Constitution for Pastoral Councils in the Diocese of Achonry

Introduction

There are many ways to describe or to define a parish. One of the best is that provided by
Pope Francis in his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium. There he says:

The parish is the presence of the Church in a given territory, an environment for
hearing God'’s word, for growth in the Christian life, for dialogue, proclamation,
charitable outreach, worship and celebration. In all its activities the parish
encourages and trains its members to be evangelizers. It is a community of
communities, a sanctuary where the thirsty come to drink in the midst of their
Journey, and a centre of constant missionary outreach. We must admit, though, that
the call to review and renew our parishes has not yet sufficed to bring them nearer
to people, to make them environments of living communion and participation, and
to make them completely mission-oriented. (#28)

He notes that there is need for ongoing renewal with regard to the life and work of
parishes. His more recent calls for renewal are for a synodal Church, one where all of the
baptised take a more active role in discerning and promoting the mission of the Church.
In this context the importance of having active Parish Pastoral Councils (PPC) becomes
even more obvious and urgent.

The notion of co-responsibility for the life of the Church was already promoted
by Vatican Il. Pope Benedict stressed this, too, during his pontificate. He said:

It I[s necessary to improve pastoral structures in such a way that the co-
responsibility of all the members of the People of God in their entirety is gradually
promoted, with respect for vocations and for the respective roles of the
consecrated and of lay people. This demands a change in mindset particularly
concerning lay people. They must no longer be viewed as "collaborators” of the
clergy but truly recognized as “co-responsible’, for the Church's being and action,
thereby fostering the consolidation of a mature and committed laity. This common
awareness of being Church of all the baptized in no way diminishes the
responsibility of parish priests. It is precisely your task, dear parish priests, to
nurture the spiritual and apostolic growth of those who are already committed to
working hard in the parishes. They form the core of the community that will act as
a leaven for the others.

(Talk at the opening of the Pastoral Convention of the Diocese of Rome. 26 May 2009)

The Irish bishops’ conference document Living Communion- Vision and Practice for Parish
Pastoral Councils Today (2011) describes the role of a PPC as ‘a faith-filled leadership
group through which priests and people work together as co-responsible partners in
furthering the mission of Christ in their own parish.” A PPC is a leadership group centred
on prayer, reflection and discernment. As a leadership team the PPC identifies, affirms and



nourishes the gifts of all parishioners so that a parish will continue to grow a vibrant
Christian community. The aim is to facilitate all parishioners fulfilling their baptismal
calling.

A Policy Regarding Parish Pastoral Councils

It is the policy of the Diocese of Achonry that each parish in the diocese will have a
single Parish Pastoral Council.

A Parish Pastoral Council is a consultative body of the faithful, representative of the whole
parish community, willing to work actively in close partnership with the priest(s) of the
parish to further the mission of Christ and his Church in the parish.

In the event of parishes being grouped together, each parish will retain its own pastoral
council. Individual Parishes will retain their identity and be responsible for the upkeep of
their own church buildings.

An agreed statement comprising a synopsis of the decisions of the meeting should be
published in the parish bulletin.

Membership

In order to ensure the effective working of the PPC, membership of each Council consists
of between 8 and 15 people including:

e The priest(s) of the parish (ex officio)

e Any deacon assigned to minister in the parish (ex officio)

e One member of the Parish Finance Committee (ex officio, and other than the priest)
e Members of the lay faithful nominated or elected by parishioners (see below)

e Only one member from a family can be elected

e A person with expertise in a particular area may be invited to attend a meeting but
must leave the meeting before other items on the agenda are discussed.

e A maximum of two members may be co-opted by the Pastoral Council.
PPC's are expected to be representative of all the Church areas in the parish, and as far as
possible of all adult age groups, of women and men, and of people from different
backgrounds. Members of the PPC are not, however, representing particular groups. Their
responsibility, individually and collectively, is for the whole parish.



Discerning the Membership

Membership of a Parish Pastoral Council is a ministry of service in the Church. It is
important, therefore, that the whole parish is invited to engage in a process of discernment
and selection of members.

A straight election is not necessarily the best way to get the balance of gifts that are
required for the pastoral leadership of the parish.

A nomination process should be used. The persons being nominated should be consulted
before their names are submitted. Then from among those who have the highest number
of nominations, a selection should be made taking into consideration the best balance of
skill sets, age groups, men and women and existing defined areas within the parish, e.g.
church areas. This might be done by the outgoing PPC.

Terms of Office

All members must sign a confidentiality agreement at the start of their term of office.
The term of office for members is to be four years.

No member should serve more than two consecutive terms.

When the Council is first established, arrangements should be made that at least one third
of the first members would resign a year before the others, i.e. after three years. This is to
ensure that there is the possibility of some continuity between one Council and the next.

Officers

The parish priest is to be the President of the Council (Can. 536). If he cannot attend a
person nominated by him is to preside. A meeting of the Council in the absence of the
Parish Priest, or a person specifically delegated by him, has no validity.

The PPC is to elect a chairperson and secretary at its first meeting.

Chairperson:
The chairperson will be chosen by the members for his or her capacity to lead the work of
the Council:

e involving all members in discussions
« facilitating the smooth running of meetings
« holding the Council to account for carrying out decisions taken.

Secretary.
The secretary’s main function will be to circulate the agenda at least four days prior to
each meeting and to take the minutes during the meeting. The minutes should focus on



recording what matters were discussed and what decisions were taken. Contributions to
the discussions at the meetings should not be attributed.

Officers may be re-elected but may not serve for more than four consecutive years.

Specific planning for the meetings of the PPC will be carried out in advance by the
chairperson, secretary and parish priest.

Each parish priest is to forward all the contact details of their chairperson and
secretary to the Diocesan Office.

It is the responsibility of the chairperson and secretary, having consulted the parish
priest, to convene the scheduled meetings of the PPC.

In the event that the chairperson or secretary cannot attend a meeting the presider
is to seek nominations for a temporary chairperson or secretary.

Members are expected to treat in strict confidence any matters of a sensitive nature
that arise and / or are discussed during meetings.

Members failing to attend three consecutive meetings without a reasonable
explanation will be deemed to have resigned. Vacancies are to be filled by co-
opting new members.

On-going formation is crucial to maintaining focus on the mission of the PPC.

There should be an annual evaluation of the work of the PPC, preferably with the
assistance of an outside facilitator.

Members are encouraged to avail of opportunities provided by the diocese to
deepen their own spirituality, levels of religious knowledge and understanding of
emerging pastoral needs.

General Functioning

Each Parish Pastoral Council is to meet a minimum of eight times every year.

A quorum will consist of half of the membership and ideally decisions should be arrived
at by consensus.

The role of the Parish Pastoral Council is to be consultative and advisory (Can 536. §2). The
parish priest is strongly advised to give due consideration to the advice and
recommendations of the Parish Pastoral Council.

Members are encouraged to begin every meeting with a period of reflective, scripture-
based prayer and to conclude with a brief prayer. Responsibility for preparing the prayer
element of meetings is to rotate among willing members and it is hoped that a spirit of
prayer will permeate every meeting



Members are encouraged to express their views, to listen to each other and to respect the
views of others. Even the seating arrangement at meetings can determine how people
communicate.

A PPC may establish sub-committees to further agreed objectives.

When appropriate, representatives from other parish groups may be invited to share their
insights or concerns regarding particular pastoral issues in the parish.

The Parish Safeguarding Representative should be invited to come to a meeting of the
PPC once each year to provide an assessment to the Council of the effectiveness of
safeguarding procedures in the parish.

PCs are strongly encouraged to foster good working relations with the PPCs of
neighbouring parishes and to collaborate with the Diocesan Pastoral Leadership Team.

Areas of Concern & Responsibility
The Parish Pastoral Council is called to do three things:

* Review Pastoral Matters: in other words find out what is happening in the Parish and ask
what else could be happening.

« Reflect: they pray, discuss and discern these matters.

« Recommend: they recommend practical ways forward to enhance the mission of the
Parish according to their planned Pastoral Themes

Each PPC exists to further the mission of Christ and his Church in the parish. Specifically,
members contribute by:

e Searching out and responding to the hopes, ideas, needs and concerns of
parishioners

e Growing in knowledge and awareness of what is already happening in the parish

e Encouraging and supporting the mission of existing groups in the parish

e Liaising with existing parish committees, for example Safeguarding and Finance

e Evaluating carefully information gathered in order to contribute towards the
making of decisions that reflect the values of the Gospel and the teachings of the
Church

e Encouraging fellow parishioners, through their example and conversation

e Encouraging participation in the liturgical life of the parish

e Praying for the well-being of the parish community

e Organizing and / or promoting events that will contribute to the prayer life and
faith life of the community



e Promoting and / or making available adult religious education opportunities at
parish and inter-parish levels
e Welcoming the stranger, immigrants and refugees
e Working to improve communication throughout the parish, especially through
contributions to the parish newsletter and hosting of meetings around issues of
pastoral concern
e Caring for the priest(s) of their parish
e Affirming and supporting other parish groups that contribute to the pastoral life of
the parish
e Developing / supporting the pastoral care of the parish for young people, for
persons with disabilities, for the elderly and marginalised
e Considering how newly arrived individuals and families can be welcomed in the
parish community
e Supporting initiatives designed to promote care for the earth which is our common
home
e Organizing a get-together of representatives of all parish groups on a regular basis.
In relation to all these areas of concern and responsibility PPC members are encouraged
to consult and involve fellow parishioners.

Characteristics of the Pastoral Council

The Council is Pastoral. In other words, its primary concern is pastoral issues, not
administration, buildings, management or finance, which are all the responsibility of other
groups. ‘Pastoral issues are those that impact on the lives of parishioners in the areas of

e integration of their faith into everyday life — home, work, community
e nourishment and support of their faith as they try to live as faithful disciples of
Jesus
e outward focus for the development of a vital Christian community, actively
engaged in Jesus’ mission of service and influence in the wider world.’
The Council is Consultative. In the Code of Canon Law, the Council is described as
‘consultative’ to the parish priest (Canon 536). The use of the word ‘consultative’ reminds
the Pastoral Council that it is the Parish Priest who has ultimate responsibility for decisions
regarding the overall mission of the Parish. This consultative role of the Pastoral Council is
situated within a context of relationship and shared vision: ‘All Christians are to build
community, pray, collaborate with the pastor, led by example, and be spiritual. But only
pastoral councils investigate, ponder and propose. They do so, not in an impersonal
process, but in a relationship. It is a relationship with a pastor who knows their readiness
and wants their help, with fellow parishioners whose wisdom they seek, and ultimately
with the God whom they glimpse in dialogue.’ (Fischer, Mark. F., Pastoral Councils in
Today's Catholic Parish, Twenty-Third Publications, Mystic, CT, 2001, p196)



This context means that the Parish Priest will not usually set aside the advice of the PPC
because he has participated fully in the prayer, discussions and deliberations leading to
the decision.

The Council is for Planning. Planning is always about the future, and about people. We
are keenly aware of how fast and radically Church life is changing, therefore we have to
plan responsibly for the future as we see it unfolding. We are also conscious that God is
at work in all that is occurring and so our planning has to be Spirit-led. “To do this well the
PPC has to listen to the voice of the Spirit in the People of God. ... After listening to the
People of God in the parish, the PPC needs to focus on naming the steps and stages
towards pastorally addressing the issues.”(Patricia Carroll, Becoming a Pastoral Parish
Counci/ (Dublin: Messenger Publications, 2022) ~Regular communication with
parishioners about how a plan is being formed is vital. Once the PPC has a pastoral plan
in place, it should be published for parishioners to see it and be available online. A plan
needs to be evaluated annually.






