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The Number of Councils

• A survey of 6,762 U.S. parishes (out of 19,181) stated 
that “More than nine in ten parishes report having a 
parish pastoral council.”

Bryan T. Froehle and Mary L. Gautier (Center for Applied 
Research in the Apostolate), Catholicism USA (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 2000), p. 59.



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Parish Pastoral Councils

Each parish within the Diocese of Baton 
Rouge is to have a parochial Pastoral 
Council. Its composition is left entirely to 
the discretion of the pastor. In accord 
with the universal law, the pastor is to 
preside over the Council, although this 
does not necessarily mean he must chair 
its meetings.



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Parish Pastoral Councils

In accord with universal canon 
law, the parochial Pastoral 
Council serves the pastor in a 
consultative manner only. The 
pastor is the only legal 
representative of the parish.



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Parish Pastoral Councils

The parochial Pastoral Council is 
to meet at least quarterly. It 
should not meet without the 
pastor present unless he gives 
permission for this. 



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Parish Pastoral Councils

The name, address, and 
telephone number of the cur-
rent chairperson of the parochial 
Pastoral Council are to be 
transmitted to the Chancery 
annually and upon any change. 



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Finance Councils

The composition and constitution 
of the parochial Finance Council 
mandated by the universal law is 
left to the discretion of the 
pastor, with the following 
exceptions:



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Finance Councils

• (1) The parochial Finance Council is to be 
comprised of at least three members of 
the parish; and 

• (2) Those persons are excluded from the 
parochial Finance Council who are related 
to either the local Ordinary or the pastor 
up to the fourth degree of consanguinity 
or affinity.

• There is no requirement that the lay 
directors of the civil corporation of the 
parish serve on its Finance Council.



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Finance Councils

•The parochial Finance Council is to 
meet periodically, and at least semi-
annually. It should not meet without 
the pastor present unless he gives 
permission for this.



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Finance Councils

•The names, addresses, and 
telephone numbers of the current 
membership of the parochial 
Finance Council are to be 
transmitted to the diocesan Finance 
Office annually and upon any 
change.



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Finance Councils

•The pastor must consult with the 
parochial Finance Council in 
preparing the annual budget of the 
parish, and before approving any 
capital expenditures and/or fund-
raising efforts. A copy of any 
financial report made to diocesan 
authorities is to be provided to the 
parochial Finance Council. 



Diocese of Baton Rouge
Pagella & Policies – Finance Councils

• The members of the parochial Finance 
Council have the right to review any 
and all records and materials pertinent 
to the ecclesiastical goods of the 
parish, including bookkeeping and 
administrative records, bank 
statements, wage and salary records, 
property inventories, corporate 
documents, etc., in fulfillment of their 
supervisory role.



Question: What makes a successful 
council?



You will learn about PPCs:
1. Their Origin, 

2. Purpose, 

3. The Pastor’s Role, 

4. The Council’s Role, 

5. Councillor Selection, 

6. The Meaning of 
Consultation, 

7. Successful Meetings, and

8. Other Consultative Bodies.



The more we know what the church 
teaches about councils, the more 
successful we can be in consulting 

them.



1. Origin  
What was the 
origin of parish 
pastoral 
councils?



Pastoral councils were first 
recommended in Vatican II’s 
Decree on the Pastoral Office 

of Bishops (par. 27).



Vatican II:
The Pastoral Council

“It will be the function of this 
council to investigate and 
consider matters relating 
to pastoral activity and to 
formulate practical 
conclusions concerning 
them.”

(Decree on Bishops, no. 27)



Parish Pastoral Councils:
In 1973, the Congregation for 

the Clergy recommended 
pastoral councils at the parish

level in a “Circular Letter” to the 
bishops of the world. 



1973: Pastoral Council Idea
Extended to Parishes

“There is nothing to prevent 
the institution within the 
diocese of councils of the 
same [pastoral] nature and 
function, whether parochial 
or regional.”

(Congregation for the Clergy, 1973 Circular 
Letter on “Pastoral” Councils, no. 12).



Vatican II’s Decree on the 
Laity recommended 
councils, even at the 

parish level, to “support 
the church’s apostolate” 

(par. 26).



Vatican II’s Laity Decree: 
Apostolate Councils to “Coordinate”

“These [apostolate] councils can take 
care of the mutual coordinating of 
the various lay associations and 
undertakings, the autonomy and 
particular nature of each remaining 
untouched” (Decree on Laity, no. 
26).



The Laity Decree’s reference 
to “apostolic councils” was the 

basis for the so-called “parish 
councils” of the 60s and 70s.  



Subsequent Vatican 
documents have not referred 

to “apostolic” councils.



The Decree on Bishops is the 
foundation for the pastoral 

council idea: 
first as recommended for 

dioceses, and later as 
recommended for parishes.



2. Purpose  
What is the 
purpose of 
parish 
pastoral 
councils?



Pastoral councils at the parish 
level have the same threefold 

task as pastoral councils at the 
diocesan level.  



Like Diocesan Pastoral 
Councils, Parish Pastoral 

Councils:
• investigate the pastoral  
reality, 

• reflect on it, and 

• recommend their 
conclusions to the pastor.



Other Vatican documents have 
consistently described the 

pastoral council in terms of this 
threefold task: investigating, 

reflecting, and recommending.
•Paul VI, "Ecclesiae Sanctae I," no. 16; 
•the 1971 Synod of Bishops' "The Ministerial 
Priesthood," art. 2, II, section 3; 
•the 1973 "Directory on the Pastoral Ministry of 
Bishops," no. 204; and 
•the 1973 "Circular Letter on 'Pastoral Councils'" by 
the Sacred Congregation for the Clergy, no 9). 



Canon 536, which states 
merely that pastoral councils 

“give their help in fostering 
pastoral activity,” is vague.



1983 Code: Purpose of
Parish Pastoral Councils

“The pastor presides over 
it [the council], and 
through it the Christian 
faithful along with those 
who share in the 
pastoral care of the 
parish in virtue of their 
office give their help in 
fostering pastoral 
activity ” (Canon 536).



Canon 511 refers to diocesan 
pastoral councils in terms of 

investigating, reflecting, and 
recommending – clearly 

expressing the purpose of the 
pastoral council.



1983 Code: Purpose of
Diocesan Pastoral Councils

“In each diocese, to the extent that pastoral circumstances 
recommend it, a pastoral council is to be established 
whose responsibility it is to investigate under the 
authority of the bishop all those things which pertain to 
pastoral works, to ponder them and to propose practical 
conclusions about them” (Canon 511).



The task of study, 
reflection, and 

recommendation 
is distinct from 

the task of 
implementation.  



When council members 
implement their 

recommendations, they do so 
not as councillors, but as 

volunteers under the pastor’s 
direction.



3. The Pastor
What does the 
doctrine of 
pastoral councils 
imply about the 
pastor’s role?



The pastor, first of all, seeks 
counsel.  



The pastor invites a 
representative group of 

parishioners to study, reflect 
upon, and draw conclusions 

about some aspect of the parish 
reality.



The role of the pastor mirrors 
the role of Socrates in the 

Platonic dialogues.  



Socratic Wisdom

“I am certainly wiser than this 
man.  It is only too likely that 
neither of us has any 
knowledge to boast of, but he 
thinks that he knows 
something which he does not 
know, whereas I am quite 
conscious of my ignorance.”

- Plato, “The Apology,”  21d
From “The Death of Socrates,” 

Jacques-Louis David



Socrates knew that he did not 
know everything, and consulted 

others in order to plumb the 
reality of things.



The pastor consults, not 
because he wants to 

surrender responsibility 
for the parish, but 

because he wants to 
exercise it wisely.



In presenting the pastor as the 
one who consults, the church 

implies that he wants to know his 
people better and serve them 

more effectively.



The pastor’s role is to guide the 
consultation so that it might lead 

to wisdom, the wisdom that 
should inform his decisions.



4. The Council  

What does the 
doctrine of 
pastoral councils 
imply about the 
council’s role?



The description of the 
council’s purpose –

investigating, pondering, and 
recommending conclusions –

implies expectations about 
the council’s composition and 

achievement.



Membership: the church 
expects that councillors

have the ability to study, 
to reflect, and to 

recommend conclusions.



Good councillors are 
studious, discerning, and 

able to compromise.  
These are the basic 

requisites for serving as 
councillors.



The council is representative
in that it “makes present” the 

wisdom of the community.



The council’s 
achievement: the 

church expects 
councillors to 

investigate thoroughly, 
reflect deeply, and 

recommend wisely.



Councils succeed to the 
degree that the pastor 

accepts their 
recommendations and 

implements them.



The threefold purpose of the 
pastoral council has 

consequences for councillor 
selection.



5. Selection  

What is the 
best way to 
select 
councillors?



Election
The norm for selecting 

councillors in the USA is popular 
election.  This has the great 

merit of involving the entire 
parish in the selection of 

councillors.



Council of Ministries
In the past, some guidelines 

have stated that the pastoral 
council comprises 

representatives from parish 
groups or commissions.



Discernment
Many guidelines for councils 

recommend that a small 
number of educated 

parishioners should discern 
who should be on the council.



Hybrid
Selecting councillors at an open 
meeting combines the merits of 

election and discernment.
n Parishioners learn about 
consultation.

n Parishioners weigh the 
qualifications of nominees.



Some recommend “staggered” 
terms for councillors.  



Others recommend the selection 
of all councillors at one time and 
(at the end of the term of office) 

the selection of a brand new 
council.



6. Consultation  

How should pastors 
consult their 
councils?



Pastors decide the matter about which 
they want to consult.  



The matter should be 
important enough to warrant 

an investment of people’s time.



The subject matter of consultation 
may be construed narrowly 

(e.g., “How can the parish attract 
alienated Catholics?”).



The subject matter of consultation 
may be construed broadly

(e.g., “What are the most important 
issues that our parish faces?”). 



Pastors should 
sketch for 
councillors the 
process of the 
consultation.  



For example, pastors may request 
that the council:

• read books or articles, 

• interview parishioners, 

• consult with experts, 

• weigh the opinions of others, and 

• reach a general agreement.



Councillors want to know what 
their pastor is asking of them, 

and he should tell them.



The pastor should announce a 
general timeline. It will indicate 
the number of meetings that he 

wants them to invest in the study 
of a given matter. 



Pastors decide what form the final 
product of a consultation should take.  

The final product could be:  

•a written report, 

•a strategic plan, or 

•a revised mission statement.



When pastors are dissatisfied 
with the work of the council, 

they should explain what they 
were hoping for. 



Councils have a consultative-only 
vote, because the church does 

not want to force pastors to take 
poor advice.



Pastors who refuse good 
advice alienate councillors

and weaken the parish.



Pastors seek good advice, and 
councillors deserve to know 
what their pastor expects.



7. Meetings  

Who plans the 
agenda and runs 
the council’s 
meetings?



Most guidelines for 
councils recommend the 

establishment of an 
“executive” or “agenda” 

committee.  It designs the 
council’s meetings.



The pastor (who presides at 
meetings) gathers the 
executive or agenda 

committee.



The chairperson’s task is to follow 
the agenda, to start and end on 

time, and to give everyone a 
chance to speak and be heard.



The secretary keeps a 
record of meetings , a 

record that reflects 
whether or not the 

meetings achieved the 
agenda.



The main purpose of the 
executive or agenda committee 
is to plan the council meeting so 

that the time is well spent.



8. Consultative 
Bodies 

How does the 
pastor know 
whom to consult?



Aristotle said that there are two 
types of knowledge: science (what 
is always and everywhere true) and 

practical wisdom (prudence).  



When the pastor seeks expert advice, 
he consults experts.



Practical Wisdom and Scientific Theory

“A person who has 
practical wisdom has the 
ability to deliberate.  No 
one deliberates about 
things that cannot be 
other than they are or 
about actions that one 
cannot possibly 
perform.”

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VI.5, line 30



The Finance Council consists of 
experts in the realm of finance.

It aids the pastor in the 
management of the parish’s 

goods (canon 537).  



The parish staff consists of experts 
in the realms of parish 

administration, religious education, 
liturgy, etc.  When the pastor needs 

expert advice in these areas, he 
consults his staff.



When the pastor seeks 
knowledge about how to act in a 
changing parish situation (rather 
than expertise), he consults those 

with practical wisdom and 
prudence, the pastoral council.



Pastoral council members can 
investigate the pastoral situation 
(because they know the parish), 

can reflect on it, and can 
recommend a sound conclusion.



Pastors consult pastoral councils 
when they seek wise advice about 

how to act in a changing parish 
situation, not textbook 

information.



Conclusions about Councils: 
nOrigin in Vatican II, 

nThreefold Purpose, 

nThe Consultative Pastor, 
nThe Studious Council, 

nSelection of Councillors, 
nWise Consultation, 

nWell-planned Meetings, 
nRelations with Consultative 
Bodies.



For further information, consult:

• PastoralCouncils.com 

• Mark F. Fischer, Pastoral Councils in Today’s Catholic Parish
(Connecticut: Twenty-Third Publications – Bayard, 2001).

• Mark F. Fischer, I Like Being in Parish Ministry: Pastoral 
Council (Connecticut: Twenty-Third Publications – Bayard, 
2001).





Next Actions for
Individual Council Meetings



Parish Pastoral Council

• Establishment of Terms for Councillors:
• 3-year, 2-year, 1-year

• What are the three biggest challenges or 
hurdles in your individual parish that need 
to be brought to the pastor’s attention.

• Suggestions for addressing these 
challenges.



Parish Pastoral Council

Within The Individual Parish:
• Name 3 goals you have for the next

• 10 years – “distant” future

• 5 years

• 1 to 2 years

• Where do we want to be in that timeframe?



Specific
What, 

Where, Why 
Which, 
Who?

Point out 
with clarity 
exactly what 
you want to 
achieve.

Measurable
Quality, 

Quantity, 
Timeliness 

& Cost

Establish 
how you will 
measure the 
progress of 
the goal.

Attainable
How?

Are there 
sufficient 
skills and 
abilities to 
complete 
the goal? Is 
it out of 
reach?

Relevant
Is it worth 

it?
Is the goal 
worthwhile 
and will it 
meet 
needs?
Does it fit 
medium 
and long 
term plans?

Time-
bound
When?

“This step 
or goal will 
be 
complete 
by ____”


