The Parish Model

Report of the working group.

“A parish is a definite community of the Christian faithful established on a stable basis within a particular church; the pastoral care of the parish is entrusted to a pastor as its own shepherd under the authority of the diocesan bishop. It is the place where all the faithful can be gathered together for the Sunday celebration of the Eucharist. The parish initiates the Christian people into the ordinary expression of the liturgical life: it gathers them together in this celebration; it teaches Christ’s saving doctrine; it practices the charity of the Lord in good works and brotherly love.” Catechism of the Catholic Church para 2179.

Introduction

This is the completed report of the Parish Model Working Group for consideration by the Parish. It is made following the remit agreed by the Council on 2 September 2003 and was adopted by the Parish Council at its 30 March meeting. 

Membership of the Group

Richard Bushell

Chris Dingle

Phil Rostant (convenor)

Keith Thornton

Approach to the Task

We agreed, in the context of the deliberations and conclusions of the Diocesan Assembly:  

1) to use the results of discussion and consultation to identify the core constituents of the ideal parish;

2) to propose an organisational framework which would permit those constituents to be realised;
3) to set out, as far as possible, some guiding principles for the operation of the proposed model.

Preliminary Conclusions

The group considered that the following (in no order of importance) were the main areas of parish life. 

Community

Spirituality/Liturgy 

Mission 

Nurture (encompassing education and formation) 

Maintenance 

The following were desirable activities which cut across all the other main areas. 

Communication and celebration

Social

Diocesan Links

The Parish Council (PC) would be the basic institutional structure of the Parish. One or more members of the PC would devote themselves to each of the main areas and act as a conduit between the PC and the various groups within that area. 

In addition, it would be the task of the PC to enable and allow: 

1) the life of the Parish, as carried on in the different areas, to be adequately communicated and celebrated; 

2) the social life of the Parish to remain healthy, by encouraging individuals and groups within the parish to stage social events whilst maintaining a balance between the various causes that the Parish supports, and by generating specific social events where an unfilled need is perceived;

3) the Parish to link effectively with the diocese by communicating diocesan initiatives and resources to appropriate parish members or groups.

Proposals

There follow proposals to give effect to the above and which are presented to the Parish for consideration.

Parish Priest

Whilst we have one, it must be recognised that the Parish Priest (PP) has the ultimate authority over any decision affecting the Parish. We should recognise that we are privileged to have a PP and should seek to make best use of his presence and gifts. Accordingly, we should move, as soon as possible, to a situation where decision making and executive action in areas where the current PP is happy to devolve his tasks, are so devolved. We recognise that, whilst we have a resident PP, the members of the parish will expect an unfettered right of access to him, subject to the necessary constraints of availability. Nothing that we propose would interfere with that, but we would expect to provide alternative sources of information and problem solving for those parishioners willing to use them and we would also expect to provide a ready site for delegation by the PP. 

Furthermore, we should be able to identify who would undertake the remaining areas of decision and action should we lose our resident PP. To some extent, the answer to this latter question would depend on what arrangements were made by the diocese in such an instance, for example sharing a PP with other parishes. So, whilst the measures here proposed should enable the parish to run without a resident PP, longer term plans must await the decisions of the diocese.

The Parish Council (PC)

This ought to become the central focus for decision and action at a parish level. That is not to say that it ought to take to itself decisions and action currently being taken by the numerous parish groups and activities which efficiently, and self sufficiently, carry out their functions at present. 

The PC’s function should essentially be one of enabling. Where appropriate, this will mean simply standing back. At other times it will mean encouraging, advising and harmonising. From time to time, it will mean the active fostering of growth and development. 

The areas of parish life.

The PC will have at least one member with primary responsibility for each area. That member would be the first point of contact for any issue arising within his or her area.

It would be their task to identify the best approach to the issue, whom they should consult and whether the matter required decision by the PC or PP. The members of the PC ought to consult with each other to minimise duplication and conflict between their areas of responsibility.  

It would be for the council member with primary responsibility for the area to establish how best to keep in touch with the activities within their remit and who, if anyone, they ought to request help from, either on a permanent basis or to deal with a particular issue. In the spirit of inclusion, there ought to be a general principal that the need for help is advertised generally before individuals are approached directly.

The five areas are described in detail in the Appendix to this report. 

Finance

The PC should have, as part of its function, the task of overseeing the Parish finances. To that end, the current separate finance committee should become a sub-committee of the PC with at least one of its members a full member of the PC. The sub-committee would also be responsible for fundraising for Parish funds.

Communication 

Because of the importance of improved communication, there ought to be a member of the PC with specific responsibility for ensuring that information is properly disseminated within the parish, and that all aspects of the life of the parish are recognised and celebrated. This is of particular importance, given the relatively stable population of the three Sunday Masses. This person might also be a useful central point of contact for groups wishing to recruit or for parishioners wishing to involve themselves further in the life of the Parish.

Social 

The need for a PC member with specific responsibility for the social aspects of Parish life has been strongly expressed during the process of consultation. Such a person would co-ordinate and facilitate social events run by individuals or groups in the Parish and take initiatives to promote other social activities, either for the whole parish or for particular groupings within it.

Diocesan and Deanery Liaison 

One member of the PC should be the point of contact for all matters of interest to the parish emanating from diocesan level. That person should identify the groups or individuals potentially interested or affected by diocesan initiatives and should also be the point of contact for parish groups or individuals wishing to have access to diocesan information or resources. 

The PC should also ensure that the parish remains represented at the emerging deanery level group and that there is effective liaison and co-ordination of effort between the two.

The AGM.

The Parish should hold an Annual General Meeting. At it, vacancies on the PC would be filled by election and the PC would present a report and take questions.

The Mass Congregations 

Formal recognition must be given to the natural division in the parish caused by the preference of Mass attenders for a particular Mass. 

We have rejected, as impractical, the idea of having an official “representative” from each of the Mass congregations on the PC. However, the PC should attempt to balance its membership across the three mass congregations by encouragement and persuasion when vacancies arise.

The Council has already agreed that one member of the PC is named as official contact, available after each mass to take questions and deal with problems, thus relieving, or at least assisting, Fr Kevin with  parts of this task. This will be on a rota basis and will not be the same person for each Mass, each Sunday. That person’s presence will be advertised or announced at each Mass. 

A Parish Administrator

Our recommendations on this issue are, of necessity, provisional. The absence of a full-time PP would have serious and significant implications for the life of the parish. Not least would be the end to a continual presence in the presbytery, with the almost immediate access to advice, information and the ministry of a member of the ordained clergy that that presently entails. How we responded to this will, in large measure, depend upon what the diocese will put in place as a replacement. At the very least, there will exist a need to provide information about the availability of priest and other services, often urgently. 

This is something which could be dealt with in a number of possible ways, ranging from a full time paid administrator to a pre-recorded telephone message or a telephone divert system to volunteer parishioners.  

The working group, in specific consultation with Fr Kevin, recommends that a volunteer(s) be sought to provide clerical and office support for the PP. This is a role which has been done successfully and valuably in the past for 4/5 hours once a week. 

The idea of a paid administrator received considerable support in the consultation process. However, it was not clear exactly what the proposed remit for such a post was. 

If what was being suggested is an executive officer dealing with finances, general parish administration and the hundred and one things now done by the PP or PC, our current view is that it is not the best solution to the absence of our own, resident, PP.  We consider that the structure we propose above will avoid the need for such a person. The employment of an administrator would inevitably be an excuse to shift the burden of running the Parish from one set of shoulders to another. In our view, this is a burden that the Parish ought to take up itself. The attendant challenges are not to be underestimated but they do represent an opportunity for real growth of the Parish Community.   

We also wonder whether the idea is impractical. We doubt that the Parish could commit itself to raising, year in, year out, the extra £20k necessary to fund such a post. Nor do we think that the PC would want to undertake the onerous responsibilities of an employer. There would be difficulties of supervision, reporting and remit.

We must, nevertheless, acknowledge the strong body of support expressed for such a post. This is a matter upon which the views of the parish are particularly sought. 

Conclusion

We hope that this model provides a framework which will be sufficiently robust to withstand the challenges that the future inevitably holds whilst being flexible enough to provide a structure for the current running of the parish and its continued growth as a spiritual community, rooted in love.

Since, like all the faithful, lay Christians are entrusted by God with the apostolate by virtue of their Baptism and Confirmation, they have the right and duty, individually or grouped in associations, to work so that the divine message of salvation may be known and accepted by all men throughout the earth. This duty is the more pressing when it is only through them that men can hear the Gospel and know Christ. Their activity in ecclesial communities is so necessary that, for the most part, the apostolate of the pastors cannot be fully effective without it. Catechism of the Catholic Church, para 900.

Appendix

The Areas of Parish Life

For each area, we set out a brief introduction and then a list of activities, groups or contacts, already existing within the parish, which we think fall best within that area. We also set a number of activities/groups which emerged from the consultation process and which are not, on the basis of our survey of Parish life, being catered for at present. These areas of potential development are not in any order of priority and we are explicitly not commenting on whether they are achievable or desirable. They represent gaps identified between our current position and what various parishioners regard as the “ideal” and are opportunities for further exploration and development. Nor are they to be taken as exhaustive or to remove the opportunity for members of the Parish to initiate activities not already mentioned. 

Spirituality/Liturgy

This area, or at least the spirituality element, could be said to encompass everything that the parish does. That is not helpful in terms of a working parish model. Nevertheless, we must not lose sight of the fact that our conduct in the context of this model should reflect the ultimate purpose of the model, which is to provide a framework for the continuity and growth of the spiritual life of the parish. That said, the items chosen here are those for which there can be said to be a direct and explicit liturgical and/or spiritual link.

Worship

Adoration Of The Blessed Sacrament

Celebration And Praise

Children’s Liturgy Group

Holy Communion For The Sick Or Housebound

Mass

Music And Singing

Older Children’s Liturgy Group

Rosary After Mass

Sacrament Of Reconciliation

Youth Mass

Little Fishes

Ministries

Altar Servers

Eucharistic Ministers

(Since this is the main or only formal contact between the parish and its housebound members there is a very significant overlap for this ministry with the inclusion pillar)

Intercessors For The Parish

Musicians And Singers

Readers

Youth Music Group

Groups

Bible Group

Churches Together In Hallam

Little Fishes

Rosary Group

Thursday Prayer Group

Potential Developments

Retreat

Liturgy Group(s)

Healing Service

House Masses

House Groups

Occasional Whole Parish Masses

Alternative Liturgy

Nurture

(including Education & Formation) 
This is a key area in which there seems to be both a desire for greater provision, and some ignorance of what currently exists. This suggests that a more proactive approach to raising awareness of existing provision and resources and to seeking out new resources, both within the parish and in the diocese, would be desirable.  

Formal Catechism/Formation

Baptism Preparation

First Reconciliation

First Holy Communion

Confirmation

Journey In Faith (Rite Of Christian Initiation Of Adults)

Marriage Preparation

Additional Education & Formation

The Library And Children’s Library

Potential Developments

Spiritual Direction/Mentoring
Alpha Course
Prayer Support

Training for the Lay Ministries

Religious Education for Children (distinct from Sacramental Preparation)

Adult Catechesis 
Community  

Another way of looking at many of the components of parish life is to describe them as elements of the essential task of building and maintaining our community. The parish fails as a community if it does not seek to welcome new and existing members and ensure that they have their distinct needs recognised and, if possible, responded to. We need to review current practice in these areas and to look for ways to deepen and extend inclusion. A key element will be a parish which is open to the influence of all members of the parish and a Parish Council which is properly accountable.

Activities or groups     

Welcomers


At mass


New members visitors

Post Mass Coffee

Diocesan/Parish Contacts for


Marriage Care


Married Encounter


Association of Divorced or Separated Catholics


Association of Interchurch Families

Bereavement Support

Ascent

Luncheon Group

Potential Developments

There follows a number of “special interest groups”, identified during the consultation process, for whom there is no special provision at all at present (with the crucial exception of Fr Kevin’s pastoral role). As already explained, this is by no means a comprehensive list of groups with particular needs. 

Youth

Young Adults

Empty Nesters
Lapsed Catholics

Non-Catholics

Students

Au Pairs

Mothers

Parishioners with no access to transport

Other disadvantaged parishioners


Poor


Isolated

Carers

The following list contains those groups for whom there is some, but perhaps inadequate, provision.

Children at non-catholic schools

Retirees/Early Retirees

Non-catholic partners of Catholics

Physically and mentally sick or people with a disability.

Whilst there is no specific provision for families we recognise that St Francis in common with many catholic parishes “includes” married couples and families on an institutional basis.

Mission

This area recognises the need for the parish not solely to be inward looking and self-sustaining but to reflect the Church’s mission. We are a parish rich in resources and the long list of activities in this area reflects our generosity with those resources. Some of these are parish groups (such as CAFOD) others are wider initiatives which members of the parish support materially or actively. There is, however, always more work to be done and always opportunity for greater and wider involvement by the members of the parish in existing activities and new areas.

Activities

C A F O D

Card Making Group

Celebration and Praise

Churches Together in Hallam

Goodwill Children’s’ Homes

Justice and Peace

Roundabout Project

St Wilfred’s Drop-in Centre

SVP Charity Shop

SVP Furniture Store

Sheffield Christian Constituency Movement

Sr Helen’s MMM in Rwanda

Traidcraft

Potential Developments

Amnesty

Church Link to Schools and Hospitals

Outreach Witness

Pax Christi

SPUC

World Women’s Day of Prayer

Maintenance 

To an extent, this is self explanatory although no less significant for that. The parish life, in large measure, centres round the church and hall building. This must be maintained cleaned and made pleasing to God. There is scope for much greater participation in this effort and the need here is for more help for existing groups or individuals carrying out these tasks.

Activities

Premises maintenance


Structure and Fabric


Electrical Services


Gas and Heating Services


Mass and Hymn Books


Garden

Church Cleaning

Church Flowers

Caretaking

Hall Bookings

Sacristan   
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