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The Progress

Pope John Paul II uses the image of the sanctuary as the visible sign of what the parish 
community should be. He says, “In the image of the sanctuary which is its visible sign, (the 
parish) is a building to be erected together, a body to bring life and develop together.”!

He goes on to say that “it is a community where God’s gifts are received and where the 
baptized generously make their response of faith, hope and love to the call of the Gospel.”!

When we speak of a parish community, we often point to the church building where people 
gather to profess and celebrate their faith. Yet, as a sign, the church building must point to 
a deeper reality. People of faith must take the word and sacrament they profess and 
celebrate within the church to the world in which they live. !

People of faith cannot leave their faith within the sanctuary. We need to proclaim to the 
world the word that has been proclaimed to us. God provides us with nourishment through 
the Eucharist. In turn, we must nourish the world with our gifts of faith, hope and love. 
When we celebrate our faith, we cannot just take what God has given us. We must share 
God’s gifts with others. !

The identity of parish communities!

The parish is a living organism with its own history, personality, and roots. As such, Pope 
John Paul II tells us that it must “not be too small and, as far as possible, it should 
continue to be close to the practicing faithful and all their brothers and sisters.” The pope 
says that even when there is the need to “consolidate parishes” together from several 
different locations, “it is essential to make the greatest efforts to safeguard their historical, 
material and human patrimony.”!

We must do all we can “to provide Christians with the spiritual help they need, and (to see) 
that shrines remain places of habitual prayer and that popular devotional practices are not 
forgotten.”!

It is interesting that the pope would use the words he does by recognizing the reality of the 
need to consolidate parishes under certain circumstances. Different reasons could prompt 
rearranging parish structures and staffs. Such reasons would include changing 
demographics, the availability of priests to serve the parish community, the resources to 
support the mission and ministry of the parish, the proximity of nearby parish communities, 
and other factors as well. !

Yet, when any such efforts at parish reorganization takes place, or in the case of any 
parish community, there is a need to appreciate the history and the unique story of the 
people who have helped to create a parish and the legacy they have left us. 
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Leadership in the parish community!

Within each parish community, there is the need to appreciate those who share the 
ministry of leadership. Such leadership is critical “to guide and enliven pastoral units,” 
according to Pope John Paul II. Yet, to accomplish this task, “the collaboration of priests 
and lay persons is increasingly necessary.”!

The pope emphasizes that it is “around the pastor” that pastoral councils, leadership 
teams, pastoral staffs and others play an indispensable role within the parish community. 
However, there is an absolute need for all those involved in leadership to encourage the 
exchange of ideas and to provide a time for listening “in both directions.” This must take 
place not only among those ministering in a parish, but also between parishes in a 
deanery, as well as between parishes and the local church or diocese. Such collaboration 
will only bring unity to the church. !

The pope adds an important note of caution in describing pastoral collaboration. He says, 
“All this presupposes that priests and lay people clearly coordinate, without confusion, the 
concerns of the ministerial priesthood according to the council’s teachings in the 
Constitution on the Church.”!

There is the need to recognize the distinct roles and responsibilities of those who minister 
within the church. Baptism provides all of us with the fundamental call to ministry. Baptism 
gives us a share in the priesthood of Christ. Yet, the ordained priest is essential for the life 
of the church. Only the priest is able to lead the community in the celebration of the 
Eucharist. Without Eucharist, we are unable to live out the fullness of the mission and 
ministry of the church. !

The pope comments, “The lay faithful who carry out ecclesial duties know they do not 
replace the priest, but cooperate in a common task, which belongs to the whole church.”!

Quality pastoral care!

Pope John Paul’s reflections on the parish and parish leadership are rooted in the revised 
Code of Canon Law. The Holy Father wants people to experience quality pastoral care, 
even when there are not enough priests to serve as resident pastors in every community. !

In Canon 517, it states that when there is a lack of priests to serve as resident pastors of 
parish communities, the bishop is able to appoint a deacon or lay person to share in the 
pastoral care of parishes. !

We have done this in our own local church in both urban and rural areas by appointing 
competent lay persons, religious and deacons to serve as pastoral life directors. In such 
instances, we do not have “priestless parishes” because priest ministers serve the 
community and each parish has a canonical priest pastor. In such instances, the pastoral 
life director is able to fulfill many of the pastoral responsibilities that are not reserved to an 
ordained priest and is able to provide quality pastoral care to the parish community. !

It is important that parish communities support the ministry of the pastoral life director in a 
spirit of collaboration. It is important as well that we pray for vocations to the priesthood, 
religious life, diaconate and lay ministry in the church. Vocations to the priesthood have a 
special importance if we are to fulfill the ideal norm established by Archbishop Hunthausen 
some years ago that calls for a resident priest pastor in each parish. !

Yes, there are new forms of leadership within parish communities today. Yet, parishes 
continue to be very much alive and vibrant. They will continue to be such when each 
person recognizes the difference he or she can make. May God’s gifts of grace and peace 
be yours. 
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