parish activities and programs . . . 

and then it tries to find out why. 

x. Prays with and for its families.  Not just for families in general, but for its young singles, its 

senior members, its divorced, its remarried, its troubled families. 

xi. Lets parish families know what services it offers through regular advertising. 

xii. Knows what family services are offered by community services.  This information is readily 

available to families. 

b. Build on a family perspective:  In 1988, the National Bishops Conference published A Family 

Perspective in Church and Society.  It stated that any parish that wants to ensure effective ministry to 

families should include four elements: 

i. A family perspective is built on a Christian vision of family life and on the family as the Church of 

the Home. 

ii. It recognizes the family not as a collection of individuals, but as a developing system whose 

members are essentially interconnected over the course of a lifetime. 

iii. It respects and celebrates the diversity of structure, needs, economic status, and cultural heritage of 

different families. 

iv. It develops effective attitudes and methods for partnership between families and the institutions 



that share family functions. 

10. Appendix C 

a. Models for selection of parish pastoral council members (One of more options may be used) 

i. Persons volunteer on a yearly time and talent survey.  All volunteers attend two orientation 

sessions to acquaint them with a general overview of pastoral councils and the specific 

background of the local council.  If there are more volunteers than open positions, lots are drawn 

for seating on the council. 

ii. A nominating committee approaches persons to ask them to participate in the election process.  

The nominating committee is sensitive to gender, age groups, ethnicity, and other factors so that 

the council will be representative of the local faith community. 

iii. Persons volunteer to run in an election. 

1. Each volunteer is asked to submit a petition with the names of 10 parishioners who endorse 

their candidate. 

2. Prior to the election, a short biography of each candidate, including past involvement in the 

parish and the candidate's reason for seeking election, is publicized in the bulletin or parish 

newsletter and posted on the parish bulletin board. 

iv. Persons are appointed by the pastor.  Care must be taken that appointees represent the faith 

community with sensitivity to gender, age groups, ethnicity, geographic areas, and models of 

church. 

v. Note:  Orientation sessions are essential, whether a person volunteers, is elected, or appointed.  

Focus of the orientation is to include: reasons for parish pastoral councils, history, review of 

norms of governance with explanation of reason for the norms, and background on what this 

particular council has been doing. 

1. Present pastoral council members should assist the parish/cluster staff in conducting the 

orientation sessions. 

2. Videos and print materials are available from the diocesan Media Center to aid in the 

preparation of these sessions. 

vi. Caution for elections: 

1. Parishes are encouraged to invite the participation of an ever-increasing number of people 

rather than depending on the same people who've always been involved. 

2. Pre-election publicity regarding background and reasons for candidacy help to insure that 

persons are elected because of the gifts they bring to the council rather than the number of 

people that they know. 

vii. Caution for appointments: 

1. The use of appointments by the pastor as a means of seating people on the council is 

discouraged.  Appointments might be applicable if a particular type of expertise is needed 

on the council and no current members have such expertise. 

2. If appointments are made, care must taken that those chosen are indeed representative of 

the views of the entire parish. 

b. Determining balance of membership: 

i. Smaller parishes may determine that 8 people will serve on the council.  If there are 5 

organizations and committees in the parish, 3 people are the balance of the council.  The first 

election will need to include a designation of terms of those elected or selected. 

ii. Larger parishes may decide on a council of 10-12 members.  If there are 8 organizations and 

committees in the parish, 2-4 people are the balance of the council. 

iii. Agenda Committee (possible configurations) 

1. Pastor, co-chair of council, and council secretary 

2. Pastor, co-chair of council, secretary, and a volunteer from the council (this position 

rotates.) 

 


