
T
he parish pastoral council entered the law of the church in 1983,

with the publication of the Code of Canon Law. The Code included

a single canon, number 536, about parish pastoral councils. The

canon marked the entry of the term “parish pastoral council” into com-

mon parlance. Although official documents referred to the parish pastoral

council as early as 1973, nevertheless the term was practically unknown

prior to the Code.1 That changed after 1983. There was, first of all, a pub-

lication of the Canadian Catholic Conference, The Parish Pastoral Council,

in 1984.2 Thereafter, commercial and diocesan publications (as well as

videos) with parish pastoral council in the title began to appear more reg-

ularly. At least eleven separate titles were published between 1988 and

1993. So we can say that, with the 1983 publication of the Code, and not

with the 1973 Circular Letter, the term “parish pastoral council” came into

widespread use in the United States of America.
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Since 1983, the term has acquired a distinctive popular meaning. That

popular meaning will be the topic of the next chapter. But what about its offi-

cial meaning? Does the term “parish pastoral council,” as used in canon 536,

simply reinforce the church’s teaching on councils that began at Vatican II?

Or does the canon about parish pastoral councils change the meaning of that

teaching? These are the questions we hope to answer in this chapter.3

Were Early Councils Wrong?

Some early commentators on canon 536 did not notice any fundamental

changes. In their opinion, the canon simply followed what the Vatican docu-

ments had already said regarding the parish pastoral council. To be sure,

some were unenthusiastic about it.4 Some authors wished that the Code had

treated councils differently, or that it had ignored them entirely. But none of

them noticed any fundamentally new ideas about councils in the 1983 Code.

A different view soon emerged. In the late 1980s and the early 1990s,

some authors began to suggest that the intentions of Vatican II regarding

parish councils had been widely misunderstood. Vatican II, they said, had

not intended the kind of parish councils that appeared in the immediate

postconciliar period, and parish council pioneers had misread the

church’s official documents. The pioneers’ belief that the Vatican II Decree

on the Apostolate of Lay People was a source for parish pastoral councils

was mistaken. And matters relating to parish administration, these

authors said, were outside of the scope of pastoral councils. They suggest-

ed that canon 536 intended to restore Vatican II’s original intention. That

intention had become obscured, and the new Code meant to clarify it.

This point of view strongly challenged the common opinion about parish

councils. It hypothesized an enormous misunderstanding of Vatican II, a fail-

ure to correctly interpret its teachings, and a need to drastically curtail the

scope of councils. Moreover, the viewpoint was not advanced by critics out-

side the mainstream of Catholic opinion, but by reputable churchmen.

Before we weigh their claims, let us examine them in some detail.

The Thesis of Homogeneous Intent: A Clarification of Vatican II?

The authors of this view included a professor of canon law, a former offi-

cialis and seminary rector, a diocesan bishop, a Jesuit professor, and a

diocesan vicar general. They were all scholars with pastoral experience as

parish priests.5 Their main argument was that the 1983 Code clarified

Vatican II’s intentions regarding parish councils. 
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The five authors advanced a questionable thesis that I call the thesis of

constant homogeneous intent. The thesis holds (without persuasive evi-

dence) that the bishops at Vatican II had intended two types of council, the

apostolic and the pastoral, from the very start. The five agreed that coun-

cils of the “pastoral” type, as described in the Decree on the Pastoral Office

of Bishops (no. 27), were the intention of Vatican II. The intention could

have been expressed more clearly, they conceded, but it was discernible

from the beginning. Moreover, the five agreed that the Decree on the Laity

(no. 26) did not call for pastoral councils. Those who claimed it did were

wrong. Finally, they agreed that canon 536 expressed the intention of

Vatican II regarding councils. The teaching of the 1983 Code on parish

pastoral councils is homogeneous with the teaching of Vatican II. To be

sure, the five authors disagreed on some particulars, as we shall see. But

they agreed that Bishops 27 is the proper source for pastoral councils, that

Laity 26 is not, and that canon 536 expressed what Vatican II envisioned.

The church’s constant homogeneous intent, so their thesis goes, was

the proper yardstick by which to judge the development of actual parish

councils. And by that yardstick, most parish councils did not measure up.

The Catholic world had misinterpreted the direction indicated by the

Second Vatican Council, according to this thesis, and had to be put back

on course. A clear Vatican II intention, and a widespread misinterpretation

of it, were the two components the five authors used to rewrite the history

of parish councils. The arguments of the five have not proven persuasive,

but they deserve attention.

Elements of their Thesis

The thesis of constant homogenous intent begins with the Second Vatican

Council. The thesis maintains that Vatican II intended parish pastoral

councils. These councils, intended from the 1960s, were explicitly autho-

rized in 1973. Finally, the thesis holds that the 1983 Code merely rein-

forced the intention of Vatican II. Each of these three points is highly ques-

tionable. Let us examine each in turn, beginning with the original

intention of Vatican II.

The authors we are considering held that Vatican II intended to recom-

mend parish councils of the pastoral type. It wanted councils to advise the

parish priest on pastoral matters. The clearest evidence presented by the

authors lies in the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium.

Number 37 of Lumen Gentium speaks of the laity’s right to advise pastors.
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“This should be done,” it states, “through the institutions established by

the church for that purpose.”6 Parish councils, the thesis goes, were among

these institutions. Their main purpose, the one sketched in Lumen Gentium

37, was to advise pastors, but not to coordinate apostolic works. Our

authors argued that such consultation accords better with the “pastoral”

councils envisioned in Bishops 27 than with the “coordinating” and

“apostolic” councils of Laity 26. Hence pastoral-style parish councils were

the fundamental intention, however indirectly expressed, of Vatican II.

Some pastors and parishes, according to the thesis we are considering,

were able to rightly discern the intention. They created pastoral-style

councils on the parish level, in imitation of diocesan pastoral councils,

even before church officials had officially called for them.7 But these dis-

cerning few were the exception.

Another clue to the intention of Vatican II, according to this thesis, was

the bishops’ clear differentiation between types of councils. Laity 26 and

Bishops 27 speak of “apostolic” councils and of “pastoral” councils

respectively. The different language of the two documents was clearly

noted by early commentators.8 Laity 26 recommended that councils

should be established to assist the church’s apostolic work and possibly to

coordinate lay associations at all levels, including the parish level. This

was not (according to the thesis) a call for parish pastoral councils.9We are

told that the Laity Decree intended something quite different. It recom-

mended councils for individual apostolic activities, or councils to coordi-

nate diocesan institutions, or councils to coordinate autonomous aposto-

lates.10 Not the coordination of the parish, but the coordination of

autonomous groups (so the thesis goes), was the intention of Laity 26. In

support of this view, Peter Kim even suggested that parishes ought to have

three kinds of councils, apostolic, financial, and pastoral.11 To be sure, it

seems almost indisputable that the bishops of Vatican II distinguished

between the councils recommended in Laity 26 and Bishops 27. The

words “coordinating” and “pastoral” are not the same. But what did the

difference mean?

Our authors suggest that the whole church should have seen the differ-

ence and understood it. They acknowledge, however, that the supposedly

clear distinction was generally overlooked and that parish council pioneers

misunderstood the intent of Vatican II. The pioneers did not clearly see that

Vatican II had called for two types of councils, only one of which was a “pas-

toral” council. And in the absence of good models for a parish pastoral
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council, the pioneers turned to whatever was close at hand, however inap-

propriate. They imitated representative democratic government or the

management style of corporate business, not the model of Vatican II.12The

problem word was “coordination.” Laity 26 had expressed a desire for

apostolic councils to coordinate lay associations, and this was misinter-

preted as a desire for parish councils to coordinate parish ministries.13

So, say these writers, in order to accomplish this coordination, many

fledgling councils unrealistically expected pastors to surrender to them all

responsibility. Henceforth, nothing would be done at the parish without

consultation and the council’s approval. “Parish councils as envisaged by

the Second Vatican Council,” wrote William Dalton, “did not materialize

in the way intended by the Council Fathers.”14 He believed that the pio-

neers never even grasped the bishops’ intention.

An Erroneous Interpretation?

Did the council pioneers fail to grasp the bishops’ intention? If so, how

did this happen? The simplest answer is that the Catholic world did not

immediately fathom the intention of Vatican II. The authors we are con-

sidering believed that the intention for parish pastoral councils was dis-

cernible from 1965 on. And as if that intention were not clear enough, it

was affirmed in 1973. That was the year in which the Congregation for the

Clergy issued its “Circular Letter on ‘Pastoral Councils.’” It stated that there

is nothing to prevent the institution of such pastoral councils, the very

councils that had been recommended in Bishops 27 at the diocesan level,

for parishes as well.15 This was not a departure from Vatican II, according

to the thesis, but homogeneous with the intention expressed in Bishops

27 and Lumen Gentium 37. The Circular Letter merely expanded the earli-

er documents and confirmed the church’s experience of councils.16 The

letter did not, however, mention the “apostolic” or “coordinating” coun-

cils of Laity 26. Since the Circular Letter was the first official document to

explicitly mention parish pastoral councils, and was the only post-concil-

iar document to deal exclusively with pastoral councils, its silence regard-

ing Laity 26 was deafening. For those who maintain the thesis of constant

homogeneous intention, it meant that Laity 26 was never intended as a

basis for parish pastoral councils.17 The vast majority of pioneers, those

who cited that text as a basis, had misread the intention of Vatican II.

The 1983 publication of the Code of Canon Law rectified that mistake,

according to the thesis we are considering here. Canon 536 wrote into law
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what was implicit in the documents of Vatican II and was first explicitly

permitted in the 1973 Circular Letter. By allowing parish pastoral coun-

cils, canon 536 followed Lumen Gentium’s grant to the laity (in no. 37) of

the right to freely express opinions and to unite lay energies to the work of

pastors. By applying the word “pastoral” to parish councils, canon 536

endorsed the pastoral-style council recommended for dioceses in the

Vatican II Bishops’ Decree.18 It ended a period of experimentation on

parish councils by affirming one model above others, namely the pastoral

council.19 In this way (according to the thesis), canon 536 stopped the

mistaken reliance upon Laity 26 as the basis of parish councils.

Canon 536, so goes the thesis, also corrected two widely held errors

about the authority and scope of parish councils. The first was the miscon-

ception that parish councils have a deliberative (as distinct from a consul-

tative) role. “The parish council,” wrote Bishop Keating, “is not a legislative

body.”20 Those who believed that parish councils had been empowered by

Laity 26 to “coordinate” parishes must henceforth reconsider. The pastoral

council is consultative only. Moreover, the Code provided for a second

parish council, the parish finance council. This corrected the mistaken

focus on temporalities of many parish councils, so the thesis goes, and lim-

ited the scope of the emerging parish pastoral council.21 Canon 537, by

requiring finance councils to “aid the pastor in the administration of parish

goods,” seemed to restrict the administration of temporalities to the

finance council. So, says the thesis, no longer may pastoral councils con-

cern themselves with the administration of the parish.22 That had become

the province of finance councils.

The thesis of constant homogeneous intent, in short, expressed a belief

about the relation between Vatican II and the 1983 Code of Canon Law. It

argued that canons 536-537 on parish pastoral and finance councils are

homogeneous with the Vatican II intent regarding councils. That intention

had been widely overlooked, say the proponents of the thesis, but the

1983 Code broadcast the Vatican’s intention to the world.

What’s Wrong with This Approach?

The trouble with the thesis of constant homogeneous intent is that it does

not hold up to scrutiny. To be sure, the authors who hold it unanimously

maintain that Bishops 27 is the proper source for pastoral councils, that

Laity 26 is not, and that canon 536 expressed what Vatican II envisioned.

Nevertheless they do not agree on particulars. The task of parish councils,
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the number of councils recommended for each parish, the scope of coun-

cils—all of these are areas of disagreement. More to the point, there is

ample evidence to suggest that the bishops of Vatican II were ambiguous

about “pastoral” councils and about councils at the parish level. To claim

that the Code of Canon Law is homogeneous with the intention of Vatican

II regarding councils, and that such an intention has remained constant, is

fraught with difficulties. It would be more accurate to say that the Code of

Canon Law, in its treatment of parish councils, was selective in its use of

Vatican II documents and innovated by extending the “pastoral” council

idea to parishes.

It is important to see that the five interpreters do not agree about the

task, number, and scope of councils. The task of councils is a particularly

knotty problem. Many interpreters say that early parish councils were cor-

rect in finding their origin in the Vatican II Decree on the Laity. Parish

councils, in their view, may coordinate lay apostolates.23 (We will pursue

this viewpoint in Chapter Seventeen.) Others say, however, that the Laity

Decree is no basis for parish pastoral councils. Instead, their origin is the

Vatican II Decree on Bishops. In the view of these interpreters, pastoral

councils are not to coordinate apostolates. The task of councils is disput-

ed. If the task of parish pastoral councils had been clearly articulated at

Vatican II, no one would disagree about it. 

The number of parish councils is a second area of disagreement. Some

interpreters say that apostolic and pastoral councils form a unity. They

believe that only one parish council (apart from the finance council) was

intended, namely, the parish pastoral council. Others say that Vatican II

intended two types of non-financial councils, the apostolic and the pas-

toral. So how many non-financial councils did Vatican II intend? 

There is no agreement, moreover, about the scope of councils. Some

interpreters say that Canon Law limits pastoral councils to pastoral mat-

ters. They interpret this to mean that financial and administrative matters

are off limits. Others say that the coordination of apostolates is beyond

the scope of pastoral councils. But no consensus exists. Still others say that

Canon Law does not prohibit pastoral councils from taking up financial

and administrative matters. From this point of view, nothing of practical

parish consequence is off limits to the council. 

Ambiguity about Councils at Vatican II

When experts cannot agree on the task, number, and scope of councils,
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one can be sure that the bishops of Vatican II were not of one mind about

councils either. The bishops did not, for example, use a consistent termi-

nology about councils. They assigned both “pastoral” and “apostolic”

functions to diocesan pastoral councils, at least in the preparatory docu-

ments leading to the Decree on Bishops.24 The ambiguity about pastoral

and apostolic functions persisted, even in the final draft of the Vatican II

documents. For example, the Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity

assigned an “apostolic” function (including the “coordination” of lay

apostolates) to diocesan pastoral councils in mission lands.25 This sug-

gests that, even in the final draft of the Vatican II documents, the pas-

toral/apostolic distinction was not hard and fast. Moreover, at least one

later Vatican document failed to maintain the pastoral/apostolic distinc-

tion.26 In light of this evidence, it seems at least questionable whether the

difference between pastoral and apostolic councils has been clear and dis-

tinct in the eyes of Vatican authorities.

To be honest, one need not conclude that apostolic and pastoral coun-

cils are mutually exclusive. There is nothing to prevent an “apostolic”

council from doing what “pastoral” councils do (i.e., studying pastoral

problems and proposing conclusions). Nor is there any obstacle to “pas-

toral” councils doing the work of “apostolic” councils (i.e., promoting the

apostolate or coordinating lay initiatives). Apostolic councils can still be

pastoral, pastoral councils can still be apostolic. Two apparently clear and

distinct kinds of councils may more properly be described as two func-

tions that a single council can perform. (Chapter Seventeen will treat this

argument at greater length.)

But after 1983, the year of the publication of the Code of Canon Law,

the term “parish pastoral council” came to eclipse the so-called parish

(“apostolic”) council. “Pastoral” councils were seen as a new kind of

parish council. The “parish pastoral council” acquired a distinctive popu-

lar meaning. That meaning is the subject of the next chapter.
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was hitherto the concern of “apostolic” councils as described in the Laity Decree, no. 26.

Chapter Thirteen: Popular Meanings of the Word “Pastoral”
1. On DPCP, see Chapter Eleven. From 1979 to 1983, DPCP held “back-to-back” conven-

tions with the National Pastoral Planning Conference. One group’s meeting was immediately
followed by the other in the same hotel, so that members of one group could easily attend
both meetings. In 1984, the first convention of the newly formed PADICON was held in
Houston. Susan Stromatt was the first Chair, followed by Eileen Tabert (1985), Richard
Krivanka (1986), Michelle Jones (1987), Mark F. Fischer (1988), and Mary Kay Bailey, O.P.
(1989). In Houston the PADICON meeting was not only “back-to-back” with the NPPC, but
one day (Wednesday, March 14) was designated a “shared skills” day, attended by both PADI-
CON and NPPC members. The March 10-14, 1985 convention in Baltimore of PADICON and
NPPC was the first of five annual “joint” conventions, planned and executed by the steering
committees of both organizations. It was followed by conventions in San Francisco (1986),
Nashville (1987), New York (1988), and Los Angeles (1989).


