Response to Widespread Planned Closure of U.S. Parishes Because of the Priest Shortage

Proposed by Chris Schenk (Future Church)

Background

A recent review of diocesan methods of dealing with the priest shortage in the U.S. and England reveals a wide diversity of responses. In England, Cardinal Cormac Murpho O’Connor of the influential Westminster Diocese, recently released a “green paper” asking parishes to consider their options for the future.  Specifically, he asked them to consider whether they wished to be closed, merged, adopted by a larger parish or “clustered” with one or more other parishes.  Prominently featured was a proposal to have full time lay ministers live in rectories where there are no resident priests and preside at daily communion services using pre-consecrated hosts.

In the U.S. ever increasing numbers of dioceses are reviewing or implementing plans to close or cluster parishes because of priest shortage.  Unlike the Westminster document, many are closing viable parishes rather than empowering lay ministers.  Within the last year, the Boston Archdiocese chose to close 84 parishes and the Toledo diocese elected to close 28.  In both dioceses a significant number of financially viable parishes were slated for closure even though they had active lay leadership and important outreach ministries.  The shortage of priests was given as the reason, and both decisions were made with little to no consultation with involved parishioners.

Naturally enough, this led to hurt, anger and in some instances vigorous resistance on the part of the laity.  In the Toledo Diocese, parishioners at Holy Rosary parish and St. James in Kansas, Ohio are appealing to the Vatican while representatives from eight other parishes met to figure ways of avoiding the closures.  A new group “United Parishes” has been formed citing canon law as their right to exist and to work to keep their parishes open.  Diocesan officials in Toledo assure people that none of the money from the sale of parish properties will be used for clergy sex abuse pay offs since insurance will cover it.  However, the diocese is self-insured, so it is unclear what this really means.

Under the enlightened leadership of Toledo’s previous Bishop, James Hoffman, the diocese had a good system of parish administrators in place, many of whom were women religious.  This worked well in this predominately rural diocese where the parish is an important locus of social activity and worship.  Unfortunately, Bishop Hoffman’s successor, Bishop Leonard Blair did not continue his predecessor’s policies.  As previously noted, he planned to close 28 parishes as of July 31, 2005.

Meanwhile in Boston, inspired by the ten month vigil conducted by parishioners at St. Albert the Great, eight additional parishes began around the clock prayer vigils rather than allow their parishes to close.  This led to Archbishop Sean O’Malley’s decision to appoint a predominately lay advisory panel which in June, recommended that St. Albert the Great stay open and reversed or modified decisions to close seven other parishes.  In Boston, using parish administrators was never considered.  If there are not enough priests to have one per parish, then parishes had to close.

Boston parishioners’ decision to resist parish closings led to a decision by the Burlington diocese planned closures based on the Boston model.

Presently, the New York Archdiocese is rushing its plan for reorganization of parishes into high gear, with Cardinal Egan hoping to decide by September on a slate of churches and schools to be closed or merged.  Egan has asked vicars of 19 regional groupings to analyze more than 400 parishes and recommend those to be closed or consolidated.  Portland, Maine recently announced a five year plan to group its 135 parishes into 27 clusters with each cluster having one pastor.  Plans for closing parishes are under way in St. Louis, Detroit, Steubenville, Cincinnati, Burlington, Vermont and numerous other dioceses.

To sum up, there is a crying need for a proactive plan on the part of lay leaders and Church reform groups to address what is increasingly becoming another national crisis in the U.S. Church.  In particular, it seems that some underlying presuppositions on the par6t of diocesan officials may need to be challenged.  As I see it, here is a beginning list of important ecclesiological and practical issues that must be addressed:

· Does a parish/church exist/have value for Gospel-mission even if no ordained priest is in residence?

· Should diocesan officials close parishes that are financially viable, have active lay involvement and leadership, and important apostolic outreach solely because there are too few priests?

· What are the appropriate criteria for closing a parish?

· Should prepared lay ministers be delegated to serve as pastoral ministers rather than close a viable and apostolically vibrant parish?

· Should prepared lay people lead daily communion services?  If yes, what does this portend for our understanding of Eucharist?  If no, what other daily prayer can be offered to the community to nourish its Gospel mission?

· Other.

What does this mean for programmatic initiatives? 
As a “next step” in our Future of Priestly Ministry project:

1. Prepare a “Position Paper” stating that the primary values guiding diocesan decisions about pastoral ministry in a time of fewer priests should be:

· Keeping a viable gospel-witnessing parish community together should be the first considerations in decisions about closing and consolidating parishes.

· Empowering lay leaders/deacons or lay ecclesial ministers who have the gifts to administer and lead a parish.

· Empowering parish lay leaders (Parish councils, committees and commissions) to take ownership for the financial stability and gospel witness of the parish community.

· Other.

N.B.: 
Values should not guide decision making about ministry in a time of fewer priests.

a. The mistaken notion that “where these is no priest, the5e is no parish/church.”

b. Expediency.

c. Commercial value of parish property and assets.

(Continuing our vigorous advocacy of optional celibacy, welcoming back married priests, ordaining femal deacons and open discussion about women’s call to priestly ordination is a “given”.)

2. Once a “Position Paper” is drafted/accepted by our respective boards (or at least the general direction of same):

· See if we can get input and support from groups like the Parish Life Center, the PEP and the NFPC, NALM, LCWR, International Eucharistic folks and anyone else we can think of.

· Disseminate the Position Paper to decision-makers in every diocese (bishop, parish life office).

· Request the appropriate USCCB Committee (on the Laity?) to draft a “best practices” policy about parish closings based on our Position Paper.

3. Prepare a resource for use by those Catholics facing parish closings.  Such a resource to include:

a. Criteria for appropriate closing or merging of a parish community.

b. Criteria for inappropriate closing or merging of a parish community.

c. Education about:

· Canon Law re: the rights of laity/procedures to be followed in closing parishes, right of appeal, etc., i.e., what happens top parish assets if the parish is suppressed vs. what happens if it merges.  Limited time to appeal after the diocese announces it plans to close your parish.

· Some basics of organizing:

· How to decide if enough parish members have enough will/stamina to resist closure – inaugurate prayer vigils, etc.

· Where to find allies.

· Media basics.

· Networking with the clergy (who may or may not support the plan since many do not want to be circuit riding priests).

· “Best practices” policies of some diocese (Cleveland, Milwaukee?)

d.
Suggested actions to be taken if parishioners and lay leadership wish to resist a diocesan decision to close their financially viable and apostolically vibrant parish:

· Follow what worked in Boston, i.e., 24 hour vigils, financial redirection, ….

· Negotiating with the Diocese.

· Basics of organizing (above, including media).

· Where to find support (canon law/negotiating diocesan politics).

· Diocesan organizations to involve (Pastoral Life Council/Presbyteral Council/etc.).

· Recourse in civil lay?

· Canonical appeal.

· Financial redirection?

· Other.
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