
 

Crossing the bridge:  

Pastoral planning moves ahead  

Tuesday, 03 February 2015 Written by  Katherine Long  

The latest stage in the diocese’s ongoing pastoral planning process has pastoral care areas 

(PCAs) — groups of geographically related parishes constituted to 

engage in pastoral planning for their territory and peoples — working to restructure Mass 

schedules, form collaborative councils and identify initiatives to best serve their communities. 

   Bishop Robert J. Cunningham directed PCAs to take these steps following a review of 

recommendations submitted by the area planning committees. 

   “The pastoral care areas of the diocese have made recommendations to me based upon the 

lived experience of their area of the diocese,” he wrote in a letter shared with priests of the 

diocese in late October. “The College of Consultors has joined me in reading and discussing 

every report from each PCA. We have also considered the other materials you have shared with 

diocesan offices. A review of the sacramental ministry, finances and programs of each parish has 

taken place. The College of Consultors raised the questions of community, faith life, mission, 

outreach, sacramental life, and sustainability for each parish and each PCA. These deliberations 

facilitated a diocesan-wide understanding of the faith and the human dynamics at work in our 

midst.” 

   Noting that the next steps were derived from “hours of dialogue at all levels” as well as the 

“remaining announcements of 2007, the observations of pastors and the responses to the ‘Natural 

Bridges’ process,” Bishop Cunningham asked that each PCA provide a Mass schedule that 

“allows the priests of the area to ‘cover’ for each other as celebrants”; that each PCA develop a 

PCA “Cluster Council that will assist in setting a vision for the work of the parishes as 

collaborators”; and that each council “investigate, ponder and propose initiatives to serve the 

people of the area.” Individual letters also contained directions specific to each PCA. 

   Bishop Cunningham’s letter as well as the PCA-specific directions will be available on the 

webpage of the diocese’s Office of Pastoral Planning at syracusediocese.org/diocesan-

offices/office-of-pastoral-planning. A listing of each PCA, along with the newly appointed 

regional vicars who provide leadership to them, can be found on page 4. 

   As they have throughout the process, the PCAs will work toward these new benchmarks in 

collaboration with the Office of Pastoral Planning. The office is  directed by Msgr. Jim Lang 

with associate directors Brother Ed Falsey, OFM Conv., and Sister Laura Bufano, CSJ. 

   The directions from Bishop Cunningham all speak to the notion of collaboration, Msgr. Lang 

noted. 

   When considering Mass schedules, for instance, “if you look at the capacity of our churches 

and the number of people who are attending them, it’s quite clear, even to the untrained eye, that 

one could do a bit of consolidation that would make priests available to cover each other in 

sickness, vacation, et cetera, as well as to increase the number of people who are at each Mass so 

that we can all enjoy full, conscious and active participation,” Msgr. Lang said. 
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    He acknowledged that “it’s easy to say that there are too many Masses — until you get into 

the conversations about who [which church] gets the 10 [a.m.] and who gets the 5 [p.m.],” but 

added, “We’re at a point with a shrinking number of priests that if we want to keep the Eucharist 

celebrated in each church for as long as possible, that will mean that we have to think about 

Mass schedules differently than we have in the past. Part of the thinking differently is to see 

ourselves in relationship with our neighboring parish.” 

   The Pastoral Planning Office has suggested that PCAs develop and share a copy of their 

revised Mass schedules by the “soft date” of May 1, Msgr. Lang said. A PCA could then test out 

its new schedule in the summer and get “a sense of how it will work and whether or not it needs 

tweaking when we get to the fall,” Msgr. Lang explained. 

   Developing PCA councils also speaks to the notion that parishes need to work together, he 

said. 

   “Sixty years ago, this area was famous for the Parochial [basketball] League that set up a 

rivalry between parishes that was rather fun,” Msgr. Lang said. “As things have changed, it has 

become more necessary for parishes to look to one another for support. Some of that could be 

economies of scale, such as joint purchasing power, but the most important parts will be 

evangelization and the pastoral care of people.” 

   Some needs, such as care for the sick or youth ministry, may be too large for one parish to 

address, he noted. “A PCA council would take a look at those areas that are more efficiently 

[addressed] as a group of parishes than as a single parish and, as the [canonical] code says, 

‘investigate, ponder and propose’ ways of caring for all the people who live within the area 

covered by the PCA,” Msgr. Lang said. 

   He expects the PCA councils will initially be composed of the members of the PCA planning 

committees — pastors, trustees and two officers of each pastoral council — but will likely 

evolve. The office would like to see the councils “rooted” — identified and with one or two 

meetings under their belts — by this coming summer. 

   Church life may be changing, “but the Church has always changed,” Msgr. Lang said. “What is 

very clearly being said to us is that discipleship and belonging in the Roman Catholic Church is 

not a spectator sport. We all need to pick up the charism that the Spirit has given us.” 

   For more information and the latest updates on the pastoral planning process, visit 

syracusediocese.org/diocesan-offices/office-of-pastoral-planning. 

 

Our Pastoral Care Area (PCA-5) 
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