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Parish Pastoral Council Listening Sessions 
 

Listening Sessions and Pastoral Planning 
Listening is an art. It takes discipline and practice to listen deeply and hear what others are 
saying. Listening is a gift for pastoral leaders as they proclaim the Gospel of Jesus through 
everyday parish ministry. Why, because it is critical to hear how the message is encouraging 
deeper faith in Christ and how parishioners take up the call to discipleship. The listening sessions 
are a way to gather input from the parish community to understand their needs, hopes, and 
concerns. 
 
Listening sessions are also opportunities where parishioners share their experiences and 
perspectives to the development of a parish pastoral plan to outline goals and strategies for the 
future. 
 
A pastoral plan is a roadmap for a parish. The parish staff and pastoral council work together to 
gather information, assess needs and create a ministry path for the next few years. Through the 
listening sessions with parishioners, those serving in ministries, and particular groups such as 
youth, young adults, parents of children in religious formation, seniors, those not participating 
in the parish as well as others in the local community, parish leaders receive a lot of solid 
information.  
 
A pastoral plan sets out priorities and lists action plans for how parish leadership will address 
the challenges, thus helping the parish increase its vitality. It is also the opportunity to update 
and evaluate ministries, programs, goals, mission and vision statements every few years to see if 
they are reaching people and are effective. 

Since we are embarking on We Are His Witnesses, listening and planning will be part of 
archdiocesan and parish planning for the next several years. There are four key questions that 
will be the framework for the future: 

• Where are we now?  
• Where do we need to be?  
• How will we get there together? 
• How will we evaluate our progress? 

 
It is our hope that this resource will help you get started. 
 
  

 

 

https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1CHBD_enUS813US813&cs=0&sca_esv=d251824d7abb23d1&sxsrf=AHTn8zr3-OAL7zTu2tcKuizD7q69Pb6pTA%3A1742391044652&q=pastoral+plan&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjzzPy5oJaMAxUpF1kFHS6uGeQQxccNegQIBBAC&mstk=AUtExfA7F-5-KwVj1QqvRmtdDlhHZlLjMwz5urB9xwOAkJcTJGa9goCmWK0rUriNOa7T3W9ltTUXnJMe5zzMp6dpcaGZBYXPvJslGzD3DCzrvjTMU42d8UyQJNzmt4U2cVQmjJtN8Qx6Gd4akxxsbjNclAK8E1i8gyA7NxYVN82vuuldRSE&csui=3
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Conversations in the Spirit 
From our Archdiocesan participation in the Synod on Synodality, we learned the value and 
practice of Conversations in the Spirit. What we learned is that these in-depth conversations can 
have a significant impact on parish pastoral ministry by hearing the good things happening as 
well as needs and concerns. This gives people the opportunity to participate more fully in parish 
life and to understand that they have a missionary role in the mission of Christ through the 
parish. 
 
Pope Francis announced that the final Synod on Synodality document is part of the Church’s 
ordinary magisterium and should be implemented by dioceses and churches. He calls on all 
dioceses, parishes and other Church institutions to work toward synodality in all areas of 
ministry. 
 
Best Practices 
At our Parish Pastoral Council training sessions, parishes often ask for ideas for organizing 
listening sessions with parishioners. We have included three ways to conduct these sessions 
that can give each parish a lot of information and understanding of how parishioners respond to 
the ministry and what they add to the crafting of a vision. 
 
As we proceed with pastoral conversion through We Are His Witnesses, there will be ongoing 
opportunities to hold listening sessions within your own parish and with other parishes in your 
deanery. We offer you two models, general listening sessions and Conversation in the Spirit. 
 
Note: For general listening sessions and Conversations in the Spirit, you need to prepare several 
leadership roles. You will need an MC type facilitator to keep the group on track, a facilitator at 
each table or group, and a scribe or notetaker to record feedback. Therefore, you will also need 
nametags, pens, markers and newsprint or poster paper that you can hang on the wall so all can 
see the results. It would also be important to set up a prayer environment to focus on the 
deeper purpose of the listening sessions – how we are the disciples of Christ continuing his 
mission. 
 
 
Model One: General Listening Sessions 
As a Parish Pastoral Council, you might want to ask - What do we want to hear about our parish 
or ministry and why do we need to listen? 
 
A general listening session can gather groups or ministries together to ask a few questions about 
the parish or specific ministerial concerns. For example, parents (or guardians) of children in 
religious education might share about: 

• How can the parish support you in raising your kids in the faith? 
• What do you need to support you in your faith life and spirituality? 
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You can gather a group while the children are in class, begin with a prayer and have a 
conversation. You should have a facilitator and a scribe to take notes. These sessions can be 30 
or 40 minutes  
 
Model Two: Conversations in the Spirit 

Model for a Synodal Conversation and Discernment in the Spirit 
to Create a Parish Vision and Pastoral Plan 

 
For more in-depth listening sessions, it is suggested to use the Conversation in 
the Spirit model as used at the Synod on Synodality and in the sessions for the 
Archdiocese of Newark. This model is a more disciplined process that allows 
participants time to pray together, create silence in between responses and 
listen in a deeper way to all that is said. We are not always used to this type of 
reflective listening, so an MC type facilitator is needed to keep the session 
moving and the cooperation of all participants to follow the process. This 
session can be planned for 90+ minutes. 

Welcome and Introductions 
The host/facilitator welcomes all and has participants introduce themselves. If there are a lot 
of people, introductions can be made at the table. You might use an icebreaker, such as how 
long you have been part of the parish, your family, and ministry, something you like to do for 
recreation, etc. 
 

The host/facilitator begins with an explanation of the purpose of the gathering, explains the 
process, and the reason for the gathering (desired outcome.) 
 

The process then begins with prayer and faith sharing. (see attached) 
 

Parishioners should be divided into groups of 5 or 6 members at round tables. You may want 
to preassign participants at a table or let them randomly seat themselves. 

Facilitator  Secretary  
Choose a facilitator for each table to guide the members in the process. The facilitator’s job 
is not to impose his or her views on the group but to be an impartial moderator who 
encourages respectful listening and makes sure everyone is able to participate. The 
facilitator is a part of the process and can share the fruit of his/her prayer reflection. It is 
best to meet with facilitators ahead of time, so they understand the process.  
 

Each group also chooses a scribe or secretary to draft a report of the group’s discussions. 

The Purpose of the Small Groups  Preparation Beforehand 
The work of the small groups involves the question(s) they want to discern. The questions 
could be a way forward or a decision facing the parish. For example: 
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• What do you most like about our parish? 
• What are the great things happening in our parish? 
• What are things that need to be tended to? 

 

These types of questions follow an Appreciative Inquiry* model, which seeks to know what 
parishioners appreciate and see as key growth in a parish as well as what needs to be looked 
at and discerned. Otherwise, the discussion could very well stay at the discussion state and 
sink into only looking at what is wrong. 
 
You can use other questions that are more focused on what you might need to discern. Keep 
them simple and limit only to a few. 
 

Preparing 
Prior to the gathering, participants should receive an outline of the session and the 
questions so that they can prayerfully reflect before the session. 
 
At the gathering, the questions for consideration should be laid out for the groups in a short, 
focusing presentation before they begin their conversations in the Spirit. Set the stage for 
the discussion. 
 

In preparation for the gathering, each participant is asked to prayerfully prepare his or her 
own contribution to the questions “by entrusting oneself to the Father, conversing in prayer 
with the Lord Jesus and listening to the Holy Spirit.” This is not a gathering only to discuss 
ideas and opinions, but an in depth, prayerful consideration of what the Holy Spirit is asking 
of this particular parish (or ministry) at this time in history. It is a solemn gathering of 
prayerful discussion, listening and discernment, often what we are not used to. So, 
preparation is important. 

Small Group Process 
The FACILITATOR 
When the group meets, the facilitator guides them to go around the table, giving each 
person four minutes to speak from his or her own experience and prayer reflection. This is 
more about sharing experiences than articulating arguments. Each small group participant 
begins by saying, “In my prayer, I …” Then the group listens attentively to each participant 
but does not immediately respond. 
 

The GROUP 
The group then pauses for a few minutes of silent prayer and reflection. 
This reflection is not followed by debate. Nor is it the time to add what you did not get a 
chance to say the first time around. Rather, from what others have said, each person shares 
what has resonated most with him or her or what has aroused the most resistance in him or 
her, allowing himself or herself to be guided by the Holy Spirit. Use a reflection question such 
as, “When listening, did my heart burn within me?” 
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The group repeats the process again and as they take turns around the table the second time, 
each participant’s short intervention begins with, “I heard in the group …” or “I was moved by ….” 
This is followed by another period of silent prayer and reflection. 
 
The group then engages in open “dialogue on the basis of what emerged earlier in order to 
discern and gather the fruit of the conversation in the Spirit.” At this point participants can say 
what they will. The purpose is not to force agreement but “to recognize intuitions and 
convergences; to identify discordances, obstacles and new questions; to allow prophetic voices 
to emerge.” 
 
Reporting Feedback 
If multiple groups are involved, then each group reports its thoughts in a plenary session. 
Everyone should feel represented in the report from their group. These table reports can be 
printed on newsprint and posted on the wall. 

After listening to all the reports, the groups meet again to reflect on what they have heard. 
They then distill the fruits of the plenary session and formulate a final report, including 
proposals for next steps.  Again, the summaries can be listed on newsprint and posted on the 
wall. 

A final draft is compiled from all the reports, and this forms a basis for discerning the vision - a 
way forward for the parish and setting goals to achieve the vision. The draft should be given to 
the participants after the gathering. It may even be possible to repeat the process with the 
same participants at a later date in which you begin to develop your visionary planning. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

*https://case.edu/weatherhead/fowler/areas-expertise/appreciative-inquiry 
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Conversation in the Spirit 
Handout 

 

Let’s Prepare 
By entrusting oneself to the Father, conversing in prayer with the Lord Jesus and listening to the 
Holy Spirit, each person prepares his or her own contribution to the reflection question. A good 
resource to give participants a wider scope of needs in the archdiocese, is the Archdiocese 
Synod on Synodality report on the RCAN website.  After reading the report, participants can 
make notes on what they are feeling and thinking that will contribute to the conversation. 
Synod repots: 

1. Synod first report from Listening Sessions in the Archdiocese of Newark. 
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://rcan.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/06/ENGLISH-Synod-on-Synodality-Report-USCCB_FINAL.pdf 
 

2. Synod second report from Listening Sessions in the Archdiocese of Newark. 
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://rcan.org/wp-
content/uploads/2024/04/REPORT-The-Synodal-Church-in-Mission.pdf 

 

Let’s Gather and Pray (10-15 minutes) 
Groups gather and introduce each other, then begin with prayer. 
 

Let’s Reflect (20-30 minutes) 
In small groups of 6-8 people, each person takes turns speaking from his or her own experience 
and prayer. When others are speaking, remember to listen to others with an open and humble 
heart. Silent reflection  
 

Let’s Listen and Share (20-30 minutes) 
From what others have said, what has resonated most with you or caused the most resistance 
in you? Guided by the Holy Spirit: "What am I hearing the Holy Spirit saying to us?" This time do 
not add anything new to the conversation - just your response to what you have heard already 
shared. Silent reflection 
 

Let’s Respond (30 minutes) 
Together, dialogue about what emerged earlier to discern and gather the fruit of the 
conversation in the Spirit: to recognize convergences; to identify differences, obstacles, and new 
questions; and allow prophetic voices to emerge. It is important that everyone can feel 
represented by the outcome of the work. Form your responses with this question, "What is the 
Holy Spirit asking of us?" 
Once everyone has shared their ideas for action, identify 2-3 possible actions. 
 

Let’s Give Thanks (10-15 minutes) 
Conclude with a final prayer of thanksgiving. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Come Holy Spirit! 

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/rcan.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ENGLISH-Synod-on-Synodality-Report-USCCB_FINAL.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/rcan.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ENGLISH-Synod-on-Synodality-Report-USCCB_FINAL.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/rcan.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/REPORT-The-Synodal-Church-in-Mission.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/rcan.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/REPORT-The-Synodal-Church-in-Mission.pdf
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Model Three: Surveys and Follow up to Listening Sessions 
For pastoral planning and follow-up to listening sessions, you can do multiple surveys or 
gatherings throughout the year. You can do a few general sessions, and you can also select 
various groups or ministries to speak with directly in smaller groups. Plan what kind of input you 
might need. For example, families, teens, young adults, various cultures, those who have left, 
those in the surrounding communities, etc. will need specific questions. The idea is to include as 
many different voices as possible. This will help you take a “long, loving look at the reality of the 
ministry of your parish.”    Walter Burghardt, SJ 
 
In our RCAN survey sent to Parish Pastoral Councils, many have reported that they want to hear 
from parishioners and others in the local community and that they appreciate the feedback. 
They found that parishioner input contributes to the mission of the parish as well as to the 
development of a pastoral plan. 
 
As a follow-up to listening sessions, you can also obtain feedback through surveys given out at 
Mass. To give you a wider audience, a survey may also be done online using a service such as 
Survey Monkey.  
 
A typical example of a simple parish survey (on a card or online survey) is the following: 

 

 

 

 
 

These are open – ended questions which could give you ideas for more specific questions later 
on. These simple questions can give you a great overview of what people are thinking, what 
they are looking for in their parish, and what the PPC and staff need to focus on for a more 
dynamic parish. 

Categorize Feedback 
To organize feedback, you might want to list things under five categories: WORD, WORSHIP, 
COMMUNITY, SERVICE, LEADSERSHIP. Summarizing feedback under these areas helps to group 
answers according to pastoral ministries and needs. 
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For Example: 
WORD 

• More faith formation for parents  
WORSHIP 

• Begin a Kids’ choir 
COMMUNITY 

• Parish Picnic in the Fall 
SERVICE 

• Join with other parishes to support a food pantry 
LEADERSHIP 

• Engage new people in leadership roles in parish ministries 
 

These categories will be helpful later in crafting your parish pastoral plan. 
 
Mission or Maintenance? 
Parish leaders are always concerned today with inviting others into the parish community. It is 
critical to ask, “What are we inviting people to?” In taking a “long, loving look at the reality of 
the ministry of your parish,” it is critical there is something to offer people. We have a rich 
heritage of the Eucharistic liturgy, prayer and contemplation, preaching, scripture, community 
and more. But are we in “Mission or Maintenance” with the way we present all of these with 
joy or is it everyday routine? Therefore, it is important to look at what we do and what we need 
to make better. 
 

Some questions for reflection 
The overarching question is “How do we invite them into life with Christ?” but sometimes other 
questions need to be considered to help build relationships within the parish as we provide the 
environment for people to grow in their faith and spiritual life, such as: 

• What are we inviting people to? 
• What shape are we in as a parish or a particular ministry to invite people? 
• What do we have to offer them? 
• What would we like them to participate in? 
• Are we prepared to receive people? 

 
As Pastors, Parish Pastoral Councils, parish staff members and ministry leaders create a pastoral 
plan to serve parishioners and reach out to others, it is necessary to pray and discern the way 
forward. Spend time in prayer and faith sharing to listen and discern where God is asking of us 
in the twenty-first century. We are called to make Christ visible in word and action and reach 
out to all with the gospel. Input from others is important to looking at the next 3-5 years in 
parish life and how you will invite others into life with Christ. 
 
Welcome, Hospitality, and Outreach Planning Guide 
The Welcome, Hospitality, and Outreach Planning Guide is a direct response to the number one 
result of the Synod on Synodality listening sessions in the Archdiocese of Newark and all the 
countries reporting to the Vatican Synod Team. We have prepared a guide to help you create a 

 

What ministries do you have?
ServiceCommunityWorshipWord

Parish Staff
PPC & Finance
Councils

Stewardship Comm
Care of the Sick
Soup Kitchen
Home Visits
Community

Outreach
Environment

Hospitality
Engagement
Family
Welcoming
Parish Feasts
Pilgrimage
Picnic
Coffee

Mass
Music
Choir
Devotions
EMs
Environment

Lectors
RCIA
Prayer Groups
SCCs
Religious Ed
Adult Ed
Sac. Prep
Evangelization
CLOW

10c. 2019 DLC
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plan to reach out to all age groups and cultural groups in the parishes. This can be downloaded 
from the Parish Pastoral Council web page in English and Spanish.  Parishes what are using it 
report great success! 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Go to https://rcan.org/parish-pastoral-councils/ for downloadable copies of the RCAN Synod 
Planning Guide and PPC Guidelines. 

Also find videos to support Parish Pastoral Councils and use for orientation of new members. 

 

Just a few extra thoughts: 

Why Do We Do Pastoral Planning? 

It’s simple! The Church has a mission to build up the reign of God. As a parish we should desire 
to create the best environment to be able to proclaim the Good News of Jesus. We want to 
engage as many people as possible in the message and deepening their relationship with Christ.  

We should seek to provide the space for people to know Jesus in a personal way through their 
encounter with him in prayer, worship, community, and service to others. Let’s be honest: as a 
parish you want to shine and develop a compelling distinction; the parish should be seen as a 
center for innovation and engagement in all ministry areas. Given the complexities of the world 
today, pastoral planning helps you to figure out how the parish community can be the best! 

We plan in order to: 
• Enhance the vibrancy of parish life throughout the Archdiocese of Newark 
• Deepen our understanding of our responsibility as disciples for the mission of Christ 

today 
• Promote our role as Missionary Disciples of Christ, called by God to use our time, talent, 

and treasure for the Gospel 

 

RCAN Synod Planning Guide

Planning Guide
to assist
Parishes

and
Parish Pastoral

Councils
Vision and Practical Steps

27  

https://rcan.org/parish-pastoral-councils/
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• Assure that we are reaching the greatest number of people and inviting them to a closer 
relationship with Jesus through our Eucharistic liturgy, prayer opportunities, life-long 
faith formation, and community support 

• Create a loving, welcoming community in service to all 
• Foster an environment of synodality, collaboration, and sharing of ministries among 

parishes 
• Be efficient in using the resources we have 

 
Pastoral Planning helps us develop focus, discipline and intentionality. By determining goals, 
priorities, and action steps, parishes can chart a course to strengthen leadership, ministries, 
communications, protection of the vulnerable, and other key areas. Clear direction for the 
parish should be set and goals accomplished in a three to four year time period. Best practices 
from vibrant parishes always point to understanding your mission as a parish, seeing your 
strengths, knowing where improvement is necessary and intentionally keeping the vision before 
everyone. Following through on the plan and evaluating what you have accomplished are key 
elements as you continue to build a strong faith community. 

Again, our Welcome, Hospitality, and Outreach Planning Guide is a great way to begin and helps 
you develop a structure to do pastoral planning. 

Go to https://rcan.org/parish-pastoral-councils/ 
 
For more information: 
 

Sr. Donna L. Ciangio, OP 
Chancellor 
Email: Sr.Donna.Ciangio@rcan.org 
Phone: 973-497-4128 
 
Rev. Timothy Graff 
Secretary for Parish Mission & Vitality 
Email: rev.timothy.graff@rcan.org 
Phone: 973-497-4318 
 
Milissa Else 
Assistant Coordinator for Parish Strategies 
Email: Milissa.Else@rcan.org 
Phone:(973) 497-4265  
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