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We live in a time of change that is filled 
with challenges and opportunities. The 
Spirit of God is always calling us to listen, 
to contemplate and to see with new eyes 
how God is laboring in our current context 
and calling forth our collaboration.
 Pastoral planning is an undertaking 
that helps us enter into this deep listening, 
so as to emerge more fruitful, renewed, 
and committed in our life and mission. 
A communal discernment approach is in-
dispensable because we are in mission not 
as individuals but as a community, and we 
need to discern together how God’s Spirit 
is moving. This calls for the participation of 
everyone, and is an opportunity to exercise 
synodality, mutual listening, and building 
communion amidst diversity. To this end, 
this book has integrated both planning and 
communal discernment together in a mean-
ingful and practical way.
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Foreword

We live in a time of change that is filled with challenges 
and opportunities. The Spirit of God is always calling us 
to listen, to contemplate and to see with new eyes how God 
is laboring in our current context and calling forth our  
collaboration.

Pastoral planning is an undertaking that helps us enter 
into this deep listening, so as to emerge more fruitful, re-
newed, and committed in our life and mission. A communal 
discernment approach is indispensable because we are in 
mission not as individuals but as a community, and we need 
to discern together how God’s Spirit is moving. This calls for 
the participation of everyone, and is an opportunity to exer-
cise synodality, mutual listening, and building communion 
amidst diversity. To this end, this book has integrated both 
planning and communal discernment together in a mean-
ingful and practical way.

The 36th General Congregation of the Society of Jesus 
and the Universal Apostolic Preferences call for a deepening 
in the spiritual tradition of the Society, as well as a greater 
sharing of this tradition with others in their personal and 
communal journeys. This book draws upon the Ignatian 
tradition, which has much to contribute regarding discern-
ing the spirits and the signs of the times, making decisions 
in resonance with the loving will of God, and incarnating 
this through our concrete plans and actions. At the same 
time, the Ignatian and Catholic worldview are brought to 
bear so that the processes and aims of planning are based 
upon a holistic vision of human persons, creation, and  
human enterprise.
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Since the beginning of my term as Superior General,  
I have been emphasizing the importance of planning 
through communal discernment by all units in the Socie-
ty of Jesus so as to better fulfil our role in the Missio Dei.  
I am grateful to the many Jesuits and mission partners, in-
cluding the author of this book, who have worked togeth-
er to provide formation, accompaniment, and resources to 
this end. They have facilitated the practical means through 
which some of the points I have made in my earlier letters 
on communal discernment and planning can be imple-
mented on the ground.

I am especially struck that this book is written by a lay 
person who has worked closely with the Society of Jesus and 
who has also been a professional in the organizational field. 
This is perhaps a sign that our charism and spirituality are 
taking root beyond traditional boundaries and brought 
into fruitful dialogue with contemporary disciplines so as 
to better serve the world today. I am sure this book will be  
a valuable resource for the Society as well as for other re-
ligious congregations and ecclesial bodies seeking a mean-
ingful renewal.

May you find in the following pages the inspiration of 
God’s Spirit for your organization in its journey ahead.

Rev Fr Arturo Sosa SJ
Superior General

Society of Jesus
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Preface

Many people approach pastoral planning as something 
to be completed as quickly as possible so as to get on with 
the “real” work of implementation. This book is an invita-
tion to think differently. It highlights how pastoral plan-
ning can be an integral part of the journey to become a more 
open, synodal, effective, united, and discerning communi-
ty. It presents planning to be as much an interior, reflective, 
spiritual, and communal process as it is an exterior, intel-
lectual, and personal one. The main message of this book is 
that life and mission in community requires time and space 
for God to walk gently and lovingly with the people togeth-
er, so that the community experiences a transformation and 
renewed vitality.

This book serves as a guide for communities and organ-
izations in the Catholic faith tradition and beyond. It has 
been written with a broad-based audience in mind. This is 
because pastoral planning frequently involves a wide and 
diverse range of persons, and rightly so. For instance, par-
ticipants in planning might include community members, 
staff, volunteers, board members, network partners, and 
other stakeholders. They might comprise clergy, religious, 
and laity, and might include Catholics as well as people who 
belong to various faith and spiritual traditions or have no 
religious affiliation at all. The explanations and planning 
tools provided in this book employ terms that are familiar 
to Catholics as well as terms that are more universal.

Additionally, this book draws from Ignatian Spirituality 
because this tradition offers many principles and practices 
that can aid pastoral planning. In fact, its underlying orien-
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tation provides an important lens and way of proceeding in 
planning. People working in institutions based on the Ig-
natian tradition would resonate with the references to this 
tradition and its resources. Others might find in these refer-
ences new insights and helpful perspectives.

Part I of the book outlines the theological foundations for 
planning. This is an important orientation and enables read-
ers to understand why planning is needed and what kind of 
process is more consistent with a faith-based perspective. It 
aims to foster an appropriate disposition towards planning 
and help participants go through the process in a mindful 
and meaningful way. Some of the text can be adapted as ma-
terial for preparatory reading by participants before plan-
ning begins or even for a planning retreat. To this end, a va-
riety of quotations from various sources are included so as 
to foster reflection and meditation.

Part II provides a suggested process for planning and 
serves as a general framework which each particular organ-
ization or community can adapt according to its own con-
texts and needs. All steps in this framework include tem-
plates and worksheets that can be used in the process. As 
mentioned above, some of the proposed exercises are adapt-
ed from methodologies that have been developed in the Ig-
natian tradition, such as Spiritual Conversation and the 
History Line. Much is owed to the Jesuits and mission part-
ners who have played significant roles in elaborating upon 
these methodologies over the years. Additionally, the Office 
for Discernment and Apostolic Planning at the Jesuit Curia 
has brought new momentum to their practice. I am espe-
cially grateful to Rev Fr John Dardis SJ, General Counsellor 
for Discernment and Apostolic Planning, and Mr Germán 
Muñoz Díaz, Project Manager, for our teamwork in several 
formation activities.

Overall, the readings, reflections and activities recom-
mended in this book promote deeper living of commu-
nal life and mission. Hence they can also be used for pur-
poses beyond pastoral planning. For instance, orientation 
programs, year-end reviews, community gatherings, and 
on-going formation sessions might be well-served by some 
of the material here. It is hoped that this book will aid many 
communities and organizations to experience an invigorat-
ing renewal of their identity, charism, and vocation.

Christina Kheng
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Introduction
We are all wayfarers
Who am I? Where am I going? 
What is life all about? These ques-
tions seem to be etched deep-
ly in the human heart. They come to 
the surface whenever a person faces 
a turning point or a crisis in life with 
no clear road ahead. They also arise 
when a person resolves to live more 
authentically. During each season of 
life, these same questions resurface to 
await new answers.

For a community or organization, 
such questions are relevant too: Who 
are we as a group? What is our pur-
pose? Why do we stay together? What 
defines us? Where shall we go? What 
must we do? Just as for an individual,  

these questions arise for a group 
whenever there is a crisis, or 
when the group finds itself at a 
crossroads, with new possibili-
ties that call for a re-evaluation 

of its identity, direction, service, and 
common life.

Confronting these questions is not 
easy because it entails acknowledg-
ing the tensions that are present in 
the situation, letting go of what has 
been familiar, accepting uncertain-
ty, and feeling vulnerable. However, 
this is the path that potentially leads 
to greater fullness of life. Conversely, 
avoiding the struggle or pain of deal-
ing with these questions often causes 
a group to drift apart and eventually 
languish in desolation and despair.

Photo by S
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Intentional and authentic living 
as a community entails journeying 
through these questions on a regular 
basis, and carrying out their implica-
tions faithfully, evaluating along the 
way. It is a process that engages the 
whole community in heart, mind, and 
soul. As a result, the community can 
grow fruitfully in its identity, values, 
life, and mission. A corresponding in-
tegration at the personal level often 
happens among its individual mem-
bers as well.

In this sense, we are all wayfarers 
seeking out paths that lead to great-
er fullness of life. The Spiritual Exer-
cises of St Ignatius of Loyola has been  
a helpful means of accompanying 
persons on this journey.1 Its underly-
ing dynamics and principles can also 
help a group to re-discover its identity, 
values, and vocation in the world, and 
to make fundamental choices for the 
road ahead.

At the crossroads
Sometimes a community or organiza-
tion might find that it no longer seems 
to be growing fruitfully, nor are its ac-
tivities and structures relevant to the 
present times. Other groups might 
find that they are preoccupied and 
busy with many things, but seem to 
lack a clear impact. There are also 
groups who have become aware that 
they might have diverted from their 
core mission and values, and group 
members are increasingly divided.

Just as individual persons benefit 
from undertaking the Spiritual Exer-
cises regularly in one form or other, 
communities and organizations also 

benefit from undergoing the Exercis-
es regularly as a group. The underly-
ing movement of the Exercises over its 
constituent “four weeks”, when adapt-
ed for a group, can lead the group to 
become more aware of its present 
lights and shadows, realize its need 
for conversion, deepen its connection 
with the Ultimate Principle and Foun-
dation of life, and become more aware 
about its surrounding context. It also 
leads the group to rediscover its iden-
tity and mission, make specific choic-
es for the road ahead, and pursue 
them faithfully despite the anticipat-
ed trials, with confidence in the ulti-
mate triumph of good.

What is pastoral 
planning?

In the Christian faith tradition, pas-
toral planning is undertaken by an 
increasing number of church com-
munities such as parishes, dioceses, 
religious congregations, lay minis-
tries, Catholic schools and charities, 
and other ecclesial organizations. 
Tools from strategic planning taken 
from the secular management field 
are quite often used. From this sec-
ular perspective, pastoral planning 
is commonly regarded as the task of 
mapping out a church organization’s 
direction, objectives, key services, 
programs, and activities, and the con-
sequent personnel and resource allo-
cations for a defined period ahead.

Although this is not an unhelpful 
definition, pastoral planning can be 
more holistically viewed in the light 
of a religious tradition such as the 
Catholic faith. It can be regarded as 

1	 For a brief introduction, see https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/
the-spiritual-exercises/. References to the Spiritual Exercises shall be abbreviated as (Spex).
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a process of communal discernment 
in which members of a community 
come together to listen deeply to one 
another and to those who are con-
nected with them, to reflect on the 
signs of the times and on their faith 
tradition, and to understand these re-
alities in new light so as to discover 
and walk the path which God’s Spirit 
is revealing to them. It is most fruitful 
as a prayer-centered process that pro-
motes a community’s intentional and 
authentic living through:

•	 an inward journey of confrontation 
with foundational questions about 
identity, faith, values, and purpose;

•	 a lateral journey of solidarity and 
reconciliation with one another;

•	 and an outward journey of living 
the implications in each contextual 
reality so as to bring about univer-
sal flourishing in the world.

The late Rev Fr Adolfo Nicholas SJ, 
former Superior General of the Socie-
ty of Jesus, said that:

What I consider most important is that each Conference, 
Province and Region initiate or continue a process of dis-
cerning how or to what extent its institutions are related 
to its Apostolic Plan, a plan that identifies the goals, prior-
ities and resources for service that a Province or Region 
contributes to the Missio Dei.

Each Province or Region concretizes the mission of the 
universal Society through an Apostolic Plan by means of 
a careful discernment process. In this way the Province 
or Region shapes its identity, its dreams and hopes, its 
objectives and priorities in order to help Jesuits and their 
collaborators—as well as the apostolic institutions them-
selves—to continually renew themselves and progress 
decisively on the path toward greater service by putting 
into practice, with both realism and hope, the guidelines 
of the recent General Congregations.2

These dynamics of apostolic plan-
ning can apply to all institutions. The 
heart of the process is an intimate and 
life-giving encounter with self, with 
one’s companions, with others in the 
cosmos especially at the peripheries, 
and with God the Universal Lifeforce 
and ultimate source of love and good-
ness. Such a process enables a group 
to be touched by profound mys-
tery, grace, and truth once again 
so as to regain their innermost 

“dreams and hopes”, and emerge 

with renewed clarity, unity, and en-
ergy. Thus pastoral planning can be 
embarked on “with great courage and 
generosity” (Spex 5).

Before undertaking pastoral plan-
ning, it is useful to consider its the-
ological underpinnings in greater 
depth so as to embark on planning 
with the appropriate dispositions and 

carry it out with the right meth-
odologies. The next section pre-
sents some theological points for  
reflection.

2	 Fr Adolfo Nicholas SJ, Apostolic Institutions at the Service of Mission, 2014/01.
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Part I
Theological 
Foundations



God creates and animates all creation towards fullness 
of life, which is union with God for all eternity.

Divine love  
for all creation 

Christians believe that the uni-
verse is created and constantly 
transformed towards its good 
end by a loving God who desires 
that all become one in intimate, di-
vine union. In particular, the Catholic 
faith tradition highlights that God la-
bors actively in the world for its full-
ness of life.

These beliefs might find some ech-
oes beyond the Catholic community. 
For instance, people of other religious 
traditions would resonate and relate 

with a divine reality and believe 
in its benevolent creation and 
sustenance of the world. Even 
those do not profess any formal 

religion might also have experienced 
or perceived a positive and prevalent 
life-giving force in the universe, such 
as when they contemplate the beau-
ty of nature, the goodness of certain 
people, or the resilience of communi-
ties despite suffering, pain, and loss. 
Even more so, they might have had 
a personal encounter with this heal-

Pillars of C
reation (N

IR
C

am
 Im

age), N
A

S
A

, ES
A

, C
S

A
, STS

cI

14 Part 1: Theological Foundations



3	 Catechism of the Catholic Church (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2003), para. 1.

ing and transformative force in their 
own lives.

As a result of the divine loving in-
itiative, human beings are innately 
oriented towards greater fullness of 
life—or in Catholic terms, union with 
God who is infinite—and this man-
ifests itself in human beings’ appar-
ently unlimited thirst for fulfillment 
and love. It also manifests itself in 
humans’ ability to recognize genuine 
value, goodness, and truth when they 
search deeply and authentically with 
their hearts. Indeed our purest and 
deepest desires bring us home to our-
selves, to one another, and ultimately 
to God.

This orientation towards and un-
ion with God or the Universal Life-
force is not static and passive but ac-
tive and participative. It animates our 
free, creative, and self-transcending 
collaboration in the divine enter-
prise. Even so, Catholics believe that 
it is God’s Spirit who actively energiz-
es, inspires, and guides humankind’s 
positive actions.

In the Judeo-Christian Scriptures, 
the Book of Genesis conveys these be-
liefs through a symbolic story of crea-
tion in Genesis 1-2. Elaborating on the 
meaning of this story, the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church (CCC) high-
lights that:

God, infinitely perfect and blessed in God’s self, in a plan 
of sheer goodness freely created humans to make them 
share in God’s own blessed life. For this reason, at every 
time and in every place, God draws close to humans. God 
calls them to seek God, to know God, to love God with all 
their strength (CCC 1).3

The truth that God is at work in all the actions of God’s 
creatures is inseparable from faith in God the Creator. God 
is the first cause who operates in and through secondary 
causes: “For God is at work in you, both to will and to work 
for God’s good pleasure” [Phil 2:13]. (CCC 308)

Ignatian Spirituality underscores 
these two equally important aspects 
of divine primacy: God as the be-
ginning and end of all things, and 
God’s active, loving presence with 
humankind in history. This is espe-
cially conveyed in the Spiritual Ex-

ercises through the “First Principle 
and Foundation” (Spiritual Exercises, 
Spex 23) and the “Contemplation to 
Attain the Love of God” (Spex 230-237), 
which are like two bookends of the 
whole text. Ignatius writes that:

Humans are created to praise, reverence, and serve God 
our Lord, and by this means to save their soul. The other 
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4	 Louis J. Puhl, The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius: Based on Studies in the Language of the Autograph 
(Chicago: Loyola Press, 1951).

5	 Eckhart Tolle, Practicing the Power of Now (Novato, CA: New World Library, 1999), 2.
6	 C. Otto Scharmer, Theory U: Leading From the Future as it Emerges (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 

2009), 10.
7	 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Belknap, Harvard University Press, 2007), 5-6.

things on the face of the earth are created for humans to 
help them in attaining the end for which they are created 
(Spex 23).4

God dwells in creatures: in the elements giving them 
existence, in the plants giving them life, in the animals 
conferring upon them sensation, in man bestowing un-
derstanding. So He dwells in me and gives me being, life, 
sensation, intelligence; and makes a temple of me, since 
I am created in the likeness and image of the Divine Maj-
esty … God works and labors for me in all creatures upon 
the face of the earth, that is, He conducts Himself as one 
who labors. Thus, in the heavens, the elements, the plants, 
the fruits, the cattle, etc., He gives being, conserves them, 
confers life and sensation, etc (Spex 235-236).

As mentioned above, those who 
do not subscribe to any formal theis-
tic faith tradition might still be able 
to relate to the above points in terms 
of a universal driving force of good-
ness in the world. For instance, Eck-
hart Tolle, the prominent advocate 
of mindfulness, holds that through 
interior consciousness, human per-
sons can become aware of “an eter-
nal, ever-present One Life beyond the 
myriad forms of life.”5 Similarly, in 
expounding on Theory U, organiza-
tional expert C. Otto Scharmer points 
out the existence of an “originating 
source” of insight, inspiration, self, 
and will, in the depths of human in-
teriority.6 Sociologist Charles Taylor 
describes the profound sense of “full-
ness” experienced by some people 
such as when they contemplate the 
beauty of nature.7

For pastoral planning, the fun-
damental principle of divine prima-

cy reminds us to avoid the pitfalls of 
secularism, Pelagian humanism, and 
even deism or agnosticism. We cannot 
plan as if God does not exist, or as if 
God does not have any active involve-
ment or interest in our plans, or even 
as if God’s guidance is beyond hu-
man reception. However, this is easi-
er said than done. Faith-based organ-
izations, especially those operating 
and embedded deeply within certain 
sectors of society such as basic and 
higher education, social development, 
healthcare, civil movements, and live-
lihood or economic development can 
sometimes find themselves pulled 
along by the dominant cultures and 
operating principles in those sectors. 
For instance, they might start to pri-
oritize measures of success that are 
more typical of secular institutions. 
Although some of these measures of 
success are unavoidable or even help-
ful, the problem is that sometimes 
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8	 Pope John Paul II, Novo Millenio Ineunte (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2001), para. 29.
9	 Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation on the Proclamation of the Gospel in Today’s World, Evangelii  

Gaudium (hereafter EG) (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2013), para. 279.

they become ends in themselves. In 
pastoral planning, such mindsets can 
lead to the neglect or marginalization 
of more holistic goals that resonate 
with the divine vision for creation. 

These latter goals typically promote 
flourishing in all dimensions of life 
including the physical, social, cultur-
al, moral, and spiritual. As Pope John 
Paul II has stressed:

a pastoral plan is not a matter of inventing a ‘new pro-
gramme’. The programme already exists, it is the plan 
found in the gospel and in the living tradition, it is the 
same as ever. Ultimately it has its centre in Christ himself, 
who is to be known, loved and imitated, so that in him we 
may live the life of the Trinity and with him we may trans-
form history until fulfilment.8

Among some faith-based organiza-
tions, there is also a tendency to adopt 
secular business-like practices due to 
a misconception about what it means 
to be professional or up-to-date with 
modern times. Though much can be 
learnt from contemporary secular 
disciplines such as organizational 
leadership and management, there is 

a need to ensure that the approach-
es and practices that are ultimately 
adopted are consonant with the way 
of the Gospel. For instance, in con-
trast to the emphasis on measurable 
results in secular approaches to man-
agement, Pope Francis has remarked 
regarding the fruits of Christian mis-
sion that:

this fruitfulness is often invisible, elusive and unquantifi-
able ... Sometimes it seems that our work is fruitless, but 
mission is not like a business transaction or investment, 
or even a humanitarian activity. It is not a show where we 
count how many people come as a result of our publici-
ty; it is something much deeper, which escapes all meas-
urement. It may be that the Lord uses our sacrifices to 
shower blessings in another part of the world which we 
will never visit. The Holy Spirit works as he wills, when 
he wills and where he wills; we entrust ourselves without 
pretending to see striking results. We know only that our 
commitment is necessary. Let us learn to rest in the ten-
derness of the arms of the Father amid our creative and 
generous commitment. Let us keep marching forward; let 
us give him everything, allowing him to make our efforts 
bear fruit in his good time.9
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10	 Rev. Fr. Arturo Sosa SJ, Letter to the Whole Society On Discernment in Common, 2017/11.

Sometimes faith-based organiza-
tions, in their zeal to ‘save the world’, 
can also get carried away with self-re-

liant, Pelagian tendencies and forget 
their dependence on God. Pope Fran-
cis cautions that:

though it is true that this mission demands great gener-
osity on our part, it would be wrong to see it as a hero-
ic individual undertaking, for it is first and foremost the 
Lord’s work, surpassing anything which we can see and 
understand … the primacy always belongs to God, who has 
called us to cooperate with him and who leads us on by 
the power of his Spirit ... The life of the Church should al-
ways reveal clearly that God takes the initiative, that “he 
has loved us first” (1 Jn 4:19) and that he alone “gives the 
growth” (1 Cor 3:7). This conviction enables us to maintain 
a spirit of joy in the midst of a task so demanding and chal-
lenging that it engages our entire life. God asks everything 
of us, yet at the same time he offers everything to us  
(EG 12).

Echoing this, Rev Fr Arturo Sosa SJ, Superior General of 
the Society of Jesus has pointed out that:

Discernment in common is the prior condition for apos-
tolic planning at all levels of the Society’s organization-
al structure. Thus, discernment in common and apostol-
ic planning work in tandem to ensure that decisions are 
made in the light of the experience of God, and that these 
decisions are put into practice in such a way that they re-
alize the will of God with evangelical effectiveness. Apos-
tolic planning born of discernment in common becomes 
an instrument of our apostolic effectiveness, and we 
avoid the dangers of a trendy type of planning that makes 
use of only the techniques of corporate development.10

All this calls for humility and rev-
erence for God in pastoral planning. 
At the same time, in contrast with 
a deist or agnostic view of a distant, 
disinterested, and uninvolved divine 
creator, pastoral planning based on 
the above principles entails constant 
and confident attentiveness to God’s 

ever-present, pro-active and loving 
guidance and inspiration in every 
step of the pastoral planning process. 
It is also undergirded by ultimate con-
fidence in the saving grace of God.

How can we better align ourselves 
with the divine purpose, cultivate an 
attitude of trust, confidence, and hu-
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mility, and be more sensitive to the 
inspiration of God’s Spirit? Ignatian 
Spirituality highlights the way of 
spiritual discernment, which is about 
attending consciously to how positive 
and negative spirits are affecting 
us, and distinguishing between 
the two. We will then be able to 

recognize God’s Spirit better and re-
spond accordingly. Spiritual discern-
ment is crucial throughout pastoral 
planning and implementation. The 
Spiritual Exercises and the Ignatian 

tradition offer various means to 
grow in this capacity.
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All human persons are called to collaborate in God’s 
life-giving work. This collaboration is communal in na-
ture, and manifests the primary reality of humanity and 
the cosmos as an organic unified body developing to-
wards fruition with a rich diversity of charisms.

Humanity’s 
vocation and 
communal 
nature

God calls each and every human 
person, without exception, to col-
laborate in the divine life-giving en-
terprise. This does not take away our 

free will but, rather, we collabo-
rate as intentional and responsi-

ble agents who can make a difference 
in the world. As declared by the CCC,
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11	 Vatican II Council, The Church and the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 
1965) (hereafter GS), para. 32.

12	 Pope Benedict, Caritas in Veritate (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2009), 1.

God is the sovereign master of God’s plan. But to carry 
it out God also makes use of humans’ co-operation… For 
God grants God’s creatures not only their existence, but 
also the dignity of acting on their own, of being causes 
and principles for each other, and thus of co-operating in 
the accomplishment of God’s plan (CCC 306).

This statement highlights the dig-
nity, responsibility, vocation, and 
freedom of every human person and 
the significance of human agency 
within the horizon of God’s primacy. 
Hence the Church exhorts all people 
to “render mutual service according to 
the different gifts bestowed on each”11 
and stresses that “each person finds 
his or her good by adherence to God’s 
plan for him or her, in order to real-
ize it fully: in this plan, he/she finds 
his/her truth, and through adherence 
to this truth he/she becomes free.”12 
In other words, everyone is endowed 
with particular charisms to collabo-
rate in the divine enterprise, and such 
charisms resonate with one’s truest 
self, thus leading to fruitfulness and 
fullness of life.

Ignatian Spirituality highlights 
these foundational teachings of the 
Church. In particular, the Spiritual 
Exercises point out the reality of the 
human vocation vividly through 
meditations such as “The Call of an 
Earthly King” (Spex 91-98). In fact, the 
whole orientation of the Exercises is 
to help people discern God’s call for 
them and to better align their lives 
with their vocation. The underlying 
worldview of the Exercises emphasiz-
es the importance of the human voca-
tion as well as human freedom, inten-

tionality, charism, and responsibility. 
It also regards the process of human 
knowing as one which fruitfully en-
gages all faculties of the human per-
son, covering all dimensions of reality 
including the physical and empirical, 
affectivity and feelings, artistic sen-
sibilities, cognition and meanings, 
intuition, moral consciousness, and 
spiritual sensibilities. This is well-il-
lustrated in the various methods for 
prayer, reflection, and deliberation, 
which involve the five senses (Spex 
66-67, 121-125), body posture (Spex 76), 
imagination (Spex 47), feelings (Spex 
6, 48, 60), sound reasoning (Spex 178-
188), memory (Spex 56), will (Spex 50), 
and interior affective movements or 

“spiritual consolations and desola-
tions” (Spex 313-336). Such a holistic 
view of human epistemology coheres 
with the Church’s teaching.

Along with the dignity of human 
persons, Catholic anthropology and 
theology also emphasize the intrinsic 
social nature of human persons, and 
the communal nature of participation 
in the life and mission of the trinitari-
an God. In fact, the communal solidar-
ity that is often built or strengthened 
in the process of such participation 
is itself the very goal and mission of 
the divine enterprise. It evidences the 
successful flourishing of life even if 
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13	 Rev. Fr. Arturo Sosa SJ, On Discernment in Common, 2017/11.

planned activities seem to have not 
borne external fruit or have encoun-
tered unanticipated setbacks.

Countering the individualistic cul-
ture of contemporary times, the Sec-
ond Vatican Council highlighted that 

“God did not create men and women 
as solitary beings” but “by their in-
nermost nature men and women are 

social beings; and if they do not enter 
into relationships with others they 
can neither live nor develop their 
gifts” (GS 12). Human beings are thus 
created and meant to grow in ontolog-
ical oneness such that each person’s 
identity is derived not in isolation but 
within an ordered and organic whole. 
The Council further stressed that:

Hence humankind is created as a 
community, called as a community, 
and saved as a community. An im-
portant implication is that knowledge 
of truth and reception of revelation 
is communal as well. A community 
receives God’s communication as a 
single organic body and grows in its 
wisdom tradition. Truth and divine 
revelation come through the sensus 
fidei fidelium - a communal, inclu-
sive, and spiritual epistemology of the 
faithful as One Body. This is an epis-
temology that acknowledges the voice 
of the Holy Spirit in every person, es-
pecially those on the peripheries, and 
upholds each one’s co-responsibility 
for discernment and developing the 
mission. Given the Church’s efforts 
to renew her synodal nature, this way 
of proceeding is crucial. It helps avoid 
the top-down approach of a leader im-
posing or trying to convince members 
towards his or her pastoral plan, or al-
ways having the pastoral plan drafted 
by the same inner circle.

Fr Arturo Sosa SJ points out to the 
Society of Jesus that “the Society must 
encourage the participation of the 
whole apostolic body, which is called 
to elect the best possible ways to con-
tribute to the proclamation of the 
Good News and the transformation of 
the world, in this epoch of swift and 
profound changes.” He further adds 
that “there are many cases where 
persons who do not share our Chris-
tian faith collaborate in works of the 
Society or join with us in providing 
services to persons in need. Finding 
respectful and genuine ways to mak-
ing them participants in the process 
of discernment in common is a chal-
lenge to our creativity and our free-
dom as sons and daughters of God.”13

Ignatius and the first companions 
experienced, first-hand, the reality 
of their call to be one apostolic body. 
This call resonated with their deepest 
desire despite the many external and 
internal challenges. In more recent 
years, the Society of Jesus has given 

from the beginning of salvation history, God has chosen 
people not just as individuals but as members of a cer-
tain community. Revealing God’s mind to them, God called 
these chosen ones “God’s people” (Ex. 3:7-12), and even 
made a covenant with them on Sinai. This communitarian 
character is developed and consummated in the work of 
Jesus Christ (GS 32).
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14	 Pope Francis, Homily at Casa Santa Marta, May 7, 2020.

renewed emphasis to the communal 
nature of its life and mission. This is 
particularly highlighted in General 
Congregations 35 and 36, though the 
theme is not entirely absent from ear-
lier congregations. An increasingly 
globalized world has further called 
attention to the universal nature of 
such communion, even as the need 
to enhance the quality of local com-
munity life and local collaboration in 
mission is recognized. Hence the re-
newal of community, synodality, and 
communal discernment as a way of 
life and mission, along with relevant 
practices such as the Spiritual Con-
versation, is now seeing a revitaliza-
tion in the Society of Jesus.

Just as individuals have personal 
charisms, every community or or-
ganization has certain core qualities 
which uniquely express God’s gift to 
the world. These include its most es-
sential self-identity before God’s eyes, 
its purpose, core values, gifts, and 
spirituality. They could be considered 
the germinating seeds of the Divine 
Logos. An organization’s charism is 
its truest wellspring of life, mean-
ing, energy, direction, motivation, 
and fruitfulness. Any misalignment 
would tend to lead to eventual stagna-
tion or decline in life and mission. For 
this reason, though charism is endur-
ing and unchangeable in essence, it 
can be re-discovered, re-understood, 
or re-claimed in new contexts and 
times. This is a crucial part of pastoral 
planning.

On a related note, upholding the 
communal nature of pastoral plan-
ning has a historical, diachronic di-
mension too. In addition to involv-
ing the present circles of community 
members and stakeholders, planning 

must take into account the historical 
development of the community and 
its evolving tradition. For church or-
ganizations in particular, Pope Fran-
cis has highlighted that “Christianity 
is not only a doctrine, but a history 
that leads to this doctrine.” He cau-
tions against being “ideological Chris-
tians” who take up positions based on 
personal preferences and “lack the 
memory of belonging to a people”—
the People of God with a particular 
history of salvation and revelation 
that must be taken into account.14 
Thus the journey that the community 
has traveled since its beginning, and 
its historical heritage, are part of the 
totality of the community today.

Beyond the Christian tradition, 
the above principles on humanity’s 
vocation and communal nature are 
also germane to other major religions. 
Most faith traditions view human life 
as having an ultimate purpose, and 
believe that humans are called to 
strive towards greater flourishing of 
the whole universe. Many major reli-
gions also espouse a view of creation 
as intimately inter-connected and 
communal. Indigenous traditions, in 
particular, emphasize the fundamen-
tal oneness of the whole cosmos, with 
each part profoundly affecting every 
other.

People who do not profess any re-
ligious belief might nevertheless sub-
scribe to the view that humans find 
ultimate fulfilment in something 
larger than the self, and that the pur-
pose and meaning of life is often real-
ized through striving for the greater 
good. In addition, the intrinsic social 
and communal nature of humans is 
found in many schools of thought in 
the human sciences.
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For pastoral planning, these prin-
ciples imply that community build-
ing is as much a desired goal in the 
pastoral planning process, and often 
emerges along the way if a good 
process is followed. Participants 
might notice that the transfor-

mation they seek in terms of commu-
nal healing or reconciliation might 
already be happening even before 
completing the plan. It is for this rea-

son that pastoral planning needs 
time and space, and faithful at-
tention to the Holy Spirit.
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15	 Pope Francis, Laudato Si’ (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2015) (hereafter LS), para. 84.

The whole universe is a sacred place in which God’s sav-
ing work is already occurring. The flourishing of the world 
embraces everything and all aspects of life, including the 
physical, social, cultural, moral, and spiritual.

Universal 
flourishing

The Catholic faith tradition sees 
the world as a place which is not 
‘unholy’ and to be avoided but as 
the very context in which God’s 
work of salvation is already occurring. 
The universe is thus a sacred place. As 
Laudato Si’ proclaims, “the entire ma-
terial universe speaks of God’s love, 
God’s boundless affection for us.”15 

Likewise, GS 36 highlights God’s 
revelation even in the develop-
ment of secular disciplines, ac-
knowledging that “the humble 

and persevering investigators of the 
secrets of reality are being led, as it 
were, by the hand of God, even una-
wares, for it is God, the conserver of all 
things, who made them what they are.”
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16	 Pope Francis, Gaudete Exsultate (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2018), para. 14.

Highlighting that religion is not to be an escape from the 
world, the Second Vatican Council stressed that:

they are mistaken who, knowing that we have here no 
abiding city but seek one which is to come, think that they 
may therefore shirk their earthly responsibilities. For they 
are forgetting that by the faith itself they are more obliged 
than ever to measure up to these duties, each according 
to his proper vocation … Christians should rather rejoice 
that, following the example of Christ Who worked as an 
artisan, they are free to give proper exercise to all their 
earthly activities and to their humane, domestic, profes-
sional, social and technical enterprises by gathering them 
into one vital synthesis with religious values, under whose 
supreme direction all things are harmonized unto God’s 
glory (GS 43).

Reiterating this, Pope Francis points out that:

To be holy does not require being a bishop, a priest or a 
religious. We are frequently tempted to think that holiness 
is only for those who can withdraw from ordinary affairs 
to spend much time in prayer. That is not the case. We 
are all called to be holy by living our lives with love and 
by bearing witness in everything we do, wherever we find 
ourselves (GE 14).16

Hence the Christian mission—and 
consequently pastoral planning—
does not leave out any realm of the 
temporal world and is in fact attentive 
to the possibility of divine communi-
cation in every aspect of it.

The Ignatian tradition provides 
much flesh to these tenets. In the 
Spiritual Exercises, the meditations 
on “The Call of the Earthly King” 
(Spex 91-100) and “The Incarnation” 
(Spex 101-109) are especially poign-
ant in highlighting that the drama of 
salvation occurs on the very stage of 
the earthly temporal realm, and em-
braces all persons and all spheres of 
life. Finding God in all things is a cen-

tral principle in Ignatian Spirituality. 
Ignatius highlights that “God dwells 
in creatures: in the elements giving 
them existence, in the plants giving 
them life, in the animals conferring 
upon them sensation, in man bestow-
ing understanding. So He dwells in me 
and gives me being, life, sensation, in-
telligence” (Spex 235). Hence the need 
to attend and adapt to the present re-
alities of persons and contexts is evi-
dent throughout the Exercises, espe-
cially in the introductory guidelines 
on how these Exercises should be ap-
proached (Spex 4-20). Ignatius also 
stresses that “love ought to manifest 
itself in deeds rather than in words” 
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17	 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (Washing-
ton DC: USCCB Publishing, 2005), para. 38.

(Spex 230). This is resonated in Pope 
Francis’ remark that “realities are 
more important than ideas” (EG 231). 
A meditation on “The Three Classes 
of Men” (Spex 149-157) highlights the 
importance of concretely manifest-
ing one’s interior freedom for God’s 
will by seeking to do the one thing  
necessary.

In line with the importance ac-
corded to earthly history, the Catholic 
faith tradition elaborates on a holis-
tic vision of the universe’s flourish-
ing that comprises both the spiritual 
and material. The Compendium of 
the Social Doctrine of the Catholic 
Church points out that fullness of life 
comprises the “personal and social, 
spiritual and corporeal, historical 
and transcendent.”17 Likewise, Gaud-
ium et Spes highlights the “common 
good” (GS 26) which upholds “people’s 
material needs and the requirements 
of their intellectual, moral, spiritual, 
and religious life” (GS 64). The uni-
versal good thus includes the physical 
well-being of the whole cosmos, espe-
cially the most vulnerable, as well as 
‘goods’ that encompass more than just 
the material, such as social solidarity, 
justice, equality, and peace. Cultural 
flourishing, including the develop-
ment of humankind in a diversity of 
intellectual and wisdom traditions as 
well as in the arts and aesthetics, is 
also an integral facet as highlighted 
especially in Gaudium et Spes. Just as 
important is the growth of each per-
son in authenticity, freedom, respon-
sibility, morality, vocation, and par-
ticipation. All these desirable ends are 
in turn directed towards the ultimate 
goal of union with God.

In other religious traditions as well 
as in secular society, similar values 
can be observed. For instance, almost 
all religions emphasize the promo-
tion of the common good, with a sim-
ilarly multi-dimensional view of the 
‘good’, encompassing both the mate-
rial and non-material. Global con-
ventions such as the United Nations 
Declaration of Human Rights and the 
United Nations Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals also espouse a holistic 
view of universal values and desired 
ends, paying attention especially to 
the most vulnerable.

For pastoral planning, the impor-
tance of the earthly temporal realm 
imply that due attention must be giv-
en to contextual realities, which in-
clude those realities within the com-
munity or organization, and in the 
surrounding local and global contexts. 
Communal discernment for pastoral 
planning entails listening attentive-
ly to the signs of the times, especially 
to the voices of people including the 
marginalized, seeking relevant infor-
mation about the context, and even 
going out to the peripheries while 
also not ignoring the realities that are 
right before one’s eyes. Discernment 
is thus not a task that is carried out in 
a vacuum or from an ivory tower, nor 
limited to only ‘other-worldly’ and 
‘spiritual’ matters. Moreover, it calls 
for attentiveness to potential blind-
spots, prejudices, and unverified as-
sumptions. Just as important, it must 
eventually translate into concrete  
action.

The holistic vision of universal 
flourishing as described above can 
serve as a teleological compass by 
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which persons, communities, and 
organizations in Church and socie-
ty can evaluate the signs of the times, 
develop shared values and goals, and 
discern specific calls and contri-
butions. Just as important, this 
teleological vision requires that 

the planning process itself abides by 
the same ideals; that is, it upholds the 
well-being of those involved and pro-
motes communion, meaningful par-

ticipation, personal authenticity, 
and growth in values, freedom, 
and spirituality.
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Earthly history is a pilgrim journey in which we are called 
to grow continually in our life and vocation amidst ups 
and downs, challenges and uncertainties, good and evil.

Pilgrim 
journey

The Catholic tradition espouses a theology of change which 
sees the world as constantly evolving and developing. The 
CCC highlights that:

creation has its own goodness and proper perfection, but 
it did not spring forth complete from the hands of the Cre-
ator. The universe was created in a state of journeying to-
ward an ultimate perfection yet to be attained, to which 
God has destined it (CCC 302). In God’s plan this process 
of becoming involves the appearance of certain beings 
and the disappearance of others, the existence of the 
more perfect alongside the less perfect, both construc-
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tive and destructive forces of nature. With physical good 
there exists also physical evil as long as creation has not 
reached perfection (CCC 310).

18	 Vatican II Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium (Vatican City: Vatican 
Press, 1965) (hereafter LG), para. 5, 48.

This applies to the Church as 
well. Vatican II points out that 
the Church is “on earth, the ini-
tial budding forth of that king-
dom. While it slowly grows, the 
Church strains toward the complet-
ed Kingdom” and that it “will attain 
its full perfection only in the glory 
of heaven.”18 In the meantime, the 
Church “needs the maturing influ-
ence of centuries of past experience” 
and thus its members are exhorted 
to ceaseless “purification and renew-
al” (GS 43). The motif of a pilgrimage 
is often used to describe the world as 
well as the Church. Most important-
ly, Christians believe in the abiding 
presence of God’s grace which ani-
mates human persons towards the 
good. God’s promise that love and 
life will triumph ultimately over evil 
gives Christians the hope and confi-
dence to persevere in their journey.

Ignatian Spirituality emphasizes 
this pilgrim character of human life, 
and highlights the polarity of human 
inclinations towards good and evil. 
The Spiritual Exercises acknowledge 
the existence of sin and its effects, es-
pecially in the meditations of the First 
Week. The descriptions of “The Three 
Types of Persons” as well as “The 
Three Kinds of Humility” (Spex 165-
168) in the Second Week also recog-
nize the varying degrees in which hu-
man persons commit to the good. The 
Rules for the Discernment of Spirits 
(Spex 313-336) are particularly illumi-

native in highlighting the oppos-
ing directions to which human 
beings can be drawn, and the 
active influence of both the good 

and evil spirits. The Rules point out 
how a person can strive more deliber-
ately to follow the promptings of the 
good spirit. In the Third and Fourth 
Weeks of the Exercises, meditations 
on Christ’s suffering, death, and res-
urrection are a reminder of God’s 
self-giving love and ultimate victory, 
even as the pain of the Cross is an in-
evitable part of the journey.

These notions of the clash between 
good and evil, along with the failings 
and triumphs of human persons, are 
common themes in many religious 
traditions. Most people would also ac-
knowledge the developmental nature 
of human beings and of the world, and 
the dynamic realities of progress and 
decline. Hence the theological ideas 
described above would likely reso-
nate with a broad audience.

An important implication is the 
need for all persons, communities, 
and organizations to regularly ex-
amine themselves, take stock of their 
journey, make mid-course adjust-
ments where necessary, find ways to 
be strengthened, or even be open to 
radical change. Just as how a regular 
spiritual retreat might help sustain 
individuals in their life and vocation, 
or even promote a turnaround if they 
have been straying from their true 
calling and values, pastoral planning 
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by a community is akin to taking a 
step back from daily routines so as 
to become more aware of what’s hap-
pening in the journey, to gain a fresh 
perspective, to become more cen-
tered or even reconciled with one an-
other and with the Divine Presence, 
and to choose the path that is more  
life-giving.

From the Christian perspective, 
creation’s yet-to-be-complete and 
ever-developing nature also implies 
that there is always room for further 
growth and progress. Hence a com-
munity or organization is constant-
ly called towards a deepening, dis-
covery, and development of its life 
and mission. It is sometimes tempt-
ing to rest on the laurels of past glo-
ries, or on the successes that have 
been achieved, and assume that the 
task for the present day is to sim-
ply keep things as they are. However, 
Pope Francis has rightly warned that 

“mere administration can no longer be 
enough. Throughout the world, let us 
be permanently in a state of mission” 
(EG 25). Ignatian Spirituality uses the 
term magis as an exhortation to seek 
the greater glory of God. Thus regular 
pastoral planning can help a commu-

nity or organization to avoid compla-
cency or become self-referential and 
entrenched in its comfort zone.

Some groups might feel that their 
internal or external contexts are so 
volatile and unpredictable that it 
would be impossible to plan ahead. 
Indeed, the word “plan” shares the 
same root meaning with words like 

“plane” and “planar”, connoting flat-
ness, levelness, and even predictabil-
ity. Real life is, of course, much the 
opposite. In fact, it is now common 
to regard disruption and unpredicta-
bility as the new normal. Even if the 
context of a community or organiza-
tion is relatively more stable, some 
people might be of the view that the 
very act of planning is based on a 
false assumption that human beings 
have substantial control and mastery 
over history. Afterall, Psalm 33:10 in 
the Bible says that “the Lord foils the 
plans of the nations; he thwarts the 
purposes of the peoples.” Similarly, in 
Psalm 2, the psalmist wonders: „Why 
do the nations conspire, and the peo-
ples plan in vain? He who sits in the 
heavens laughs; the Lord has them 
in derision” (Ps 2:1, 4). Pope Francis 
points out that:

there is no greater freedom than that of allowing oneself 
to be guided by the Holy Spirit, renouncing the attempt to 
plan and control everything to the last detail, and instead 
letting him enlighten, guide and direct us, leading us wher-
ever he wills. The Holy Spirit knows well what is needed in 
every time and place. This is what it means to be mysteri-
ously fruitful! (EG 280)

However, in the same document, he also says:

I dream of a ‘missionary option’, that is, a missionary im-
pulse capable of transforming everything, so that the 
Church’s customs, ways of doing things, times and sched-
ules, language and structures can be suitably channeled 
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for the evangelization of today’s world rather than for her 
self-preservation. The renewal of structures demanded by 
pastoral conversion can only be understood in this light: 
as part of an effort to make them more mission-orient-
ed, to make ordinary pastoral activity on every level more 
inclusive and open, to inspire in pastoral workers a con-
stant desire to go forth and in this way to elicit a positive 
response from all those whom Jesus summons to friend-
ship with himself. (EG 27)

What this implies is that no doubt 
the future and even the present are 
uncertain, and humans should not 
presume to be in full control of them. 
However, this all the more calls for a 
turning towards God and for a com-
munal resolve to proceed in better 
alignment with the Divine Presence. 
This is what pastoral planning is all 
about. In this light, we might heed 
God’s assurance in Scripture: “For 
I know the plans I have for you,” de-
clares the Lord, “plans to prosper you 
and not to harm you, plans to give you 
hope and a future” (Jeremiah 29:11).

Consequently, we could view plan-
ning as “leveling” the road of our 
heart and mind, so as to “prepare 
the way for the LORD; make straight 
in the desert a highway for our God. 
Every valley shall be raised up, every 
mountain and hill made low; the 
rough ground shall become level, the 
rugged places a plain” (Isaiah 40:3-4). 
In pastoral planning, the community 
offers an open, unobstructed path for 
God’s spirit so that God’s promise can 
be fulfilled: “I will bring you back to 
your own land” (Ezekiel 36:24). Indeed, 
pastoral planning is a pilgrimage 
journey of coming home to our true 
identity and vocation before God. It is 
a communal rediscovery of a group’s 
charism and core values, a spiritual 
discernment of the divine plan and of 
the group’s role in it, and a re-dedica-

tion to carry out the necessary actions 
for the road ahead.

This holds true regardless of how 
predictable or not the future might 
be for a community or organization. 
Moreover, whilst the overall direc-
tions and priorities in the pastoral 
plan serve as a compass, specific tar-
gets, and action steps can be revised 
in response to new developments and 
unexpected events.

Whatever the context, pastoral 
planning requires a disposition of 
humility, openness, and faithfulness 
rather than rigidity, over-confidence, 
and close-mindedness. In practice, 
pastoral plans are seldom drawn up 
in a perfect way with a complete list 
of objectives, targets, and actions 
mapped out neatly for several years 
ahead. Rather, most plans contain el-
ements of uncertainty and even am-
biguity, and this is in fact to be wel-
comed. It is a reminder that certain 
things take time. This invites the 
group to remain disposed to listening, 
dialoging, discerning, welcoming un-
expected opportunities, and seeking 
the guiding hand of God.

Finally, the imperfect nature of  
temporal life calls for realistic expecta-
tions in setting targets and evaluating 
progress. Setbacks and failures are an 
inevitable part of  the journey. Painful 
or disappointing though they might 
be, they present valuable learning and 
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19	 See “The Daily Examen,” https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen/.

formative opportunities. In this light, 
pastoral planning must be accompa-
niment by on-going discernment 
throughout the ebb and flow of  or-
ganizational life, especially after 

the transition from planning to imple-
mentation. Ignatian Spirituality high-

lights “contemplation in action” 
and offers the Examen as a helpful 
tool towards this end.19

33Pilgrim journey



The Who-What-How 
of a Pastoral Plan
The theological foundations of 
pastoral planning imply that 
when a community or organiza-
tion embarks on a pastoral plan-
ning process, it undergoes a journey 
in which it re-discovers the life-giving 
roots of its core foundations, strength-
ens the bonds of solidarity among its 
members and with others, and renews 
its mission in the present realities of 
the world. In these inward, lateral, and 

outward movements, the mem-
bers encounter God, one another, 
and those whom they serve.

Consequently, a pastoral plan 
consists of three levels in dynamic in-
teraction:
•	 The enduring values, identity, char- 

ism, and purpose of the group;
•	 Its direction and priorities for the 

medium term; and
•	 Its specific goals and actions.

These three levels can be viewed 
as the Who-What-How of a pastoral 
plan; that is, Who the community or 
organization essentially is; What it is 
called to do in the present context; and 
How it will go about doing it. Whilst 
the level of “How” is more fluid and 
adaptable to changing contexts and 
unexpected events, the level of “What” 
serves as a more stable compass of 

direction and priorities for the medi-
um-term. The level of “Who” provides 
the ultimate reference point of identi-
ty, purpose, and values.

As highlighted in the theological re-
flection, Ignatian Spirituality empha-
sizes the “Principle and Foundation” 
of life which is union with God (Spex 
23). This invites an organization to go 
back to its foundational charism, its 
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“Who”, and to seek nothing other than 
its true identity-before-God. Similar-
ly, the Ignatian tradition also calls at-
tention to the world’s realities and the 
fundamental vocational choices to be 
made in view of the organization’s 
charism; that is, the “What”, and 
to commit to it with conviction. 

Finally, concrete action is indispensa-
ble; that is, the “How”, and these must 
be astutely adapted to contexts and 
circumstances. Hence the dynamic 
and mutual interaction of the three 

levels enable an organization to 
be true to its vocation and rele-
vant to the times.
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Part II
Pastoral 
Planning 
Process



20	 Fr Adolfo Nicolás, Apostolic Institutions at the Service of Mission, 2014/01.

To plan or 
not to plan?
Discerning  
a time to plan

For a start, the leaders of a community 
or organization can discern whether it 
is timely to embark on the process of 
pastoral planning. Many groups find 
it fruitful to do so every 5-10 years. 
This is because some realize that the 
path they have previously charted is 
no longer relevant nor effective in a 
changing context. Others find that 
they have outgrown the goals that 
were previously set, and are experi-
encing stagnation or a plateau in their 
development. Group members seem 
to be getting increasingly restless or 
even unmotivated. Certain groups 
become entrenched in maintaining 
existing works or existing structures 
and routines without questioning 
their relevance, and are unwilling to 
leave their comfort zones.

Some groups may have never 
had a well-discerned direction, 
and are consequently grappling 
with lack of focus and unity, with 

each member pursuing his or her own 
interests and goals. Yet other groups 
may find themselves doing so much 
work that their members are getting 
burnt out and ineffective. Finally, it is 
not uncommon to find a group stray-
ing from its purpose or not living out 
its core values and spirituality, due ei-
ther to neglect and complacency, in-
creasing distractions, or undue influ-
ences from external parties.

If left unaddressed, all these situ-
ations can further alienate the group 
from its true identity and vocation, 
and eventually lead members into 
desolation, withdrawal, and further 
division. Indeed Fr Adolfo Nicolás SJ 
has cautioned that:

Institutions carry with them potential risks. They can be-
come outmoded and irrelevant, lose their religious and 
Jesuit identity, consume a large number of personnel and 
financial resources, and thus become obstacles to ap-
ostolic mobility, overlooking other creative apostolic ini-
tiatives ... It is not enough that the enterprise functions 
well, offers good service, enjoys prestige and is a place 
much sought out by people. It is an issue of knowing how 
or whether our institutions continue to be primarily apos-
tolic instruments, clear about their primary aim of serving 
the mission of the Church and of the Society.20
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These words provide helpful points 
for self-examination by a group. 
Sometimes the need for change goes 
unnoticed or is repeatedly dismissed 
either by a group’s leaders or its mem-
bers. However, as evident through-
out Scripture and the history of the 
Church, the abiding grace of God is 
ever-present to provoke awareness 
and receptivity of conversion and to 
provide support for taking the first 
steps. At a personal level, most people 
might recall times in their life histo-
ry when they experienced “divine in-
tervention” either through events or 
the advice of others. For a group, this 
requires enough members to be open 
to God’s promptings in their present  
situation.

A time not to plan
There are certain circumstances in 
which a group should not embark on 
the pastoral planning process as yet. 
The most obvious is when the group’s 
attention has to be focused on cop-
ing with an emergency situation such 
as a natural disaster or a social crisis. 
Emergency situations can also be in-
ternal or institutional in nature, such 
as a public scandal, a sudden depar-
ture of key members, an acute com-
munal conflict, a major threat to the 
group’s continuity or legitimacy, or 
any other situation that causes sig-
nificant insecurity, instability, and 
anxiety. In such situations, the group 
needs to focus on responding direct-
ly to the crisis for as long as needed, 
and hopefully reach a time of rela-
tive stability. Only after that would 
it be appropriate to consider pastoral  
planning.

Another circumstance is when the 
group’s leader or leadership team is 

relatively new. This initial period of 
leadership is often best spent listen-
ing, learning, and establishing re-
lationships of mutual trust and un-
derstanding. This applies even if 
the new leaders have been selected 
from among existing members of the 
group. Assuming leadership roles of-
ten changes the dynamics between 
people, and also entails seeing from 
new perspectives. Sufficient time is 
required for a new equilibrium to be 
reached.

Yet another situation is one in 
which leadership credibility has been 
somewhat eroded. Among other rea-
sons, this sometimes happens when 
previous pastoral plans were not done 
effectively or meaningfully, were not 
implemented, or were made in a top-
down way without any genuine con-
sultation or consensus. There are com-
munities and organizations in which 
there is much disillusionment, cyn-
icism, and even aversion to pastoral 
planning, usually for these reasons. In 
such situations, the group first needs 
to work on improving synodality in 
leadership, collaboration, organiza-
tional effectiveness, and even culture 
and attitudes, so that members’ confi-
dence, commitment, and mutual trust 
can be gradually restored.

Finally, in situations in which 
many people in the group are new, or 
when the group itself is newly-formed, 
the pastoral planning process would 
be best put on hold until adequate 
learning and relationship-building 
has occurred. This will enable every-
one to participate more meaningfully, 
and lay the ground for union of minds 
and hearts, which is what communal 
discernment entails. Likewise, when 
the general level of members’ interest, 
motivation, or morale is relatively low 
due to particular reasons, these un-
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derlying factors need to be addressed 
first before embarking on pastoral 
planning.

Planning amidst 
volatility

As mentioned in the theological re-
flection, pastoral planning is not ir-
relevant when volatility is a constant 
in the group’s environment. In fact, 
this makes it all the more necessary 
to reflect on, discern, and clarify a 
group’s core identity, values, mission, 
and fundamental directions. Other-
wise the group may be simply swept 
along by external events, popular 
movements, or by the agenda of dom-
inant parties, and find itself in paths 
that are no longer resonant with its 
true charism and mission. A clarifi-
cation of such foundations through 
a communal discernment approach 
in pastoral planning, along with 
the strengthening of unity and 
commitment, can help a group 

to navigate through uncertain or tu-
multuous times, and even find their 
most important calling in these cir-
cumstances. To take account of the 
uncertainty, the pastoral planning 
can be adapted such that whilst the 
overall directions and priorities can 
be agreed upon, specific targets and 
actions can be more flexibly formulat-
ed and adapted to the changing situa-
tion on the ground.

Overall, the time and conditions 
suitable for pastoral planning is sim-
ilar to that for making a major deci-
sion through communal discernment 
as taught in the Ignatian tradition: 
there must be a reasonable degree of 
interior freedom, openness to and ac-
ceptance of one another in the group, 
ability to give wholehearted attention 
to the process, sufficient information 
and understanding of the matters at 
hand, and basic skills in spiritual dis-
cernment. The period of time to be 
covered by the pastoral plan, usually 

in terms of years, should also be 
established. For most organiza-
tions, this is typically 5-10 years.
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Preparation
1.	 Setting up the 

planning team

Once a decision is taken to embark on 
pastoral planning, it is helpful to form 
a planning team of about 3-4 persons 
to steer and organize the process. This 
team would report to the leaders of the 
community or organization. Their role 
would be to recommend the methodol-
ogy, design the detailed steps, handle 
general communications, organize the 
relevant activities such as retreats and 
meetings, manage the consultations, 
collate inputs, document deliberations 
and decisions, and make the transition 
to implementation. Members of such a 
planning team should be persons who 
are able to maintain a bird’s eye view 
of the process, understand its under-
lying principles and dynamics, be sen-
sitive to members’ and stakeholders’ 
engagement, and make adjustments to 
the process in a discerning way. They 
should be persons who are trusted by 
the community members and known 
to be relatively neutral in the pro-
cess, without significant attachments 
to certain agendas. Planning team 
members would be expected to ded-
icate adequate time and attention to 
the pastoral planning process amidst 
their other organizational responsi-
bilities, which in fact would be best 
kept to a minimum during this time. 
The appointment of the planning team 
is for a specified time corresponding 
to the duration of the pastoral plan-
ning process, including the prepara-
tion and follow-up. This appointment 
is then communicated to everyone  
in the organization.

2.	 Clarifying 
participation and 
decision-making 
levels

An important step in the preparation 
is to decide about who the partici-
pants would be, how decisions would 
be made, and who would finally con-
firm the plan. Generally, all mem-
bers of a community or organization 
should be engaged in the whole pro-
cess since it is a renewal of the life and 
mission of the whole group. The steps 
outlined in the next section will elab-
orate on how to deal with large num-
bers, geographical dispersion, lan-
guage diversity, and other challenges 
of meeting together.

Certain stakeholders such as ex-
ternal partners, collaborators, bene-
ficiaries, funders, and other persons 
in church and society might also be 
involved in some parts of the plan-
ning process. To this end, it is help-
ful to note that there can be several 
levels of participation. Whilst some 
people might take part in all steps of 
the planning including the reflections, 
deliberations, and decision-making, 
others might be consulted mainly 
for their feedback, viewpoints, and 
suggestions. As noted in the theolog-
ical reflection, every community or 
organization is an integral part of a 
larger, inter-related whole, and pasto-
ral planning is not something carried 
out by a group in isolation. Indeed, the 
scope of participation is itself a ques-
tion that needs to be well-discerned 
by the leaders and the planning team 
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because it is often a significant deter-
minant of the quality of the process 
and the outcomes. More often than 
not, the planning is affected adverse-
ly when there is a lack of inclusion of 
some voices and perspectives.

If there are participants of oth-
er religious faiths and spiritualities, 
it might be helpful for the planning 
team to consult them about particular 
adaptations of the process if needed, 
or to encourage their suggestions and 
respond to their queries.

Clarity about decision-making also 
needs to be established beforehand. 
Typically, the final decision about pri-
orities, specific goals, and allocation 
of resources rests with those who 
have formal governing authority and 
are officially held accountable as stat-
ed in the organizational statues or in 
Canon Law. There might also be in-
termediate levels of decision-making 
such as those pertaining to detailed 
program targets and timelines. These 
might fall within the responsibility of 
intermediate team leaders. However, 
the underlying principle of commu-
nal discernment is that the conclu-
sions reached by the whole discerning 
body, provided a good process was 
genuinely experienced, should be the 
key basis upon which final decisions 
are made. For large communities or 
organizations with many members, 
such as a diocese, an educational in-
stitution, or a multi-national religious 
congregation, the final deliberation 
can be undertaken by a representa-
tive group that includes the commu-
nity leaders and other representative 
members. Even so, this is done only 
after all members have had a chance 
to reflect, pray, deliberate, and share 
their feedback.

For most organizations, certain 
rules about decision-making are stip-

ulated in their official statutes and in 
the relevant laws governing the or-
ganization, whether ecclesial or civil. 
Some faith-based organizations have 
additional norms or practices to abide 
by regarding decision-making. If these 
do not exist or are deemed to be un-
suitable for the pastoral planning, then 
a decision-making structure for the 
planning needs to be designed and 
agreed upon prior to the process. Thus 
all participants are informed so that 
they come with the right expectations.

3.	 Establishing the 
steps and schedule

Once the scope of participation is 
clarified, the pastoral planning pro-
cess can be designed with the appro-
priate steps and with a schedule that 
takes into account the nature and sit-
uation of the group, the capacity and 
availability of people, the length of 
time needed for each activity to be un-
dertaken fruitfully, and the events or 
existing platforms such as annual as-
semblies which the pastoral planning 
can be integrated with if appropri-
ate. As a general guide, a total time of 
about 1 to 1½ years could be set aside. 
(See sample schedule in Appendix 1.) 
The length of time cannot be too short 
as this might not foster the commu-
nal transformational experience that 
pastoral planning is meant to be. Af-
ter all, honest reflection, depth of 
prayer, genuine conversion, authentic 
conversation, communal consensus 
and reconciliation require adequate 
time and space. On the other hand, if 
the process takes too long, the group’s 
motivation and attention would likely 
dissipate. Some variables in the plan-
ning inputs might also have changed.
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During the process, there could be 
times when a discernment is needed 
on whether or not to abide by the orig-
inal schedule or make adjustments in 
response to unanticipated events or 
perceived changes in the groups’ en-
ergies and sentiments. This requires 
the planning team, together with the 
leaders, to make a good evaluation 
and discernment about the process 
and the pace.

4.	 Allocating resources 
for the process

The required resources for the whole 
process need to be anticipated and 
obtained. Such resources typical-
ly include facilities, accommodation, 
transportation, utilities, food, admin-
istrative support, and materials re-
quired for meetings and related activ-
ities. Stipends for external facilitators 
and other persons might be needed as 
well. All these items would comprise 
the planning budget and the source of 
funds would have to be identified.

5.	 Communication
When a decision is made to embark on 
the pastoral planning process, or even 
while such decision is being consid-
ered, communication is an important 
factor to be mindful of. First, mem-
bers of the community or organiza-
tion should be informed in a timely 
and sensitive manner.

Typically, news spreads about a 
possible pastoral planning process 
even before official announcements 
are made! Such news is typically met 
with a variety of reactions, ranging 
from gladness, hope, and optimism 

to hesitation, reservation, and even 
anxiety arising from fear of possible 
change. This is especially so for people 
whose jobs or livelihoods are at stake. 
There might also be cynicism, fatigue, 
and disinterest. At the same time, a 
range of expectations and desires 
about both the outcome and the pro-
cess would come to the fore, and these 
are often influenced by individual 
preferences and interests. Hence it is 
important that leaders communicate 
clearly and with pastoral sensitivity 
to the whole community, providing 
adequate information ahead of time 
and having empathy for members’ 
point of view. Channels of commu-
nication should also be kept open, so 
that members are able to convey their 
feedback, raise questions, and express 
their hopes and concerns, if any. Oth-
erwise, if these are suppressed or not 
sufficiently addressed, they would af-
fect the freedom, trust, participation, 
and openness needed for communal 
discernment. Most importantly, the 
leaders can dedicate more attention 
and personal care to those members 
who anticipate (whether reasona-
bly or not) potential losses or unwel-
comed change as a result of a new  
pastoral plan.

In communication, all relevant 
persons should be helped to under-
stand the reasons for embarking on 
the planning process, what it would 
entail, what outcomes are desired, 
and how they would be involved. The 
overall objectives of the pastoral plan-
ning should be reiterated, along with 
its underlying approach as a spiritual 
communal discernment rather than a 
business-like strategic planning pro-
cess. If there is a dominant issue or 
concern that is clearly uppermost on 
everyone’s minds, such as a particular 
work or ministry which faces an un-
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certain future or even a potential clo-
sure, then the present status of this 
issue and how it would be treated in 
the planning should be agreed upon 
and made clear to all. This will pro-
mote transparency, participation, and 
credibility in the planning.

Communications need to be made 
with other stakeholders such as those 
receiving services, key organizational 
partners and other collaborators, and 
where appropriate, those in authority 
such as governing bodies or relevant 
ecclesial and civil leaders. Commu-
nicating with these stakeholders can 
include sharing with them the objec-
tives and timeline of the planning, in-
viting them to give inputs and feed-
back, encouraging them to journey 
with the group in prayer, and where 
relevant, requesting their partici-
pation in some if not all parts of the 
process. It is helpful to bear in mind 
that some stakeholders would also 
feel anxiety about change, especially 
those who receive services from the 
organization. Communication with 
these groups would thus need to be 
handled with additional care.

6.	 Basic orientation
It is often necessary to provide a ba-
sic orientation for certain members of 
the group, such as those who are rela-
tively new, or for partners and exter-
nal stakeholders who are participat-
ing in the process. Such an orientation 
might include pertinent background 
information about the group such as 
its mission, charism, spirituality, core 

values, brief history, key activities, 
personnel, and organizational struc-
ture. It might also include a list of ter-
minologies that are relatively unique 
and often used among group mem-
bers. Most important of all, some for-
mation is usually needed to enable all 
participants to know about commu-
nal discernment and to acquire the 
basic dispositions and skills to prac-
tice it, including dialogue methods 
such as the Spiritual Conversation 
(see Appendix 2 and 2a).

7.	 Communal prayer
Finally, it is helpful to integrate the 
pastoral planning into the on-going li-
turgical life of the community. A spe-
cial prayer can be composed and used 
throughout the planning process. The 
graces to seek might include sincerity 
to engage in communal discernment, 
desire for God’s will, interior freedom, 
courage, generosity, openness to the 
Holy Spirit and to one another, and 
fruitfulness in mission. External par-
ties can also be invited to join in these 
prayers as a way of accompanying the 
group in its journey. Participants or 
external stakeholders who do not pro-
fess the Christian faith can be invited 
to make similar offerings of hope and 
desire according to their personal tra-
ditions. At each stage of the planning, 
participants can be encouraged to of-
fer prayers of gratitude or petition 
at community liturgies, in accord-
ance with what has emerged during  
that stage.

44 Part II: Pastoral Planning Process



Steps of
Pastoral 
Planning



1
Realizing 
Our Current 
Situation 

A closer look at what this step is all about 
and why it’s important …

Discernment begins with seeing our 
reality in an honest way, though not 
with a harsh and judgmental eye but 
with an open and receptive heart. In 
the Ignatian tradition, this is some-
times described as “taking a long, lov-
ing look at the real.”

Strategic planning in secular cor-
porations tends to begin with lengthy 

reports of statistical data, show-
ing where the organization has per-
formed well and where it has fallen 
short. While measurable data is in-
deed necessary, beginning with such 
data not only tends to make people 
come to the planning with an over-
ly-rationalist and even self-defensive 
stance but is also a somewhat reduc-
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21	 Fr Arturo Sosa SJ, On Discernment in Common, 2017/11.

tionist and distorted way of present-
ing the organization’s complex reality.

A community or organization’s 
whole reality is much more than 
its measurable data. There are peo-
ple, relationships, morale, motiva-
tions, dreams, joys, sorrows, spiritual 
movements, intuitions, and a host of 
intangible impacts in society. Com-
munal discernment begins with lis-
tening attentively to each person’s 
reality and discerning as a group how 
God’s Spirit has been present and 
moving in the community or organi-
zation. In this first step, participants 
are invited to look within themselves 
because all the important cues about 
the organization’s current reality are 

often already there. What have been 
their experiences in the community 
or organization recently? What feel-
ings have these experiences aroused, 
whether positive or negative? What 
have been the sources of consolation 
and desolation? Where do people feel 
a genuine sense of gratitude and joy? 
Personal and communal experiences, 
affectivities, and interior sentiments 
are legitimate and potentially insight-
ful signposts of the group’s current 
realities, including those underlying 
realities that might have gone unno-
ticed in the statistical data. These sen-
timents are quite often an indication 
of what the group needs to attend to.

Fr A. Sosa SJ rightly points out that:

the positive tension between discernment in common 
and apostolic planning requires, according to the Ignatian 
vision, a spiritual examen of what we have experienced, 
so that we continually grow in fidelity to the will of God. 
Therefore, a systematic evaluation of our apostolates 
is not sufficient. We must supplement that systematic 
evaluation with the spiritual perspective of the examen, 
a practice by which Ignatius invites us to recognize the 
action of God in history, to be grateful for his gifts, to 
beg pardon for our failure to measure up, and to ask for 
the grace to be ever better collaborators in God’s work  
in the world.21

There is an additional advantage in 
enabling participants to get in touch 
with and express their personal sen-
timents about the group early on in 
the pastoral planning process. This 
opportunity to recognize, name, and 

express current sentiments, especial-
ly strong ones, helps to prevent these 
sentiments from being too pent up 
and thus hampering participants’ in-
terior freedom and ability to be open 
and attentive to other issues.
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How to do it …

1	 Participants are given a set of questions with which they are invited to 
set aside time for personal prayer and reflection. The questions can in-
clude the following:

•	 How is the community (or organization) now? What images 
would I use to describe its current state?

•	 How do I feel about the planning? Why? What are my hopes 
and anxieties?

•	 What consolations and desolations have I experienced re-
cently in our community (or organization)? Where do I find 
life? What has not been so life-giving?

•	 What graces do we rejoice in? What are some points for 
gratitude? What conversions do we need? What has been 
my own part in these lights and shadows?

•	 What is God wanting us to see about our current reality?

A common handout for prayer and reflection, incorporating the ques-
tions above, can be prepared and given to everyone. An example is pro-
vided in Sample 1.1 below, which can be adapted to suit each organiza-
tion. If needed, additional materials such as suggested ways of praying 
with Scripture or additional texts for prayer can be given as supple-
ments. All these should be distributed in a timely way so that partici-
pants have ample time to carry out and complete this personal activity.

2	 The participants are then organized into small groups where they can 
share the main points (or “fruits”) arising from their prayer and reflec-
tion. It is often best to ensure diversity in the group so that each one lis-
tens to people who might have different experiences of the organization. 
For the listening and sharing to be of sufficient depth, the optimum 
group size is about 5-7 persons. A method of dialogue that suits commu-
nal discernment such as the 3-step Spiritual Conversation method can 
be used. (See Appendix 2) As highlighted earlier, sufficient training on 
this method needs to be done during the preparatory phase if necessary. 
In keeping with the essence of communal discernment and the Spiritual 
Conversation method, the groups should meet physically in person as 
far as possible rather than online. An ideal place to meet would be one 
that is outside the usual work setting and conducive for contemplative 
dialogue. If the group is large or geographically dispersed, the planning 
team can coordinate with intermediate leaders to organize this activity 
at the sub-group or local levels, and a common deadline should be set 
for its completion.

3	 Each small group prepares a brief report on the outcome of their con-
versation and forwards it to the planning team. It is helpful to have a 
common template for reporting (see Appendix 2a) so that the small 
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groups know what they should highlight, in line with how communal 
discernment and the Spiritual Conversation works. The main points 
arising from the group reports are then synthesized and documented 
by the planning team. Such documentation serves as a collection of key 
issues that would likely require more attention in the pastoral planning, 
and will be referred to later in the process. If participants are gathered 
together at an assembly, the small groups can also share the main fruits 
of their conversations with the whole assembly, and everyone listens 
and reflects on what is emerging.

4	 If there are many small groups (such as in a diocese or international 
religious congregation), the planning team could create intermediate 
bodies (such as parish-level teams or country teams) to do a prelimi-
nary synthesis of the small group reports. These are then forwarded to 
the planning team for overall synthesis. Sometimes it is helpful to have 
a separate group of persons to work with the planning team in doing 
the synthesis so as to bring a variety of perspectives to this task and 
to involve more people in the process. It is helpful to bear in mind that 
the synthesis of the group reports is not just a textual summary but a 
prayerful process of reading and listening deeply with both head and 
heart, attending to the voices of the participants and to the presence of 
God’s Spirit.

5	 A copy of the synthesis can be circulated to all participants thereafter so 
that they can reflect and pray over it more deeply. They can also carry 
out a prayerful review of the experience, in similar fashion to the Ig-
natian examen. This can include recalling what happened during the 
individual and communal activity, how one was moved, how the group 
was moved, what significant points emerged, what seems to have been 
missing, and what God might be saying or doing through the experi-
ence. Such reviews can often lead to greater clarity and new insights, as 
well as a greater desire for God’s will.

Good to know ...

Certain communities and organiza-
tions such as parishes, dioceses, and 
large institutions might find it diffi-
cult to persuade everyone to partici-
pate in the process, especially those 
who do not feel a strong sense of inter-
est or belonging in the organization. 
In such cases, additional outreach ef-
forts often pay off. For instance, visi-

tation teams can be organized to reach 
people who are often less connected 
with the center. Leaders of the organ-
ization can also make a special effort 
to meet with various groups of people. 
Additionally, new events or activities 
that are relevant to their interests can 
be organized, and the planning activ-
ities can be integrated within.
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Another challenge is that this could 
be the first time for many participants 
to reflect and dialogue about the com-
munity or organization in such a man-
ner as described above. Many people 
are not used to such sharing. Those 
working in religious organizations 
are often more familiar with either of 
two types of dialogue: faith-sharing 
on spiritual and doctrinal matters; or 
discussing about organizational and 
pastoral issues in a functional and 
task-oriented way. In contrast, this 
step in the pastoral planning requires 
participants to consider the com-
munity or organization as an inte-
grated whole, without separating the 
spiritual and temporal aspects. Such 
separation is a false dichotomy in the 
first place. In this step, participants 
share about the totality of their expe-
riences in the organization, including 
formal and informal activities, events, 
feelings, relationships, and spiritual 
movements. This itself can be a new, 
formative, and enriching experience. 
Indeed many people have found it re-
freshing and more authentic to share 
in this way, and that in carrying out 
this step, the group begins to see with 

new eyes and gain precious perspec-
tives about the organization.

Yet another challenge is that some 
participants may be more used to fo-
cusing only on their own responsi-
bilities rather than on the group as a 
whole. Or there may be some strong 
tensions between different persons 
or units. Indeed, diverse opinions and 
even conflict might be encountered 
during the group dialogue especial-
ly when participants have contrary 
experiences, perspectives, and agen-
das. However, such differences are 
not barriers to discernment but are in 
fact valuable opportunities to deepen 
understanding and cultivate a greater 
sense of community. Everyone’s ex-
periences, whether positive or nega-
tive, are legitimate parts of the whole. 
When accepted and acknowledged, 
they enrich the overall view. In turn, 
members themselves will feel more 
accepted by each other. All this leads 
to better insight, solidarity, and union 
of minds and hearts.

Pope Francis’s advice about dis-
cernment amidst conflict is worth  
recalling:

So we have two temptations: on the one hand, to wrap 
ourselves in the banner of one side or the other, exacer-
bating the conflict; on the other, to avoid engaging in con-
flict altogether, denying the tension involved and washing 
our hands of it. The task of the reconciler is instead to 

“endure” the conflict, facing it head-on, and by discerning 
see beyond the surface reasons for disagreement, open-
ing those involved to the possibility of a new synthesis, 
one that does not destroy either pole, but preserves what 
is good and valid in both in a new perspective. This break-
through comes about as a gift in dialogue, when people 
trust each other and humbly seek the good together, and 
are willing to learn from each other in a mutual exchange 
of gifts. At such moments, the solution to an intractable 
problem comes in ways that are unexpected and unfore-
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23	 International Theological Commission (ITC), Synodality in the Life and Mission of the Church (Vati-

can City, Vatican Press: 2018), para. 111.

seen, the result of a new and greater creativity released, 
as it were, from the outside. This is what I mean by “over-
flow” because it breaks the banks that confined our think-
ing, and causes to pour forth, as if from an overflowing 
fountain, the answers that formerly the contraposition 
didn’t let us see. We recognize this process as a gift from 
God because it is the same action of the Spirit described 
in Scripture and evident in history.22

One of the signs of an authentic 
conversation is that differences of 
opinions, feelings, perspectives and 
experiences are able to surface. Each 
is welcomed and received with at-
tentiveness, empathy, and openness 
to learning and change. This tills the 

soil of our hearts to receive what God 
might be prompting us to see about 
our communal reality. As the Interna-
tional Theological Commission says 
when explaining about communal  
discernment:

Synodal dialogue depends on courage both in speak-
ing and in listening. It is not about engaging in a debate 
where one speaker tries to get the better of the others 
or counters their positions with brusque arguments, but 
about expressing whatever seems to have been suggest-
ed by the Holy Spirit as useful for communal discernment, 
at the same time being open to accepting whatever has 
been suggested by the same Spirit in other people’s posi-
tions, for the general good.23

Thus in entering the process of 
pastoral planning, one of the graces 
which participants can be encouraged 
to seek and pray for is that of willing-
ness and ability to transcend their im-
mediate concerns or interests, to have 

interior freedom, to welcome others’ 
perspectives, to empathize with their 
concerns, to understand their point of 
view, and to discern for the group as 
a whole. This applies to everyone, as 
highlighted by Fr Arturo Sosa SJ:

It is possible and necessary also for those who share in 
our mission but not in our Christian faith to acquire that 
interior freedom which enables them to divest them-
selves of self-love, self-will, and self-interests. This inte-
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rior freedom is the human possibility to grow as persons 
in gratuitous relationship with others, seeking the greater 
good of all, even when such a pursuit involves as a conse-
quence personal renunciation and sacrifice.24

As mentioned earlier, the reflec-
tion, prayer, and group dialogue, if 
carried out well, can already engen-
der the beginnings of greater unity, 
communion, and solidarity even dur-
ing the first step. This is provided that 
a proper method is used especially 
in the group dialogue to help partici-
pants share more sincerely and listen 
more deeply to each other, remain-
ing mindful of the loving presence of 
God’s Spirit.

Nevertheless, communal discern-
ment in pastoral planning is often 
not perfect, especially at this ear-
ly stage. Discerning personally and 
communally is something that takes 
time to cultivate, and is part of a per-
son’s and group’s journey towards 

wholeness and union with God. Pas-
toral planning can be a good oppor-
tunity to cultivate the relevant dis-
positions and capacities. Apart from 
pastoral planning, the reflection and 
dialogue questions in this step can be 
used more frequently at other plat-
forms such as year-end recollections 
or community gatherings so that 
they help habituate the communal 
discernment way of proceeding. The 
gradual transformation engendered 
by this exercise comes through cul-
tivating the attitude of openness that 
is required in the mutual listening, 
welcoming, learning, and discerning. 
Over time, these conversations can 
lead to deeper awareness and sense of 
solidarity as a group.
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The objective of this exercise is to help you as a participant to be-
come more fully present to the pastoral planning process and to the 
current realities by attending to yourself, your community, and the 
organization.

The recommended length of time for this exercise is about 1 hour. 
Find a suitable period of the day and a quiet place where you can be in 
silence and contemplation. If it helps, you can take a few minutes to qui-
eten your mind, notice your breathing, become more present to God, or 
become aware of a universal energy of life that is flowing through you 
and your surroundings.

When you feel ready, you can begin by asking for the grace of inner 
peace, openness, and insight. Then start by praying with a Scripture 
passage such as Luke 24:13-35. Or if you prefer, you can use something 
from your own faith tradition or even a poem about taking stock, re-
viewing the present, listening to the heart, and seeing with new eyes.

Next, read the following questions and notice your reactions - What 
comes to mind? How do you feel? What are your immediate respons-
es? How would you answer these questions if you pondered them for a 
while longer?

•	How would I describe my experiences recently in this community 
(or organization)? What have I been feeling in it? Why?

•	How are we now? What images do I feel best describe our current 
situation?

•	How do I feel about the planning? Why? What are my hopes or 
anxieties?

•	What have been the consolations and desolations in our communi-
ty? Where do we find life? What has not been so life-giving?

Alternatively
•	What has been receiving much of our attention has a group? What are 

some noteworthy events or happenings in recent times? What are some 
significant feelings or sentiments?

•	What current developments or realities about the group excite us? What 
worries or disappoints us?

•	What graces do we rejoice in? What might be some causes for cele-
bration or gratitude? What conversions do we need?

Alternatively
•	In what ways has the group been faithful to its core values, charism, and 

mission? In what ways has it been lacking in fidelity?

Sample 1.1
A guide for Personal Prayer and Reflection
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•	What has been my own part in these lights and shadows? How have  
I affected the group, and how has it affected me?

•	What is God revealing to us about our current reality?
It is also possible to carry out this reflection over more than one 

session. When you have finished, review what happened during your 
prayer and reflection periods, how you were moved, and what signif-
icant points arose. Write these down and think about what you feel 
moved to share with the group. Conclude with a prayer of thanksgiving 
and bring to your thoughts all the other persons in your community, 
appreciating each one as a gift.
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2
Recollecting 
Our Graced 
History

A closer look at what this step is all about 
and why it’s important …

Before we plan for the future, we need to appreciate the past. Doing so reminds 
us of where we have travelled, how it has shaped us, who we have become, what 
we have received, and why we would choose a certain path ahead. In the words of 
Pope Francis:

Christianity is not only a doctrine, but a history that leads 
to this doctrine … always be aware of being part of a peo-
ple, to transmit the history of our salvation, to preserve 
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the memory of the people of God. … ‘Remember your an-
cestors,’ says the author of the Letter to the Hebrews. The 
most dangerous deviation of Christians is lack of memory 
of belonging to a people; this is where dogmatism, moral-
ism, elitist movements come from.25

In pastoral planning, it is often not 
uncommon to hear remarks like “it 
must be done this way”, “it has always 
been this way”, “this new idea will 
never work”, “we have tried this in the 
past but it failed”, or “it was great in 
the good old days but now…”

We need to learn from history so as 
to recognize what is most valuable in 
our tradition but also to avoid being 
imprisoned by the past. In this step, 
participants look back at the journey 
of the community or organization 
starting either from its beginnings or 
from a more recent point in history. 
Much can potentially be learnt from 
such a recollection, including fresh 
perspectives on the group’s identity 
and vocation, as well as its relation-
ship with God. The reflection helps 
group members regain a sense of the 
organization’s roots and its enduring 
values and charism. It also engenders 
a sense of gratitude for all the gifts 
and accomplishments of the organ-

ization, and helps particular mem-
bers feel that their contributions and 
sacrifices are acknowledged and ap-
preciated. This is especially impor-
tant when change is imminent, with 
the possibility that certain members 
might have to let go of the work or in-
stitutions which they had been deeply 
invested in.

Tracing the past journey helps 
members realize that change has 
been a reality, and that the organiza-
tion has gone through various turn-
ing points and stages of development. 
Most of all, the group members can 
become more aware of the gifts that 
the Divine Goodness has poured upon 
the organization, thus engendering 
deep gratitude as well as confidence in 
God’s faithful accompaniment. This 
can help members move courageously 
into the future with greater freedom, 
especially when the road ahead is not 
so clear or is fraught with potential 
difficulties.

How to do it …

1	 The process can be similar to Step 1 in which participants are given 
guiding points for personal prayer and reflection (see Sample 2.1), and 
thereafter gather in small groups for sharing. Reports are then for-
warded to the planning team.
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2	 Alternatively, an assembly can be organized for all members. This 
would potentially be a very enriching exercise with the whole group 
recollecting their history together.

3	 The exercise should be done in a reflective and prayerful atmosphere. In 
recollecting the past journey of the organization, participants can fo-
cus on significant milestones, events, and developments. The ‘ups and 
downs’ of the group’s history can be recalled. A particular focus can be 
given to defining moments; i.e. those times, occasions or experiences 
that have been etched strongly in the communal memory, and which 
have an impact on the groups’ identity, values, and sense of purpose. 
Sometimes the memory of a specific defining moment emerges on its 
own during the conversation and invites more attention. Just as impor-
tant, participants can reflect on how they felt at these events and devel-
opments if they were present then, and how they feel now as they look 
back. They should also reflect on the meaning of each of these events 
and developments for them.

4	 The main points raised can be expressed visually in images. Ample 
space is usually required in the room for this. When they have complet-
ed the exercise, everyone can then take a step back and view in reflec-
tive silence, the journey which they have just recalled and sketched out, 
and then gradually become more aware of how God had been present in 
the journey. They can take note of whether there has been an emerging 
pattern of God’s interventions, and what the Divine Love might have 
been communicating. Again, participants with other religious or philo-
sophical leanings might approach this step in more general terms, such 
as by noting the movements of healing, restoration and wholeness, the 
times of stagnation, decline, fragmentation, or polarization, the times 
of great energy, and the ways in which a transcendent life-giving force 
seemed to have acted in the organization’s history.

5	 The main points of this exercise should be documented by the planning 
team.

Good to know ...

Communities and organizations often go through life cycles such as one depicted 
by the diagram on the next page.
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The initial formative or “start-up” 
phase is usually less structured, with 
organizational life proceeding in a 
more spontaneous, unpredictable, 
trial-and-error way. This is often fol-
lowed by a time of institutionaliza-
tion where systems, rules, and struc-
tures are put in place, leading possibly 
to greater stability and growth. Some 
organizations might even grow rap-
idly during this period as their pro-
grams and services gain greater trac-
tion and interest, and their proficiency 
increases. However in time, new chal-
lenges inevitably arise, whether from 
the external context or from within 
the organization as a result of rapid 
change. This often leads to a period of 
instability, tension, or even turmoil. 
Organizations that are able to accept 
the new realities and confront their 
challenges can often find a path for-
ward for further progress. Those who 

are unable to deal with the change 
would likely remain stagnant and 
eventually decline. For the former 
group, critical times of change are 
likely to arise again in future and this 
calls for adaptation once again.

Being aware of this cycle can help 
participants in the pastoral planning 
become more conscious of the fact 
that they are on an evolving journey, 
and that times of turbulence are often 
a natural part of such a journey, and 
can even be a window for change. It 
is often helpful to ask participants to 
share their views about where they 
think the organization currently is in 
the above cycle and why. This helps 
them to see the bigger picture and 
perhaps gain some perspectives to the 
consolations or desolations that might 
have been prevalent in the organiza-
tion, and what responses would be 
most appropriate.
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“I will remember the deeds of the Lord” (Psalm 77:11)
“Thus says the Lord: Stop at the crossroads and look around you. Ask 
for the ancient paths, where the good way is, and walk in it. You will 
find rest for your souls.” (Jeremiah 6:16)

1.	 Begin with a prayer for openness, enlightenment, and unity. 

2.	 Draw a history line in the form of a long road or a footpath, large 
enough for all participants to see, and answer the following ques-
tions:

a.	 What were the main stages or ‘chapters’ in the story of your 
group’s journey? (Mark these on the road.) In each of these stages, 
what was the main direction or focus of the group? Or, what title 
would you give to each ‘chapter’?

b.	 What have been the significant milestones, events, or develop-
ments? (List only those that evoke relatively greater meaning and 
feeling.) What were the significant ups and downs, the joys and 
sorrows, the graces and challenges? Write each event above the 
road, and the corresponding meaning or feeling below the road. 
For a large group, this step can be done by getting participants, ei-
ther individually or in smaller sub-groups, to write each point on 
a post-it paper and paste it on the road.

c.	 What were the ways in which you have changed? Were there any 
crucial moments or turning points? (Mark these on the road)

3.	 When it is finished, everyone spends some time in silence to look at 
the whole history line. Note your feelings, interior movements, or 
any points which strike you. Particular attention can be paid to the 
things which you feel grateful for. Reflect quietly on the following:

a.	 Which moments were most life-giving and meaningful? What 
factors in the group led to their fruitfulness; i.e. what were the 
group’s actions, dispositions, priorities, values, or characteristics? 
Which moments were more stagnant or created much negativity? 
What were the behaviors or characteristics of the group in those 
times? Review the list of positive qualities and their opposites. 

Sample 2.1
Recollection of Our Graced History: 
Instructions for Group Exercise
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Does any fresh insight emerge about the group’s charism, val-
ues, and mission? Were there “defining” times in this history that 
played a major role in shaping your organization’s identity?

b.	 Become aware of how God was present in the journey, and what 
God might be communicating. What insights do you gain about 
your mission, charism, values, and identity before God?

4.	 In plenary or small groups, share the fruits of your reflection.
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Rediscovering 
Our Identity 
and Mission

3

A closer look at what this step is all about 
and why it’s important …

With lessons learnt from the past, 
participants can then take a fresh look 
at the group’s identity and mission in 
order to renew and deepen their un-
derstanding of them. Inspired by what 
might have emerged from the previ-
ous steps, they can describe in their 
own words what the group’s identity 
and mission are. This includes their 

charism, their core values, the pur-
pose of their existence, and the most 
special or essential gift that it has 
which is to be offered to the world.

Why not just refer to the existing 
mission statement if one exists? In-
deed such formal statements are im-
portant, but a group’s mission is more 
than a written statement; it is some-
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thing that resides in the members’ 
hearts. For instance, the statement 
may say one thing but a group mem-
ber’s heart may be directed at other 
things. Or the group might feel col-
lectively that it is somehow carrying 
a bigger mission beyond what was 
written in the past.

Identity and mission are living tra-
ditions, ever evolving, yet ever the 
same. The process of rediscovering 
them in new light can give a group 
a newfound sense of purpose and 
meaning, and bind members more 
closely together. It can also deepen 
their interior freedom so that they 
would be more willing to let go of all 
else so as to pursue “the one thing 
necessary”. As with the other steps, 
rediscovering identity and mission 
can be a very graced moment for the 
group. It is particularly special be-
cause group members can poten-
tially feel touched and reinvigorat-
ed by God’s Spirit, confirming them 
in the Name-of-Grace by which they  
are called.

Identity and mission can be redis-
covered through “ressourcement” – 
going back to the sources, to the roots 
of the tradition. This complements 
the insights derived from the History 
Line activity in Step 2. Foundational 
reference materials can be used, such 
as Scripture, magisterial texts from 
the church, a religious congregation’s 
founding documents, key writings, 
and other significant sources. Appen-
dix 3 provides suggestions of Catholic 
magisterial texts that can be used by 

dioceses and parishes. All these are 
material to be contemplated prayer-
fully and deeply in heart and mind, 
rather than just read superficially or 
intellectually. The prayer method of 
Lectio Divina can even be used be-
cause foundational writings tend to 
evoke a profound sense of meaning 
and spiritual re-awakening.

Additionally, an organization is 
part of a larger whole and is inter-con-
nected with others. Hence its identity 
and mission are not to be considered 
in isolation but in dialogue with wid-
er realities such as the mission of the 
universal Church, the mission of the 
diocese in which the group resides, 
and the mission of other related en-
tities . The group must also take into 
account the unique purpose and role 
expected of the type of organization 
that it is, be it a school, parish, or re-
ligious congregation. For example, re-
ligious congregations are fundamen-
tally characterized by the evangelical 
vows. This has distinct implications 
on the nature and emphases of their 
mission, in contrast with secular or-
ganizations doing the same work. 
Some groups also exist as sub-units 
within larger entities which have 
an over-arching mission. Taking all 
these realities into account helps the 
group ensure that the discernment 
about its specific identity and mission 
does not divert from but is consist-
ent with the on-going saving plan of 
God, manifested through a fabric of 
universal and local entities in mutual  
collaboration.
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Pastoral planning often comes with many “temptations”. These might include:

SWOTING: Identifying and responding to strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats without any reference to the organization’s identity and mission.

TRENDING: Choosing priorities based on whatever is trendy or popular.
LOBBYING: Each person advocating for his/her favorite projects.
ROUTINING: Doing simply more of the same without considering the need for 

change.
ANCHORING: Being attached to the flagship programs of a grand past heritage.

Good to know ...

1	 The planning team can prepare excerpts of key texts for reflection on 
the organization’s identity and mission. These should not be too lengthy 
or too brief so that the exercise will be fruitful in engendering new  
insights.

2	 The excerpts can be circulated to all participants together with a guide 
for prayer and reflection. (See Sample 3.1) Creative means can be used 
for this step, such as inviting participants to spontaneously list key 
words and ideas that convey the organization’s identity and mission 
most meaningfully for them. They can also draw images, use symbols, 
compose songs, narratives, and role-play.

3	 Insights from the documents can also be complemented with more con-
textual reflections. For instance, participants could be asked to consider 
how the most important stakeholders, especially those whom the group 
seeks to serve, and those at the margins, would re-write or update the 
group’s mission statement. Alternatively, they could come up with a list 
of ranked criteria with which they might evaluate competing priorities 
or allocate resources. They can also think of visible signs that would in-
dicate fruitfulness in the group’s mission in the present context. Addi-
tionally, personal experiences can be tapped upon. For example, partic-
ipants could be asked to share about an incident or personal experience 
which made them see the identity and mission of the organization with 
whole new eyes or feel it burning anew in their hearts. Were there oc-
casions when they said “it made me realize who we are and what we’re 
all about”?

4	 The processes for personal reflection, small group conversation, plena-
ry activities and synthesis as outlined in Step 1 can be followed.

How to do it …
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The objective of this exercise is to listen anew to the founding traditions 
of this organization and gain new insight on its identity and mission 
before the eyes of God in the present context.

The recommended length of time for this exercise is about 1 hour. 
Find a suitable space and time in which you can do this exercise atten-
tively and contemplatively.

Ask for the grace of wisdom, humility, new insight and personal con-
viction about the organization’s identity and mission.

Begin by praying with a Scripture passage such as Luke 4:16-21 or the 
meditation on the Call of the Eternal King (no. 91-100) in the Spiritual 
Exercises; or if you prefer, something from your own faith tradition or 
even a poem about mission, calling, and vocation.

In your prayer or meditation, you might ponder on the following  
questions:

•	The Bible tells us that Jesus came to proclaim the “Kingdom of 
God”. What is the Kingdom of God? How would the world be like 
when the Kingdom of God is fully present? Or, what does univer-
sal flourishing consist of? What is fullness of life?

•	God, the Universal Lifeforce, labors actively and lovingly through 
every entity in creation for the flourishing of the world. What is 
the unique way in which the Divine Mission of love is expressed 
through your organization? Or, what do you think is your organ-
ization’s particular role in the Kingdom of God, or in the flourish-
ing of the universe? 

Now take up the texts about your organization’s identity and mission 
that were given with this handout. Read these texts in a contemplative 
way, stopping to reflect on any word or sentence that strikes you.

HERO -ING: Meeting the greatest needs and demands without taking into account 
charism, capabilities or resources.

INFLUENCER-FOLLOWING: Doing whatever funders and authorities want the or-
ganization to do.

These temptations underscore the importance of having clarity and conviction 
about the organization’s identity and mission. This then serves as a compass for 
the discernment of priorities, goals, programs, and resource allocation amidst a 
multitude of beneficiary needs, stakeholder requests, funder preferences, societal 
trends, and members’ own attachments to routines and specific projects.

Sample 3.1
Identity and Mission:  
Guidelines for Prayer and Reflection
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Gathering up your thoughts, how would you describe your organ-
ization’s identity and mission in your own words? You can also use 
drawings, symbols, stories, or even songs. There is no one right answer. 
Everyone has valuable and unique perspectives to share.

Next, reflect on some of the following questions. Choose only those 
which seem to move you more deeply:

•	What would be the 3 most important indicators you would use to 
evaluate whether or not your organization is truly living its identi-
ty and mission?

•	What would be the 3 top criteria you would use to decide which 
programs, services, priorities, or goals are most important for 
your organization to undertake? Why?

•	Imagine yourself in the place of the most vulnerable or marginal-
ized person in your organization’s services or contexts. How would 
you want to re-write the organization’s mission statement?

•	Imagine yourself at a time in future when your organization has to 
cease operations. What would be the one thing that you most hope 
to see the organization accomplish?

•	Recall a personal experience which made you see the organiza-
tion’s identity and mission in a whole new way, or made you em-
brace it with a newfound conviction. What insights did you gain?

•	Examine yourself: To what extent do you personally resonate with 
the organization’s identity and mission? Does it make your heart 
leap with joy and love? Or do you feel disinterest or even tension? 
Would you say that it currently helps you live your personal iden-
tity and mission most fully?

It is also possible to carry out this reflection over more than one 
session. When you have finished, review what happened during your 
prayer and reflection period, how you were moved, and what significant 
points arose. Write these down and think about what you feel moved 
to share with the group, including images or other things you came up 
with. Conclude with a prayer of thanksgiving.
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Discernment is based on concrete realities about what is really happening around 
us and within us, and on not abstract idealizations or unverified assumptions. As 
the International Theological Commission has highlighted:

Communal discernment allows us to discover God’s call 
in a particular historical situation … It is a matter of the 
Church, by means of the theological interpretation of the 
signs of the times under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, 

4
Reflecting  
on the Signs 
of the Times

A closer look at what this step is all about 
and why it’s important …
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travelling the path that is to be followed in service of God’s 
plan brought to eschatological fulfilment in Christ, which 
also has to be fulfilled in every kairós throughout history.26

26	 ITC, Synodality, para. 113.
27	 Pope Francis, Address at the Ceremony Commemorating The 50th Anniversary Of The Institution Of The 

Synod Of Bishops (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2015).

“Signs of the times” include realities 
within the organization as well as in 
its surrounding environment. Inter-
nal realities would pertain to the or-
ganization’s programs and services, 
its effectiveness, its community life, 
spiritual life, culture, relationships, 
leadership, networks, partnerships, 
personnel, capabilities, resources, 
structures, systems, administration 
and all other aspects of its corporate 
reality. External signs of the times 
would include current and emerging 
trends in society and church, encom-
passing the social, economic, cultur-
al, political, religious, ecological, and 
technological. Both local and global 
trends are often in mutual interaction.

In gathering information on these 
internal and external realities, atten-
tion can now be paid to empirical data, 
including relevant statistical reports 
and other information. The catego-
ries and scope of data to be deemed 
relevant and thus to be sought would 
depend on the identity and mission 
of the organization. This once again 
underscores the importance of clari-
fying identity and mission first. Oth-
erwise, participants in the planning 
might be overwhelmed with too much 
data, or be unduly influenced by head-
line-grabbing trends in the media in-
stead of attending to other trends that 
are less visible but more deeply signif-
icant for the organization.

Just as important, reading the signs of the times also in-
clude listening directly to the voices of people, especially 
those at the peripheries . This means that in this step, par-
ticipants do not just analyze statistical reports. They also 
consult a wide variety of people and listen to them direct-
ly. Indeed a significant part of discernment occurs “out 
there” when we leave our desks to go where people are, 
walking with them in their contexts, and allowing their un-
told stories to emerge. As Pope Francis notes, “how could 
we speak about the family without engaging families 
themselves, listening to their joys and their hopes, their 
sorrows and their anguish?27

Additionally, pastoral planning en-
tails a deeper awareness about signs 
of the times in a way that is not only 
intellectual but also affective. Our 
hearts need to be open and attentive 
to God’s Spirit which is always mov-

ing us, perhaps even causing a “burn-
ing within us” (Luke 24:32) through 
the signs of the times. Once again, as 
the International Theological Com-
mission points out:
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Communal discernment implies carefully and coura-
geously listening to “the groans” of the Spirit (cf. Romans 
8:26) which emerge through the explicit or sometimes si-
lent cry that goes up from the People of God: to listen to 
God, so that with Him we may hear the cry of His People; 
to listen to His People until we are in harmony with the 
will to which God calls us.28

Planning participants need to be 
aware of their existing biases, preju-
dices, or pre-conceived ideas about the 
context, and endeavor to transcend 
them with a disposition of openness 
and interior freedom. They can then 
be more receptive of new, unexpected, 
or even surprising insights that the 
Spirit might be waiting to reveal. In 
turn, listening sincerely to the signs 
of the times engenders further open-
ness to change.

Finally, listening must be accompa-
nied by reflection. This includes ana-

lyzing the information intelligently 
with the help of some critical think-
ing tools or analytical frameworks 
from relevant disciplines. Concur-
rently, reflection includes attending 
to feelings and interior movements 
which arise from listening and analy-
sis. Thus both intellect and affectivity, 
faith and reason, head and heart, are 
integrated in discernment. Just as im-
portant, the listening and reflection 
are done as a community.

28	 ITC, Synodality, para. 114.

1	 The planning team can draw up a list of information to be gathered, as 
well as a list of people to be consulted. For instance:

a)	Data on the internal context can include statistical profiles and other 
pertinent information about the organization’s programs, services, 
and other operations, as well as an overview of its financial and other 
resources, and its personnel situation. Information on partnerships 
and networks are also relevant. Both quantitative and qualitative 
data can be included.

b)	As for the external context, the relevant information might include 
trends in church and society, which can usually be found in brief 
essays, analyses or periodical reports on religious, social, political, 
economic, cultural, technological, ecological and other issues in the 
media. Needless to say, it is important to ensure that the sources give 
trustworthy, credible, and balanced points of view. Information on 
the activities of other relevant groups and the issues faced by them 

How to do it …
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are also pertinent. Other useful references might include the exist-
ing pastoral plans of dioceses, networks, and global associations to 
which the organization belongs.

c)	With regard to persons to be consulted, these might include benefi-
ciaries, collaborators, partners, and various other groups, especial-
ly those in the peripheries who might not be currently served but 
whose voices are important and relevant. Other persons to consult 
might include experts, funders, and officials in relevant authority 
positions. Personnel who belong within the organization would have 
been consulted in the first step but it is also possible to include them 
once again in this step so as to tap their professional knowledge and 
viewpoints about particular aspects of the organization.

2	 For 1(a) and 1(b), suitable persons can be assigned to obtain the relevant 
information and prepare a concise presentation of them.

3	 For 1(c), the planning team could organize participants into “listening 
groups” so that they can listen to and interact directly with the various 
groups to be consulted. Some amount of coordination and communi-
cation will be needed to arrange meetings, visits, interviews, conver-
sations, presentations, and other forms of consultation. Surveys could 
also be used though this should ideally not be the only form of consul-
tation as it is less personal and interactive. What is most important is 
that participants get out of their usual ‘boxes’ or comfort zones, and 
seek new perspectives beyond their usual circles. This would not only 
enable them to see the context with new eyes but also help them to be 
more open to the Spirit and even be touched or transformed. As men-
tioned above, such listening is very integral to the communal discern-
ment process. Concurrently, stakeholders who are approached for their 
viewpoints should be encouraged to speak candidly about their expe-
riences of the organization, what they are most grateful for, what chal-
lenges they face, how the organization might change for the better, and 
what it should keep doing well. Sample 4.1 below provides some sugges-
tions for these consultations.

4	 Sufficient time should be given for the above activities, which can take 
3-4 months or more. Each consultation session can be capped with a 
prayerful examen of the experience and the key points that arose, and 
these should be recorded.

5	 When all the information-gathering and consultation activities are 
completed, the planning team can synthesize the reports and circulate 
a summary to all participants.

6	 Reflection sessions can then be carried out by everyone, such as 
through small group dialogue using the Spiritual Conversation meth-
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od, preceded by individual reading, prayer, and reflection. Sample 4.2 
contains some guidelines for this activity. One key question in this part 
of the communal discernment is: What is the Holy Spirit saying to us 
through the voices of the people and the signs of the times? The main 
points arising from these prayer and reflection sessions are then for-
warded to the planning team for collation and dissemination as in the 
previous steps.

7	 Sometimes further data gathering might be required, especially when 
the reflections lead to new questions that were not raised before but are 
important. The planning team might need to coordinate the process it-
eratively, making sure that the research and reflection strikes a balance 
between being too excessive and too narrow.

Good to know ...

This step can sometimes bring out 
feelings of disturbance and disequi-
librium, especially when participants 
realize hard truths about the inter-
nal and external realities. This need 
not cause alarm. In fact, if these ten-
sions are absent altogether, then the 
information gathering and reflection 
might have been inadequate or too 
superficial. Tensions arising from an 
honest look at reality are often indica-
tors of the issues we are called to ad-
dress. They can be pathways to con-
version and change for the better.

Overall, a disposition of pastoral 
love, generosity, openness, solidarity, 
trust, and prudence is called for when 
listening to and reflecting on the signs 
of the times. As mentioned above, this 
step needs to be carried out with ade-
quate time and space for enquiry, re-
flection, prayer, dialogue, and strug-
gling through the necessary tensions.

***
After the completion of this step and 
before moving on to the next one, it 
would be helpful for all participants 
to carry out an examen of the pasto-

ral planning so far. This involves rec-
ollecting what has happened since 
the beginning, what the whole group 
has gone through, what each partici-
pant has experienced at the personal 
level, whether there have been nota-
ble consolations and desolations, and 
how God has been present. Partici-
pants could share the fruits of this ex-
amen with one another, and evaluate 
the quality of the communal discern-
ment and the pastoral planning thus 
far. A discernment can be made to ei-
ther proceed to the next step or revisit 
some prior part of the process. Some-
times there are unresolved tensions 
that might greatly hinder the next 
steps, or perhaps some members of 
the organization and its stakeholders 
feel that the process has not involved 
adequate consultation, listening, and 
discernment. If so, then the underly-
ing causes of these should be exam-
ined and addressed first.

Overall, if the steps so far have been 
carried out reasonably well, partici-
pants would typically already begin 
to experience joy, unity, a sense of re-
newal, and even some insight on God’s 
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invitation to the group regarding its 
directions. The readiness for conver-
sion and renewed mission would be-
come palpable. Moreover, new mem-
bers would have learnt much about 
the organization through participat-
ing in the prior steps. In this regard, 
pastoral planning can be a formative 
and transformative experience. It is 
often during the process itself that 
the desired change begins to happen. 

For these reasons, it is important to 
take time for everyone to be engaged 
whole-heartedly and reflectively, in-
stead of simply going through the me-
chanics of the process and rushing to-
wards the end. Sometimes a mid-way 
revision of the planning schedule is 
needed in order to spend more time 
on certain steps or to improve the 
quality of the communal discernment.

I.	 Some data to obtain about the internal context of the organization

A.	 Statistical and other factual data:

1.	 Organizational profile and structure
2.	 Membership - Total number and relevant characteristics; eg. 

Age groups, gender, nationalities, location, socio-economic 
profile, etc. (Present data + 10-year trend if available)

3.	 Programs, services, and key activities – Description, loca-
tion, outputs, people served, growth trends, etc.

4.	 Financial and other resources
5.	 Key partners and networks
6.	 Previous pastoral plan, if any, and what has been accom-

plished

B.	 Feedback and suggestions – Some questions to ask stakeholders:

1.	 What do you appreciate most about the organization? How 
has it made a difference for you? What would you miss most 
if the organization became inactive?

2.	 What do you think has been the organization’s main impact 
in the church and in society? What more do you hope to see?

3.	 What do you think are its strengths and weaknesses in cur-
rent reality, when compared with its identity and mission in 
theory? In what ways has it been fruitful in its mission? In 
what ways has it not been fruitful enough?

Sample 4.1
Suggestions for research on internal 
and external contexts
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4.	 What do you think are the internal factors that enable the or-
ganization to be fruitful? What are the internal factors that 
limit its fruitfulness? Or, what do you think are the lights 
and shadows in the organization’s present culture, commu-
nity life, spirituality, working style, relations among mem-
bers, staff and volunteer morale, and partnerships in church 
and society?

II.	 Some data to obtain about the external context of the organization

A.	 On church and society

1.	 Significant local and global trends that are relevant to the 
organization’s mission, including the political, economic, so-
cial, cultural, religious, technological, ecological, and eccle-
sial. What are some possible scenarios that will impact the 
organization significantly, whether positively or negatively?

2.	 Opportunities and challenges in the fields related to the or-
ganization’s mission.

3.	 Needs and gaps which are currently not addressed by  
anyone.

4.	 Potential networks and collaborations.
5.	 Significant developments faced by partners or those who are 

involved in similar activities as the organization. What are 
their future plans?

6.	 Current priorities of the diocese or international unit(s) 
that the organization belongs to, and the reasons for these 
priorities.

7.	 Emerging church teachings or trends which are relevant to 
the organization’s mission.

8.	 Key advances or trends in the disciplines and fields of the or-
ganization’s work

B.	 Questions to ask about the people, including those whom the or-
ganization serves as well as the wider community, taking note 
especially of the marginalized

1.	 What is happening in the lives of various groups of people? 
What are their joys and hopes, griefs and sorrows, anxieties 
and desires?

2.	 What currently gives them the greatest meaning and purpose?
3.	 What do they think about their present lives and about their 

future?
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4.	 What trends are affecting them?
5.	 What changes in church and society do they hope to see?
6.	 What are their strengths? What gifts can we appreciate about 

them? What can we learn from them?
7.	 What currently impedes their ability to live fully?

Examples of simplified questions that can be posed directly to peo-
ple at the grassroots:

	• What do you appreciate about your life now? What makes you 
happy, or what is your greatest source of joy?

	• Do you feel your life is meaningful? Why? What gives you a 
sense of purpose?

	• What are your main difficulties and anxieties? What makes you 
disappointed or discouraged?

	• How do you feel about the future for yourself, your family, and 
the local community?

	• What do you appreciate most about the church in this place and 
about the society? What change do you hope for?

	• What do you think are your best gifts and contributions?
	• What do you think our organization can do to improve your 

family’s life or the local society?

III.	Some sources, tools, and methods for gathering information

1.	 Organizational annual reports 
2.	 Media articles, periodical analyses, data from authoritative 

websites
3.	 Interviews and direct consultations
4.	 Social gatherings and informal chats 
5.	 Focus group discussions
6.	 Surveys
7.	 Presentations or personal sharing by stakeholders
8.	 Talks by invited experts on relevant issues and trends

Note:

	• It is important to be aware of the biases that might be inherent in 
some media sources. Ensuring a diverse range of sources could 
help mitigate this.

	• When gathering people’s viewpoints, the means employed 
should be most conducive for the persons to speak freely and to 
give honest, meaningful, and sincere feedback.
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	• When listening, the sensitivity of a pastoral heart is called for so 
that underlying meanings, concerns, desires, and even patterns 
can be perceived. The listener would perceive not only what is 
said but also what is not said. Active and attentive listening, es-
pecially to voices from the margins, entail listening with empa-
thy, noting verbal and non-verbal cues, and endeavoring to see 
things from the other’s perspective. Just as important, such lis-
teners exercise a whole-hearted presence, neither rushing nor 
patronizing, and attending to their own interior movements, 
looking out for what God might be communicating through  
the encounter.

The objective of this exercise is to reflect on the signs of the times in 
the light of your organization’s identity and mission in order to listen to 
what God’s Spirit might be saying, especially with regard to how your 
organization is called to respond to the present contexts.

The recommended length of time for this exercise is about 1 hour. 
Find a suitable space and time in which you can do this exercise atten-
tively and contemplatively.

Begin by praying with a Scripture passage such as Matthew 9:36 or 
the meditation on the Incarnation (no. 101-109) in the Spiritual Exercis-
es; or if you prefer, something from your own faith tradition or even a 
poem about social realities. In your prayer, ask for the grace of open-
ness, courage, generosity, and compassion.

Now read slowly the summary of the internal and external contexts 
that has been distributed to you together with this handout. Reflect on 
the following:

1.	 As I read the summary, what strikes me? Is there anything in par-
ticular that moves me or draws my attention?

2.	 Which points evoke feelings of joy, consolation, and excitement 
about the internal and external context? Why?

3.	 Which points evoke grief, anxiety, tension, or desolation? Why?
4.	 What is emerging as the main strengths and gifts of our organi-

zation? Which strengths seem to be developing well? Which ones 
seem to be diminishing?

5.	 What seems to be our organization’s weaknesses or limitations?
6.	 What impact is our organization making in church and society? 

Sample 4.2
Instructions for reflecting 
on the data gathered
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What is the impact on its own members, and on those at the pe-
ripheries? Who or what are we neglecting? Where are the gaps?

7.	 Which voices from the consultations strike me or move me most? 
Why?

8.	 Which external trends do I feel are particularly important? Why?
9.	 What opportunities and calls are emerging for our mission? What 

challenges are confronting us?
10.	Overall, what might the Holy Spirit be saying to us through the 

voices of the people and the signs of the times?

It is also possible to carry out this reflection over more than one 
session. When you have finished, review what happened during your 
prayer and reflection period, how you were moved, and what significant 
points arose. Write these down and think about what you feel moved to 
share with the group.

Conclude with a prayer for the people whom you read about in these 
reports.
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Recognizing 
God’s Call for 
the Present Time

A closer look at what this step is all 
about and why it’s important …

5

The process has now reached the 
stage where decisions can begin to be 
formulated regarding the organiza-
tion’s direction and priorities for the 
coming years. This is provided that 
there is a reasonable level of consola-
tion, peace and even enthusiasm from 
the prior steps thus far. Otherwise, 
some of the earlier activities and their 

requisite dispositions may need to be 
attended to more closely.

In this step, key points arising 
from the prior stages can be brought 
together through summary reports, 
including those pertaining to: 
•	 The organization’s identity, char-

ism, core values, and mission (from 
Steps 2-3) 
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•	 The internal context (from Steps 1 
and 4)

•	 The external context (from Step 4).

God’s call for a group in terms 
of its direction and priorities often 
lies at the intersection of these three  
realities.

A group’s direction indicates what 
its overall focus should be over the 
determined period ahead. Once 
again, this is more than just a recap 
or re-crafting of its mission state-
ment. Rather, in light of the renewed 
understanding of the group’s charism 
and the current internal and external 

contexts, there could be a particular 
aspect of its identity and mission, or 
a particular emphasis or way of living 
them which the group feels called to 
focus on for the period ahead. For in-
stance, a group may discern that it is 
being called to make a fundamental 
shift in its mission towards certain 
neglected groups of people at the pe-
ripheries, thus requiring a change in 
members’ attitudes as well as in the 
group’s programs, activities, person-
nel, and resource allocation. Another 
group may discern a call to focus more 
on the work of peace-building and 
reconciliation amidst socio-political 
conflict. Yet another group may real-
ize that their attention in the upcom-
ing years should be on the members’ 
deepening in the spirituality, charism, 
and communal life. Hence, just as how 
an individual might have a key focus 

or direction in each stage of his or her 
life and vocation, a group might also 
be called to deepen, grow, or heal par-
ticular aspects of its life and mission, 
as part of its on-going journey in God.

Usually the discerned direction 
entails a change in not just external 
structures and activities but also in 
heart and mind. A conclusion reached 
through a good process of communal 
discernment would resonate deep-
ly with participants, affirming their 
collective identity and giving them a 
profound and sustained sense of grat-
itude, joy, energy, enthusiasm, fellow-
ship, and commitment.

This step is best carried out with-
in an in-person assembly involving 
as many members of the organization 
as possible. In this regard, the Inter-
national Theological Commission has 
highlighted that:
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In various local Churches, to boost the implementation of 
the teaching of Vatican II, there are Assemblies which ex-
press and promote communion and co-responsibility and 
contribute to integrated pastoral planning and its evalu-
ation. These Assemblies are of great significance in the 
ecclesial community’s synodal journey, as the setting and 
ordinary preparation for enacting the diocesan Synod.29

The same might be said for reli-
gious congregations and other eccle-
sial organizations as well. A meaning-
ful gathering and time of fellowship 
involving as many participants as 
possible, with a well-organized pro-
cess and a radical openness to God’s 
Spirit, can bear fruit in many ways 
long after the event.

Along with a discernment of the 
organizational direction for the up-
coming years, a list of priorities also 
needs to be drawn up in accord with 
the implications of the direction. Al-
though many different terms are used 
in the strategic planning field such as 

“objectives”, “goals”, and “strategies”, 
the word “priorities” here refers to 
the aspects of organizational life and 
mission that need to be emphasized, 
strengthened, changed, terminated, 
re-developed, or initiated during the 
period ahead. Priorities should also 
elucidate, where possible, the groups 
of people that will receive more atten-
tion by the organization, the types of 
services to enhance, and/or the issues 
and challenges that will be focused on, 
and the reasons for doing so. Some or-

ganizations have internal norms for 
prioritizing the choice of ministries 
and the allocation of personnel and 
resources.30 These can further assist 
in the discernment.

Sometimes there needs to be a scal-
ing down of efforts and resources in 
certain areas of work, and re-assign-
ing of personnel accordingly. Prior-
ities can also pertain to internal as-
pects of the organization that require 
change or improvement, such as 
personnel formation, organization-
al structure, skills, finances, systems 
and processes, community life and 
relationships, spirituality, govern-
ance, and personnel welfare. As with 
the overall direction, a well-discerned 
list of priorities would also engender 
strong and sustained commitment, 
joy, and new energy. Needless to say, 
priorities need to be realistic and lim-
ited in number, especially when they 
entail substantial effort and resourc-
es. For some examples of direction 
and priorities, see Sample 5.1.

Overall, it is helpful to recall Pope 
Francis’s words that

29	 ITC, Synodality, para. 82.
30	 For instance, in the Society of Jesus, Decree 3 of General Congregation 34, no. 22 says that “the 

Provinces should evaluate their apostolic planning using the Ignatian criteria of the constitu-
tions, read in the light of our mission today. Read in the light of the faith which seeks justice, 
the criterion of ‘greater need’ points towards places or situations of serious injustice, the crite-
rion of ‘more fruitful’ toward where ministry can be more effective in creating communities of 
solidarity, the criterion of ‘more universal good’ toward action which contributes to structural 
change to create a society more based on solidarity.”
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Pastoral ministry in a missionary key seeks to abandon 
the complacent attitude that says: “We have always done 
it this way”. I invite everyone to be bold and creative in this 
task of rethinking the goals, structures, style and methods 
of evangelization in their respective communities (EG 33).

How to do it …

1	 The planning team can prepare summaries of all the insights gathered 
from the previous steps and circulate to participants for reflection and 
prayer, with suggested questions for reflection. (See sample 5.2) It would 
be best for the planning team to avoid coming up with a tentative list of 
proposed directions and priorities as this runs counter to the openness, 
engagement, and co-responsibility entailed in communal discernment.

2	 After sufficient time for the above personal reflection, a plenary assem-
bly can be organized, which should ideally be about 3-5 days. If not all 
participants can attend the assembly, some representatives can be cho-
sen. The size of the assembly should be large enough to include repre-
sentatives from all segments of the organization. In the case of a par-
ish or diocesan assembly or an international organization, it is possible 
to have several hundreds of participants, provided that small groups 
are formed for conversation and that these submit their conclusions in 
writing, with a central process established to synthesize them.

3	 For participants who are not included in the assembly, prior consulta-
tion can be done with them by gathering their views with the same set 
of reflection questions as above. Ideally, they should also have a chance 
to carry out small group conversations within their teams or localities, 
and submit their proposals to the planning team for consideration at 
the assembly.

4	 At the plenary assembly, methods for dialogue such as Spiritual Con-
versation can be used. Liturgy is especially important so that the whole 
meeting is conducted in a prayerful atmosphere. Even those present 
who do not share the same religious belief can be encouraged to main-
tain a contemplative stance throughout the assembly.

5	 It is often helpful to have an external facilitator so that all participants, 
including leaders of the organization and the planning team, can fully 
participate in the discernment. Needless to say, these external facilita-
tors would need to be familiar with communal discernment methods. 
At the end of each day or half-day, the planning team, together with the 
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facilitators, can review the proceedings that have occurred and see how 
the group has been doing, what the spiritual movements were, whether 
there were any emerging energies and hindrances, and how the process 
could be improved at the next session. Such reviews can also be con-
ducted in a spiritually discerning way.

6	 Towards the end of the assembly, the conclusions can be stated explic-
itly and everyone can pray and reflect on them so as to fine-tune them.

7	 Thereafter, the direction and priorities drafted at the plenary assem-
bly could be circulated to those who did not attend, with accompanying 
explanatory notes as far as possible, and their further feedback can be 
sought. A timeframe of 1-2 months can be allocated for further fine-tun-
ing and confirmation.

8	 In some organizations, there is a formal governing body who gives fi-
nal approval to the plan. In this case, members of such a body should 
be part of the plenary assembly so that they are involved in the listen-
ing, dialogue, and discernment. They would then avoid making their 
decision in isolation from the communal discernment of the assembly 
without any opportunity to listen or raise questions.

Good to know ...

As with the previous steps, discern-
ing direction and priorities entails 
both critical reasoning and spiritual 
attunement. A disposition of interior 
freedom is especially crucial here be-
cause difficult choices often need to be 
made. The tendency of organizational 
members to be attached or anchored 
to existing works, structures, and 
ways of doing things can exert a par-
ticularly strong influence and hamper 
their freedom, creativity, and bold-
ness in making radical change where 
needed.

Some organizations avoid the ten-
sion of choosing by including every 
objective and target group, leaving 
out nothing and no one. Unfortunate-

ly this prevents them from facing the 
reality of the group’s limitations and 
the need to commit to what’s most 
important whilst collaborating with 
others. It is especially hard to let go of 
areas of work which certain members 
had gotten used to doing even if the 
need has diminished. There are also 
certain works which had brought rec-
ognition for the organization in the 
past but which might not represent 
the best use of its present resourc-
es and future potential. Participants 
in the planning should thus seek the 
grace to desire and identify ‘the one 
thing necessary’ amidst competing 
demands and interests, in accordance 
with God’s will.
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Example 1

A parish in a city with an increasingly multi-cultural population where 
inter-group tensions are beginning to be felt:

Direction:
For the next 5 years, we seek to become a parish known for promoting 
social harmony and solidarity in the church and society, thus witness-
ing to the unity of all human beings in God’s love, amidst the fast-chang-
ing demographics of this city.

Priorities:
1.	 To reach out to new migrant communities, especially the most vul-

nerable; to engage them as fellow residents and partners, building 
relationships with them, learning from them, and supporting them.

2.	 To promote a culture of hospitality in the parish and surrounding 
neighborhoods, beginning with a change in mindset among parish-
ioners, and to develop channels of dialogue to address emerging 
tensions.

3.	 To offer a greater variety of inculturated liturgies and activities, and 
promote the participation of all; to help existing and new parishion-
ers deepen their faith and relationships through “Small Christian 
Communities” and prayer groups.

Example 2

A religious congregation whose traditional ministry is in education and 
is facing slower growth in membership:

Direction:
Over the next 10 years, we will consolidate our presence to the areas 
where there is greater need and where we are able to contribute best. At 
the same time, we will give high priority to cultivating and forming our 
lay staff and collaborators.

Priorities:
1.	 To systematically form our staff and volunteers in our charism and 

spirituality; and to pro-actively identify and form the next genera-
tion of leaders in our schools.

2.	 To hand over, re-locate, or merge some of our educational institu-

Sample 5.1
Examples of direction and priorities
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tions, keeping in mind the best interests of the students and the wid-
er community.

3.	 To share our knowledge and develop new ministries focused on 
training and pastoral accompaniment of young teachers in other 
Catholic and non-Catholic schools.

The objective of this exercise is to discover God’s call for the organiza-
tion particularly in terms of the direction and priorities it should pur-
sue, in view of its identity and mission, its internal realities, and the 
external context. 

The recommended length of time for this exercise is about 1 hour. 
Find a suitable space and time in which you can do this exercise atten-
tively and contemplatively. 

Begin by praying with a Scripture passage such as Mark 1:32-39 or the 
meditation on the Three kinds of persons (no. 149-157) in the Spiritual 
Exercises; or if you prefer, something from your own faith tradition or 
even a poem about vocation, choice, and new beginnings. In your prayer, 
ask for the grace to seek God’s will.

Now read the summary of conclusions from all the prior steps of the 
pastoral planning and recall your own experiences in the planning thus 
far. Reflect on the following questions, maintaining a spirit of prayer:

1.	 What has stood out for me most in my experiences of the planning 
so far? Where have I felt God’s grace moving us most strongly? 
Where do I feel lingering tension or unease, if any? What might 
God be saying through this?

2.	 What stands out from the summaries?
3.	 What do all these indicate about “the one thing necessary” that 

our organization should focus on in the upcoming years? How 
would I articulate this in 2-3 sentences? What would be the reason 
to pursue this direction?

4.	 What priorities would this direction imply in terms of how we 
should re-develop or improve our range of services, programs, in-
stitutions, as well as our own community and organization? Or, 
which groups of people need to receive relatively more emphasis 
in the upcoming years? What issues deserve our greater atten-
tion? What internal changes do we need to make?

5.	 Overall, where does God seem to be inviting us to go in the com-

Sample 5.2
Guide for prayer and reflection 
on direction and priorities
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ing years? How are we called to be, and what are we called to do? 
If I were to identify only 3 priorities, what would these be? (State 
what, who, where, how, why)

When you have finished, review what happened during your prayer 
and reflection period, how you were moved, and what significant points 
arose. Write these down and think about what you feel moved to share 
with the group.

Conclude with a prayer for the organization and its members so that 
a good communal discernment will be made.

Additional tips:

When writing a list of priorities, avoid the following tendencies:

a.	 Focusing on specific projects or activities such as organizing an 
event rather than broader, strategic priorities.

b.	 Stating the priorities too vaguely such as by simply listing some 
issues and institutions. A clear statement of priorities would elu-
cidate:

•	 The needs, concerns or problems you wish to respond to
•	 The target group(s) (and relevant details such as their location 

or demographic profile if these are pertinent to your choice)
•	 The desired outcomes or positive changes you hope to make 
•	 The main strategies or means of your response, in accordance 

with your organization’s charism and strengths

c.	 Having too many priorities, beyond your organization’s capability 
and resources

d.	 Reluctance to let go of past priorities that are no longer relevant 
or critical.

If several options are being considered and further discernment is re-
quired in order to narrow the list, the following method can be used: 

1.	 First, list the criteria for choosing the top priorities. This should 
stem from the insights about identity, charism, and mission. Con-
sider also the gaps and greatest needs in the internal and external 
context. Note the current priorities of networks, dioceses, or uni-
versal bodies which the organization belongs to, as well as inter-
nal norms about choosing works and allocating resources, where 
available.

2.	 Next, write each criterion clearly in a sentence and rank all the 
criteria in order of importance.
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3.	 Then using the table below, evaluate each option as objectively 
as possible according to the criteria by assigning an appropriate 
number of “ticks”.

1st criteria 2nd criteria 3rd criteria etc.

Option A

Option B

Option C

Option D

4.	 Once the table is completed, the options which have more “ticks” 
in the higher-ranked criteria can be identified as the final list of 
priorities.

5.	 Note that this exercise needs to be accompanied by dialogue and 
spiritual discernment so as to share diverse perspectives and pro-
mote objectivity. In fact, the table can serve as material for conver-
sation and discernment.
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6
Responding 
in Concrete 
Action

A closer look at what this step is all 
about and why it’s important …

When the direction and priorities are 
confirmed, it is crucial to translate 
them into concrete goals with specif-
ic timelines. These goals can be in the 
form of desired milestones or signif-
icant targets relating to each priority, 
such as the creation of new ministries, 
specific improvements to be made 
to existing ones, or cessation and 

any other transition of works. There 
might also be targets pertaining to 
desired changes in internal organiza-
tional structure, personnel, resourc-
es, processes, partnerships, and even 
culture, relationships, and communi-
ty and spiritual life.

In this step, it is helpful to recall 
Pope Francis’s remark that:
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Realities are greater than ideas. This principle has to do 
with incarnation of the word and its being put into prac-
tice: “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that 
confesses that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is from 
God” (1 Jn 4:2). The principle of reality, of a word already 
made flesh and constantly striving to take flesh anew, 
is essential to evangelization. It helps us to see that the 
Church’s history is a history of salvation, to be mindful of 
those saints who inculturated the Gospel in the life of our 
peoples and to reap the fruits of the Church’s rich bimil-
lennial tradition, without pretending to come up with a 
system of thought detached from this treasury, as if we 
wanted to reinvent the Gospel. At the same time, this prin-
ciple impels us to put the word into practice, to perform 
works of justice and charity which make that word fruit-
ful. Not to put the word into practice, not to make it reality, 
is to build on sand, to remain in the realm of pure ideas 
and to end up in a lifeless and unfruitful self-centredness 
and gnosticism (EG 233).

A common mistake in pastoral 
planning is to neglect this crucial step 
of setting concrete goals and devel-
oping action plans. Many groups end 
their planning process after identi-
fying the priorities. Thereafter, they 
realize that nothing is being imple-
mented even after a year or two, for-
getting that they did not specify what 
exactly is to be implemented in the 
first place.

Targets can be both quantitative 
and qualitative. The important thing 
is that this exercise of setting specific 
targets helps to clarify the priorities 
more concretely and translate them 
into actionable implications. It also 
strengthens commitment towards 
the agreed direction, thus moving the 
pastoral plan closer to implementa-
tion. Without this step, the agreed di-
rection and priorities would remain 
at the level of good intent and vague 
ideas. Targets, on the other hand, are 
about what exactly would be changed, 
strengthened, improved, started, in-
creased, diminished, or ceased; as 

well as when, and if relevant, where, 
for whom, by how much.

Action plans then need to be drawn 
out for each target, specifying the 
main tasks, timelines, resources, and 
persons responsible. Some examples 
of targets and action plans are provid-
ed in Sample 6.1.

The drafting of targets and action 
plans should primarily involve those 
who will be responsible for their im-
plementation at the frontlines, in di-
alogue with the organizational lead-
ers and stakeholders. There should 
be close inter-unit coordination and 
communication during this step.

As with the direction and prior-
ities, the formulation of targets and 
action plans would engender enthusi-
asm and energy if done well. It should 
continue the dynamics of spiritual 
discernment so that these final and 
crucial aspects of the pastoral plan 
are put together under the guidance 
of God’s Spirit. In particular, par-
ticipants need to be cautious about 
an “afterglow” effect similar to that 

86 Part II: Pastoral Planning Process



highlighted in the Spiritual Exercises 
(Spex 336). In the wake of the excite-
ment and consolation from arriving 
at the direction and priorities, partic-
ipants may become over-enthusiastic 
in formulating unrealistic goals and 
action plans, or rush to make these 
plans based on their old habitual ide-

as and ways of thinking. In contrast, 
the Spirit may sometimes lead the 
group to do things in a different way 
or to try a new course of action. Hence 
there is a need to remain spiritually 
discerning so that this step is carried 
out prudently, creatively, and in fidel-
ity to God’s will.

1	 The planning team can organize participants into work-teams based on 
their job roles and assign each priority to the relevant team to propose 
the specific targets and action plans. A common template should be giv-
en. (See sample 6.1)

2	 The teams should be given adequate time for this exercise, such as 2-3 
months. Their draft proposals can be forwarded to the planning team 
for collation.

3	 Thereafter, a consolidation of all proposals should be forwarded to 
everyone to identify possible overlaps, gaps, and areas of co-operation 
especially between sub-units in the organization. Participants can also 
give feedback and share creative ideas on the proposals of each team, as 
well as share information about resources and networks where relevant.

4	 With these revisions, the planning team can coordinate the fine-tun-
ing of the plans among the responsible sub-units and finally with the 
leaders.

5	 Sometimes certain stakeholders and funders are consulted before the 
plan is finalized. Various governing bodies, such as in an international 
religious organization, might also be involved in endorsing the plan.

How to do it …

It is important to bear in mind that 
new priorities and goals sometimes 
do not fit with existing structures, 
systems, policies, cultures, and even 
attitudes. In this regard, the group 
needs to be careful about putting 

“new wine into old wineskins”. New 
goals often require not only specific 
action plans to achieve them but also 
relevant adjustments to other aspects 
of the community or organization, 
such as structures, policies, process-

Good to know ...
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es, resources, relationships, and cul-
ture. These need to be incorporated in 
the action planning as well. As point-
ed out by Pope Francis, “a proposal of 
goals without an adequate commu-
nal search for the means of achieving 
them will inevitably prove illusory” 
(EG 33).

Another thing to note is that even 
though a well-defined and compre-
hensive list of targets and actions is 
most desirable, in practice, the final 
plan is usually more open-ended and 
may even look like a partially-com-
pleted document. This can be a grace 
in itself because it reminds the or-
ganizational members that they are 

on an on-going journey and need to 
remain in an open and discerning 
stance, to listen to one another and to 
external realities, and to wait for cer-
tain things to ripen in their good time. 
God’s Spirit often reveals gradually, 
and it is not possible to map out a very 
detailed plan for the road ahead. As 
long as there is enough clarity about 
what actions are to be expected from 
each person and team within a cer-
tain timeline, and as long as there is 
a reasonable level of spiritual conso-
lation and confirmation in the group’s 
conclusions, the pastoral plan can be 
considered adequate at this point in 
time.

This activity is best done in teams comprising persons who would be 
responsible for achieving the targets, including those persons whose 
direct collaboration is essential.

The first step is for each team to look at the agreed priorities that it 
would be responsible for. Team members can recap the considerations 
that underpinned each priority so as to understand it more holistically. 
Thereafter, some of the following questions can be pursued, in a spirit 
of communal discernment:

1.	 What are the key words or important factors in this priority?
2.	 When we recall why and how this priority emerged in the com-

munal discernment, what were the key points? What were the 
consolations, and what were the tensions, if any?

3.	 What do we think are the non-negotiable elements in this priority?
4.	 How would we describe the desired outcome of this priority, with 

as much detail as possible? What are the false or superficial out-
comes to avoid?

5.	 What would be some suitable targets to aim for in the next 5-10 
years? (Besides those that immediately come to mind, spend some 
time to brainstorm on creative and radically new ideas. For in-
stance, what targets would the most vulnerable beneficiaries set 

Sample 6.1
A suggested process for setting targets 
and formulating action plans
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for the organization? What targets would manifest the vision of 
the organizational founder?)

6.	 Which of these targets would be most important, urgent, impact-
ful, resonant with our charism, and realistic to the capacity we 
have or are able to acquire in the next 5-10 years? (Bear in mind 
the total number of targets chosen must be within the total capac-
ity of the organization)

7.	 What would be our best means of achieving each of these targets? 
What partnerships can we form? What steps need to be taken?

8.	 Who will be primarily responsible, and whose collaboration is needed?
9.	 What resources are required and how will they be made available?
10.	What consequent organizational changes and conversions are 

implied by this target? (Eg. Structures, systems, personnel, rules, 
policies, cultures, mindsets, routines)

11.	What difficulties might be encountered and what can be done 
about them?

The final list of targets can be written out, together with an action 
plan. All teams should also share their proposals with one another so 
as to make adjustments at the organizational level. Everyone should be 
involved in giving inputs and cultivating a sense of ownership, co-re-
sponsibility, and commitment towards all targets because they are a 
collective call for the organization as a whole.

Some examples of targets:

Priority:
To empower more under-privileged youth in the city through enhanc-
ing their vocational capacity.

Target 1:	 Expansion of our 2 existing vocational schools by 30% in  
2 years’ time.

Target 2:	 Provision of our expertise, resources, and training for vo-
cational schools run by other church and secular organ-
izations so as to increase their intake by about 20% in  
3 years’ time.

Target 3:	 At least 1 research project carried out within the next 18 
months to evaluate the effectiveness of our vocational 
training programs.

Priority:
To re-discover and deepen in the charism and spirituality of our reli-
gious congregation at the personal and communal level
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Target 1:	 All members undergo a renewal formation program in 
our spirituality over the next 5 years, with an estimate of 
about 40 persons per year.

Target 2:	 With immediate effect, all communities to put in place 
regular times during each month for communal prayer 
and reflection using the foundational texts on the spirit-
uality of our congregation.

Target 3:	 Group retreats on the spirituality every 3 years.

Example of action plan:

Target:	 Expansion of our 2 existing vocational schools by 30% in  
2 years’ time

Person responsible: Head of vocational training program

Key steps Who When

1. Secure funding
Head of Development 

Office
Year 1 Jan-Jun

2. Recruit and orientate 
teachers

Principals Year 1 Jan-Sep

3. Rent extra space Principals Year 1 Jul-Sep

4. Increase intake in 
batches

Principals Year 1 Oct to Year 2 Dec
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7
Reviewing 
Our Progress

A closer look at what this step is all 
about and why it’s important …

Implementation is often not an easy 
journey, and entails a disposition of 
on-going discernment. While there 
needs to be fidelity to the direction 
and priorities that have been com-
munally discerned, there can be flex-
ibility with regard to the specifici-
ty of targets and action plans. These 
latter often need to be adjusted in re-

sponse to dynamic or unforeseen de-
velopments, new information, or even 
further insights about what was dis-
cerned during the planning. Hence a 
few final things are necessary in or-
der to ensure that the pastoral plan 
would be implemented as fruitfully as 
possible. These pertain to communi-
cation, monitoring, and evaluation.
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1	 The plan needs to be well-communicated to all members of the organ-
ization, to partners, funders, and often to the general public as well. A 
document, video, or micro-website that provides an overview of the 
plan can be produced for this purpose. (See Sample 7.1 for a suggested 
template) What is key to note is that it is not only a matter of convey-
ing the direction, priorities, targets, and actions. Just as important are 
the contextual considerations that underpin the plan, as well as the val-
ues, rationale, feelings, and intents or desired outcomes associated with 
each priority, and why they are important. It is also helpful to recap the 
planning process, including the extent of participation and the memo-
rable moments of significant insight, struggle, consolation, or conver-
sion in the communal discernment. All these can be elaborated so that 
all persons, whether internal or external, will find the plan meaningful, 
and will better able to understand the thinking and motivations behind 
the plan, to see how God has been present, and to implement it and/or 
engage with it appropriately. If necessary, different adaptations of the 
full plan can be made for different groups of stakeholders, depending 
on the level of detail needed. It is also useful to have additional forms of 
communication such as posters, leaflets, podcasts, or short videos of a 
more inspirational nature. Some platforms can be created for on-going 
feedback and queries about the plan.

2	 The planning team’s role ceases when all these steps are completed. 
Hence the means of monitoring and coordinating the implementation 
of the plan needs to be agreed upon. Usually this is assigned to a perma-
nent central committee that either already exists in the organization 
or would be created in its new structure. It is often helpful to identify a 
specific person who would maintain regular contact with those respon-
sible for implementing the priorities and targets of the plan. More pro-
active and frequent dialogue during the initial months can be initiated. 
Such dialogue can help to address gaps in information, unanticipated 
difficulties, or mismatch of expectations. Facilitating implementation 
would also include animating the relevant units and members to act on 
the plan, providing support, and helping to iron out teething problems.

3	 Dialogue is especially needed with those facing challenges as a result of 
the new pastoral plan. This can include persons who are re-assigned to 
new areas of work or who have to forgo their long-held responsibilities. 
In this regard, the organization’s leaders can direct more attention to-
wards being with, supporting, and guiding such persons. On the whole, 
more inter-unit communication and coordination are required in the 
initial phase of implementation, especially when structures, systems, 
or even mindsets and cultures are undergoing a change.

How to do it …
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4	 The times for evaluating the plan can be made known to everyone. Eval-
uation is usually done more frequently during the initial phase. For in-
stance, evaluation meetings can be held every 3 months for the first year, 
and thereafter every 6 months or once a year. Whilst these evaluation 
sessions can involve only the unit heads, it is important for all mem-
bers of the organization to come together at certain times to review the 
general progress. Evaluation is a communal discernment. It is not just 
a matter of presenting formal reports and updates, though these can be 
included. What is more important is to take stock of whether the group 
has been genuinely moving in the direction that it had resolved to take, 
whether and how the group has grown as a community, and how God’s 
Spirit has been present during the period under review. To this end, 
evaluation sessions can be done with methods such as the Ignatian Ex-
amen and Spiritual Conversation, with members reflecting on the con-
solations and desolations felt during the implementation. They can also 
take note of significant or unexpected developments, and apparent suc-
cesses and failures. They can discern what God might be communicat-
ing through these experiences.

5	 An effective evaluation would reveal the areas for affirmation, conver-
sion, or even changes that might be needed in the pastoral plan, or sim-
ply those action items that call for on-going perseverance. With regard 
to the latter, sometimes the right course of action is to not be deterred 
or side-tracked by doubts, difficulties, or unanticipated events. Great 
care in discerning the influences of the spirits is required, especially 
when making decisions about staying the course or changing the plan. 
The group discernment can be accompanied with personal examen by 
each group member on the personal areas of gratitude and joy as well as 
tensions and conversions. Overall, these times of review are important 
moments of learning and growth towards fullness of life in God.

6	 It is just as important to have moments of celebration whatever the pro-
gress seems to be. Celebration helps to engender gratitude and make 
people more thoughtful about the things that might have gone unno-
ticed but which can be explicitly appreciated and acknowledged. Cel-
ebration also brings people together and sustains attention to the plan. 
Just as important, leaders of the organization can make an extra effort 
to affirm and encourage everyone in the process.

Good to know ...

In pastoral planning, the journey 
matters as much if not even more 
than the final destination. As can be 
seen throughout this book, it is not 

simply about coming up with a pas-
toral plan document. Rather, in the 
midst of communal discernment dur-
ing the planning, the renewal of the 
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community often begins to become a 
reality; that is, it is through the pro-
cess that people are gradually trans-
formed. When group members sin-
cerely walk with each other and with 
people in their context, they find that 
the communal transformation they 
seek is something that happens along 

the way, through the gratuitous pres-
ence of God walking with them. For 
this reason, as mentioned in the be-
ginning of this book, pastoral plan-
ning with a communal discernment 
approach is a journey that can be 
undertaken with hope, courage, and 
generosity.

(Name of organization) Pastoral Plan (Year X to Y)

Identity and Mission
State the most salient points that arose from Steps 2-3 of the planning 
process about the organization’s identity in God’s grace, its charism, 
values, and mission.

Context
In a few paragraphs, describe the external and internal contexts on 
which this plan is based. Most of the points pertain to Step 4 of the 
planning process. Doing a summary here would provide a valuable ref-
erence point when the priorities or targets need to be evaluated or fine-
tuned, or when the plan needs to be reviewed.

Process
Briefly describe the process, participation, and key experiences that 
participants underwent in the planning. This serves as an important 
reminder of the communal discernment, including the significant 
consolations, turning points, tensions, and confirmations. Lingering 
ambiguities, uncertainties or unresolved questions can also be men-
tioned here.

Overall direction for Year X to Y
One or two sentences that summarize the organization’s main call or 
focus during the period Year X to Y).

Key priorities
Describe each priority clearly and meaningfully over a few paragraphs, 
highlighting the aspect of the organization’s life or mission that it fo-
cuses on, why this priority was chosen, what its main intents are, what 

Sample 7.1
A suggested pastoral plan template
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issues or challenges it addresses, which target group(s) it is aimed at if 
any, what types of interventions are envisaged, what changes or con-
versions it might entail, and what a good outcome might look like.

Specific targets
For each priority, list the specific targets; i.e. what exactly is to be put 
in place or enhanced, changed, terminated, initiated, etc, and by when. 
These might be either qualitative or quantitative.

Action plan
For each target:

Main steps
Responsible persons 
(and collaborators)

Timeline

1.

2.

3.

95Steps of pastoral planning / 7. Reviewing Our Progress





Appendices



Appendix 1
Sample schedule for pastoral planning

Period Phases 

1st - 3rd month Preparation for pastoral planning

4th - 6th month

Step 1

For parishes or dioceses, this can be done through 
small neighborhood communities, parish or dioc-
esan committees, ministry teams, prayer groups, 
etc. Everyone, including laity, religious, and clergy 
can participate. For religious congregations, lay as-
sociations or institutions, this can be done at local 
community or departmental level. As far as possi-
ble, each small group should have diverse members 

and people from different communities.

Reports from the small groups are sent to the plan-
ning team for synthesis and re-dissemination.

7th - 8th month
Steps 2-3
(As above)

9th - 12th month Step 4

13th month

Step 5

This can be done at a parish assembly, diocesan syn-
od, or religious congregation assembly, preceded by 

the discernment of the sub-units as above

14th - 15th month Steps 6-7
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Appendix 2
A Sample Handout on Spiritual Conversation

Introduction
The term “Spiritual Conversation” is 
used here to refer specifically to a 
method of dialogue that has been de-
veloped in the Ignatian tradition. It 
involves three rounds of sharing and 
listening, with times of silence in be-
tween. Spiritual conversation is not 
a debate or discussion. It is not about 
trying to resolve a problem or advo-
cating one’s own point of view. Rath-
er, it is about listening attentively and 
deeply to oneself and to others with 
sensitivity towards the influences of 
the spirits, so as to recognize and fol-
low how God’s Spirit might be moving 
in the whole group.

There is no “right” or “wrong” an-
swer in the Spiritual Conversation. 
Each person’s sharing is welcomed 
and acknowledged. The whole group 
listens so as to hear what the Spirit is 
saying through each person. To this 
end, the prior time of personal prayer 
and reflection is crucial. Without it, 
there is no Spiritual Conversation.

Listening with the heart involves 
paying full attention to the speaker 
without thinking of what you are go-
ing to say and without making judg-
ments about the speaker. It entails lis-
tening to both verbal and non-verbal 
communication, which includes not 
only what is said explicitly but also 
emotions, moods, body language, in-
ner stirrings, and even what is not 
said. The aim is to empathize with 
the speaker and to sense what he or 

she might be experiencing interiorly. 
All persons are ‘experts’ of their own 
personal experiences. Listening with 
the heart also means allowing one-
self to be affected by the other, seek-
ing to learn something new, and even 
being open to the possibility of being 
changed by what is heard. Listeners 
pay attention to how they themselves 
are moved interiorly by what they are 
hearing. Indeed this is a demanding 
task, but in the long run, it cultivates 
a disposition of loving attentiveness, 
inner stillness, appreciation of others, 
humility, and depth of living.

Speaking from the heart comes 
from being accepting of and welcom-
ing towards oneself, along with all 
that one is experiencing. It requires a 
level of attentiveness and self-aware-
ness, as well as honesty in facing and 
speaking the truth from one’s heart. 
Such self-acceptance and authenticity 
are often cultivated in prayer and re-
flection. Speaking from the heart also 
means taking responsibility for what 
one says, and expressing the interior 
movements that accompany it.

Instructions for 
participants
The size of each group should be 
about 5-7 persons. The time allot-
ted for this exercise can be about 1½ 
hours. Choose a facilitator and a time-
keeper. They should estimate and in-
form everyone how much time each 
one will have for sharing during the 
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first round. Keep to the allotted time 
so that everyone will have a chance 
to share. Ensure that the 3 rounds 
are completed, and that the review is 
done. Follow the processes described 
below as closely as possible because 
they are integral to the dynamics of 
the Spiritual Conversation.

First round
One at a time, each person shares the 
fruit of his/her personal prayer. The 
others listen, paying full attention 
to what is being said. Listen to each 
person with attention, love, and rev-
erence. Welcome what is said with 
gratitude and interest, knowing that 
the Spirit speaks through every per-
son. During this round there is no 
dialogue or interaction between par-
ticipants, not even to ask questions or 
give answers. It is just a round of lis-
tening deeply to each one, with every 
person, regardless of rank or rep-
resentation, given an equal amount of 
time to speak. As you listen, be aware 
of how you are moved; eg. when you 
feel harmony with what is being said, 
when you feel joy, tension, frustration, 
sadness, curiosity, etc. Pay attention 
also to the interior movements of the 
speaker and the underlying and shift-
ing moods in the group as a whole. 
For the speaker, share what you feel 
moved to share, briefly and clearly. 
There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer. 
Just share honestly from your prior 
prayer experience.

Silent reflection
(About 3 minutes after the first round 
is completed) Reflect on what has 
been shared, and how you felt as you 
listened. What stands out? What is 
emerging subtly?

Second round
Whoever wishes may start sharing 
the fruits of this moment of silent re-
flection. When everyone has finished 
sharing and there is still available 
time, there can be some dialogue on 
the movements, questions, and views 
raised in the group, or how another 
person’s sharing has affected you or 
given you deeper insights or a new 
perspective. You might also be moved 
to share personal experiences that 
resonate with what was said. If there 
are contrary opinions, the group may 
wish to explore the strengths and lim-
itations of each opinion, though this 
is best done in a separate Spiritual 
Conversation, with everyone consid-
ering the strengths together, followed 
by the limitations. During this round, 
the facilitator needs to ensure that the 
dialogue is not dominated by a few 
people and that the group keeps to the 
allotted time.

Silent reflection
(About 3 minutes) Reflect on what hap-
pened in the Second Round, how you 
were moved, and how the group was 
moved. Note any common themes or 
significant points that were emerging, 
as well as divergences of opinion or 
tensions or even new questions if any.

Third round
Each person shares the fruit of the 

time of silent reflection. This can in-
clude insights, significant points or 
movements. You may also pray aloud 
thanking God for graces received, or 
asking for a specific grace.
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Review
(About 5 minutes) When the 3 rounds 
of Spiritual Conversation are com-
pleted, review and reflect on the ex-
periences and feelings. This may lead 
to further enlightenment about how 
God’s Spirit was moving.

Report
If the group is required to make a re-
port, take a few minutes to agree on the 
main points emerging in the conver-
sation and what the group wishes to 
report on. (See Appendix 2a for a sug-
gested template) It is important that 
this is done by the whole group rather 
than by one or two assigned persons.
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Appendix 2a
Template to Report on the Fruits of the Spiritual 
Conversation

(Optional) Names of participants in the group:

1.	 With reference to the questions or points for prayer and reflection for this 
conversation, what were the main points that seemed to gain increasing reso-
nance in the group especially towards the third round?

2.	 What tensions or questions were acknowledged and remain open or unre-
solved?

3.	 What were the interior movements or notable feelings in the group? What 
points of view were associated with these movements?

4.	 What are the ways in which the group has noticed God’s Spirit moving? What 
does the group sense the Holy Spirit saying through this conversation?

5.	 Does the group wish to raise any further points?

Note:
A report of the fruits of a Spiritual Conversation is not merely a summary of 
points raised by participants. Rather, it is a collective conclusion by the group, 
even if only a tentative one, borne out of an attentive spiritual discernment of 
how God was moving the group during the conversation. Not all questions need 
to be answered if the group has nothing to say on some of the above points. The 
fruits of a spiritual conversation are not just answers to the questions being dis-
cerned, but also include key movements, further questions, spiritual awakenings, 
sense of fellowship, and even tensions brought to the surface.
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Appendix 3
Relevant Sections of Canon Law and 
Catholic Church Magisterial Texts

In a diocese, pastoral planning through diocesan pastoral councils and synods 
have been promoted since the Second Vatican Council as one of the key means 
through which co-responsibility by all the People of God for mission and eccle-
sial life can be exercised. The Code of Canon Law (1983) deals with pastoral coun-
cils in Can. 511 - 514 and with diocesan synods in Can. 460 – 468. Parish pastoral 
councils are mentioned in Can. 536.

The following are examples of texts that can be used to facilitate reflection on 
the nature and mission of parishes and dioceses:

•	 Congregation for the Clergy. The Pastoral Conversion of the Parish Community in the 
Service of the Evangelising Mission of the Church. Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2020.

•	 Pope John Paul II. On The Vocation And The Mission Of The Lay Faithful In The 
Church And In The World, Christifideles Laici. Vatican City: Vatican Press, 1988, pa-
ras. 26–27.

•	 Pope Francis. Apostolic Exhortation on the Proclamation of the Gospel in Today’s 
World, Evangelii Gaudium. Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2013, paras. 27-30, 49.

•	 International Theological Commission. Synodality in the Life and Mission of the 
Church. Vatican City, Vatican Press: 2018, chap. 4.
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We live in a time of change that is filled 
with challenges and opportunities. The 
Spirit of God is always calling us to listen, 
to contemplate and to see with new eyes 
how God is laboring in our current context 
and calling forth our collaboration.
 Pastoral planning is an undertaking 
that helps us enter into this deep listening, 
so as to emerge more fruitful, renewed, 
and committed in our life and mission. 
A communal discernment approach is in-
dispensable because we are in mission not 
as individuals but as a community, and we 
need to discern together how God’s Spirit 
is moving. This calls for the participation of 
everyone, and is an opportunity to exercise 
synodality, mutual listening, and building 
communion amidst diversity. To this end, 
this book has integrated both planning and 
communal discernment together in a mean-
ingful and practical way.
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