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Population shifts pose problems, opportunities for church finance 
By CHARLES E. ZECH

The U.S. Catholic church possesses an enormous amount of wealth. This wealth exists in three forms: holdings of financial assets (like stocks and bonds); holding of physical assets, like land, buildings and artwork; and human assets in the form of our clergy, vowed religious and lay workers, both volunteer and paid.

It is impossible to place an accurate value on this wealth, for a couple of reasons. First, the U.S. Catholic church is decentralized, so there is no office keeping tabs on church wealth. Second, it is difficult to assess the market value of most of this wealth. This is especially true in the case of physical assets. Many of the buildings (for example, churches) have far more value in their current use than if they were to be put on the market and sold for some commercial use. Other assets, like artwork, are literally priceless. Likewise, much of the church’s labor force possesses skills that are far more valuable to the church than they would be to a private sector employer.

In spite of its wealth, the U.S. Catholic church faces some serious financial threats that have been on the horizon since well before the clergy abuse scandal. The first comes from the fact that while the church is rich in assets, it is relatively poor in terms of annual revenues. It has been well documented that the typical Catholic household contributes only about half as much to its church as does the typical Protestant household (a little over 1 percent of annual income for Catholics versus a bit over 2 percent for Protestants). What does this mean? It means that if the typical Catholic household contributed at the same rate as does the typical Protestant household (not tithing, just 2 percent of income), the U.S. Catholic church would raise another $7 billion a year. This works out to about $400,000 per year that an average-sized parish is shortchanged.

A related threat is the underfunded deferred maintenance problem that the church is facing. Because of relatively low Catholic giving, many dioceses and parishes have not been able to keep up with the routine maintenance needed to keep their property in suitable condition. Roofs haven’t been repaired, parking lots haven’t been repaved, heating systems haven’t been maintained. This is especially true of many of our poorer inner-city parishes.

A third threat is related to the second. Because of population shifts (from the city to the suburbs, from the north and east to the south and west) many of the churches and schools are now located in areas more sparsely populated by Catholics with their facilities underutilized, while those areas that have experienced a growth in Catholic population find their facilities overburdened and in need of expansion.

The final threat comes in the form of the reduction in vocations to the priesthood and religious life. Historically, low Catholic giving was countered by low labor expenses carried on the backs of undercompensated priests and nuns. Today, a good number of their tasks are now performed by the laity. Many of these are volunteers, but an increasing number are professionally trained, and in justice deserve a level of compensation that reflects their training and responsibilities. Because of the Second Vatican Council (1962-65), we would likely have seen an increase in lay involvement, but the decline in religious vocations has made the church even more dependent on lay labor.

So, in spite of its enormous wealth, the U.S. Catholic church faces many challenges in meeting its responsibilities. These responsibilities involve supporting a variety of ministries, including worship, teaching, evangelization, service and developing Christian community. One particularly vexing responsibility is that associated with the necessity to restructure how these ministries are delivered in light of the decline in religious vocations and population movements. In other words, decisions on parish and school closings and mergers.

At the same time, the church faces a stewardship responsibility. God has given us resources to perform God’s work in this world. These resources are not limitless. It is the responsibility of the church to ensure that they be put to their most efficient and effective use.

This responsibility has the potential to divide U.S. Catholics. Some would argue that the primary responsibility of the church is mission, and protecting assets is of secondary importance (the end is more important than the means). Others maintain that the church’s primary responsibility is stewardship, asking in effect, how can we accomplish our future mission unless we properly conserve and allocate our current resources? The answer is probably “both and.”

Using its wealth responsibly to both meet its mission and be good stewards will inevitably cause the church to impose pain on some parishioners in the form of parish and school closings in areas where the Catholic population is declining in order to free up scarce resources for expanding areas. Catholics need to be accepting of this reality. But they also have a right to expect their church leaders to act responsibly in relocating this wealth.

What guide can the church use in deciding how to employ its wealth responsibly in dealing with the important issue of parish restructuring? One approach that we would hope receives strong consideration is to apply the tenets of Catholic social thought. Jesuit Fr. William Byron, former president of The Catholic University of America, has identified “Ten Building Blocks of Catholic Social Thought.” At least five of these are directly applicable to the issue of using the church’s wealth responsibly to deal with parish and school closings and mergers:

· The preferential option for the poor: Every policy must be viewed primarily on the basis of its impact on the poorest and most vulnerable members of society. The church simply cannot abandon the inner city. But this doesn’t mean keeping open all the churches that are presently located there. It does mean keeping open proportionately more parishes (that is, accepting a lower per-parish membership than the average in diocese). It might also mean locating some diocesan offices in the inner city that don’t have to be located at the chancery. 

· Stewardship: It is important that the church, like the rest of us, recognize that all that we have is really a gift from God, who asks that we use these gifts to support God’s work on earth. Both church leaders and the laity need to recognize that church resources are gifts temporarily entrusted to us to be used and shared to promote the welfare of all of God’s creation, both now and in the future. 

· The principle of solidarity: We all need to be reminded about church teachings concerning the communion that parishes have with one another, with the diocese and with the larger church. We are all in this together. In all aspects, the church as the people of God, rather than the needs of the individual parish, has to be emphasized. 

· The principle of subsidiarity: Decisions should be made at the lowest level of the organization where the appropriate level of information is available, where the people are closest to the problem. In a study I coauthored with Robert J. Miller, we found that one of the primary complaints by parishioners who have been affected by a parish restructuring is that “decisions concerning our parish/school were dictated from above.” Diocesan leaders need to trust that the Holy Spirit will work through parishioners in making critical decisions about their parish’s future. Our findings indicate that when parishioners are provided with factual information about the nature of the diocesan availability of priests and other resources; when they are afforded the opportunity to participate in a formal planning process, including an honest and thorough discussion of all of the options; and when they are provided sufficient opportunity to comment on the restructuring plan prior to making the final decision to restructure, they are more accepting and supportive of changes affecting their parish. 

· The principle of the common good: The common good encompasses both respect for individual persons and the welfare of the community. Personal interests need to be aligned with those of the community at large. This principle should underlie every church decision, but especially one as sensitive as closing parishes or schools. 

The U.S. Catholic church is very wealthy. With that wealth comes a special responsibility, especially with respect to decisions that affect people on matters as intimate as those that impact their parish life. Church leaders need to be sensitive to these issues. By extension, this applies to all church decisions involving the use of our wealth. Guided by principles of Catholic social thought, church leaders can use the church’s wealth responsibly to both accomplish its mission and be good stewards of its resources.
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