Chapter Six
Leadership
in the Council

I

n pastoral councils, the pastor is the primary leader. Canon 536 speaks
of him as the presider, because to him the bishop has entrusted the
parish. The pastor consults the council and accepts or rejects its advice.
He may share responsibility with the council for the parish’s mission, and
he may invite the council’s advice about parish governance. But when he
does so, the council serves at his invitation. Indeed, only a pastor may convoke the pastoral council.1 The council’s very identity is dependent on the
pastor. In that sense the pastor is the council’s primary leader.
The pastor, however, is not the only one who exercises leadership in the
council. On this, most pastoral council guidelines agree. Pastoral councils
themselves “lead” the parish, say the guidelines. Councils exemplify
Christian leadership in general, and parish leadership in particular, by
sharing leadership with the pastor. Moreover, particular members take a
lead in the council. This is especially true of the lay chairperson who, in
many councils, facilitates meetings. Leadership in the council apparently
belongs to more than the pastor. But this poses a logical problem. How
can both the pastor and the councillors be said to “lead”?
In order to answer this question, we will describe the leadership of
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parish pastoral councils in empirical terms. They represent a synthesis of
what thirteen guidelines for pastoral councils, surveyed in 1995, say about
leadership. Guidelines use the word “leadership” to describe the role of
the pastor, of the chairperson, and of the council in general. But they do
not usually explain how the leadership of pastor, chairperson, and council differ. That is the task of this chapter.
We shall begin by looking at the way guidelines explain the leadership
of the pastor. Some guidelines describe this leadership as directing, and
others as facilitating. There is a tension between these styles, and we shall
try to both explain the tension and to suggest how it might be resolved.
Next, our goal is to look at other kinds of council leadership: leadership by
the council itself and leadership by council members. Guidelines are
vague about these kinds of non-pastor leaders. But experience suggests
that the guidelines’ vague generalizations are an attempt to describe a
complex and distinctly Pauline reality, namely, the diversity of spiritual
gifts at the service of Christian unity.
Leadership by the Pastor
Pastors are described as the “presider” over the council in eleven out of
thirteen guidelines surveyed.2 The guidelines typically do not define
“presider” or “president,” except to say that canon 536 gives the pastor this
presiding role (and even the Code of Canon Law does not define it).3
Instead of explaining what “presider” means, guidelines give the pastor a
variety of roles that we normally associate with leadership. And so the
curious reader of guidelines who wants to know what it means for the pastor to “preside” at the pastoral council, remains somewhat in the dark.
Presiding over the council, however, is not utterly mysterious. The
guidelines suggest that it means both decisive direction setting for the
council and support for the council’s own initiatives. As an illustration,
consider the following cases of Fathers John Sweeney and Thaddeus
Colman, fictional pastors of nearby churches.
Father Sweeney and St. Bridget Parish
When Father Sweeney came to St. Bridget’s, the parish council could be
called “conventional.” The council gathered in the same place on a regular
basis, the parish hall, and observed the familiar rituals: call to order, opening prayer, reading of the minutes, old business, new business, and so on.
This was what the council had always done. After he had been pastor for a
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year, Father Sweeney said that he wanted to steer the council into uncharted waters. The parish was changing, he said, and the number of Hispanic
parishioners was growing. He wanted to lay the basis for a renewal of the
parish, and he invited the council to plan it with him.
Father Sweeney proposed a year-long process to reflect on the parish’s
changing members. As chairman of the council, he felt that he had a right
to do so. In his direction to the council, he was very explicit. He formed
sub-committees to document the number and neighborhoods of
Hispanic parishioners, to explore how other parishes had become more
hospitable to Hispanics, and to research how to invite more participation
by Hispanics in the liturgy. Not every council member liked Father
Sweeney’s proposals, but there was no doubt about what he wanted. Their
task was one of study and reflection.
Fr. Colman and St. Emerich
At St. Emerich Church, Father Colman faced a different situation. As soon
as he became pastor, Father Colman wanted to let the parish council exercise its own initiative. He started with a hospitality survey. Father Colman
wanted to discover how hospitable St. Emerich Church is. Instead of simply asking the council to help him administer a survey that he had
designed, he asked members to collaborate on the survey instrument.
They did, and it was a success. Parishioners gave valuable feedback about
the ushers, and the parish started to serve coffee and donuts after Mass.
From that point on Father Colman gave the council more and more
responsibility. He asked them to develop a policy about renting the parish
hall, and they consulted every parish organization about it. He requested
an assessment of the effectiveness of the Sunday bulletin, and council
members compared it with the bulletins of every other church in the city.
He wanted to survey what other parishes were doing about adult education, and the council developed a column in the bulletin listing adult education events in parishes throughout the diocese. The council rose to
Father Colman’s challenges.
Eventually, members no longer waited for Father Colman’s direction,
but began to exercise their own initiative. It was the council that first proposed an assessment of the parish youth ministry, that first studied and
suggested a children’s liturgy of the word, and that first recommended the
establishment of a food pantry. Father Colman encouraged the council.
He believed that his role was to help the council achieve its goals.
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The Guidelines on Presiding
The examples of Fathers Sweeney and Colman illustrate the two main tendencies in pastoral leadership suggested by guidelines for councils. Some
guidelines bluntly direct the pastor to take the helm in seeking advice. They
state that he sets the agenda, consults, receives proposals, and decides.4
This is the kind of leadership that Father Sweeney exercised. He clearly
defined tasks for his council: a demographic survey, consulting with other
parishes about hospitality, and research on liturgical participation by
Hispanics. His clear direction is a leadership style suggested by many
guidelines. The Ogdensburg and Philadelphia guidelines even make the
pastor the chairman of the council.5
In these guidelines, the pastor has a clear and directive role. Other
guidelines, however, suggest that the pastor’s role is to help the council
achieve its task. They say that the pastor “presides” by ratifying the council’s decisions, by participating, and by listening. He may chair the meeting or he may not. He may help determine the agenda with the executive
committee, but he does not set it by himself.6
This is the kind of leadership exercised by Father Colman. When his
councillors proposed an assessment of youth ministry, or a children’s
liturgy, or a food pantry, he participated in their discussions and ratified
their proposals. His was the leadership style recommended in many
guidelines in which the pastor is less directive than he is supportive.
Diocesan guidelines overall are ambiguous about the strength with
which the pastor ought to lead the council in accomplishing its task. Some
give the pastor a strongly directive role. Others do not, preferring to cast
him as a servant leader, one who serves the council by helping it achieve its
own tasks.7 Council guidelines suggest that all pastors promote the task of
councils, but they do so in different ways.
So much for task-centered behavior. What about the pastor’s leadership
in fostering good relations with the council?8
Here the guidelines are less ambiguous. In most guidelines, the pastor
is typically the consensus-builder, the spiritual leader, and the creator of
trust. He fosters a sense of community in the council by serving, that is, by
helping the council achieve its ends in regular meetings.9
A pastor reading these descriptions of his role may not be certain how
to build consensus or community. But no one is telling him not to try.
“Presiding” means behaving as a servant, a trusted friend, and a spiritual
leader. In these ways the pastor shows concern for council relationships.
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Leadership by Non-Pastors
When we consider leadership in the council we mean more than what the
pastor does. Many pastoral council guidelines give the council itself a leadership role in the parish. The Ogdensburg guidelines, for example, state that
the parish council “provides leadership and direction.” The Detroit guidelines speak of the parish council as “the leadership body of the parish,” and
the Bismarck guidelines make substantially the same point.10 These guidelines assign a guiding role to councils. It is a role by which the council can be
said to guide the parish in a direction that the council itself sets.
Some might suppose that the council leads in only a metaphorical way.
They might think that council recommendations bear merely a distant likeness to the decisions of the actual leader. But evidence from the Notre
Dame Study of Catholic Parish Life suggests otherwise. In 1986 it emphasized the leadership that councils provide. It spoke of “governance” by the
council, described a council whose committees actually “run” the parish,
and praised the council’s ability to make “hard decisions.”11 The means by
which councils lead remain somewhat obscure in the Notre Dame Study.
Leading, however, is what many councils apparently do.
Leadership fittingly describes not only the council in general, but also
the role of gifted lay individuals in it. Guidelines suggest that the lay chairperson, for example, actually conducts the meetings in many councils.
Other leaders, apart from the pastor, may facilitate discussions and contribute to the council’s organization and task. As an illustration, consider
the situation of St. Monica Church, a fictional suburban parish with a
large number of retirees.
St. Monica Church
At St. Monica’s, the chairman is John O’Connor, an executive retired after
many years with a public utility company. In his profession, John was an
acknowledged leader, and the same is true in the parish council. He chairs
meetings with a sure hand, moving the items briskly, and making certain
that the pastor, Father Jean Duval, is satisfied with the council’s discussions. As chairman, John knows how to develop an agenda with the executive committee beforehand and follow the agenda when the council is
convened. He is skilled at inviting members to take on various responsibilities pertaining to the council.
One of the council members, Heidi Frieden, is an organizational development consultant. She helps businesses reorganize as they grow or as
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they respond to product or market changes. When the council faces an
especially difficult issue, one that requires an extensive discernment, John
O’Connor calls upon Heidi to create and facilitate a group process. This
happened recently when Father Duval asked the council’s help in deciding
a major allocation of parish funds.
The council was divided over the establishment of a new parish ministry.
Some council members had, at Father Duval’s request, studied youth ministry with the aim of establishing such a ministry at St. Monica. They had
done copious research, developed a plan, and had created a job description
for the youth minister they hoped the parish would eventually recruit. Other
council members were not certain, however, that St. Monica’s needed to hire
a youth minister. Far more important to the well-being of the parish, in their
opinion, was the development of an outreach to retired parishioners. They
felt that an eldercare coordinator, not a youth minister, should be the
parish’s priority. Resentment soon developed between the two factions.
Father Duval was aware of the tension and discussed with John
O’Connor how it might be resolved. John invited Heidi Frieden, who was
not associated with either faction, into the discussion. She recommended
that the council give each side a chance to thoroughly air its point of view.
She developed a group process and prayers to encourage a climate of discernment. She even offered to facilitate the meeting.
Father Duval took her advice. After the meeting, the two factions realized that they did not know as much about eldercare as they did about
youth ministry. They postponed making any decision until they could
more thoroughly study the need for and the costs of a ministry to retired
parishioners. John asked the leader of the “eldercare faction” to head an ad
hoc committee to study how the parish might accomplish a more effective
outreach to the elderly. Father Duval was delighted at the resolution of the
meeting. The leadership exercised by Heidi as facilitator, and by John as
chairman, had lowered tensions at St. Monica’s.
Lay Leadership in the Guidelines
The story of St. Monica’s illustrates the roles that diocesan guidelines for
pastoral councils assign to lay leaders. Most guidelines speak of such a
chairperson and assign to that officer specific leadership tasks. The lay
chairperson is usually not the “presider,” the technical term that canon
536 reserves to the pastor.12 But the lay chairperson does exercise many
leadership functions that build up relationships in the council and help it
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accomplish its tasks. Chairpersons are most commonly described as “facilitators.” They communicate, organize, coordinate, and help the council
evaluate itself. In two guidelines the council chairperson is even directed to
appoint the chairpersons of parish standing committees.13 John O’Connor
and Heidi Frieden shared some of these duties at St. Monica’s. They were
council leaders: they helped the council achieve its task.
What about developing good relations in the council? Every council
guideline describes the pastor’s role in terms of spiritual leadership, community building, and the development of trust—all of which foster good
relationships. Do guidelines describe the lay chairperson’s role in the
same way? No. Many guidelines say little about the chairperson’s role in
supporting good relations in the council. Five out of thirteen guidelines
do not even mention that the chairperson has relationship-building
duties. One might conclude that the pastor fosters good relationships and
helps the council achieve its tasks, but the lay chairperson does not. The
chairperson assists mainly in achieving the council’s tasks, one might
think, and has little to do with developing good relationships.
This inference is not supported, however, by the majority of council
guidelines that do assign relationship-building roles to the lay chairperson. Those guidelines describe the lay chairperson as one who does show
a concern for relationships. The chairperson creates a climate of prayer,
motivates council members, develops consensus, and resolves conflict.14
We saw these behaviors in the fictional illustration from St. Monica’s.
John O’Connor and Heidi Frieden developed a group process to enable
parish councillors to reflect prayerfully. They motivated the factions to
express themselves, to study the eldercare option more fully, and to seek a
peaceful resolution. It is unfair to conclude that the lay chairperson
assumes no relationship-building roles simply because some guidelines
do not mention them.
But relationship-building duties are assigned to the chairperson less frequently than to the pastor. The guidelines give him, not the chairperson, the
task of spiritual leadership. The chairperson is more commonly described as
the facilitator of the council task than the builder of council relationships.
In Cases of Conflict
Based on these descriptions of leadership we can assume that lay chairpeople often duplicate the work of pastors. Guidelines describe both as facilitators, communicators, agenda-shapers, collaborators, and consensus-
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builders. This creates opportunities for conflict. The Denver and
Sacramento guidelines hint at such conflict by insisting that the pastoral
council is consultative—consultative, that is, as opposed to decision-making. Moreover, the Sacramento guidelines state that pastors are dissatisfied
because councils misunderstand their limited authority.15 When conflict
occurs in the pastoral council, according to the Notre Dame Study, “pastors
are about twice as likely as staff and volunteers to say that it originates with
the parish council and that it pits the pastor against the council.”16 When
both pastor and council assume leadership duties, conflict is inevitable.
The guidelines recommend a number of strategies to minimize the conflict. One is to stress consensus decision making and discourage a formal
parliamentary procedure. “Conflicts between the pastor and the Parish
Pastoral Council will rarely arise,” state the Nashville guidelines, “if the
pastor actively participates in the process of consensus decision-making.”17 Another response, found in three guidelines, is the institution of
formal conciliation or appeal procedures in the case of pastor-council
conflict. A third is to emphasize a climate of prayer and the establishment
of trust.18 In short, some guidelines recognize that conflict is inescapable.
They attempt to reduce it by means of consensus, conciliation, and prayer.
In general, however, the guidelines assume that the pastor, as the
canonical presider of the parish, is the primary leader. Many guidelines do
not even mention conflict. They naively assume that, because the pastor is
not obligated to accept the council’s advice, no one should be offended
when he rejects it.
Conclusion: The Pastor and the Lay Leader
In summary, we can say that leadership in the pastoral council belongs primarily to the pastor. It also belongs to the council as a whole, and especially to the lay chairperson. The three exercise leadership to varying
degrees. Guidelines focus more attention on leadership in the council—
the leadership of pastor and chairperson—than they focus on the council’s leadership of the parish. The council leads the parish, one can say, only
to the extent that its advice is accepted and implemented by the pastor. It
leads when it and the pastor are of one mind. The chairperson helps the
council develop recommendations that persuade the pastor. He or she is
even more clearly a leader, the one who enables councillors to agree. The
pastor is a leader in the strongest sense. He leads by convoking the council, asking its advice, and drawing conclusions based on that advice.
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Ultimately his goal is to employ good advice so that he might lead the
parish better.
Leadership by pastors and chairpersons differs in the way each shows
concern for the council’s task and for council relationships. The guidelines
suggest that task leadership by the pastor is ambiguous. Some guidelines
have him driving the task forcefully; others have him step back so that the
chairperson can drive the task. By contrast, the pastor’s leadership in
developing relations of prayer and trust among council members is unambiguous. He is to be a “spiritual” leader. On this, the guidelines agree.
Pastors may be strong or weak leaders of the task, but their lead in developing relationships must be consistent.
The chairperson, by contrast, is given less to do in the way of developing
relationships among council members. Chairpersons, the guidelines suggest, are more task-oriented than they are focused on relations. This raises
but begs the question: who is really in charge of helping the council achieve
its task? The fact that the same verbs are used to describe what the pastor
and the chairperson do—namely, communicate, collaborate, facilitate,
shape the agenda, and develop consensus—suggests that there is a considerable overlapping of roles. Although most guidelines discuss these two
forms of leadership separately, they do not always clarify where the chairperson’s job ends and the pastor’s begins. When the line between consultor
and the consulted becomes indistinct, problems arise.
Overlapping roles may confuse the question of leadership in the pastoral council. The answer does not lie with theories of management. It lies
in the Pauline doctrine of gifts. “There is a diversity of gifts,” wrote St. Paul
(1 Cor. 12:12), “but one Spirit.” We will return to this doctrine of gifts in
Chapter Twenty. Our next step is to define the kinds of gifts that pastors
seek in councillors.
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8. Nashville guidelines, p. 32; Green Bay guidelines, “Commentary and Resources,” p. 23.
The Green Bay guidelines, however, are not univocal about the council “making” policy. They
elsewhere state that the council offers “recommendations,” and “assists in setting policies”
rather than making them directly (“Norms,” p. 5). At another point, the Green Bay guidelines
note that the pastor is the real decision maker (“Commentary and Resources,” p. 29).
9. Nashville guidelines, p. 4. The Green Bay guidelines, however, are not so sanguine.
“Norm VI” states that the pastor will ordinarily affirm a council’s recommendations “if he is
one with the people and active in the deliberative process” (“Norms,” p. 4). Needless to say,
this condition of unity is not always met.
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Canon Law, Latin-English Edition. The source for the canon is the apostolic letter of Pope
Paul VI, “Ecclesiae Sanctae I” (August 6, 1966), written motu proprio, on the implementation
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1. See William J. Rademacher, The Practical Guide for Parish Councils (West Mystic, CT:
Twenty-Third Publications, 1979), p. 118; and McKinney, pp. 6-8.
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