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Introduction 
 
In the Fall of 2008, I appointed the Future Staffing of Parishes Task Force, charging the 
group with the task of researching the options available to the Diocese of Metuchen for 
the future staffing of parishes if current trends in priestly ordinations continue. The Task 
Force was asked to make policy recommendations to me about those options by 
Christmas, 2009. The Task Force members appointed at that time and since are: 
 
1. Josue Arriola, Office of Evangelization 

2. Sr. Donna Brady, Nativity of Our Lord Parish, Monroe 

3. Rev. Joseph G. Celano,  St. Bernard of Clairvaux Parish, Bridgewater 

4. Rev. Timothy Christy, St. Magdalen de Pazzi Parish, Flemington 

5. Deacon Sam Costantino, Office of the Diaconate 

6. Rev. Msgr. Joseph Curry, Immaculate Conception Parish, Spotswood 

7. Deacon David DeFrange, Our Lady of Peace Parish, North Brunswick 

8. Ms. Nancy Finn, Sacred Heart Parish, New Brunswick 

9. Rev. Msgr. David Fulton, Our Lady of Victories Parish, Baptisttown 

10. Rev. Msgr. Daniel Herlihy, Our Lady of Mercy Parish, South Bound Brook 

11. Jeffry Odell Korgen (Chair), Dept. of Diocesan Planning 

12. Deacon Timothy Lawless, St. Joseph Parish, Hillsborough  

13. Ms. Carol Mascola, Sacred Heart Parish,  South Plainfield 

14. Deacon Michael P. Murtha, St. Cecelia Parish, Monmouth Junction 

15. Very Rev. Edward Puleo, Dept. of Clergy and Religious Personnel 

16. Very Rev. Richard Rusk, St. Patrick Parish, Belvedere and St. Rose of Lima Parish, Oxford 

17. Rev. Thomas F. Ryan, Pastor, Our Lady of Victories, Sayreville 

18. Sr. Ascenza Tizzano, MPF, Office for Religious 

19. Dr. Marilyn Wickel, St. John Neumann Parish, Califon 

 
Task Force members built upon the previous work of the Commission on Parish Life and 
Leadership and the past research of the Department of Clergy and Religious Personnel. 
Four members of the Commission on Parish Life and Leadership served on this Task Force. 
The research phase of the process lasted from January until June, 2009. In addition to 
group and individual research, the Task Force arranged for seminar-style conversations 
with Brian Reynolds, Chancellor and CEO of the Archdiocese of Louisville and Mark 
Mogilka, Director of Stewardship and Pastoral Services for the Diocese of Green Bay. 
These conversations began to produce a broad consensus which this report elaborates 
upon. 
 
The Task Force developed a first draft based on a series of consensus statements, which it 
refined into a second draft in September. A presentation summarizing this proposal was 
offered to four focus groups: 
 
1. Selected Parish Pastoral Council Members 

2. Selected Deacons 
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3. Religious Superiors at their annual meeting 

4. Selected Lay Ecclesial Ministers 

In addition, a DVD presentation on the draft was given to every dean for viewing and 
discussion with the priests of the deanery. Nine deaneries conducted the meeting; seven 
reported back using the worksheet provided. Every priest in the diocese was therefore 
invited to provide feedback on the proposal. 
 
The Task Force reviewed recommendations from each focus group and deanery meeting, 
looking for overlap and consistent messages, developing a list of changes to be made to 
the proposal. This third and final draft was submitted to me in late December, 2009. This 
policy paper integrates my own clarifications. 
 
The Challenge 
 
Although the process of pastoral planning is not new to the Church, the particular 
challenges facing the Diocese of Metuchen are unique to our times. According to the 
Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA) at Georgetown University, the 
Diocese of Metuchen will face a 46% drop in the availability of priests for full-time active 
ministry over the next thirty years if the ordinations rate for the diocese remains the 
same, averaging two per year. These trends are in step with national trends regarding the 
availability of priests for full-time ministry, and are actually slightly better. 
 
Nationally, the numbers of Americans who identify as Roman Catholic have increased 
from 45.6 million to 64.1 million from 1965 to 2008. At the same time, the numbers of 
priests have dropped 29%, from 57,317 to 40,580. During that period, the numbers of 
vowed religious dropped 66%, from about 180,000 to about 60,000. 
 
On the other hand, vocations to the diaconate have been growing at a steady pace. The 
numbers of deacons ordained has grown from 7,204 in 1985 to 15,893 in 2008. While no 
reliable data on the total number of lay ecclesial ministers active in parish ministry are 
available, it has been established that about 34,000 lay people have completed training in 
Catholic universities for professional church employment. 
 
In our own diocese, the overall population of our four counties is expected to grow 4% 
over the next five years, with the white, non-Hispanic population expected to drop 4.8%, 
and the Hispanic and Asian populations expected to grow by about 20% each. What this 
will mean for active membership in our churches remains to be seen, since Hispanic 
growth typically means more Catholics and Asian growth typically means fewer Catholics. 
Most likely we will see different results in different parts of the diocese with a modest 
drop in Mass attendance overall. 
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Figure One: Numbers of Priests, Sisters, Deacons in the United States by Year 
 

 
Source: Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, Georgetown University 
 
 

Figure Two: Diocese of Metuchen Racial/Ethnic Trends 
 

 
Source: Mission InSite 

 
Our outlook for the availability of priests, while not encouraging, does not project the 
same devastating effects for the next ten years that other dioceses are seeing. In the 
Spring of 2009, CARA undertook a new study of the priests of the Diocese of Metuchen, at 
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the direction of the Department of Diocesan Planning. The results of that study have been 
integrated into this proposal. 
 
Because of the large number of priests aged 45-54 incardinated in the Diocese of 
Metuchen (Figure Three), the decrease in the number of incardinated priests available for 
full-time ministry is projected to be modest for the first ten years. Between 2020 and 
2040, the drop off is projected to be quite severe. If we adjust the projections to account 
for an increase in the ordinations rate from two to four per year, the reduction in 
available priests is less extreme.  
 
The demographic bulge of priests aged 45-54 provides us with good news and bad news. 
The good news is that we have ten years to get ahead of the curve, to apply all of our 
strategies in a way that has a gentler effect on pastoral life in our parishes than some 
dioceses have experienced. The bad news is that the expected drop in available priests 
from 2020 to 2040 will be catastrophic if we are not prepared and do not prepare the 
faithful for these mass retirements. 

 
Figure Three: Diocese of Metuchen Priests by Five Year Age Groups 

 

 
 

Source: Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, Georgetown University 
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Figure Four: Diocese of Metuchen Availability of Priests by Year 
 

 
 

Source: Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, Georgetown University 
 
 
The Diocesan Response 
 
We have determined that there is not one solution to these challenges. Rather, it will take 
several strategies working together to respond to these challenges in a robust manner.  I 
have therefore selected three primary strategies and one secondary strategy.  Each 
approach chosen has its strengths and weaknesses. Thoughtfulness must be employed as 
we implement these strategies. No strategy should necessarily be applied in the same way 
throughout the diocese. 
 
The three primary strategies include: 
 
Intensifying Vocations Efforts 
The Department of Clergy and Religious Personnel has been increasing its efforts to 
promote vocations through the assignment of a full-time vocation director (currently a 
“full-time equivalent” through the collective efforts of Fr. Randy Vashon and Fr. Keith 
Cervine) and the implementation of Synod Norm 8, regarding priestly vocations. The 
result has been a diocesan vocation office with a greater capacity to attract men to the 
priesthood.   
 
We all must continue and deepen our support for parish and diocesan efforts to promote 
vocations to the priesthood. Our current ordination rate is two men on average ordained 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

2010 2020 2030 2040

2 Ordinations/Year

4 Ordinations/Year



7 

 

to the priesthood each year. If we increased that rate to four per year, it would 
significantly lessen the impact of coming retirements (Figure Four). Such an increase in the 
ordination rate would be a small numeric increase (two) but a large percentage increase 
(100%). Experts like Dr. Joseph O’Hara of CARA, co-author of the recent study of our 
priests, say that this is a very ambitious goal to set.  
 
Expanding Multiple Parish Pastoring 
Second, we will expand multiple parish pastoring at the rate of one new cluster per year 
(a cluster being defined as two or more parishes sharing a pastor—the degree of 
collaboration between the parishes is determined by the pastor and parishioners) for five 
years. Each year, I will select a region of the diocese and ask a consultative body (such as a 
deanery council or an ad-hoc committee) to determine the parishes to be clustered. After 
weighing the recommendations of the consultative body, and consulting with the 
Presbyteral Council, I will announce the parishes to be clustered, naming a pastor with a 
charism for this kind of ministry. 
 
Pastors who lead more than one parish will need additional training and clear guidelines 
for success. For example, the Diocese of Metuchen Policy and Resource Manual, Volume 
One will need to be revised to include guidelines for multiple parish pastoring. In addition, 
pastoral and finance councils will need orientations about what to expect under the new 
structures. The Office for Schools will need to be involved in the implementation of this 
policy when a school is involved. Because of the need for additional staffing, one of the 
clustered parishes will receive a $25,000.00 grant from the Fund for the Future for the first 
two years, as both a practical help to hiring qualified staff and an expression of solidarity 
from parishes in the diocese which do not share a pastor. 
 
The two positions new pastors of multiple parishes should consider hiring are a Parish 
Business Administrator and a Parish Coordinator. These positions may be full-time or part-
time: 
Parish Business Administrator: This parish staff member is a qualified layperson, deacon, 
or religious who handles the administrative dimensions of the parish, freeing up the 
pastor’s time for more pastoral ministry. 
Parish Coordinator: This parish staff member is a qualified layperson, deacon, or religious 
with several years’ experience in pastoral ministry who is entrusted with a share in the 
exercise of pastoral care in the parish of a cluster and who has been delegated a share in 
the power of governance for specific areas of parish life. She or he is selected and 
supervised by the pastor, seeks out and attends appropriate training, and is responsible 
for those areas of pastoral ministry to which she or he has been assigned. 
 
It is hard to imagine qualified candidates for these positions emerging without proper 
training. For this reason, the hiring of a director of the Office of Parish Leadership 
Formation is essential, as well as appropriate supports for the training of deacons and 
religious for potential parish coordinator positions through the Office for the Diaconate 
and Office for Religious, with the Office for Priest Personnel and Department of Worship 
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and Liturgical Formation. Several national conferences and at least two seminaries offer 
training in this area of ministry; we need to incorporate such training in our diocesan 
leadership development programs.  
 
Early in 2010, I will also form a Future Staffing of Parishes Commission, which would 
develop guidelines for training parish coordinators (including funding possibilities), create 
sample job descriptions and facilitate the exchange of best practices among pastors of 
clusters. This commission would work out of the Department of Diocesan Planning. 
Managing expectations of the parish coordinators will be key to the success of these 
clusters and their pastors.  
  
Multiple Parish Pastoring is a complex phenomenon which has generated its own models 
and best practices. Pastors and parishioners who are part of a new cluster will participate 
in a process of orientation and planning that introduces the choices they will face. For 
example, how much sharing of buildings and ministries do they anticipate? How much of 
the pastor’s time will be spent at one site? At the other? Do they wish to hire new staff? If 
so, which positions and at which location? As Bishop of the Diocese of Metuchen, I believe 
that it is important not to adopt one model for every cluster—each pastor should make 
these decisions in consultation with their parish pastoral councils. The Future Staffing of 
Parishes Commission will help facilitate such conversations. 
 
/ƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ άwŜƴŜǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘέ ŀƴŘ hǘƘŜǊ tŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ tǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ 
The Task Force and I both soundly rejected the idea of suppressing parishes simply to 
increase the priest:parish ratio in the diocese. Such closures would unnecessarily disrupt 
the pastoral life of the diocese when other alternatives are available. That said, pastoral 
planning processes already underway in the diocese will likely have suppressions and 
mergers as outcomes. “Renewing the Church in Carteret” and the “Mission Parish 
Review,” for example, have reduced the number of parishes in the diocese for pastoral 
reasons that enhance, not disrupt, parish life. 
 
Future “Renewing the Church” processes that alter church structures for pastoral reasons 
will have the unintended consequence of reducing the number of pastors needed. 
It is important, therefore, that these processes remain pastorally oriented, and are not 
driven by the value of increasing the ratio of priests to parishes, however much a decision 
to suppress or merge1 a parish might improve that ratio. 
 
  

                                                 
1
 Suppression: A parish can be closed (ñsuppressedò) by a bishop with the people, property and debts 

assigned to a nearby parish or parishes. 

Merger: Two or more parishes can be merged by a bishop into a new parish. The people, property, and debts 

of the former parishes become part of the new one. The buildings may retain their original names. 
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The one secondary strategy selected is: 
 
International Priests 
Our research into the experience of international priests ministering in U.S. dioceses was 
very helpful. Dioceses which report positive experiences with international priests pay 
close attention to inculturation, accent reduction, and homiletics training. Mindful of the 
justice issues involved in inviting international priests to minister in the United States, I 
would like to keep the numbers small and seek first priests from the nations our own new 
immigrants come from (reflecting the Diocese of Metuchen’s commitment to meeting the 
pastoral needs of immigrant communities), and making the arrangements for a specified 
period, in most cases.  
 
In some cases, however, it will make sense for the priest to incardinate in the diocese and 
eventually serve as a pastor. I have decided that on average one additional international 
priest per year will be accepted into the diocese. This policy would increase the number of 
international priests accepted to two per year, on average. After five years, this policy 
would be re-evaluated. 
 

Figure Five: Weight of Future Staffing Strategies 
 

 
 
 
Conclusion: A Comprehensive Approach 
 
I believe that the challenges of staffing the parishes of the Diocese of Metuchen will best 
be met through a comprehensive approach—multiple strategies working together, 
illustrated by Figure Five. The chart above illustrates how each strategy plays its particular 
role and adds up to a robust response to the smaller number of priests projected to be 
available for parish ministry over the next 30 years. Figure Five illustrates the mix of 
primary and secondary strategies recommended for the next five years. These policies will 
be evaluated in the year 2015 
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To review the weighting expressed in Figure Five: The greatest impact will come from (1) 
enhanced vocations efforts, (2) expanding the policy of multiple parish pastoring while 
encouraging additional supports to pastors such as parish coordinators and business 
administrators, and (3) the “Renewing the Church” and associated pastoral planning 
processes. Secondary in impact will be additional international priests, because many of 
them will eventually return to their home countries and are unlikely to become pastors. 
There are, however, a small number of international priests who have become pastors in 
our diocese, and we expect that some of our new international priests, particularly those 
from parts of the world where our immigrants come from, will become pastors.  
 
To summarize: in response to the projections of reduced numbers of priests serving in the 
Diocese of Metuchen over the next thirty years, the Diocese will: 
 
1. Intensify vocations efforts according to the Synod Norms promulgated in 2007. 
2. Increase the use of multiple parish pastoring with appropriate supports at the rate 

of 1 cluster per year. 
3. Appoint a Future Staffing of Parishes Commission, housed in the Department of 

Diocesan Planning, to guide newly named clusters through a planning process that 
explores the unique issues faced by parishes who share a pastor. 

4. Introduce an average of two international priests into the diocese each year, with a 
preference for priests from nations our own Catholic immigrants come from. 

5. /ƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƘŜ άwŜƴŜǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘέ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƴŜŜded to promote stronger 
parish life. This will result, in some areas, in a smaller number of parishes. 

6. Evaluate and revise policies in the year 2015. 
 
The estimated effects of these policies are illustrated in Figure Seven. 
 
Figure Six: Estimated Impact of Future Staffing of Parishes Strategiesτ2010-2014 
 

Strategy Annual Application Anticipated Annual  
Effect 

Intensifying Vocations 
Efforts 

Two Additional Ordinations 
Each Year 

Plus Two Priests 
Available 

Multiple Parish Pastoring One New Cluster Per Year Minus One Priest 
Needed 

“Renewing the Church” and 
Associated Restructuring 

Two “Renewing the Church” 
Processes 

Minus One Priest 
Needed 

International Priests One Additional International 
Priest Incardinates 

Plus One Priest 
Available 

 
The additional supportive actions which will supplement these policy changes are 
illustrated in Figure Eight. 
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Figure Eight: Additional Supportive Action Items Recommendedτ2010-2014 
 

Action Item Persons Responsible Date Due 

Revise Diocese of Metuchen 
Policy and Resource Manual, 
Volume One to include MPP 

Office of the Chancellor, 
Future Staffing of Parishes 
Commission, Department of 
Administrative Services 

December, 2010 

Develop a Vehicle for 
Discussing Best Practices in 
MPP 

Future Staffing of Parishes 
Commission 

December, 2010 

Identify Future Candidates 
for Parish Coordinator 
Positions 

Office of the Diaconate, 
Office for Religious, Office 
of Parish Leadership 
Formation, Office for Priest 
Personnel, Dept. of Worship 
and Liturgical Formation 

December, 2010 

Develop Parish Coordinator 
Job Description and Identify 
Proper Training for Parish 
Coordinators  

Future Staffing of Parishes 
Commission 

December, 2010 

Develop Policy for Funding 
Parish Coordinator Training 
and Continuing Education 

Future Staffing of Parishes 
Commission 

December, 2010 

Review Entire Future 
Staffing of Parishes Policy 

Future Staffing of Parishes 
Commission 

January-December, 
2015 

 
 

 


