Chapter Sixteen
Discerning
Councillors

T

he ecclesial meaning of representation enables us to dissolve—in
theory, at least—two apparent contradictions. The first is the tension between popular participation and wise choice in the selection of councillors. We have seen that the popular participation of an
educated parish may yield better councillors. The second apparent contradiction is the tension between the pastor’s trust in the council and the
council’s representation of the parish. A good pastor knows that a representative council may be better than a hand-picked group of friends.
Popular participation is indeed preferable, at least in theory.
The purpose of this chapter is to move from theory to practice. It aims
to show how to discern councillors in a way preferable to an uninformed
election or an exclusive selection. We will begin with a review of church
teaching about the selection of councillors. Church teaching does not say
how to choose councillors, but it indicates the value of popular elections
and the need to attract gifted people. Next we will explain what it means
to discern councillors. Discernment is an informed choice, a choice using
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our best resources and consonant with our Christian tradition. It requires
a clear pastoral intent, the awakening of interest, and the development of
commitment. Finally, we will show how parish discernment intimately
expresses the community’s faith.
The Option for Discernment
What does the church teach about selecting councillors? This teaching is
not unanimous. Vatican documents, for example, endorse the practice of
election but also speak of the appointment of councillors by a pastor.
Most diocesan guidelines for parish councils recommend popular election, but some also encourage a discernment that may or may not
include a popular election. On this topic, both Vatican documents and
diocesan guidelines deserve a closer look. I am convinced that the diocesan advocates of discernment are on the right track. A knowledgeable,
reflective, and popular choice of councillors by the parish is better than
an uninformed or exclusive choice. So after a review of official teaching
about council selection, we will explain discernment and see what its
advocates recommend.
Vatican II’s Support for Elections
The Vatican II Decree on Bishops was the first to recommend pastoral
councils, but it did not say how to select the members. After publishing the
Decree, Pope Paul VI wrote an apostolic letter about how to implement it.
His instructions scarcely address the selection of the diocesan pastoral
council. They state only that such councils “may be established in different
ways.”1 Paul VI left the means of selecting members to the bishops.
But the Decree on Bishops was not the only Vatican II document that
spoke of pastoral councils. The Decree on the Church’s Missionary
Activity spoke about them also. It referred to diocesan pastoral council
members as “delegates” of the people who have been “selected.”2 The
selection of delegates includes the possibility of popular election. Eight
years later, the 1974 Directory on Bishops also endorsed the value of
elections. Although it did not say how parish councillors are to be selected, it implicitly encouraged the election of diocesan pastoral council
members. Parish pastoral councils, it said, may “choose their representatives to serve on the diocesan council.”3 In brief, there are a variety of
ways to choose councillors, of which popular election is one.
Although the 1973 Circular Letter on Pastoral Councils spoke about the
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number of members, their term of office, and rotating membership, it did
not endorse any particular way of choosing members.4 It simply left the
selection of them to the free choice of the bishop. It even neglected to mention the Decree on Missionary Activity and its reference to “delegates.” In
Chapter Ten, we saw that a first draft of the Circular Letter recommended
appointment instead of election. This recommendation, however, was
dropped in the final draft. Not everyone supports popular elections, but
they have been an option for selecting pastoral councillors since Vatican II.
Election in Diocesan Guidelines
Diocesan guidelines have much to say about the selection of parish pastoral councils, as we saw in Chapter Seven. More than two-thirds of the 26
guidelines surveyed in 1990 and 1995 recommend the election of councillors. Most guidelines endorse the election of councillors at large. A few
recommend (as an alternative to parish-wide elections) that ministerial
standing committees elect councillors as representatives of the various
ministries. But whether through elections at-large or by committees, popular participation is the U.S. norm for selecting pastoral councillors.
Most guidelines provide for the appointment of pastoral council members by the pastor for the sake of representation, that is, for diversity or
balance. This is an implicit critique of the civic concept of political election. The appointment of councillors by the pastor indicates that the pastoral council expresses something other than the sovereignty of the people. It seeks to express the practical wisdom that has its source in God.
Most diocesan guidelines also allow for the presence on the pastoral
council of ex officio councillors. Ex officio councillors are parish staff
members who bring a special knowledge or competence to council meetings. About them, some guidelines express a word of caution. They say
that the staff members are merely a “resource” or are “non-voting” members. Staff members should not dominate council meetings or stifle the
voice of elected members. In brief, the common practice of election of
pastoral council members by the parish is supplemented by ex officio
councillors and by the pastor’s appointment of other members.
The Meaning of Discernment
Some guidelines advocate a process of discernment as an alternative or
adjunct to parish-wide elections. Three out of thirteen guidelines surveyed in 1995 recommend it. Discernment refers to a process designed
to give parishioners knowledge of council nominees and of the council
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ministry. It tests the ability of nominees and plumbs their commitment
to council membership. Guidelines say that it may take place in one or
more open meetings or by a select group of parishioners. In the meetings, parishioners weigh the gifts of potential councillors and probe
whether they have a real calling for the ministry. Guidelines distinguish
between the discernment proper and the actual choice by appointment
or balloting.
The recommendation that parishes “discern” their council members
emerged in the late 1970s. It was a response to the critique that general
elections had become a “popularity contest,” that is, a superficial way of
choosing councillors. Thinkers in the pastoral council movement stated
that discernment has its roots in the church’s spiritual tradition and the
practices of many religious congregations. They wanted to employ that
tradition in the pastoral council and discourage the comparison of council elections to political contests. By the mid-1990s, references to discernment in pastoral council guidelines were common.5
Although most guidelines do not treat the process of discernment at
length, it deserves such a treatment. A thorough discernment solves
many problems in councillor selection. Unlike some popular ballots
(that fail to educate parishioners about councils and that offer a merely
superficial acquaintance with nominees), discernment aims at more profound knowledge. It explores the role of the council and offers an opportunity to watch potential councillors exercise their gifts. Unlike the private selection of council members by a pastor or by his staff (which
leaves parishioners in the dark about the criteria for the choice of councillors), an entire parish may discern together. This can build up the community and inspire the confidence of everyone, including the pastor.
Discernment helps provide the knowledge required for selecting wise
councillors.
The practice of discernment generally includes four stages. It begins
with the sharing of information about the council. The discernment
proper takes place in a series of parish meetings. In these meetings, people are nominated, and the participants examine and weigh the nominations in dialogue. Finally, there is the act of selection, usually by ballot.6 The first step, the sharing of information, lays a foundation for the
remaining steps. It expresses the pastor’s intention, awakens the parish’s
interest, and builds commitment to the council.
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Intent, Interest, Commitment
Before a parishioner can make a commitment to service on a parish pastoral
council, he or she needs to know about the ministry. We saw in the last
chapter that the church’s official teaching about the qualifications of councillors is vague because the work of the council is contingent. It cannot be
described in the abstract because it depends on the parish’s situation. It also
depends on the pastor. He has a reason for consulting his people, but others may not know what the reason is. To attract good councillors, he must
tell them. He must share his intentions and awaken parish interest.
Ultimately, the goal is to choose councillors who are best for the ministry and to help the parish see why they are best. This is the heart of discernment. Sound discernment expresses church unity and is a participation in God’s love. It builds commitment to the council. The sharing of
pastoral intent, the awakening of interest, and the building of parish
commitment—these are essential to councillor discernment.
Father Parise and Pastoral Intent
In 1995, an article by Father Michael Parise appeared in The Priest. Entitled
“Forming Your Parish Pastoral Council,” the article described how Father
Parise’s Boston parish chose council members.7 The parish, a busy place
with fifty projects and programs, used a process of discernment. Father
Parise announced a series of three Sunday evening meetings with the
explicit purpose of choosing a pastoral council. All parishioners were invited, and Father Parise sent personal invitations to a number of parishioners
whom he especially wanted to consider council membership. In the meetings, he spoke in general about the purpose he envisioned for the council.
He also did some work in small groups about the church, discipleship, and
the personal formation of the pastoral councillor.
The third meeting emphasized the importance of personal formation
in Christian life. It also included a process of nomination, discernment,
and balloting. Father Parise invited the participants into the sanctuary of
the church. There, in a climate of prayer, he led them through a process
of discernment, asking them to nominate and vote for council members.
None of the nominees were excluded. “All those who had received votes
during the nomination process,” Father Parise wrote, were invited to the
next meetings. Later we read that the council included eleven members
of the parish staff and 22 lay councillors. The 22, we can presume, were
the ones who received votes.
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Father Parise’s article illustrates the four stages of discernment: information, education in a series of meetings, nomination, and balloting. It
also describes the formation of councillors after they were selected. It
says that they reviewed an archdiocesan report about the parish, examined the structure of the parish staff, and created a parish vision. The article, however, does not explicitly state why everyone who received a vote
was allowed to participate in the council. Nor does it explain why the
pastor wanted a council of 33 members. Father Parise’s expectations for
the council—what he hoped it would achieve—were not clear, at least
not from the outset.
One sentence toward the end of the article, however, hints at Father
Parise’s pastoral intent. After the councillors were chosen and formed, he
wrote, they began their proper work. It was “to envision the parish of the
future and to evaluate the 50 projects and programs now in place, to
determine their evangelical potential and perhaps to recommend consolidation, elimination of old programs and the creation of new efforts
to serve the People of God.” This sentence implies that his parish, with
its 50 initiatives, may have lost its focus. Some projects and programs
had more evangelical potential than others. Some were more worthy of
parish support. Some deserved to be consolidated or eliminated. Father
Parise wanted a council to help him examine and reflect on them in the
light of the parish mission.
This purpose falls squarely within the church’s threefold intention for
pastoral councils, namely, the work of investigating, pondering, and recommending. Such a purpose is clear and important. Father Parise, I
believe, should have stated it more explicitly from the outset. To be sure,
he did not want to create needless anxiety about the future of the 50 projects and programs. And by choosing councillors in an open series of
meetings and excluding no one, he defused the fear that his new council
was out to close down beloved parish initiatives. But he was less than
perfectly candid about his intentions. Had he been clearer, he might have
attracted better councillors.
The first stage in the discernment of councillors is to express the pastor’s intention. He has a reason for wanting a council. The more clearly
he can express the intention, the more he can help his parishioners
understand the council ministry. The clearer the pastoral intent, the better the chance of attracting suitable councillors.
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Awakening Interest and Different Cultures
Robert Howes, a priest of the Diocese of Worcester, has vividly expressed
the principal motive for parishioners to join the pastoral council. They
want red meat, he wrote, substantial and nourishing fare.8 People want
an opportunity to study pastoral matters, to reflect on them for the sake
of achieving the parish’s mission, and to make wise recommendations to
the pastor. When pastors clearly state their intentions for the council,
they help people see why council membership is an important and
rewarding ministry. This is essential to awakening parish interest.
For immigrant parishioners, especially parishioners whose first language is not English, participation in a pastoral council is not easy. But a
wise pastor will want to attract the immigrant community’s leaders.
These are the people who speak for the community and enjoy its respect.
They have prudence and skill in deliberation. Such immigrants typically
do not enjoy the leisure of more established parishioners. They may find
the council’s work of study and reflection time consuming and without
immediate rewards. Participation in an English-speaking council may be
strenuous for them.
I witnessed this directly in the Diocese of Oakland. The diocese sought
the participation of various ethnic communities at its pastoral conventions in 1985 and 1988. The first convention taught a lesson that proved
instructive in the second convention. The 1985 plan called for the selection of two delegates by each of the diocese’s ethnic pastoral centers.
These centers were offices, sponsored by the diocese, that employed pastoral workers to promote a sense of community among immigrant
groups. When the plans for the diocesan convention were finalized, I
assumed that it would be enough to write a letter to each of the center
directors, inviting them to choose convention delegates from their communities. I presumed that they shared my ideals of participation in the
church. Based on my American experience, I took for granted what such
a diocesan convention might mean. I believed that they took it for granted as well.
What I found, however, was that there were many ideas of participation in a diocesan convention. Each ethnic pastoral center had its own
way of examining issues, raising concerns, and forming consensus. I discovered that my assumptions were not the only ones. But they prevailed
because they were the assumptions of the dominant culture in the diocesan church. These assumptions gave delegates from the dominant cul-
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ture—those who spoke English as their native language and were familiar with U.S. forms of political discourse—a decided advantage. They
were more prepared to voice their issues than were immigrant delegates.
As a result, some pastoral center members felt that the 1985 convention
did not sufficiently heed their concerns.
In planning the 1988 convention, diocesan officials were able to avoid
some of these problems. Part of their success was due to the efforts of Felicia
Sarati, a Sister of St. Joseph. Sister Felicia had participated in the 1985 convention, and thereafter had become the ethnic pastoral center coordinator.
She knew firsthand the frustrations felt by the ethnic pastoral center delegates. Long before the second convention, she began to prepare them. She
held meetings with the leaders of each of the pastoral centers. She asked
them to name the contribution that their immigrant group made to the diocese. She invited them to identify the most pressing issues facing their communities, the issues that the diocese should address. She asked them to discern from among their members those who could deliberate well, who
could best contribute to the convention. Her efforts paid off. The ethnic pastoral centers participated effectively in the 1988 convention. They successfully brought their concerns to the attention of the diocese.
Oakland’s experience offers a lesson to the pastor who wants to awaken the interest of the parish, especially immigrant parishioners, in the
pastoral council. No pastor should presume that his people grasp the
council’s purpose. The very idea of a council, which a pastor consults but
whose advice he is not obliged to follow, is difficult. Not everyone understands the concept of practical wisdom and the knowledge of contingent
things. Immigrants may not see the importance of participation in a
council whose language may be utterly foreign and whose benefits are
not immediately obvious. Special effort is needed to ensure their participation. Awakening interest in the council requires not only a clear pastoral intent, but also a convincing promise that participation will be
nourishing and fulfilling.
Developing Commitment
Advocates of discernment agree that it takes a series of meetings to adequately prepare a parish for the selection of councillors. If they are to
accomplish this purpose, however, parish meetings cannot consist of
mere lectures in which parishioners are passive. Instead they must begin
to engage the entire parish in the work of the council.

Sixteen. Discerning Councillors

159

This was what Father Jim Keeley did at Our Lady of the Snows Church
in rural Utah. He recently opened a new church, constructed to seat 700,
with magnificent views of the Rockies. On any given Sunday, he can look
out upon his growing congregation, many with young families, and take
justifiable pride in the parish’s new sanctuary. But with a construction
debt of more than a million dollars, Our Lady of the Snows is cash poor.
Father Keeley and Sister Carmen Braga (the names have been changed)
are the parish’s only paid staff members. They made a deliberate decision
to keep personnel expenses low in order to retire the debt. But this has
hindered the parish from developing other initiatives, such as youth
ministry. Doubtless Our Lady’s Church needs a youth ministry, said
Father Keeley, but where are the resources to undertake it? Father Keeley
had no pastoral council. He wanted to establish one to help him address
the youth ministry question.
In order to engage the parish’s interest in the question, and to help
select council members, Father Keeley called for a series of four parish
meetings. In them, he invited parishioners to envision the kind of youth
ministry that they desired. Did they want weekly youth meetings or a
drop-in center? Would youth ministry include religious education and
sacramental preparation? Was the youth minister to work exclusively
with young people or would the minister recruit and train adult volunteers? Father Keeley also presented the parish’s financial situation and
challenged participants to estimate the resources a youth ministry
requires.
Having laid this foundation, Father Keeley clarified the tasks for which
he needed a pastoral council. He hoped the council would reflect with
him on what parishioners had said, define the hoped-for youth ministry,
draw up a job description for a youth minister, and plan ways to develop new resources. By clarifying his intentions, Father Keeley engaged the
interest of the whole parish. Parishioners helped him envision the future,
restructure the parish’s ministry, and solve problems.9 At the end of the
third meeting, Father Keeley invited them to nominate people for his
ten-member pastoral council. During the fourth meeting, participants
chose the new councillors.
Parish meetings at Our Lady of the Snows achieved the purpose of
selecting the pastoral council. They were able to do this because they
raised the interest of the whole parish. The meetings explained Father
Keeley’s intention, educated parishioners about the pastoral situation
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faced by the parish, and asked them to share their insights about youth
ministry. As they did this, parishioners learned about the pastoral council and the qualities that councillors should have. They were able to discern these qualities in their fellow parishioners. They grew in commitment to the council and its work.
Choosing Councillors
Council experts agree that the selection of councillors is an act of faith in
the church, in the pastor who seeks the parish’s wisdom, and in the parish
members.10 It touches the deepest chords of Christian life. It should be intimate and prayerful. It should recall the purpose of the parish and allow
members to speak truthfully to one another. The intimacy of the selection
of councillors and the role of prayer deserve a special word.
The Intimacy of Discernment
Benedictine Sister Mary Benet McKinney emphasizes the importance of
intimacy and interaction in discernment. The author of Sharing Wisdom,
she says that parish meetings allow people to match their own gifts and
talents with the needs of the council. This process should not be hurried.
It should involve conversation, reflection, and prayer.
Instead of impersonal or secret nominations, Sister Mary Benet suggests that parishioners speak up about those they want to see on the
council.11 If they have participated in several meetings, they are in a good
position to judge who has the ability to serve on the council. A good discernment process invites them to express their views. They should be
able to say, “I nominate Stephen,” and give their reasons. “Stephen is
thoughtful, a careful listener, good at stating his views, and able to compromise.” In this way, they honor Stephen, expressing their faith in him
and in the church. Others should also be able to affirm his nomination.
If they disagree, they may nominate another.
After the nominations and the affirmations, the nominees need to
speak. They must indicate whether they accept nomination. “I accept the
nomination,” Stephen should be able to say. “I have a deep interest in
the parish and the council and I believe that I can make a good contribution.” After the nominees have accepted or declined, the parishioners
need further discussion. Sister Mary Benet calls this testing or confirming
the group’s wisdom. People should be able to express doubts (“Stephen
has just started a new job and may not have time to serve on the coun-
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cil”) or affirmations (“I was impressed by what Stephen said about the
parish’s youth ministry”). These reflections help the group arrive at a
common understanding of the nominees.
Once the discernment of nominees is complete, writes Sister Mary
Benet, “the process of final selection can vary according to the experience
and expectations of the parish or diocese: election, appointment, or a
combination of the two.”12
This does not mean, however, that popular participation is unimportant. Sister Mary Benet rightly implies that the discernment is more
important than the means by which participants indicate their judgment.
But her underlying assumption is that those who discern are fair-minded sharers of wisdom. Popular participation is one way of ensuring that
the discerning group is not exclusive and close-minded. In addition, the
discernment should be unhurried. By means of it, the parish discovers its
representatives and expresses its faith. When the discernment is complete, parishioners should learn its results and celebrate it publicly.
Prayer of Discernment
Some writers about parish councils in 1967-68 did not refer to prayer in
the council meetings and did not advocate a discerning style of decision
making. That changed by the 1980s and 1990s. Those years gave rise, as
we saw in Chapter Thirteen, to the idea of a pastoral council. That is the
council, many said, that understands itself as ministry, studies the
Scriptures, and focuses on the parish mission. All of the literature about
discernment emphasizes the importance of prayer.
What is the prayer of discernment? It originates in contemplation, the
simple recognition that God is the foundation of all reality. Christian tradition calls this adoration. Prayer is next an act of praising God. It acknowledges the difference between God and creatures and celebrates the way God
has disposed all things. Next comes thanksgiving. The prayer of Christians
gives thanks for their relationship with God. Adoration, praise, and thanksgiving—these are the context for the prayer of petition, the request that God
come to the community’s aid. Whether the petition is conducted spontaneously, or based on the Scriptures, or according to the liturgy, it has a proper context, namely, faith in the God who is always present.
The discerning community should be cautious about a prayer of petition that expresses hope in a miraculous intervention. Some prayers imply
that the outcome of the discernment is God’s will. Without prayers, they
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suggest, God might not guide the discernment. We saw in Chapter Seven
that some guidelines for pastoral councils recommend the final selection
of parish council members by drawing lots. A parishioner can misread
these guidelines and conclude that drawing lots expresses God’s will. But
God is not a link in a chain of causes that ends with a lucky draw.13 To be
sure, there is nothing wrong with lots, provided that every nominee for the
pastoral council is equally gifted and the community is willing to leave the
final selection to chance. The drawing of lots, however, is no substitute for
a thorough discernment. Our petitions express the faith that God is already
working through the community and will continue to do so.
Discernment and Wisdom
Official documents do not concur on how to select pastoral councillors.
Although most pastoral council guidelines in the United States favor
popular elections and do not require a process of discernment, the
process helps to ensure the success of elections. Parishes should not
regard discernment and election as alternatives. Rather they are aspects of
one and the same process of selection. Discernment without the participation of interested parishioners may yield unrepresentative councils.
Elections without discernment may yield poor councillors. When parishes educate people about the council ministry, begin to engage them in
the council’s work, and invite their participation in selecting councillors,
they express the faith of the church.
The discernment of councillors expresses faith in the church’s vision
of shared responsibility. It allows parishioners to understand the role of
the pastor and his search for practical wisdom. It reveals the parish as
God’s instrument, an instrument with a mission and a future. It invites
people to honor one another and speak the truth. The discernment of
council members expresses a common faith that the parish is indeed
God’s people and that God will continue to work through them.
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11. See McKinney, p. 81 and her Appendix I, pp. 140-143.
12. Pastors can provide for the participation of certain parishioners, such as immigrants,
by appointing them. Appointment does not do away, however, with the need for discernment. Not every discernment must be followed by a parish-wide election, McKinney states
(p. 81), but there should be no appointment without discernment.
13 See the discussion of “God’s Activity in and through Secondary Causes” in Rahner,
Foundations, p. 86 ff.

Chapter Seventeen: Misunderstandings About Coordination
1. To be sure, there are some who flatly state that the bishops of Vatican II did not intend
pastoral councils to coordinate. This is the assertion of Giuseppe Ceschin, Il Consiglio
Pastorale Parrochiale. Genesi, Natura e Funzionamento, Dissertation ad Lauream in Facultate
Iuris Canonici apud Pontificiam Universitatem S. Thomae in Urbe (Roma: Pontifical
University of St. Thomas in the City, 1992), pp. 99, 310. But there is abundant evidence to
show that the the Vatican II Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People, no. 26, was a source for
parish pastoral councils. See the discussion of the 1983 Code of Canon Law in Chapter
Twelve, especially footnote 23.

