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A few months ago, an interesting report was published by an Ad Hoc Committee on the Parish, a 
committee established by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops. Though published as an 
interim report, the publication offered valuable insights and shared approaches to parish 
development that have been found successful in various parts of the country. !
The report states that the renewal of parish life is a complex task that cannot be accomplished 
overnight. Rather, parish renewal requires a three to five year commitment of work and effort on 
the part of a diocese and parish. Identified as critical issues essential to parish development 
were leadership, liturgy and spiritual development, the mission of the parish and coordination of 
diocesan services. !
Leadership is the paramount factor essential for parish development. The report indicated that 
the pastor, in the vast majority of parishes, remains the central leader. But the pastor is called 
upon to develop structures for sharing responsibility through well developed means of 
collaboration, programs for leadership formation and reflection and inclusion of other clergy, 
religious and laity in the process. Structures for collaboration include regular staff meetings and 
councils, as well as the use of outside advisors. Parish Councils, while found to be the best 
means of ensuring broad participation and accountability in a parish, produced many misgivings 
about their usefulness. It would seem that councils are most effective when they are organized 
as a council of the ministries of the parish or apostolates of the parish, rather than simply a 
"board of directors" totally elected from the parish at large. !
Effective parish leadership also calls for confident vision and personal care of the people. Vision 
without personal care runs the risk of equating the parish to an organization and the people as 
means to the fulfillment of the goals of the organization. On the other hand, personal care 
without vision tends to leave many people and many concerns unattended and restricts the 
efforts of the parish to concerns about building its internal community that its sense of mission is 
underdeveloped. !
Identified as the central responsibility of parish leadership was worship and the spiritual 
development of the people. In peoples’ evaluation of parish life, the critical issues are the quality 
of parish liturgy, preaching and spiritual development. Parishes where there has been evident 
success in liturgical development have experienced the following: (a) careful preparation of the 
homily that meshes the Word of God and the experience of people; (b) the celebrant leads the 
people in a spirit of reverence, hospitality and reconciliation; (c) there is careful planning, 
involving the people of the parish; (d) there is specific attention to the varieties of culture and 
cultural expression as well as to the varieties of spirituality; (e) the many liturgical roles are used 
well; lectors, Eucharistic ministers, greeters, etc. 
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Spiritual development is but another responsibility of parish leadership. It involves clarity in 
teaching and opportunities for personal and communal sharing in faith and prayer. Over and 
over again, people report a certain confusion about Church teaching today, and so there is a 
need for preachers and pastors to continue theological study and reflection in order to offer clear 
teaching. Parish leadership must also meet the needs of people to have opportunities to discuss 
their faith and the demands of Christian life in more personal terms than parish-wide events 
typically allow. Small groups seem to be a successful response of many parish communities to 
meet the needs of people today, with Scripture often enough being a starting point for such 
experiences. !
I would like to share other insights from this Report in a future column with you. The report on 
parish development is indeed a challenge to all of us. Let us pray that we might respond to that 
challenge. 
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