Pastoral planning: It’s not the same as ordinary planning
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As a Diocesan Church we are in the midst of developing a pastoral plan for parishes and schools that will guide us over the next several years. We as a Diocesan Church are faced with the realities of demographic shifts, fewer priests and changing practices of Catholic people. We need to take the necessary steps today, which will enable us to provide a strong and lasting Catholic presence in each of our six counties. Over the next several months we will examine these three trends that are prompting the extensive restructuring. But today, let us begin with a definition of pastoral planning and how it differs from planning in other organizations.

Pastoral planning is a process of praying and thinking together about the actions of the Body of Christ for a specific time and place. Contained in this definition are the fundamental notions and how it differs from other types of planning. As a process it has a beginning, middle and end. Planning is always about change. Though our call from Jesus Christ and the working of the Holy Spirit remains constant, we change, our cultures change and physical environments change. To think of planning as a way of keeping things the same or as a way to return to how things used to be is contradictory. Effective planning cannot be based on illusions but must be based on the way things are. Each parish and school is presently preparing a Situation Audit. It is through this instrument that information about present realities is obtained. The audit of parishes and schools force us to take a careful look at the way things are, not how they were or how we would like them to be. Learning is the only sure way to effective planning.

The most noticeable difference between ordinary planning and pastoral planning is the role of prayer. Far too often our prayers at meetings are one of rote, something to be gotten out of the way at the beginning so that the important work of the meeting can be launched. We can never forget that the work of pastoral planning is the work of the Holy Spirit done through and with us. It requires openness to the work of the Holy Spirit in each of us. We cannot allow fear, ignorance or pride to limit the work of the Spirit. In prayer we beg for the courage and renewed hope that we may meet the challenge of being the Church of our time.

Because pastoral planning is both praying and thinking, one without the other is lacking. Prayer opens us to the actions of God, while human wisdom provides us the necessary methods to discover, design and implement. Beginning in January 2009, several joint meetings of all parishes in their particular deanery will be held. The goal is to identify trends, services and redundancies. Conclusions will be formulated, discerned, discussed and reported.

As the people of God in the Roman Catholic Diocese of Youngstown we enter into this challenging work together. Whatever the end result may be, we know that things will change, which will provide for us a strong and lasting Catholic presence in every area of our Diocese. Let us pray for wisdom during this time of transition so that we may be receptive to change, conversion and growth.

Next: Demographic Shifts.

 

