
	

	

	
PASTORAL	CARE	IN	AND	THROUGH	PRIESTLESS	PARISHES	

	
Passing	on	the	faith	demands	more,	not	less,	personal	presence	of	authorized	pastoral	ministers.			As	the	
shortage	of	priests	becomes	more	severe,	much	of	the	pastoral	leadership	and	ministry	that	Catholics	received	
from	priests	in	the	past	will	no	longer	be	provided.	We	conclude	that	the	Catholic	Church	USA	urgently	
needs	already	now	well	prepared	pastoral	ministers	who,	working	collaboratively	with	canonical	pastors,	can	
know,	guide	and	accompany	the	faithful	on	their	journey	of	faith	via	parish	communities.			
	
WHO:			The	persons:		Who	are	the	potential	pastoral	leaders?		

“After	this	the	Lord	appointed	seventy-two	others	and	sent	them	two	by	two		
ahead	of	him	to	every	town	and	place	where	he	was	about	to	go”.	(Lk.	10:1)	

There	are	many	persons	presently	active	in	our	parishes,	whether	pastoral	staff	members,	deacons,	or	members	
gifted	with	charisma	for	ministry.		We	speak	of	proven	individuals.		Given	the	local	nature	of	this	ministry,	it	
would	be	advisable	to	choose	from	the	involved	parish	itself,	or	a	neighboring	one.	The	pastoral	leaders	will	be	
appointed	by	the	bishop	and	be	under	the	supervision	of	a	canonical	pastor	nearby,	while	still	having		the	
flexibility	to	make	ordinary	decisions	and	actually	lead	the	parish	according	to	its	gifts	and	needs.	Canonical	
Pastors	too	will	need	training	and	a	desire	to	embrace	this	manner	of	ministry.	Diocesan	Offices	must	be	
included	in	this	training	also.	Most	especially,	the	people	of	God	in	a	parish	must	be	involved	in	this	process	and	
own	it	or	it	will	be	a	failure	from	the	outset.	

Training	and	formation	would	be	as	needed	in	individual	cases.	This	is	primarily	a	Pastoral	Role	which	
demands	spiritual	and	pastoral	preparation	as	well	as	managerial	skills.		
					

WHAT:				The	Pastoral	Task:		
“Moses’	father-in-law	said	to	him,	‘The	thing	that	you	are	doing	is	not	good.	You	will	surely	wear	out,	both	
yourself	and	these	people	who	are	with	you,	for	the	task	is	too	heavy	for	you;	you	cannot	do	it	alone”.  

(Ex.	18:17-18)	
What	they	are	to	do,	is	the	central	issue.		Key	elements:	correspond	to	the	three-fold	prophet	–	priest	–	king.		
• Leadership	-	To	create	a	vision	with	the	parish	community:	“the	purpose	for	which	we	are	here,”	and	form	

persons	in	the	faith	and	train	them	for	ministry	and	service	to	fulfill	their	call	as	the	baptized.	



	
	

	
	

• Care	-	To	visit	the	faithful,	especially	in	time	of	sickness	and	death,	but	as	much	as	possible,	know	and	be	
known	by	all	and	to	be	present	to	the	whole	community.	
	

	
• Governance	-	To	take	responsibility	for	the	day	to	day	coordination	of	parish	activities,	and	take	

initiative	as	needed	to	motivate,	to	correct,	and	to	affirm	persons	who	work	in	the	parish	ministries;	and	
where	needed,	provide	conflict	resolution	and	reconciliation.	To	be	a	true	pastoral	leader	he/she	must	
lead	worship	where	appropriate,	and	likewise	break	open	the	Word.		In	short,	he/she	would	be	in	the	
role	of	pastor,	excepting	sacramental	ministry,	and	under	the	supervision	of	the	canonical	pastor.	(per	
Canon	517.2)	
	

HOW:		Remuneration	and	Status:			
"The	laborer	is	worthy	of	his	wages."	(1Tim.5:18b)	

Pastoral	leaders	who	are	expected	to	be	involved	5	or	6	days	in	the	work	should	be	paid	a	commensurate	salary,	
with	proper	benefits.		They	should	have	the	job	tenure	that	other	professional	ministers	and	Church	employees	
do.	Statutes	created	and	approved	by	the	USCCB	should	protect	the	status	of	these	ministers	from	dismissal	
without	cause,	or	because	a	new	ordinary	or	pastor	would	not	accept	the	program.	Those	Bishops	and	priests	
who	would	see	the	need	for	and	accept	the	presence	of	this	form	of	ministry	and	accept	appropriate		
formation/training	would	be	best	suited	to	employ	it.	However,	the	importance	of	the	USCCB	endorsing	and	
encouraging	the	remedy	to	this	present	crisis	before	it	escalates	further	is	paramount.	
	
WHY:		Prophetic	Importance:			

“In	the	last	days,	God	says,	I	will	pour	out	my	Spirit	on	everyone.	Your	sons	and	your	daughters	
will	prophesy,	your	young	men	will	see	visions,	and	your	old	men	will	dream	dreams”.	(Acts2:17)	

These	Lay	Pastoral	Leaders	will	provide	a	very	important	proving	ground	for	the	USA	Church	because	we	would	
learn	what	men	and	women,	married	and	unmarried,	can	accomplish	as	pastoral	leaders,	and	what	kind	of	
persons	we	need.		We	will	gain	a	great	deal	of	wisdom	about	what	works	and	what	doesn’t	work.		In	a	larger	
framework,	it	would	show	how	the	priesthood	of	the	future	might	discern	proven	individuals.	

A	special	urgency	to	begin	now	arises	from	the	fact	that	presently,	due	to	the	large	number	of	retiring	
priests,	we	have	many	sacramental	ministers	available	on	a	flexible	part-time	basis.		This	will	be	true	for	
the	next	ten	to	fifteen	years.		This	is	a	providential	time	to	initiate	Pastoral	Leaders	of	Priest-less	
Parishes.		With	many	sacramental	ministers	-retiring	priests-	available	for	part	time	service,	we	can	
ensure	Sunday	Eucharist	and	basic	sacramental	ministry	for	most	of	the	parishes	who	are	without	a	
resident	priest	as	pastor	while	we	work	out	the	dynamics	for	the	future.	While	some	priests	would	
prefer	not	to	become	“circuit	riders”	we	believe	that	there	are	solutions	to	this	concern.	
	It	is	unquestionable	that	time,	creativity	and	courage	will	be	needed	to	make	all	the	adjustments.	Time	
will	also	be	needed	to	properly	train	Pastoral	Leaders.		

	
BACKGROUND:	The	Experience	of	some	dioceses:		

Jesus	replied,	"I	am	the	way,	and	the	truth,	and	the	life.	No	one	comes	to	the	Father	except	through	me”.		
(John	14:6)	

The	experience	of	dioceses	with	lay	or	diaconal	pastoral	leadership	of	parishes	has	varied.		Some	bishops	began	
it,	but	a	successor	closed	it	down.		Time	is	needed	for	a	new	process	to	take	hold	and	there	will	be	challenges	to	
embrace	along	the	way	even	as	in	parishes	with	resident	priests.		

Normal	practice	in	many	Third	World	parishes,	especially	in	Africa	and	Latin	America,	is	to	have	a	larger	
parish,	usually	rural,	with	many	“out-stations”	(Uganda)	or	“chapels”	(Guatemala)	which	are	visited	by	
the	parish	priest	four,	six	or	twelve	times	a	year	for	Mass	and	sacraments.		Weekly	or	bi-weekly	services	



	
	

	
	

are	
conducted	by	a	catechist	or	ideally	by	a	trained	lay	preacher.	Training	in	those	parts	of	the	world	is	much	
more	difficult	to	accomplish.		All	such	ministers	are	expected	to	take	part	in	periodic	formation		
	
	
weekends	at	deanery	or	diocesan	level.		The	formational	training	must	be	provided	by	a	person	who	is	
well	prepared	for	this	role.	While	on-the-ground	realities	in	our	part	of	the	world	are	greatly	different,		
this	is	an	established	model	of	the	lay	pastoral	care	that	we	in	the	First	World	can	learn	from	as	we	deal	
with	the	emerging	model	of	an	increasing	number	of	priests	trying	to	truly	“pastor”	two	or	more	
parishes.	Similar	situations	are	occurring	now	within	some	of	our	own	states,	placing	much	stress	on	our	
priests,	especially	since	often	little	or	no	training	is	provided.	
	

For	the	reasons	given	above	we	offer	this	plea:	that	our	bishops	corporately,	with	the	collaboration	and	
assistance	of	those	with	experience	in	this	area,	formulate	a	plan	now	to	meet	this	emerging	crisis.		Depending	
on	circumstances,	such	a	plan	may	be	applied	at	once	by	some	dioceses,	more	slowly	by	others,	and	some	may	
find	it	appropriate	to	apply	it	regionally,	but	in	any	case	a	nationwide	reality	is	unfolding	which	demands	action	
by	our	whole	Bishops’	Conference.		Pope	Francis	has	urged	this	very	kind	of	action.		Faith	tells	us	that	this	crisis	
is	also	an	opportunity.	Hope	tells	us	that	whatever	risk	is	involved	belongs	to	our	mission	of	bringing	the	Gospel	
to	all	people.	

	
If	USA	Church	leadership	postpones	dealing	with	this	issue,	the	window	of	opportunity	will	slowly	close.	Then	we	
will	experience	a	greater	collapse	of	parishes	than	we	are	currently	experiencing,	a	loss	of	morale	and	health	
among	priests,	and	further	decline	of	the	morale	and	trust	of	people	who	depend	upon	us	to	meet	their	spiritual	
needs.		As	our	Catholic	presence	diminishes,	so	will	our	presence	in	society	in	all	of	its	aspects.	
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“May	the	God	of	hope	fill	you	with	all	joy	and	peace	as	you	trust	in	him,	so					
	 that	you	may	overflow	with	hope	by	the	power	of	the	Holy	Spirit.”	
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