STANDARDS OF EXCELLENCE

FOR CATHOLIC NONPROFIT PARISHES

Background
In the earliest days of the Church in the United States, the temporal aspects of the parish were owned by the parishioners.  The spiritual aspects of the parish were the responsibility of the parish pastor.  Bishop John Carroll, the first bishop of the United States, promoted and supported this concept.  Priests from other countries, primarily Ireland and France, who were the mainstay of the early Church in the United States, were unfamiliar with such a dual set-up of responsibilities. Fearful of a collapse of the Church, as had happened in France at the time of the French Revolution. and resisting the constraints of the parish trustees, some priests went around Bishop Carroll and appealed to Rome for removal of the trustee system of parish management.

In the 1820s Bishop John England, bishop of Charleston, even developed a constitution of the Church for his diocese and recommended it for adoption across the United States.  Other American bishops saw this as a threat to their own sovereignty and appealed to Rome to papal direction.  It came in the form that all parishes are the property of the bishop.  Any parish not under the fiscal control of the bishop would not be provided a priest.  State laws were passed making the diocesan bishop corporate sole of all Church property within his diocese.  In canon law the parish was defined as a benefice for the pastor, i.e., he derived his income from the parish.

The 1983 Code of Canon Law changed the concept of parish from a benefice to a community of the faithful.  The civil legal status of parish ownership based on corporate sole seems to conflict with the new concept of parish in canon law.  Various dioceses have been studying this transition in the concept of parish in canon law and have been asking if it is not time to change the civil concept of parish contained in state laws to be consistent with the concept of parish in canon law.

Other pressures have been brought to bear in recent years, particularly financial liabilities arising from litigation in clergy sexual abuse cases and general fiscal mismanagement in many parishes across the country.

The National Leadership Roundtable on Church Management

Bishop Dale Melchak, bishop of Gary, IN invited a group of 156 leaders of major consulting firms, of religious organizations and 12 bishops to convene at the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania in July 9-10, 2004 to propose fiscal models for the financial management of U.S. dioceses, parishes and other Catholic organizations.  This group became known as the National Leadership Roundtable on Church Management (NLRCM).  They issued a comprehensive report in April 2005.

In this report the NLRCM created a Standards for Excellence Institute, which in turn released Standards of Excellence for dioceses, parishes and other Catholic organizations to serve as a model for nonprofit organizations to implement in their operations and governance. These standards are based on the premise that nonprofit organizations must comply with local, state and federal laws and they describe how nonprofit organizations, including parishes, must act to be ethical and accountable in operating.

The NLRMC says that parishes should have a well-defined mission and that its programs should effectively and efficiently work to achieve that mission.  In most parishes there is a big disconnect between the mission statement and the programs and activities of the parish.  Many mission statements are vague and cannot be used as specific direction for parish members.  Most parish members cannot restate the parish mission statement nor do parish leaders use the parish mission statement as a guide for parish decisions.  The parish resources should reflect its mission statement.

The NLRMC says that nonprofit parishes should be governed by leaders who are committed to the mission of the parish.  Usually, this is the parish pastoral council and the financial council.  Some dioceses have proposed that a board of directors for each nonprofit parish consist primarily of clergy reporting to the bishop, such as the moderator of the curia, the chancellor, and the parish pastor.  This would create a conflict of interest, since the interests of the diocese and the bishop may be different from the interests of the parish.  The NLRMC says that there should be no conflict of interest.  This would be consistent with federal and state laws for nonprofit organizations.

The NLRMC states that nonprofit parishes depend on volunteer and paid staff to carry out the parish’s mission.  There should be human resource policies in place that are fair, establish clear expectations and provide for meaningful and effective performance evaluations for all personnel, including the pastor and any associate clergy.  In most parishes the pastor has complete authority to hire and fire personnel without regard to guidelines other than his own.  Non-clergy staff and personnel work at the pleasure of the pastor.

The NLRMC further states that nonprofit parishes must practice sound financial management and comply with a diverse array of legal and regulatory requirements.  Nonprofit organizations must comply with various civil laws that require sound financial management.  Some of the practices of many parishes would not meet the scrutiny required of nonprofit organizations.

The NLRMC says that nonprofit parishes are private corporations that operate for public benefit with support from the general public.  Therefore, nonprofit parishes should provide the public with information about the parishes mission, programs and finances.  This openness is not the cornerstone of many parishes today.

USCCB
The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops adopted the NLRCM and Bishop Dale Melchak became the advisor to the USCCB for the NLRCM.  In the USCCB meeting in November 2007 the bishops approved the Standards of Excellence and commended them for adoption in any diocese that had nonprofit parishes or organizations or planned to implement such in the future.

In light of this direction from the USCCB, some dioceses that had planned to establish nonprofit parishes postponed plans to establish private nonprofit parishes pending study and impact of these Standards of Excellence.

Available Materials
The NLRCM created a Standards for Excellence Institute to provide an Ethic and Accountability Code for the Private Sector.  Included in these are documents for dioceses, for parishes and for other Catholic organizations.  These are available from the NLRMC’s website: www.nlrcm.org/Standards/Parish/default.htm.  These Standards of Excellence are intended to describe how the most well managed and responsibly governed parishes operate.  They provide benchmarks related to temporal affairs to determine how well a parish is fulfilling its obligations to those who benefit from its ministry programs, to contributors, and the public, both inside and outside the Church.
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