
   

 

 

Summer Edition 2018 - The Swag 

Over fifty years ago, five of the main documents of the Second Vatican Council made reference to a 

structure for more intentional and active participation of the laity in the mission of the Church. As a 

significant break from tradition, this was a main stimulus for the emergence of Diocesan and Parish 

Pastoral Councils in the life of the Catholic Church. 

In his document –The Beginning of a New Millennium, Pope St John Paul II, stated: ‘The Church of the 

Third Millennium will need to encourage all the baptised and confirmed to be aware of their active 

responsibility in the Church’s life’   This responsibility is rooted in the Church’s teaching that all the 

baptised share in the role of  Christ the Priest, the Prophet, and the King, and all the baptised have an 

equal and active role to play in the life and mission of the Church. Pope Benedict XV1 echoes a similar 

right to a Catholics For Action Forum in Romania (Aug. 2012); ‘Co-responsibility requires a change in 

mentality, particularly with regard to the role of the laity in the Church, who should be considered not 

as ‘collaborators’ with the clergy, but as persons truly ‘co-responsible’ for the being and activity of the 

Church’. 

These Papal pronouncements are a back-drop to the often-heard assertion of recent decades that ‘the 

time of the laity has come’.  A factor adding urgency to this aspiration is the significant decrease in 

priestly vocations in the Western World generally and the consequent ageing and diminished numbers 

of priests in active ministry, so visible here in Australia. Such considerations invite the exploration of 

ways in which the lay faithful may share more fully in ministry and in leadership of the complex 

organisations that most parishes have become. Besides, there is the realisation that many of the 

multiplicity of duties discharged by already heavily burdened priests, are not necessarily peculiar to 

the ordained state, and are but a legacy of a bygone golden era of priestly vocations. 

However, despite the rhetoric, and despite the great changes in context and circumstances, evidence 

of adaptations in Church policies and practices in response to emerging scenarios remains scant. 

In 2007, the Vicariate for Faith and Life, Brisbane Archdiocese, published (third edition)-- Handbook 

For Parish Pastoral Councils. This comprehensive and enlightened publication was authored by Sr 

Cecilia Anning rsj. Towards the end of the 74-page booklet there is the bold claim that: ‘Pastoral 

Councils are flourishing in the Brisbane Archdiocese due to the commitment of the diocese to their 

establishment, ongoing support and development…. Pastoral Councils give recognition to the reality 

that the greatest resource of the Church is the People of God’ 

Would that it were thus in most dioceses in Australia now, but, anecdotally many PPCs may be 

languishing at the other end of the ‘flourishing’ continuum. Many factors contribute to this condition 

but a root cause may be the guarded institutional attitude of Church in ceding status and trust to PPCs. 

One gets a sense in the following extract from Canon 536 of the 1983 revised Code of Canon Law—‘It 

is for the Parish Priest to preside at parochial councils. They are to be considered invalid, and hence 

null and void, any deliberations entered into, (or decisions taken), by a parochial council which has not 

been presided over by the Parish Priest’. 

Reference to PPCs in Australian Diocesan websites, in the main, seem to be generic and aspirational 

with little mention of operational details. Not so for many Diocesan websites in the USA. 
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The hope is that the inference in the Washington Archdiocesan website -- Guidelines for PPCs, is not 

a prevailing presumption in Australian Chanceries: ‘When there is a change of pastor in the parish the 

parish council is dissolved’.  Shades of institutionalised clericalism here, just one manifestation of the 

clericalism, which Pope Francis likens to a cancer in the Church? 

Surely, a great benefit of a PPC is its potential to provide stability and continuity in times of fluidity in 

Pastor appointments, and as a guard against the possible disruptive influence a Pastor may bring if he 

has a very different personality and ecclesiology from his predecessor. This is not to question the right 

of the new Pastor to make necessary changes but that such changes may be effected in a spirit of 

servant leadership. 

In 2007 the Australian Bishops’ Conference launched a comprehensive statement on PPCs. As for 

many Church documents, the question remains on the extent to which the 2007 statement informs 

current policy and practice. Changed circumstances of the past decade invite an updating of the 

statement. Ideally, a modernised and chunked-down version would be given to all PPC members as 

an initial step in the desired process: ‘To participate responsibly in the life of the parish, Pastoral 

Councillors will engage in purposeful formation’. 

For PPCs to be truly effective there is an urgent need for dioceses to be proactive in the provision of 

formation experiences, training, and ongoing support which will equip Council members with the 

understandings, commitment, competence, and confidence to make the PPC a key player in the 

mission of the parish. To promote the profile and role of the PPC some parishes, too few!, display 

photos of PPC members in the Church foyer, and/or, on the parish website. 

The coming together of a number of factors in the contemporary world invites a new model of Church; 

some such factors -- the globalisation of indifference, especially in matters of faith and spirituality, the 

huge alienation of baptised Catholics from parish affiliation, the major decrease in vocations to 

priesthood, the incidence of sexual abuse of minors throughout the Catholic Church. One by-product 

of these developments is the re-configuration, twinning, amalgamation, of parishes. An underlying 

presumption in most of such ‘rationalisations’ is that a faith community cannot exist in the absence of 

a resident Pastor. Does it have to be thus? How does this scenario play out as the current crop of able, 

willing, and generous-spirited Pastors diminishes? 

A positive sign of the goodwill and eagerness of the People of God is the willingness with which groups 

across the nation, in the lead-up to Plenary Council 2020, are currently dialoguing on the fertile 

question: ‘What do you think God is asking of us in Australia at this time?’ Could it be that one of the 

things that God is asking is that a necessary paradigm shift takes place enabling a more active 

participation, male and female, in the ministry and in the leadership of dioceses and parishes? Would 

the planning, and concerted movement towards, such a preferred and sustainable future, prevent an 

ad hoc drift into a probable future? 

In his address to Manly Seminary Alumni (30 August 2017), Vincent Long Nguyen OFM. Conv., Bishop 

of Parramatta paints a picture with scope for the winding back of history in response to our present 

context: ‘There existed a variety of ministries in the early Church…Yet over the centuries, this richness 

has been gradually concentrated in the ordained at the expense of the baptised. In effect, the 

priesthood of the ordained has assumed and usurped the rich and varied ministries of the baptised.’   

Surely a ‘flourishing’ PPC would be an essential platform in the emergence of any new model of 

Church, a model with potential for sustainability in an uncertain future? 


