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NOTE: A number of you have written or called for a copy of this talk which I presented to the First Friday Club of Greater Youngstown. I hope you will find it helpful. 

February begins the fifth month of our diocesan wide comprehensive study of parishes and schools. To date the process has moved forward steadily under the leadership of Msgr. John Zuraw, Vicar for Administration. Working closely with Msgr. Zuraw on parish planning is Father Bradford Helman, Pastor of St. Michael’s in Canton and on school planning is Sister Regina Rogers, former Major Superior of the Ursuline Sisters, as well as a number of deacons, religious women, lay women and men from the diocese. 

The first priority of this strategic planning team has been to gather and analyze data on parishes and schools from national studies, other dioceses and local experience. That is a wise procedure because before we can determine ways to seize an opportunity or resolve a problem, we have to understand the reality that stands before us. The committee likewise has examined how planning was done in other dioceses with a view toward utilizing successful methods and avoiding unsuccessful approaches. Allow me to share with you some of what we have seen, heard and learned.

The first things that all of us who have been involved in this process have seen is that there is great faith and commitment to the Church in the Diocese of Youngstown. I see it every time I visit a parish or school. We can be proud of the many parishes in our diocese that are alive and thriving. Substantial numbers of the faithful gather on Sundays. Liturgies are well planned. Preaching is engaging and rooted in the Scriptures and there is a great generosity of spirit among our people that is shown in their willingness to welcome newcomers and volunteer to assist the poor directly with outreach programs or indirectly through contributions to Catholic Charities and the Bishops’ Appeal.

The same is true of our schools. To spend a morning at any one of our high schools, for example, to hear the students’ in-depth discussions about their faith, their responsibility to utilize their gifts and talents for the service others and to improve our world as well as to see the camaraderie and care they have for each other and the Catholic traditions of their school clearly indicates that the personnel resources, financial resources and traditional commitments to Catholic schools are well worth the investment. 

Parallel to those joyful signs, we also have seen some areas of concern. 

Demographics
The demographic shifts which are affecting our nation as a whole also are affecting our diocese. The national studies show that the numbers of Catholics nationwide is increasing but that Catholics are moving:

 from concentrated areas in cities to more religiously diverse areas in the suburbs;

 from historically more Catholic areas of the Northeast and upper Midwest to the Sunbelt states of the Southeast and Southwest. In fact, the fastest growing Catholic populations are found in the dioceses of Atlanta, Las Vegas, and Phoenix. 

 from outside of the United States to major urban centers in the Southeast and Southwest. 

Locally, this demographic shift in population can be seen in the numbers for our diocese. We have gone from 240,000 registered Catholics in 2002 to 212,000 in 2008. This decline affects both our parishes and our schools. Other factors add to this decline as well. They include a greater assimilation of Catholics into the wider American culture which tends to see religion as personal and private, rather than communal and public; the rise of secularism in western society and the glorification in the media of extreme individualism. All of these factors have promoted a change in the practices of Catholic people.

Priest Availability 
A priest is the ordained spiritual leader of a parish community. What do we know about the availability of priests to serve the Catholic population? There are 41,000 priests in the United States today. In the Diocese of Youngstown we are served by 101 active priests with 56 retired, many of whom are active on a part-time basis. By age, the majority of our priests are in the 50-70 range. Although we are blessed with 14 seminarians preparing for the priesthood and our new Vocations Team intends to aggressively pursue others who have expressed an interest, still there will not be enough to replace the number of priests who will die or retire by 2013. Rather, there will be a deficit making it impossible to maintain the status quo. 

Catholic Young Adults
We frequently hear it said that the young are our future. Where are young adult Catholics in this picture? Returning to the national studies, we see that there are large numbers of young adult Catholics who are actively involved in the Church. I am sure you can identify some of them in your parishes and schools. However, as we know from looking around our churches, those active young Catholics are in the minority. One of the most problematic trends -at least from our vantage point- among young Catholics is the decline in the perceived importance of being Catholic. Young Catholics tend to exhibit a limited commitment to the institutional Church; are relatively uninformed about Church teaching; and are more inclined than older Catholics to believe that objective moral truth is illusive. Therefore, in their minds, the rightness or wrongness of an action depends entirely on the circumstances and effect it has on others.

All of these trends and others I have not mentioned have important and unavoidable consequences in areas such as church attendance, the education of children and the expectations parishioners have of a parish. 

This data can be seen in one of two ways. It can be seen either as a reason to fold-up our tents and let nature take its course or as an opportunity to re-envision how we live and move and have our being as the Church in the Diocese of Youngstown. 

Obviously, we cannot continue as we have in the past. Consequently, we can either back into the future with no idea of where we are going or we can be pro-active and craft a stronger future in and through the light of the Gospel. That is what I am committed to doing: building a strong and secure future for our diocese that is rooted in and boldly proclaims the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Now that the preliminary data has been collected, through deanery meetings and self-evaluations conducted by each parish and school, the next steps in the process will be to collect more in-depth data and the development of a vision statement which will identify the essential elements required for us to be even more faithful to the Gospel and the needs of our people. I will complete that vision statement by the beginning of March. Then, with a clear vision of who we are called to be in Christ, we will examine our present structures (number of parishes and schools, finances, services offered, number of priests, and models of collaboration, to name a few elements) and concretely determine how to re-structure to achieve the goals articulated in the vision. That is strategic planning. 

Let me add a few foundational ideas on which we will build. 

1. In order to have a future, we have to change. That change will take many forms: how we think of ourselves, how we relate to each other, how we staff our parishes, the number of parishes, and the number of schools, how we finance our schools and how we market our schools. The numbers make it clear that we cannot come through this process and maintain 113 parishes and 35 elementary schools. Some of those institutions will cease to exist as we know them today but will be replaced by spiritually, liturgically, organizationally, and where necessary, financially stronger Church institutions.

2. To reach the right conclusions will take time. We rush at our own peril. We also must trust in the promise of the Holy Spirit that he is with us and guides us. Everything will not be crystal clear at every stage of the process, but we always will walk toward the light. 

3. Not all parishes or schools will be able to wait until the conclusion of the study. Some are facing financial problems so serious that action must be taken immediately. Those institutions will remain a part of the planning process and contribute as they go forward. 

4. Success in this venture will require collaboration across the board and from every age group and sector of the diocese. All of us must be open to creative opportunities for growth and creative solutions to pressing problems.

5. The goal will be to create:

 More vibrant parishes that serve as magnets to attract the young, old and in-between to come to know Christ and be transformed by his love;

?Schools even stronger in faith, academics, discipline, and service with a secure institutional and financial future;

? And a diocese that influences and participates in the development of Northeastern Ohio into a kingdom of faith and love, a kingdom of justice and peace, a kingdom of light and life. 

I know that is a tall order. But there is no value in dreaming small and I am convinced from my short time in this diocese that we have the ability to grow in Christ. Let us, therefore, aim for the best we can be. If we have the courage to make necessary changes now, our parishes and schools, although smaller in number, will be not only beacons of hope but also catalyst for re-shaping and reforming us and our community into the image of Christ.

