Meeting of pastors, parish reps in planning process set Feb. 24
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It should not surprise us that our parishes are so important to us. We first meet “saving grace” at the level of our parish through baptism. We receive a renewal of that life in the celebration of Eucharist and Confirmation. It is where we receive forgiveness of our sins in the sacrament of reconciliation. We make our vows “until death do us part” in our parish. Finally, at the end of our earthly journey, we are carried to our parish church for the Rite of Christian Burial. All this means that we have an enormous emotional and spiritual investment in our parishes.

Yet, in the last 40 years U.S. Catholics have experienced more changes in their parishes since the close of the Second Vatican Council than during any other period of Church history. Change continues, and in some areas, at a rapid pace.

The Catholic parish is an agent of change. As agents of change we cannot cling to Christ’s values without creating some impact on a culture that holds different or even opposite values. Christians do not follow the crowds; they follow Christ.

Over the last year and a half, parish representatives and their pastors have gathered to propose numerous ways in which the faithful of our diocese can be best served in light of demographic shifts, availability of clergy and the changing expectations of Catholic people. As the first phase of our process draws to a conclusion around the Feast of Pentecost (May 23), the deans from each of our counties will convene a meeting of pastors and those parish representatives involved in parish planning on Feb. 24, 2010, with the purpose of reviewing the parish pastoral plan draft for their local area. This draft has been prepared after much consultation and has been reviewed by the Executive Committee on Parish Planning, the Presbyteral Council and the deans.

Following the Feb. 24 consultation meeting the Executive Committee on Parish Planning will review new and additional information before making its final recommendation to Bishop Murry. The main purpose of our pastoral plan is to focus all gifts and energies in the same direction. Without a unified plan, our diocese will become weak clay that will be shaped by whatever forces each new crisis unleashes.

As the Christian faithful of the Diocese of Youngstown, we do not passively await whatever the future brings. Rather, humbly relying on the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we need to build our vision and plan for the future of our parishes with living stones left to us by the Lord and his teaching church through the centuries. True change will require faith, courage and the new imagination and prayerful discernment of all the people of God. It will require the wind and tongues of fire of a New Pentecost.
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