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PRAYER FOR THE IMPLEMENTATION 
OF THE FOURTH PLAN FOR PARISHES 

 
 
Heavenly Father, we place in your hands the Fourth Plan for Parishes of the Diocese of New Ulm. It was 
only with your grace that this pastoral plan has been formulated. It will only be with your grace that its 
implementation will take place.  
 
Help us to recognize our dignity as baptized Catholics, who have been configured to Christ. We ask for 
the grace to live out our share in the triple offices of Christ – priest, prophet, and king – and thereby to 
show the loving face of Christ to others in our families, parishes, work places, schools, social gatherings, 
and all other activities. 
 
Strengthen our priests as they carry out the ministerial priesthood of Christ by teaching, shepherding, and 
sanctifying the people entrusted to their care by the bishop. Be with our consecrated women religious as 
they give their lives to Christ for the sake of building up his Church. 
 
Unite us all as one in the New Evangelization, so that all may share the Good News of Christ. May Jesus 
work in us and through us to bring about a culture of life and love in our diocese and beyond. Strengthen 
our marriages and families so that they may be places of love, formation in the faith, generosity, and 
vocations. Assist our country. May the religious liberty of all be respected. 
 
For these intentions, we ask the maternal intercession of the patroness of our diocese, Our Lady of New 
Ulm. All of this we ask through Christ our Life, who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy 
Spirit, one God forever and ever. Amen. 
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FOREWORD 
 
 
On October 11, 2011, Pope Benedict XVI issued the apostolic letter Porta Fidei (The Door of Faith), 
calling for a Year of Faith. The Year of Faith is being observed from October 11, 2012, until November 
24, 2013. It coincides with the fiftieth anniversary of the opening of the Second Vatican Council and the 
twentieth anniversary of the publication of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, which the Holy Father 
calls the authentic fruit of Vatican II. 
 
The Holy Father begins his letter: “The ‘door of faith’ (Acts 14:27) is always open for us, ushering us into 
the life of communion with God and offering entry into his Church” (no. 1). We enter the “door of faith” 
by accepting the Word of God and letting God’s grace, received especially in the Eucharist, transform our 
hearts. With transformed hearts, we begin a journey of faith that lasts a lifetime. 
 
Our “journey of faith” in the Diocese of New Ulm began in 1957 with the founding of the diocese. Over 
the years, we have seen many changes in the diocese. With the advancement of agricultural technology, 
the farming industry has changed significantly. In years past, there were many large families in the 
diocese, working smaller family farms. Technology now allows farmers to do much more, cultivating 
larger plots of land, but requiring fewer people. Consequently, today there are many fewer families in 
agriculture and much larger farms. 
 
When people are no longer needed on the farm, they look elsewhere for economic opportunity. This has 
meant that many of our small cities and towns have grown over the years. However, they have not offered 
enough good jobs to keep many of those who were born and raised here from moving and searching for 
employment opportunities elsewhere. Overall, the general population of the diocese has remained about 
the same as it was seventy years ago. The changes in agricultural technology have been one factor in a 
significant decrease in family size. The average age of the general population continues to rise as well. 
 
For many years, the Catholic population of the diocese had remained steady at about a quarter of the 
general population. The last ten years have witnessed a significant decline. The decrease in our Catholic 
population is manifested in fewer sacraments being celebrated in the parishes, Catholic school and 
religious education student populations decreasing, and parish membership decreasing. The aging 
population is manifested with more residents in assisted living facilities and more funerals. At the same 
time, many older people are moving away. The diocese is challenged to attract the younger generation to 
the Church and to encourage them to be faithful, practicing Catholics. These factors pose significant 
financial challenges for the future as we struggle to fund our programs and maintain our buildings.  
 
A considerable number of our brothers and sisters from Hispanic countries now live, work, and worship 
in our diocese. In addition, there are many non-Christian immigrants moving into the diocese. This has 
significantly impacted the population mix. The diocese is committed to ministering well to these newer 
populations, regardless of their religious beliefs. We also value our relationships with our Native 
American neighbors. 
 
The numbers of religious sisters serving in the diocese is decreasing as many religious orders of sisters 
are experiencing lower numbers. However, we are encouraged by the fact that some religious 
communities, such as the Handmaids of the Heart of Jesus, are growing and are drawn to serve in the 
Diocese of New Ulm. The average age of priests in our diocese is 55. The number of priests has 
decreased over the past years and thus there are fewer priests serving in parishes. Most disturbingly, only 
thirty-seven percent of Catholics attend Mass on any given weekend in the Diocese of New Ulm. More 
and more, the practice of the faith is being marginalized by the increased secularization of the culture.  
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It is in the context of the Year of Faith that we unveil this new pastoral plan, ready to face the challenges 
of the future. As the Holy Father reminds us, “There is a need to rediscover the journey of faith so as to 
shed ever clearer light on the joy and renewed enthusiasm of the encounter with Christ” (Porta Fidei, no. 
2). “We must rediscover a taste for feeding ourselves on the Word of God, faithfully handed down by the 
Church, and on the bread of life [the Eucharist], offered as sustenance for his disciples” (no. 3). 
 
The theology of this pastoral plan is based on the documents of the Second Vatican Council. The Council 
taught that Catholics are united to Christ through Baptism and together with Christ and his Church, they 
are called to live his life within the Church and to show forth the loving face of Christ to the world. In 
other words, they are called to “be Christ” for others.  
 
About the baptized person’s identification with Christ, the Catechism teaches: “Incorporated into Christ 
by Baptism, the person baptized is configured to Christ. Baptism seals the Christian with the indelible 
spiritual mark (character) of his belonging to Christ” (CCC, no. 1272). Further, St. Augustine wrote about 
baptized Christians saying: “Let us rejoice, therefore, and give thanks to God: Not only have we become 
Christians, but we have become Christ Himself” (In Iohannis Evangelium Tractatus, tr. 21, 8). 
 
The Christian faithful’s identification with Christ by Baptism should express itself by their participation 
in the mission of Christ, both within the Church and in the world. This expression is accomplished by 
participating in the triple offices of Christ: priest, prophet, and king. This plan is based on what it meant 
for Christ to be priest, prophet, and king; and what it means for the Catholic laity, together with their 
priests, to imitate Christ’s triple offices.  
 
This theology of the Church clarifies the identity and proper activity, or mission, of the diocesan staff and 
the organizations and activities of the parishes of the diocese. In some manner, all that happens on the 
diocesan level and in the parishes should be an expression of the priestly, prophetic, and kingly offices of 
Christ and the Church.  
 
It is the hope that as we implement this pastoral plan, we will continue our journey of faith refreshed by a 
rediscovery of the riches of Vatican II and with a heart deeply converted to Christ so as to show forth the 
loving face of Christ to all. “It is the love of Christ that fills our hearts and impels us to evangelize. Today 
as in the past, he [Jesus] sends us through the highways of the world to proclaim his Gospel to all the 
peoples of the earth (cf. Mt 28:19)” (Porta Fidei, no. 7). All of this will happen as we “rediscover a taste 
for feeding ourselves on the Word of God, faithfully handed down by the Church, and on the bread of life 
[the Eucharist], offered as sustenance for his disciples (cf. Jn 6:51)” (no. 3). 
 
As we renew our commitment to Christ and his Church in this pastoral plan, we ask the intercession of 
Our Lady of New Ulm. Under her maternal care and watchful eye, may we journey safely through this 
life and come to enjoy in eternity “what eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, and what has not entered 
the human heart, what God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Cor 2:9). 
 
Cordially yours in Christ, 
 

 
The Most Reverend John M. LeVoir 
Bishop of New Ulm 
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SYNOPSIS OF GENERAL PRINCIPLES 
 
 

1. Imitation of Christ – All Christians in the Diocese of New Ulm are called to imitate Christ in his 
triple offices of priest, prophet, and king. By virtue of their Baptism and Confirmation, they are 
configured to Christ and participate in carrying out his sanctifying mission in the world. By virtue 
of their ordination, priests are enabled to act as representatives of Christ, Head of the Church, and 
thus are conformed to Christ as priest, prophet, and king in a new way. These different ways of 
imitating Christ are important, for they help us understand the differences between priests and 
other members of the faithful. 
 

2. Area Faith Community – Introduced in the Third Plan for Parishes, the area faith community is 
the primary functional and consultative organization by which pastoral care is carried out in its 
constituent parishes. An AFC is a group of two or more parishes located in the same geographical 
area. Large and small, all parishes benefit from working together in an AFC, providing 
comprehensive pastoral care for their parishioners. The Fourth Plan renews the diocesan 
emphasis on AFCs, seeking increased collaboration and cooperation among constituent parishes. 
 

3. A Single Pastor in Each AFC – Emphasizing the indispensable role of the ordained minister in 
building up and overseeing the Church, the Fourth Plan takes the area faith community model a 
step further. It establishes that as soon as it becomes practical, a single priest should be the pastor 
of each parish in an AFC. Like a business with a single CEO or a school system with a single 
superintendent, AFCs need an ultimate decision-maker to oversee the entire organization and to 
ensure that things get done for the benefit of the faithful. 
 

4. Pastoral Administrators – A pastoral administrator is a religious or lay person who is 
responsible for the day-to-day pastoral ministry in a parish. This person is supervised by a priest, 
who has the rights and responsibilities of a pastor. As the diocese moves toward having a single 
pastor in each AFC, pastoral administrators will come under the direction of these priests. At the 
same time, current pastoral administrators are encouraged to discern whether their talents and 
abilities might be best utilized as a pastoral associate in the service of multiple parishes in the 
AFC. 
 

5. Parishes and Church Buildings – A parish is a definite community of the Christian faithful 
established on a stable basis within a diocese. Each parish has specific territorial boundaries, 
although Catholics outside this area can register and become members. A church building, by 
contrast, is a sacred place designated for divine worship of the faithful. For the good of souls, 
churches are entrusted to parishes for the exercise of divine worship. Parishes can have more than 
one church building, but only one primary church, which is called the “parish church.” 
 

6. Provisional Character – As compared to the Third Plan, the Fourth Plan will be more 
provisional in nature – which means that it will be more flexible and adaptable. Instead of stating 
that specific parishes will become oratories or close, the Fourth Plan will present a number of 
options for parishes and church buildings to accommodate a shifting and slowly declining 
Catholic population and a reduced number of priests. Options for parishes may include a 
reduction in the number of its Masses on a weekend, Mass only every other weekend, or an 
eventual merger with another parish. Options for church buildings might include eventual closure, 
due to the inability of the parish to support it financially. The Fourth Plan will encourage pastoral 
leaders, parishioners, and diocesan personnel to participate in ongoing dialogue to determine the 
best options for parishes and church buildings within the AFC. 
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PREVIOUS PLANS FOR PARISHES 
IN THE DIOCESE OF NEW ULM 

 
 
A. First Plan for Parishes, 1988-1995 

The first Diocesan Plan for Parishes was approved by Bishop Raymond A. Lucker in September 1988 
and published in The Prairie Catholic in October of that year (pp. 6-10). Highlights include: 
 

• Task Force on Parishes – The Plan was the work of the Task Force on Parishes, “a group of 
dedicated people representing the Priests’ Council, Diocesan Pastoral Council, Sisters’ Council, 
pastoral administrators, Council of Catholic Women, Long Range Planning Committee, 
Personnel Committee, Priests’ Personnel Board, and diocesan staff.” The Task Force evolved 
into the current Committee on Parishes. 
 

• Extensive Consultation – The Task Force engaged in a two-year consultative process with 
every interested group in the diocese, including priests and pastoral administrators; diocesan and 
parish staff; diocesan, regional, and parish council members; and the faithful. The Plan reports 
that they “listened to the voices of virtually every parish in the diocese.” 

 
• Profound Demographic Changes – The Plan addressed a number of changes that were deeply 

affecting the diocese: “population shifts, the decline of some rural communities, the decreasing 
number of priests and religious available for parish and school ministries, and the remarkable 
growth in the participation of the laity in the life and mission of the Church.” 

 
• Pastoral Administrators – The Plan called for a greater use of pastoral administrators to 

respond to the declining number of priests available for ministry. This would enable “some 
parishes to continue with resident pastoral leadership” in the absence of a priest. 

 
• Staffing Levels – According to the Plan, “Every parish (whether a single or in an area or cluster) 

needs to have the equivalent of one full-time staff person (ordained or non-ordained). If a parish 
is not able to support a full-time parish worker (a pastor, a pastoral administrator, or a parish 
staff person), it needs to think seriously about consolidation.” 

 
• Number of Parishes and “Consolidation” – The Plan concluded that “there are too many 

parishes within our diocese – ninety-three parishes and only 70,000 Catholics.” To address the 
situation, the Plan called on several parishes to “consolidate,” which it described as “a process of 
merging two or more parishes into new parish corporations.” In the implementation of the Plan, 
eight parishes were amalgamated into other parishes: those in Barry, Bechyn, Clarkfield, 
Holloway, Middle Lake, Raymond, St. Peter (Immaculate Conception), and Swan Lake. Two 
additional parishes in Silver Lake were consolidated into a new parish, Holy Family. 

 
• Clustering of Parishes – Most of the parishes of the diocese were called upon to cluster (or to 

continue to cluster), meaning “to work cooperatively with a neighboring parish or parishes.” It 
suggested several ways in which this cooperation could take place: “scheduling Masses; 
celebrating Holy Week, Confirmation, and other liturgies; operating a Catholic school; 
conducting religious education classes; [and] collaborating in sacramental preparation programs 
[and] in adult education, youth ministry, charity, and social concerns.” Only nine parishes in the 
diocese were to remain unaffected by a merger or clustering as a result of the Plan. 
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B. Second Plan for Parishes, 1995-2000 

The second Diocesan Plan for Parishes was promulgated by Bishop Lucker in April 1995 and published 
in The Prairie Catholic in June of that year (pp. 7-10). Highlights include: 
 

• Extensive Consultation – Beginning in 1992, the Committee on Parishes engaged in an in-depth 
two-and-a-half-year period of consultation in preparation for the Plan. During the process, every 
parish was consulted through parish council meetings and general parish meetings. Pastoral 
leaders were again heard at parish, regional, and diocesan meetings. 

 
• Parish Classifications – The Committee on Parishes “felt that it would be helpful to classify 

parishes according to specific criteria (for example, size, staff needs, revenues, and the ability of a 
parish to meet the needs for ministry).” Three classifications were outlined: parish, small parish, 
and mission. The mission was described as having fewer than 200 members, revenues below 
$40,000, and a pastoral council and subcommittees which were to be shared with another parish. 
Two parishes were given this designation: Jessenland and Regal. 
 

• Hispanic Ministry – The Plan was the first to discuss, however briefly, what was soon to 
become a key component of diocesan pastoral ministry. Hispanic Ministry and/or migrant 
ministry sites were identified at parishes in Bird Island, Clara City, Glencoe, Litchfield, Marshall, 
Olivia, Renville, Sleepy Eye, and Willmar. 
 

• Slightly Fewer Parishes – Three parishes were to be merged with neighboring parishes under the 
Plan. Implementation saw two parishes being assimilated by others: Vesta and Eden Valley. 
 

• Reduction in Regions – The Plan called for reducing the number of regions in the diocese from 
seven to six; Region 1 was to combine with Region 7 to form a new Region 1 in the fall of 1995. 
 

• Parish Self-Study – Annual reports to the diocese from parishes containing data on such things 
as parish size, households, sacramental participation, and finances were used for the first time in 
the preparation of the Plan. 
 
 

C. Third Plan for Parishes, 2003-2008 

The third Diocesan Plan for Parishes was approved by Bishop John C. Nienstedt in November 2003. A 
summary was published in The Prairie Catholic that same month as a special pull-out section. A couple 
of highlights are: 
 

• Area Faith Community – More than a cluster, this new way of organizing parishes was to be 
characterized by the increased collaboration of its constituents. The Plan called for all pastoral 
ministries to be carried out under the auspices of a single Area Pastoral Council and associated 
subcommittees. Individual parishes were to retain only their finance councils, to be called 
Administrative Councils. Of the sixteen stand-alone parishes from the second Plan, only two 
were to remain ungrouped in AFCs or quasi-AFCs. 
 

• Parish Classifications – The mission category from the second Plan was dropped, and a new 
category, the oratory, was adopted. Of the ten parishes whose churches were slated to receive this 
status, four had it implemented: Danvers, Clements, Jessenland, and Sanborn. Two others opted 
to be merged: Regal and Taunton.


