
 
 
 
 
Dear Friend, 
 
Thank you for participating in our Save Our Parish  
Community initiative.  This project was inspired by 
the canonically incorrect suppression of parishes 
in Boston, Toledo and several other dioceses.  
Dioceses were appropriating assets from closed 
parishes rather than transferring them with parishioners 
to their new parish home. 
 
Thankfully, not every diocese is employing the same procedures as Boston and Toledo.  However, 
enough were wrongly invoking the “suppression” canons that it prompted a letter from the 
Vatican’s Cardinal Castrillon Hoyos cautioning U.S. Bishops that this was inappropriate and needed 
to stop (see enclosed letter.) 
 
In a 2003 national study of all U.S. dioceses, the Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council 
Development found that 40% of merged parishes lost parishioners.  The same study showed that 
parishes with parish directors were more likely to increase parishioners. 
 
It is clear that there is a great need to begin discussion of best ways for reserving vital parishes until 
such time as the Vatican finally accepts the need to open ordination to all those called to it. 
 
Since we will be dealing with the priest shortage for some years to come, it is vitally important to 
begin the process of transitioning to the use of parish life coordinators to administer parishes 
rather than close them because of the priest shortage. 
 
This packet provides everything you need for your small faith community or parish leadership to 
begin discussing proactive strategies for preserving parishes in your own diocese. 
 
It also provides extensive information about claiming parish rights and resisting unjust closures in 
the hopefully unlikely event that the diocese decides to close your vital, solvent parish without your 
consent. 
 
Thanks for your commitment to reforming and renewing our Church from within. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Deborah Rose-Milavec 
Executive Director 
 
 
P.S. Grassroots initiatives such as this one take staffing and financial support.  If you are not already 
a member or contributor to FutureChurch, we hope you will join today.  
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A Story of Three Parishes

Save Our Parish Community Project
FutureChurch

Must a Parish Perish?      The Boston Experience
              By Peter Borre

Two years ago St. Catherine of Siena parish in Charlestown, MA, was on the road to being “suppressed” that 
is, permanently closed in accordance with the archdiocese of Boston’s reconfiguration plan to suppress or 
merge 83 Boston-area parishes.  In late October, 2004, Rev. Robert J. Bowers, then pastor of St. Catherine’s, 
was able to negotiate with the archdiocese a reprieve for his doomed parish by voluntarily stepping down 
as pastor, in return for a commitment  “…that over the next two years the three parishes of Charlestown are 
to be combined into one new parish.”   [Archdiocese news release of October 31, 2004.]  In June 2006, St. 
Catherine’s was merged into a single parish with St. Mary’s; St. Francis De Sales remains open as a separate 
parish.

On a broader scale, the archdiocese’s reconfiguration plan for Catholic Boston has ground to a halt due to 
resistance from parishioners.  The pushback has taken several forms.

Church Vigils 

At some time or other, nine Boston-area churches have been in vigil, peacefully occupied round-the-clock by 
parishioners. As of October 2006, five churches are in vigil and four of them will celebrate their second full year 
of vigil activity during this month, more than 17,000 hours in the pews, day and night.  

In the history of Catholic America, no other diocese has encountered resistance on such a scale.  The previous 
record was in Worcester where a single church, St. Joseph’s, was occupied for 14 months in the mid-1990s.

Appeals to the Vatican Courts

In 2004-2005, fourteen Boston-area parishioner groups appealed the archbishop’s suppression decisions 
to the Vatican’s appellate department, the Congregation for the Clergy, of which Bernard Law is a Member 
(board-of-directors equivalent); all of these appeals were denied in January of this year. 

In February, seven of these groups followed through with appeals to the next and highest legal level of the 
Vatican - the Apostolic Signatura, its supreme court.   Surprisingly, all seven appeals were accepted, and in 
May the Signatura issued decrees instructing the archbishop of Boston to safeguard all parish properties while 
the seven appeals are heard.  

These developments are unusual because the Signatura, like the U.S. Supreme Court, can simply reject 
appeals, and usually does.  Also, in the recollection of two Canon Law (church law) specialists, the decree 
instructions to the archbishop of Boston are completely unprecedented.  Finally, at any one time the caseload 
before the Signatura is around 40 appeals:  to have seven appeals from a single diocese (out of 4,000 Catholic 
dioceses worldwide) gives Boston a prominence which its bishops, current and past, might prefer to avoid. 

Civil Suits v. Archdiocese            

Six Boston-area parishioner groups have filed civil lawsuits against the archdiocese in Massachusetts courts.  
Given the separation of church and state, the grounds for action against a diocese must be chosen carefully; 
however, Divine Providence has lent a hand.



The bishop of Spokane, Washington and the archbishop of  Portland, Oregon have  placed their dioceses in 
bankruptcy, voluntarily seeking the jurisdiction of the federal legal system.  They have testified that whatever the 
technicalities of title deeds, Catholic bishops do not own diocesan parishes - they are simply trustees, and they 
are prohibited under Canon Law from selling off parish properties for the financial benefit of their dioceses.

This, of course, is the opposite of what the archbishop of Boston has been asserting over the past two years 
- that he is the sole owner of parish properties, that “[T]he financial situation of the Archdiocese is much 
worse than most people realize”, and that “[T]he only way to avoid a catastrophic financial debacle is for us to 
downsize.”  [Archbishop Seàn O’Malley letter to the archdiocese, November 13, 2004]

Contrast this with an affidavit submitted in a federal court by Nicholas P. Cafardi, Dean and Professor of Law at 
Duquesne University Law School and a canon lawyer:

“The idea that a bishop, or someone standing in his place, would harm a parish to pay diocesan debt is 
abhorrent to Canon Law.  It would violate the highest principle of Canon Law.”  (5/27/05 Spokane Diocese in 
U.S. Bankruptcy Court, Eastern District of Washington, State. case number 04-08822-PCW-11. )

While two of the Boston parishioner civil suits have received adverse rulings at the Superior Court level, one 
of these suits has been taken up on appeal for direct review by the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court, 
bypassing the Massachusetts Appeals Court; oral argument is set for December.  Apparently, there is a public 
policy issue on which the SJC wishes to rule.  The common theme among the six parishioner suits is the Canon 
Law position of the West Coast bishops, which, paraphrased slightly, is as follows: 

Bishops as trustees have a fiduciary responsibility to safeguard the parishes entrusted to their care, and 
bishops cannot use parishes as diocesan ATMs.

Whatever the outcome at the SJC, Boston parishioners owe an immense debt to Charlestown’s priest of 
integrity, Father Bob Bowers.  Over the past several years, through the unfolding of the sexual abuse saga and 
then through more than two years of reconfiguration, the archdiocese of Boston has alienated many Catholics.  
Some of them have learned how to fight back; yet their Catholic roots remain deep.  An old Eagles song, Hotel 
California, probably expresses eloquently the dilemma of their conflicted feelings towards their church:

“You can check out any time you like,
But you can never leave.”

Peter Borre is a business man and lifelong Catholic educated in Rome at the Jesuits’ “Istituto Massimo.” He 
is a leader of Boston’s Council of Parishes. This article was originally published on October 5, 2006 in the 

Charlestown Patriot-Bridge, a community weekly in Boston.

St. Stanislaus Kostka Polish Roman Catholic Church, St. Louis, Missouri 
-  Fr. Marek Bozek and Roger Krasnicki Account by:

Fr. Marek Bozek
I was born and raised in Poland, moved to the USA in 2000 and was ordained a Catholic priest on my 28th 
birthday in 2002, in Springfield, Missouri. When first Polish immigrants arrived to Saint Louis in the late 19th 
century the Archbishop would not help them in building their church, but agreed eventually to grant them a 
deed to a piece of land and future church, if they ever built it. Our forefathers took his offer, and ever since 
1891 the deed to grounds and the church is owned by the Parishioners. They were good stewards and our 
church with grounds is worth today about $10,000,000.

In 2003, after the sexual abuse of minors by priests scandal erupted and the Archdiocese found itself in big 
need of fast money, Archbishop Justin Rigali notified the Board of Directors that the Archdiocese wanted to



take control of the financial assets and property of Saint Stanislaus and requested that the deed will be given 
back to the Archdiocese. Having seen dozens of other parishes in the city being closed and sold, parishioners 
agreed to his request under one condition only: that Archbishop Burke (new ordinary) will sign a legal affidavit 
stating, that as long as the Parish can support itself he would not close nor sell it. The Archbishop assured 
them of his good intentions, but categorically refused to sign any legal documents. In that situation Parishioners 
decided at their annual meeting to deny his request. In response, the Archbishop ordered two remaining priests 
to leave the rectory (parish priest’s residence right by the church building) in the middle of the night and forbid 
any other Roman Catholic priest to offer any sacraments in our church. The Parish had two choices: either 
obey the Archbishop or become a museum.

For almost two years Saint Stanislaus people met every Sunday without a priest for prayers and proclamation 
of Mass readings. Meanwhile, negotiations were taking place with the Archdiocese but to no avail. Later on a 
dialogue was established between the Board of Directors of the Parish and myself, as to becoming a pastor 
of this spiritually starved faith community. After a year of prayers and negotiations I took the offer and on 
Christmas Eve 2005 had my first Mass at St. Stanislaus. Since that time membership and attendance has 
doubled, numerous new ministries were established, Parish School of Religion has been reinstated and we 
have experienced tremendous support of Christians in the area.

The Archbishop of Saint Louis excommunicated me and the Board of Directors of our Parish. Believing 
that justice is on our side we have appealed his penalty to the Vatican and now are patiently waiting for the 
decision. We still consider ourselves to be Roman Catholics, for according to the Canon Law of the Roman 
Catholic Church, every penalty is suspended for the duration of the appeal process. For more information on 
our great Parish and some of the media coverage on our struggle, go to www.stansilauskostaka.com

Rev. Marek B. Bozek
1413 North 20th Street, Saint Louis, MO 63106 (314) 421-5948 - rectory (314) 856-2097-cell

By Ginny Hull
 
St. James Parish in Kansas, Ohio was established in 1889, at the time as part of the Cleveland diocese. For 
over 115 years the parish has been the center of spiritual and social activities for rural farm families. Ginny 
Hull is an active Catholic who helped organize parishioners to resist closing her treasured parish home.

Our church, St. James, Kansas, Ohio had our last Mass on June 30, 2005. We were one of 21 parishes 
Bishop Leonard Blair, the new Bishop of Toledo, scheduled to close. Two months earlier, in anticipation of 
the diocesan decision, we began our 24/7 prayer vigil. We continued for ten months.  During that time we 
filed a canonical appeal but it was unsuccessful.  On March 6, 2006, after hearing that the Rome appeal was 
denied, the diocese physically forced us out of our church. 
 
Our parish was very active, financially sound and 79% of the members attended every Sunday.  The 
Diocese’s average is 33%.  And we had lots of young people and small children. Ever since the last Mass on 
June 30, many of the parishioners have met every Sunday morning for a prayer service, with an occasional 
Mass by a sympathetic priest.  
 
We have filed a civil suit against the Diocese, claiming that the money and property/building belong to the 
parishioners...not the Bishop. We have had a lot of experience at dealing with the Diocese, their mistruths, 
cover-ups, etc. We had $78,000 in the bank that the diocese has taken, as well numerous personal items still 
in the church such as personal spiritual items, musical instruments, technical equipment, furniture, etc.  After 
the Diocese asked for three delays [of the civil suit], they finally filed a motion for a dismissal for which we 
prepared a response. The legal action is still going on. 

Salem St. Joseph is another parish that filed a civil suit.  Holy Rosary in Toledo still has a canonical appeal 
ongoing in Rome.  

Story of St. James Parish, Kansas, Ohio, Diocese of Toledo 



Some of the parishioners of the closed parishes have found new parishes, but there are a lot (probably the 
large majority) who are wandering, not belonging anywhere, and still hurting a lot.  Almost every parish that 
was closed was very financially sound. Some had close to a million dollars or more. 
 
If you have any other questions, just email gahull@verizon.net or call me at 419-986-5646 
 
Interesting facts about St. James Parish (from: www.stjameskansas.org) 
 
    •The 2003 Census shows the average Sunday Mass attendance in the Toledo Diocese is 34% while St.   
     James’ average is 79%. 
 
    •Of our regular 176 in attendance at St. James’ Sunday Mass, 14% are considered visitors who regularly    
     come because they favor our liturgy, music, CCD, or time. 
 
    •St. James has 60% of parishioners actively involved in other church activities beyond attending Sunday Mass. 
 
    •St. James parishioners organize and handle almost all programs and take care of the property of the  
     church.  As a former pastor has said, “It is the easiest parish I ever had.” 
 
    * If St. James, Kansas were to be closed, there is no parish that can accept our parish as a whole      
      community. It is very important to have a Church environment in small communities. 
 
    •There are 24 parishes in the Toledo Diocese with less attendance than St. James, of these 15 are not on 
     the “recommended to close” list. 
 
    •Three parishes in Seneca County have less Mass attendance, fewer baptisms and fewer marriages and  
      they are not on “the list”. 
 
    •Since 1998, the total attendance of 12 parishes in the Fremont deanery not recommended for closing  
     decreased 22%, while the two remaining parishes, St. Casimir and St. James, have both increased      
     attendance and yet are both on the “recommended to close” list.” 

 
    • Since 1998, Gibsonburg decreased attendance by 28% and their financial picture has decayed         
      substantially.  Millersville decreased in attendance by 27% and their financial picture is decreased as  
      well.  Kansas, St. James has increased in attendance and increased financially 385%. 
 
    • In the Fremont Deanery, Mass attendance has dropped 46% since 1970. There should be a study done of  
      what parishes are increasing in attendance and what parishes are decreasing and why?

The Save Our Parish Community project was created by FutureChurch
17307 Madison Avenue Lakewood, Ohio 44107

info@futurechurch.org  216-228-0869
www.futurechurch.org



Some Key Findings 
about Parish Reconfigurations

Save Our Parish 
Community Project
FutureChurch

from the 
Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development’s 

2003 National Study of Parish Reorganization

Introduction
In 2003 the Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development* (CPPCD) published the results 
of its first nationwide survey of dioceses about parish reorganization. One hundred twenty-three of 177 
dioceses responded to a questionnaire about their experience of reorganization from 1995 to 2000.  
Diocesan respondents were then asked to provide names and addresses of priests or parish directors at 
reorganized parishes.  These individuals were sent a second questionnaire inquiring about staffing and 
ministry issues in parishes that underwent change.  Two hundred seventy-three parish survey responses 
were returned and twenty-five in depth interviews were conducted with selected pastors and parish 
directors (now commonly called parish life coordinators).

This essay is not intended to be a comprehensive summary of the CCPCD’s excellent and extensive study.  
Rather, it presents in abbreviated fashion information that may be of particular interest to ordinary 
Catholics wishing to participate responsibly in reorganization processes underway in their own parishes.  
It has been our experience at FutureChurch, that most parish-centered Catholics are unaware of CCPCD’s 
existence, let alone of study findings, hence the need to make this information more widely available.

The complete 2003 study can be purchased from the Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council 
Development website at www.cppcd.org.  Study highlights are also available as a free download. The 
interested reader is strongly urged to purchase and read the full study. Tables and information in this 
essay are used with permission.



Selected Survey Findings

Who Responded and Who Was Involved?

* Eighty-nine of 123 responding dioceses conducted some form of parish reorganization from 1995 through 2000. Overall, 
fourteen percent of all parishes from responding dioceses were involved in reorganization.

* All major geographical regions were represented, with parish changes having taken place in the majority of responding 
dioceses from each region.

*  Sixty-six percent of restructuring dioceses reported that parishes were consulted “very much” in the reorganization process. 
In the Northeast and Midwest, dioceses were more likely to have involved all parishes in the reorganization efforts. Parishes 
were more likely to have been consulted where the diocese included all its parishes in the process.

* Nearly 90 percent of the 273 parish survey respondents were in the Northeast or Midwest. Most respondents were priests; 
one in seven were not.

What Kinds of Changes Were Made? (Between 1995-2000)

 Clustering vs Merging vs. Closure 

* Sixty percent linked or clustered parishes.

* Fifty-four percent merged parishes.

* Fifty-one percent established new parishes.

* Thirty-nine percent closed or suppressed parishes (not in a merger). 
 

Change in Parish Leadership
* Forty-two percent replaced a resident pastor with a parish director  (under provision of Canon 517.2).

* Thirty-eight percent replaced a resident pastor with a nonresident pastor.

* Eight percent replaced a resident pastor with a team of priests.   

2.1: Types of Parish Changes Made   
   (Dioceses Reporting Each Type, Among 95 Dioceses Having Made Changes)

Changes in Parish Structures:

“Linked” or “Clustered” Parishes*     60%

Merged Parishes     54%

     Closed Parished in a Merger (included in previous figure) 45%

Established New Parishes     51%

Closed or Suppressed Parishes (not in a Merger)     39%

     Closed Parishes but Maintained Physically as Chapels or Missions 
     (included in previous figure) 12%

Changes in Pastoral Leadership:

Replaced a Resident Pastor with a Parish Director**     42%

Replaced a Resident Pastor with a Non-Resident Pastor     38%

Replaced a Resident Pastor with a Team of Priests***       8%

*  “ Linked” or “clustered” parishes are those that are organizationally connected by the diocese for purposes of staffing and/or ministry. The most common types of this arrangement 
include:  sharing a pastor, sharing staff, joint ministry programs, and joint planning efforts. 
**  Dioceses use many different titles for religious, other lay persons, and deacons assigned to parishes under Canon 517.2.  These titles include pastoral or parish administrator, parish 
or pastoral life coordinator, and parish director.  In general, the term “parish director” is used in this study. 
***The proportion of dioceses using a team of priests for parish leadership is probably overstated.  Subsequent pastor/parish director  responses from  several parishes identified by 
dioceses as having this form of leadership indicate that they actually are linked, have a non-resident pastor, and/or have a parish director.

Factors Impacting Reorganization

* Eighty-two percent of respondents named “a declining or aging presbyterate “as one of the three most important factors leading 
to reorganization. (55% ranked this “most important.”)

* Fifty-five percent of respondents named “declining or increasing attendance” as one of the three most important factors leading 
to reorganization. (19% ranked this “most important.")



What Happened Afterward? 
[As reported by Pastors and Parish Directors’ Surveys]

Merged Parishes Decrease Parishioners, Parishes with Parish Directors Increase Parishioners

* More than 40 percent of merged parishes reported a decrease in size (number of households) while only one in seven parishes 
that were linked, shared a pastor or assigned a parish director reported a decrease in size.

* Parishes assigned to a parish director were most likely to have experienced an increase in number of households.  

2.9: Most Important Factors Leading to Reorganization
(Among 87 Dioceses Reporting or Planning Changes)

Most 
Important

2nd 
Most Important

3rd 
Most Important

Declining or aging presbyterate 55% 14% 13%

Declining or increasing attendance in some parishes 19% 21% 15%

Shift in Catholic population within the diocese (e.g., urban to 
suburban)

11% 27% 15%

Overall decline or increase of Catholic population in the Diocese 9% 9% 7%

Inability of parishes to support themselves financially 1% 8% 13%

Problems with church building(s) (e.g., in disrepair, too large, too 
small)

0% 2% 13%

2:11: Importance of Various Goals or Criteria for the Reorganization Effort
(Among Dioceses Having Made or Planned Changes)

“Somewhat” or 
“Very Much”

“Very Much” 
only

Each parish would celebrate the Eucharist every Sunday. 80% 59%

Priests would not be over-worked/over-extended. 80% 39%

No Catholic would have to travel an unreasonable distance to attend Mass. 72% 30%

No parish with a viable number parishioners would close. 67% 36%

Each parish would h ave a “full service” or “comlete” ministeral program. 61% 33%

No parish would close. 54% 33%

No financially viable parish would close. 43% 26%

Each parish would have a resident pastor. 21% 9%

Goals and Criteria Guiding Reorganization

* Access to  Sunday Eucharist, priest workload, travel distance, preservation of parishes with a "viable number of parishioners" 
and provision of complete ministerial program were important criteria for reorganization efforts.

3.10: Change in Number of Households by Type of Parish Change

Merged Linked or Shared a Pastor Parish Director

Decreased 11 to 99% 27% 5% 3%

Decreased 1 to 10% 14% 8% 11%

No Change 21% 49% 31%

Increased 1 to 10% 10% 14% 29%

Increased 11 to 99% 20% 21% 26%

Increased 100% or More 8% 3% 0%

* Fifty-three percent of respondents named “shift in Catholic population within the diocese”  (e.g. urban to suburban)  as one of the 
three most important factors leading to reorganization. (11% ranked this “most important.”).

* Eighty percent of respondents named the goals of having the Eucharist available every Sunday and avoiding over extending 
priests as important criteria for reorganizing.



Impact on Parish Staff and Workload

* Parishes that shared a pastor were much more likely to share other staff as well.

* Most respondents reported that time dedicated to administrative responsibilities increased with reorganization.  Half 
also reported that the willingness of parishioners to volunteer also increased. Taken together, the responses indicate 
an increase in the complexity of parishes and pastors’ duties.

* Respondents whose parishes shared a pastor, or were linked with another parish were especially likely to say that 
time spent on administration increased. These respondents identified pastoral assistants and business managers as 
potentially the most helpful.

* Overall, parishes that were linked or shared a pastor appeared to have significantly more difficulty than average.  
Parish directors and pastors in new parishes reported less difficulty.

Impact on Ministry/Pastoral Effectiveness

* Although reorganization often included a reduction in the level of priestly staffing, respondents were twice as likely 
to indicate an improvement in meeting parish needs as opposed to a diminishment in meeting needs (18% to 9%) .  
Improvement occurred most often where a parish director was assigned. 

* Seventy-five percent agreed that parish finances were currently healthy and that ministry in general had been 
enhanced.

* Nearly 90% of respondents believed the reorganization was carefully planned and in dioceses where the diocesan 
pastoral council was involved, respondents were more likely to report that their parishes have a greater sense of 
purpose afterwards.

The Save Our Parish Community project was created by FutureChurch
17307 Madison Avenue Lakewood, Ohio 44107

info@futurechurch.org  216-228-0869
www.futurechurch.org

About the Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development:

The Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development (CPPCD) promotes and 
advocates consultative processes that foster effective planning for the pastoral life of the Church.
CPPCD values:
 • conciliar structures grounded in shared leadership and dialogue,
 • research and pastoral planning,
 • theological and professional development, and
 • relationships with other church affiliated organizations.

CPPCD serves  pastors, lay leaders and diocesan staff with:
 • research, theories, skills and models
 • opportunities for theological and professional training, and
 • resources for information and sharing and networking.

For further information about CPPCD activities or resources, contact info@cppcd.org 856-722-1174 
or CPPCD Suite 635-A Country Club Pkwy Mt Laurel NJ 08054



Special ReportSpecial Report
Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate . Georgetown University . Washington, D.C.

Serving Dioceses, Parishes, and Religious Communities Since 1964 Summer 2005

N
ew to the Roman Catholic Church’s 1983 Code of Canon Law was the 
following (517, §2): If the diocesan bishop should decide that due to a dearth
of priests a participation in the exercise of the pastoral care of a parish is to
be entrusted to a deacon or to some other person who is not a priest or to a

community of persons, he is to appoint some priest endowed with the powers and faculties
of a pastor to supervise the pastoral care. Over the last decade, the number of Catholic
parishes in the United States entrusted to deacons, religious sisters and brothers, and other
lay persons has grown from 268 in 1993 to 566 in 2004. Those numbers represent a dou-
bling in the numbers of parishes entrusted to someone other than a priest during this period
from 1.4 percent of all parishes in the United States to 3.0 percent.

Understanding the Ministry and Experience:
Parish Life Coordinators in the United States

The Emerging Models Project

CARA was commissioned to conduct this
research about parish life coordinators by 
six national Catholic organizations brought
together through a Lilly funded project,
“Developing and Sustaining the Emerging
Models of Pastoral Leadership in the
Catholic Church in the United States.”
These organizations include:

• National Association for Lay 
Ministry (NALM) 

• Conference for Pastoral Planning and
Council Development (CPPCD)

• National Association of Church 
Personnel Administrators (NACPA) 

• National Association of Diaconate
Directors (NADD) 

• National Catholic Young Adult 
Ministry Association (NCYAMA) 

• National Federation of Priests’ 
Councils (NFPC). 

The project’s focus is to identify and promote
emerging pastoral leadership models which
nurture and sustain vibrant and empowered
Catholic parish communities in the United
States. For more information about the
Emerging Models Project visit
http://www.emergingmodels.org

FIGURE 1. NUMBER OF U.S. PARISHES ENTRUSTED TO PLCS BY
ECCLESIAL STATUS, 1993 TO 2004
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Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate  . Georgetown University

CARA identified 36 unique job titles for these ministers with the
most common being Pastoral Administrator, Administrator, Parish
Life Coordinator, and Pastoral Coordinator. These ministers,
referred to in this report as Parish Life Coordinators (PLCs), have
most often been women religious, although the share of parishes
entrusted to religious sisters has declined from 65 percent in 1993
to 43 percent in 2004. 

The number of parishes entrusted to deacons and other lay persons
have increased during this period and a small number of parishes
have consistently been entrusted to religious brothers.  In 2004, 26
percent of parishes were entrusted to deacons and another 26 per-
cent to lay men and women.  Five percent were entrusted to reli-
gious brothers. Overall, six in ten PLCs are female.

The largest number of PLC parishes are in the Midwest and the
fewest in the Northeast.

Dioceses with the most parishes entrusted to religious sisters
include New Ulm, MN; Saginaw, MI; and Albany, NY. Those with
the most parishes entrusted to deacons are Charleston, SC;
Lafayette, IN; and Louisville, KY. The largest numbers of parishes
entrusted to lay men and women are in Fairbanks, AK; Salina, KS;
and Seattle, WA. Dubuque, IA has the largest number of parishes
entrusted to religious brothers.

PLC Parishes Compared to
Other Parishes
PLC parishes are typically smaller than the “average” U.S. parish as
measured by CARA’s National Parish Inventory (NPI) a database of
parish life in the United States initiated in 1998 and periodically
updated since.

Nearly half of all PLC parishes have 200 or fewer registered house-
holds. Only 7 percent have more than 1,200. As one might expect
with fewer registered households, on average, PLC parishes cele-
brate fewer Masses and sacraments than the average U.S. parish.
PLCs also have smaller paid staffs than the average U.S. parish.
Including the PLC (but excluding sacramental ministers) PLC
parishes average four paid staff. In the average U.S. parish, the
number of paid staff members is between five and six. In the small-
est parishes with 200 or fewer households, PLCs have, on average,
between one and two other staff members.  

Despite typically not having a resident priest, PLC parishes cele-
brate several Masses each week. Anecdotally, there has been an
impression that these parishes would be more likely to utilize
Sunday Celebrations in the Absence of a Priest or Communion
services. However, these are not widely used at PLC parishes. PLC
parishes celebrate fewer Masses than the average U.S. parish—
about two Sunday/Saturday Vigil Masses per weekend compared to
about four in the average U.S. parish. Nearly all (98 percent) indi-
cate that their parish celebrates at least one Sunday/Saturday Vigil
Mass per week.

TABLE 1: NUMBER OF REGISTERED HOUSEHOLDS

PLC U.S.
Parishes Parishes

200 or fewer 49% 24%

201 to 549 31 26

550 to 1,200 12 25

1,201 or more 7 25

Avg. No. of Households 401 902



Spanish-language Sunday/Saturday Vigil
Masses are celebrated with similar frequen-
cy in PLC parishes and U.S. parishes in
general. Eighteen percent of PLC parishes
indicate that they offer Spanish-language
Masses. On average, PLC parishes offer
significantly fewer weekday Masses—
between one and two compared to nearly
six in the average U.S. parish. Seven in ten
PLCs say it is their responsibility to sched-
ule and arrange for the sacramental minis-
ters that celebrate Mass at their parish.

Who Are the
Parish Life
Coordinators?
Religious sisters and brothers are among the
oldest PLCs with average ages of 64 and 
63, respectively. The average age of deacon
PLCs is 60. Lay person PLCs are the
youngest with an average age of 57 for lay
women and 53 for lay men.  In comparison
to the ages of PLCs in a 1990 survey con-
ducted by Gary Burkhart that was published
by the Institute for Pastoral Life (1992),
those PLCs currently entrusted with parish-
es are older than those serving 15 years ago.

In 1990, 43 percent of PLCs were under 50.
By comparison, just 10 percent are under 50
currently (58 percent are 60 or older).

According to comparisons to CARA’s 2002
Lay Ecclesial Ministers Poll and the 2004
CARACatholic Poll (CCP), PLCs are much
more likely than lay ecclesial ministers and
the general Catholic population to have
earned a graduate or professional degree. 

Ninety-four percent of PLCs indicate that
they have attended a Catholic educational
institution. Those PLCs who have graduate
or professional degrees are more likely to be
entrusted with parishes that have a compara-
tively large number of registered house-
holds. PLCs in 2004 have slightly higher
levels of education than they did in 1990.

Fifty-eight percent of PLCs have or are in the
progress of earning Master’s degrees related
to ministry, religion, or theology. Twelve per-
cent have or are in the process of obtaining
doctoral degrees in one of these fields.
Deacons are less likely than all other PLCs to
indicate they have a Master’s degree but are
more likely than other PLCs to say they have
completed a ministry formation program. 

Although highly educated, only slight
majorities of PLCs indicate that their dioce-
ses have a specific training requirement for
PLCs (59 percent) or require ongoing for-
mation and/or education for PLCs (51 per-
cent). Sixty-two percent of PLCs indicate
that they have received some sort of spe-
cialized training for their ministry position
(41 percent before they were entrusted with
their parish). Two in three PLCs agree “very
much” that they feel adequately prepared
for their ministry. 

Before being appointed as PLCs, most were
involved in general pastoral ministry (47
percent), religious education (22 percent),
or they were a PLC in another parish (14
percent). Only 30 percent were in ministry
at the parish they are now entrusted with
before their appointment. Thus, most PLCs
are not promoted from within a parish.

Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate 3

TABLE 2: MASSES

PLC Parishes        U.S. Parishes
Average Median Average Median

Number of Sunday/Saturday Vigil Masses 
celebrated each weekend (any language) 2.2 2.0 4.2 3.0

Number of Spanish Sunday/Saturday Vigil  
Masses celebrated each weekend 0.3 0.0 0.4 0.0

Number of weekday Masses celebrated  
each weekend (any language) 1.6 1.0 5.9 5.0

TABLE 3: WHAT BEST DESCRIBES YOUR HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION?

Lay
Ecclesial U.S. Adults

PLCs Ministers Catholics

High school graduate or less <1% 7% 28%

Some college or a two-year degree         8 15 28

Four-year college degree      13 25 29

Graduate or professional school degree 79 53 15
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What Does a
PLC Do?
Most PLCs—86 percent—are entrusted
with only one parish. However, 10 percent
are entrusted with two parishes, and four
percent are entrusted with three or more.

Half of all PLCs were entrusted with their
parish in 2000 or later. One in ten PLCs
indicates that they were entrusted with
their parish in 2004. Thirty-eight percent
were entrusted with their parish prior to
the year 2000 (3 percent prior to 1990). 

Eight in ten indicate they have a written
job description, but just over half (53 
percent) have a contract. While 60 percent
say that they had a formal installation 
ceremony, only half of of those ceremo-
nies were presided over by the Bishop.

There is no typical person that introduces
PLCs to parishioners. In fact, one in four
PLCs introduced themselves to the parish.
Twenty-three percent of PLCs indicated
that the prior pastor at the parish intro-
duced them. Only 14 percent of PLCs
were introduced to parishioners by their

bishop. Eleven percent were introduced
by either an auxiliary bishop, vicar general,
or the chancellor. More than a quarter of
PLCs indicated that someone not listed on
the survey had introduced them.  

PLCs vary widely in their liturgical min-
istry roles during Mass.The most common
action performed is speaking at the end of
Mass (77 percent) and the least common is
wearing vestments (34 percent). Fourteen
percent of PLCs indicate that they do all of
the things listed. Nearly half preach during
Mass, and among those who do preach, 
on average, this occurs about four times
per month. 

As one might expect of an ordained minis-
ter, deacon PLCs are more likely than PLCs
of other ecclesial status to have active 
roles during Mass. Nearly all deacon PLCs
process in with the presider, remain in the
sanctuary, preach during Mass, speak at 
the end of Mass, and wear vestments.
However, deacon PLCs are slightly less
likely than all other PLCs to offer the wel-
coming to parishioners.  

PLCs are most likely to indicate—three in
four or more—that they spend “very
much” of their time meeting with their

parish pastoral council, dealing with the
parish budget and finances, and on sacra-
mental preparation.  

Deacon PLCs are slightly different in that
they are much more likely than other
PLCs to also indicate they spend “very
much” of their time preparing and giving
homilies, and preparing for or presiding at
baptisms, funerals, Sunday Celebrations
in the Absence of a Priest and prayer serv-
ices for the sick. Deacon PLCs are also
much more likely than all other PLCs to
indicate that they sometimes receive at
least a portion of sacramental stipends.

Nine in ten or more PLCs agree at least
“somewhat” that they are the “pastoral
leader” and “spiritual leader” of their
parish.  Only half agree similarly that they
are the “sacramental leader” and most of
those who do agree with this statement are
deacons. PLCs that have been entrusted
with their parish for longer periods of
time are more likely to consider them-
selves the “pastoral leader” and “spiritual
leader” of their parish.

When making decisions about the parish,
PLCs are most likely—nine in ten or
more—to indicate that they collaborate
“very much” with their parish pastoral
council, parishioners, and pastoral staff.
Very few (one in ten or less) say they col-
laborate “very much” with other pastors,
their bishop or the chancellor.

TABLE 4: CURRENT PROFESSIONAL INTERACTIONS WITH . . .

“Somewhat” or “Very”
“Very” positive positive

Parish staff members 98% 84%

Parishioners 98 83

Sacramental minister(s) for your parish 94 79

Priest-moderator 88 68

The arch/bishop 87 60

Fewer than one in ten PLCs
offer Sunday Celebrations in
the Absence of a Priest.
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The Experience of PLC
Ministry
For most individuals and groups, PLCs report substantial
improvements in the positive nature of their professional interac-
tions now compared to the time when they were first entrusted
with their parish.  However, interactions with one’s bishop are
slightly less likely to be considered “very” positive now than
when they were first entrusted with their parish.

The percentage of PLCs indicating “very” positive interactions
with parish staff and parishioners increases from 55 and 51 per-
cent, respectively, at the time of appointment to 84 and 83 percent,
currently. PLCs are also more likely to say they have “very” 
positive professional interactions with sacramental ministers 

(79 percent) and their priest-moderator (68 percent) now than at
the time they were appointed (63 percent each). The percentage of
PLCs rating their professional interactions with their bishop as
“very” positive drops from 68 percent at the time they are entrust-
ed with their parish to 60 percent currently.  It is important to note
that the current bishop for many PLCs may be different from the
bishop that appointed them.

FIGURE 2. PLC ROLES AT MASS BY ECCLESIAL STATUS
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PLCs who were formally installed in their
parish are more likely than those who were not
to evaluate their current professional interac-
tions with their bishop and priest-moderator as
“very” positive.
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PLCs with longer tenures at their parish are
more likely to say their current profession-
al interactions with their parish staff and
parishioners are “very” positive. However,
interactions with the priest-moderator are
more likely to be evaluated as “very” pos-
itive by PLCs with the shortest tenures.
PLCs who were introduced to parishioners
by the bishop, chancellor, or those who
introduced themselves are more likely than
those introduced in other ways to evaluate
their current professional interactions with
their bishop as “very” positive.  PLCs who
were introduced to parishioners by the
chancellor or those who introduced them-
selves are less likely than those introduced
in other ways to evaluate their current
interactions with parishioners as “very”
positive.  PLCs introduced by their bishop
are the most likely to say their current pro-

fessional interactions with parishioners are
“very” positive (91 percent).

PLCs who had a formal installation cere-
mony when they were assigned to their
parish are more likely than those who did
not to evaluate as “very” positive their
current professional interactions with
their bishop (65 percent compared to 52
percent) and priest-moderator (70 percent
compared to 64 percent).

Nearly all PLCs agree “somewhat” or
“very much” that the priests with whom
they work respect their roles and that they
feel supported by the sacramental minis-
ter(s) with whom they work.  Nine in ten
agree similarly that they get the services
they need from their diocese and that they
feel supported by their bishop.

Security,
Compensation,
and Benefits
Although nearly all PLCs agree at least
“somewhat” that they empower parish-
ioners, that their ministry is a vocation
and not just a job, and that they feel free
to conduct their ministry in the way they
want, the research also revealed some
aspects of dissatisfaction and insecurity.

Just over half agree “very much” that they
have sufficient job security. Only forty-
seven percent of PLCs agree “very much”
that they receive adequate financial compen-
sation for their ministry. Nearly a third say
they have considered leaving their ministry
as a PLC in the last 12 months.  Some 2 per-
cent of PLCs serve as unpaid volunteers.
The typical PLC ministry salary or wage is
between $25,000 to $39,999. Sixty-two per-
cent earn an annual parish salary or wage of
more than $25,000. Those PLCs in the
largest parishes and lay male PLCs earn the
highest ministry incomes. 

Fifty-two percent of PLCs live in the
parish rectory—and most of these are reli-

TABLE 5: WHAT BEST DESCRIBES
YOUR ANNUAL PARISH SALARY

AND WAGES?

Percentage responding as follows:

No salary; volunteer 2%

Less than $10,000 5

$10,000 to $24,999 31

$25,000 to $39,999 44

$40,000 to $59,999 16

$60,000 or more 2

FIGURE 3. CURRENTLY, HOW POSITIVE ARE YOUR 
PROFESSIONAL INTERACTIONS WITH PARISHIONERS?

. . . WITH THE BISHOP OR ARCHBISHOP?
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gious brothers and sisters. Of those PLCs
not living in the rectory, 12 percent are
provided some other form of housing and
22 percent are given a housing stipend.  

One in ten PLCs have a job outside of
ministry—most of them lay males and
deacons.  More than a third of those PLCs
that have outside jobs indicate that these
positions are full-time.

Trends: Past,
Present and
Looking to 
the Future
CARA’s analysis of trends in PLC
appointments during the 1993 to 2004
period indicates that dioceses with fewer
priests than parishes and those that also
have relatively longer distances between
parishes are among the most likely to
entrust some parishes to PLCs. This is
especially the case where large numbers
of Catholics in the diocese make it unfea-
sible to close parishes.

However, these factors are not sufficient in
themselves to explain the existence of PLC
parishes over time.  Although these factors
may do well in measuring the “dearth of
priests” mentioned in Canon 517.2 they do
not get at perhaps the most important factor
noted in the Canon which is “if the diocesan
bishop should decide.” There are a number of
bishops that have decided to appoint PLCs
before their diocesan situation is so dire as to
meet some statistical definition of a “dearth
of priests.” There are other bishops that have
large numbers of non-resident priests being
used and no PLCs have been appointed.

Since 1993, the total number of PLC
parishes in the U.S. has increased each
year with one exception, 1999, and in the
year that followed the number of PLC
parishes increased by 16 percent.
Although this growing trend could
change at any time, there are other well

known factors that suggest continued
growth in PLC parishes may occur in 
the years to come. Since 1965, the U.S.
Catholic population has increased by 41
percent and the number of U.S. parishes
has grown by 8 percent, while the number
of Catholic diocesan priests has decreased
by 19 percent.

In 1965, there were just over 500 
U.S. parishes without a resident pastor.
Currently, there are more than 3,100 of
these parishes amounting to about 16 
percent of all U.S. parishes. Seventy-six
U.S. dioceses currently have ten or more
parishes administered by non-resident
pastors. In 2004, five dioceses had more
than 70 of their parishes administered 
by non-resident pastors, including Fargo,
ND; Dubuque, IA; Springfield, IL; Rapid
City, ND; and Sioux Falls, ND.  

TABLE 6: ARE ANY OF THE 
BENEFITS LISTED BELOW 

AVAILABLE TO YOU FOR YOUR
PARISH MINISTRY?

Respondents could check
all that apply

Health insurance 82%

Retirement 76

Paid vacations 68

Paid retreats 56

Dental insurance 54

Tuition assistance 27

Child care 0

“Other” 7

FIGURE 4. U.S. PRIESTS, PARISHES AND THE CATHOLIC POPULATION, 1965-2004

0

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

70,000

1965 1975 1985 1995 2004

Pa
ris

he
s 

an
d 

pr
ie

st
s

Diocesan Priests Parishes

0

10,000,000

20,000,000

30,000,000

40,000,000

50,000,000

60,000,000

70,000,000

C
at

ho
lic

 P
op

ul
at

io
n•

•
•

•
•

45.6 million

64.3 million

• Catholic Population



In 120 U.S. dioceses, parishes outnumber
diocesan priests in active ministry. In 2004,
100 U.S. dioceses had at least one parish
entrusted to a PLC (57 percent of the 176
territorial Latin Rite dioceses in the United
States). In future years, as the pressure of
declining numbers of priests available to
serve as pastor continues to grow, U.S.
bishops may consider appointing PLCs in
greater numbers. 

For information about obtaining reprints of this
Special Report, please visit the Emerging Models
website at www.emergingmodels.org
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TABLE 7: SUMMARY—NATIONAL PROFILES OF PLCs BY
GENDER AND ECCLESIAL STATUS IN 2005

Female                         Male
Religious Lay Deacons  Lay Religious

Average age in 2005 64 57 61 53 63
Married (%) — 45 91 80 —

Race and Ethnicity
Non-Hispanic White (%) 93 91 83 96 100
Hispanic/Latino (%) 3 5 6 4 0
Black/African American (%) 2 3 11 0 0
Asian Pacific Islander (%) 0 0 <1 0 0

Formation and Education
Has a ministry formation program

certificate (%) 26 42 34 19 18
Has a bachelor’s degree (%) 100 92 73 88 91
Has a graduate degree (%) 95 77 41 77 91
Master’s degree in ministry, religion,

or theology (%) 53 67 17 54 36
Had specialized training before

starting as a PLC (%) 45 49 29 27 36

Appointment
Appointed before 2000 (%) 46 31 26 25 45
Introduced to parish by the

arch/bishop (%) 15 13 15 8 18
Introduced self to parish (%) 30 14 24 35 18
Had formal installation ceremony (%) 70 73 35 52 27
Has a contract (%) 59 46 44 50 64
Has a job description (%) 85 87 66 92 55

Parishes
PLC in more than one parish (%) 17 14 14 4 9
Average number of registered

households 343 515 414 523 208
Average number of Sunday/Saturday

Vigil Masses per weekend 2.0 2.5 2.2 2.7 2.1

Collaboration with Others
Consulted with Parish Council (%) 96 98 98 100 60
Convened Advisory Groups/

Committees (%) 76 86 75 92 44
Convened Listening Sessions/

Assemblies (%) 57 61 55 56 60
Surveyed Parishioners (%) 45 52 59 62 50

Compensation and Benefits
Median range of ministry $25K- $25K- $25K- $25K- $10K-

salary and wages 39K 39K 39K 39K 24,999
Volunteering as a PLC (%) 0 3 6 4 9
Has health insurance as a PLC (%) 86 84 76 69 64
Has retirement benefits as a PLC (%) 78 89 63 73 64
Lives in the parish rectory (%) 71 31 32 27 70



Save Our Parish 
Community Project
FutureChurch

The Save Our Parish Community project was 
created by FutureChurch

17307 Madison Avenue Lakewood, Ohio 44107
info@futurechurch.org  216-228-0869

www.futurechurch.org

Study of the Impact 
of Fewer Priests 
on the Pastoral     
Ministry

Commissioned by the 
U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops

Conducted by the Center 
for Applied Research in the 
Apostolate, Georgetown 
University. Presented at a 
public session of the June 
2000 meeting of U.S. Bishops. 

Summary printed here.

  * 42 percent of the dioceses report reducing the 
number of masses “somewhat” or “very much.”

   * 69 percent  of dioceses expect to reduce 
the number of Masses within 10 years.   

   * 13 percent of dioceses report closing
parishes as a strategy.
  
    * 37 percent of the dioceses report sharing 
ministry staff (DRE’s youth ministers, etc)with 
one or more parishes.

   * Catholics most favor an increasing use of 
deacons and lay ministers to help meet the 
needs of Catholics in a time of fewer priests. 
Just over half support merging parishes as a 
way to meet needs.

Increasing Ethnic Diversity

   * In the U.S. Church 3 percent of Catholics 
are African American, 2 percent are Asian, 
16 percent are Latino, 1 percent are Na-
tive American and 78 percent are white, non 
Hispanic. By 2020 the U.S. census bureau ex-
pects the  white, non Hispanic populations to 
increase by only 5 percent while Hispanic/La-
tino and Asian/Pacific Islander Catholics will 
increase by 70 percent and 74% respectively.

___________

Eight Committees of the USCCB 
cooperated in conducting this study: 

Committee for Priestly Life and Ministry, Com-
mittee for African American Catholics, Com-
mittee for the Diaconate, Committee on His-
panic Affairs, Committee on Home Missions, 
Committee on Pastoral practices, 
Committee on Vocations and 
Subcommittee on Lay Ecclesial Ministry

The full Powerpoint presentation of these sta-
tistics is available from the USCCB Office on 
Priestly Life. Call  (202) 541-3000

Statistics for individual dioceses were collected but 
not made public. Contact your diocese for these, or 
check www.futurechurch.org for Official Catholic 
Directory statistics for every U.S. diocese and 
for diocesan statistics from demographers Richard 
Schoenherr and Lawrence Young’s published study: 
Full Pews, Empty Altars. (University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1993)  

About counting priests. There are a number of 
ways to count priests. The priest statistics in this 
brochure are from the Official Catholic Directory 
which counts every diocesan and religious order 
priest who is living and breathing, regardless of  
retirement status or their ability to actively staff a 
parish.  In 2006, Georgetown’s Center for Applied 
Research in the Apostolate reported that there 
are actually 18,000 active diocesan priests in the 
U.S.  Seventy five percent of these were over 55 
years old. We are only ordaining about 350 new 
diocesan priests each year.  Presuming ordinations 
remain constant, in 20 years we could have as few 
as 11,500 active diocesan priests for our 19,000 
parishes.



Catholic Population Doubles

  * In 1950 there were 28,634,878 Catholics in 
the U.S. By 2000 this number had doubled to 
59,156,237. 
 
  * The U.S.Catholic population is increasing 
particularly in the West and South. The great-
est percentage increase is in the Hispanic/La-
tino and Asian/Pacific Islander populations.

Priest Availability Declines

  * In 1950 there were 43,100 priests available 
for a ratio of 652 Catholics to one priest. In 
2000 there were 46,709 priests available for a 
ratio of 1,257 Catholics to one priest. 

   * The Catholics per priest ratio in North 
America (includes Canada) is the lowest in the 
world with South America having the highest 
at 7,094:1, Africa 4483:1 and Europe 1,336:1.

  * The average age of U.S. priests is 57 years 
for diocesan priests and 63 years for religious 
order priests.  There are 433 priests over the 
age of 90 and 298 priests under 30. Most ordi-
nations today occur after the age of 30.

  * 82 percent of dioceses and eparchies 
report fewer priests relative to their pastoral 
needs compared to 1990.

  * In 1970 there were 6,602 theology level 
seminarians.  In 2000, there were 3,474. 
Enrollments have stabilized in the 1990s and 
have increased slightly over the past three 
years.

Parishes: 

  * There are over 19,000 parishes in the U.S. 
with an average of 3,086 Catholics per parish, 
an increase of 67 percent from 1950. 

    * 73 percent of these parishes still have a 
resident pastor.  2,386 parishes share a pas-
tor and 2,334 parishes are without a resident 
pastor. 437 parishes are pastored by some-
one other than a priest (canon 517.2).

   * 60 percent of dioceses and eparchies 
report that more priests are serving in multiple 
parishes.

   * One in six priests active in parish or dioc-
esan ministry is foreign born and the number 
is increasing.

Lay Ecclesial Ministers Increase

   * Between 1992 and 1997 the number of 
parish lay ecclesial ministers increased by 30 
percent.

   *About  30,000 people work as paid profes-
sional pastoral associates, directors of reli-
gious education (DREs), music ministers and 
other parish ministers. Another 12,000 are 
parish youth ministers. An additional 5,000 
are employed at campus, hospital, prison 
and other ministry sites.(ed note: 82 percent 
of these are women according to Fr. Phillip 
Murnion’s National Parish Life Study).

   * Over 30,000 Catholics are in degree-grant-
ing or certificate programs preparing for full or 
part-time ministry.

   * 74 percent of dioceses report having 
“somewhat” or “very much” increased the 
number of lay ecclesial ministers in parishes, 
and 86 percent expect to have more lay eccle-
sial ministers in the future. 

Deacons 

   * There are almost 13,000 deacons serving 
in most dioceses and eparchies.

    * There are over 2,500 men in formation for 
the diaconate

   *  52 percent of dioceses report “somewhat” 
or “very much” having increased the assign-
ment of deacons for sacramental or liturgical 
ministry

   * 69 percent of dioceses report employing 
deacons or lay persons in parish management 
“somewhat” or “very much” and 87 percent of 
dioceses expect “somewhat” or “very much” to 
assign more deacons or lay persons to assist 
in parish management in ten years.

  * Deacons are heavily involved in parish sac-
ramental and liturgical ministries and find it in-
creasingly difficult to maintain balance in their 
ministry of service to the word, liturgy and 
charity.  They are concerned about how their 
identity over the long term will be affected by 
focusing more on sacramental and liturgical 
ministries during a time of fewer priests. 

  Parish Strategies 

   * 80 percent of dioceses have a vocation 
recruitment program in place for vocations to 
the priesthood.

  * 43 percent of dioceses report that they 
“somewhat” or “very much” organize ministry 
for priests after retirement and 61 percent 
expect to do so within 10 years.

   * 437 parishes  have utilized canon 517.2 
and are pastored by someone other than a 
priest. Though 58 percent of dioceses report 
utilizing the provision of canon 517.2 currently 
only 22 percent utilize it “somewhat” or “very 
much.” However during the next ten years 53 
percent of the dioceses expect to increase 
this utilization. Six percent of dioceses assign 
priests “somewhat” or “very much” to serve 
one or more parishes as a team according to 
canon 517.1 while 36 percent indicated they 
intend to do this in the future.
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Pursuing Civil Redress To 
Keep Your Viable Parish Open

By Sharon M. Harrington, JD

Sharon Harrington is an attorney and an active member of Boston area St. Albert the Great parish. 
St. Albert parishioners successfully resisted closure after the Archdiocese of Boston announced its 
intent to suppress her vital parish.  In this essay, Harrington details some of the legal issues involved.

 Three Considerations Before Pursuing a Lawsuit

•	 Is the decision to close the right decision for your parish?
•	 How much money (for lawyers) can you raise?
•	 How do you find the right attorney (s)?

Boston’s St. Albert Parish experience. At St. Albert’s, we decided to fight in every possible 
way, because the decision was WRONG as applied to us. The more ways you can find to oppose a 
bad decision, the larger the opportunity you will have to correct the decision. We used prayer vigils; 
hundreds of letters to the archbishop and the vicar general responsible for church closures; letters 
to the editor; publicity on TV, radio and newspapers; a Mass on the Common with other parishes 
affected by reconfiguration; canon law appeals; regional networking; and legal action. We also worked 
hard to keep our parish functioning as before, to show that the decision was wrong.

Litigation is expensive.  In Massachusetts, lawyers’ fees could easily reach $100,000 for a 
parish lawsuit, depending on the amount of time required (pretrial motions and discovery, trial, any 
appeals). If there are other parishes who decide to oppose closure, you may choose to use the same 
lawyers, who can then split the cost of research and work on issues that the parishes share. You may 
be fortunate and find lawyers who will work pro bono or discount their hourly rate due to the charitable 
nature of the claim-and their charitable natures. You will probably need to do significant fund-raising. 
Most lawyers will need assurance that your group is able to make a significant down payment on the 
lawsuit (at least $5,000-$10,000), and has the ability to fund their work in the future as it goes on. 
(Lawyers have bills, too.)

Finding the Right Lawyer.  Form a small search committee.  Contact lawyers you know either to 
serve on the sub-committee or to recommend prospective lawyers. Collect referrals for lawyers. Call 
them. Discuss your situation with them. If they’re not interested, do they know anyone they’d 



recommend? Talk with Pro Bono committees at large firms. However, lawyers’ fees should not be 
the deciding factor. Try to find the lawyers who will best represent you, regardless of how they’re 
paid. Commitment to the case and ability are what matters. It will be helpful to have a lawyer on 
the search committee who is familiar with litigation, but it’s not essential. You will want to hire 
lawyers with trial experience because your claim very likely will go to trial and not settle out of 
court.  If a law firm represents you, it will be easier for them to handle the intensity of effort (as 
compared to a solo practitioner).

Do You Have a Case? It’s up to the lawyers to find the bases for your lawsuit. How is the title 
to the parish real estate held? How was the parish built and paid for? How recently? Was your 
parish promised anything when they built and paid for the Church or adjacent building(s)? Or 
perhaps when significant improvements or remodeling occurred with your parish buildings? Were 
there significant or special donations for building or improving your parish?

Your lawyers will need to thoroughly research state law. A claim might exist that 
the parish, not the diocese, owns the parish assets. This would mean that the parish, not the 
diocese decides whether or not to sell its building and to whom to give the assets. The bishop 
still ultimately decides whether to close the parish. Parishioners might decide to set up a Friends 
of St. Vibrant Parish association, which could then qualify for non-profit status as an IRS Section 
501(c) (3) organization and receive tax-exempt donations in escrow until the legal issues are 
resolved.  Your parish might determine that your Friends group is the appropriate new owner of 
the property and assets.

You might have a claim that the bishop holds the parish in Trust under civil law for the 
parishioners, who built and paid for the parish.  As a trustee, he cannot act contrary to the benefit 
of your parish, or he can be removed as a trustee.  In that case, a new, more faithful trustee 
would be appointed. 

You, as a parish or as separate donor-parishioners, might have claims for the return of dedicated 
gifts that are substantial—an addition, a parish hall, an organ, the stained glass windows, etc. 
Under canon law and potentially under the civil law of your state, the donor’s intent must be 
honored. Is it honored by what the diocese intends?

Spokane and Portland: Dioceses Hold Assets in Trust. The Bishops of Spokane, 
WA and Portland, OR, and their canon law expert, Dean Nicholas P. Cafardi, agree that diocesan 
bishops hold parish assets in trust for the parishes and CANNOT use parish assets for diocesan 
debt. Their affidavits, filed in the Spokane and Portland diocese Bankruptcy actions, are public 
records. 

Vatican: Parish Assets Follow Parishioners. Recently, the prefect of the Congregation 
for the Clergy (which decides the second level of parish appeals) has authored a letter circulated 
to the US bishops which declares that church closings as in Boston are not true suppressions 
and that parish assets must follow parishioners to their new parish. If the diocese cannot 
seize and spend parish assets, the incentive to close or suppress vibrant parishes is greatly 
diminished.  (To see full text of letter visit: www.futurechurch.org/sopc/canon125.htm)



Why Pursue Civil Litigation? Once you have your lawyer(s), she or he will advise 
whether or not to pursue legal action. Laws and causes of action differ in many states, so 
there is no uniform recommendation for this course of action. When we started our opposition 
to closing at St. Albert’s, we recognized that we might not win the canon law appeals or the 
lawsuit, but we felt we would surely change how reconfiguration was done. 

Without taking action, we believed that the “Boston model” church closings would be copied 
as the solution to administrative problems in many dioceses.

It is still unclear whether our parishes will ultimately prevail in state court. What IS clear 
is that civil legal action (in combination with canon law appeals) provides the appropriate 
opportunities to examine all parishioner rights and claims and ensure time to think carefully 
to work out better resolutions. When the true facts of the situation are known (as opposed to 
what the diocesan bureaucracy proclaims), legal and canonical decisions as well as public 
concern raised by media reports will result in a better solution.

Your Right to Be on Parish Property. If you do not pursue a lawsuit and/or canon 
law appeal, you have conceded the diocese’s right to ownership and control parish property. 
The diocese will be free to remove vigillers, whether by intimidation (as happened at St. 
James Parish in Kansas, Ohio) or through action by police. Law enforcement has less 
basis to refuse to enforce diocesan demands for removal of vigillers under threat of criminal 
charges if you do not claim ownership of the property.  Further, in Massachusetts, and likely 
many other states, if the lawsuit claims an ownership interest in the parish real estate, you 
can get a paper (lis pendens) to file with the local real estate registry showing your claim 
to property ownership until the case is completed. This also has the effect of making it less 
likely that mortgage lenders will  fund prospective buyers seeking to purchase your parish’s 
property from the diocese.

To recap: If you claim ownership in the property, and not just ownership of liquid assets, you 
have a legal right to be physically ON the premises.  It becomes more difficult to force you off 
the property to stop a vigil.  A claim of ownership of the property can defeat a claim such as 
trespass, and also creates a jury issue at any criminal or civil trial for trespass. Additionally, 
it gives the local law enforcement a reason to “stay out” of the dispute, and leave resolution 
to the civil courts. Further, with a parish civil lawsuit, it may be possible to get an injunctive 
order to prevent the diocese from interfering in any vigil or disposing of assets pending 
determination after trial. (In the Boston area canon appeals, the Apostolic Signatura–the 
third level of canon law appeal—recently ordered the Boston Archdiocese to safeguard 
parish assets pending its decision. This is similar in effect to a civil law injunction to preserve 
assets.)

Getting a Good Result. If you and your parish follow the steps laid out above, you will 
have brought your claims to the appropriate forums and you will gain the time needed to fully 
present your rights and claims. Pursuing canon law appeals and civil lawsuits all the way 
up will maximize your prospects for reversal of the closure decision and securing survival of 
your parish. The accompanying media coverage—favorable for vibrant parish communities, 
unfavorable for the diocesan bureaucracy—will also decrease the incentive for closing a 
vibrant parish.



Recommended books: 
• New Commentary on the Code of Canon Law, John P. Beal, James A. Coriden and Thomas J. Green, eds. (Paulist Press, c.     
  2000) [the “Bible” on canon law. $64+ and well worth it!]. 
• An Introduction to Canon Law, James A. Coriden, (Paulist Press c. 1991) $16.95. 
• The Parish in Catholic Tradition, James A. Coriden, (Paulist Press c. 1997) $12.95 [most focused on parish rights, highly    
   recommended].

Recommended Articles
• James A. Coriden’s  “Do Parishes Have Rights?” on the ARCC website at <http://arcc-catholic-rights.net/rights_of_parishes. 
   htm> and resources at http://arcc-catholic-rights.net/resources.htm.
• CLSA Proceedings 60 (1998) 179-223 “The Parish: Community of the Christian Faithful Within the Particular Church”, John  
   A. Renken. 
• Studia Canonica, 28 (1994) 293-309, “The Rights of Parishes”, Rev. James A. Coriden-esp. fn. 15.
• The Jurist 53 (1993) 362-370, “Some Canonical Considerations on Closing Parishes”, James H. Provost.
• The Jurist 54 (1994) 22-39, “The Vindication of Parish Rights”, James A. Coriden.
• The Jurist 55 (1995) 875-896, “Parish Closings and Administrative Recourse to the Apostolic See: Recent Experiences of the  
   Archdiocese of Chicago”, Thomas J. Paprocki.

For sample forms: Model Parish Appeal to Rome [the form posted is the second, hierarchical appeal to the Congregation 
for the Clergy - Petition for Reconsideration can be based on this also] at <http://arcc-catholic-rights.net/resources.htm, and 
administrative recourse appeals on the websites of members of Council of Parishes. 

For Appeals to the Apostolic Signatura, you will need to hire a Canon Law Advocate. A recent list of advocates is attached.

Tax-Exempt Status. Tax exempt status is important because donors to your Friends 
group will be able to deduct their contributions on their tax returns. This will encourage larger 
donations. You will need to fill out IRS Form 1023 to qualify. The forms and information are 
available on the IRS website www.irs.gov. To qualify, your group can be an unincorporated 
association or corporation. The assistance of CPA’s, tax accountants or attorneys in your 
group can be helpful in filling out the form. 

Bank Accounts. The bank will require you to produce two items: an Employer Identification 
Number (“EIN”) obtained from the IRS by filing Form SS-4, available on its website, and your 
organization’s by-laws. There are specific requirements that you must include in your by-laws 
to qualify with the IRS for tax-exempt status (e.g., if your group disbands, the available funds 
will go to another tax-exempt organization, not to the donors), so be sure to include them.

The Save Our Parish Community project was created by FutureChurch
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Keeping viable, gospel-witnessing parish communities together should 
be a primary consideration in diocesan decisions about closing or 
merging parishes in a time of fewer priests. U.S. Church leaders must 
develop “best practices” policies for preserving and enhancing vibrant 
parishes, especially as more lay ministers, deacons and lay leaders 
respond to a call from God to serve the Roman Catholic Church.

Jesus told his disciples, “Where two or three are gathered together 
in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”(Mt. 18:20). From the 
beginning, Christians gathered together into communities to support 
each other in living the good news of Jesus Christ. Parish communities 
are the lifeblood of the Catholic Church and anything that damages 
their well-being significantly impedes the mission of the Church.

But recently some dioceses have closed or merged viable and vital 
parish communities even though they had active lay leadership and 
important outreach ministries.

Parishes Have a Right to Exist
Yet, Church law tells us that the most fundamental right of a 

parish is the right to existence (c. 374.1). Once a community of 
faith is formed and recognized, it becomes perpetual unless it is 
legitimately suppressed or stops all activity for 100 years (c. 120.1). 
To be suppressed, the impossibility of continued life must be clearly 
demonstrated.1

Because of the priest shortage, U.S. dioceses will be forced to 
reconfigure parishes well into the foreseeable future. According 
to the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, 75% of the 
18,000 active diocesan priests in the U.S. are over 55 years old, but 
we are only ordaining about 350 new diocesan priests each year. In 
20 years, presuming ordinations remain constant, we could have as 
few as 11,500 active diocesan priests for our 19,000 parishes. At the 
same time, numbers of deacons and paid lay ministers have increased 
significantly to 14,000 and 30,000 respectively.

Alternatives to Closing Parishes
In the past 20 years, bishops in Albany, Baltimore, Cleveland, Los 

Angeles, Milwaukee, Rochester, Saginaw and Seattle issued pastoral 
documents aimed at preserving viable parish communities. They 
chose creative solutions such as entrusting the pastoral care of several 
parishes to one priest, to a team of priests, or to competent lay 
ecclesial ministers, deacons and religious. Currently, such “parish life 
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of Catholics in the Church
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Council of Parishes 
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United Parishes
(a Toledo group formed in the wake 
of parish closings in that diocese)

Individual endorsers**:
William A. Clark SJ
Assistant Professor of Religious 
Studies, College of the Holy 
Cross, Worcester, MA. Author 
of A Voice of Their Own: The 
Authority of the Local Parish.

Jon Nilson
Department of Theology, Loyola 
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1.  James A. Coriden. The Parish in the Catholic Tradition (New York: Paulist Press, 1997) 73.
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❑ $25-Individual (Name listed in Regular Type)

❑ $50-Individual (Name listed in Bold Type)

❑ $75-Organization (Name listed in Regular Type)

❑ $125-Organization (Name listed in Bold Type)

You can also endorse the statement and donate at www.futurechurch.org.
Return to: FutureChurch, 17307 Madison, Lakewood, OH  44107

coordinators” are pastoring an estimated 600 U.S. parishes.
Thessalonians 5:19-22 tells us: “Do not stifle the Spirit. Do not despise prophecies.Test 

everything; retain what is good.” Our God is a God of abundance. We are blessed with an 
abundance of lay ecclesial ministers and deacons. They constitute a rich and faithful resource 
for Bishops choosing to preserve vibrant, active parishes rather than close them simply 
because there is no priest available. 

We the undersigned, support creative and constructive conversation with our priests, 
parishioners, pastoral ministers and all ecclesial leaders about how to keep our parishes 
vibrant and fruitful. We support the following “best practices” for preserving vibrant 
parishes in a time of fewer priests.

• Parishes that are financially viable, have active lay leadership and apostolic outreach 
should not be closed or merged solely because there is no priest available. 

• Before closing or merging vital parishes in areas where no priests are available, bishops 
should use all the latitude canon law provides for empowering lay ecclesial ministers and/
or deacons to administer and lead parishes. (Canons 516.2 and 517.2)

• Parishioners and lay leaders should be informed about, consulted and involved in all 
decisions about the future of their parish. In collaboration with priests and/or parish life 
coordinators, lay leaders on parish councils, parish finance committees and other parish 
committees or commissions should be empowered to take ownership for the financial 
stability and gospel witness of their parish community.

• Abundant financial assets and/or the high commercial value of parish real estate should 
never be the decisive reasons for closing or merging a parish. 

• Good stewardship of resources, non-duplication of services and collaborating with 
neighboring communities are important values in discerning whether to close or merge a 
parish.

• Parish size and demographics should not be the only determinant for closing or merging. 
Ethnic diversity and outreach to marginalized groups should weigh equally to size, 
presuming leadership, vitality and financial viability are also present.

 • Our bishops should encourage vocation awareness for diaconate and lay ministerial calls 
as well as calls to the celibate priesthood and religious life. 

• Dioceses should subsidize theological and pastoral education for lay ministers at the same 
level as diaconate education.

Please endorse the Do Not Stifle the Spirit! Statement.
If need be, give yourself a pseudonym such as “Overworked Pastor” or “Midwest Lay Minister”.  
Your donation will help us publicize this statement in as many Catholic publications as funds 
allow. If you are unable to donate, please sign anyway. We are glad for your support.

Name: _______________________________________________________________

Address: _____________________________________________________________

City: ________________________________________  ST _____  ZIP ___________

Email: _______________________________________  (Your email is important for our organizing).
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Communal prayer is important nourishment.  A community which 
prays together, which enters into silence and adoration, is bound 
together by the action of the Holy Spirit.  

Jean Vanier

Why Pray?  How Do We Pray?

Prayer is an absolute necessity for discerning Catholics committed to listening to the whisperings of the Spirit. As we 
look to the future of our parishes and our Church, we remember the presence of God and our need to remain in union 
with God.

Just as our personal prayer varies according to our life experiences, age, feelings, personalities, and inclinations, 
prayer during the discernment of the future of a parish will vary as well.  Prayer will change depending on the decision 
at hand, feelings of the group, personalities of the community members, how the group is used to praying, etc.  There 
is no right or wrong way to pray, what is important is that we do it!

Scripture gives us rich example of the depth and variety of prayer.  Prayers of gratitude and thanksgiving, petition, 
intercession, blessing, adoration and praise can be found through the Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament.  The 
Psalms are a particularly good resource in revealing prayers of frustration and anger as well as joy and gratitude.  As 
your group progresses, many types of prayer to express the many experiences and feelings of the group will be nec-
essary.

As prayer is planned, these differences need to be considered.  The following questions should help your planning:

What is the most prevalent feeling right now in the group?
What is the purpose of our prayer (thanksgiving, petition, etc.)
How are we most comfortable praying?
How have we prayed in our community in the past?
 

Prayer Time as Reflection Time

Some prayer times should allow time for personal and community reflection.  For example, after a reading, the pre-
sider may pose a question for the group.  The group may have some time in silence (or with instrumental music) to re-
spond internally to the question.  After the time of quiet reflection, there can follow time for small group or large group 
sharing.  This time can also be used to recall memories from life in the parish.  

The Vibrant Parish Life initiative of the Diocese of Cleveland has several prayer services adaptable to the process.  
They can be found in Vibrant Parish Life resource manual downloadable off the Diocese of Cleveland website www.
dioceseofcleveland.org/vibrantparish.life/. The questions below were taken from these services.

When you hear the words “community of faith” what image(s) comes to your mind?
Where do you think the Spirit is leading us in these times of change?
What plans would you hope God has in mind for the Church?
Given that we are always on some kind of a journey, what type of journey would you describe your parish to be on at 
this time?
What signs of hope do you see in this community?

Prayer - Uniting with the Spirit



Suggested outline for a prayer service

Our Catholic tradition has given us a rich tradition of symbol, sacrament and ritual.  We can use this rich tradition to plan 
prayer services that are meaningful, familiar and call us into a sacred place.  Below is a simple format for a prayer ser-

vice based on Catholic tradition:

Opening song
Opening prayer  (calling us together in the Spirit of Christ)
Scripture reading
Psalm
Personal or community shared reflection
Petitions
Our Father
Sign of Peace
Closing prayer
Closing song

Include All Involved in Your Prayer

A challenge for your group would be to pray for all those involved- Church leadership, institutional authority, lawyers, 
judges, those in decision making.  Sometimes, when we are faced with strong differences of opinion, we tend to see 
these people as enemies.  Remember that God is a God of forgiveness and healing.  As Jesus said,  “Love your en-
emies…” As St. Francis said, “Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.” 

Prayer Vigils

Some parishioners maintain 24 hour- 7 day-a-week vigils in their parish church.  Here are some suggestions if the Spirit 
has led you and your community to choose this response:  

-There is strength in numbers.  Decide in advance how many people are going to be needed to keep the vigil going.  
See “How to Organize for Action”.  If you don’t have enough people, you should rethink your strategy and the commit-
ments you are able to make.

-Keep your community prayer times simple and consistent.  Call upon the people of the community to lead them.  The 
same prayer each day (the rosary, a special prayer your parish has already come to know and love, a created prayer for 
the vigil) can add unity to the prayer sessions.  Some groups have found inspiration in Jeremiah 29:11-14 (Yes, I know 
what plans I have in mind for you, Yahweh declares, plans for peace, not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.)  

-Keep or create an environment for prayer by having some of the following:  reflective background music before the ser-
vice begins, group singing, a prayer table with sacred objects as a focal point, dimmed lights, prayer cards.

-If the intention is prayer, keep it that way.  This is not the time to discuss or make a statement about what is happening 
in the Church or with your process.  

-Feed each other actively, in all ways.  Have a sense of hospitality and welcoming that will encourage members to come 
back and work for your mission.

-Keep all prayers and vigil members informed.  Communication is crucial!  Once again, see “How to Organize for Ac-
tion”.  

Bibliography of Useful Prayer Resources

Loder, Ted.  My Heart in My Mouth.  Philadelphia, PA:  Innisfree Press, 2000.
Loder, Ted.  Guerrillas of Grace:  Prayers for the Battle.  Philadelphia, PA.  Innisfree Press, 1984.
Merrill, Nan C. Psalms for Praying:  An Invitation to Wholeness.  New York, New York:Continuum, 1996.
Schreck, OSF, Nancy and Maureen Leach, OSF.  Psalms Anew:  In Inclusive Language.   Winona, MN:  Saint Mary’s Press, 1986.
Scaffran, Janet and Pat Kozak.  More Than Words:  Prayer and Ritual for Inclusive Communities.  New York, 
New York:  Crossroads, 1988. 
Vibrant Parish Life II Resource Manual. Diocese of Cleveland, 2005.
Weldon, Michael.  A Struggle for Holy Ground:  Reconciliation and the Rites of Parish Closure.  Collegeville, MN:  Liturgical Press, 2004.
Winter, Miriam Therese.  God-with-Us.  Philadelphia, PA:  Medical Mission Sisters, 1979.



No One Ritual Size Fits All: 
An Adequate Repertoire

Rituals for Closure (Excerpt by Fr. Michael Weldon, used with permission)

A bishop initiates a parish; and a bishop is key to a parish’s decision to merge, close, or re-image itself.  The presence of 
the bishop to accompany and attend to the leadership- in particular the pastors- has been often overlooked in local plan-
ning processes.  The Rite of Dedication of a Church and an Altar, for which the local bishop is the ordinary presider, is one 
of the most elaborate of the church’s repertoire after the Easter Vigil.  Yet, when a church closes and/or is assumed into 
another configuration, there is no officially approved rite.  All that is required canonically is a declaration of the local ordi-
nary to the fact.  In the past decades many parish churches have been closed with nothing more than a bishop’s declara-
tion, final Mass, and reception.  This lacks a certain ritual logic.  If a series of rituals dedicate a parish church, many rites 
are needed to close one as well.

However, not one order of ritual fits all.  An urban Midwest parish wanted thanksgiving to characterize their final act to-
gether as a local Christian community, not the proposed funeral-like liturgies.  Yet force-feeding gratitude to a community of 
worshipers before they are ready is a great imposition.  Another parish was so conflicted and overwhelmed with loss and 
anger at those responsible for the decision for closure that a funeral-like ritual was the most appropriate way to say good-
bye.  The work of shaping appropriate and effective rites to the reconfiguring of local church will require skilled pastoral 
ministers with an extensive repertoire of rituals that express their careful attention to local needs.

Interviews in closed parishes in both Chicago and San Francisco highlighted the need for a series of ritual moments.  
Some of the prominent ministers of these rites have been the local bishops themselves.  These moments included:  (1) 
conflict, impasse, and reconciliation within the consolidation processes themselves; (2) the experience of parish closure; 
(3) leave-taking of a parish building; (4) inauguration of a newly consolidated parish; and (5) anniversary and ongoing re-
membrance (FDLC Newsletter, 49-53).

The desire for “honest ritual” and nonmanipulative pastoral care emerge repeatedly from interviews and recent literature 
on parish closures as key recommendations by survivors of parochial reshaping for those just beginning.   Adequate time 
to grieve the loss of autonomy with its web of relationships and identity was also a repeated call.  Here are ten ritual sta-
tions developed from liturgies parishes crafted over the past few decades for closing and consolidation.  These moments 
of ritual are simply places to stand to look backward and forward across a community’s life.  They have resonances to both 
pre- and post-dedication liturgies and have not emerged in any order of preference.

1. The Reserved Sacrament

The ritual of translation of the Eucharist from the Mass of the Lord’s Supper in the Triduum was a familiar rite adapted 
by parish and diocesan liturgy teams for the rituals of church closure, most particularly for the rite of leave-taking from a 
church building.  Processions with the Eucharist and its sanctuary lamp, together with other prominent symbols from a wor-
ship space (processional cross, paschal candle, oils, and Gospel Book) served as a final act of leave-taking (Wuest, 71).

2.  “The Relics” and the Patron Saint of the Parish

The “relics of a church” are often more than just the relic(s) of a patron saint.  In addition to the those encased in the altar 
stones, gifts of furnishings, stained-glass windows, vesture, bells, and even machinery-like heating and sound systems 
often times have a story.  Transition rituals need to give people an opportunity and adequate time to tell these stories.  The 
passing over of the keys, registry books, and the principal icon of the patron saint to the receiving parish, accompanied 
with traditional hymns, orations, and storytelling, offers healing and closure (Dorsch, 33-34).

3.  Icons and Devotions

 Devotional art and iconography in the church have great ties to the immigrant story of many American Catholic churches.  
One parish used a ritualized inventory process to collect its sacred art, giving parishioners a chance to remember the de-
votions like May Crowning, Our Lady of Perpetual Help, St. Anthony devotions, and the Stations of the Cross.  

Michael Weldon, O.F.M., D. Min. has written a book regarding ritual, prayer and parish closure.  Entitled, A Struggle for Holy 
Ground:  Reconciliation and the rites of Parish Closure, he includes sample prayer services for many of the times in the journey 
of a parish towards closing or merging or resisting an unjust decision.  Two of the prayer services are reprinted in the packet 
with the permission of Liturgical Press.  Below is an excerpt from an article he wrote for New Theology Review describing some 
of the rituals that could be used for a parish closing.



Remembering those who gave the images and articulating gratitude for their value and history has been a way of reduc-

ing the sense of violation and invasion often articulated by some.

4.  The Main Altar

A stripping of the altar (another familiar moment from the Triduum) together with ritual washing can provide a solemn 
leave-taking event that can involve many people.  Removing the altar linens and washing the altar- even pouring the wa-
ter used into the sacrarium- provides a way to contain hurtful past memories, even skeletons in the closets.  A sung Kyrie 
eleison with incense rising from a brazier on the altar (much in the way that it was dedicated) can be a way of further 
making peace with end of a great era of church.  A reverencing or kissing of the altar by the whole assembly (as does the 
presider at the beginning and end of every Eucharist) has been employed for leave-taking from the center of its ritual life.

5.  The Walls and Pulpit

A washing of the walls and ambo has been suggested as a way to extend the cleansing of a community’s memories.  If 
the church was consecrated, the twelve crosses on the inside walls and the two on the posts of the main entrance could 
be removed or washed and the water used poured into the sacrarium.  A ritual washing of the ambo or podium by lec-
tors or a Bible-study group could be a further opportunity to give thanks for the preached Word and to beg healing for the 
word that harmed, manipulated, or divided.

6.  The Place of Funerals

Remembering the deceased best takes place in the center front of the church where coffins were shrouded for funeral 
Masses.  The registers of interments, vesture, funeral palls, incense pots, and vessels for holy water should also be 
employed in the rites.  Other suggestions include: a series of Masses for those buried from the parish, memorial prayer 
cards, or even a stone marker in the nearby Catholic cemetery.

7.  Baptismal Font

A closing blessing of the assembly from the baptismal font and a song of praise, most especially in a singing once again 
of the Litany of the Saints, attends to another level of a parish’s identity.  One parish sang a litany of the names of all 
those baptized from the parish’s history.  The confessionals, as the place of reconciliation, need to be honored in some 
way as well.  Locating this recognition near the font speaks of baptism and the renewal of baptismal promises.

8.  Lighting

The church was blessed with a solemn illumination as part of its dedication.  Taking leave with only the light of the pas-
chal candle- the other candles in the church having been extinguished in a solemn way- speaks of an accompanying 
God who walks with the chosen people wherever they go.

9.  The Doors

The closing and sealing of the church’s principal doors offers a powerful sense of almost reverent finale.  After the 1989 
California earthquake, the closing of the Oakland cathedral was conducted on the steps outside the front doors.  The 
declaration of closure by Bishop John Cummins in front of the sealed doors was a powerful ending to the rite.  The open-
ing of the door is one of the principal steps of the rites of dedication.  It is fitting that the doors figure in the final ritual mo-
ment in the closure of a worship site.

10.  The Prinicple Cross

Removing the crucifix can be a special focus of reverence during the final days of a parish’s life.  Carrying the principal 
cross to the receiving parish or to the building of the newly consolidated church is a powerful transitions rite.  The fixing 
of a permanent memorial at some suitable place on a closing building can anchor to memory the once sacred character 
of the place.  A permanent memorial or shrine, even at another locale, could serve as a locus for ongoing grief and the 
celebration of anniversaries (Weldon, 127-130).  

Weldon, Michael. “’Folding Up the Tents’:  Catholic Imagination and Rites of Church Closure.” New Theology Review.  May 2006.  pp.  23-32. (Used 
with permission)

The Save Our Parish Community  project was created by FutureChurch
17307 Madison Avenue Lakewood, Ohio 44107

info@futurechurch.org  216-228-0869
www.futurechurch.org



Reconciliation Rite for Impasse 
 

 This prayer service is constructed to be used only once in a process that is 
conflicted, at a point in deliberations that reconciliation and consensus do not look 
probable.  It uses some pertinent Scripture readings, intercession and role play.  The 
facilitator or facilitating team needs to play an important part in this prayer service.  They 
will need to follow up on it in their next session around the conference table.  But having 
a night (or longer) to sleep on it will be an important time for rest after this ritual.  It is 
hoped that by confronting the personalities of peace, truth, mercy, and justice in an 
environment of prayer, a perspective of reconciliation emerges unique to that 
circumstance. 1 
 
A Rite for Impasse 
 
A hymn may be sung, or instrumental music may be played. 
 
Presider:   We gather together in the presence of the healing love of God,  
  to ask for God’s guidance and blessing and to rededicate ourselves to the  
  foundations of human community.  We are stuck.  Our deliberations have  
  reached a place where we feel powerless to make further movement.  Let  
  us turn then to a source of wisdom and power to lead us to the next steps  
  on the road to conciliation and communion. 
 
One or several participants are asked to summarize the progress of the deliberations to 
this point, particularly noting common ground. 
 
Presider: Let us pray, 
 
  Holy Spirit, you are the Spirit of unity.  We invite you into our lives this  
  day.  Keep us singular in mind and purpose as we work to bring God’s  
  Kingdom upon earth. 
 
  Bless our Church- all its leaders, its members, its young people.  Help all  
  of us to overcome trials, separations, mistakes, and ignorance.  Ward off  
  any extremes or superstitions.  Ignite us with your fire of zeal and courage. 
 
  May your truth be our beacon and our shelter.  May nothing separate us, or 
  those we love, from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 2 
 
First Reading  Isaiah 58:10-12 
 
Reader:  A reading from the book of the prophet Isaiah. 
 
The reading follows.  This lovely reading employs images of food and water to describe 
the restored humanity of those who attend to the poor. Compassionate generosity 
restores the foundations of a community and repairs the breach of relationship between 
peoples. 



 
Reader:  The Word of the Lord. 
 
All:  Thanks be to God. 
 
Silence 
 
Responsorial Psalm  Psalm 90:  1-2, 16-17 
 
Sung version preferred, for example, Gather #84, “Fill Us with Your Love, O Lord,” Roy 
James Stewart, GIA, 1993. 
 
Cantor/Reader:  Lord, you have been our refuge / through all generations. 
 
All:  Lord, you have been our refuge / through all generations. 
 
Cantor/Reader:  Before the mountains were born,  
   the earth and the world brought forth, 
   from eternity to eternity you are God.  Resp. 
 
Cantor/Reader:  Show your deeds to your servants, 
   your glory to their children. 
  May the favor of the Lord our God be ours. 
  Prosper the work of our hands! 
  Prosper the work of our hands!  Resp. 
 
Second Reading 1 Corinthians 3:3-9 
 
Reader:  A reading from the First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians. 
 
Quarreling allegiances to religious leaders like Apollos or Paul are the context of this 
exhortation to the Corinthian church.  As servants and field hands, each adds a unique 
gift to God’s building and everyone will receive a more than just wage according to the 
contribution made. 
 
Reader:  The Word of the Lord. 
 
All:  Thanks be to God. 
 
Gospel Reading Luke 10:25-37 
 
Presider:  A reading from the Gospel in the tradition of Luke. 
 
A questios to Jesus about the requirements for eternal life, prompts the response familiar 
to any Jew to God: “with heart, soul and strength” to which Jesus adds “neighbor as 
self.”  He illustrates this with the parable of the Good Samaritan.  Jesus expands the 



notion of neighbor to anyone in need, going beyond contemporary sensibilities.  
Compassionate and generous self giving guarantees long life in the land. 
 
Presider:  The Gospel of the Lord. 
 
All:  Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
A generous time of meditation music and silence follows. 
 
Homily or Reflection 
 
This is given by one of those acting as facilitator. 
 
Role Play and Intercessory Prayer 
 
Presider: Psalm 85 [verses 10-11] proclaims a dance of four important figures in the 
transformation of any human conflict:  Near indeed is [God’s] salvation for the loyal; / 
prosperity will fill our land./ Love (mercy) and truth will meet; /  justice and peace will 
kiss. 
 
Let us pray to know those principles working among us, to hear their voices.  Pause. 
 
We pray for an awareness of your presence as we build this community on the foundation 
of justice; strengthen us when we are tempted to do what is expedient rather than what is 
just. 
 
We pray, be with us, God of justice. 
 
All:  Be with us, God of justice. 
 
At this point a participant, who has been chosen to speak to the situation from the 
perspective of justice, presents to the assembly.  What does he or she see?  What is 
required to meet the demands of justice? 
 
A clearly limited time should be agreed upon for this and each of the following 
presentations. 
 
Presider:  We pray for courage to speak of what we have learned from our own integrity 
and that of our people and cultures.  The truth of the Gospel brings in its wake freedom.  
We pray that our church family may flourish in the light of an honest and listening 
environment. 
 
We prayer, be with us, God of truth. 
 
All:  Be with us, God of truth. 
 



A participant, who has been chosen to speak to the conflicted situation from the 
perspective of truth presents to the assembly.  What does he or she see?  What is required  
to meet the demands of truth? 
 
Presider:    Spirit of the living God, look with mercy on the communities gathered here.  
Give us the grace to seek you in adversity and to reach out to each other in tolerance and 
mutual respect, to give and to receive your tender mercies. 
 
We pray, be with us, God of mercy. 
 
All:   Be with us, God of mercy. 
 
A participant, who has been chosen to speak to the conflicted situation from the 
perspective of mercy presents to the assembly.  What does he or she see?  What is 
required  to meet the demands of mercy? 
 
Presider:  As members of the body of Christ, may we continue searching for consensus 
 in our deliberations.  May we find some way to name the walls that divide us and 
 break through our impasse.  May God give us the gifts of the Spirit to impel us 
 forward with new service to the Christian community of this place.  Let us be for 
 one another a sign of your presence that we may know you have not abandoned 
 us. 
 
We pray, be with us, God of Peace. 
 
All:  Be with us, God of Peace. 
 
A participant, who has been chosen to speak to the conflicted situation from the 
perspective of peace presents to the assembly.  What does he or she see?  What is 
required to meet the demands of peace? 
 
Justice, peace, truth and mercy are asked to have a conversation with each other.  What 
does each bring to the table, both positive and negative?  What do the participants 
appreciate about each perspective?  What do each fear about the other? 
 
Leader:  We pray silently now for any needs that remain unspoken in our hearts. 
 
Pause for silent prayer. 
 
Leader:  For all the needs known only to our selves and to God, we pray.  God of Jesus 
the Christ, bring us together in the presence of your love that we may be a source of 
support for one another. 
 
We pray in the name of Jesus, the truth, the justice, the peace, and the mercy of God, now 
and forever. 
 
All: Amen, 



 
Blessing 
 
Presider:  May God who has begun this good work in our midst graciously bring it to 
completion. 
 
All:  Thanks be to God. 
 
Meditation on the Cross 
 
This ritual ends with a Taizé-like meditation on the cross.  There is a large painted cross 
with vigil candles about it, upright in the sanctuary.  (This has been prepared 
beforehand.)  Two participants approach the cross and lay it on the floor of the front of 
the sanctuary.  The vigil candles are arranged on it.  After several minutes of music, the 
leader invites the members of the assembly to go to the cross individually. 
 
Leader:  As you are moved to do so, all are invited to come up to the cross.  Kneel, bow, 
or touch the cross for a moment.  In the presence of the risen Christ, know that we are 
united with all those who are searching for God’s will in the midst of confusing and 
conflicted times. 
 
The leader goes to the cross first.  When all who wish to do so have prayed at the cross, 
the music in concluded.  Before the participants leave the building, a follow-up session 
needs to be announced to build on what emerges from this prayer.  Often at least a night 
is required to “sleep on” the ritual experience and allow new alternatives to surface to 
address the group’s impasse. 
 
1.  Adapted from Mari West Zimmerman, “Service of Healing for a Congregation” in 
Take and Make Holy:  Honoring the Sacred in the Healing of Abuse Survivors (Chicago:  
Liturgy Training Publications, 1995) 82-91 (Reprinted from Take and Make Holy,  
©1995, Archdiocese of Chicago, Liturgy Training Publications, 1800 North Hermitage 
Ave., Chicago, Ill.  60622-1101, 1-800-933-1800, fax 1-800-933-7094, email:  
amcclure@ltp.org.  All rights reserved,) and John Paul Lederach, The Journey Toward 
Reconciliation (Scottsdale, Pa.:  Herald Press, 1999) 51-61. 
 
2.  Adapted from Joan M. Bernier, S.N.D.. Summer Reflection, ’97 Archdiocese of 
Hartford (Conn.).  Reprinted with permission from Grieving, Healings and New 
Beginnings:  Resources for Parish Leaders and Parishioners.  Archdiocese of Dubuque, 
Iowa, (February 2003), see also §94B, “Prayers of Exorcism,”  Rite of Christian 
Initiation of Adults (Chicago:  Liturgy Training Publications, 1988) 42. 
 
Reprinted with the permission of Liturgical Press. 
Excerpted from:   
Weldon, Michael.  A Struggle for Holy Ground:  Reconciliation and the Rites of Parish 
 Closure.  Collegeville, MN:  Liturgical Press, 2004. 
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A Ritual of Group Grieving 
 

The following ritual has been developed specifically to assist religious communities in 
the processes of grieving.  It can be used with large or small groups; its simplicity, the 
use of the loss-newness paradigm, and periods of meditative silence invariably evoke in 
communities a freeing experience of letting go to allow the new to enter. 
 
Preliminary instructions 
 
 As participants enter in silence into the darkened room they are given a lighted 
candle and move into groups of eight (or fewer) in circles; the paschal candle is alight in 
the center of the room; meditative background music can be played.  It is advisable not to 
extend the ritual beyond approximately one hour.  If the ritual is to be a community 
experience, then ideally the ritual presider should be the community leader or someone 
elected by the community as its representative. 1 
 
Rite of Lament 
 
1.  Presider:  Reads Isaiah 45:7.  Invites all to enter into the darkness of the tomb so that 
they may discover the newness of the resurrection.   
 
2.  Reader:  Reads Psalm 79 or 84, lament specifically connected to the Jerusalem 
Temple.  A sung version like the simple Gelineau version in GIA Gather Comprehensive 
(#78) will help to focus this prayer.2 
 
3.  Presider:  Invites all to ponder the questions, What significant thing do I feel I have 
lost personally or communally?  Silence: pause for a few moments perhaps with some 
gentle instrumental music. 
 
4.  Participants are invited to name some loss or grief that they have experienced, 
advising them to keep their naming to one word or a phrase.  There is no discussion on 
what is named.  (If it is not possible to sit in small groups, participants may be invited to 
write their loss on large sheets of paper fixed to walls or tables.) 
 After each participant names a loss, the personal candle is extinguished; the 
paschal candle and lights are extinguished by the presider. 
 
5.  Silence is suggested for another short period. 
 
6.  Reader:  Once all have extinguished their candles, Psalm 88 is read.  A time of lengthy 
silence is suggested. 
 
7.  Presider:  The paschal candle is lit.  The presider invites participants to identify some 
newness or joy that has entered the group or their ministry.  After a short time the 
presider invites the group to name the newness (or write it on sheets around the room).  
Each participant, having named a newness, then lights his or her candle from the paschal 
candle. 



 
8.  Presider:  After all candles have been lit, there is a short period of silence, followed by 
the presider reading Revelation 21:1-7. 
 
Closing Prayer 
Most merciful God, whose wisdom is beyond our understanding, surround our family of 
________ with your love, so that we may not be overwhelmed by our loss.  Let us find 
comfort in our sadness, certainty in our doubt, courage to live through this hour, and 
strength to meet the days to come, (We ask this through Christ our Lord, Amen.)3 
 
9.  A resurrection hymn follows.  All are then invited to give the sign of peace. 
 
Summary 
 Participants are invited by the ritual leader to make some brief statements about 
general directions the group has prayed and perhaps what has been learned. 
 
 
1.  Adapted from: Gerald Arbuckle, S.M., Refounding the Church (Maryknoll, N.Y.:  
Orbis Books, 1993) 198. 
 
2.  For other options see Frank J. Henderson, Liturgies of Lament (Chicago:  Liturgy 
Training Publications, 1994) 54-56.  Despite clear consensus among scholars about the 
lament classification, the author assembles a comprehensive list of psalmody that falls 
under the general lament pattern helpful to ritual planners. 
 
3.  A prayer of Bishop John Cummins at the closure of St. Francis de Sales Cathedral, 
Oakland, California, October 24, 1993.  As quoted in Thomas G. Simons, “Requiem for a 
Church:  Closing St. Francis de Sales Cathedral.”  Reprinted from Environment and Art 
Newsletter 7, no. 2 (April 1994) 16-19; ©1994 Archdiocese of Chicago:  Liturgy 
Training Publications, 1800 North Hermitage Avenue, Chicago, Ill.  60622-1101; 1-800-
933-1800, fax 1-800-933-7094, emil: orders@ltp.org.  All rights reserved.  Used with 
permission. 
 
 
Reprinted with the permission of Liturgical Press. 
Excerpted from:   
Weldon, Michael.  A Struggle for Holy Ground:  Reconciliation and the Rites of Parish 
 Closure.  Collegeville, MN:  Liturgical Press, 2004. 
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As Catholics who love the church and want to see it flourish for years to come, we must decide 
on what path to walk to preserve the vibrancy of our parishes.  Our options for action are many.  
They are determined by the current situation our parishes and our dioceses, the passion in our 
hearts,  and the strength of our fellow travelers.  Some of us are discerning how to respond to a 
parish closing.  Some are discerning how to prevent parish closings from happening in the future.  
Still others are making choices to help strengthen their parish community.  Our paths are varied 
but we are united by and our need to co-create with the Holy Spirit an institutional church that 
more closely reflects the Gospel of Jesus.

The following prayer service is designed to help your community decide on the next steps needed 
to visualize your goals and actions.  It should be adapted to meet the needs of your group at this 
time.  
May the Spirit be with you!

Call to Prayer
Leader:   Let us begin.  In the name of God, our Creator and Friend,
  In the name of Jesus, the Way, the Truth, and the Life,
  In the name of the Spirit who dwells among us, within us, and who sends us forth.
All:    Amen.

Opening Prayer
 
Leader:		 The former things have passed away. (Rev. 21.4)
All:  Behold, I make all things new! (Rev. 21:5)

Leader:  I am the Lord your God, .. who leads you in the way you should go. (Isa.  48:17)
All:  Behold, I make all things new! (Rev. 21:5)

Leader:  I myself will send an angel before you to guard you as you go 
  and bring you to the place that I have prepared. (Exod. 23:20 JB)
All:  Behold, I make all things new! (Rev. 21:5)

Leader:  I will go before you and level the mountains.  (Isa.  45:2)
All:  Behold, I make all things new! (Rev. 21:5)

Leader:  I will turn the darkness before [you] into light, the rough places into level ground. (Isa. 42:16)
All:  Behold, I make all things new! (Rev. 21:5)

Leader:  Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God still, and trust in me. (John 14:1 JB)
All:  Behold, I make all things new! (Rev. 21:5)

    (from “Beginning Again” by Miriam Therese Winter, 
    © Medical Mission Sisters 1979.  From God-with-us)

Reading I:  Acts 2:  41-47

Reading II: 1 Thess.  5: 12-22

Sample Prayer and Discernment Process

Save Our Parish Community Project
FutureChurch



Reflection 
Allow	a	few	minutes	of	quiet	so	people	can	ponder	these	questions	in	their	own	hearts.		Then,	take	time	for	small	or	
large	group	discussion.

How is your parish/diocese answering the call of the gospel like the first Christian communities?

Does your current or proposed parish/diocesan configuration support the work of the gospel, of building the faith 
community, of active ministry?  If not, what changes need to be made?

What plans do you hope God has in mind for the Church in our parish/diocese?

Refer to the “Best Practices for Preserving Vibrant Parishes in a Time of Fewer Priests” in the “Do Not Stifle the Spirit” 
statement and reflect on the following:

Are these “best practices” being used in our diocese/regarding our parish?  If not, what can our group do to 
encourage their implementation?

Do these “best practices” make evident areas of injustice in our local church that we need to overcome?  
If so, how can we work together to overcome them?

Report	back	to	the	large	group	and	refer	to	“How	to	Preserve	Vibrant	Parishes	in	Your	Diocese”	for	ideas	of	concrete	
organizing	actions.

To close the time of reflection, have the facilitator or a member of the group read the following quote from Teilhard de 
Chardin.

“Above all, trust in the slow work of God.  We are, quite naturally, impatient in everything to reach the end without 
delay.  We would like to skip the intermediate stages.  We are impatient of being on the way to something unknown, 
something new, and yet it is the law of all progress that progress is made by passing through some stage of 
uncertainty- and that may take a very long time.  And, so, I think it is with you.  Your ideas mature gradually- let them 
grow, let them shape themselves.  Don’t try to force them on, as though you could be today what time and grace will 
make you tomorrow.  Only God can say what this new spirit gradually forming within you will be.  Give God the benefit 
of believing that the Spirit is leading you.  Accept the anxiety of feeling yourself in suspense and incomplete.”

Closing Prayer (read	aloud	by	all)
Loving Creator,
we ask for wholeness for ourselves and for your church.
Do not allow fear, ignorance or pride to limit the action of your Spirit,
nor allow mere custom to prevent
the divine creativity within us from bearing fruit.
We ask for the insight to understand 
the needs of people today,
that we might grasp the complexity
of the situations that face us
and the absolute simplicity of human need:
the poor have a right to hear the gospel,
the hungry a right to food,
the oppressed a right to freedom.

Enable all of us to be women and men
enthusiastic for your ministry,
contagious in our love
and eager to be among your people as ones who serve.
This we ask through Jesus Christ,
who came as brother and servant to us all.
Amen    

(More	Than	Words:		Prayer	and	Ritual	for	Inclusive	Communities.  Copyright © 1988 Pat Kozak and Janet Schaffran, The Crossroads 
Publishing Company, New York)
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Lay Ecclesial Ministers
in the Catholic Church

 The same God who called Prisca and 
Aquila to work with Paul in the first 
century calls thousands of men and 
women to minister in our Church in 
this twenty-first century.  This is cause 
for rejoicing.   (“Co-Workers in the 
Vineyard,”US Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, 2005, p. 45)

  * Eighty percent of over 30,000   
  paid lay ministers in the United   
      States are women.

Save Our Parish 
Community Project
FutureChurch

Access to Decision Making

l In 1995 the National Association of Lay Ministers (NALM) con-
ducted listening sessions that found lay ministers have difficulty 
obtaining recognition commensurate with their contribution to par-
ish life.  Lay ministers reported high frustration at exclusion from 
decision-making processes in their areas of expertise. (NALM as 
cited in the LCWR Benchmarks report)

l In 1994 the National Conference of Catholic Bishops called for 
alternative ways in which women [lay ministers] can exercise lead-
ership in the Church and called for further study of the possibility 
of linking jurisdiction to baptism rather than ordination. (“Strengthen-
ing the Bonds of Peace”, U.S. Catholic Bishops)

l In 1996, the Leadership Conference of Women Religious noted: 
“as long as jurisdiction (the power to govern) is tied to ordination, a 
very limited number of roles with authority will be open to women. 
The relationship of jurisdiction to ordination creates a glass ceiling 
for women in the church.” (Benchmarks)

Witness of Scripture and Church Teaching 

l The Christian Scriptures give ample evidence of Jesus’ calling 
of women and men to discipleship and to ministry. Some of these 
include the married missionary couples Prisca and Aquila and Ju-
nia and Andronicus (Romans 16).  Other prominent women lead-
ers seen in the Gospels, Acts of the Apostles and Paul’s letters 
include Mary of Magdala, Martha and her sister Mary, Susanna, 
Joanna, the Samaritan woman, Phoebe, Lydia, Nympha, Evodia 
and Syntyche.

l In 2005, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops issued “Co-
Workers in the Vineyard,” the culmination of a five year process to 
formally recognize and issue guidelines for the emergence of lay 
ecclesial ministers in the Church. 

l In 1995 Pope John Paul apologized for past historical injustices 
to women and called for full equality for women in all arenas of 
life. (Letter to Women) In 2006, Pope Benedict publicly acknowl-
edged the need to “to offer more space, more positions of respon-
sibility to women.”  

 

Is your pastoral minister: 

l Involved in decision-making about parish matters?
l Present in a visible role at liturgy?
l Being paid a just wage?
l Permitted to preach on appropriate occasions?
l Named with priest ministers in parish publications and 
    announcements?
l Invited to meet twice a year with the Bishop to discuss 
    concerns?
l Blessed with a parish welcome and farewell celebration  
    when s/he arrives or leaves?

Resources:
  Lee, Bernard J., S.M., Fleischer, Barbara J., and Topper, Charles (1995). A  
  Same and Different Future: A Study of Graduate Ministry Education  
  in Catholic Institutions of Higher Learning in the United States. New  
  Orleans, LA: Loyola Institute for Ministry,  
 Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (2006). Catholic Ministry For 
  mation Enrollments Statistical Overview for 2005-2006 .Washington,  
  DC: Georgetown University.
 U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (2005). CoWorkers in the Vineyard.
  Leadership Conference of Women Religious (1996).Creating a  
  Home: Benchmarks for Church Leadership Roles for Women.  
  Silver Spring, MD. LCWR. 
 DeLambo,David, (2005). Lay Parish Ministers New York: National Pastoral Life  
  Center.
 Fox, Zeni. (1997) New Ecclesial Ministry. Kansas City, KS: Sheed and Ward. 
 National Association of Lay Ministry (1998) No Turning Back: A Lay 
  Perspective on Ministry in the Catholic Church in the United States. 
 Cusak, B.. and Sullivan, T.G  (1995) Pastoral Care in Parishes without a Pastor  
  Washington, DC: Canon Law Society of America.

Written by Christine Schenk CSJ, Executive Director of FutureChurch.
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Facts about Lay Ecclesial Ministers 

Workplace

l As of 2005, there were 30,632 lay ministers working in paid posi-
tions of at least 20 hours per week in the U.S. Catholic Church. 
Laywomen comprised 64% of the total, laymen 20%, and women 
religious 16%.  (Lay Parish Ministers David DeLambo of the National Pas-
toral Life Center)

l In 2005, two-thirds of all U.S. parishes had paid lay ministers, up 
from 60 percent in 1997.  Religious educators (41.5%) and general 
pastoral ministers (25%) account for two thirds of all parish min-
isters. (Lay Parish Ministers David DeLambo of the National Pastoral Life 
Center)
  
lAs of 1998,  25.5 % of all top diocesan administrative positions 
were held by women. (1995-1998 National Association of Church Person-
nel Administrators study of 100 participating dioceses)

l“The Canon Law Society of America [CLSA] developed an 
administrative review process that allows for hearing grievances 
in situations involving termination of church employees or other 
conflicts.  In their studies, lack of due process...was often cited 
as a source of tension and injustice in pastoral and administrative 
positions.” (1994 report given to CLSA as cited in Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious’ [LCWR] Benchmarks report).

Education

l In 2005, forty-eight percent of lay ministers had a Master’s de-
gree or better, a drop from 53% reported in 1990.(Lay Parish Minis-
ters  David DeLambo of the National Pastoral Life Center)

l  In 2006, there were 3,306 graduate level seminarians in the 
U.S. There were 4,797 lay ministry candidates pursuing graduate 
degrees in ministry.  All together there were 16,037 laity enrolled in 
ministry education programs, 66% of whom were women. (Center 
for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA), Georgetown University).

l In a 2001 survey, 88% of 85 Catholic graduate schools who re-
sponded, offered financial assistance to lay ministers. 56% of 153 
dioceses that responded offered some financial assistance for lay 
people in graduate ministry programs. 

What We Can Do

1, Provide personal support by recognizing and affirming the 
ministry of pastoral ministers in your parish. 

2. Make sure your pastoral minister is justly compensated 
and provide financial support through contributions to your 
parish so just compensation is possible.

3, Find out if your diocese subsidizes the education of lay 
ministers, and if so at what level? Explore with local dioce-
san educational institutions what can be done to further the 
education of lay ministers. 

4. Find out if your diocese has a ceremony commission-
ing lay ministers. Is the ceremony covered in the diocesan 
paper?

5. Does your diocese encourage personnel policies that 
allow competent women to serve in the diocese and in 
parishes?  These include: just compensation; position de-
scriptions; clear procedures for hiring, evaluating, and termi-
nating personnel; and settling grievances. Do such policies 
apply to the priest ministers as well as to the lay ministers?

6. Does your diocese have a recognized grievance 
procedure for church employees?  How often is it used?

7. Does your diocese have an office on lay ministry? If not, 
what diocesan institution or office represents the interests of 
lay ministers? If you don’t have such a commission or office, 
ask your Bishop to begin one. If you do have such an office, 
ask how they respond to the concerns of lay ministers and 
what you can do to support the participation of lay ministers 
in diocesan ministry and decision making.

8. Find out how many qualified women serve in senior 
administrative positions in your diocese, and what kinds of 
positions woman hold in the chancery. Are woman equally 
represented on all diocesan and parish boards, including 
the finance committee?

25% of Catholic graduate schools responding estimated that their 
financial aid covered  50% or more of total tuition costs. Dioceses 
surveyed were not asked to make this estimate. (U.S. Bishops’ 
Committee on Lay Ministry 2001 survey). Seminarians’ studies, 
room and board are largely subsidized by their diocese or religious 
orders. In 2006, graduate seminary tuition averaged $12,582 per 
year.  Seminarian room and board costs averaged $7,596 per year. 
(CARA, 2006)

 
Compensation

l In 2005, the average salary for full time lay ministers was 
$35,261  per year, a significant increase from 1992, when the aver-
age salary range for full time lay ministers was $13,000 to $20,000 
per year. Two thirds of lay ministers agree that their earnings were 
adequate for their needs.  (Lay Parish Ministers  David DeLambo of the 
National Pastoral Life Center)  A 2002 survey by the National Fed-
eration of Priests’ Councils reported that average priest salaries 
ranged from $15,291 to $18,478 per year. In addition to a salary, 
diocesan priests receive a package of benefits that may include 
a car allowance, free room and board in the parish rectory, health 
insurance, and a retirement plan.

Lay Ministers and the Priest Shortage

l In 2006, according to the Center for Applied Research in the 
Apostolate, 75% of the 18,000 active diocesan priests in the U.S. 
are over 55 years old, but only about 350 new diocesan priests are 
being ordained each year. Presuming ordinations remain con-
stant, in 20 years, there could be as few as 11,500 active diocesan 
priests for 19,000 U.S. parishes.

l In 2005, 22% of U.S. parishes had pastors responsible for more 
than one parish. This percentage “will only grow in coming years 
if trends continue.  (Lay Parish Ministers  David DeLambo of the National 
Pastoral Life Center)

l A 2005 report from CARA showed  600 U.S.parishes were led 
by a pastoral life coordinator (administrator of priestless parishes). 
Sixty percent were women.



8. To Formation and Education.   Every Catholic 
Christian community has a right and obligation 
to assist all its members, both adults and 
children, in growing in their faith, knowledge and 
understanding of God’s love through Jesus Christ 
(c. 217). These rights and responsibilities include 
catechumenal programs, catechetical programs, 
Catholic schools, and other suitable education (cc. 
793-798, 800).

9. To Evangelization and Missionary Activity.  
Canon 211 tells us, “All the Christian faithful 
have the duty and right to work so that the divine 
message of salvation may increasingly reach the 
whole of humankind in every age and in every 
land.” Vocations (lay and ordained) to missionary 
work and financial help are fostered and sought 
from local faith communities.

10.  To Spiritual Growth.  Each parish 
community must be concerned about and attend 
to its ongoing spiritual growth, repentance and 
conversion.  It provides various special practices, 
prayers, and retreats to meet those needs. “The 
Christian faithful have the right . . . to follow their 
own form of spiritual life consonant with the 
teaching of the church” (c. 214).

11. To Own and Use Goods and Property.  On 
their own authority, and in keeping with canonical 
norms, parishes have the right to acquire, retain, 
administer and dispose of their own goods and 
property (cc. 1255-1256).  To this end, each parish 
is required to have a finance council (c.537). 
Responsibility for and decision making about 
parish temporal goods belongs to the parish that 
purchased or inherited them (c.1256).

12. To Vindicate and Defend Rights. Local 
communities of “the Christian faithful can 
legitimately vindicate and defend the rights which 
they enjoy in the church before a competent 
ecclesiastical court” (c. 221.1). By virtue of their 
establishment as parishes (c. 515.3), parishes 
have standing to uphold their rights.

Limitations on Rights and Obligations.  
Coriden says:

 “Rights and duties are not absolute but conditioned 
or limited in at least three ways:  

(1) by circumstances, (2) by the rights of others and 
(3) by the common good.

1.Rights and duties are not exercised in a vacuum.  
Parishes and other local congregation exist in 
the real world.  They must recognize and operate 
within the limits of concrete situations. Resources of 
personnel, time and money are limited; sometimes 
they can be stretched no further.  No one should 
expect the impossible.

2. The prerogatives of one parish or community 
cannot be advanced to the detriment of others. A 
sense of balance, fairness and respect for rights 
must characterize the claims of each.

3.The principle of the common good governs rights 
claims and the demands of obligations.  It calls for 
coordination. All of the communities within a diocese 
‘have a place at the table.’ All must be heard from 
and accounted for, and each one must show 
consideration for the rest and for the good of the 
entire church.

In exercising their rights, the Christian faithful, both 
as individuals and when gathered in associations, 
must take account of the common good of the
church, and of the rights of others as well as their 
own duties toward others.

In the interests of the common good, church 
authority has competence to regulate the  
exercise of the rights which belong to the Christian 
faithful  (c. 223.1, 223.2). (p. 80)

The Save Our Parish Community project was created by 
FutureChurch
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Parish Rights 
And Obligations

For the first time in the Church’s 
history, the 1983 Code of Canon 
Law contained a list of the rights 
and obligations of individual 
Catholics (cc. 208-223). Even 
though a similar list of rights and 
obligations for parish communi-
ties was requested at the time, 
it was not forthcoming.  Nev-
ertheless, there are numerous 
canons that protect and regulate 
parishes, as well as rights that 
arise from the theology of the 
local church and Catholic social 
teaching on subsidiarity.  
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This list is a brief summary of a more comprehensive 
list found in chapter six of The Parish in Catholic 
Tradition, by the preeminent canon lawyer, Fr. James 
Coriden. Fr. Coriden is one of three general editors of 
the Code of Canon Law and a professor on the faculty 
of the Washington Theological Union.  He is careful 
to say his list is not meant to encourage legalism or 
to increase juridical battles over competing claims. 
Rather, his intent is to enhance parishioners’ self-
understanding of their parish’s dignity and inherent 
authority as true churches and “not administrative units 
of some larger entity” (Coriden, p.80).

1. To Exist. The most fundamental right of a parish 
in canon law is the right to come into existence, be 
acknowledged and continue in existence  (c. 374.1).  
Once a community of faith is formed and recognized 
it becomes a “juridic person” which by nature is 
perpetual unless it is legitimately suppressed or 
stops all activity for 100 years (c. 120.1). To be 
suppressed, the impossibility of continued life must 
be clearly demonstrated.

According to Fr. Coriden,  “A shortage of priests 
for pastoral leadership is not an adequate 
reason to suppress or combine parishes.”  
Canon law strongly recommends liturgies of the 
word and group prayer in the absence of priests 
(c.1248.2), clearly implying that the life and worship 
of the community must continue even when priestly 
leadership is absent.”  Canons 516.2 and 517.2 say 
the pastoral care of a parish may be entrusted to 
others such as lay ministers or deacons. A diocese’s 
presbyteral council, which is a body of parish priests 
whose function is to advise the bishop, must be 
consulted before any action is taken to suppress 
or merge parishes. Those with rights or interests 
in the parish must also be consulted (c. 515.2, 50, 
1222.2). (Coriden, p. 73) 

2. To Maintain Communion.  Each local parish has 
the right and the duty to maintain active communion 
with the larger church. Some signs of this include 
a profession of the common faith, celebration of 
the sacraments and recognition of the church’s 
governance, diocesan and universal (cc. 206, 209, 

212.1,392.1).  In addition, parishes are obliged to 
contribute to and receive assistance from other 
parishes.  This includes providing and receiving 
assistance in meeting worship needs, performing 
works of charity, supporting ministers in other 
communities and apostolic outreach (cc. 209.2, 
529.2, 1261-1263).

3. To Equality. Canon 208 says that each local 
community of Catholics shares in the “true equality 
in dignity and action whereby all cooperate in the 
building up of the Body of Christ.” This means 
that even though parishes differ in numbers of 
parishioners, wealth, geographical size, ethnic 
composition or other parameters, they are all equal. 
Because local communities are stable gatherings 
of Christians in which the Spirit dwells, no parish 
is more privileged than another, and no parish is 
second-rate compared to others and may not be 
treated as such.

4. To Hear the Word of God and Celebrate the 
Sacraments. Canon 213 tells us that “The Christian 
faithful have the right to receive assistance from 
the sacred pastors out of the spiritual goods of 
the church especially the word of God and the 
sacraments.”  The right to the Eucharist is especially 
underscored because of its centrality to Catholic life 
and worship: “For a parish or other local community 
to be without the regular, weekly, worthy celebration 
of the Eucharist is a most serious deprivation.  It is 
a violation of the community's right to the sacrament 
in which it finds its own fullest realization and self-
expression.  It constitutes a grave impoverishment 
that can gradually deform the community, that 
is, transform it into one no longer eucharistically 
centered” (Coriden, p. 75).

5. To Parish Leadership and Ministry. Ordinarily, 
a priest pastor is to be entrusted with the pastoral 
care of a parish (c 515.1). But canons 516.2 and 
517.2 make allowances for cases of pastoral need 
(such as no available priests) and permit pastoral 
care to be entrusted to others such as competent 
lay ecclesial ministers, lay leaders, deacons or 
religious. Pastoral leadership is to reside within the

 parish (c.529.1), see to the preaching of the word, 
teach the faith, provide sacramental preparation 
and “see to it that the Most Holy Eucharist is the 
center of the parish assembly of the faithful” (cc. 
528.1 and 2, 757, 764-771, 835-836, 843.1).

The local congregation has a right and obligation 
to participate in the direction of its pastoral and 
financial affairs through consultation via the parish 
pastoral council and the finance council (cc. 536-
537, 1280).  It also has the right to appropriate 
administration of its monies and properties, 
organizational direction and pastoral guidance (cc. 
519, 532, 1279-1289).

6. To Initiate and Sustain Activities and 
Services.  Each local community has a right to 
begin and sustain the special projects for justice, 
charitable works and apostolic and evangelical 
outreach that one would expect from a group of 
believers whose faith is alive (cc. 211, 215-216, 
298-299, 384.2, 839.1). The community has a 
duty to promote social justice and assist the poor 
(c. 222.2).  It has the right to form groups and 
associations to promote Christian witness in the 
world (cc. 215, 225, 227).

7. To Information, Communication, and 
Consultation.  Parishioners have a right to timely 
and accurate information from both the parish and 
the diocese about matters that concern their parish. 
Catholic people and communities have the right 
and the duty to make known to church leaders and 
each other, their needs, desires and perspectives 
on matters concerning the good of the church (cc. 
212.2 and 212.3, as well as Vatican II’s Lumen 
Gentium). 

8. To Formation and Education.   Every Catholic 
Christian community has a right and obligation to 
assist all its members, both adults and children, in 
growing in their faith, knowledge and understanding 
of God’s love through Jesus Christ (c. 217). These 
rights and responsibilities include catechumenal 
programs, catechetical programs, Catholic schools, 
and other suitable education (cc. 793-798, 800).



How to Claim
 Parish Rights

This brochure seeks to educate 
the average parishioner about 
basic canonical processes for 
claiming parish rights, particu�
larly with regard to suppressing 
or merging parishes.  The advice 
of a competent canon lawyer is 
strongly recommended in any 
pursuit of redress. Canonical in�
formation in this brochure was 
derived from the book “The Par�
ish in Catholic Tradition: History, 
Theology and Canon Law” by Fr. 
James A. Coriden, who is a pro�
fessor of canon law at Washing�
ton Theological Union and one 
of three general editors of “The 
Code of Canon Law: A Text and 
Commentary” (Paulist Press).
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Direct Appeal, Conciliation or Mediation. Once an action has 
been taken that is perceived to be contrary to the rights of the 
parish community and will harm or adversely affect it, the first 
step is to represent the interests of the parish, in person, directly 
and in a respectful way. For example before putting anything in 
writing, appropriate parish leadership should seek a personal 
meeting with the bishop to show the evidence and present the 
parish’s point of view.  That failing, mutually agreed upon people 
with mediation and arbitration gifts could be engaged to seek 
just resolution of differences.  Some dioceses have mediation 
and due process offices. Canon law places a high premium on 
exhausting all other effective means of resolving differences 
before pursuing canonical litigation. This being said, it is 
important to be aware that there is a limited amount of time to 
pursue canonical appeal after a decision has been taken.  

Administrative Recourse. Canons 1732-1739 outline the 
procedures for appealing an administrative decision either to 
the person who made it or to that person’s hierarchical superior.  
According to Coriden, “This process can be effective because 
it gives access to the persons who have the ability to make a 
difference (see c. 1739).”

Appeal in writing to the person who made the decision 
perceived to be harmful to the community. An example could be 
the decision to close or merge a vital, solvent and apostolically 
fruitful parish community, solely because there is no priest 
available to live on the premises or because of the value of 
parish real estate.

Appeal in writing to the hierarchical superior of the one who took 
the action. For example, parish representatives may write to the 
diocesan bishop about an action taken by the pastor or to the 
Congregation for the Clergy in Rome for an action taken by the 
bishop.  This may be taken “for any just reason” (c 1737).

Timing is important. Canon law specifies that there are specific 
time frames within which the appeals must be lodged.  For 
example, the first written appeal must be made within ten 
working days of the action that is perceived to be harmful, such 
as the announcement of the decision to close or merge a given 
parish. Canon law provides for suspension of the action while 
the appeal is being considered. Thus the parish should remain 
open while the appeal process is under way.

Appeal to the Apostolic Signatura. The Signatura has authority 
to review administrative decisions. For example, if the first 
appeal was to the diocesan bishop and the second to the 

Congregation for the Clergy, the next step is to appeal to the 
Apostolic Signatura, the supreme tribunal in the Church. (c. 
1445.2). Such appeals are made either directly to Rome or 
through the Apostolic Nuncio in Washington D.C. at 3339 
Massachusetts Ave. N.W.,Washington D.C. 20008. Names and 
addresses for appropriate Roman Curia officials are listed in the 
Official Catholic Directory, published by P.J. Kenedy & Sons, 
New York.

Ecclesiastical Courts. Every diocese has an ecclesiastical 
court. While most of the docket is filled with marriage cases, 
canon law prescribes that these courts are open to a wider 
range of rights claims  (cc. 221, 1491,1400.1, 2, 1502-1504).  
The diocesan courts have rarely been used for this purpose but 
one may consider submitting a petition in this venue as well.
 

Conclusion. Claiming parish rights does not in any way 
denigrate legitimate authority of church leaders or the 
communal nature of the church. Instead, Fr. Coriden says, “it 
emphasizes the communitarian principle within the church and 
focuses on the church’s true nature as a communion of local 
communities.  It is an authentic expression of the Catholic 
tradition” (p.91).
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About Parishes and Dioceses.  Parishes are first and 
foremost places where Catholics experience Jesus’ saving 
presence and grow to Christian maturity through the preaching 
of the Word, partaking of Eucharist and the other sacraments 
and of course, the faith-filled companioning of one another. 
Parishes are not administrative units but true churches.  

Dioceses on the other hand, are administrative units. The 
bishop’s primary duty is to provide oversight in service of 
the common good of the local communities. In this capacity, 
he and his staff guide, assist, coordinate, support and serve 
as spokespeople for local congregations. In the words of Fr. 
James Coriden, “Dioceses exist to unify and enable the local 
churches.”

Sometimes the rights of parishes are not respected. In a March 
2006 letter, the Vatican’s Cardinal Dario Castrillon Hoyos 
instructed that the financial assets of a newly closed parish 
must be transferred to the receiving parish, not to the diocese.  
Hoyos, who is head of the Congregation of the Clergy, wrote to 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops’ president, Bishop William 
Skylstad asking him to relay this instruction to all U.S. Bishops.  
Hoyos said it was “not uncommon” for U.S. dioceses to wrongly 
invoke canon 123, which allows a closed parish’s assets to go 
to the diocese, many of which are cash strapped because of the 
clergy sex abuse crisis. He said, “Only with great difficulty can 
one say that a parish becomes extinct. A parish is extinguished 
by the law itself only if no Catholic community any longer exists 
in its territory, or if no pastoral activity has taken place for a 
hundred years.”  He wrote: “In most cases ‘suppressions’ are in 
reality an ‘amalgamation’ or ‘merger’ and as such the goods and 
liabilities should go to the enlarged parish community and not to 
the diocese.” (For full text of Castrillon Hoyos letter, visit www.
futurechurch.org)

In 2004, the Boston Archdiocese suppressed 70 parishes 
because of the priest shortage and financial needs arising from 
clergy sex abuse claims. Over the next eighteen months, twelve 
parishes were restored but only after parishioners occupied 
their churches in around the clock prayer vigils while seeking 
canonical and civil redress. Seven parishes have appeals 
pending with the Apostolic Signatura, the highest court in the 
Catholic Church. It is surprising that all seven were accepted 
because the Signatura, like the U.S. Supreme Court, can simply 
reject appeals, and usually does. In May 2006, the Signatura 
instructed Boston’s Cardinal Sean O’Malley to safeguard all 
parish properties while the seven appeals are heard. According 

to canon law specialists, the decree instructions are completely 
unprecedented.  

How does a parish community vindicate or defend its rights 
in canon law when there is a perception that they have been 
violated. Who may claim these rights on the parish’s behalf?

Who Can Claim Parish Rights?
The Parish Pastor and His Substitutes. Canon 532 says, “The 
pastor represents the parish in all juridic affairs in accord with 
the norm of law.”  This means that the pastor is obligated to 
safeguard the legitimate interests of the parish and he is “not 
at liberty to permit the rights of the congregation to be violated 
or abridged, even by those in higher authority” (Coriden, p. 84). 
He is also bound to call upon the parish community to assume 
its rightful responsibilities.  Parochial administrators, assistant 
pastors and priests charged with the care of communities 
are all bound to safeguard the rights and obligations of the 
communities they pastor.

Those entrusted to Pastorally Care for the Parish.   In cases 
of pastoral need, such as the priest shortage, canon 517.2 
permits lay ministers, deacons, lay men and women, vowed 
religious or a community of such persons to be given pastoral 
charge of a parish.  In this situation, these ministers have the 
same responsibilities as priest pastors to tend to the rights and 
obligations of the parish community. The priest who has been 
given supervisory canonical powers and faculties of pastor 
“has a residual and secondary duty to pursue the rights of the 
parish. But the ministerial leader...who is the one in charge on 
the scene and has a personal and pastoral relationship with the 
members of the community, bears the primary responsibility,” 
according to Fr. James Coriden (p. 85).

The Parish Finance Council and Pastoral Council. If those 
entrusted with the pastoral care of the parish cannot or will not 
act to defend the rights of the parish community, the agent of 
the parish is the pastoral council.  Canon 536 tells us its main 
role is to help foster parish pastoral activity and represent the 
parish community. The same obligation is incumbent on the 
finance council, particularly for issues related to parish assets 
(c. 537).

The Parishioners. Because parishioners have a direct and 
legitimate interest in the welfare of their parish and could 
suffer real harm from the suppression and destruction of 
their church, their legal standing is found in the canonical 
provisions that incorporate them as members of the parish, 

either territorial or personal or their de facto acceptance as 
parish members, which entitles them to pastoral care (cc.102, 
518).  While large numbers of parishioners may represent 
the parish better than just a few, the “supreme court” of the 
Catholic Church, the Apostolic Signatura, has recognized as 
few as two parishioners as having legal standing to pursue 
an appeal opposing the suppression of their parish  (Prot. No. 
22036/90 C.A., Chicagien. Suppressionis paroeciae, D.mi 
Anzelmo et Caiambrone vs. Congr. pro Clericis; decision given 
June 20,1992. (The Parish in Catholic Tradition by Fr. James 
Coriden, p.86).

People Outside the Parish. Other Church officials whose duties 
involve the care of parishes also have responsibility to see to 
the defense of parish rights and fulfillment of parish obligations 
for parishes within their authority. These could include deans 
of deaneries or vicariates (c. 555), episcopal vicars (c. 476), 
the presbyteral council (c. 495.1, 515.2, 122.2), the diocesan 
promoter of justice (c. 1430) and of course the diocesan bishop 
and vicar general (cc. 384, 391-394, 396, 475; Directory on the 
Pastoral Ministry of Bishops, 174-183).

How to Vindicate Parish Rights.  In his book, The Parish in 
Catholic Tradition: History, Theology and Canon Law, Fr. James 
A. Coriden lists four lines of action that those responsible for 
defending parish rights can pursue: 

1. Be alert and participate in information-gathering and decision-
making processes in advance of any action against the interests 
of the parish.

2. After the fact, seek a solution through direct appeal, 
conciliation or mediation.

3. Take administrative recourse against an action that is 
perceived to be adverse to parish rights.

4. Bring the matter before an ecclesiastical court.

Participation in Decision-making Processes. It probably 
goes without saying that those representing the parish and all 
who care about its welfare must be fully engaged in any and 
all studies, plans or reviews involving its future well being. 
Parishioners and parish leaders should all be involved and 
carefully monitor the process. For an excellent example of 
one diocese’s work to engage and empower parishioners visit 
the Cleveland Dioceses’s Vibrant Parish Life process at www.
dioceseofcleveland.org/vibrantparishlife/
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Reflections On 
the Theology and 
Authority 
of the Parish

Your Parish is the Body of Christ, 
Not A McDonald’s Franchise. 

Jesus told his disciples “where two 
or three are gathered together in 
my name, there am I in the midst of 
them” (Mt. 18:20). In Acts 1:8 we see 
Jesus promising the Holy Spirit to his 
followers so they are empowered to 
continue his mission through history.  
From the beginning, Christians 
gathered together into communities, 
empowered by the Spirit to support 
each other in living and spreading the 
good news of salvation, healing and 
justice through Jesus Christ.

A Spirituality of Empowerment. But does it 
all come down to a power struggle between 
the local and the universal?  Michael 
Downey offers an insight that is perhaps a 
summons to all of us:

It is not a matter of giving those at the 
margins a share in the power of those at the 
center of church and society.  It is a matter 
of recognizing new ways of perceiving and 
being more in keeping with the word and the 
work of the Crucified and Risen One whose 
power was disclosed in his refusal to lay 
claim to the power of lords, kings, priests, 
and patriarchs. To share in this power is 
to listen to those who speak in a different 
voice. It is to turn one’s ears and eyes from 
the center to the edge of church and society. 
.... The spirituality of empowerment is one 
of surrender to the Spirit, the breath of God 
anointing to speech and bringing to voice, 
blessing difference, specificity, solidarity, 
transformation, and anticipation. (Downey, p. 
191-192)
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The parish is a theological and sacramental 
reality that has an inherent authority that 
derives not primarily from the human 
authority of community members but from 
their belief in Jesus and from their fidelity 
to the guidance of the Holy Spirit in this 
place, in this time, under these specific 
circumstances.   

 
Because it is this same Spirit who leads 
the church always and everywhere, Christ 
and the church are present whether two or 
three are gathered in His name or whether 
two or three thousand are gathered. 
This is in sharp distinction to a corporate 
franchise model, such as McDonald’s or 
the neighborhood bank, where a central 
authority can unilaterally decide to close 
a branch office without regard to those 
working there.  

Canon Law. Canon law itself reflects this 
reality with laws that protect parish rights. 
It is very difficult to suppress a parish. 
For example, in March 2006, the head of 
the Congregation of the Clergy, Cardinal 
Castrillon Hoyos, wrote to the U.S. Bishops,   
"Only with great difficulty can one say 
that a parish becomes extinct. A parish is 
extinguished by the law itself [canon 123] 
only if no Catholic community any longer 
exists in its territory, or if no pastoral activity 
has taken place for a hundred years."  

Communion, Not Isolation. No true faith 
community lives in isolation. Scriptures 
show early Christian communities helping 
each other, arguing with each other and 
learning from each other, as together they 
sought to live more fully Jesus' challenging

life in the new reign of God.  Such a 
“communion of communions” recognizes the 
Spirit's presence and guidance in both the 
local community and in the larger context of 
shared belief held with other communities. 
From this understanding, the need for the 
administrative and leadership functions of 
local dioceses and the Vatican becomes 
apparent.

Pray, Pay and Obey? Unfortunately, 
many Catholics believe that their main 
responsibility is to blindly obey whatever 
directive comes from the diocese or Rome. 
However, it is vitally important to also listen 
to the Spirit's voice alive within each person 
and within the community of believers.   
The Spirit could be “doing something new” 
(Rev.21:5)  Giving flesh to the voice of 
the Spirit is an important function of the 
believing community. The universal church 
may have something new to learn from 
the local church as together we journey to 
God’s reign of justice and of love.  If we are 
not faithful to the Spirit’s leading the whole 
church suffers. This being said, the Spirit 
rarely or never speaks to only one person or 
community and to no one else. 
1 Thessalonians 5:21 tells us “test 
everything; retain what is good'. “  We need 
believers and believing communities outside 
of ourselves to provide perspective and test 
our understanding to make sure it is God’s 
Spirit calling and not simply our own.

Authority of the Local Community. In 
recent years, there have been numerous 
theological discussions about the authority 
of the local community.  In what way is it 
subordinate to the universal church and in 
what way is it constitutive of it?  Fr. William 

A. Clark, sj believes that local parishes have 
authority that contributes in essential ways 
to the life of the universal church:

“The local community, embodying the 
church in a particular place, teaches the 
universal church about its own authority 
by becoming a tangible model of that 
authority in a concrete location. Once this 
is grasped, the church’s self-understanding 
can be continually deepened by attention 
to local communities.  What can be said 
immediately is that the authority of the 
church is founded on the presence of Christ 
among his people... It is as the sacrament 
of Christ that the community realizes its 
authority. Therefore it is authentic only when 
its use of authority reflects that of Christ 
himself.” (Clark, p.200-201)

About Subsidiarity. In the Catholic context, 
the function of dioceses, national bishops' 
conferences and ultimately, the Petrine 
ministry exercised by the Vatican, is to 
see to the common good and assure the 
integrity and proclamation of the message 
of Jesus.  In this regard, we would expect to 
see mutual respect for the Spirit's action and 
guidance in local parish communities, in our 
dioceses and in the universal church.  

Unfortunately at times the centralized 
structures in the church make decisions 
without attending to the Spirit's voice 
speaking from the local church. This is 
a loss to the universal church itself and 
violates Catholic social teaching and the 
Vatican II principle of subsidiarity that says, 
“The internal life of local communities must 
be respected and not usurped or dominated 
from the outside.” (Coriden, p. 72)



How To Preserve Vibrant 
Parishes In Your Diocese
Gather People Together

1. Start with people you know who are passionate about preserving vibrant parishes and who are known to be active in 
parish and diocesan activities.  Invite them over for coffee to talk about what can realistically be done. Read and discuss 
materials from this packet, especially the Do Not Stifle the Spirit! statement and the resource detailing the findings of the 
2003 survey done by the Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development. 

2. Together, brainstorm names of other lay leaders, sympathetic priests, pastoral ministers and deacons who are con-
cerned about this issue and who might be willing to join you.  

3. Invite the expanded group to a discernment session to discuss the Do Not Stifle the Sprit! statement, CPPCD bro-
chure and the priest shortage/parish closing situation in your diocese.   

 Recommended tools to shape this session might include: 
W The strategies on the following pages.
W Data from  the 2003 National Study of Parish Reorganization showing 40% of merged parishes
    lost parishioners while parishes with parish life coordinators gained parishioners
W The prayer and discernment piece in the prayer section of this manual. 
W The downloadable Power Point presentation developed by Elephants in the Living Room, a
    Detroit group of clergy and laity working to preserve urban parishes (http://elephantsinthelivingroom.com.) 

4.  Your discernment session will likely lead you to choose several goals.  Some may choose to actively resist an unjust 
parish closing.  Others may choose to prevent closings in the future by working for “best practices.”  
For specific strategies to realize these goals, see below!

Always keep the following in mind:

1.  Be clear about you goals.  Build consensus.

2.  Be realistic.  Don’t try to do everything at once.  If you have more than one goal, prioritize.

3.  Determine if there are any financial costs to realizing your goals.  Some strategies don’t require money, others are 
costly.  If there are expenses involved, determine a budget and what you will do to raise the money.

4.  Assess your people power.  However, don’t underestimate the power of two or three.  You CAN effect change with 
several determined and dedicated people.  However, for civil and canonical appeals, media events, special events, 
fundraisers, prayer vigils, etc., more helping hands are needed. 

5. Keep in communication with your group and others who are sympathetic to your message.  Consider building a web-
site, email list or phone tree to keep everyone updated regularly about activities.

Proactive Educational and Organizing Strategies

1. Use the Do Not Stifle the Spirit! statement to catalyze discussion at your parish. For example, ask for a response from 
your parish council, justice committees, finance committee, small faith community, etc.  
 Resources:  W Do Not Stifle the Spirit! 

2. Use the sample parish education program in this packet to proactively educate in your parish, small faith community or 
diocese about keeping parishes open with parish life coordinators rather than lose parishioners because of mergers.  (See 
the 2003 Survey of U.S. Dioceses from the Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development 2003)
Resources:  W Sample parish education program
  W Some Key Findings about Parish Reconfiguration, 2003 National Study of Parish      
  W Reorganization (Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development 2003)
  W Understanding the Ministry and Experience: Parish Life Coordinators in the United States     
     (Center For Applied Research in The Apostolate)
  W Do Not Stifle the Spirit!  
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   W A Parish Life Coordinator’s Story 
   W Lay Ecclesial Ministers in the Catholic Church
    W Deacons in the Catholic Church
   W Parish Rights and Obligations and How To Claim Parish Rights
   W A Story of Three Parishes
   W Reflections On the Theology and Authority of the Parish 
   W Study of the Impact of Fewer Priests on the Pastoral Ministry 
    W Priest shortage statistics from your diocese. Ask for pension actuarial numbers from the    
         diocese and visit www.futurechurch.org and click on Priest Shortage USA

3. Consider circulating the Do Not Stifle the Spirit! statement as petition in your parishes, small faith communities etc.  It is 
a great way to expand your contacts and provides credibility when you take the statement to diocesan offices and/or your 
bishop. Make sure to get email addresses.
 Resources:   W Do Not Stifle the Spirit! 

4. Send copies of the Do Not Stifle the Spirit! statement and the 2003 Conference for Pastoral Planning and Development 
Study to diocesan bodies that represent the interests of priests, pastoral ministers and laity (for example, the diocesan pas-
toral council, the presbyteral council, the parish life office/office of pastoral ministry, etc.).  Ask that agenda time be given to 
discussing the best practices and ask if someone from your group could be present for the meeting. 
 Resources:   W Do Not Stifle the Spirit! 
   W Some Key Findings about Parish Reconfiguration

5. Send copies of the Do Not Stifle the Spirit! statement and a copy of the 2003 Conference for Pastoral Planning and 
Council Development brochure to all pastors and presidents of parish councils in your diocese. Ask them to begin a discus-
sion in their parish.
 Resources:   W Do Not Stifle the Spirit! 
   W Some Key Findings about Parish Reconfiguration

6. Organize a delegation of diocesan leaders (laity, priests, lay ministers) to meet with the bishop and/or the appropriate 
diocesan offices to get a commitment from your diocese to adopt the eight best practices. Take your list of petition signers 
with you.
 Resources:   W Do Not Stifle the Spirit! 

7. Cultivate a relationship with your religion reporter. Write letters to the editor and op eds for the newspaper.
 Resources:     W Media Kit

8. Write a parish constitution to preserve and enhance the vitality of your parish in a concrete way, helping to prevent it 
from possible closing.
 Resources:  W Sample Parish Constitution

Reactive (and necessary) Organizing Strategies 

(If your diocese decides to shrink vibrant parishes to fit dwindling numbers of priests)

1. If your diocese chooses to close your vibrant, solvent and apostolically effective parish against the recommendations of 
parishioners, here are materials about parish rights and responsibilities and how to defend them canonically and in the civil 
courts

 Resources:   W Crisis Kit: For Parishes Unexpectedly Faced with Closing or Merging  
   W Pursuing Civil Redress To Keep Your Viable Parish Open    
   W Letter from the Congregation of The Clergy 
   W Parish Rights and Obligations and How to Claim Parish Rights  
   W A Story of Three Parishes
   W Reflections On the Theology and Authority of the Parish 
   W Prayer-Uniting with the Spirit

 No One Ritual Size Fits All:  an Adequate Ritual Repertoire
 Reconciliation Rite for Impasse
 A Ritual of Group Grieving 

   W Media Kit 
          

2. Email concerned parties the link to www.futurechurch.org for free download of our  “Crisis Kit” which contains immedi-
ate information viable parish communities need when faced with unwanted closure. It includes good and bad reasons to 
close parishes, how to seek immediate canonical redress, information about protecting parish rights, pursuing civil redress, 
prayer and media resources and where to get immediate help and support.

 Resources:   W Crisis Kit: For Parishes Unexpectedly Faced with Closing or Merging

The Save Our Parish Community project was created by FutureChurch
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Suggested Outline for Parish/Small Faith 
Community  Education Program on 

Preserving Vibrant Parishes
See “Prayer-Uniting with the Spirit” for possible prayer and discernment resources for each 
session.  Feel free to adapt this outline according to the needs of your group. 
If you would like help in planning such an educational program, email chris@futurechurch.org.

Session One: The Priest Shortage, Pastoral Ministry and the Parish
Goal: At the completion of the program parishioners will:

a. be aware of the extent of the priest shortage locally and nationally
b. be knowledgeable about contributions of Parish Life Coordinators, Deacons and Lay Ministers
c.	 have	discussed	how	parish	life	might	need	to	change	if	effective	ministry	is	to	continue. 

 Suggested Resources (all available in Save Our Parish Community Packet)

1. Review priest shortage statistics from your diocese. Call the diocesan priest pension plan for projections.
2. Overview	of	findings	from	the	Bishops’	Study of the Impact of Fewer Priests on the Pastoral Ministry (see 
brochure: Study of the Impact of Fewer Priests on the Pastoral Ministry). A Power Point presentation of the US 
Conference	of	Catholic	Bishops’	Study of the Impact of Fewer Priests on the Pastoral Ministry is available from 
USCCB	Office	on	Priestly	Life	(202-541-3000).	Call	FutureChurch	(216-228-0869)	if	you	have	trouble	getting	it.
3.	Understanding the Ministry and Experience: Parish Life Coordinators in the United States Center for Applied 
Research in the Apostolate, Georgetown University
 W A Parish Life Coordinator's Story Carol Karnitsky, sscm

4.	Lay Ecclesial Ministers in the Catholic Church

5.	The Deacon in Our Future Parish by Deacon Norm Carroll

For	Discussion:

1.	What	difference	would	it	make	to	me	personally	if	our	priest	is	assigned	to	cover	two	other	parishes	in	
addition	to	my	own?	Alternatively,	if	the	two	priests	serving	our	2,000	family	parish	are	reduced	to	just	one	to	
serve	our	2,000	family	parish?

2. Are there things that our parish priest is now doing that could be done by someone else, such as a deacon, 
pastoral minister or competent parishioner?  What are they?

3.	Would	I	be	willing	to	have	a	deacon	or	pastoral	minister:	a.	preside	at	the	graveside	service	for	a	loved	one?
b.	visit	me	in	the	hospital?	c.	perform	my	son’s	Baptism?	d.	witness	(officiate	at)	my	daughter’s	marriage?

4.	What	has	been	our	parish	experience	of	the	Eucharist?	Is	it	the	center	of	our	life	and	mission?		What	has	
been	our	parish	experience	with	communion	services?	Is	there	a	difference	for	us	between	the	two?

5.	How	have	we	as	a	parish	or	diocesan	community	called	forth	and	supported	lay	ministers?	

6.	How	do	I	feel	about	encouraging	the	institutional	church	to	restore	our	early	tradition	of	both	married	and	
celibate leaders?

Session Two: Do Not Stifle the Spirit! Preserving Vibrant Parishes in a Time of Fewer Priests
Goal: At the completion of the program parishioners will:

a. be familiar with eight “best practices” for preserving vibrant parishes
b. have discussed the pros and cons of merging vs. clustering parishes 
c. have considered advocating for proactive strategies to keep parishes open
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Suggested Resources:   (available in Save Our Parish Community Packet)

1. Statement: Do Not Stifle the Spirit! Preserving Vibrant Parishes in a Time of Fewer Priests. Download the free Power 
Point	presentation	of	the	statement	used	by	Elephants	in	the	Living	Room,	a	Detroit	group	of	over	300	clergy	and	laity	
working to preserve urban parishes. Available at: http://elephantsinthelivingroom.com.
  

2. Some Key Findings about Parish Reconfiguration	2003	National	Study	of	Parish	Reorganization	Conference	of	Pastoral	
Planning and Council Development.
	 a.	Pay	special	attention	to	the	finding	in	this	study	that	40%	of	merged	parishes	reported	losing	parishioners	while	
parishes	with	parish	life	coordinators	were	more	likely	to	increase	parishioners.	If	you	would	like	transparencies	of	these	
statistics, email chris@futurechurch.org.
3. How to Preserve Vibrant Parishes in Your Diocese
  

For	Discussion:
1.  Does my diocese have a plan for how to continue parish life and ministry despite the priest shortage?  
Have	ordinary	people	been	invited	to	participate	in	the	diocesan	plan?

2.	After	learning	about	findings	from	the	2003	National	Parish	Reorganization	Study,	what	are	the	pros	and	cons	of	
merging	parishes	versus	keeping	them	open	with	parish	directors	or	shared	staff?

3.	What	is	the	situation	in	my	diocese	for	parishes	serving	poorer	urban,	rural	or	minority	populations?

4.	What	can	we	do	in	our	diocese	to	be	proactive	in	preserving	parishes?		
 W See How to Preserve Vibrant Parishes in Your Diocese for practical strategies

Session Three: Rights and Responsibilities of Parishes: Claiming Parish Rights
Goal: At the completion of the program, parishioners will:

a. be aware of parish rights and responsibilities and how to claim parish rights in canon and civil law.
b. be familiar with the experiences of vital parishes closed without the consent of parishioners
c. have discussed ways of preserving vibrant parishes and resisting closure where appropriate.

Suggested Resources:

1.	Parish	Rights	and	Obligations	and		 	 	 	 Summaries	of	Fr.	James	Coriden's	writings	
				How	to	Claim	Parish	Rights		 	 	 	 	 in	The Parish in Catholic Tradition	(Paulist	1997).
2. A Story of Three Parishes
	 Boston:	Must	a	Parish	Perish?	 	 	 	 Peter	Borre
	 St.	Louis:	St.	Stanislaus		 	 	 	 Fr.	Marek	Bozek	and	Roger	Krasnicki
	 Toledo:	St.	James,	Kansas	 	 	 	 Ginny	Hull
3.	Letter	from	the	Congregation	of	The	Clergy	 	 	 Cardinal	Darios	Castrillon	Hoyos
4.	Reflections On the Theology and Authority of the Parish Christine Schenk csj
5.	Sample	Parish	Constitution		 	 	 	 	 Dr.	Leonard	Swidler
6.	Pursuing Civil Redress To Keep Your Viable Parish Open			 Sharon	M.	Harrington,	JD
7. How to Preserve Vibrant Parishes in Your Diocese

For	Discussion

1. Are there parishes in your diocese that that were closed even though they had active parishioners, ministerial 
outreach	and	financial	viability?

2.	What	does	Cardinal	Castrillon-Hoyos’	letter	mean	for	parishes	for	whom	closing	and	clustering	may	be	on	the	
horizon?

3.	What	recourse	do	parishioners	have	in	Canon	Law	and	Civil	Law	if	they	have	been	treated	unjustly	by	diocesan	
officials?

4.	Given	the	situation	in	your	parish	and	diocese	what	would	seem	to	be	responsible	next	steps	to	take	to	assure	your	
future	as	a	Eucharistic	community?

5.	Do	I	feel	empowered	to	exercise	my	rights	in	the	Church?	Why	or	why	not?



Those of you who wish to preserve and enhance the vitality of your parish in a concrete way may consider writing a 
parish constitution.  This document will constitute, that is, give form to, the parish community for as long as it exists.  
Choosing the written words for your parish’s goals, vision, rights, responsibilities,and governance helps to clarify 
thinking, build consensus and encourage parishioners to take ownership.  This proactive approach also makes it more 
difficult for a new pastor or the diocese to come in and disrupt the ongoing life and vitality that currently exists in the 
parish.  

This is a brief summary of the work of the Association of the Rights of Catholics in the Church (ARCC) on church 
constitutions. For more information, including a more detailed description of a parish constitution and sample parish 
constitutions, please see their website, www.arcc.catholic-rights.net.

Introduction
Constitutions are not foreign documents to the Roman Catholic Church.  The term constitution is used by the highest 
authority in the structure of the Catholic Church- the Pope and all the bishops gathered together in an Ecumenical 
Council.  These councils have issued the term constitution for its most important documents- e.g. Vatican II’s 
“Constitution on Sacred Liturgy”, “Dogmatic Constitution on the Church”, “Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World”, and “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation”. 

Why a Parish Constitution/Charter/Plan of Operation/etc.?

Why a written document? For the same reason we have written gospels, namely, to put into writing the very nature of 
the parish, its purpose, the respective responsibilities and authority of the lay and clerical leaders and various parish 
organizations- in sum, the way members celebrate and live their Catholic faith in this parish community. Must the parish 
community be subject to the whim and will of each pastor?  Is the priest the parish or are the people, who live their 
lives and faith there, giving it life and vitality?  Priests come and go, but the community remains. The people create the 
conditions and spirit of the Christian parish community and the priest serves and ministers to them.

Clearly, each parish is different. Each has its own strengths and weakness and its own customs and celebrations. Every 
parish should have its own written document to spell out its mission statement, its own best practices, its particular way 
of organizing within the guidelines of the Church, as a means of continuity through changing lay and clerical leadership, 
to be adapted as needed.

Creating such a document takes a great deal of work by a dedicated team-oriented group. The creation of a parish 
constitution should be explained to and endorsed by the whole parish, and team members should be elected by the 
parish and include representatives from the parish council, finance committee, other organizations and special groups. 
The whole parish must be kept informed of the progress being made in the formulation of the constitution.  Developing 
a parish constitution is a worthwhile project, and the process alone can give new life, insights, and perspectives to any 
parish.

Writing a Bill of Rights is often a good start for a parish constitution project.  ARCC can help you do this.

We all have a stake in such projects and if you have already worked on a parish constitution/working paper /charter, 
please share your wisdom and a copy of your work with us.

Parish Constitution Goals

This is what a Parish (or Diocese) Constitution (or Covenant) should have when fully developed. The goals may not be 
immediately obtainable, but for progress it is vital to have a vision of these goals; only then can strategies to reach them 
be developed.  Reminder: It is absolutely essential that the parish write a Constitution, and then live by it. 

1. Decision-making power

All aspects of parish life should be under the jurisdiction of the Constitution; any action contrary to it would be void. The 
rights and responsibilities of all parish officers and agencies should be clearly spelled out. Lay women and men as well 
as clergy should have real decision-making power - not merely advisory.

The Parish Constitution- 

A Strategy for Keeping Your Parish Vibrant
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2. Representativeness

All bodies of the parish, especially the Parish Council, should be equitably representative, being chosen from the 
entire community, including all elements, e.g., women, men, young, old, single, married.

3. A Bill of Rights

The rights, and responsibilities, of all individuals and groups must be spelled out clearly.

4. Due Process of Law

There needs to be a judicial body which can adjudicate all complaints and protect the rights of all as listed in the 
Constitution; it needs to have real decision-making power to which everyone is subject. 

5. Accountability/Transparency

All decision-making must be accountable to its responsible superior and eventually the whole parish. With 
appropriate safeguards for personal privacy, all decision-making must be transparent to all.
 
Where to Start

1. Start where you are

“Rome was not built in a day” - nor was it transformed in one either! Remember, the best can be the enemy of the 
good. Start wherever you are in your parish by using the possibilities that are actually present. You get involved 
in your parish by volunteering, accepting a responsibility. Make yourself, and like-minded “democracy-oriented” 
parishioners, accepted so your opinion will carry more weight. 

2. Dialogue

If you don’t already have a perfect parish with a perfectly functioning Constitution - and fellow parishioners are 
not going to immediately fall in line when you suggest that you ought to have a fully democratic parish with a 
Constitution - perhaps they will need to be persuaded. You too will have much to learn from them and together 
with them. The way to make all this happen is through Dialogue, meaning first of all respectful, open listening, 
and then clear, respectful explaining of your ideas. As the ancient Latin phrase has it: Festine lente! Make haste 
slowly!

3. Education to Change Consciousness to Pro-Democracy/Constitution

Many Catholics will be very suspicious, or even worse, of the idea of a democratic Catholicism and of a 
Constitution. Many will have the “feeling” that such “politics” do not belong in a sacred body like the Church. In the 
wake of all the sexual abuse scandals, this is beginning to change, and the momentum should be seized upon. 
Perhaps the most important thing that needs to be done in order to usher in a more democratic Catholicism and a 
Constitution is changing Catholic consciousness to accept and affirm them. This will require a massive education 
program through conversations, books, articles, lectures, study groups, field visits....

Leonard Swidler is Professor of Catholic Thought & Interreligious Dialogue at Temple University in Philadelphia. 
He is the co-founder/editor of the Journal of Ecumenical Studies
and the co-founder/co-director of the Global Dialogue Instituteas well as the author of over 65 books and 180 
articles. Leonard can be reached at dialogue@temple.edu.

For more information, go to the Association for the 
Rights of Catholics in the Church website, 

www.arcc-catholic-rights.net.
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Your Parish is Not A McDonald's Franchise 
Jesus told his disciples “where two or three are gathered 
together in my name, there am I in the midst of them”  
(Mt. 18:20).  From our earliest beginnings, Christians 
gathered together into communities to support each other 
in living and spreading the good news of salvation through 
Jesus Christ. Parish communities are the 
lifeblood of the Catholic Church and 
anything that damages their well-being is a 
threat to the Body of Christ.  
 
The parish family is where Catholics come 
to know their true identity as Christians.  
Parishes are not administrative units like 
McDonald's or your local bank, but true 
churches, and as such have basic rights. 
Because it is the Holy Spirit who leads the 
church, the voice of the Spirit of Jesus, 
alive within the local parish community, 
should be sought before any decision is 
made to disband it.   
  
The most fundamental right of a parish in 
canon law is the right to come into 
existence, be acknowledged and continue 
in existence  (c. 374.1).  Once a 
community of faith is formed and 
recognized it becomes a “juridic person” 
which by nature is perpetual unless it is legitimately 
suppressed or stops all activity for 100 years (c. 120.1). To 
be suppressed, the impossibility of continued life must be 
clearly demonstrated. 
 

Priest Shortage Threatens Parish Life  
Yet parish life as we have known it is changing 
dramatically. Dioceses throughout the U.S. and Europe are 
reconfiguring parishes because of the priest shortage, even 
as numbers of Catholics are on the increase. Presently 
75% of 18,000 active diocesan priests in the U.S. are over 
55 years old, but we are only ordaining about 350 men 
each year. If these numbers remain constant, in 20 years 
we will have only 11,500 diocesan priests for our 19,000 
parishes. This is far too few priests to provide Eucharist 
and pastoral ministry to Catholics whose numbers have 
increased by 20 million in the last 40 years. 
 
In the past 20 years, bishops in Cleveland, Milwaukee, 
Albany, Seattle, Baltimore and Los Angeles have issued 
pastoral documents aimed at preserving viable parish  

communities rather than close or merge parishes. They 
chose creative solutions permitted by canon law, such as 
entrusting the pastoral care of several parishes to one 
priest, to a team of priests, or to competent lay ecclesial  
ministers, deacons and religious, with a nonresident priest 
serving as the canonical pastor. 

 
Lately, however, some bishops are 
choosing to close or merge viable 
parish communities because of the 
priest shortage, even though they 
have active lay leadership, available 
lay ecclesial ministers and important 
outreach ministries. In some cases, 
in this time of clergy sex abuse 
lawsuits, parish assets and real estate 
values figured more prominently into 
the decision than they should have.  
 
FutureChurch and other church 
reform organizations believe the 
problem will not be solved until we 
recognize all of the priestly 
vocations, married and celibate, male 
and female that God is pouring upon 
the Catholic Church. However, we 
must deal with the situation we have 
now. It is important to become 

knowledgeable about our rights and responsibilities for 
keeping our parishes vibrant and vital in a time of fewer 
priests even as we engage institutional leadership in 
conversation about the need to open ordination to all those 
called to it. 
 

Priest Shortage No Reason to Close Parishes   
According to the well-known canon lawyer Fr. James 
Coriden,  “A shortage of priests for pastoral leadership is 
not an adequate reason to suppress or combine parishes.  
Canon law strongly recommends liturgies of the word and 
group prayer in the absence of priests (c. 1248.2), clearly 
implying that the life and worship of the community must 
continue even when priestly leadership is absent.”  Canons 
516.2 and 517.2 say the pastoral care of a parish may be 
entrusted to others such as lay ministers or deacons. (See 
Parish Rights and Obligations at www.futurechurch.org) 
 

Discernment and Obedience 
At its root, the word obedience means to listen. Many 
Catholics believe that their main responsibility is to obey 
whatever directive comes from their diocese or Rome 

“Crisis Kit” For Parishes Faced with Closing or Merging 
Discerning An Appropriate Response  

Immediate information for parish communities deciding how to respond to a diocesan directive to close or merge.  A more 
comprehensive resource packet containing extensive information about canonical and civil redress, biblical, theological and 
canonical essays about early faith communities and a parish's right to exist, the use of parish life coordinators to keep parishes open, 
a sample parish discernment process, a sample parish constitution, prayer, organizing and media tools is available for purchase at 
www.futurechurch.org. 
 
 



without also attending to the Spirit's voice nudging from 
within. True obedience seeks to discover what God is 
asking of us at this time, in this place, under these 
circumstances. Another name for such seeking is 
discernment.  It means that we take seriously our internal 
unrest, discomfort or sense that the diocese’s decision to 
close or merge our parish is the wrong one. The pastor, 
parishioners and parish staff may see more clearly than 
diocesan officials the spiritual value and vitality of their 
parish community, and the harm that will come from 
closing it. Discernment helps us and diocesan officials 
discover what God wants.  This being said, it is also true 
that discernment presumes personal detachment and seeks 
what God wants first rather than what we want. Therefore, 
it’s important to be open to the painful possibility that the 
diocese’s decision to close or merge your parish may be 
appropriate. 
 

Discerning An Appropriate Response  
The importance of prayerfully evaluating the diocese's 
decision to close, cluster or merge a parish cannot be 
overstated. Hopefully, any such decision will have already 
invited the active involvement of parishioners and will not 
come as a surprise. (For a good model, see: 
http://www.dioceseofcleveland.org/vibrantparishlife/) 
 
After prayerful evaluation and discussion with parish 
leadership and the parish family of the reasons given for 
the diocese's decision to close or merge, parishioners may: 
 
 a. Decide the reasons given are valid and 
participate in reconciliation and prayerful rites of closing 
and/or transition to the new parish home. (See below: 
Moving Forward- if merger or closure is best.) 
 
 b. Decide the reasons given are either 
questionable or overtly unjust and seek administrative and 
canonical appeal and/or other carefully discerned activities 
such as 24-hour prayer vigils, civil suits and the like. 
(Please see good reasons for closing a parish listed below 
before deciding to take this step.) 
 

Should My Parish Close or Merge? 
Some good reasons for closing parishes:  

• Regularly decreasing numbers of parishioners 
with few newcomers despite focused attempts at 
evangelization and outreach. Too few parishioners 
in their active years to assume all the work 
necessary to keep parish functional. 

• Little to no catechesis, apostolic outreach or social 
justice mission 

• Intractable parish indebtedness over a lengthy 
period of time despite parishioner leadership in 
implementing plans to address the problem. 
Preoccupation with financial survival impedes 
most ministerial outreach. Parish is consuming 
future resources trying to maintain facilities that 
are too big or no longer useful for its life and 
work. 

• All of the above, with the availability of nearby 
solvent, vital parishes that share similar values 
and apostolic goals . 

 
 Some poor reasons for closing parishes:  

• No priest able to live in the parish when 
competent lay ecclesial ministers, deacons and 
parish leadership are available. 

• Merging or closing based solely on size or 
geography without taking into consideration 
unique parish culture, vitality, solvency and 
apostolic and justice outreach.     

• Value of parish real estate.   
 

Financial Considerations 
When a parish is closed or suppressed the assets are 
returned to the diocese.  This is the least preferred option 
in canon law, which seeks to keep intact, wherever 
possible, the social, cultural and spiritual ties that nurture 
the faith and apostolic mission of parishioners.  When a 
parish is merged, parish assets are given to the new entity.  
In this time of large lawsuits from clergy sex abuse, there 
is evidence that in at least one large archdiocese (Boston) 
the value of parish real estate appeared to weigh more 
heavily in the decision to close parishes than it should 
have. Boston took the unprecedented step of suppressing 
rather than merging all parishes slated for closure. (See 
Doherty Study at www.futurechurch.org)  
 

Moving Forward- if merger or closure is best 
Grief, anger, and sorrow are not uncommon emotions 
when a parish community accepts the painful reality that 
changing circumstances require their parish to close or 
merge. If the transition to the new faith community is to 
be positive, and to grieve effectively, parishioners need to 
honor and celebrate what has been. A powerful way to 
negotiate this difficult passage is to use ritual.  Michael 
Weldon’s book, A Struggle for Holy Ground: 
Reconciliation and the Rites of Parish Closure (Liturgical 
Press, 2004) is a treasure trove of pastoral approaches and 
ritual geared to helping parish communities mourn and 
move forward. 
 

Moving Forward- if the parish decides to appeal 
Timing is important.  Once the diocese’s decision to 
close or merge is announced, there is a limited time (30 
days) for written canonical appeal. It would be wise to 
seek the help of a canon lawyer as early as possible. Since 
timing is important, several things need to be happening at 
once: organizing parishioners, pursuing direct appeal and 
mediation with diocesan officials and submitting a written 
appeal for administrative recourse as outlined in canons 
1732-1739  (see below).  Once the appeal is filed, the 
parish will remain open while the case is reviewed.  This 
is especially useful information in the event that 
parishioners knew nothing about the possibility of losing 
their parish home.  For a good example of a canonical 
appeal see www.stalbertsweymouth.org   



 
Who May Vindicate Parish Rights?  In canon law, the 
first person responsible for vindicating parish rights is the 
pastor of the parish.  If the pastor cannot or will not 
assume this responsibility, then others entrusted with the 
care of the parish are responsible, including pastoral 
administrators, members of the parish finance committee 
and parish pastoral council. If none of these can or will 
vindicate parish rights, then parishioners assume this 
responsibility.  
 
Steps for Defending Parish Rights.  In his book, The 
Parish in Catholic Tradition: History, Theology and 
Canon Law, Fr. James A. Coriden lists four lines of action 
that those responsible for defending parish rights can 
pursue:  
 
Step One: Encouragement and Awareness. Those 
representing the parish and all who care about its welfare 
must be fully engaged in any and all studies, plans or 
reviews involving its future well being.  
 
Step Two: Direct Appeal, Conciliation or Mediation. 
Once an action has been taken that is perceived to be 
contrary to the rights of the parish community and will 
harm or adversely affect it, the first step is to represent the 
interests of the parish, in person, directly and in a low-key 
way. For example, appropriate parish leadership could 
seek a personal meeting with the bishop to show the 
evidence and present the parish's point of view.  That 
failing, mutually agreed upon people with mediation and 
arbitration gifts could be engaged to seek just resolution of 
differences.  Some dioceses have mediation and due 
process offices. Canon law places a high premium on 
exhausting all other effective means of resolving 
differences before pursuing canonical litigation.  
 
Step Three: Administrative Recourse.  Canons 1732-1739 
outline the procedures for appealing an administrative 
decision either to the person who made it or to that 
person's hierarchical superior.  (It would be wise to seek 
the help of a canon lawyer as early as possible in the 
process). 

a. appeal in writing to the person who made the 
decision that is perceived to be harmful to the 
community. An example could be the decision to 
close or merge a vital, solvent and apostolically 
fruitful parish solely because there is no priest 
available to live on the premises or because of the 
value of parish real estate. 

 
b. appeal in writing to the hierarchical superior of 
the one who took the action. For example, parish 
representatives may write to the diocesan bishop 
about an action taken by the pastor or to the 
Congregation for the Clergy in Rome for an action 
taken by the bishop.  This may be taken “for any 
just reason” (c. 1737). 

 
c. appeal to the Apostolic Signatura. The 

Signatura has authority to review administrative 
decisions. (c. 1445.2) Such appeals are made 
either directly to Rome or through the Apostolic 
Nuncio in Washington at 3339 Massachusetts 
Ave, N.W. Washington D.C. 20008. Names and 
addresses for appropriate Roman Curia officials 
are listed in the Official Catholic Directory, 
published by P.J. Kenedy & Sons, New York. 

 
Step Four: Ecclesiastical Courts. Every diocese has an 
ecclesiastical court. While most of the docket is filled with 
marriage cases, canon law (cc. 221, 1491,1400.1 and 2,) 
prescribes that these courts are open to a wider range of 
rights claims. The diocesan courts have rarely been used 
for this purpose, but one may consider submitting a 
petition in this venue as well. (cc. 1502-1504) 
 

Organizing Parishioners   
Once discernment and dialogue with as many invested 
parishioners and community leaders as possible has taken 
place, and you are clear that the Holy Spirit is calling you 
 to resist closing, you will need to: 
   • directly appeal and seek mediation with the diocese. 
   • write your letter of canonical appeal within 30 days of      
      the date the diocese announced the closing. 
   • carefully discern civil redress (see below) and develop 
       an action plan.  
 
Helpful considerations:                         
 There is strength in numbers. Continually look for 
people who are invested in your plan and mission such as 
community organizations, community businesses, local 
members of progressive reform groups, past members of 
the parish, and parish communities who have had or are 
having a similar experience.             
 Maintain constant communication. Develop a way 
to share updates quickly such as through a phone tree,  
e-mail list, and/or website (for examples of parishes who 
have used a website to communicate their message, go to 
Where to Get Immediate Support and Advice). Consider 
communication with the public through bumper stickers,  
t-shirts, billboards, etc.            
 Take fiscal action. Immediately begin collecting 
money, set up a checking or escrow account and consider 
incorporating as a non-profit organization. Incorporation 
creates a separate legal existence that is not under the 
control of a diocese or the Vatican.  Plan fundraisers (also 
a good media event).             
 Organize your message.  Make sure everyone 
understands and can articulate the key points of your 
message to the public and to the diocese. (See media tips.)             

 
Recourse in Civil Law 

The law concerning ownership of parish assets appears to 
be unsettled in many jurisdictions. Some recent cases 
indicate that the courts may not always feel bound to 



follow statements by Church authorities about canon law 
in monetary and property matters. A claim might exist that 
the parish, not the diocese, owns the parish assets. This 
would mean that the parish, not the diocese decides 
whether or not to sell its building and to whom to give the 
assets. The bishop still ultimately decides whether to close 
the parish.  You might also have a claim that the bishop 
holds the parish “in trust” for the parishioners, who built 
and paid for the parish. If the diocese will not benefit 
financially from the closure, your parish may be less likely 
to close.  
 
Laws and causes of action differ in many states. There is 
no guarantee that legal redress is a wise course of action.  
Civil litigation is expensive. According to attorney Sharon 
Harrington who spearheaded civil suits for Boston's 
Council of Parishes, lawyer's fees could easily reach 
$100,000. She advises sharing lawyers with other viable 
parishes faced with closure or merger.  Lawsuits provide 
time. First amendment issues may be raised, appeals will 
be brought, potentially adding years of delay. This 
simultaneously provides an avenue for publicity and press 
coverage. With that kind of delay, the incentive for the 
diocese to keep fighting to close the church lessens. (More 
extensive information on civil redress is available in the 
Save Our Parish Community Resource Packet). 

 
Organizing a Prayer Vigil or Service    

If you file canonical appeal within 30 days of the 
announced closure, your parish should stay open until the 
appeal is decided, up to and including the appeal to the 
Apostolic Signatura. You may not need to organize a 24-
hour vigil. However, experience in Boston revealed that 
some parishes were able to delay closing simply by being 
prepared to vigil if necessary. Archdiocesan officials did 
not like the media generated by vigilling parishioners. 
Decide in advance how many people you will need to 
keep the vigil going 24 hours a day for at least two weeks. 
(See “Organizing Parishioners.”) Here are tips gleaned 
from the experience of parishioners in Boston: 
 Keep your community prayer times simple and 
consistent.  Call upon respected parishioners to lead 
prayer.  The same prayer at the same time each day (the 
rosary, a special prayer your parish has already come to 
know and love, a created prayer for the vigil) can add 
unity to the prayer sessions.  Some groups have found 
inspiration in Jeremiah 29:11-14 (Yes, I know what plans I 
have in mind for you, Yahweh declares, plans for peace, 
not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.)   
 Keep or create an environment for prayer by 
having some of the following:  reflective background 
music before the service begins, group singing, a prayer 
table with sacred objects as a focal point, dimmed lights, 
prayer cards. 
 Stay true to your intention to pray.  This is not the 
time to discuss or make statements about what is 
happening in the Church or with your parish process.  
Some discussion may be necessary but it should be held in 

the narthex or someplace that doesn't disturb the prayer of 
others. 
 Feed each other actively, in all ways.  Have a 
sense of hospitality and welcoming that will encourage 
members to come back and work for your mission. 
 Keep all prayer people and vigil members 
informed.  Communication is crucial!  Once again, see 
“How to Organize for Action.” 
 
The Vibrant Parish Life initiative of the Diocese of 
Cleveland has several prayer services that could be 
adapted for use.  They can be found in Vibrant Parish Life 
resource manual downloadable off the Diocese of 
Cleveland website 
www.dioceseofcleveland.org/vibrantparishlife/. 
 

Media tips  
1. It is important to define your message. Select three or 
four key points you want the media to publicize and stick 
with them. Some examples: 
 
a. St. ______parish has active parishioners, is financially 
stable and has an important mission that will be 
compromised by closing. 
 
b. St. _____parishioners were not appropriately consulted 
about the decision to close or merge. 
 
c.  St. _____parish has been thriving under the pastoral 
leadership of Ms. Mary Smith, our pastoral administrator. 
We don't understand why this needs to change. 
 
d. St. _____parishioners respect the diocese but we want 
the diocese to respect us too. We invite diocesan officials 
to come and see through our eyes the great harm that will 
result to our neighborhood by closing this vital parish 
 
2. Select people who have the gifts to speak to the media 
and coach them in how to stick to the three or four main 
points.  Do not allow TV or radio media folks to derail 
you from your main message. You do not have to answer 
inflammatory questions.  Instead, deflect the question and 
repeat your own message.  
 
3. It is important to frame your message in such a way that 
it makes clear your desire to be in appropriate and 
respectful communication with the legitimate diocesan 
leadership even as you uphold the right of your parish to 
continue in existence. (See d. above) 
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Five Steps for Getting Parish 
Preservation Issues To the Media
1.  Decide what your message is. 

 a. See enclosed talking points, Do Not Stifle the Spirit! statement, sample media release  and “media tips” segment  
 of the Crisis Kit.

2. Send letters to the editor and get your friends to send them too. 

 a. Keep your letter short (under 300 words). Short, readable letters are more likely to be printed.
 

 b. Use the Do Not Stifle the Spirit! statement, talking points, and media release (enclosed here) as well as priest   
	 shortage	statistics	for	your	diocese		to	build	your	message.		(See	www.futurechurch.org	for	official	statistics	for	all			
 U.S. dioceses.)
 

 c. Give your letter a personal touch. Share your experience with parish mergers, clusters, the priest shortage, use of  
 pastoral ministers or parish life coordinators.  
 

 d. Build a rapid response email network of concerned Catholics.  Ask each person to write a letter focusing on their  
 own experience, different aspects of the statement and talking points. In your email include the email address of the  
 letters to the editor page of your paper.

3. Create a media committee and decide who your media spokespeople will be.

 a. Select several people who are articulate, credible, can think on their feet, and are not given to making “loose   
 cannon” statements. (See twelve tips for broadcast interviews.)
 

 b. Involve media professionals directly or as advisors to your media committee.

4. Cultivate relationships with religion writers, sympathetic columnists, reporters, local TV news reporters, and the local   
public radio station.

 a. Develop a contact list of emails, fax numbers and telephone numbers. When the need  arises, email and fax your  
 media release to all your contacts.
 

 b. Always follow up your media release with a telephone call.
 

 c. After a reporter covers your story, call or email your thanks.

5. Media outlets to consider

 a. Daily newspapers, television and drive time radio 
 

 b. Community/suburban weekly newspapers  
 

 c. Catholic press, newsletters of Catholic organizations 
 

 d. Alternative/liberal press/ women's/minority/special interest press and newsletters 

 f. Public access TV, 24 hour TV and radio news stations 

Save Our Parish Community Project
FutureChurch

Media Kit



Sound Bites
Here are at least nine characteristics of sound bites:

1. Avoid Rhetoric.	Give	specific	examples
2. Use Analogies. The more homespun, the better, especially on the complex issues.
3. Use “The Three Cs” - Colorful words, Cliches, and Contemporary references (popular culture).
4. Use One-liners. Not the Henny Youngman-type of one liners. Make yours well crafted. You have to practice them. Be Prepared.
5. Absolutes, Superlatives, and Summary Lines. Reporters and editors love “The best…” “The First…”  “The Only…” “The 
Greatest…”
6. Use Proportionate Numbers, or apporoximate numbers. If a reporter wants to know the exact numbers, he or she will have to 
ask. Besides, these numbers are easier for you to remember.
7. Be Personal	-	use	“I”	statements.	These	are	anecdotal,	reaffirm	your	authority	and,	best	of	all,	no	reporter	can	challenge	you	on	
it. They don’t know if you were there or not, or whether you felt that way.
8. Quote your Enemies, especially if they agree with you. Your friends will always be on your side. If your enemy agrees with you, 
then you’ve got a story.
9. Include a Second-Person Perspective. Let the reader know what will happen to him or to her. Let the people in Milwaukee 
know what will happen to them. Let the state of California know what will happen to it.

Michael Sheehan Associates, Inc., Washington, D.C.     www.newstips.org

Public Recognition
Issue Recognition: Is the problem recognized as an issue or is it relatively unknown?
Famous Faces: Are faces known to the public? How many people? What institutions?
Trendiness: Is the issue currently fashionable or has it peaked?  Is it timely?
Proximity: How directly will the impact be felt? On individuals? Local groups?

Importance
Power:	Does	the	event/campaign	signal	a	significant	power	struggle?	Does	it	represent	a	
move by a powerful institution, especially government?
Impact: What impact will the event/campaign/issue have? On whom?
Currency: Is the problem happening now?

Interest
Good Story:	Is	the	event/campaign	packaged	with	a	story	line	that	offers	conflict	and	resolution?
Human Interest: Are there appealing characters with whom the audience can identify?
Memorable Emotions: Does the story transmit feelings not just ideas?
Visuals: Are there interesting visuals (dramatic action, good photo opportunites, not just talking heads?)
Cultural Resonance: Does the event/campaign incorporate broad cultural themes (corruption exposed,       
                               little guy beats odds, small town pulls together etc.)
Fresh Twist: Is the event/campaign different, unusual or funny- something which hasn’t been done before.

Source: Prime Time Activism: Media Strategies for Grassroots Organizing, Charlotte Ryan

Mainstream Notions of What’s Newsworthy

Twelve Tips for Broadcast Interviews
1.   Define Your Message: What’s the issue and what do you want to have happen?
2.   Know the Interviewer and your Audience: Who is going to see and hear you; what’s the most 
effective way to communicate your message to them?
3.   Simplify: Keep it simple and clear, in both concept and context. Hold on to one theme and two
 or three central, reinforcing points.
4.   Practice the 3 R’s: Rehearse, Roleplay and Revise (and then repeat this step!)
5.   You are the Message: Focus on your words, voice tone, facial expressions and body language. 
Emote without shrill attacks.
6.   Control the Interview: Stay on target with your message. Use “Bridging” and other techniques.
7.   Being nervous is Normal: “Reframe” the fear into excitement and enthusiasm. Use breathing, 
centering and other relaxing techniques that you know work for you.
8.   Create a Relationship with the Interviewer and the Audience: Use	interviewer’s	first	name,	
anecdotes and succinct colorful sound bites to connect with them.
9.   It’s OK not to be the “Know-It-All”: Say “I don’t know” in a way that adds to your credibility 
instead of detracting from it.
10. Be prepared: Repeat Step #4.
11. Anticipate: Be ready for hostile questions and questioners.
12. Remember: Your point of view is the most important thing at the moment. You are being interviewed 
because what you know and think is of value. Stay centered and stay focused.

www.newstips.org



Talking Points
Parishes have a right to exist. Church law tells us that the most fundamental right of a parish is the right to 
existence  (c. 374.1).  Once a community of faith is formed and recognized, it becomes perpetual unless it is 
legitimately suppressed or stops all activity for 100 years (c.120.1). To be suppressed, the impossibility of continued 
life must be clearly demonstrated. 

The priest shortage threatens parish life and access to the Eucharist.  Over the past 24 years, according to 
Vatican statistics, the world's Catholic population increased by a huge 42 percent to 1.11 billion but Catholic priests 
decreased by 2 percent (8,150) to 405, 450. An estimated half of all Catholic parishes and missions in the world 
do not have their own priest. Demographers believe that 10,000 U.S. parishes could have no resident priest in the 
foreseeable future.

According to Georgetown University’s Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, 75% of the 18,000 active 
diocesan priests in the U.S. are over 55 years old, but we are only ordaining about 350 new diocesan priests each 
year. In 20 years, presuming ordinations remain constant, we could have as few as 11,500 active diocesan priests for 
our 19,000 parishes.  

The steadily worsening priest shortage in (your) diocese requires us to look at other options for preserving our vibrant 
parishes. (For statistics from your diocese visit www.futurechurch.org and click on Priest Shortage USA 1976-2004) 

The Catholic Church is the only Christian denomination in the U.S. that has a shortage of clergy.  A Purdue 
University study by James D. Davidson published in the December 1, 2003 issue of America magazine found that 
since 1981 all Protestant denominations registered an increase in clergy of 3 to 35 %. Only the Catholic Church 
registered a hefty 22% decrease. 

Importing priests and seminarians is not a solution. Putting aside the issue of cultural differences that can impede 
pastoral effectiveness, it is at best ethically questionable to import priests and seminarians desperately needed in 
their own countries. Africa has one priest for every 4,700 Catholics. In Central and South America there is roughly one 
priest for every 7,000 Catholics.  In North America there is one priest for every 1,576 Catholics.

There are good alternatives to closing or merging parishes. In the past 20 years, bishops in Albany, Baltimore, 
Cleveland, Los Angeles, Milwaukee, Rochester, Saginaw and Seattle issued pastoral documents aimed at preserving 
viable parish communities. They chose creative solutions such as entrusting the pastoral care of several parishes 
to one priest, to a team of priests, or to competent lay ecclesial ministers, deacons and religious. Currently we have 
30,000 lay ministers and 14,000 deacons who could help keep our vibrant parishes open. Another 16,000 people are 
enrolled in lay ministry educational programs. Parish life coordinators are now serving six hundred U.S. parishes and 
they have been well received by parishioners.

Merging parishes may result in fewer Catholic households.  A 2003 nationwide survey of all U.S. dioceses 
conducted by the Conference for Pastoral Planning and Council Development found that 40% of merged parishes 
reported losing numbers of households. The same survey found that parishes with parish life coordinators were more 
likely to increase the number of households.

Vatican corrects bishops for wrongly appropriating parish assets. In a March, 2006 letter, the Vatican’s Cardinal 
Dario	Castrillon	Hoyos	instructed	that	the	financial	assets	of	a	newly	closed	parish	must	be	transferred	to	the	
receiving parish, not to the diocese.  Hoyos who is head of the Congregation of the Clergy, wrote to U.S. Conference 
of Catholic Bishops’ president, Bishop William Skylstad asking him to relay this instruction to all U.S. Bishops.  Hoyos 
said it was “not uncommon” for U.S. dioceses to wrongly invoke canon 123, which allows a closed parish's assets 
to go to the diocese, many of which are cash strapped because of the clergy sex abuse crisis. He said, "Only with 
great	difficulty	can	one	say	that	a	parish	becomes	extinct.	A	parish	is	extinguished	by	the	law	itself	only	if	no	Catholic	
community any longer exists in its territory, or if no pastoral activity has taken place for a hundred years."  He wrote: 
“In most cases 'suppressions' are in reality an 'amalgamation' or 'merger' and as such the goods and liabilities should 
go to the enlarged parish community and not to the diocese.” (For full text of Castrillon Hoyos letter, visit www.
futurechurch.org)

The church should restore our early tradition of welcoming both celibate and married leaders.
St. Peter and most of the apostles were married. St. Paul was celibate.  Prisca and Aquila were a prominent 
missionary couple that Paul praised as his “coworkers in the Gospel.”  The early church thrived with both celibate and 
married, male and female leaders. We must return to the church’s early practice and welcome all the vocations God 
sends, not only the male celibate ones.
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Sample Media Release
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE              DATE
Local contact: Your Name     National Contact:  Sr. Christine Schenk   
Title                    Project Coordinator   
Telephone                    216-228-0869  
email                                         chris@futurechurch.org

_(your diocese)_Catholics Call For “Best Practices” In Time Of Fewer Priests
Use Lay Ministers, Deacons and Parish Leaders to Keep Parishes Open

Priest Shortage, Abundant Parish Assets  Poor Reasons to Close Parishes

_(your diocese) _Catholics are circulating a statement listing eight “best practices” for keeping parishes open in the midst of a 
steadily worsening U.S. priest shortage.  (see attached)

The Do Not Stifle the Spirit! (1 Thess 5:19) statement promotes eight best practices for keeping parishes open despite the 
steadily worsening priest shortage. The statement asks bishops to appoint lay ecclesial ministers and/or deacons to administer 
and lead parishes as provided for in canon law rather than close a vibrant, solvent parish solely because of the priest shortage.  
Ethnic	diversity	and	outreach	to	marginalized	groups	should	weigh	equally	to	size,	presuming	leadership,	vitality	and	financial	
viability are also present. Dioceses should subsidize pastoral ministry education at the same level as deacons.  

“We are very concerned about the priest shortage in_(your diocese).		If	we	shrink	the	number	of	parishes	to	fit	the	number	of	
priests,	soon	we	will	have	very	few	parishes.		We	need	to	find	more	creative	solutions	to	ministering	to	our	people,”	said	(your 
spokesperson) of (St. Threatened Parish).

The statement was developed and is being spearheaded by FutureChurch, a national coalition of parish centered Catholics based 
in Cleveland, Ohio.  It has been endorsed by seven other Catholic organizations as well as nationally known theologians and lay 
leaders concerned about the future of U.S. parish life. 

“We have sent the statement to tens of thousands of U.S. Catholics asking them to encourage their priests, pastoral ministers 
and	diocesan	leaders	to	discuss	the	best	practices	we	identified.		We	also	sent	it	to	every	U.S.	Bishop	asking	them	to	welcome	
Catholics who want to talk about these important issues and to let us know their views,” said Sr. Christine Schenk, FutureChurch 
Director. 

“We were very heartened by the recent letter sent from the Vatican’s Congregation for the Clergy telling U.S. Bishops that assets 
from closed or merged parishes must accompany parishioners to their new parish home rather than be given to the diocese as 
some bishops had directed,” said (your spokesperson)of (St. Threatened Parish). “It reduces the temptation to close a parish 
simply because it has substantial assets. Now we need to make the point that parishes don’t need to close at all if we use the 
abundance of lay ministers and deacons God has already provided.”

The organizing initiative is part of FutureChurch’s Save Our Parish Community project designed to provide educational, 
advocacy and organizing resources to Catholics who want to be proactive about parish closings, as well as those discerning an 
appropriate response to diocesan decisions to close or merge their vibrant, solvent, and apostolically effective parish.  (http://www.
futurechurch.org/sopc/index.htm) 

Because	of	the	priest	shortage,	U.S.	dioceses	will	be	forced	to	reconfigure	parishes	well	into	the	foreseeable	future.		According	
to the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, 75% of the 18,000 active diocesan priests in the U.S. are over 55 years old, 
but the U.S. is only ordaining about 350 new diocesan priests each year. In 20 years, presuming ordinations remain constant, the 
U.S. could have as few as 11,500 active diocesan priests for our 19,000 parishes. At the same time, numbers of deacons and paid 
lay	ministers	have	increased	significantly	to	14,000	and		30,000	respectively.	Presently	“parish	life	coordinators”	are	pastoring	an	
estimated 600 U.S. parishes.

Your Group Description

FutureChurch is a coalition of parish centered Catholics who seek the full participation of all Catholics in the life of the Church. It 
strives to educate fellow Catholics about the seriousness of the priest shortage, the centrality of the Eucharist (the Mass), and the 
systemic inequality of women in the Catholic Church. FutureChurch calls for opening ordination to all those called to it rather than 
lose the Eucharist as the center of Catholic worship and seeks to participate in formulating and expressing the Sensus Fidelium 
(the Spirit inspired beliefs of the faithful) through open, prayerful and enlightened dialogue with other Catholics locally and globally. 

For Official Catholic Directory priest shortage statistics for every U.S. diocese, 
and a free Save Our Parish Community, “Crisis Kit” visit www.futurechurch.org 
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WOMEN WITNESSES FOR RACIAL JUSTICE

WHO CAN MAKE AN APPEAL
1. The parishioners are the ones to appeal. Preferably,
parish council officers or other “pillars of thepar ish,” are the
best ones to appeal. However, anyone can take recourse
against the DECREE issued by the (Arch)bishop. The pastor
should Not appeal. The pastor is not the parish. In addition,
the bishop can silence the pastor since the pastor has taken
an “oath of obedience to the bishop”. It is important to keep
a safety wall between the group appealing and the pastor.
All recourse letters and other correspondence should be
courteous and respectful.

a) While a small group of parishioners (3 to 7 people) should
work together they are not to send any recourse letters for
this process as a group. The Congregation for the Clergy no
longer accepts recourse letters from groups such as “Friends
of St. [name of parish]” or “Committee to Save St.[name]
Church”. Only individuals in their own name can take re-
course. The same person(s) need to sign the recourse letters
throughout the whole process. The full mailing address of
each signer of the letter is to be included with the name of
the signer. The signer(s) of the recourse letters do not need
to write the letters.

b) Recourse can be sent by one person. Having more people
sign the document does not make the recourse stronger.
While a group may work together to organize recourse
documents, one individual can be the signer for all recourse
documents.

Process for Taking Recourse Against a Decree  Sa
ve
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FutureChurch has designed these 
resources to provide Catholics with 
tools to defend their parish homes.  

Catholics who learn that their parish 
is merging or closing are often 

devastated by the news and want to 
know what they can do to protect 
their parish home.  FutureChurch’s 
resources have been available for 
over ten years and our work has 

contributed to a highly significant 
change in Vatican policy.

The project provides educational 
and organizing resources to faith 

communities discerning an 
appropriate response to diocesan 
decisions to close or merge their 
vibrant, solvent, and apostolically 
effective parish. It also educates 

about effective diocesan processes 
inviting parishioner involvement in 
deciding the future of their parish.

 CANONICAL APPEAL RESOURCE 
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 CANONICAL APPEAL GUIDE
2. Should the bishop not provide a copy of the DECREE to the parishioners; the parishioners must
attempt to get the DECREE.  An announcement made to the people by the pastor or a simple notice in
the bulletin is not the DECREE.

a. Send a letter to the bishop requesting a copy of the DECREE to be sent to you by return mail.
b. Send a letter to the pastor requesting a copy of the DECREE to be sent to you by return mail.

Should no DECREE be mailed to you by return mail [3 days]:

c. Send a letter to the Apostolic Nuncio informing him of the problem. Simply inform him that your
right to have a copy of the DECREE was not honored by the bishop. As a consequence your right
to take recourse against the DECREE is not possible. Add that you have no idea how to resolve this
serious problem. Quote the following canon from the Code of Canon Law.

Can. 1737 §1. A person who claims to have been aggrieved by a decree can make recourse 
for any just reason to the hierarchical superior of the one who issued the decree. [Do not be 
confused when reading the whole canon. The reference to 15 useful days found further in the 
canon relates to the recourse being sent to the Congregation for the Clergy. The 10 useful days 
to send recourse to the bishop is found in another canon.]

d. Include in the letter to the Apostolic Nuncio a copy of the letter sent to the bishop and to the
pastor. Also include any copy of the pastor’s announcement or any notice in the weekly bulletin
announcing the bishop’s plans. While these are not the DECREE, it shows that the bishop is making a
change to the parish and/or the church building.

3. When time is short FAX your documents and follow with overnight mail/signature required.

Archbishop Christophe Pierre Apostolic Nuncio
FAX 1-202-337-4036
3339 Massachusetts Avenue N.W. Washington, DC, USA 20008-3610
Also send the same documents by registered overnight mail signature required.

Archbishop Lazzaro You Heung sik, Prefect Congregation for the Clergy
FAX: 1 (202) 337 4036
Palazzo delle Congregazioni Piazza pio XII,3
00193 Roma italia Apostolic Nuncio
Also send the same documents by registered overnight mail signature required.
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4. The bishop will issue two DECREES.

a. One DECREE suppresses the parish and subsequently merges the parish with other parishes to
form a new parish. Sometimes the bishop will simply suppress a parish. If this is the case, the DECREE
will clearly state that the individual parishioners are to register in any parish of their choice.

b. Another DECREE relegates to secular use (deconsecrate the sacred space) the church building.

A separate recourse is to be written for each separate decree. Sometimes these two decrees are issued at the 
same time. In other instances the decrees are separated by several months.
Sometimes the change in status of the parish and the church building are found in one DECREE. In this case 
recourse is to be taken against both acts in one recourse letter. Clearly argue each act in a specific way with 
its own arguments.

5. Always begin the recourse letter the same way:

a. Recourse against merging the parish:

I, Mr/Ms. [your name and full address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name, as a parishioner 
of St. [      ] Parish in the Diocese of [name of diocese and state], U.S.A., am initiating formal recourse 
against the DECREE dated [month-day-year] of Most Reverend[bishop’s name], Bishop of [diocese 
name] regarding the merger of [name the parishes being merged and their addresses].

b. Recourse against relegating the church building to secular use:

I, Mr/Ms. [your name and full address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name, as a parishioner 
of St. [ ]Parish in the Diocese of [name of diocese and state], U.S.A., am initiating formal recourse 
against the DECREE dated [month-day-year] of Most Reverend[bishop’s name], Bishop of [diocese 
name] regarding the relegation to secular use St. [name of church] Church, [address of church].

6. Always end the recourse letter the same way:

a. The people sending the recourse should sign their name, provide their mailing address, and give
their role in the parish, title in the parish.  For those who are not in any leaderhisp role or do not have
a formal ministry can sign FAITHFUL MEMBER OF THE PARISH.  All subsequent letters shold be signed
by the same people.  The Congregation for the Clergy has denied recourse in the past when different
names appear on subsequent recourse letters and other correspondence.

7. All mailings ar to be sent to FedEx or UPS; overnight registered mail with signature required.  Do
not use the US Postal service as it is not dependable.  You need to have proof of date sent and delivered
within the required 10 days.  Print any tracking information available by way of email or on the web.

STEP ONE: RECOURSE TO THE BISHOP

1. Once you have a copy of the DECREE, you then have 10 useful/work days, [days the chancery office
is open] to begin recourse to the bishop.  If the bishop delays making the DECREE available to the parish-
ioners then the 10 useful/work days begins from the day you get a copy of the DECREE. Be sure to enclose
copies of all correspondence used to get the DECREE.] In the recourse letter be sure to give the date the
DECREE was issued and the date you received a copy of the DECREE.
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2. The initial 10 day recourse letter must communicate the following:

a] Ask the bishop to rescind his decision (to suppress and merge the parish/to relegate the church to secular
use) as stated in the DECREE [quote the DECREE]

b] Briefly give counter arguments to statements used in the DECREE. [see letters below]

c] state clearly what you want for your parish/church building [see letters below]

Be sure to always date any letter you write.

SAMPLE RECOURSE LETTER ADDRESSING A MERGER OF PARISHES

January 20, 2023

The Most Reverend 
(Arch)bishop of  
[mailing address]

Your Excellency,

I, Mr. [name, mailing address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name as a parishioner of St. [name] Par-
ish in the (Arch)diocese of [diocese, state] U.S.A, [I, Ms. [name, mailing address], U.S.A. , as an individual and 
in my own name as a parishioner of St. [name] Parish in the (Arch)diocese of [diocese, state], US.A. [add any 
further names following the formula found above] am initiating formal recourse against the DECREE of Most 
Reverend [name of bishop] dated [month-day-year], regarding the current condition of St. [name] Parish and 
the pastoral needs of the people of the parish.

On [month-day-year] your Excellency issued a DECREE that St. [name] Parish of [city, state] is to be extin-
guished and its people unified into the new parish which will be erected in [name of place cited in the 
decree] which will take effect on [month-day-year cited in the decree].

In accordance with the provisions of canon law, we respectfully ask you to rescind your decision as stated 
and recorded on [month-day-year] in the DECREE with respect to St. [name] Parish of [city] being extin-
guished.

[List each reason for changing the status of the parish given in the DECREE and give a counter reason 
why the parish should remain a juridic person in the law. The following are some samples of how that 
might be done.]

 CANONICAL APPEAL GUIDE
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• Our congregations may be of smaller numbers compared with other parishes in the [name of ] Deanery
within the (Arch)diocese of [name], but that by itself is not a flaw: what counts is the fact that we have
built and maintained our parish as a Catholic faith community, and we are self-sustaining, seeing to the
necessary upkeep and repairs, and making a contribution to the needs of the (Arch)diocese of [name];

• We are currently utilizing a linkage arrangement with St. [name] Parish in [city], St. [name] Parish in
[city], and St. [name] Parish in [city], sharing one pastor ministering to our four parishes and we have
been satisfied with this approach in maintaining one mass at each parish. Sharing this one pastor pro-
vides efficiencies in travel for our parishioners; many of whom are elderly or otherwise would not have
reasonable resources to travel to another parish.

We request that our parish remain a juridic person in the law and continue to be linked with the other par-
ishes because:

• The current linkage approach with the four parishes in northern [name] County has allowed the parish-
es to share one pastor and other resources while maintaining one mass at each parish. This has provided
efficiencies while ensuring that the parish community is kept intact with a central symbol of the Catholic
faith as a cornerstone in our faith community;

• We are willing to come up with solutions to further partner or share resources and as leaders within
our parishes we are equipped to involve and represent our parishioners and communities to produce a
viable and sustainable outcome that will be beneficial to our rich rural culture.

Your Excellency, our families and ancestors bonded together as a community in faith with hard work, mon-
ey, talent, and a love of God to build our parish as the heart of each community. Although many years have 
passed since their love built these parishes, their direct descendants along with newcomers in faith have 
continued their legacy with the parish as the life blood of our rural homes. Our parishes are a symbol for all 
to see and respect and this symbol touches every individual that lives, visits, and even passes through our 
towns. People of all faiths and beliefs have a respect for those symbols and understand the deep love of God 
that formed them. To eliminate our parish from the rural landscape would tear out the heart of the commu-
nity and remove the Catholic character that has fostered a culture of faith for generations. In the changing, 
fast- paced United States society where Wal-Marts, chain restaurants, and depersonalization have removed 
the uniqueness of local communities we will not stand idly by while our parishes become another exam-
ple of cultural and faith elimination. There is an opportunity now to preserve our unique communities, to 
continue to build and enhance what our ancestors have built and what our current parishioners maintain, 
and to provide our children and grandchildren a lifeline to the God loving spirit that their ancestors had to 
remain grounded in our Catholic faith.

In brief, we are looking for solutions all aimed at maintaining and building upon the Catholic faith commu-
nity and parish at St. [name] Parish in [city]. We hope to maintain our parish while continuing to foster the 
strength of our Catholic faith within our communities.

We each remain faithful Catholics,

Signature [name of signer]             Signature [name of signer]           Signature [name of signer]
[address of signer] [address of signer]               [address of signer] 
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SAMPLE RECOURSE LETTER ADDRESSING THE RELEGATION OF A 
CHURCH BUILDING TO SECULAR USE

January 20, 2023

The Most Reverend 
(Arch)bishop of  
[mailing address]

Your Excellency,

I, Mr. [name, mailing address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name as a parishioner of St. [name] Par-
ish in the (Arch)diocese of [diocese, state] U.S.A, [I, Ms. [name, mailing address], U.S.A. , as an individual and 
in my own name as a parishioner of St. [name] Parish in the (Arch)diocese of [diocese, state], US.A. [add any 
further names following the formula found above] am initiating formal recourse against the DECREE of Most 
Reverend [name of bishop] dated [month-day-year], regarding the current condition of St. [name] Church 
building and the subsequent use of St. [name] Church building.

On [month-day-year] your Excellency issued a DECREE that St. [name] Church building [city, state] is to be 
relegated to secular use which is to take effect on [month-day-year].

In accordance with the provisions of canon law, we respectfully ask you to rescind your decision as stated 
and recorded in the DECREE on [month-day-year] with respect to St. [name] Church of [city] being relegat-
ed to secular use and thus no longer being a sacred space in the law. We would like to remind you that the 
Congregation for Clergy in Rome and the Apostolic Signatura in Rome are not giving blanket permission for 
churches to be relegated to secular state. We respectfully ask you to keep our St. [name] Church building 
open and used for weekly liturgical services and other devotions as is currently the practice.

We would like to settle this situation at the local level but if we cannot, we will have no other option than to 
take recourse to the Congregation of Clergy in Rome. Should we do that there is every reason to believe that 
St. [name] Church will not be closed.

Once recourse has been filed at the Congregation for the Clergy no further plans can be made or changes 
made regarding the building, stained glass windows, moveable goods, art objects, selling of the property or 
building or anything else that would adversely affect the physical buildings and land.

[List each reason for relegating the church building to secular use given in the decree and give a 
counter reason why the church should remain a sacred space in the law. The following are some topics 
that might be helpful to make your argument.]

 CANONICAL APPEAL GUIDE
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The (Arch)bishop must observe the following procedures in order to lawfully and validly relegate 
a church building to secular use as found in canon 1222§2. He must:

a. Determine if there is a grave reason to close a church.

The bishop cannot use the reason that the church building is no longer needed as a result of a 
merger. A parish can have two or more worship sites/churches. [give factual data showing that the 
church building is fit to be used for worship. If needed, get the building inspected by a licensed 
professional. Note especially the roof, tuck-pointing, windows, foundation, furnace, air-condition-
ing, accessibility. Proof of good stewardship of the building and property should be possible by 
the expenditures reported in past finance reports. Check how many masses will be needed per 
weekend in order to serve the influx of new parish members. Check if the parking lot is able to hold 
enough cars as required by civil law for the number of people the building can seat. This could be 
one parking space for four people. This is not to be considered a complete list of issues to be con-
sidered.] 

b. Consult the Presbyteral Council for his action to be valid.

[The mind of the church is not to have this group of priests simply rubber stamp the bishop’s pre-
determined decision at a meeting where dozens of church buildings slated to be closed are pre-
sented by the bishop.]

c. Have the consent of those who legitimately claim rights for themselves in the church for his
act to be valid.

[Those who could lawfully claim rights for themselves in the church would in every case be the ju-
ridic person or persons who own the church property. For example, when a parish owns the church 
building and the land on which it was built, the Bishop would have to obtain the consent of the 
Pastor (canons 515, §3; 532) to implement canon 1222§2. In some circumstances the bishop, Vicar 
General, pastor, and two lay trustees must vote to suppress the juridic person in the law. A physical 
person might also be able to claim rights, e.g., a major donor to the church whose donation was 
accepted on the condition [restricted gifting and naming rights] that the church would continue in 
use as a sacred place for a certain period (canon 1284, §1,3°).]

d. Determine that the good of souls would not be harmed.

[Here distance and the lack of transportation to a distant church building can be cited. Be sure to 
use street maps and show the new expanded territory formed by the merger of the numerous 
former parishes. Use bus route maps to show how difficult it will be for people to get to mass at the 
church of the new merged parish If in a rural area estimate how far people will have to travel round 
trip, note the road conditions in your area that would be problematic in winter weather. If in an 
urban area note how difficult it will be for the poor, the elderly, the homebound, those who do not 
own a car as a result of the lack of adequate public transportation system. Show how the bus routes 
will not allow the people to even get to the church in question. Finally, while one mega parish may 
look good on paper, the number of hospitals, nursing homes, the homebound, and children in 
parochial schools now within the mega boundary are far too numerous for quality spiritual ministry 
to be possible by one priest. Usually, the mega parish cannot be served by the pastor who once ser-
viced a former stand alone parish. The total number of masses on the weekend at the mega parish 
church is often the same as at the pre-merged church sites. Therefore the merger does not really 
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provide better use of the pastor. Not only will the good of souls of the laity be harmed but the good 
of the souls of the pastors will be harmed. An aging priest force cannot adequately do the work 
alone in a mega parish.]

e. Determine that the proposed use of the place -will not be unbecoming (bring scandal to
the public eye) which judgment should be made in keeping with cultural and local circum-
stances.

[Real examples of “unbecoming use” are: A former church used by a salvage company as a storage 
space. A former church and other buildings on the property used as a prison site. In many plac-
es church buildings stand empty for years after the restructuring of the diocese. The issue of civil 
property laws should be considered when church buildings relegated to secular use remain vacant 
and unsold. The question can also be asked if empty and abandoned former church buildings are 
appropriate when canon law requires good stewardship of diocesan property. Remember that can-
on law can only protect the actual church building. In some instances the bishop sold every part of 
the former parish compound (rectory, school, parish hall, ball field, parking lot) only allowing the 
church to remain unsold.]

f. The Apostolic Signatura has publicized its preference for keeping church buildings open.

Usually permission for such closure is now being denied. More recently, the Congregation for the 
Clergy has also done this. When recourse is sent by parishioners against the plans by a bishop to 
relegate a church to secular but not unbecoming use, the hierarchical court typically informs the 
bishop of this fact rather quickly which precludes a formal hearing. The authority of the Bishop to 
suppress and merge parishes continues to be upheld. The permission to relegate the churches to 
secular but not unbecoming use has generally been denied. As a result, the Churches remain open 
for worship and devotional services; now called worship sites or some other name. The Apostolic 
Signatura intends that regular worship take place in the Church and the people be afforded access 
for devotional services. The Church retains its original name. The plan by the Bishop to sell the 
churches was now impossible. The plan to make money from the sale of these buildings became 
instead a responsibility to spend money to maintain them into perpetuity.

Canon 1222§1 If a church cannot be used in any way for divine worship and there is no possibility 
of repairing it, the diocesan bishop can relegate it to secular but not unbecoming use.

Canon 1222§2 Where other grave causes suggest that a church no longer be used for divine wor-
ship, the diocesan bishop, after having heard the presbyteral council, can relegate it to secular but 
not unbecoming use, with the consent of those who legitimately claim rights for themselves in the 
church and provided that the good of souls suffers no detriment thereby.

The two paragraphs for Canon 1222 require grave cause for relegating a church to secular but not 
unbecoming use. The possibility envisioned in canon 1222§2 must rise at least to the level of the 

 CANONICAL APPEAL GUIDE
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causes in canon 1222§1. The grave cause is the physical destruction of the building by fire, flood, 
earthquake, tornado, hurricane or other natural disaster. The sacred character of a place for Divine 
worship requires that it remain a holy place, and not sold to the highest bidder.

[continue the letter with the following concluding paragraphs]

The above facts have serious implications should you decide to close and lock St. [name] Church building. 
The Presbyteral Council would be wise to have paid attention to these implications when they gave their 
counsel to you. It would be prudent for all to take into consideration the preference of the hierarchical courts 
and the consequences of their directives concerning closing churches. More than likely these courts will be 
consistent in their directives should they be asked to evaluate decisions made concerning St. [name] Church.

Again, we prefer to settle this at the local level. We pray our church, St. [name], be left in a consecrated state 
and continue to be a place used for weekly worship in order to keep and bring families/individuals to the 
Catholic faith.

We each remain faithful Catholics,

Signature Signature Signature
[name of signer]  [name of signer] [name of signer]
[address of signer] [address of signer] [address of signer]

3. Jurisprudence on the question of church closings is developing rapidly. The topic received consid-
erable attention during the recent US bishops’ ad limina visits to the Holy See. Both the Congregation for
Clergy and the Apostolic Signatura now make a clear distinction between the legitimate reasons to merge
parishes and legitimate reasons to close a church.

No longer considered legitimate reasons for closing a church are: 

1. The shortage of priests
2. The church is in close proximity to another church
3. The church is no longer considered necessary for worship when a  parish is
suppressed or merged.
4. The maintenance for a building no longer needed as a church for Divine wor-
ship is a financial burden to the parish.

The Holy See recognizes the possibility for a parish to have more than one church, and in certain instances 
for a church to exist apart from a parish. And finally, while worship may not be celebrated on a weekly basis 
within a church, the edifice is to be maintained for the good of the faithful.

Recognition of the permanence conferred by dedication of a space to sacred use, once called “consecration” 
and now called “dedication” trumps the merely utilitarian values of cost-savings and need. The Holy See now 
requires a bishop demonstrate substantially grave reasons to overturn the act which permanently handed 
that space over to Divine worship.

In general, the hierarchical courts have indicated that a Bishop cannot suppress Churches. In Rome’s eyes, it 
is not correct for a bishop to suppress or merge a parish and then merely indicate the church building is no 
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longer suitable for public worship as a result of the suppression/merger.

4. The initial 10 day recourse letter should quote the exact language of the DECREE from the bishop
that specifically affects your parish/church.

For example the DECREE might read: 

“I now present my decisions regarding consolidation as they affect St. Mary Parish, St. Joseph Parish, and 
Holy Savior Parishes: 

• Holy Savior Parish will continue.
• St. Mary and St. Joseph Parishes will merge into one parish with the worship site to be determined in
further discussion with Bishop [name].

Be sure to make clear what you are taking recourse against in the Bishop’s DECREE.

You also need to state clearly what you want instead. This could be 

a. Clustering or partnering the parishes: with the juridic person of each parish continuing
b. Remaining a stand-alone parish as a juridic person
c. Church building remains a sacred space and used for regular worship

STEP TWO: RECOURSE TO THE CONGREGATION FOR THE CLERGY, 
VATICAN CITY

1. THE PRIMARY PURPOSE OF ANY APPEAL TO ROME IS TWO FOLD.

a. THE BISHOP SHOULD FOLLOW THE PROCEDURES IN CANON LAW

b. THE REASONS GIVEN IN THE BISHOP’S DECREE FOR MERGER OF THE PARISH OR RELEGATION OF THE
CHURCH BUILDING TO SECULAR USE SHOULD BE BASED UPON FACTUAL DATA.

i. RECOURSE IS THE WAY FOR THE PEOPLE TO PRESENT DATA AND FACTS THAT SHOULD HAVE BEEN
USED BY THE BISHOP WHEN MAKING THE DECISION TO RECONFIGURE THE DIOCESE.

ii. AN APPEAL BY THE PEOPLE IS THE ONLY WAY TO GET THIS FACTUAL DATA TO THE HIERARCHICAL
SUPERIOR OF THE BISHOP.

iii. AN APPEAL IS THE ONLY WAY TO GET THE FACTS ON PAPER AND IN FILES IN THE OFFICES OF
THOSE WHO CAN POSSIBLY PROTECT THE PEOPLE OF THE DIOCESE.

 CANONICAL APPEAL GUIDE
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2. There is a second step that you will want to begin working on immediately after you send the re-
course letter to the bishop and have ready to mail. The second phase of recourse is taken to The Congre-
gation for the Clergy which is the hierarchical superior of the bishop and can overturn the bishop’s adminis-
trative act (decree).

a. Should the bishop not contact you within 30 days, canon law says that the silence is the answer
“NO” from the bishop regarding your request of him to rescind the DECREE.  After the 30th day you
then have 15 useful/work days to file recoure against the bishop’s DECREE at the Congregation for
the Clergy at the Vatican.

b. Should the bishop contact you before the 30th day with a written “NO” regarding your request of
him to rescind the DECREE; you then have 15 useful/work days from the receipt of that letter from the
bishop to file recourse against the bishop’s DECREE at the Congregation for the Clergy at the Vatican.

3. You will send recourse to the Congregation of the Clergy, Vatican City via the office of the Apostolic
Nuncio in Washington, D.C. This step would take place for both the suppression/merger of your parish as
well as the relegation of the church building to secular use. Each decree will have its own recourse docu-
ment sent to the Congregation for the Clergy, Vatican City by way of the diplomatic pouch of the Apostolic
Nuncio in Washington, D.C.

Formal recourse to the Congregation for the Clergy requires the following documents be included:

a. Formal document filing recourse at the Congregation for the Clergy
b. Copy of the DECREE
c. Copy of the recourse letter you sent to the Bishop
d. Copy of the Bishop’s written response to you, if one was sent
e. Any exhibits, other documents pertinent to the recourse

4. The formal recourse to the Congregation for the Clergy would be based upon the recourse letter
sent to the bishop. The recourse to the Congregation for the Clergy would expand on the issues listed in
the recourse letter to the bishop. If you find you do not have the time to send in a recourse document with
extensive research and exhibits to argue your case to the Vatican; be sure to send in a summary document
to file the recourse within the 15 useful/work days. Be sure to inform the Congregation for the Clergy that
further pertinent documents will be sent in subsequent mailings.

It is essential that you get this letter to the Congregation for the Clergy within the required time. Otherwise 
they will not accept your attempted recourse. There is nothing more you can do should you miss the dead-
line.

5. Mailing to file the formal recourse at the Congregation for the Clergy, Vatican City. Prepare the
following:

FedEx Overnight Envelope Requiring Signature to: 

Archbishop Christophe Pierre
Apostolic Nuncio
3339 Massachusetts Avenue N.W. 
Washington, DC, USA 20008-3610
Contents of the FedEx envelope:
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A. Envelope addressed, but not sealed to:

His Excellency Archbishop Lazzaro You Heung sik 
Prefect Congregation for the Clergy Palazzo delle Congregazioni
Piazza Pio XII,3 
00193 Roma italia

i. Congregation for the Clergy recourse letter with Cc. to Pierre
ii. Decree
iii. Copy of Recourse Letter to (Arch)bishop
iv. Copy of Letter from the (Arch)bishop-if he responded
v. Any pertinent letters, documents, correspondence

B. Envelope addressed, but not sealed to:

Most Reverend Christophe Pierre
Archbishop Apostolic Nuncio
3339 Massachusetts Avenue
N.W. Washington, DC, USA 20008-3610

i. Cover letter to Archbishop Pierre
ii. Congregation for the Clergy appeal letter to Archbishop Lazzaro You Heung sik
iii. Decree
iv. Copy of Recourse Letter to (Arch)bishop
v. Copy of Letter from the (Arch)bishop-if he responded
vi. Any pertinent letters, documents, correspondence

6. The office of the Apostolic Nuncio for the U.S.A. has been consistently professional and has for-
warded mailings to the various offices of Vatican City in a timely manner. However, that has not always
been the case in other countries.

Should there be a problem with the Nuncio not responding to your request to send the recourse to the 
Vatican by way of the diplomatic pouch you can also complain directly to the Congregation for the Clergy 
of this. You have a right to take recourse. You should be afforded the help needed to do so. In the past, when 
a Nuncio has not cooperated, the Congregation for the Clergy has required that the Nuncio forward docu-
ments and letters in a timely manner.  Because of the time sensitive nature of 15 working days it would be 
good to FAX your complaint about the Nuncio to the Congregation for the Clergy, Vatican City. FAX: 011 06 
69 88 48 45 Also send the same documents by registered mail signature required.

7. Fundamentally the recourse letter to the Congregation for the Clergy should look very similar to
the recourse letter sent to the bishop (see sample above). You should use the same arguments you used

 CANONICAL APPEAL GUIDE
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with the bishop. Should time be short to get this to the Congregation for the Clergy within the 15 working 
days, then rewrite the recourse letter originally sent to the bishop. This first mailing is fundamentally for you 
to file the recourse within the lawful time. You can develop your full data and proofs to argue your recourse 
and send that information at a later time and as an additional document. It would be best to get any addi-
tional facts, data, and documents to the Congregation for the Clergy within 30 calendar days of sending the 
original recourse letter to the Vatican.

SAMPLE RECOURSE LETTER TO THE CONGREGATION FOR THE 
CLERGY FOR SUPPRESSION/MERGER AS WELL AS RELEGATION OF 
CHURCH BUILDING TO SECULAR USE

[The following may not be your argument. But you can see how an argument can be developed. 
This recourse letter is about the church building rather than the parish. Do not confuse the two in 
your specific recourse document. This specific recourse letter highlights the actions by some bish-
ops who place a church building in a type of “limbo” after the parish is suppressed and merged 
but before the relegation of the church building to secular use takes place. A new merged parish 
can have more than one church building that is used for worship. The term “worship site” is used 
by different bishop in different ways. Some bishops provide for regular weekend masses. Other 
bishops only allow the church building to be used for weddings, funerals, and special holy days. 
And in other cases the bishops only allow one mass a year, the date being at the discretion of the 
bishop.]

[date] 2023

His Excellency Archbishop Lazzaro You Heung sik, Prefect 
Congregation for the Clergy
Palazzo delle Congregazioni Piazza Pio XII, 3
00193 Roma Italia 

Your Excellency:
I, Mr. [your name and full address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name, as a parishioner of St. [name] 
Parish in the Diocese of [name of diocese, state], U.S.A., am initiating formal recourse against the DECREE 
dated [month-day-year] of Most Reverend[name of bishop], (Arch)bishop of [name of diocese] regarding the 
merger of [name the parishes being merged and their addresses].

[State in a few sentences what you take recourse against quoting the DECREE itself ].

As a result, the procedural requirement regarding the content of the DECREE has not been met. The absence 
of the complete decision of the Bishop gravely impacts our use of St. [name] Catholic Church building. Since 
this change is not in the DECREE and the Bishop has not provided the required explanation as to why he 
made the changes, we are subsequently unable to take recourse against the Bishop’s decision. Thus the right 
to take recourse when a person considers himself harmed is impossible.

Following the publication of the [month-day] 2023 DECREE, I sent a formal letter to Bishop [name], of the 
Diocese of[name of diocese], U.S.A. with the reasons his decisions adversely affected our use of our beloved 
St. [name] Church building. The bishop responded by letter dated [month-day] 2023 and I received it on 
[month-day] 2023. The bishop did not comment on anything in my letter to him regarding his Decree of 
[month-day] 2023. I take that silence as being the bishop’s answer of “NO” as specified in the Code of Canon 
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Law. I now, within the prescribed fifteen (15) days allowed in the law, bring recourse to your esteemed office.

In an informal document used by the diocesan planning committee is being used to change the used of our 
St. [name] Church building. That document that is not a DECREE states: “After [month-day], 2023, St. [name] 
Church building will be designated a church for occasional use. Regularly scheduled Masses will no longer 
be celebrated at St.[name]; however, permission may be granted for occasions such as weddings or funerals 
of former members”

The above mentioned change is not in the Decree. The procedural requirement regarding the content of the 
DECREE has not been met. The absence of the complete decision of the Bishop in his DECREE gravely im-
pacts our use of our church building. Since this change is not in the DECREE and the Bishop has not provid-
ed the required explanation as to why he made the changes, we are subsequently unable to take recourse 
against the Bishop’s decision. Thus the right to take recourse when a person considers himself harmed is 
impossible.

We respectfully ask your esteemed office to instruct our Bishop to correct this error in his DECREE.

I place myself at your mercy and ask you to act with justice for those parishioners formerly of the parish of St. 
[name] by directing Bishop [name] to write a new DECREE that meets the procedures required in the Code 
of Canon Law: including the absent information and reasons for the decision regarding the use of St. [name]
Church buildings. [ Or that the bishop allow the our parish to continue in a cluster relationship with the 
three other parishes. This would allow the full use of our St. [name] Church building.

Further data and other information to present this case more clearly will follow in subsequent mailings.

I thank you for your consideration of my request. Be assured of my prayers for you and for your work for the 
Church. Asking Your Excellency’s blessing, I am, yours respectfully in Christ,

Signature(s)
[ name] of each signer
[full address] of each signer

Copy: Letter to Most Reverend Christopher Pierre Archbishop, [date], 2023.[note: Archbishop Vigano was the 
Nuncio in 2013. Now Archbishop Pierre is the US Nuncio]

Enclosures: 

1. Copy of the DECREE for St. [name] parish, [date], 2023,
2. Letter to Bishop[his name], from [your name] [date], 2023
3. Letter from Bishop [his name], [date], 2023, received[date], 2023
4. Other pertinent correspondence [specify]

 CANONICAL APPEAL GUIDE
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SAMPLE COVER LETTER TO THE APOSTOLIC NUNCIO TO SEND THE 
RECOURSE LETTER TO THE CONGREGATION FOR THE CLERGY BY 
WAY OF THE DIPLOMATIC POUCH

Be sure to include a second copy of the recourse letter for the Nuncio’s file.

[date] March 2023

Most Reverend Christophe Pierre 
Archbishop Apostolic Nuncio
3339 Massachusetts Avenue
N.W. Washington, DC, USA 20008-3610

Your Excellency:

I, Mr. [your name and your address], as an individual and in my own name, as a parishioner of St. [name] 
Parish, [full address of parish], [state], in the Diocese of[diocese, state], U.S.A., am beginning formal recourse 
against the DECREE dated [month-day-year] for our parish given by the Most Reverend[name of bishop], 
Bishop of [name of diocese].

I ask Your Excellency to forward our enclosed correspondence to the Congregation for the Clergy in the dip-
lomatic pouch. I have included a copy for your file.

I thank you for your consideration of my request. Be assured of my prayers for you and for your work for the 
Church.    

Asking Your Excellency’s blessing, I am, yours respectfully in Christ, 

Signature(s)
[name] for each signer
[full address] for each signer

Enclosure:
Letter to his Excellency Lazzaro You Heung sik (Was Eminence Beniamino Cardinal Stells )[month-day], 2023

8. Other Items of importance:

a. Pastors are not the ones to lead this process but they can help behind the scenes and even can
allocate money to help pay for any costs of the appeal. This could include paying for paper,
mailing costs, professional fees, etc. Other parishes that do not have the support of the pastor
when making an appeal can have fund raisers from the larger parish membership as their way of
support.

b. Everything written or put into print will be seen by the Vatican. It is vitally important that every
letter be extremely polite. This is no place to vent anger, rage, or foul language.

c. In addition, have each group decide who will speak to the press. Everyone else in the group
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               and in the parish is to stay silent. While the press may seem helpful, they are always looking for
              sensational news for example: the parish fighting with the bishop. This will undermine your appeal to
              the Vatican.

d. While church sit-ins may be enticing, they are not effective. The Vatican frowns on civil disobe- 
 dience. In addition, to substitute a sit-in for a formal appeal undermines everything. The bishop will 

take over the church, the parish etc. While the group may get on CNN, this action is not helpful.

e. The only way to get truth to the Congregation for the Clergy is to send a well developed petition to
the Vatican. The facts in those documents have the best chance to influence the Vatican.

A Canon Lawyer’s Observations about Why Most Appeals are 
Denied

My experience has been that cases have been turned down for the following reasons:

1. The people only send an “isn’t it awful letter” with no data, and no required documents.
2. The people made a mistake in their appeal, arguing the wrong issue (parish instead of church building or
visa versa).
3. The Congregation for the Clergy alerted the bishop of any mistakes he made in the DECREE and/or in the
process and thus the DECREE was corrected and thus the bishop could then continue to implement his origi-
nal decision.
4. The argument proposed by the people did not meet the criteria in canon law.

It often helps the argument if it can be shown that a bishop’s decision for reconfiguration will be impacted 
by civil law, or he will be breaking civil law. There is much more of a chance that the people might get an 
affirmative decision when a bishop cannot fix a civil law issue and as a result will be forced to change his 
original decision for reconfiguration.

The above directions and explanations concerning recourse were developed by Kate Kuenstler, P.H.J.C., 
J.C.D., a canon lawyer, who helps the laity file recourse against a DECREE.

 CANONICAL APPEAL GUIDE
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UPDATED! “Canonical appeals for Dummies” 
aka 

PROCESS TO TAKE RECOURSE AGAINST A DECREE 
(prepared by Sr. Kate Kuenstler P.H.J.C., J.C.D 7/15/13 ) 

(Names of new US nuncio and new prefect for Clergy updated 5-19-16) 

1. The parishioners are the ones to appeal. Preferably, parish council officers or other “pillars
of the parish,” are the best ones to appeal. However, anyone can take recourse against the
DECREE issued by the (Arch)bishop. The pastor should Not appeal. The pastor is not the
parish. In addition, the bishop can silence the pastor since the pastor has taken an "oath of
obedience to the bishop". It is important to keep a safety wall between the group appealing and
the pastor. All recourse letters and other correspondence should be courteous and
respectful.

a. While a small group of parishioners (3 to 7 people) should work together they are not to
send any recourse letters for this process as a group. The Congregation for the Clergy
no longer accepts recourse letters from groups such as “Friends of St. [name of parish]”
or “Committee to Save St. [name] Church”. Only individuals in their own name can take
recourse. The same person(s) need to sign the recourse letters throughout the whole
process. The full mailing address of each signer of the letter is to be included with the
name of the signer. The signer(s) of the recourse letters do not need to write the letters.

b. Recourse can be sent by one person. Having more people sign the document does not
make the recourse stronger. While a group may work together to organize recourse
documents, one individual can be the signer for all recourse documents.

2, Should the bishop not provide a copy of the DECREE to the parishioners; the 
parishioners must attempt to get the DECREE.  
An announcement made to the people by the pastor or a simple notice in the bulletin is 
not the DECREE.  

a. Send a letter to the bishop requesting a copy of the DECREE to be sent to you by return
mail..

b. Send a letter to the pastor requesting a copy of the DECREE to be sent to you by return
mail.

Should no DECREE be mailed to you by return mail [3 days]: 
c. Send a letter to the Apostolic Nuncio informing him of the problem. Simply inform him

that your right to have a copy of the DECREE was not honored by the bishop. As a
consequence your right to take recourse against the DECREE is not possible. Add that
you have no idea how to resolve this serious problem. Quote the following canon from
the Code of Canon Law.

Can.  1737 §1. A person who claims to have been aggrieved by a decree can make
recourse for any just reason to the hierarchical superior of the one who issued the
decree.
[Do not be confused when reading the whole canon. The reference to 15 useful days
found further in the canon relates to the recourse being sent to the Congregation for
the Clergy. The 10 useful days to send recourse to the bishop is found in another
canon.]
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d. Include in the letter to the Apostolic Nuncio a copy of the letter sent to the bishop and to 
the pastor. Also include any copy of the pastor’s announcement or any notice in the 
weekly bulletin announcing the bishop’s plans. While these are not the DECREE, it 
shows that the bishop is making a change to the parish and/or the church building. 

 
3. When time is short FAX your documents and follow with overnight mail/signature 
required. 
 
Archbishop Christophe Pierre 
Apostolic Nuncio 
FAX 1-202-337-4036 
3339 Massachusetts Avenue N.W. 
Washington, DC, USA 2008 
Also send the same documents by registered overnight mail signature required. 
 
Cardinal Beniamino Stella, Prefect  
Congregation for the Clergy 
FAX: 1 (202) 337 4036 
Palazzo delle Congregazioni 
Piazza pio XII,3 
00193 Roma italiaApostolic Nuncio 
Also send the same documents by registered overnight mail signature required. 
 
 
4. The bishop will issue two DECREES.  

a. One DECREE suppresses the parish and subsequently merges the parish with other 
parishes to form a new parish. Sometimes the bishop will simply suppress a parish. If this 
is the case, the DECREE will clearly state that the individual parishioners are to register 
in any parish of their choice. 

b. Another DECREE relegates to secular use (deconsecrate the sacred space) the church 
building. 

 
A separate recourse is to be written for each separate decree. Sometimes these two decrees are 
issued at the same time. In other instances the decrees are separated by several months. 
Sometimes the change in status of the parish and the church building are found in one DECREE. 
In this case recourse is to be taken against both acts in one recourse letter. Clearly argue each act 
in a specific way with its own arguments. 
 
5. Always begin the recourse letter the same way: 

a. Recourse against merging the parish: 
I, Mr/Ms. [your name and full address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name, as a 
parishioner of St. [___]Parish in the Diocese of [name of diocese and state], U.S.A., am 
initiating formal recourse against the DECREE dated [month-day-year] of Most 
Reverend[bishop’s name], Bishop of [diocese name] regarding the merger of [name the 
parishes being merged and their addresses].  
b. Recourse against relegating the church building to secular use: 
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I, Mr/Ms. [your name and full address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name, as a 
parishioner of St. [___]Parish in the Diocese of [name of diocese and state], U.S.A., am 
initiating formal recourse against the DECREE dated [month-day-year] of Most 
Reverend[bishop’s name], Bishop of [diocese name] regarding the relegation to secular use 
St. [name of church] Church, [address of church]. 

 
6. Always end the recourse letter the same way: 

a. The people sending the recourse should sign their name, provide their mailing address, 
and give their role in the parish, title in the parish. For those who are not in any 
leadership role or do not have a formal ministry can sign FAITHFUL MEMBER OF THE 
PARISH. All subsequent letters should be signed by the same people. The Congregation 
for the Clergy has denied recourse in the past when different names appear on 
subsequent recourse letters and other correspondence.  

 
7. All mailings are to be sent by FedEx or UPS; overnight registered mail with signature 
required. Do not use the US Postal Service as it is not dependable. You need to have proof of 
date sent and delivered within the required 10 days. Print any tracking information available by 
way of email or on the web. 

STEP ONE: RECOURSE TO THE BISHOP 

1. Once you have a copy of the DECREE you then have 10 useful/work days, [days the 
chancery office is open] to begin recourse to the bishop. [If the bishop delays making the 
DECREE available to the parishioners then the 10 useful/work days begins from the day you get 
a copy of the DECREE. Be sure to enclose copies of all correspondence used to get the 
DECREE.] In the recourse letter be sure to give the date the DECREE was issued and the date 
you received a copy of the DECREE.  
 
2. The initial 10 day recourse letter must communicate the following: 
a] ask the bishop to rescind his decision (to suppress and merge the parish/to relegate the 
church to secular use) as stated in the DECREE [quote the DECREE] 
b]  briefly give counter arguments to statements used in the DECREE. [see letters below] 
c] state clearly what you want for your parish/church building [see letters below] 
 
Be sure to always date any letter you write.  
 
 
SAMPLE RECOURSE LETTER ADDRESSING A MERGER OF 
PARISHES 
 
June 17, 2013 
 
The Most Reverend ______ 
(Arch)bishop of _____ 
[mailing address] 
 
Your Excellency, 
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I, Mr. [name, mailing address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name as a 
parishioner of St. [name] Parish in the (Arch)diocese of [diocese, state] U.S.A, [I, Ms. 
[name, mailing address], U.S.A. , as an individual and in my own name as a parishioner 
of St. [name] Parish in the (Arch)diocese of [diocese, state], US.A. [add any further 
names following the formula found above] am initiating formal recourse against the 
DECREE of Most Reverend [name of bishop] dated [month-day-year], regarding the 
current condition of St. [name] Parish and the pastoral needs of the people of the 
parish. 
 
On [month-day-year] your Excellency issued a DECREE that St. [name] Parish of [city, 
state] is to be extinguished and its people unified into the new parish which will be 
erected in [name of place cited in the decree] which will take effect on [month-day-year 
cited in the decree]. 
 
In accordance with the provisions of canon law, we respectfully ask you to rescind your 
decision as stated and recorded on [month-day-year] in the DECREE with respect to St. 
[name] Parish of [city] being extinguished.  
 
[List each reason for changing the status of the parish given in the DECREE and 
give a counter reason why the parish should remain a juridic person in the law. 
The following are some samples of how that might be done.] 
 

• Our congregations may be of smaller numbers compared with other parishes in 
the [name of] Deanery within the (Arch)diocese of [name], but that by itself is not 
a flaw: what counts is the fact that we have built and maintained our parish as a 
Catholic faith community, and we are self-sustaining, seeing to the necessary 
upkeep and repairs, and making a contribution to the needs of the (Arch)diocese 
of [name]; 

• We are currently utilizing a linkage arrangement with St. [name] Parish in [city], 
St. [name] Parish in [city], and St. [name] Parish in [city], sharing one pastor 
ministering to our four parishes and we have been satisfied with this approach in 
maintaining one mass at each parish.  Sharing this one pastor provides 
efficiencies in travel for our parishioners; many of whom are elderly or otherwise 
would not have reasonable resources to travel to another parish. 

 
We request that our parish remain a juridic person in the law and continue to be 
linked with the other parishes because:  

 
• The current linkage approach with the four parishes in northern [name] County 

has allowed the parishes to share one pastor and other resources while 
maintaining one mass at each parish.  This has provided efficiencies while 
ensuring that the parish community is kept intact with a central symbol of the 
Catholic faith as a cornerstone in our faith community; 

• We are willing to come up with solutions to further partner or share resources 
and as leaders within our parishes we are equipped to involve and represent our 
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parishioners and communities to produce a viable and sustainable outcome that 
will be beneficial to our rich rural culture. 

 
Your Excellency, our families and ancestors bonded together as a community in faith 
with hard work, money, talent, and a love of God to build our parish as the heart of each 
community.  Although many years have passed since their love built these parishes, 
their direct descendants along with newcomers in faith have continued their legacy with 
the parish as the life blood of our rural homes.  Our parishes are a symbol for all to see 
and respect and this symbol touches every individual that lives, visits, and even passes 
through our towns.  People of all faiths and beliefs have a respect for those symbols 
and understand the deep love of God that formed them.  To eliminate our parish from 
the rural landscape would tear out the heart of the community and remove the Catholic 
character that has fostered a culture of faith for generations.  In the changing, fast-
paced United States society where Wal-Marts, chain restaurants, and depersonalization 
have removed the uniqueness of local communities we will not stand idly by while our 
parishes become another example of cultural and faith elimination.  There is an 
opportunity now to preserve our unique communities, to continue to build and enhance 
what our ancestors have built and what our current parishioners maintain, and to 
provide our children and grandchildren a lifeline to the God loving spirit that their 
ancestors had to remain grounded in our Catholic faith.   
 
In brief, we are looking for solutions all aimed at maintaining and building upon the 
Catholic faith community and parish at St. [name] Parish in [city].  We hope to maintain 
our parish while continuing to foster the strength of our Catholic faith within our 
communities. 
 
We each remain faithful Catholics, 
 
 
Signature 
[name of signer] 
[address of signer] 
 

 
Signature 
[name of signer] 
[address of signer] 

 
Signature 
[name of signer] 
[address of signer]  

 
 
 
SAMPLE  RECOURSE LETTER ADDRESSING THE RELEGATION OF A 
CHURCH BUILDING TO SECULAR USE 
 
December 29, 2013 
 
The Most Reverend ______ 
(Arch)bishop of _____ 
[mailing address] 
 
Your Excellency, 
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I, Mr. [name, mailing address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name as a 
parishioner of St. [name] Parish in the (Arch)diocese of [diocese, state] U.S.A, [I, Ms. 
[name, mailing address], U.S.A. , as an individual and in my own name as a parishioner 
of St. [name] Parish in the (Arch)diocese of [diocese, state], US.A. [add any further 
names following the formula found above] am initiating formal recourse against the 
DECREE of Most Reverend [name of bishop] dated [month-day-year], regarding the 
current condition of St. [name] Church building and the subsequent use of St. [name] 
Church building. 
 
On [month-day-year] your Excellency issued a DECREE that St. [name] Church building 
[city, state] is to be relegated to secular use which is to take effect on [month-day-year].  
 
In accordance with the provisions of canon law, we respectfully ask you to rescind your 
decision as stated and recorded in the DECREE on [month-day-year] with respect to St. 
[name] Church of [city] being relegated to secular use and thus no longer being a sacred 
space in the law. We would like to remind you that the Congregation for Clergy in Rome and 
the Apostolic Signatura in Rome are not giving blanket permission for churches to be relegated 
to secular state. We respectfully ask you to keep our St. [name] Church building open and 
used for weekly liturgical services and other devotions as is currently the practice.  
 
We would like to settle this situation at the local level but if we cannot, we will have no other 
option than to take recourse to the Congregation of Clergy in Rome.  Should we do that there 
is every reason to believe that St. [name] Church will not be closed. 

Once recourse has been filed at the Congregation for the Clergy no further plans can be made 
or changes made regarding the building, stained glass windows, moveable goods, art objects, 
selling of the property or building or anything else that would adversely affect the physical 
buildings and land. 

[List each reason for relegating the church building to secular use given in the 
decree and give a counter reason why the church should remain a sacred space 
in the law. The following are some topics that might be helpful to make your 
argument.] 

The (Arch)bishop must observe the following procedures in order to lawfully and validly 
relegate a church building to secular use as found in canon 1222§2.   He must:  

a. Determine if there is a grave reason to close a church. The bishop cannot use the 
reason that the church building is no longer needed as a result of a merger. A parish 
can have two or more worship sites/churches.  

 [give factual data showing that the church building is fit to be used for worship. If   
needed, get the building inspected by a licensed professional. Note especially the roof, 
tuck-pointing, windows, foundation, furnace, air-conditioning, accessibility. Proof of 
good stewardship of the building and property should be possible by the expenditures 
reported in past finance reports. Check how many masses will be needed per weekend 
in order to serve the influx of new parish members. Check if the parking lot is able to 
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hold enough cars as required by civil law for the number of people the building can 
seat. This could be one parking space for four people. This is not to be considered a 
complete list of issues to be considered.]  

b. Consult the Presbyteral Council for his action to be valid.  
[The mind of the church is not to have this group of priests simply rubber stamp the 
bishop’s predetermined decision at a meeting where dozens of church buildings slated 
to be closed are presented by the bishop.] 

c. Have the consent of those who legitimately claim rights for themselves in the   
church for his act to be valid.  

[Those who could lawfully claim rights for themselves in the church would in every 
case be the juridic person or persons who own the church property. For example, when 
a parish owns the church building and the land on which it was built, the Bishop would 
have to obtain the consent of the Pastor (canons 515, §3; 532) to implement canon 
1222§2.  In some circumstances the bishop, Vicar General, pastor, and two lay trustees 
must vote to suppress the juridic person in the law. A physical person might also be able 
to claim rights, e.g., a major donor to the church whose donation was accepted on the 
condition [restricted gifting and naming rights] that the church would continue in use as a 
sacred place for a certain period (canon 1284, §1,3°).] 

d. Determine that the good of souls would not be harmed.  
[Here distance and the lack of transportation to a distant church building can be cited. 
Be sure to use street maps and show the new expanded territory formed by the merger 
of the numerous former parishes. Use bus route maps to show how difficult it will be for 
people to get to mass at the church of the new merged parish If in a rural area estimate 
how far people will have to travel round trip, note the road conditions in your area that 
would be problematic in winter weather. If in an urban area note how difficult it will be 
for the poor, the elderly, the homebound, those who do not own a car as a result of the 
lack of adequate public transportation system. Show how the bus routes will not allow 
the people to even get to the church in question. Finally, while one mega parish may 
look good on paper, the number of hospitals, nursing homes, the homebound, and 
children in parochial schools now within the mega boundary are far too numerous for 
quality spiritual ministry to be possible by one priest. Usually, the mega parish cannot 
be served by the pastor who once serviced a former stand alone parish. The total 
number of masses on the weekend at the mega parish church is often the same as at 
the pre-merged church sites. Therefore the merger does not really provide better use of 
the pastor. Not only will the good of souls of the laity be harmed but the good of the 
souls of the pastors will be harmed. An aging priest force cannot adequately do the 
work alone in a mega parish.] 

e. Determine that the proposed use of the place -will not be 
unbecoming (bring scandal to the public eye) which judgment should be 
made in keeping with cultural and local circumstances.  

[Real examples of “unbecoming use” are: A former church used by a salvage company 
as a storage space. A former church and other buildings on the property used as a prison 
site. In many places church buildings stand empty for years after the restructuring of the 
diocese. The issue of civil property laws should be considered when church buildings 
relegated to secular use remain vacant and unsold. The question can also be asked if  
empty and abandoned former church buildings are appropriate when canon law requires  
good stewardship of diocesan property. Remember that canon law can only protect the 
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actual church building. In some instances the bishop sold every part of the former parish 
compound (rectory, school, parish hall, ball field, parking lot) only allowing the church to 
remain unsold.]  

f. The Apostolic Signatura has publicized its preference for keeping church 
buildings open.  Usually permission for such closure is now being denied. More 
recently, the Congregation for the Clergy has also done this.  When recourse is sent 
by parishioners against the plans by a bishop to relegate a church to secular but not 
unbecoming use, the hierarchical court typically informs the bishop of this fact rather 
quickly which precludes a formal hearing.  The authority of the Bishop to suppress 
and merge parishes continues to be upheld. The permission to relegate the churches 
to secular but not unbecoming use has generally been denied.  As a result, the 
Churches remain open for worship and devotional services; now called worship sites 
or some other name. The Apostolic Signatura intends that regular worship take place 
in the Church and the people be afforded access for devotional services. The 
Church retains its original name. The plan by the Bishop to sell the churches was 
now impossible. The plan to make money from the sale of these buildings became 
instead a responsibility to spend money to maintain them into perpetuity. 

Canon 1222§1 If a church cannot be used in any way for divine worship and there is 
no possibility of repairing it, the diocesan bishop can relegate it to secular but not 
unbecoming use. 

Canon 1222§2 Where other grave causes suggest that a church no longer be used 
for divine worship, the diocesan bishop, after having heard the presbyteral council, 
can relegate it to secular but not unbecoming use, with the consent of those who 
legitimately claim rights for themselves in the church and provided that the good of 
souls suffers no detriment thereby. 

The two paragraphs for Canon 1222 require grave cause for relegating a church to 
secular but not unbecoming use. The possibility envisioned in canon 1222§2 must 
rise at least to the level of the causes in canon 1222§1.  The grave cause is the 
physical destruction of the building by fire, flood, earthquake, tornado, hurricane or 
other natural disaster. The sacred character of a place for Divine worship requires 
that it remain a holy place, and not sold to the highest bidder. 

[continue the letter with the following concluding paragraphs] 

The above facts have serious implications should you decide to close and lock St. [name] 
Church building.  The Presbyteral Council would be wise to have paid attention to these 
implications when they gave their counsel to you.  It would be prudent for all to take into 
consideration the preference of the hierarchical courts and the consequences of their 
directives concerning closing churches. More than likely these courts will be consistent in 
their directives should they be asked to evaluate decisions made concerning St. [name] 
Church. 
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Again, we prefer to settle this at the local level.  We pray our church, St. [name], be left in a 
consecrated state and continue to be a place used for weekly worship in order to keep and 
bring families/individuals to the Catholic faith.          

We each remain faithful Catholics, 
 
 
 
signature 
[name of signer] 
[address of signer] 
 

 
 
Signature 
[name of signer] 
[address of signer] 

 
 
Signature 
[name of signer] 
[address of signer]  

 
3. Jurisprudence on the question of church closings is developing rapidly. The topic received 
considerable attention during the recent US bishops' ad limina visits to the Holy See.  Both the 
Congregation for Clergy and the Apostolic Signatura now make a clear distinction between the 
legitimate reasons to merge parishes and legitimate reasons to close a church.   
No longer considered legitimate reasons for closing a church are: 

1. The shortage of priests. 
2.The church is in close proximity to another church. 
3. The church is no longer considered necessary for worship when a parish is suppressed or  
merged. 
4. The maintenance for a building no longer needed as a church for Divine worship is a  
 financial burden to the parish. 

The Holy See recognizes the possibility for a parish to have more than one church, and in certain 
instances for a church to exist apart from a parish. And finally, while worship may not be celebrated 
on a weekly basis within a church, the edifice is to be maintained for the good of the faithful. 

Recognition of the permanence conferred by dedication of a space to sacred use, once called 
"consecration" and now called "dedication" trumps the merely utilitarian values of cost-savings and 
need. The Holy See now requires a bishop demonstrate substantially grave reasons to overturn the 
act which permanently handed that space over to Divine worship. 

In general, the hierarchical courts have indicated that a Bishop cannot suppress Churches. In 
Rome's eyes, it is not correct for a bishop to suppress or merge a parish and then merely indicate 
the church building is no longer suitable for public worship as a result of the suppression/merger. 
 
 
4.The initial 10 day recourse letter should quote the exact language of the DECREE from 
the bishop that specifically affects your parish/church. 
 
For example the DECREE might read:  
“I now present my decisions regarding consolidation as they affect  St. Mary Parish, St. Joseph 
Parish, and Holy Savior Parishes: 

• Holy Savior Parish will continue. 
• St. Mary and St. Joseph Parishes will merge into one parish with the worship site to be 
determined in further discussion with Bishop [name]. 
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Be sure to make clear what you are taking recourse against in the Bishop’s DECREE.  
You also need to state clearly what you want instead. This could be  

a. clustering or partnering the parishes: with the juridic person of each parish continuing  
b. remaining a stand-alone parish as a juridic person 
c. church building remains a sacred space and used for regular worship 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
STEP TWO: RECOURSE TO THE CONGREGATION FOR THE 
CLERGY, VATICAN CITY 
 

1. THE PRIMARY PURPOSE OF ANY APPEAL TO ROME IS TWO FOLD. 
a. THE BISHOP SHOULD FOLLOW THE PROCEDURES IN CANON LAW 
b. THE REASONS GIVEN IN THE BISHOP’S DECREE FOR MERGER OF THE 

PARISH OR RELEGATION OF THE CHURCH BUILDING TO SECULAR USE 
SHOULD BE BASED UPON FACTUAL DATA. 

 
i. RECOURSE IS THE WAY FOR THE PEOPLE TO PRESENT DATA AND 

FACTS THAT SHOULD HAVE BEEN USED BY THE BISHOP WHEN 
MAKING THE DECISION TO RECONFIGURE THE DIOCESE.  

ii. AN APPEAL BY THE PEOPLE IS THE ONLY WAY TO GET THIS 
FACTUAL DATA TO THE HIERARCHICAL SUPERIOR OF THE BISHOP.  

iii. AN APPEAL IS THE ONLY WAY TO GET THE FACTS ON PAPER AND IN 
FILES IN THE OFFICES OF THOSE WHO CAN POSSIBLY PROTECT THE 
PEOPLE OF THE DIOCESE. 

 
2. There is a second step that you will want to begin working on immediately after you send 
the recourse letter to the bishop and have ready to mail. The second phase of recourse is 
taken to The Congregation for the Clergy which is the hierarchical superior of the bishop and can 
overturn the bishop’s administrative act (decree). 

a. Should the bishop not contact you within 30 days, canon law says that the silence is the 
answer “NO” from the bishop regarding your request of him to rescind the DECREE. 
After the 30th day you then have 15 useful/work days to file recourse against the bishop’s 
DECREE at the Congregation for the Clergy at the Vatican. 

b. Should the bishop contact you before the 30th day with a written “NO” regarding your 
request of him to rescind the DECREE; you then have 15 useful/work days from the 
receipt of that letter from the bishop to file recourse against the bishop’s DECREE at the 
Congregation for the Clergy at the Vatican. 
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3. You will send recourse to the Congregation of the Clergy, Vatican City via the office of 
the Apostolic Nuncio in Washington, D.C. This step would take place for both the 
suppression/merger of your parish as well as the relegation of the church building to secular use. 
Each decree will have its own recourse document sent to the Congregation for the Clergy, 
Vatican City by way of the diplomatic pouch of the Apostolic Nuncio in Washington, D.C. 
 
Formal recourse to the Congregation for the Clergy requires the following documents be 
included: 

a. Formal document filing recourse at the Congregation for the Clergy 
b. Copy of the DECREE 
c. Copy of the recourse letter  you sent to the Bishop 
d. Copy of the Bishop’s written response to you, if one was sent 
e. Any exhibits, other documents pertinent to the recourse 

 
4. The formal recourse to the Congregation for the Clergy would be based upon the 
recourse letter sent to the bishop. The recourse to the Congregation for the Clergy would 
expand on the issues listed in the recourse letter to the bishop. If you find you do not have the 
time to send in a recourse document with extensive research and exhibits to argue your case to 
the Vatican; be sure to send in a summary document to file the recourse within the 15 
useful/work days. Be sure to inform the Congregation for the Clergy that further pertinent 
documents will be sent in subsequent mailings. 
 
It is essential that you get this letter to the Congregation for the Clergy within the required time. 
Otherwise they will not accept your attempted recourse. There is nothing more you can do 
should you miss the deadline. 
 
5. Mailing to file the formal recourse at the Congregation for the Clergy, Vatican City.  
Prepare the following: 
 FedEx Overnight Envelope Requiring Signature to:  

Archbishop Christophe Pierre 
Apostolic Nuncio 
3339 Massachusetts Avenue N.W. 
Washington, DC, USA 2008 
 

Contents of the FedEx envelope: 
A. Envelope addressed, but not sealed to: 
           His Eminence Cardinal Beniamino Stella, Prefect 

Congregation for the Clergy 
Palazzo delle Congregazioni 
Piazza Pio XII,3 
00193 Roma italia 
           i. Congregation for the Clergy recourse letter with Cc. to Pierre 

                       ii. Decree  
     iii. Copy of Recourse Letter to (Arch)bishop  
     iv. Copy of Letter from the (Arch)bishop-if he responded 
        v. Any pertinent letters, documents, correspondence 
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B. Envelope addressed, but not sealed to: 
          Most Reverend Christophe Pierre, Archbishop  
          Apostolic Nuncio 
          3339 Massachusetts Avenue 
          N.W. Washington, DC, USA 20008 
 

i.  Cover letter to Archbishop Pierre 
       ii.   Congregation for the Clergy appeal letter to Cardinal Stella          
  iii.  Decree  
                     iv.  Copy of Recourse Letter to (Arch)bishop  
            v.  Copy of Letter from the (Arch)bishop-if he responded 
           vi.  Any pertinent letters, documents, correspondence 
   
6. The office of  the Apostolic Nuncio for the U.S.A. has been consistently professional 
and has forwarded mailings to the various offices of Vatican City in a timely manner. 
However, that has not always been the case in other countries. 
 
Should there be a problem with the Nuncio not responding to your request to send the recourse 
to the Vatican by way of the diplomatic pouch you can also complain directly to the 
Congregation for the Clergy of this. You have a right to take recourse. You should be afforded 
the help needed to do so. In the past, when a Nuncio has not cooperated, the Congregation for 
the Clergy has required that the Nuncio forward documents and letters in a timely manner. 
Because of the time sensitive nature of 15 working days it would be good to FAX your complaint 
about the Nuncio to the Congregation for the Clergy, Vatican City. FAX: 011 06 69 88 48 45 
Also send the same documents by registered mail signature required. 
 
7. Fundamentally the recourse letter to the Congregation for the Clergy 
should look very similar to the recourse letter sent to the bishop (see sample 
above). You should use the same arguments you used with the bishop. Should time 
be short to get this to the Congregation for the Clergy within the 15 working days, 
then rewrite the recourse letter originally sent to the bishop. This first mailing is 
fundamentally for you to file the recourse within the lawful time. You can develop 
your full data and proofs to argue your recourse and send that information at a later 
time and as an additional document. It would be best to get any additional facts, 
data, and documents to the Congregation for the Clergy within 30 calendar days of 
sending the original recourse letter to the Vatican.  
 
 
SAMPLE RECOURSE LETTER TO THE CONGREGATION FOR THE 
CLERGY FOR SUPPRESSION/MERGER AS WELL AS RELEGATION 
OF CHURCH BUILDING TO SECULAR USE 
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[The following may not be your argument. But you can see how an argument can be 
developed. This recourse letter is about the church building rather than the parish. 
Do not confuse the two in your specific recourse document. This specific recourse 
letter highlights the actions by some bishops who place a church building in a type 
of “limbo” after the parish is suppressed and merged but before the relegation of 
the church building to secular use takes place. A new merged parish can have more 
than one church building that is used for worship. The term “worship site” is used 
by different bishop in different ways. Some bishops provide for regular weekend 
masses. Other bishops only allow the church building to be used for weddings, 
funerals, and special holy days. And in other cases the bishops only allow one mass a 
year, the date being at the discretion of the bishop.]  

 
 
 
[date] 2013 
   
His Eminence Mauro Cardinal Piacenza, Prefect [note: Piacenza was Prefect in 2013, now 
Cardinal Stella is] 
Congregation for the Clergy 
Palazzo delle Congregazioni 
Piazza Pio XII, 3 
00193 Roma Italia 
  
Your Eminence: 
 
I, Mr. [your name and full address], U.S.A., as an individual and in my own name, as a 
parishioner of St. [name] Parish in the Diocese of [name of diocese, state], U.S.A., am initiating 
formal recourse against the DECREE dated [month-day-year] of Most Reverend[name of 
bishop], (Arch)bishop of [name of diocese] regarding the merger of [name the parishes being 
merged and their addresses]. 
 
[State in a few sentences what you take recourse against quoting the DECREE itself]. 
 
As a result, the procedural requirement regarding the content of the DECREE has not been met. 
The absence of the complete decision of the Bishop gravely impacts our use of St. [name] 
Catholic Church building. Since this change is not in the DECREE and the Bishop has not 
provided the required explanation as to why he made the changes, we are subsequently unable to 
take recourse against the Bishop’s decision. Thus the right to take recourse when a person 
considers himself harmed is impossible.  
  
Following the publication of the [month-day] 2013 DECREE, I sent a formal letter to Bishop 
[name], of the Diocese of[name of diocese], U.S.A. with the reasons his decisions adversely 
affected our use of our beloved St. [name] Church building. The bishop responded by letter dated 
[month-day] 2013 and I received it on [month-day] 2013. The bishop did not comment on 
anything in my letter to him regarding his Decree of [month-day] 2013. I take that silence as 
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being the bishop’s answer of “NO” as specified in the Code of Canon Law. I now, within the 
prescribed fifteen (15) days allowed in the law, bring recourse to your esteemed office. 
  
In an informal document used by the diocesan planning committee is being used to change the 
used of our St. [name] Church building. That document that is not a DECREE states: “After 
[month-day], 2014, St. [name] Church building will be designated a church for occasional use. 
Regularly scheduled Masses will no longer be celebrated at St.[name]; however, permission may 
be granted for occasions such as weddings or funerals of former members” 
  
The above mentioned change is not in the Decree. The procedural requirement regarding the 
content of the DECREE has not been met. The absence of the complete decision of the Bishop in 
his DECREE gravely impacts our use of our church building. Since this change is not in the 
DECREE and the Bishop has not provided the required explanation as to why he made the 
changes, we are subsequently unable to take recourse against the Bishop’s decision. Thus the 
right to take recourse when a person considers himself harmed is impossible. 
 
We respectfully ask your esteemed office to instruct our Bishop to correct this error in his 
DECREE.  
  
I place myself at your mercy and ask you to act with justice for those parishioners formerly of 
the parish of St. [name] by directing Bishop [name]to write a new DECREE that meets the 
procedures required in the Code of Canon Law: including the absent information and reasons for 
the decision regarding the use of St. [name]Church buildings. [ Or that the bishop allow the our 
parish to continue in a cluster relationship with the three other parishes. This would allow the full 
use of our St. [name] Church building. 
 
Further data and other information to present this case more clearly will follow in subsequent 
mailings.  
  
I thank you for your consideration of my request. Be assured of my prayers for you and for your 
work for the Church. Asking Your Eminence’s blessing, I am, yours respectfully in Christ, 
  
 
Signature(s) 
[ name] of each signer 
[full address] of each signer 
  
Copy: Letter to Most Reverend Carlo Maria Vigano Archbishop, [date], 2013.[note: Archbishop 
Vigano was the Nuncio in 2013.  Now Archbishop Pierre is the US Nuncio] 
  
Enclosures:  
1. Copy of the DECREE for St. [name] parish, [date], 2013,  
2. Letter to Bishop[his name], from [your name] [date], 2013 
3. Letter from Bishop [his name], [date], 2013, received[date], 2013 
4. Other pertinent correspondence [specify] 
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SAMPLE COVER LETTER TO THE APOSTOLIC NUNCIO TO SEND 
THE RECOURSE LETTER TO THE CONGREGATION FOR THE 
CLERGY BY WAY OF THE DIPLOMATIC POUCH 
 
Be sure to include a second copy of the recourse letter for the Nuncio’s file. 
 
[date] March 2013 
  
Most Reverend Christophe Pierre, Archbishop  
Apostolic Nuncio 
3339 Massachusetts Avenue 
N.W. Washington, DC, USA 20008 
  
Your Excellency: 
  
I, Mr.[your name and your address],as an individual and in my own name, as a parishioner of St. 
[name] Parish, [full address of parish], [state], in the Diocese of[diocese, state], U.S.A., am 
beginning formal recourse against the DECREE dated [month-day-year] for our parish given by 
the Most Reverend[name of bishop], Bishop of [name of diocese]. 
  
I ask Your Excellency to forward our enclosed correspondence to the Congregation for the 
Clergy in the diplomatic pouch. I have included a copy for your file. 
  
I thank you for your consideration of my request. Be assured of my prayers for you and for your 
work for the Church. 
  
Asking Your Excellency’s blessing, I am, yours respectfully in Christ, 
  
Signature(s) 
[name] for each signer 
 [full address] for each signer 
  
Enclosure: 
Letter to his Eminence Beniamino Cardinal Stells [month-day], 2013 
 
8. Other Items of importance: 

a.  Pastors are not the ones to lead this process but they can help behind the scenes and 
even can allocate money to help pay for any costs of the appeal. This could include 
paying for paper, mailing costs, professional fees, etc. Other parishes that do not have 
the support of the pastor when making an appeal can have fund raisers from the larger 
parish membership as their way of support. 

 
b. Everything written or put into print will be seen by the Vatican. It is vitally important that 

every letter be extremely polite. This is no place to vent anger, rage, or foul language.  
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c. In addition, have each group decide who will speak to the press. Everyone else in 
the group and in the parish is to stay silent. While the press may seem helpful, they 
are always looking for sensational news for example: the parish fighting with the bishop. 
This will undermine your appeal to the Vatican. 

 
d. While church sit-ins may be enticing, they are useless. The Vatican frowns on civil 

disobedience. In addition, to substitute a sit-in for a formal appeal undermines 
everything. The bishop will take over the church, the parish etc. While the group may get 
on CNN and get their 15 minutes of fame, this action is useless. 

 
e. The only way to get truth to the Congregation for the Clergy is to send a well developed 

petition to the Vatican. The facts in those documents have the best chance to influence 
the Vatican. 

 
A Canon Lawyer’s Observations about Why Most Appeals are Denied 
My experience has been that cases have been turned down for the following reasons: 
 
1. The people only send an “isn’t it awful letter” with no data, and no required documents 
2. The people made a mistake in their appeal, arguing the wrong issue (parish instead 
of church building or visa versa).  
3. The Congregation for the Clergy alerted the bishop of any mistakes he made in the DECREE 
and/or in the process and thus the DECREE was corrected and thus the bishop could then 
continue to implement his original decision.   
 4. The argument proposed by the people did not meet the criteria in canon law.  
 
It often helps the argument if it can be shown that a bishop’s decision for reconfiguration will be 
impacted by civil law, or he will be breaking civil law.  There is much more of a chance that the 
people might get an affirmative decision when a bishop cannot fix a civil law issue and as a 
result will be forced to change his original decision for reconfiguration.   
 
The above directions and explanations concerning recourse were developed by Kate Kuenstler, 
P.H.J.C., J.C.D., a canon lawyer, who helps the laity file recourse against a DECREE. 
 
We Love the Church...We're Working to Make it Better 
Christine Schenk csj  cschenkcsj@gmail.com 
Retired founding director of FutureChurch 
17307 Madison Ave 
Lakewood, Oh 44107 
www.futurechurch.org  
216-228-0869 
216-228-4872 (fax) 



SAMPLE A: Appeal Letter to Your Bishop to START the Appeal Process   
 
This is a copy of an actual letter sent by parishes in New Orleans….Remember your appeal must 
be sent within ten CALENDAR days of the Bishop’s announcement that your parish will be 
closed or merged.  If you are unsure that the information you were given is the official 
communication from the diocese, thise= letter covers that eventuality in paragraph four. It is 
better to be early in sending your appeal rather than too late!) 
 
Note individualized instructions are italicised in black 
 
[plug in the date, 2009] 
 
The Most Reverend Alfred C. Hughes  
Archbishop of New Orleans 
7887 Walmsley Avenue 
New Orleans, LA 70125 
 
Your Excellency: 
 
The four paragraphs below are the required language to start the appeal process.  You need 
some kind of ‘hook’ regarding how you might have been notified; this should be custom-
tailored. 
 
We write as baptized lay members of Christ’s faithful and as parishioners in good standing of the 
parish of [blank] in New Orleans, in the archdiocese of New Orleans. 
 
Recently [plug in the date], we received notice from [a letter distributed to us in our church, 
signed by xxx and dated yyy], or [from press reports, provide citation or copy] and from the 
remarks made by our pastor, Rev. [xyz], that our parish is to be closed [or merged, or 
suppressed] effective on the date of [xxx]. 
 
For the reasons stated below, in accordance with the provisions of canon 1734 we respectfully 
urge you to revoke or amend any decrees that would alter that existing canonical status of our 
parish, by suspending the execution of any such decrees.  We are submitting this appeal to you 
well within the peremptory time-limit of ten canonical days from the time we were lawfully 
notified of this action. 
 
In the event that your letter/communication of [date] was not the lawful notification of any 
decree, but merely an indication of your intent to issue such a decree in the future, we 
respectfully request that we be formally and lawfully notified of any such decree in a timely 
fashion so that we may exercise our right of appeal as parishioners in good standing. 
 
The paragraphs that follow address some of the standard reasons given by bishops for the 
suppression or the merger of parishes. 
 
Please be assured that our parish meets all of the criteria for spiritual and financial vibrancy, and 
that in the event of a shortage of priests available to minister to our needs, we are capable of 
rising to the challenge with some creative solutions noted below.   
 
Our congregation may be of smaller numbers compared with other parishes, but that by itself is 
not a flaw:  what counts is the fact that we have built and maintained our parish as a Catholic 
faith community, and we are self-sustaining – amply capable of keeping ourselves solvent, 



seeing to the necessary upkeep and repairs, and making a contribution to the needs of the diocese 
and to other worthy causes that are frequently brought to our attention. 
 
With regard to the availability of clergy, we have looked carefully at this and have several ideas 
that are worthy of your consideration, all fully in accord with Catholic doctrine: 
 

 Our laity is willing to play an increased role in the day-to-day affairs of the parish, 
spiritually through lay-led services, and financially through greater involvement; 

 On the formula of many other American dioceses, we are willing to consider “twinning” 
formulas, where one pastor could minister to us and to adjoining parishes; 

 We are willing to reach out and seek other qualified Catholic clergy, from religious 
orders and from overseas countries which are now a major source of seminarians and 
clerics across Catholic America. 

 
In brief, Bishop_____, we are looking for solutions all aimed at maintaining the existence of 
[plug in the name] as a fully-functioning parish. 
 
Your letter should be signed by a “lead” person and by 2-3 others, as shown below. 
 
John or Jean Smith 
Main Street 
New Orleans, LA xxxxxx 
Tel: 504.xxx.xxxx 
 
Mary Jones  John  Doe   Jane  Smith 
Address  address   address 
 
You should send this letter Registered Mail, Return Receipt requested; and you should send 
copies as noted below. 
 
cc: Reverend xyz [pastor, administrator or priest with “power of attorney for parish] 
 address of rectory 
 
 Another diocesan official 
 [the vicar or the chancellor? Bishop Roger Morin] 
  

The Most Reverend Archbishop Pietro Sambi 
 Apostolic Nuncio 
 Apostolic Nunciature 
 3339 Massachusetts Avenue, NW 
 Washington, DC 20008 
 



Pitfalls to Avoid in 
Canonical Appeals

Save Our Parish Community Project
FutureChurch

              By Peter Borre, Council of Parishes

1.  “Ten days to appeal”: Yes, but...these ten days run from when you are “notified” and NOT from the 
planned date of closing.  Moreover, this does not have to mean that you have received a written Notice of 
Intent to Suppress; it can be as tenuous as a video-conference to the entire diocese (Camden), with no 
opportunity for comment or Qs.  btw...the ten days are calendar days, not working days.

2.  “Bishop never got your appeal”: A sleazy trick, frequently played.  You must send your document by 
registered mail, signed receipt and so forth, with multiple copies to at least two other diocesan officials (vicar 
and chancellor); and a respectful cc to the papal nuncio in Washington DC who seems to be above these 
underhanded maneuvers.  Frequently, the nuncio will acknowledge your appeal before your own bishop gets 
around to it.

3.  “Magic words in the appeal”: Besides carrying on (much too lengthily, at times) about how beautiful your 
parish is, and what rotten games have been played (all of which is true), you MUST be specific in what you are 
asking of the bishop:  To have the decree suspended, and to have it eventually revoked or amended for the 
purpose of maintaining your faith community AS A PARISH.

4.  “What next?”: Many parishioners figure that after they have sent off their recourse letter to the diocese, the 
next step is for the bishop to take.  NOT TRUE.

Under canon 1735, if the bishop has not responded to the recourse after 30 days following receipt of it, you 
have ONLY ten days following the 30 days that have tolled to take your next step by filing an appeal to the 
Vatican’s Congregation for the Clergy.  If you do not act within this ten-day window, any eventual appeal to the 
congregation is untimely and invalid.

The bishop’s trick is to simply not respond for at least 40-50 days, thus invalidating an appeal over his head 
made by parishioners who waited in good faith for the bishop’s answer.

5.  Parishioner games: In more than one instance I know of, a parishioner has taken it upon himself or herself 
to send the recourse as a solo effort.  Unless this person is endowed with supernatural knowledge of canon 
law (and I am NOT, inspite of having spent eight years in Rome), this person will probably make some major 
procedural or substantive blunders, and put the whole appeal at risk.  

Power games among parishioners play right into the hands of the hierarchy.

6. Other Pitfalls:  After your initial appeal to the diocesan bishop, you have the right to challenge him by filing 
an appeal (“recourse”) to the Vatican’s Congregation for the Clergy (“CpC,” Congregatio pro Clericis), but there 
are some hurdles, i.e. tricks which bishops play:



 A. In the event that your diocesan bishop turns down your initial appeal, you have a maximum of ten days from 
the time you receive such notice to file with the CpC.

 B. However, if your bishop does not respond to you within 30 days of your appeal to him, you then have only 
TEN days (after the 30 have tolled) to file your appeal to the CpC in Rome.   Many unwary parishioners think that they 
cannot appeal to Rome until they have heard from their bishop one way or the other; not so.

 C. The long and the short of it is that you are probably coming to the 30-day mark from when you filed your 
initial appeal to your bishop. 

 D. If you have not heard back, it is time for you to take the next step and file with the CpC if this is your intent.  
If you let the clock run for ten days beyond the 30-day limit, you forego your right to a CpC appeal.  If this seems 
confusing, you are precisely right.  It is a procedure intended to derail appeals.

 E. Another trick:  if you try to send your CpC appeal by courier service (FedEx, DHL, and such), the CpC will 
NOT accept it. 

 F. Unless you wish to hand-carry your CpC appeal to Rome, the safest way is to send it to the papal nuncio in 
Washington DC, requesting (respectfully) that he forward the appeal to Rome via the diplomatic pouch.

Please feel free to circulate this to other interested parishioner groups.
Regards,

Peter Borre’
Co-chair Council of Parishes Boston

The Save Our Parish Community project was created by FutureChurch
17307 Madison Avenue Lakewood, Ohio 44107

info@futurechurch.org  216-228-0869
www.futurechurch.org
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