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CHAPTER 1. OVERVIEW OF PASTORAL LEADERSHIP 
IN THE DIOCESE OF NEW ULM 

 
 
Pastoral leaders in the Diocese of New Ulm are appointed by the bishop in consultation with the Priest 
Personnel Board. In the appointment of permanent deacons, the bishop also consults the bishop’s 
delegate for the Permanent Diaconate and the director of the Permanent Diaconate. Unlike pastoral 
leaders, parish leaders (excluding deacons) are appointed by pastors and other pastoral leaders. Parish 
leaders are discussed in Chapter 5 of this section. 
 
 
PASTOR 

• An ordained priest to whom is entrusted the pastoral care of one or more parishes as their own 
shepherd under the authority of the diocesan bishop (Code of Canon Law, c. 515) 

• Fulfills Christ’s prophetic mission by making provision that the Word of God is proclaimed to 
those living in the parish in its entirety (c. 528 §1) 

• Fulfills Christ’s sanctifying mission by ensuring that the Holy Eucharist is the center of the parish 
assembly and that the faithful are nourished through the celebration of the other sacraments (c. 
528 §2) 

• Fulfills Christ’s mission of pastoral governance by striving to know the faithful, visiting them, 
helping the sick, seeking out the poor, and fostering growth in the Christian life of families (c. 
529) 

• Becomes a “pastor of an area faith community” by being appointed as pastor to each of the 
parishes within that area. This is necessary because the area faith community is not an entity 
recognized in canon law. 

 
PAROCHIAL ADMINISTRATOR 

• An ordained priest to whom the bishop entrusts the pastoral care of one or more parishes when 
the parish becomes vacant or when the pastor is prevented from exercising his pastoral function 
due to ill health or some other reason (c. 539) 

• Has the same rights and duties as a pastor unless the diocesan bishop establishes otherwise (c. 
540 §1) 

• Unlike a pastor, does not enjoy stability in office. His appointment is temporary by nature. 
 
ASSOCIATE PASTOR (PAROCHIAL VICAR) 

• Is assigned by the diocesan bishop to serve in one or more parishes 
• Is a co-worker with the pastor, sharing in the care of souls in the parish (c. 545) 
• Exercises pastoral ministry by common counsel and effort with the pastor and under his authority 

(c. 545) 
• Senior associate pastors (“senior priests”) generally have been a pastor at some time in the past. 

They may be priests who work in specialized ministry, are nearing retirement, or have recently 
transferred into the diocese. 

• Other parochial vicars are newly ordained and younger associates (“recently ordained 
associates”). They need to be mentored by experienced pastors before assuming a pastor’s role 
themselves. 

 
INTERNATIONAL PRIEST 

• A priest from outside the United States who has been assigned by his bishop to work in the 
Diocese of New Ulm on a temporary basis 
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• Is assigned by the diocesan bishop to one or more parishes with the approval of the bishop in his 
home diocese 

• Can be a pastor or parochial vicar. However, to distinguish them from priests from the diocese, 
this Plan for Parishes will refer to them primarily as international priests. 

 
MISSIONARY PRIEST 

• A priest from the diocese who has been assigned to a mission outside the diocese 
• As of July 2012, the diocese has a single missionary priest, who is assigned as interim pastor of 

the parish of San Lucas Toliman, Guatemala. 
• The diocese plans to transfer the oversight of the Parish of San Lucas to the Diocese of Sololà-

Chimaltenango. It will continue to have a special relationship with San Lucas, providing financial 
assistance and opportunities for mission trips. 

 
RETIRED PRIEST 

• Has served faithfully and should be allowed to enjoy retirement from the demands of full-time 
ministry 

• Is not assigned to a specific parish 
• If health permits, may be available for sacramental ministry at his discretion 

 
PERMANENT DEACON 

• Is particularly suited to help the bishop and pastors carry out works of pastoral governance 
insofar as he is configured to Christ the Servant 

• Is usually, but not always, assigned to ministry in his home parish 
• May be appointed to serve the diocese directly in various capacities 
• Is a member of the clergy, but not a pastoral leader according to the diocese’s understanding of 

the term. Deacons share with pastoral leaders the fact that they are appointed to ministry by the 
bishop. 

 
PASTORAL ADMINISTRATOR 

• Entrusted by the bishop to participate in the day-to-day pastoral and administrative care of a 
parish, in accord with canon law (c. 517 §2), when there is a shortage of priests 

• Works under the supervision of a priest appointed by the bishop, who directs and oversees the 
care of the parish. In the past, pastoral administrators have received direction from a single priest 
serving as the supervisor of pastoral administrators. Under the current Plan, a pastor in the same 
area faith community will increasingly take on the responsibility of providing that oversight. 

 
PASTORAL LEADER 

• A pastor, associate pastor, or pastoral administrator, according to the Diocese of New Ulm’s 
understanding of the term 

• Distinct from a “parish leader,” who is (1) someone appointed by a pastoral leader to serve in 
parish ministry, whether on a paid or volunteer basis; and/or (2) a member of a committee of a 
parish or area faith community. For more on parish leaders, see Chapter 5 of this section. 

• Deacons are pastoral leaders only if they serve as pastoral administrators; otherwise, they are 
considered parish leaders, even though they are appointed by the bishop. 
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CHAPTER 2. OUR PRESENT AND FUTURE PRIESTS 
 
 
It is projected that the number of active priests in the diocese will decline from forty-four in 2012 to 
thirty-three by 2022. Of this number, twenty-three will serve as pastors, four will be senior associates, 
and another four will be recently ordained associates. The projection assumes that the number of 
international priests serving in the diocese will not change from the two whom we have currently. The 
projected loss of a quarter of our priests in the next ten years underscores the need for all members of the 
diocese to promote and to pray for vocations. 
 

A. The Diocese of New Ulm Priest Projection Model 

Developing accurate projections of the number of priests available for work in the diocese in the future is 
one of the most important tasks in pastoral planning. It is a formidable task because numbers of priests 
depend on the decisions of individual men – decisions to respond to a vocation or to retire from active 
ministry, for example. Whether and when these decisions will occur are difficult to quantify. Nonetheless, 
if we are to get a glimpse of what our future will look like as a diocese, we must try. 

Likely the best predictor of the future is the past. Diocesan pastoral planners therefore developed a priest 
projection model based on the diocese’s past experience with its priests. The first step was to compile a 
database of the approximately 120 priests who either retired from or died in active ministry for the 
Diocese of New Ulm since its inception. For each priest, we calculated the age at which his days of active 
ministry were completed. From this data, we were able to calculate the percentage of priests in each of 
thirteen five-year age groups who, having served until the minimum age in the group, would still be 
engaged in active ministry five years later. For example, the percentage of priests in the group of 120 
who, having served to age 60, would continue to serve past their sixty-fifth birthday was 83 percent. The 
percentage of priests who, having served to age 70, would serve past their seventy-fifth birthday was 35 
percent. 

To predict the future number of priests in the diocese, the model needs to take into account not only 
priests passing away or retiring from active ministry, but also priests beginning ministry. For this we 
calculated a recent ordination rate based on the number of men ordained to the priesthood in the recent 
past. Again, we assumed that the future will be much like the past. In the last twenty years (that is, for the 
ordination classes of 1993 to 2012), thirteen men have been ordained to the diocesan priesthood and 
remained in service for five years or more. This amounts to a rate of 6.5 priests every ten years. 

To determine how new priests will ultimately be affected by our retirement percentages, we also needed 
to make an assumption about the age of a new priest when he is ordained. The average age of all forty-
two diocesan priests (excluding the two international priests) in active ministry as of July 2, 2012, on their 
ordination date is 28.5. However, the average age of the most recent thirteen ordained men is a bit shy of 
31. We therefore decided to use 31 as our assumed ordination age. By comparison, the median age of men 
ordained to the priesthood nationally in 2012 is 31, with an average age of 34.6 (see The Class of 2012: 
Survey of Ordinands to the Priesthood, Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, April 2012).  

By applying our rules (or mathematical principles) about priests passing away or retiring to a list of our 
currently active priests’ ages, and by adding in new priests at our assumed rate, the model is able to 
predict the number of priests that the diocese will have in the next five years. By taking these results and 
reapplying our rules, it can then project out another five years. Continuing these iterations three more 
times, it is able to project the number of active priests in the diocese out to 2037. 
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B. What the Model Tells Us 

The results generated by the model appear in Figure 5.1. At the current ordination rate, the number of 
diocesan priests (again, excluding the two international priests) is projected to decline by eight, from 
forty-two in 2012 to thirty-four in 2017. The number then slides to thirty-one in 2022, twenty-eight in 
2027, twenty-seven in 2032, and twenty-six in 2037. 

Some people will not be convinced that the historical, twenty-year ordination rate is a good predictor of 
the future ordination rate. For whatever reason, they might believe that the future rate will be somewhat 
higher or somewhat lower. So, for the sake of completeness, we also ran the model with a higher rate of 
ordination (eight ordinations every ten years) and a lower rate (five ordinations every ten years). At the 
higher rate, the number of diocesan priests is projected to decline to thirty-five in 2017 and to thirty-two 
in 2022, and then remain stable at thirty beginning in 2027. At the lower rate, the number is projected to 
decline to thirty-three in 2017, with subsequent declines to twenty-nine in 2022, twenty-five in 2027, 
twenty-four in 2032, and twenty-two in 2037. 

No matter what ordination rate is used, the model projects that the number of active diocesan priests will 
decline to at most thirty at some point in the projection period. At the current rate, this will occur in the 
year 2024. At the higher, more optimistic rate, this will not occur until 2027. At the lower, more 
pessimistic rate, this will occur in 2021. In other words, the diocese needs to begin preparing now for a 
future with at least 30 percent less diocesan priests than it has now. It is not a question of whether this 
will occur, it is only a question of when. 
 

C. Age Distribution and Pastoral Roles of Fewer Priests 

Figure 5.2 shows the breakdown of the number of diocesan priests into five-year age groups at different 
five-year intervals projected by the model using the current ordination rate. Currently, the diocese has 
seven active diocesan priests over the age of 70 and thirteen over the age of 65. When the seven priests 
between the ages of 60 and 65 are added, the total accounts for almost half of our active diocesan priests. 
Over the next ten years, the greatest share of the decline in diocesan priests (from forty-two in 2012 to 
thirty-one in 2022) will come from these age groups. The model projects that by 2022, there will only be 
four priests over the age of 70 in active pastoral ministry, five over the age of 65, and nine over the age of 
60. 

This decline will take an especially hard toll on the number of diocesan priests who function as pastors, as 
Figure 5.3 demonstrates. As of mid-year 2012, the diocese has thirty-two pastors, six senior associates, 
four recently ordained associates, and two international priests (who currently do not have the assignment 
of pastor, but could have in the future). Projecting into the future, the model assumes that (1) the 
percentage of senior priests to total active diocesan priests remains constant at current levels (one-seventh 
of the population) and (2) those priests under the age of 35 will be recently ordained associates. Given 
these assumptions, the model predicts that twenty-three diocesan priests will be pastors in 2022. It is 
possible that this number could be augmented by one or two, depending on the qualifications and 
experience of our international priests. The model assumes that the number of these priests will remain 
constant at two. 

For those who believe that the future ordination rate will be higher than the current one, Figure 5.4 shows 
the breakdown of the number of diocesan priests into five-year age groups at different five-year intervals 
projected by the model using the higher, more optimistic ordination rate. The major differences between 
this figure and Figure 5.2 come in the last three five-year periods of the projection, when priests in the 
younger age groups increasingly fill the ranks of the presbyterate and keep the total number of diocesan 
priests from falling below thirty. Figure 5.5 projects the pastoral roles that these priests will have, again at 
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the high rate of ordination. Beginning in 2027 and going forward, the number of pastors remains constant 
at twenty-two, the number of senior associates stays at four, and the number of recently ordained 
associates also stays at four. 

For those who believe that the future ordination rate will be lower than the current one, Figure 5.6 shows 
the breakdown of the number of diocesan priests into five-year age groups at different five-year intervals 
projected by the model using the lower, more pessimistic ordination rate. While there are still a few new 
priests represented in each projection year, their numbers are not enough to balance out a higher number 
of older priests ordained years earlier. More priests are in the older age groups than in the younger ones, a 
situation very similar to the current one. Figure 5.7 shows the negative impact of the low ordination rate 
on pastoral roles. By the end of the twenty-five-year projection period, the diocese is down to seventeen 
pastors, with only three senior associates and two recently ordained associates. 
 

D. Strengths and Limitations of the Model 

Though our priest projection model is somewhat limited in that it only reflects the experience of a small 
diocese with 120 retired and deceased priests, it produces results that are very consistent with dioceses 
across the nation. For example, our model calculates a median retirement age of 70.1 years for diocesan 
priests and an average of 69.5 years. The latter figure corresponds closely to the national average priest 
retirement age of 70 years (see “A National Compilation and Analysis of Retired Diocesan Priests 
Pension and Benefit Plans as Reported in the Survey of ‘The Laborer Is Worthy of His Hire’,” National 
Association of Church Personnel Administrators, 2008). 

Like all models, our priest projection model excludes certain factors. These factors were determined to 
have a negative impact on its predictive capacity or would complicate it without substantial benefit. For 
example, the model does not take into account priests in the history of the diocese that left the ministry 
after a few short years following ordination; they were excluded from our historical database. In the years 
following the Second Vatican Council, this was a fairly common phenomenon in our diocese, as it was 
across the nation. Needless to say, it happens rarely in the Church today.  

Correspondingly, in determining a current ordination rate, we also excluded a single new priest from the 
last twenty years who left the ministry within five years of his ordination. Thus, instead of the fourteen 
priests ordained for the diocese in the last twenty years, our model works with thirteen, or an ordination 
rate of 6.5 priests every ten years. 
 

E. Updates to the Model 

The Diocese of New Ulm priest projection model is contained in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet with the 
dates of birth, ordination, retirement, and death for each past and present diocesan priest (insofar as they 
apply). As priests continue to be ordained, retire, or die, this spreadsheet can be updated, effectively 
adjusting the assumptions of the model. Using this same model, pastoral planners can then make new 
projections about future numbers of diocesan priests. For example, if our ordination rate goes up, so will 
the number of priests predicted by the model, even if no other variables change. 
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CHAPTER 3. PASTORAL LEADER ALLOCATION 
 

The priest projection model projects that the number of pastors in the diocese will decline from thirty-two 
in July 2012 to twenty-three by 2022. If this occurs, the number of area faith communities, quasi-AFCs, 
and independent parishes will have to shrink over the same period, from twenty-six to at most twenty-
three, to accommodate this new reality. Pastoral leaders and diocesan planning personnel are already 
working on ways to make this happen. By 2022, the diocese will also likely have ten other priests – 
associate pastors and international priests. These priests will likely be assigned to parishes in much the 
same proportion as they are today. This, of course, assumes that the many factors affecting the 
assignment of priests do not change much. 

 
A. Allocation of Pastoral Leaders to Area Faith Communities 

To see how a future with fewer priests will impact the Diocese of New Ulm, it is not enough to develop a 
mathematical projection of the decline. We must also make an assessment of how these lower numbers 
will impact the diocese in its various structures – its regions, area faith communities, and parishes. There 
are six regions in the Diocese of New Ulm. Each has from three to five area faith communities. Figure 5.8 
lists these area faith communities by region. Each AFC has from two to five constituent parishes, which 
are also listed. 

Under the Third Plan for Parishes, each AFC was to develop a five-year action plan detailing its goals 
and objectives in four foundational areas of ministry: word, worship, service, and stewardship. Once the 
Committee on Parishes approved this plan, AFC leaders could then request that the bishop select a name 
for their AFC from a list of submitted recommendations. Area faith community names are usually titles of 
Christ or names of saints. Once the bishop names an AFC, it becomes officially established. 

Figure 5.8 shows that some AFCs are still being referenced according to the names of their constituent 
parishes and have no date for being established. This means that they have not yet drawn up their five-
year plans or received approval for them. It is very important for the success of pastoral ministry in these 
areas that this work of the Third Plan be completed as we begin to implement the Fourth Plan. 

Area faith communities differ greatly according to their size and the pastoral needs of their constituent 
parishes. Figure 5.9 shows how the pastoral leaders (priests and pastoral administrators) and permanent 
deacons are currently distributed among AFCs. Every AFC has at least one pastor, although in one case 
this pastor is shared by parishes in two AFCs. As of July 2012, the diocese has thirty-one priests in the 
role of pastor, which constitutes roughly three-quarters of priests serving in parishes. With forty-two 
priests and eight pastoral administrators, the diocese has fifty pastoral leaders working in parishes. They 
are aided in their work by fifteen permanent deacons, eleven of whom were ordained in April 2012. 

As noted at the bottom of the table, the diocese has three active priests that are not currently serving in 
parishes. Two of them could perhaps be available for parish work. One is assigned to the Pastoral Center; 
the second will be completing his academic studies during the 2012-2013 school year. The third priest 
from the diocese is a missionary priest; he is serving as the interim pastor of the diocese’s mission parish 
in San Lucas Toliman, Guatemala. 

Figure 5.10 shows the allocation of pastoral leaders and permanent deacons as of July 2012 (the data from 
Figure 5.9) in the form of a map. This map can be compared to the map of Proposed 2008 Pastoral Leader 
Allocation in the Third Plan (page 23). As of 2012, the diocese still has about ten percent more priests 
than the number predicted by the Third Plan for 2008 (thirty-eight). The difference is explained by a 
number of our priests who are putting off retirement to continue generously serving the diocese. The 
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proposed 2008 allocation also had a much higher number of pastoral administrators than we now have 
(twenty-one versus eight). The responsibilities that pastoral administrators carry out are still being done in 
parishes that do not have them, but by other parish leaders under the direction of a local pastor. 

 
B. Projected Allocation of Pastors by 2022 

The map from the Third Plan also shows the diocese with twenty-one area faith communities, compared 
to the twenty-three it has as of July 2012. What explains the difference? First of all, the parishes in Faxon 
Township and Henderson had been expected to be combined with those currently in the AFC of Ss. 
Michael, Mary, and Brendan in Region 1 to form a single AFC. Furthermore, the parishes currently in the 
AFC that includes Nassau, Ortonville, and Rosen had been expected to be combined with those in 
Graceville and Beardsley in Region 4. 

Within the past year, there have been discussions involving pastoral leaders, diocesan pastoral planning 
personnel, and/or the Committee on Parishes to determine whether these AFC mergers might still better 
serve the faithful of the diocese. Discussions at the AFC level have also taken place regarding a possible 
future merger of the Good Shepherd AFC (Litchfield and Manannah) and the Seeker of Souls AFC 
(Darwin and Forest City) in Region 6.  

These discussions are very important, and the diocese encourages them to continue. As Figure 5.3 
indicates, if our current ordination rate continues over the next ten years, the diocese will have only 
twenty-three pastors by the year 2022. If these three mergers of AFCs occur – or three other mergers of 
the same sort – the diocese is projected to have exactly the number of pastors required to shepherd 
twenty-one AFCs and two independent parishes. This assumes, of course, that a pastor will shepherd a 
single AFC and not multiple AFCs. 

Figure 5.3 also shows that the diocese is projected to have ten other priests by 2022: four senior 
associates, four recently ordained associates, and two international priests. Neither of these international 
priests is assumed to be a pastor, although this, of course, is possible. Figure 5.11 provides an indication 
of how these priests might be assigned on a regional level, assuming that the mergers described above 
take place. As of July 2022, each region in the diocese is projected to have four pastors with the exception 
of Region 5, which will have three. The pastors are each assigned to an AFC. Senior and recently 
ordained associates, as well as international priests, are assigned in such a way that no region suffers the 
loss of more than two priests. Only one priest was subtracted from Region 3, and even this was extremely 
difficult given its current configuration. 

While the projection outlined in Figure 5.11 appears feasible, one can already see that there will be 
formidable challenges to implementing it. One big challenge will be the role of the vicar general in 
serving parishes. As of July 2012, the vicar general’s time is allotted 60 percent to the Pastoral Center and 
40 percent as pastor of a parish in the Holy Cross AFC (New Ulm). By 2022, every pastor is projected to 
shepherd all the parishes in an AFC. Is it realistic to think that the pastor of the Holy Cross AFC (or some 
other AFC within easy driving distance of New Ulm) can also take on the responsibilities of vicar 
general? Alternately, is it realistic to think that the senior associate in the Holy Cross AFC (or some other 
nearby AFC) could also serve as vicar general? 

As Figure 5.3 projects the pastoral roles of available priests in five-year periods out from 2022, the 
situation appears even more daunting. The number of pastors is expected to decline to twenty-one in 
2027, and ultimately to nineteen in 2037. If a pastor should provide pastoral governance for no more than 
a single AFC, the number of AFCs needs to be adjusted downward even more to accommodate the lower 
number of pastors. Most of our regions, then, will have to reconfigure their AFCs between ten and twenty 
years from now to reduce the number that they have by one. 
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C. Factors Affecting the Allocation of Priests 

As the Fourth Plan for Parishes is implemented, pastors will be assigned to parishes according to their 
area faith communities. More and more AFCs will have a single pastor until there will be no or hardly any 
exceptions. But what about associate pastors? Is there any way of knowing with confidence whether a 
parish or an AFC will have more than one priest ten years from now? 

The simplest answer to this question would be to say that AFCs and parishes are expected to lose priests 
roughly in proportion to their decline on the diocesan level. If the diocese is expected to lose a quarter of 
its priests in the next ten years, and an AFC has four priests, it will likely lose one of them. Beyond that, it 
is difficult to make predictions. Many considerations are involved in the pastoral assignments of priests in 
the diocese. The list includes: 

1. Area Catholic Population – Generally, the higher an area’s Catholic population, the greater its 
need for additional priests. Figure 5.12 computes the total number of parishioners and households 
in each AFC, and sorts the results by the number of parishioners per priest. Also given is the 
number of parishioners per pastoral leader, which includes pastoral administrators. 

2. Sacramental Responsibility – While positively correlated with an area’s Catholic population, 
the hours that priests must spend tending to their sacramental duties can vary even in different 
areas that are the same size. Priests in some areas are expected to say more Masses; others may 
have a more elderly population and thus be responsible for more funerals. Again, the higher an 
area’s sacramental load, the greater its need for additional priests. Please see the next part of this 
chapter for further discussion on this topic. 

3. Hispanic Catholic Population – Priests with Spanish language skills and/or experience working 
with the Hispanic community are more likely to be assigned in areas where a Hispanic ministry 
center is located. 

4. Proximity to New Ulm – The Catholic Pastoral Center is located in New Ulm. Currently, eight 
priests (excluding the bishop) work there in various capacities. Their positions on the diocesan 
staff require that they be present at the Pastoral Center to various extents, ranging from less than 
once a month to four days a week. Depending on their assignments, these priests need to serve 
parishes and AFCs that are close enough to the Pastoral Center to make driving time reasonable. 

5. Talents and Abilities of Priests – Some priests are young and energetic. Others are older, with a 
wisdom that comes from many years of experience. Some work well with other priests; others 
work better by themselves. Some have an aptitude for administrative work; others see the need to 
delegate more. All these characteristics of priests, and many more, may come into play when 
determining how to address the needs of a particular area at a given point in time. 

6. Preferences of Priests – Some priests like assignments in the more rural, outlying areas of the 
diocese; others prefer to be closer to metropolitan areas. Some like to work in larger parishes; 
others prefer smaller ones. Some like to be involved in Catholic schools; others prefer not to be. 
Over the course of time, the director of Priest Personnel and the Priest Personnel Board try to 
learn the various preferences of priests so that they receive suitable assignments. 

As is evident from the list above, there are many factors that the bishop and the Priest Personnel Board 
must consider when weighing a potential assignment. These factors can vary considerably over time. For 
example, a shift in the Catholic population might make an area eligible for an additional priest, or perhaps 
one less. A change in an area’s age demographics might have similar results. An increase or decrease in 
an area’s Hispanic population may affect the services of a Spanish-speaking priest. For these reasons, it is 
best that this Plan for Parishes refrain from specific projections on how fewer associate pastors and 
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international priests will impact individual areas and parishes. 
 

D. Sacramental Responsibility Analysis 

Teamworks International, an organizational consulting firm based in Minnesota, has helped a number of 
dioceses in the upper Midwest with pastoral planning issues. Recently, they developed a “sacramental 
loading analysis” for the Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis. This analysis allows parishes in the 
archdiocese to estimate and compare the amount of time that their priests spend on key sacraments 
annually. This methodology, in a simplified form, can also be applied to the Diocese of New Ulm. 

Through an informal survey of several priests in the archdiocese, Teamworks estimated that a priest takes 
the following amounts of time on average to perform these sacraments: 

• Weddings – 13 hours each 
• Funerals – 12 hours each 
• Baptisms – 2 hours each 
• Weekend Masses – 3 hours each 

 
These sacraments are particularly important in assessing priests’ workload because they either cannot or 
customarily do not delegate preparing for and performing them to others in the parish. By contrast, 
educators in a parish’s school or religious education program usually take care of most of the preparation 
for the sacraments of First Penance and Reconciliation, First Holy Communion, and Confirmation. 
Furthermore, these sacraments are easily quantified and the diocese collects data on them through its 
annual parish self study. 

(Other sacraments may well be relevant to this analysis, but pose difficulties of one sort or another. While 
the diocese does collect figures on the number of times the Sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick is 
performed at each parish, the time it takes varies widely from parish to parish. For example, communal 
celebrations take much less time per recipient than individual annointings. Weekday Masses and school 
Masses would also be relevant, but the diocese does not currently collect these figures. Based on the 
feedback it receives, the diocese is willing to expand this analysis to include other sacraments in the next 
Plan for Parishes.) 

By multiplying these figures by the number of occurrences of each sacrament in each parish annually, we 
can get a good idea of how sacramentally demanding parishes are with respect to each other. To get a fair 
estimate for weekend Masses, the number above was multiplied first by the number of weekend Masses 
in a parish, and then by fifty-six. This accounts for the number of weeks in a year, plus a few additional 
holy days of obligation that do not usually occur on Sunday (such as Christmas, the Solemnity of Mary, 
Mother of God, and the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary). 

The results of this analysis for the Diocese of New Ulm appear in Figure 5.13. The table shows a wide 
disparity in sacramental responsibility from parish to parish. The parish with the highest number, Holy 
Redeemer in Marshall, has over ten times the sacramental demands in terms of time as the lowest parish, 
St. John-Assumption in Faxon Township. If a priest is expected to work a customary forty-hour week 
(and we know that this is a low estimate in many cases), the parishes at the top of the list need more than 
one priest if the pastor is not expected to spend most of his time with these sacraments. On the other end 
of the spectrum, a priest could be appointed to three or even four parishes in the last column of the table 
and still not occupy half his time with the sacramental demands of those parishes. 

Figure 5.14 shows the results of the same analysis on the AFC level. The hours occupied with the four 
sacraments are computed for each AFC. This number is then divided by the number of priests working in 
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the AFC to generate the current number of sacramental hours per priest. The table is then sorted on this 
basis. Currently, the average priest in the diocese spends 41 percent of a year consisting of fifty-two forty-
hour weeks (849 hours divided by 2,080 hours) attending to his responsibilities with these four 
sacraments. 

Figures 5.15 through 5.20 show the church sizes and Mass attendance figures for every parish in the 
diocese by region. (For more information on how to read these maps, please see the next part of this 
chapter.) They reveal numerous opportunities where parishes can reduce the number of Masses they have, 
saving priests valuable time and effort. Figure 5.14 shows the potential reduction in hours if every parish 
(1) with more than one Mass and (2) whose Masses on average fill less than half the church would scale 
back its schedule by a single Mass – assuming, of course, that the Mass to be dropped is not a Spanish 
Mass. This modest reduction, if embraced diocese-wide, would save the average priest a hundred hours 
per year. 

There are some other ways that the sacramental responsibilities of priests could be alleviated, notably by 
involving deacons more in the parishes where they are assigned. In addition to giving the homily at 
Sunday liturgies, deacons can preside at Baptisms and witness marriage vows. They can also play a 
bigger role in preparing the faithful to receive these sacraments. Deacons and their pastors should discuss 
these opportunities to discern the right course of action for their individual parishes. 
 

E. Regional Church Sizes and Mass Attendance Maps 

To facilitate the exploration of options for parishes and area faith communities related to the number of 
Masses, the current Plan for Parishes includes six maps, one for each region of the Diocese of New Ulm. 
These maps are presented in Figures 5.15 through 5.20. For every parish (identified by community) in 
each region, the maps show for the year indicated: 

1. The number of weekend Masses being celebrated 
2. The seating capacity of the church 
3. The average weekly Mass attendance across all the Masses celebrated 

 
A parish with a single weekend Mass is depicted by a single box with a cross on it, representing the 
church. The number to the top left of the box is the seating capacity of the church according to diocesan 
records. The number to the bottom left is the average weekly Mass attendance throughout the year 
(excluding Christmas and Easter) from the annual parish self study. 

A parish with multiple weekend Masses is depicted with a box for each of its Masses, reflecting the 
number of times it has an opportunity to fill up the church. Here again, the number to the top left of the 
row of boxes is the seating capacity of the church according to diocesan records. In these instances, 
however, the number to the bottom right is the average weekly Mass attendance for all weekend Masses 
throughout the year (excluding Christmas and Easter) from the year’s self study. The number to the 
bottom left is the average weekend Mass attendance for a single Mass (in other words, the bottom right 
number divided by the total number of Masses). Correspondingly, the number to the top right is the 
seating capacity of the church for all Masses (in other words, the top left number multiplied by the 
number of Masses). 

In a few cases, a box representing a Mass at a parish is formed with a dashed line rather than a solid line. 
This indicates that the Mass is in Spanish. 

The dots inside each box provide a fair representation of the average number of Mass attendees, with each 
dot representing ten Mass-goers. Note that this number is an average for all Masses; it is the same for all 
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the boxes representing different weekend Masses at a single parish. This is because the diocese’s annual 
survey of parishes does not collect data on individual weekend Masses such that attendance at one Mass 
can be compared to that of another at a different time. 

Taken together, the data provided on the maps point to areas where pastoral services might be reduced in 
the future. Parishes with multiple Masses might not need so many Masses. Areas with a reduction of three 
or more Masses might be able to do without one of the priests currently serving it. Additionally, parishes 
with a single Mass may have so few people attending that they should celebrate a weekend Mass every 
other weekend or less in fairness to a greater number of Catholics who might need Mass said elsewhere in 
the diocese. 
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CHAPTER 4. CONSULTATION AND IMPLEMENTATION 
 

Two major sets of strategies are designed to cope with the declining number of priests in the diocese. The 
first deals directly with the amount of work a priest must do. In this category are lowering the number of 
Masses he must say and delegating certain administrative tasks to other people. A second set also 
addresses the amount of work a priest must do, but indirectly, by changing the structures of the 
organizations that he oversees. In this category are creating and reconfiguring area faith communities, 
merging parishes, and closing churches. Whatever strategy is being considered, consultation and 
collaboration are crucial to bringing it about successfully. 

 
A. Considerations and Consultation Regarding the Number of Masses 

The maximum number of Masses that a priest can celebrate on a weekend is specified in canon law. 
Canon 905 §2 states that a priest can celebrate no more than three liturgies on a given Sunday or holy day 
of obligation. He can say no more than two Masses on the other days, including Saturdays. Exceptions in 
individual cases require the permission of the bishop or the vicar general. The bishop cannot give general 
permission for additional Masses without an indult from the Congregation for Divine Worship and the 
Discipline of the Sacraments (see the New Commentary on the Code of Canon Law, page 1102). 

According to canon law, a day is the period of twenty-four continuous hours that begins at midnight (c. 
202 §1). Therefore, the three Masses that a priest can say on a Sunday must take place within that twenty-
four hour period. The vigil Mass for Sundays and holy days counts as Mass celebrated on the previous 
day. This is the case even though the liturgical day for Sundays and solemnities begins with vespers on 
the previous day. Consequently, a priest who has already celebrated a morning Mass and a wedding on a 
Saturday cannot celebrate a vigil Mass for the following Sunday without permission from the bishop or 
the vicar general. In the Diocese of New Ulm, such permission is freely granted for good pastoral reasons. 

The Church also discourages parishes from celebrating multiple Masses attended by small numbers of 
people on the Lord’s Day. The magisterial document Eucharisticum Mysterium says, “As regards the time 
and number of Masses to be celebrated in parishes, the good of the parish community should be kept in 
mind and the number of Masses should not be so multiplied as to weaken the effectiveness of the pastoral 
effort; for example: if through the great number of Masses, only small groups of the faithful were to come 
to each of the Masses in a church that can hold a great number of people. Another example would be if, 
for the same reason, the priests were so overburdened by their work as to make it difficult for them to 
fulfill their ministry adequately” (no. 26). 

Therefore, parishes and area faith communities should examine their weekend Mass attendance to ensure 
that their churches are, at a minimum, reasonably full when a Sunday liturgy is celebrated. In some cases, 
Mass schedules may need to be adjusted. To aid in this reflection, the diocese’s Pastoral Planning Office 
has developed a Church Sizes and Mass Attendance Map for each region. The latest maps for 2011 can be 
found in Figures 5.15 through 5.20. 

Each parish and AFC should re-evaluate their Mass schedules on a regular basis, taking into account 
changes in the number of available priests and the number of the faithful. While larger parishes might 
eventually lose a Sunday liturgy through this process, smaller parishes might not even be able to celebrate 
a Sunday liturgy every weekend. Pastoral leaders contemplating having Mass less than once a week in a 
parish should confer with the bishop to seek his approval. They should also discuss this change with the 
faithful well in advance, making sure parishioners understand the reasons for the change and giving them 
an opportunity to share their feedback. 
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B. Consultation on Parish Mergers and Church Closings 

At some point, most area faith communities will no longer be able to function well simply by reducing the 
number of their Masses and integrating the operations and activities of its constituent parishes. The loss of 
a priest or the loss of a significant portion of the population in one or more of its parishes will likely be 
responsible for the situation. This is when changes to the structure of their organizations may come into 
play. Parish mergers and church closings are serious undertakings, especially because they affect the lives 
of the faithful in important ways. 

The following procedure describes how the process of a typical parish merger or church closing might 
take place in the Diocese of New Ulm: 

1. Initial Consultation – The pastoral leader(s) of an AFC that might function better with 
organizational changes to one or more of its parishes have an initial conversation with diocesan 
pastoral planning personnel. This conversation can be initiated by either side. The reasons why a 
change is being suggested are reviewed, and the possibilities for change are explored. 

2. Discussion with AFC and Parish Leaders – Based on the outcome of the initial consultation, 
pastoral leaders discuss the need and options for change with the Area Pastoral Council of the 
AFC and the Administrative Councils of the parishes that would be affected. In addition to these 
parish leaders, the discussions could also extend to the parishioners of these parishes. 

3. Meetings with Diocesan Planning Personnel – Pastoral planning personnel from the diocese 
will meet with the Area Pastoral Council, parish Administrative Councils, and/or parish groups. 
Information about the declining number of priests will be shared, along with the anticipated 
impact of this decline on the entire diocese. It will also be important to discuss in detail why the 
change is being considered and what the change does and does not entail. Area leaders, parish 
leaders, and parishioners will have the opportunity to talk about how they believe they will be 
affected by the change. Pastoral planning personnel will also make inquiries about the parish and 
church, gathering information on such things as demographics, finances, pastoral practices, the 
physical state of facilities, and legal rights. Feedback from these meetings and the information 
gathered are shared with the bishop and the Committee on Parishes. These things are intended to 
satisfy the requirements of Canon 50, by which the bishop “is to seek out the necessary 
information and proofs” about the change, “and, insofar as possible, to hear those whose rights 
can be injured.” 

4. Follow-Up Discussions – Following the meetings with diocesan planning personnel, pastoral 
leaders should again meet with parish leaders and the faithful to be affected by the change. The 
primary purpose of these discussions, which can be more or less formal, is to give parishioners an 
opportunity to share their thoughts, concerns, and feelings. Whenever a major change takes place 
in parish life, people need to reflect on the way things were, what they valued in the past, and 
how they are coping with the expected loss, before that loss can be accepted. Some people have 
described the closing of their church like a death in the family. In these conversations, pastoral 
leaders might need to tactfully underscore the need for change to take place, even though it may 
be painful. If there is any question or confusion about what is to take place, diocesan planning 
personnel can be invited back. These discussions can go on for several months. 

5. Written Proposal – When pastoral leaders believe they have reached the point of diminishing 
returns in fostering acceptance for the change, they will contact diocesan planning personnel to 
move the process forward. With the help of the pastoral leaders, the planning office will then 
prepare a written document detailing the nature of the change being considered, the reasons why 
the change is necessary, and a brief history of the discussion about the change at the area and 
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parish levels. The proposal should also suggest a date for implementation. If a parish is to be 
merged with another and its church is to be closed at the same time, these changes should be 
written up in two separate proposals, with separate reasons given for each. After being reviewed 
by pastoral leaders, this proposal is then submitted to the bishop and to the Committee on 
Parishes. 

6. Consideration by the Priests’ Council – If the bishop and the Committee on Parishes have no 
objection to the change, it should then be considered by the diocese’s Priests’ Council. The basis 
for their discussion will be the written proposal. Depending on the circumstances, they may 
request that pastoral leaders and/or diocesan planning personnel attend their meeting to answer 
any important questions. A detailed record of the discussion must be recorded in the meeting 
minutes, so that there is no doubt that it took place and what it was about. If a parish is to be 
merged with another and its church is to be closed at the same time, the Priests’ Council must 
consider these changes separately, in two different agenda items. This step satisfies the 
requirements of Canon 515 §2, according to which the diocesan bishop “is neither to erect, 
suppress, nor alter notably parishes, unless he has heard the presbyteral council.” 

7. Issuance of a Decree – If, having listened to the Priests’ Council, the bishop approves of the 
change, he will issue a singular, written decree (see Canon 48). This decree will be based on the 
written proposal and any other important considerations raised by the Committee on Parishes or 
by the Priests’ Council. Through the decree, the bishop both makes his decision about the change 
and communicates it to those affected by it. If he makes more than one decision – for example, 
one regarding a parish merger and another regarding a church closure – he should issue more than 
one decree. Each decree will include at least a summary of the reasons for the decision and an 
effective date on which the change will take place. It will be sent to pastoral leaders, posted on 
the diocesan Web site, and likely published in The Prairie Catholic. 

8. Events Marking the Change – On or as close to the effective date as possible, the parishes 
involved should mark the transition with liturgies and other parish events. For example, in a 
parish merger, a Mass marking the occasion should be celebrated first in the parish to be merged, 
and then in the designated parish. Area leaders and parishioners from the designated parish 
should attend the Mass at the parish to be merged as a sign of solidarity with parishioners. For the 
closing of a church, a final Mass should be celebrated. After this Mass, the reservation of the 
Blessed Sacrament should be discontinued and the sacred oils and vessels should be removed. To 
emphasize the connection between the church to be closed and the parish church, a Eucharistic 
procession from the former to the latter should be organized. Resources on celebrations to mark 
parish mergers and church closures will be forthcoming from the diocese’s Pastoral Planning 
Office. 

 
C. Regional Consultation and Recommendations 

Pastoral leaders and diocesan planning personnel do indispensable work in identifying parishes that are 
conducive to structural change and engaging in discussions with the faithful about these changes. This 
process in itself, however, is no guarantee that all the parishes and area faith communities in the diocese 
will function well with a reduction in priests when that day comes. 

To manage these reductions, forward thinking is critically important. No parish or area faith community 
should have to scramble to figure out what to do in the event that it no longer has a priest whom it was 
counting on for pastoral ministry. Pastoral leaders should always be prepared to do without the services of 
one of their priests. As was made clear earlier in this section, it is only a matter of time before each region 
in the diocese has to get by with one or two fewer priests. 
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Early in 2012, the diocesan Pastoral Planning Office and the Committee on Parishes first distributed the 
regional Church Sizes and Mass Attendance maps (the 2010 versions of Figures 5.15 to 5.20) to pastoral 
leaders. Using them, they were asked to consider in regional meetings how their region would manage the 
loss of a priest or two. To ensure that this planning takes place on a regular basis, this Plan for Parishes 
calls for these discussions to continue on an annual basis. By November 1 of each year beginning in 2013, 
each region is to submit to the Committee on Parishes and to the Priest Personnel Board a brief written 
plan on how they plan to deal with the loss of a single priest. If that plan involves structural changes to 
the area faith communities or parishes in the region, it is to provide details about how those proposed 
changes are to be pursued. 
 

D. A Unified, Ongoing Approach to Pastoral Planning 

It bears repeating that good pastoral planning decisions and actions depend on the coordinated, 
collaborative efforts of everyone in the diocese – from the bishop to the people in the pews. Each has an 
important role to play in determining, planning, and implementing those changes that will help ensure a 
bright future for our diocese. Since the interaction of various people and groups in this process can 
become complicated, it is worth providing a brief review of their respective roles in pastoral planning. 

1. Diocesan Bishop – It is the responsibility of the bishop to appoint pastors (c. 523) and parochial 
vicars (c. 547) to parishes. In carrying out this duty, he customarily consults the Priest Personnel 
Board. It is also the bishop’s sole responsibility “to erect, suppress, or alter parishes” (c. 515 §2). 
Before he does so, he is obligated to consult the Priests’ Council. In the Diocese of New Ulm, he 
would also consult the Committee on Parishes. Though he has decision-making authority over the 
organization of parishes, the bishop may not know initially what changes are right for a parish or 
when the timing is right to make them. For this he must depend primarily on pastoral leaders. He 
must also depend on them to encourage the faithful to accept these changes. 

 
2. Pastoral Leaders – As they have in the past, the pastors, associate pastors, and pastoral 

administrators of the diocese will play an essential role in initiating, discussing, and 
implementing pastoral planning decisions. Often a pastoral leader is the first person who sees that 
fundamental change is necessary in a parish community. The role of pastoral leaders is 
indispensable in facilitating acceptance of change among the faithful.  

 
3. Diocesan Planning Personnel – These diocesan employees are the Coordinator of Staff and the 

Director of Pastoral Planning. Both serve as staff liaisons to the Committee on Parishes. In 
addition to writing and editing the plan for parishes, these people are responsible for making sure 
that the implementation of the plan stays on course. 

 
4. Priest Personnel Board – One of the main purposes of the Priest Personnel Board is the 

“recommendation of priests for appointment by the bishop after careful consultation with the 
persons concerned” (Diocesan Policies, Personnel, Priests 1, page 1). In pursuing this goal, 
members are to “consider the needs of the diocese and the parishes and any special needs/requests 
of the priests” and “match the needs of the diocese and parishes with the needs/requests and 
qualifications of the priests as closely as possible” (p. 4). 

 
5. Priests’ Council – Canon 495 §1 sets forth the purpose of the presbyteral council in each 

diocese. It is a group of priests “which, representing the presbyterate, is to be like a senate of the 
bishop and which assists the bishop in the governance of the diocese according to the norm of law 
to promote as much as possible the pastoral good of the portion of the People of God entrusted to 
him” (see also Diocesan Policies, Personnel, Priests 4, p. 2). One of the areas of governance in 
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which the bishop must consult the presbyteral council concerns parishes: “He is neither to erect, 
suppress, nor alter notably parishes, unless he has heard the presbyteral council” (c. 515 §2). The 
presbyteral council is a consultative body; the bishop must listen to their advice, but is not 
obligated to follow it. 

 
6. Committee on Parishes – This consultative body consists of priests and lay people of the 

diocese. They consider all matters pertaining to pastoral planning and make recommendations to 
the bishop. Together with diocesan planning personnel, they are responsible for the content of 
each plan for parishes and guide its implementation. They critique the five-year action plans of 
area faith communities, review regional plans regarding reductions in priests, and evaluate 
proposals for parish mergers and church closings. 

 
7. Parish Leaders – Parish leaders, whether they are appointed by the pastor to a specific ministry 

or elected by parishioners to serve on some committee, participate in the pastoral governance of 
the parish. They play a consultative role with respect to pastoral leaders. Whenever a change is 
considered that falls under their expertise or purview, their advice should be sought. This is 
especially the case when parish mergers and church closings are being considered, in view of 
Canon 50. In other matters where it is impractical to canvas all parishioners for their opinions, the 
voices of their leaders may have to suffice. For more on parish ministry, please see the next 
chapter of this section. 

 
8. The Faithful of the Diocese – The faithful should always be consulted on decisions that will 

affect their lives in important ways. As indicated above, this applies especially to parish mergers 
and church closings. Parishioners have invested a great deal spiritually, emotionally, and 
financially in their parish and in their church. Changes to the way they worship can be painful. 
They need to be able to consider the potential change from both a historical and a current 
perspective and express how it will affect them. 

  
It is fair to say that these individuals and groups play the biggest roles in pastoral planning, at least in the 
Diocese of New Ulm. Other diocesan groups might also participate in planning-related activities from 
time to time. This could happen, for example, in the event that a parish wants to sell a former church 
building that has been relegated to secular use. (This is called “alienation” in canon law.) If the amount of 
the sale exceeds a certain minimum amount established by the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, the parish needs the permission of the diocesan bishop for the sale to be approved. The bishop, 
in turn, needs the consent of the diocesan Finance Council and the College of Consultors (a subset of the 
Priests’ Council) to grant this permission (c. 1292 §1).  
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CHAPTER 5. AREA FAITH COMMUNITY AND PARISH MINISTRY 
 
 
The allocation of priests, pastoral administrators, and deacons in the diocese is the responsibility of the 
bishop, in consultation with the Priest Personnel Board. The designation of others for roles in pastoral 
ministry at the area faith community and parish levels is the responsibility of the pastor. Pastors are 
encouraged to seek input from diocesan planning personnel and the Committee on Parishes when they 
are considering important changes to their area faith community or parish personnel. 
 
 
A. Parish Ministerial Personnel 

In his apostolic exhortation The Church in America, Pope John Paul II calls the field in which priests 
work “vast” and encourages them to concentrate on what is essential in their ministry. To do this, they 
should involve others in the work of the Church. 
 

They should be careful to discern the charisms and strengths of the faithful who might be leaders 
in the community, listening to them and through dialogue encouraging their participation and co-
responsibility. This will lead to a better distribution of tasks, enabling priests “to dedicate 
themselves to what is most closely tied to the encounter with and the proclamation of Jesus 
Christ, and thus to represent better within the community the presence of Jesus who draws his 
people together.” (Ecclesia in America, no. 39; see also Presbyterorum Ordinis, no. 9) 

The pastor, in consultation with others in the area faith community, is responsible for the hiring of area 
faith community and parish ministerial personnel. Consultation with a diocesan office or AFC committee 
is appropriate and helpful in the search and interview processes. Furthermore, the diocesan Coordinator of 
Staff’s office and the diocese’s human resources consultant may be helpful in addressing personnel issues 
that come up regarding area faith community or parish staff, such as compensation, leave time, or 
progressive discipline. 
 
The introduction of the area faith community model throughout the diocese has advanced the dialogue 
about the need for trained personnel in specialized ministries. The newly ordained deacons, women 
religious, and lay faithful have become more involved with these specialized ministries. They assist 
pastors and other priests whose responsibilities in sacramental ministry require additional trained 
personnel. 
 
As the number of priests serving in our diocese continues to decrease, there will be an increasing demand 
for specialized ministers. The most common positions in parish ministry are the following: 
 

• Pastoral Administrator 
• Pastoral Associate 
• Pastoral Minister (“Pastoral Assistant”) 
• Director of Religious Education (“Director of Faith Formation” or “Religious Education 

Coordinator”) 
• Director of Youth Ministry (“Youth Minister”) 
• Hispanic Minister 
• Director of Adult Faith Formation 
• Director of Liturgy and Music (“Coordinator of Liturgy” or “Music Minister”) 
• Social Concerns Director (“Coordinator of Social Concerns”) 
• Business Manager 
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• Bookkeeper 
• Parish Secretary 
• Catholic School Principal 
• Catholic School Teacher 

 
 
B. Volunteer Parish Ministers 

Essential to the effectiveness and quality of parish ministry are the many volunteers who work directly in 
the organization’s programs, events, activities, and meetings. The catechists, liturgical ministers, social 
concerns personnel, administrative council members, pastoral council and other committee members need 
to be trained and supported as well. 
 
 
C. Future Issues 

There are important personnel issues that the Diocese of New Ulm has addressed and continues to address 
on an ongoing basis. More discussion and planning in these areas should occur. 
 

• All parish leadership will need to be well-trained and adept in collaborative skills. What kind of 
training is needed and how will it be provided? 

• The deacon’s ministerial role in the diocese is beginning to become clear as our first class of 
permanent deacons has begun to serve. What changes will occur in the recruitment and 
preparation of the next group of deacon candidates? 

• Ecclesial certification, on state, regional, and national levels, is recommended for a number of 
professional ministries. The diocese will continue to respond to the academic and spiritual 
formation standards that may be indicated for specific positions. 

There are also professional issues that need to be addressed on an ongoing basis. Specific priorities 
include continuing education, financial compensation, and the development of new working relationships 
as pastors, parish ministers, staff, and volunteers serve an entire area faith community. 
 
 


