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1. Priests and Worship

These recommendations are given within a spirit of hopefulness. Many U.S. dioceses seem
to be struggling merely to survive. They have closed or merged many parishes, actions that are
difficult for both priests and the laity. The Rockford Diocese, on the other hand, is blessed with a
sufficient number of priests for the foreseeable future. Now is the time to effect changes that
ensure that parish growth in vitality keeps pace with growth in the number of priests.

1. Parish Pastoral Plans. The parish pastoral plans that were developed during the Parish
Consultations Process should be revisited, respected and revised. Each parish plan represents the
consensus of parishioners within a particular parish in 1999. Plans may need to change because
of new challenges or situations. Any change in plans should take place within a process of
collaboration, involving at least the pastoral council, and not be the work of only the pastor.
Parishes should also look for joint opportunities to improve parish ministries, such as the cluster
meetings held during the PCP.  Through the Research and Planning Office, the Diocese can
provide assistance with parish plans or facilitate planning meetings for clusters of parishes.

2. Use the Indicators of Parish Vitality. The Indicators of Parish Vitality were developed by
the PCP’s Steering Committee and approved by Bishop Doran. They represent the diocesan
vision of contemporary parish life. Parish leadership, whether ordained or lay, should be familiar
with the Indicators and use them as a guide in the development of parish life. 

3. Parish Transitions. The Diocese should consider developing guidelines to assist both
parishes and priests when a pastoral change is made. Too often a new pastor makes changes
without understanding the people of a parish – their joys, fears, hopes and visions – or the
historical importance of certain ministries or parish organizational structures. Parishioners also
need help in recognizing how the gifts of their new pastor may differ considerably from those of
their former pastor. The Diocesan Pastoral Council can assist in developing these guidelines.

4. No Major Changes for One Year. Related to Parish Transitions, above, each new pastor
should avoid making any major changes for one year. Ideally this should be expressed openly to
the people of the parish. This statement should be affirming of past parish efforts by priests and
laity, and could serve to connect the past to the present.

5. Use the Parish Pastoral Council Wisely. An abundance of evidence shows that parishes
with active pastoral councils are more likely to be perceived as vital by parishioners. Councils
help pastors make better decisions on implementing the Gospel and Church teachings in a
particular time and place. The Rockford Diocese requires parishes to have councils but
considerable anecdotal evidence points to the conclusion that in many parishes the “council” only
consists of names on the pastor’s notepad. Pastors should be encouraged to utilize councils in
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significant ways. A good start would be for the pastor and council to revise the parish pastoral
plan, as noted in the first point, above. The Diocese might also consider creative ways of
promoting parish pastoral councils.

6. Relational Skills. Many of the concerns expressed about priests by the Diocesan Pastoral
Council would be alleviated if pastors could simply sit at a table with lay people and listen to
their concerns without feeling threatened or becoming defensive. It would be useful if the
Diocese could assist priests in improving their relational skills and developing models of good
communication. N.B., developing good relational skills is a lifetime process and should not be
reduced to a “gimmick” to pacify the laity.

7. Bring Parish Leaders Together. The more people know one another, the more they trust
each other. Accordingly, it would be useful for the Diocese to bring together parish leaders –
pastors, principals, DREs/CREs, youth ministers, etc. – for days of dialog and skill development. 

8. Promote the Ministry Formation Program. The graduates of the Ministry Formation
Program have made a considerable impact on parish ministry, both for small and larger parishes.
In small parishes, Ministry Formation graduates often serve as the volunteer staff, which reduces
considerably a pastor’s burden and models ways in which the laity can live out their baptismal
commitment. Pastors should be encouraged to sponsor candidates for this program, consistent
with the goals and objectives found in the parish pastoral plan.

On April 4, 2003 Bishop Doran notified the priests of the Diocese that he was accepting the eight
recommendations of the Diocesan Pastoral Council about Priests and Worship. 

2. Building the Parish Community

Building a vibrant parish community takes time and attention. The goal is to create such a
positive atmosphere of faith that each parishioner can clearly articulate and share with others
“why it is good to be a member of this parish.” 

There are no shortcuts to creating a solid foundation and crafting the parish structures that
are necessary. One of the most important actions that a pastor can take is to develop a strong
parish pastoral council and commissions. This can help create relationships that go far beyond
the monthly council meeting, and develop lay parish leaders.  

Hospitality, or the lack of it, is perceived immediately upon walking into a church. Every
parish should have designated greeters to welcome everyone who enters. It is also advisable to
have an official welcoming committee to visit new parishioners and create ways to include them
in parish life. Other ways to reach out include distributing material on parish activities and
ministries, and sponsoring a “Parish Ministry Day.” 
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3. Evangelization

Each parish should systematically put evangelization at the heart of its mission. A good
starting point is for the parish pastoral council to study the Bishops’ document on evangelization,
“Go and Make Disciples.” 

Never should evangelization become reduced to an afterthought. Periodically each council
and commission should ask itself, “How are we helping people grow in faith and follow the Lord
more closely?” Likewise, prayer before meetings should never become perfunctory; rather it
should be an opportunity for authentic faith sharing. 

The Diocese should continue to promote evangelization through the Evangelization
Committee. 

4. Stewardship

Parishes should emphasize the critical importance of stewardship and embrace the eight
characteristics of a stewardship parish that the Diocese is promoting. Especially effective for
parishes are witness talks by lay parishioners that are practicing stewardship.

5. Training for Parish Roles

It would be very useful for parishes to have the Diocese develop focused training for specific
parish roles (such as lector, bereavement minister or member of the pastoral council) as it has for
religious education teachers. The Diocese could: 1) set goals and objectives for people serving in
specific parish roles; and 2) train the people who would then offer localized training, either at the
parish or deanery levels. One way to do this would be through an annual “Ministry Training Day”
that would bring people together who serve in various parish ministries. 

Parishes are encouraged to help each other improve parish ministries through ongoing
interparochial dialog about parish needs and available resources. Several clusters of parishes
made effective use of such a process during the Parish Consultations Process. This type of
process could continue at a city or deanery level.

Parishes should encourage dedicated parishioners who wish to serve a parish at a deeper
level to enter programs such as the Ministry Formation Program, the Loyola University of
Chicago program, or the Loras University program. 

6. Education

General Adult Education
Adult education is essential to the mission of the parish as the success of catechesis of

children and young people rests on the effectiveness of adult faith formation and education.
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Adult education and adult faith sharing needs to be offered on a consistent basis at the parish,
city or deanery levels. A successful model is the Hispanic escuela (school) in Aurora which is
attended by over 400 people.

Parishes should continually seek new ways/methods/technologies of offering adult faith
formation, such as Creighton University’s online retreat. 

Religious Education and Catechetical Training
The Catechist Certification Program of the Diocese of Rockford seeks to prepare catechists

to impart faithfully the teachings of the Catholic Church in parish religious education programs
and Catholic schools. Parish schools and religious education programs should continue to
support this effort by strongly encouraging all catechists to participate in catechetical training
sessions.

Schools
There is a great value in Catholic schools. They have provided a climate that nurtures faith,

security and acculturation.  There is a perception, however, that some are becoming elitist. This
may be due to a somewhat homogenous composition of the school body which, in turn, may be
related to the cost of tuition. Efforts should continue to make Catholic schools available to the
poor.

Youth Ministry
Adolescence is a unique time in one’s life when a person learns to make personal choices. It

is crucial in a person’s faith development that he or she incorporate the wisdom of the Church in
these choices. Youth ministry, therefore, should have a high priority for all parishes; it is not an
“optional extra.” Likewise, parishes should not lower the age of Confirmation as a way of
avoiding the obligation of providing good youth ministry.

Following Renewing the Vision: a Framework for Catholic Youth Ministry (United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops), goals for ministry with adolescents should include: 1)
empowering young people to live as disciples of Jesus Christ in our world today; 2) drawing
young people to responsible participation in the life, mission, and work of the Catholic faith
community; and 3) fostering the total personal and spiritual growth of each young person. 

The components of a balanced youth ministry program include advocacy, catechesis,
community life, evangelization, justice and service, leadership development, pastoral care, and
prayer and worship.
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