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November 1, 2021 

Dear Brothers and Sisters,  

Our 3-year Strategic Plan is complete (Hallelujah), but our work has just begun! 

We have selected Gye Nyame as the symbol to represent our strategic plan.  Gye Nyame literally means “Except God.”  
Without structure, without back bone, one cannot stand nor be productive.  We believe that this represents what our 
strategic plan is attempting to do – to provide structure for our future years so that we can move from a maintenance 
church to a missionary church as the People of God assembled at St. Columba, along with our dioecian church family and 
beyond in the wider community and society. 
 
Where do we get our impetus and instruction to plan, to dialogue with one another and the world, to be missionary 
and open?  The Gospel of Love and the spirit of Vatican 11.  In Gaudium et Spes (The Church in the Modern World) 
states “The Joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of women and men of this age, especially those who are 
poor or in any way afflicted, these too are the joys and hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the follows of Christ (GS, 1) 
We are followers of Christ, followers as the community at St. Columba and so we enter into a dialogue of our shared 
humanity in which the council declares that we the Church hopes to teach and help, but also to learn from and be 
helped by, the world (GS, 40-45)  Furthermore, in Lumen Gentium (The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church), 
articulates the mystery of the Church in terms of the People of God as a sign of hope for the world.  This hope springs 
from the (missionary) pilgrim nature of this Peoples (us) journey toward reconciliation of unity-in-diversity, solidarity 
and collegiality that characterize the life of God and which the Holy Spirit leads both the Church and humankind in 
general.  We are all called to a universal holiness within and without the church.  There are no second-class citizens! We 
are made in the Image and Likeness of God the Father and called to share one baptism.  In the spirit of Knowing Who 
and Whose We Are, we are called to serve…this plan is our service. 
 
I would like to thank all members of our dynamic and committed parish community for their contribution to this plan.  

Whether you contributed to the strategic planning survey, the focus groups, or the community conversations; served on 

the Strategic Leadership Team; or simply offered your prayers in support, your commitment to St. Columba is 

recognized, honored, and appreciated. 

What I (and all of us) need to remember is that achieving our goals will not be the work of a few.  The implementation of 

this plan will require the time, talents, and treasures of the entire St. Columba community.  Leaders will need to step 

forward and so will people of all ages and background, each to do their part.  Together as The People of God, in the spirit 

of the Black Church and its allies, we shall achieve great things. 

May the Holy Spirit guide us, inspire hope, and may Christ’s love be with us as St. Columba as we embark on our next 5-

years and beyond.  Amen! 

Yours in Christ, 

Father Aidan McAleenan 

Pastor 
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Why Does St. Columba Exist? 
Reflections on Our Identity and Purpose 

 
 

My mission of being in the heart of the people is not just a part of my life or a badge I can take off; it is not 
an “extra’ or just another moment in life.  Instead, it is something I cannot uproot from my being without 
destroying my very self.  I am a mission on this earth; that is why I am here in this world. 

 
Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium (no. 273) 

 
St. Columba Parish has enjoyed a rich and diverse history.  Originally a primarily Irish parish, the number of African 

American parishioners began to grow in the 1920s and 1930s.  Today, St. Columba is a multi-ethnic parish celebrating 

Catholicism through the lens of African American spirituality and traditions.  As an inclusive parish, all are welcome at St. 

Columba.   

Planning for the future provided a rich opportunity to discuss our history and our purpose.  As we considered a path 
forward, we reflected on several important questions:   
 

• What is the purpose of the Church and of St. Columba? 

• Who are we and what are we called to do as a Church? 

• Does the Church have a mission or does the mission of Jesus Christ have a Church? 

• Are we called to be active missionaries – to seek, support, and save those who are in need?  Or can we be 
content with being a “maintenance” church – sitting at a safe distance, more concerned with our own needs, 
our own community, our own comfort zones? 

• Who do we serve, who should we be serving, and why?   
 
Our conversations lead us to articulate the following beliefs that guided our strategic planning decisions:     

• We are a community that exists to know Christ better and to make Christ better known. 

• We believe that St. Columba IS NOT a “maintenance church.”  We believe that it is our true calling and our vision 
to be an active missionary church and to make disciplines of Christ within a vital, caring community of faith.   

• We believe that as an inclusive community of faith, all are welcome in our home.  There is a place and purpose 

for all, and all are responsible for welcoming believers and non-believers into our community.     

• We believe that St. Columba is an important African American Catholic community within the Diocese of 

Oakland, and that significant demographic shifts, gentrification, and the high cost of housing threaten the long-

term sustainability of African American Catholic traditions at St. Columba.  As one of the most vibrant Black 

Catholic communities in the Diocese, we believe that St. Columba has an important opportunity, if not a 

responsibility, to be a leader in education, celebration, and expression of African American Catholic culture and 

worship.  

• We believe in the potential of our youth to sustain our mission and to be leaders in evangelization, discipleship, 

and social justice. 

• Social justice is the heart of our mission.    
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Our strategic plan is an expression of our mission and our beliefs.  It reflects what we, as a community of faith and love, 
value, commit to doing, and aspire to become.   We invite the entire St. Columba community to walk together in support 
of our mission and the future of our Church, inspired by the Holy Spirit, and in service as active missionaries for Christ.   
 

Through our African American spirituality and traditions, we are moved by the Spirit in mission.  
We are called to follow, called to worship, called to lead.    

We choose to actively bring people to Christ and send them out to transform the world. 
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Overview of the Strategic Planning Process 
 

In January 2018, the St. Columba Strategic Leadership Team was formed to guide the creation of 5-year strategic plan to 

inform the future of St. Columba Parish.  The Strategic Leadership Team designed a process that was intended to give 

voice to everyone in the St. Columba community. 

Step One:  All members of the parish were invited to complete an on-line or paper-based Strategic Planning Survey.  154 

parishioners completed the survey.  Although a variety of people contributed, the majority of the respondents were 

Catholic, African American, female registered parishioners. 

Step Two:  Following the Strategic Planning Survey, parishioners who did not have an opportunity to complete the 

Strategic Planning Survey or who preferred to share their perspectives, in person, were invited to participate in one of 

three Focus Groups facilitated after the Masses on Saturday and Sunday.  Approximately 20 parishioners contributed to 

the Focus Groups. 

Step Three:  Following the Focus Groups, all parishioners were invited to participate in Sunday afternoon “Community 

Conversations” that focused on potential strategic planning priorities that were identified through the Strategic Planning 

Survey and the Focus Groups.  Approximately 100 people participated in the Community Conversations. 

Step Four:  The Youth of St. Columba Parish were invited to share their perspectives about the future of St. Columba 

Parish through a Sunday Listening Session designed just for youth.  Approximately 15 members of our youth group 

participated in more “youthful” listening sessions.     

Step Five:  Finally, the Strategic Leadership Team reconvened to review and discuss all the perspectives, ideas, and data 

that had been collected and organized the priorities into the following strategic pillars that reflect our vision, mission, 

and aspirations for the future:     

St. Columba Strategic Areas of Focus 

• Worship 

• Firmly seated in the heart of the Universal Church, the experience of worship at St. Columba will always 

be meaningful, exciting and faithfully honor and celebrate African American Catholic spirituality and 

traditions. 

• Evangelization 

• Churchgoers and non-churchgoers will encounter Jesus and make decisions to follow him.   We support 

those who have been renewed in faith to grow and mature as disciples.   

• Community 

• St. Columba exists to know Christ better and to make Christ better known.  As an inclusive community of 

faith, all people are welcomed, known, loved, and supported in their Christian faith. 

• Ministry 
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• St. Columba’s ministries will flourish – within the walls of our church and out in our community.  

 

• Youth  

• The youth of our community are the now and the future of the Church.  St. Columba will provide 
opportunities for the youth in our parish, and the nonchurch going youth in our community, to engage 
in meaningful and relevant experiences to grow in faith, build relationships, and become leaders in our 
community.   

• Leadership 

• St. Columba develops leaders who answer the call to influence, inspire, and equip individuals and teams 

to form disciples who joyfully live out the mission of Jesus Christ in service to others and to sustain our 

parish.         

• Stewardship 

• The needs of the St. Columba community will be met through the generosity of our community; through 

responsible asset management; through innovative use of our property and space; and through 

thoughtful care for the environment.  
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Pastoral Priorities for the Diocese of Oakland 

As a faithful parish of the Diocese of Oakland, we are committed to serving our community in the spirit of justice, mercy, 

and love.  In solidarity with Bishop Barber and all parishes within the Diocese, the Strategic Plan for St. Columba 

embodies the three important pastoral priorities for Bishop Barber and our Diocese.   

The Importance of Sunday Worship 

Firmly seated in the heart of the Universal Church, the experience of worship at St. Columba will always be meaningful, 

exciting and faithfully honor and celebrate African American Catholic spirituality and traditions.  Our strategic plan for 

Worship emphasizes the centrality of Saturday and Sunday liturgies to the celebration of our Catholic faith.  We are also 

inspired to energize, expand and connect a larger world to the experience of Sunday worship, through outreach and 

innovative technology.    

Illustrations of St. Columba’s commitment that are included in our strategic plan include… 

• Celebrating liturgies in the Roman Catholic Latin Rite that culturally and liturgically honor Black Catholic 

traditions.   

• Ensuring that the values of the Second Vatican Council are encultured in our worship. 

• Being expressive and inclusive in our celebration of liturgy. 

• Delivering inspirational homilies that are engaging and relevant to the real lives of people.   

 

Corporal and Spiritual Works of Mercy 

Christ recognized the gifts within the people around him, and in this he inspired and empowered them to become lights 

for God’s kingdom.  Corporal and Spiritual Works of Mercy are reflected throughout the strategic plan, and are 

specifically emphasized in our strategic priorities for Community and Ministry.   St. Columba will continue its 

commitment to social justice, to expanding its impact as a leader in the African American Catholic community, and to 

empowering all community members to share their unique gifts in service to the people of our parish and our Diocese.    

It is also our intent to strengthen and grow our community through more intentional engagement of current 

parishioners; active involvement of new members; outreach to those who may have fallen away; and warmly welcoming 

“strangers” who are curious to learn more about us. 

Illustrations of St. Columba’s commitment that are included in our strategic plan include… 

• Engaging in dialogue with the community about issues related to inclusion, white privilege, gentrification, 

diversity, and non-traditional family structures. 

• Expanding parish efforts to address the needs of those who are vulnerable including people who are unhoused, 

underemployed, or don’t have access to financial resources. 

• Deepening our influence and impact as an African American Catholic community, beyond St. Columba Parish 

through exploring the possibility of creating an African American Catholic Resource Center at the Parish and 
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collaborating with other parish and Black communities to develop a more unified and supportive Black Catholic 

community within the Diocese of Oakland.   

 

Forming Missionary Disciplines 

St. Columba exists to know Christ better and to make Christ better known.  As an inclusive community of faith, all people 

are welcomed, known, loved, and supported in their Christian faith.  Through our strategic plan for Evangelization, 

churchgoers and non-churchgoers will encounter Jesus and make decisions to follow him; those who have been 

renewed in faith, will grow and mature as disciples of Christ.  Because we believe that the youth of our community are 

the now and future of the Church, St. Columba’s strategic plans for Youth provide opportunities for all youth – including 

those in our parish as well as nonchurch going youth in our community -  to engage in meaningful and relevant 

experiences to grow in faith, build relationships, and become leaders in our community.  Through our strategic priorities 

for Leadership, we will develop leaders who answer the call to influence, inspire, and equip individuals and teams to 

form disciples who joyfully live out the mission of Jesus Christ in service to others.      

Illustrations of St. Columba’s commitment that are included in our strategic plan include… 

• Introducing nonchurchgoers to St. Columba through an Alpha Program, an experience for evangelization based 
on hospitality, sharing, and open conversation. 

• Providing more opportunities for individuals and families to continue their spiritual formation and enrichment 
and to grow and mature as disciples of Christ. 

• Developing after-school, evening and week-end educational, social, and support programs to provide 
opportunities for all youth, especially non-church goers, to build relationships and have a safe and welcoming 
place to go. 

• Expanding and diversifying the leadership of the parish with an emphasis on expanding African American, 
immigrants, and multi-generational representation on the parish council.   
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Worship 
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Worship 
 

Firmly seated in the heart of the Universal Church, the experience of worship at St. Columba will always be 

meaningful, exciting, and faithfully honor and celebrate African American Catholic spirituality and traditions. 

Saturday and Sunday liturgies are central to the celebration of our Catholic faith.  St. Columba is known for its vibrant 
and engaging masses in African American Catholic traditions.  Through this strategic plan, we wish to communicate the 
importance of sustaining and strengthening our traditions of faith.    

 
We aspire to… 

Always celebrate liturgies in the African American Catholic tradition. 

Identify and memorialize African American Catholic traditions and practices so they become a formal Catholic 

parish tradition that will withstand the test of time and clergy leadership transitions. 

Continue to educate the parish about African American Catholic traditions including why we worship the way we 

do.  

Always celebrate our liturgies with music that is uplifting, honors African American Catholic spirituality, and 

celebrates the gifts and talents of our community.     

Ensure that the values of the Second Vatican Council are encultured in our worship. 

Be expressive in our celebration of liturgy. 

Invest in technology to energize, expand, and connect the world to our experience of Sunday worship.  

Deliver inspirational homilies that are relevant to the real lives of people.   

• Preach to the whole person to enrich their spiritual, social, and emotional needs 

• Preach to members and non-members of our community.   
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Community 
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Community 
 

St. Columba exists to know Christ better and to make Christ better known.  It is a place where all people 
are welcomed, known, loved, informed, and supported in their Christian faith.   

 

St. Columba is a community that provides many opportunities for people to become involved in the parish and its 

ministries.  St. Columba is also a church that attracts people who are curious about who we are and what we believe.  It 

is our intent to strengthen and grow our community through more intentional engagement of current parishioners; 

active involvement of new members; outreach to those who may have fallen away; and warmly welcoming “strangers” 

who are curious to learn more about us.     

We aspire to… 
 

Always provide opportunities for a real and welcoming experience of belonging for all, including those who do 
not believe what we believe or do not behave as we believe they should.   

 
Always be a uniquely African American Catholic Community and an inclusive and welcoming community of faith 
for all. 

• Provide opportunities to continuously question, evaluate, and adjust the lens through which the parish 

leads and ministers to the community to ensure that the Black/Afro-Centric perspective is authentically 

reflected in its culture, practices, and leadership.   

a. Regularly provide opportunities for dialogue with the community about issues related to inclusion, white 

privilege, gentrification, diversity, and non-traditional family structures. 

      Expand opportunities to educate the community about African American Catholic traditions 

• Encourage and sponsor parishioners to attend conferences related to African American Catholic 

Traditions, such as the LYKE Conference, the Institute for Black Catholic Studies, Magnificat, Black 

Sisters/Women’s Conference, Xavier University, Black Men’s Conference, and local workshops. 

• Develop a video documentary about St. Columba’s history and traditions to educate current and new 

parishioners.   

• Create an African American Resource Library. 

             Expand celebrations of African American Catholic traditions 

• Introduce smaller-scale year-round opportunities to celebrate African American traditions, beyond the 

major African American Catholic Celebration event in February. 

     Strengthen the fabric of diversity of the Parish 

• We will bring different ethnic groups together to learn about their respective cultures and to build 

stronger alliances 

Promote the Church to know Christ better and to make Christ better known through innovative marketing, 
communication, and outreach efforts. 



 

18 
Updated 3/22/2022 
 

• Redesign the website to ensure that it is always current, accurately tells the St. Columba story, is user 
friendly, and functionally works. 

• Strengthen communication about the focus of social justice at St. Columba with an emphasis on 
highlighting social justice news and activities on technology platforms, like the parish app.   

• Expand St. Columba’s social media presence, including making it more relevant and accessible for youth 
and young adults. 

• Encourage word-of-mouth invitations to friends, family, and co-workers, as most new parishioners come 
to St. Columba through personal referrals. 

• Partner with and be a resource to other communities to support the continued expression of African 
American Spirituality 

 
Expand the Parish Hospitality Ministry to provide leadership in welcoming all people into our community and to 
support all community members in playing an active role in welcoming members and non-members into our 
community.  

• Initiate Name Tag Sundays 
 
      Enrich the welcoming experience of new community members. 

• Implement a formal orientation program, including a reception for new parishioners. 

• Develop a formal process to follow-up with visitors and new contacts after Masses. 

• Sponsor new parishioner social events. 

• Develop and implement an “Adopt a New Parishioner” program. 

• Staff a “Welcome to St. Columba Table” after week-end Masses. 
 

     Strengthen connections with current and former parishioners. 

• Provide more opportunities to actively engage and serve specific groups in our community including, but 
not limited to, young adults, seniors, and LGBTQI members. 

• Host “Welcome Back” events for parishioners who have drifted away from the parish or the Church. 

• Identify new social events that would be meaningful to new or former members of the parish 

• Invite new parishioners to become actively involved in social justice ministries. 

• Provide transportation support to those who may be challenged to attend Mass or community events. 
 
Twin with a parish within the global African community.   
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Ministry 
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Ministry 
St. Columba’s ministries will flourish – within the walls of our church and throughout our community.  

Christ recognized the gifts within the people around him, and in this he inspired and empowered them to become 

lights for God’s kingdom.  St. Columba will continue its commitment to social justice, to expanding its impact as a 

leader in the African American Catholic community, and to empowering all community members to share their 

unique gifts in service to our mission.    

We aspire to… 
 

       Deepen our influence and impact as an African American Catholic community, beyond St. Columba Parish 

• Explore the possibility of creating an African American Catholic Resource Center at the Parish that would 

be named after a Black Catholic Saint. 

• Collaborate with other parishes and Black communities to develop a more unified and supportive Black 

Catholic community within the Diocese of Oakland.   

Expand Ecumenical Partnerships 

• Develop new alliances with organizations and churches that support the Black community including, 
such as OCO and Faith in Action East Bay.   

 
Invest our time, talents, and treasures in ministries that truly reflect our mission 

• Initiate a formal process for identifying and addressing the most crucial community needs, to ensure 
that parish resources are invested in the highest priorities. 

• Develop new ministries and expand the impact and reach of current ministries to support the needs of 
the people of Oakland, particularly those who live in the neighborhoods in proximity to the parish.   

• Align all ministries with our mission. 
 
Expand parish efforts to address the needs of those who are vulnerable including people who are unhoused, 
underemployed, or don’t have access to financial resources.     

• Explore opportunities to work with HUD to establish affordable housing for seniors and other vulnerable 
residents. 

• Expand outreach and support to the population of unhoused and financially vulnerable people. 

• Explore opportunities for partnership and support at the federal, state, and local level. 
 

Develop a ministry to support children in the foster care system.   
 

Expand support for seniors in the community. 

• Develop a system for provide transportation to Mass and other events 

• Develop a program that focuses on creating personal connections with seniors.   
 

      Expand ministries to provide food to those in need 

• Identify opportunities to provide support beyond SVDP. 
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• Host a weekly dinner for the underserved/homeless community. 

• Develop new partnerships with organizations like Planting for Justice and Canticle Gardens to address 
food shortages and hunger.  

 
      Strengthen support to the community as a Sanctuary Church 

• Expand support to meet the needs of disenfranchised immigrants within the community. 

• Develop partnerships with other Sanctuary Churches, CBO’s, and the International Refugee Committee. 
 

Expand leadership and support for parish ministries 

• Using information from the Strategic Planning Survey, develop a volunteer database that includes 
parishioners’ backgrounds, work and volunteer experience, interests, and unique gifts to share with St. 
Columba. 

• Convene a task force to actively outreach to the St. Columba community to match their talents with the 
needs of the parish. 
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Evangelization 
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Evangelization 
 

Churchgoers and non-churchgoers will encounter Jesus and make decisions to follow him.    
 

Evangelization means, very simply, making disciples of Christ.  It means bringing the Good News of Jesus into every 

human situation and seeking to convert individuals and society by the divine power of the Gospel itself.  St. Columba will 

expand and deepen opportunities for current parishioners to experience the Holy Spirit and actively reach out to 

nonchurch goers to introduce them to the Good News of Christ.   

We aspire to… 
 

Introduce nonchurchgoers to St. Columba through an Alpha Program, an experience for evangelization based on 
hospitality, sharing, and open conversation. 

 
Provide opportunities for current parishioners to assume greater leadership roles in continued faith formation and 
evangelization and deepen their relationship with God through “Thea Bowman Connect Groups.” 
 
Renew the emphasis on African American Catholic traditions in all aspects of faith formation.     

• Integrate Black ministers into the RCIA program who can strengthen the recruitment and evangelization 
of a Black Catholic consciousness.   

 
Make it easier for individuals and families to continue their spiritual formation and enrichment and to grow and 
mature as disciples of Christ. 
 

Provide more adult education and formation programs 

• Explore new programs to support faith formation and evangelization. 

• Create an annual learning plan that is focused on topics of interest to the St. Columba community. 

• Offer greater flexibility in scheduling programs to provide parishioners with day-time, evening, and 
week-end opportunities to participate, with an initial focus on the following programs: 

o Catholic Theology 
o Scripture Study 
o St. Columba traditions within the liturgy 

 
        Provide more family education and formation programs.   

• Host activities that engage more families in parish and faith formation activities 
o Host a regular interactive and engaging Family Faith Day. 
o Schedule social community building activities  

• Host activities that engage more men in parish in faith formation and family activities 

• Host activities that are open to children and families in the neighborhood 
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Youth 
 

Youth are the now and the future of our Church.  St. Columba will provide opportunities for the youth in 
our parish, and the nonchurch going youth in our community, to engage in meaningful and relevant 

experiences to grow in faith, build relationships, and become leaders in our community. 
 

Who will carry the torch when this generation is gone?  What will happen to our Church if we do not intentionally 
disciple our youth?  St. Columba has been blessed, today, with youth who are thoughtful, future-focused, faith-filled and 
engaged.  St. Columba will continue to be a beacon of light for the youth in our parish, and become a brighter beacon of 
hope for the youth in our greater community.    

 
We aspire to… 
 

Provide opportunities for the youth of the parish to become more actively engaged in the life of the parish. 

• All ministries will include opportunities for youth to participate 

• Introduce more youth specific ministries 

• Provide opportunities for youth to play instruments at Mass and participate in St. Columba’s music 
ministry 

• Empower youth to imagine, design, and implement their own events, including planning Masses 

• Provide more youth-oriented homilies 

• Sponsor international travel opportunities for Black youth 

• Offer youth focused retreats 
 
Develop after-school, evening and week-end educational, social, and support programs to provide opportunities for 
all youth, especially non-church goers, to build relationships and have a safe and welcoming place to go. 
 
Create a dedicated area for youth to gather to provide a more comfortable and approachable physical space, 
especially for nonchurch goers.   
 
Enhance marketing, communication, and outreach to get the word out to youth and their families, about St. 
Columba parish.   

• Create flyers for distribution in the immediate neighborhood 

• Develop a stronger youth-oriented social media program (Instagram, Twitter) 

• Expand partnerships 
o With schools in the area 
o With other churches in the area 

 
  



 

29 
Updated 3/22/2022 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  



 

30 
Updated 3/22/2022 
 

 

 

 

Leadership 
 

 

 

 
 
  



 

31 
Updated 3/22/2022 
 

 

Leadership 
 

St. Columba develops leaders to answer the call to influence, inspire, and equip individuals and teams to 
form disciples who joyfully life out the mission of Jesus Christ and sustain our parish community.    

 
If St. Columba’s vision is to be a dynamic, diverse, faith-filled, thriving parish, it is important for the parish to develop 
dynamic, diverse, faith-filled and committed leaders.  It is also important for St. Columba to put an organization 
structure in place that enables both clergy and lay leaders to effectively and efficiently lead and support the church’s 
mission for the future.   

 
We aspire to… 
 

Develop a parish leadership structure that will enable the community of St. Columba to serve as a leader in 
knowing Christ better and making Christ better known.    
 
Expand and diversify the leadership of the parish  

• Expanding African American leadership on the parish council 

• Develop a formal leadership succession plan for the parish council and other key ministries 

• Expand inclusion of immigrants and multi-generational representation on the parish council.     

Create a process for strengthening leadership within the parish. 
 

• Develop a model for effective leadership at St. Columba that reflects best practices for leadership within 
Catholic communities and organizations.   

 

• Leverage leadership development resources that have successfully supported leadership in other 
Catholic communities and organizations such as Strengths Finders, Patrick Lencioni’s workshops, and 
external leadership development programs.     

 

• Invest in strengthening the leadership of our ministries by ensuring that every ministry has a leader, has 
developed and communicated expectations for leadership, and actively participates in leadership 
development activities.   

 

• Prioritize developing youth leaders through identifying youth who have an interest in parish leadership 
and sponsoring them to attend youth focused leadership opportunities.    

 
Convene a Strategic Leadership Cohort that is responsible for overseeing implementation of the strategic plan.   
 
Create a process for parishioners to communicate with parish leadership and to mutually give and receive 
meaningful and timely feedback regarding policies, programs, directions, ideas, and decisions.   
In anticipation of pastoral leadership transitions, codify a transition plan that includes artifacts that can inform 
and preserve important history and traditions. 
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Stewardship 
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Stewardship 
 

The needs of St. Columba will be met through the generosity of our community; through responsible 

asset management; through innovative use of property and space; and through thoughtful care of 

the environment.  

The parish depends upon the generosity of the parish community for immediate operational needs and longer-term 
financial sustainability.  Because parishioners have been generous and the parish has been a creative and responsible 
steward of its “treasures,” St. Columba is planning from a position of strength.  However, successful implementation of 
the strategic plan will necessitate new financial investments to support operational priorities and capital improvements.      
 
Parishioners would like to better understand the finances of St. Columba and its relationship with the Diocese.  Providing 
clarifying information would enable parishioners to better understand financial needs, how decisions about finances are 
made to support those needs, and instill greater confidence that their time, talents, and treasures are supporting the 
most important needs. 
 
St. Columba has a beautiful Church for worship, but the space to support its many ministries limits its ability to 
evangelize and increase its impact in the community.  This strategic planning process is an important step in developing 
a master plan that will serve the needs of the St. Columba community, in partnership with other faith-based and civic 
organizations.   
 
We aspire to…. 
 

Strengthen support for the Parish through cultivating the time, talents, and treasures of the community. 

• Explore alternative ways to contribute to the parish that make it easier to give on a consistent basis (e.g. 
on-line, electronic funds transfer, etc.). 

• Better communicate and encourage use of the “auto-pay” option. 

• Include information about ways to support St. Columba in a new parishioner welcome packet. 

• Offer estate planning support that may inspire estate gifts to support St. Columba. 

• Help people to understand that giving goes beyond “treasures” or money.  Giving of one’s time and 
talents are also important ways to support the long-term sustainability of the parish. 

 
Build a “rainy day fund” as a reserve to address the emergency needs of the parish.   

 
 Engage in financial planning 

• Prioritize and set goals for the financial needs of the parish. 

• Explore opportunities to creatively finance capital improvements through leveraging the existing equity 
in parish-owned buildings.    

 
Improve communication to build greater awareness about the finances of the Parish. 
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• Host an annual “State of the Parish” meeting to bring more transparency about finances to the parish 
community. 

• Create easy to understand graphics, charts, and videos that describe the financial picture of the Parish, 
focused on income, expenses, and how funds are invested in the different ministries. 

• Provide more general information about interesting and/or important financially related topics 
including: 

o Average parishioner contributions 
o Clarification about the Parish’s financial relationship with the Diocese 
o Introduction to members of the Parish Finance Committee and an explanation of their role. 

 
 Evaluate the potential to acquire additional property to support strategic planning priorities including: 

• Additional parking 

• Classroom, meeting, ministry, and youth activity space 

• Work with Diocesan leadership to understand their master plan for real estate with the objective of 
capitalizing on opportunities to utilize Church or school facilities that may become available within a 
reasonable vicinity of St. Columba. 

 
Explore opportunities to acquire immediate short-term space to jump start a Black Catholic Office for Northern 
California. 

 
Upgrade Parish facilities with a focus on the following priorities: 

• Lighting and sound 

• Heating and air conditioning 
 

Identify opportunities to reduce the parish’s environmental footprint, considering:   

• Energy efficient facilities upgrades 

• Energy efficient operational changes 

• Solar panels 

• Creative funding through local, state and federal grants  
 

Explore the opportunities to access FEMA money to become a regional disaster center for the community.   
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Appendix 

 

Perspectives and Resources to Support Understanding and Appreciation of  
African American Catholic Traditions 

 

A Profile and Cultural Analysis of St. Columba Catholic Church While Considering Renovation of 
Its Church Structure 

By Rawn Harbor 

  
 St. Columba Catholic Church is nestled in a north Oakland neighborhood, tucked in next to Berkeley, 

and enjoys near proximity (2 blocks away) to the city of Emeryville.  Since the late 60s this geographical 

location has attracted parishioners from these nearby communities and, by the unique character of Worship, 

has drawn parishioners from many places far beyond carefully drawn diocesan boundaries.  Former members 

whose fortunes allowed them to move away from the neighborhood found other Catholic churches wanting in 

cultural/spiritual specificity, depth of hospitality, liturgical participation, as well as uninspired music.  St. 

Columba Catholic Church features an African American liturgical aesthetic that attracts former parishioners 

back to their vibrant congregation and has an increased membership that includes the surrounding cities, of 

Tracy, Vallejo, Novato, Sacramento, Castro Valley, San Leandro, Alameda, Concord, Danville, and more.  As St. 

Columba prepares to renovate our present edifice, she keeps in mind the “cultured” peoples whom she 

serves. 

 The parish boasts those who identify themselves as traditional Catholics, progressive Catholics, Black 

(African-American) Catholics, and those who attend with others and discover they would like to attach 

themselves permanently to St. Columba and/or the Catholic Church.  Our parishioners are Black, White, 

second-generation Hispanic; some hail from Ghana, Nigeria, Cameroon, Togo, and other cities/countries in 

Africa; members are also Filipino, with some Vietnamese members.  All are hospitability welcomed by a 

liturgical celebration that speaks to their felt spiritual needs with one Mass on Saturday and two Masses on 

Sunday morning. There are those whose spirituality lead them to gather on First Fridays to pray the Rosary; to 

pray faithfully on Fridays the Stations of the Cross during the Lenten season.  St. Columba strives for 

excellence in well celebrated, attractive, seasonal reconciliation services, adult religious formation and Family-

Faith activities motivate others to undergird weekend liturgies.  Some are drawn to weekly bible study, Out-

Reach programs, and liturgical ministry formation.  And, most important, St. Columba has a vision that feeds 

the hearts of each parishioner through well-formed Sunday Eucharistic celebrations of thanksgiving and praise 

along with many and varied celebrations throughout the Liturgical Year. Intermingled within the seasons of 

Christmas, Lent, and Easter, our church boasts a five to six week period of celebrations dedicated to African 
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American contributions to the Catholic Church.  There are no other individual Catholic churches in the nation 

that have a more pointed African-American Catholic Series for the benefit of their gathered communities. 

 The uniqueness of St. Columba is seen through its effort to consciously recognize those who people the 

pews. Demographics in the area of North Oakland where St. Columba is situated began to change rapidly in 

the early 1960s. With social change came opportunities for Blacks to move into areas hitherto unavailable to 

them. Primarily and historically Italian (mostly since the 1906 earthquake), Blacks changed the social milieu of 

areas immediately surrounding the church in North Oakland and the border areas of Berkeley and Emeryville.  

When systemic red-lining was lifted, more and more of the historic population began to sell houses to Blacks 

and move into suburban areas of the diocese. There were some some Black parishioners attending St. 

Columba as early as 1947 and some present-day members remember their weddings as early as the 1950s.  

Accelerated by the rising social consciousness and political unrest of the 60’s, St. Columba’s congregation 

quickly became decidedly Black.  By the early 1970s, the area was mostly Black with fewer and fewer Italians 

and Whites. Those parishioners (White and Italian) who remained incorporated themselves into the spiritual 

values and ways of being of their new church family and thrived.  Many remained until their passing. 

 In the early 70s, St. Columba began to explore the possibilities of a distinct conversation: Black Catholic 

liturgy.  Though the beginnings formally began in the late 50s, a Black Catholic liturgical aesthetic didn’t fully 

fledge as an identifiable characteristic of the parish until the leadership of Fr. Paul Vassar.  He did not enter 

into this venture lightly nor unprepared.  While on sabbatical leave he studied at the Howard University School 

of Theology in Washington, D.C.; attended the Institute for Black Catholic Studies in New Orleans, LA; 

attended workshop after workshop in various parts of the country and grounded himself in an emerging 

spirituality that he would later share (foster in some cases) and nurture in St. Columba’s community.  Fr. 

Vassar also renovated the church to reflect the liturgical values of Vatican II liturgical principles.  He placed the 

altar toward the center of the worshiping congregation, took down altar rails, turned pews nearest the altar to 

face each other (an attempt to form a circle as part of the African/African-American aesthetic), and provided 

“sacred space” for the Tabernacle.  Though the new arrangement favored a Vatican II Church, this renovation 

was only temporary.  It is in 2013 that we turn to a more permanent renovation that will usher parishioners 

for into a faith-filled and well constructed future. 

 The success St. Columba has enjoyed over for over fifty years as a mostly African-American 

congregation worshipping through the Black Catholic lens is owed to the fact that the spiritual, liturgical, and 

musical aspects of the lived lives of those served were heeded. Black spirituality has been intentionally 

cultivated in this community.  This soul aspect has created a sense of home and a place of spiritual 

permanence.  This spirit of home lifts us out of the confines of human dimensions, and in doing so, nourishes 

the soul.   

 Benedictine Father Cyprian writes in The New Dictionary of Catholic Spirituality that in their pastoral 

letter What We Have Seen and Heard (1984), the black Catholic bishops of the United States suggested four 

major characteristics of African American spirituality: contemplative in terms of prayer, holistic in terms of 

asceticism, joyful in terms of spiritual atmosphere, and community-based in terms of spiritual values. Prayer is 

considered to be an activity that can and should be carried on everywhere in daily activities.  Music and dance 

are intimately connected with the Black prayer experience.  Fr. Davis goes on to say while describing the 

individual elements of the Black Catholic prayer experience: 
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Hymns, both spirituals and gospel music, often involve repetition.  This repetitiveness is a 

cultural expression of monological prayer, similar to the Jesus Prayer or a mantra. 

Recent compositions by African American Catholic composers often follow the same 

pattern.  The use of dance, the clapping of hands, the swaying of the body, originally 

found in the slavery period and the churches of the Deep South, are now common 

practice in current African-American Catholic worship.  These elements are a 

survival―and in some places a revival―of African practices that are indigenous to the 

African-American community. 

Fr. Davis further states: 

• If there is any one notable characteristic of the African –American contemplative experience, 

that characteristic would by ecstasy; spiritual possession…Worship, including Catholic worship, 

is often characterized by an exuberance and vibrancy that leads to a prayer experience of 

tremendous joy bordering on what can only be called ecstatic…and can become a state of 

meditation that is kataphatic and immediate―the crucifixion is a lived experience, the Exodus 

is yesterday.  This brings to mind certain affinities with the Ignatian exercises. 

• African-American spirituality is scripture-based for both Black Catholics and Black Protestants… 

In most slave states the slaves were forbidden to learn to read or write.   Thus the spoken word 

as power, oral expression as the medium of artistic expression, and story-telling that always 

includes audience participation are part of the cultural heritage still operative in African 

American society.  This heritage has made the bible less a written text than a living text for 

religious expression.  It is a text that comes alive in the contemporary situation. 

  

 As we come to the end of this statement, a presentation of an African-American Catholic 

liturgical aesthetic may be helpful in the determination of the proposed design of the St. Columba of 

the future. Taken from a series of articles from the book, “Let It Shine: The Emergence of African-

American Catholic Worship”,  the soon following aesthetic characteristics emerge and form a lexicon of 

performative values.   They are a distillation of four scholars in the areas of theology, faith formation, 

culture, and liturgy.  The articulation of an African American liturgical aesthetic―that is, 

understandings of what is beautiful, sacred, praiseworthy, profoundly expressive, and life-giving for 

African-American worshipping communities―must be rooted in an expansive vision of that 

community’s history, culture, spirituality, and sociopolitical context.  This aesthetic must be grounded 

in an affirmation of the inherent dignity of Black humanity.  It should recognize the locus of God’s 

revelation within African-American life, while acknowledging, interpreting, and celebrating the God-

inspired truths that are found in that lived context. It must take seriously the potency of Black symbols 

of faith, and embrace the distinctive modalities of prayer, preaching, singing, and praying that mark 

Black Christian worship.  And finally, it must offer the potential of a Catholic worship transformed by 

the wisdom of African American ethno-religious culture and theology.  It is also very important to note 

that these performative values are meant to coalesce in a common goal, one that has been eloquently 
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expressed by Dr. Toinette Eugene―to gather an entire African American community “in a participatory 

experience of deepening maturity in the faith, while “utilizing and leaning upon God’s gracious Word 

and presence” . . . as revealed in the midst of Black struggle, survival, and success, so as to build up the 

believing community as persons who “collectively profess the Lordship of Jesus Christ, . . . accept the 

liberating presence of God’s Holy Spirit,” and embrace the call to participate prophetically in the 

mission of Jesus, the transformation of the Church’s life, and renewal of all God’s peoples. 

A selected list from a lexicon of performative values:  

• The whole range of African-American cultures is brought to bear on the liturgy: that is, Black 

experience, history, values, worldview, cosmology, dominant dispositions and self-

understanding, preferred moods, ways of perceiving, methods of valuation, behavioral norms, 

spirituality and religiosity (including characteristic ways of defining and satisfying “soul space”), 

affective modes, ways of being a friend and being befriended, role models, primary myths and 

symbols, understanding of life, expectations, concerns, hopes, metaphors, images, aphorisms, 

proverbs, modes of expression (interactive and oratorical style), music, art, artifacts, and 

artistry. 

• Black culture, spirituality, and religiosity are broadly defined so that the range of resources 

brought to the liturgy is not arbitrarily constricted, nor the ethno-religiosity of the Black 

community stereotyped or caricatured, by the cultural or religious preferences and biases of a 

few members of the community. 

• The elements, words, and actions of the liturgy foster the ongoing catechesis of liturgical 

ministers and the larger parish community―that is, an ever-deepening education and 

formation of the values and meanings they ascribe to their patterns of human experience―so 

that they may overcome any ignorance of, or negative attitudes toward Blackness, a Black 

cultural consciousness, or the inherent worth of their African-American ethno-religiosity. 

• The substantive content of the liturgy―environment, commentaries, prayers, proclamations, 

homilies, movement and gesture, music, and songs―is selected, structurally arranged, 

stylistically expressed to maximize its ability to engage and inform “the whole person.” 

• The assembly is recognized as the primary witnesses to the faith”: that is, they are encouraged 

to affirm the beliefs, concerns, sentiments, and aspirations expressed in the liturgical prayers, 

proclamation, preaching, and music/songs through gesture, movement, dance,  or verbal 

responses. 

• The structure of the liturgy is both coherent and fluid, allowing for a spontaneity that comes 

from the unexpected promptings of the Spirit. as evidenced in testimonies, requests for prayer, 

or ecstatic witness from members of the assembly. 
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• The physical and psychosocial environment, along with the structured content of the Mass, 

should “work together”―that is, they are selected/created around a unifying focus or theme 

and are based in Black understandings (Hermeneutic). 

• The “internal logic” of the Roman rite is attended to, recognizing that pastoral discernment may 

suggest that the structure of the rite may need to be modified to suit the “internal logic” and 

pastoral needs of the local community. 

 Black Catholics have been part of the rich history of the Roman Catholic Church since the early 

1700s.  From the shores of Africa, they have brought with them a complex worldview which includes a 

holistic attitude of the body and the soul as one of complementarity rather than opposition.  Fr. Davis 

further illuminates this complementariness when he states: “Emotions are part of the bodily 

experience.  Thus, the emotions of joy, sorrow, yearning, love―in fact, the gamut of feelings―are 

legitimate human experiences to be expressed and never suppressed.”  Thus, one can see that the full 

range of emotive expression enjoyed by parishioners at St. Columba is not without cultural precedence 

nor are imitations of quasi-Protestant worship expressions that have filtered into the Catholic Church.  

Culture, specifically African-American culture, with its own history, its own sense of bodiliness, its own 

historical ways and means by which adheres quicken their lived experiences; of their imitation Christi 

(The imitation of Christ) in this world, and their willingness to answer “Adsum” (I am here) to the call of 

God and their neighbor. 

 The members of St. Columba’s renovation committee have faithfully met over and period of 

years.  We have been catechized by our liturgical consultant and been informed of the complexities 

inherent in changing our environment by our architect.  We have consciously met with members of the 

assembly, discussed the merits of several designs, presented these designs to parishioners, pondered 

changes in the use of a new liturgical environment, and most important, prayed throughout the 

projected renovation experience.  We are now ready. 

 

Additional Resources About African-American Catholic Traditions 

• From “A Profile and Cultural Analysis of St. Columba Catholic Church While Considering Renovation of Its 

Structure” by Rawn Harbor 

• The History of Black Catholics in the United States by Cyprian Davis 

• Plenty Good Room:  The Spirit of African American Catholic Worship – The Secretariat for the Liturgy and 

Secretariat for Black Catholics.  National Conference of Catholic Bishops 

• Pastoral Plan of Action.  The National Black Catholic Conference.  www.nbccongress.org 

 

 

 

http://www.nbccongress.org/

