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These questions will be responded to according to the decisions of the committee members.

Responses are then sent to the Office of the Pastoral Planning where the will be organized into one report and submitted to the Bishop.

Parishes represented:  St Catherine of Siena – Preston, St Mary of the Rosary – Jewett City and St Thomas the Apostle and St Anne – Voluntown.
Introduction:

We as volunteers from the above listed parishes have prayed, listened and discussed how the Norwich Deanery should use its resources in our cluster group.  We are well aware of the precious and limited resources the diocese has in order to carry out Christ’s and the Church’s mission.  On March 15, Bishop Cote stated that the process is not about the closure of parishes, or the reality of fewer priests, but more about looking at our needs as a diocese and how effective we can be in meeting those needs.  He gave the example of a small group of three or four people coming together for Mass, and then a group of three hundred coming together.  In the larger group, the bishop explained, there is more energy and a wonderful dynamic of celebration.  Therefore, restructuring can be a life-giving process for the parishes of the diocese; a very positive experience for worshippers.  We have reflected on this last point in particular (creating a energetic, faithful Christian community) and have concluded the following:
Recommendation:

After prayerful thought and preparation the committee has searched for and discussed what the most beneficial solution is for both the Diocese and Parishes in the most eastern region of the Norwich Deanery.  The recommendation is to allow the three parishes to remain as they are today.  This is based on the following reason and analysis:
1. The geographic area that is covered by the three parishes is one of the largest in the deanery.  The parishes cover approximately 120 square miles.  In fact, many parishioners in Voluntown[image: image1.wmf]592
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 are closer to parishes in Rhode Island than they are to other parishes in the Norwich Deanery.   The Parish of St Thomas covers 58 square miles, St Catherine 32 square miles and St Mary 27 square miles.  The driving distances between churches are between seven to eight miles.  However, the churches are on main State roads and the majority of parishioners live on town roads that increase driving distances to attend Mass.  Another factor to consider is that these churches are located in areas that will see population growth when economic conditions change from the current situation.
2. The Parishes of St. Catherine and St. Thomas have been growing over the last three years.  Although the church facilities may be small in size they have a strong sense of Christian [image: image2.jpg]|
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community.  No Christian community (parish) can be built up unless it is centered in the celebration of the Holy Eucharist, which is the “source and summit” of Christian life.  Therefore, we need to have Eucharistic celebration in our parishes to be a viable Eucharistic community (parish).

Each parish gains it source of Spiritual strength and vitality from its Pastor.  As we have seen from the data (October counts as well as financial) parishes begin to emaciate without pastoral leadership. 
If these three parishes are without a shepherd, parishioners will react in one of the following ways:
a. Leave the Church for another denomination

b. Become members of the Diocese of Providence

c. Become “fallen away” Catholics

d. A group will continue to attend Mass somewhere in the Diocese of Norwich

3. Parishes are intertwined in the larger social fabric of the community.  The parishes of St Thomas and St Catherine have ecumenical participation with our Christian brothers and sisters with Thanksgiving and Easter services.  The churches are part of a greater social framework that facilitates communication and cooperation between our faiths.
4. The parishes are financially viable except for the existing school debt of St Mary.  The school debt should be restructured with the diocese. 
Part One

1. In what specific activities are your parishes already cooperating with one another?  What other areas of collaboration are in the planning stages?  
The parishes are already cooperating with Small Christian Communities, Reconciliation services and discussion of sharing retreats for the Confirmation program.
a. What is the committee’s recommendation for restructuring this region of the deanery if ONE parish is without a priest / pastor?
Although this is not the committee’s recommendation, if the Diocese so chose to reduce the cluster by one priest, the logical scenario would be the following:

· Cluster St. Thomas and St. Catherine

· Potentially close St Anne mission church or cover the Mass with the pastor from St Mary
· Leave St Mary with a pastor and potentially leverage the two deacons assigned to St Mary to assist with the remaining two churches in the cluster.
b. Where would the remaining priests be located in the restructured region?

The priest that would be assigned to St Thomas and St Catherine will determine which rectory to reside in.  One concern is that if a pastor is not visible in a parish; parish life is likely to suffer therefore it may be necessary for a pastor to “time share” in the rectories.  As mentioned earlier a vibrant parish life often is dependent on the pastor. 
c. Are there other staffing requirements in the plan ?(Full or part-time deacon, lay minister or business manager, etc)

A lay administrator may need to be required to manage the operations of either one of the parishes that are clustered.  Whether this is a paid, volunteer or required still needs to be determined.  A deacon should be assigned to assist the priest of the two parishes.
d. Would any buildings no longer be used in this plan?

Potentially close the mission church of St Anne.
e. If two or more parishes are given to the leadership of one priest, where will essential parish activities be located (Sunday liturgies, all sacramental preparation programs, Confirmation programs, youth ministry, adult faith formation, evangelization efforts, etc)?

Since two parishes will share one pastor the Sunday liturgy schedule will be left to the discretion of the Pastor.  Sacramental preparation for children will be conducted in their existing parish.  Confirmation programs such as retreats will be shared.  Adult programs will be consolidated in one parish.  Not necessarily always in the same parish.
f. How does this restructuring plan accomplish the goals of the process, more vibrant parish life and the wise use of resources of diocesan resources?
It is difficult to assess whether restructuring will accomplish the goals of the process since St Thomas and St Catherine have been experiencing an increase in attendance.  This restructuring may reverse this trend.  Some other points to consider under this scenario:
· Each parish (St Thomas and St Catherine) is similar in size and demographics

· Pastoral and Finance Councils would be in place at each parish

· Work load for pastor would increase significantly resulting in likely “burn-out”

· Both Churches would need to stay open given the capacity of each building

Part Two

g. What is the committee’s recommendation for restructuring this region of the deanery if TWO parishes are without a priest / pastor?
This is not the committee’s recommended alternative.  However, if the Diocese were in the position that it had to reduce two priests in the cluster the only solution would be to consolidate into one church.  Ideally, a new church would be constructed in a central location for the cluster.  The committee feels strongly that a new parish be formed if the Diocese chose this option. This would give all parishioners a sense of Christian community with one another and avoids “us” verses “them” psychology that frequently becomes a barrier to an effective parish.  If however, given the logistics, financial and other variables this was not possible, the cluster parishes would have to consolidate into St Mary’s church.  This option is not as feasible as it may seem since St Mary church currently has physical constraints that may be obstacles in increasing the size of the congregation.  These are:

· Limited parking both for handicap as well as non-handicap.  Parking is limited to on street parking.

· Structural problems with the existing church
· The church does not meet existing building codes

Other options available to the Diocese would be to expand St Catherine or St Thomas.  Each church has the land available to accommodate the potential expansion.  This option should be considered due to the facility restrictions listed above. 
h. Where would the remaining priests be located in the restructured region?

The priest would be located at the new parish or St Mary in Jewett City
i. Are there other staffing requirements in the plan ?(Full or part-time deacon, lay minister or business manager, etc)
St Mary currently has two deacons assigned to the parish as well as other support staff.  This level of staffing should be adequate to support this parish.
j. Would any buildings no longer be used in this plan?

Under the ideal plan, all three parishes would be sold and the proceeds would be used to fund the construction of a new parish.  The other option would result in the closure of St Thomas, St Anne mission Church and St Catherine.
k. If two or more parishes are given to the leadership of one priest, where will essential parish activities be located (Sunday liturgies, all sacramental preparation programs, Confirmation programs, youth ministry, adult faith formation, evangelization efforts, etc)?

All activities would be conducted at the new parish or St Mary.
l. How does this restructuring plan accomplish the goals of the process, more vibrant parish life and the wise use of resources of diocesan resources?

This plan does not meet the goals of the process because it would abandon the communities of Voluntown and Preston by eliminating a Catholic presence in these towns.
2. Any other comments the committee wishes to add:

a. Reflecting on the process that we have been through, a couple of changes would help the committees in reaching a conclusion.

· The Bishop should address the group earlier in the process in order to give the committees an understanding of the Diocese’ goals and vision, preferably at the first meeting.
· This final report form should be distributed to the groups early in the process in order to focus the discussion.
b. The process which the Diocese is embarking on has the potential to disenfranchise parishioners.  This is especially true in the situation where a parish is financially stable.  Parishioners will find it difficult to accept change if they do not see a reason for change, which in turn has the strong potential of driving people away instead of bringing them together. 
c. The Diocese should consider using the services of retired priests in order to assist priests that are assigned to more than one parish.  If the retired priest is willing and capable the priest would be paid a stipend for his services.  This will help the pastor alleviate  the potential of “burn – out”
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