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Introduction Can you answer these questions?

If your Director of Religious Education suddenly took ill and was    
unable to perform his/her duties, would a successor immediately       
be able to pick up where his/her predecessor left off?

If your HVAC (heating, ventilation and air conditioning) system shut 
down and was beyond repair, would you have the money in your 
budget to replace it?

Do you have a protocol in place for handling the media should they 
come knocking on your door?

Are you aware that your parish demographics are changing and, if 
so, have you figured out how you’re going to meet the spiritual and 
service needs of the new people? 

If you’re struggling with these questions, you and your parish will   
benefit greatly from this Pastoral Planning Playbook.

What is Pastoral Planning? 
Pastoral planning is the process of praying and thinking together 
about actions of the Body of Christ in a particular place and time.

Breaking it down ...
	 process = a proven successful methodology, set of activities 
	 praying = discernment
	 thinking = strategic planning
	 together = a collaborative effort
	 Body of Christ = your church
	 particular place and time = here and now!
	
The result of pastoral planning is you and your colleagues will know 	

	 where your church is now, 
	 where you want it to be, 
	 how you are going to get it there.

The Playbook is written and designed to walk you, step-by-step, 
through the pastoral planning process. It also provides you with 
tools that will help you identify, evaluate and execute your goals.

Signs that you need 
pastoral planning

Declining Sunday attendance.

Uneven commitment to the 
church.

Uncertainty that RCIA and 
CCD are doing the job.

Young people disengaging 
from the church.

Donations/contributions     
going down.

Inability to keep up with 
changing community           
demographics.



Executive Summary

Steps 1 and 2 	address planning preparation, including who 
should be on the planning team and meeting strategy. They 
stress the importance of inclusion, transparency and process.
Step 3 	focuses on the importance of knowing where 
your church stands today and identifying and evaluating 
organizational needs. 
Step 4 covers the development of church mission and vision 
statements, including some ‘best-practice’ tips.
Step 5 	looks at elements of a strategic plan, goal setting and 
operationalizing your strategies. 
Step 6 	advocates use of the “Performance Management 
Dashboard.” 
Step 7 	is about project management -- you can’t implement 
your strategic pastoral plan without it!
Step 8 	offer tips on communicating with your church and 
community stakeholders.
Step 9 	stresses the importance of succession planning and 
recommends ways to go about it.

Pastoral Planning   
Playbook Credits 

The Playbook follows closely 
the pastoral planning course 
instruction of Villanova 
University Business Fellow, 
author and consultant 
Michael Castrilli. 

Credit must also be given 
to the Roman Catholic 
Archdiocese of New York 
for its role in making 
the Villanova Church 
Management course available 
and affordable to all clergy 
and laity concerned about 
the professional and ethical 
management of the Church.

Strategic pastoral planning should be seen as a vital, flexible and 
collaborative activity that never really ends. To make what might 
seem a daunting exercise more ‘management-friendly,’ the strategic 
planning process can be organized in blocks of specific stages and 
activities referred to as the “Pastoral Planning Framework:”

Define: the goal/deliverables/team/time-frame	
	 Assess: research/the church today/demographics			
		  Create: assimilation/brainstorming
			   Execute: next steps/implementation
				    Measure: what went right/wrong

Using the Pastoral Planning Framework as a jumping off point, the 
Pastoral Planning Playbook organizes the activities in the planning 
process in nine, easy to follow steps:

Failing to plan is planning to fail. – Benjamin Franklin



Step 1 Assemble the players

No one should do pastoral planning alone, especially if others are 
needed to execute the plan. So, who should be on the planning 
team? 

The team needs a leader. While it is common for the pastor to be 
the leader, it’s not necessary as long his opinions are invited and he 
is kept in the planning loop. In addition to providing authoritative 
[but compassionate] leadership of all key components of the 
pastoral plan, it’s the leader’s role to make sure the goals, objectives 
and activities of the plan are realistic and consistent with the core 
values of your church.

To ensure that you are considering the needs and interests of all 
of your internal stakeholders, it’s advisable to have at least one 
representative of each administrative and pastoral department 
and church social group on the planning team, including but 
not limited to your Board of Trustees, your Parish Council and 
your Finance Council! While you may or may not want external 
stakeholder representatives on your planning team, you’ll certainly 
want to include them in your surveys.

Key areas of pastoral concern and planning

In selecting people for the team, keep in mind these four key areas 
of your pastoral work:

	 the Word,
	 worship,
	 community service,
	 temporalities.

Make sure everyone knows why you are planning:
1. To examine critical operational and pastoral issues.		
2. To establish guidelines for direction and decision-making.
3. To be proactive versus reactive.
4. To create a sense of ownership in the planning.
5. To clearly establish the mission and vision of the church.

Rules of the Game 
1. Collaboration! 

2. All team members must 
be in agreement with and 
supportive of the church’s 
mission statement and vision 
of the future.

3. All team members should 
be assigned tasks and pull 
their weight.

4. All team members should
respect the planning process, 
including meeting deadlines 
and deliverables.

Leadership Team 
Consider appointing a 
4-member core group within 
the planning team to assist 
the team leader:
a Secretary to handle 
meeting logistics/minutes;
a Project Manager to 
coordinate sub-committee 
initiatives;
a Communications Manager 
to keep the parish informed/
updated; and
a Financial Manager to track 
planning-related budgets/
expenses.



Be professional 
The first major pastoral planning team meeting may set 
the tone for the whole planning process. The team leader 
and leadership team must establish themselves as smart, 
prayerful and really concerned about the future of the 
church – its staff, its volunteers, its parishioners and the 
parish community. All team planning members should 
be gratefully acknowledged for adding this planning 
responsibility to their already heavy work load.

Meeting Logistics
The LED projector will fail. Count on it! If you expect 
this from the start, you’ll have a back-up projector or 
plan. There are few things more annoying than listening 
to a presenter apologizing for presentation equipment 
failure and/or failing to have a back-up plan. Other 
logistical considerations:

	 Meeting Agenda - circulate this in advance ... list 	
	 attendees, purpose and expected deliverables of 	
	 the meeting.

	 Meeting room set up - comfortable, directions to 	
	 restrooms, refreshments.

	 Opening prayer/mediation/discernment - specific 	
	 to the meeting/agenda/attendees, not a Mass.

	 Establish meeting protocols, Robert’s Rules of 	
	 Order and Castrilli’s meeting tips (see side bar).

	 Limit presentations to 5 minutes, allow plenty   	
	 of time for feedback/interaction.
	

Step 2 The Meeting: Getting off to a great start!

Castrilli’s Meeting  
Ground Rules
Use a ‘parking lot’ for any 
issues that cannot be resolved 
in a reasonable amount of 
time or that may require 
escalation.

Be courteous, do not engage 
in side conversations.

Return on time from meeting 
breaks.

Stay on topic, no storytelling. 

Ask “are there any additional 
ground rules from the group? 
Did we miss anything?”

Get agreement, “Even though 
the result(s) may or may 
not be your most preferred     
personal choice, it is one that 
you can live with, support, 
and not work to undermine.



As indicated in the Introduction, needs assessment involves:
	 determining where your church is today; 
	 determining where your church wants to be; 
	 determining what it will take to get it there.	

While opinions vary on this, I recommend you perform your 
church needs assessments and evaluations before you develop your 
new mission and vision statements. New community demographic 
information, for example, might influence your future objectives.

The difference between where you are and where you want to be 
is called your Performance Gap. The strategic planning process is 
designed to bridge that gap and take you where you want to be.

One common tool for visualizing where you are and what you need 
is a  S.W.O.T.  (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) 
analysis. The S.W.O.T. below indicates questions the planning team 
might ask about the church.

Always ...
share the results of the survey 
with those surveyed. If you don’t, 
they will be less likely to complete 
another survey from you.

Step 3 Conduct Needs Assessment and Evaluation

Survey Design Tips
Clearly define the purpose of the 
survey.
Clearly determine the audience.
Keep the survey short and          
focused.
Keep the questions simple.
Keep rating scale questions     
consistent.
Ask the tough questions.
Pre-test your survey.
Send reminders [to take the 
survey].
Consider offering an incentive.
Quantitative questions should 
clearly indicate that you are   
looking for a specific number     
or other metric.
Qualitative questions start with 
“How” or “Why” or “Complete 
this sentence” or “If.”

Survey Services
Survey Monkey
https://www.surveymonkey.com
Survey Gizmo
https://www.surveygizmo.com
Google Forms
https://www.google.com/forms/
about/



Every organization exists to do something in order to achieve 
some ultimate end or goal. A mission statement describes that 
something and that goal.                         – William L. Pickett

A good mission statement
1. [Cause] makes clear the core work of the church. This should be 
consistent with the mission of Jesus Christ.
2. [Action] distinguishes among other churches that do the same 
work, perhaps by being community or target audience specific or 
in a particular way the work is performed.
3. [Result] indicates what happens because of the church’s work.

A sample mission statement
The Roman Catholic Church of the Transfiguration serves the 
spiritual and transitional needs of the immigrant population 
of New York City in order to realize a harmonious and God-
fearing community.

The vision statement 
The difference between a mission statement and a vision statement:
	 A mission statement says what an organization does.
	 A vision statement describes where the organization sees 		
	 itself in the future. OR it describes the long-term desired 		
	 change resulting from an organization’s work.

Sample vision statements
A world without Alzheimer’s disease. – Alzheimer’s 
Association

The world’s most loved, most flown, and most profitable 
airline. – Southwest Air

A radically inclusive, just and loving community mobilized 
to alleviate suffering and break the cycles of poverty and 
marginalization. – Glide, San Francisco, CA

Step 4 Develop Mission and Vision Statements
Mission Statement 
Writing Tips
1. Shorter is generally better.
2. Should not be a laundry list 
of everything the church does.
3. Uses language the 
parishioners use.
4. Is actionable/operational.
5. Is specific.
6. [Peter Drucker says] reflects 
opportunities, competence and 
commitment.

Vision Statement Writing 
Tips*
Future focused - clearly 
describes what the organization 
will be like in several years.

Directional - serves as guide 
for future plans, strategies and 
decision-making.

Relevant/purpose-driven 
- reflects the organization’s 
response to the challenges of   
the day. 

Values-based - implies the set 
of values that are required to 
support the organization.

Challenging - inspires members 
to do great things and achieve a 
higher level of standards.

Unique and memorable - why 
the organization matters.

Inspiring - engages people to 
commit to a cause.
* Source: Abi Orencia, staff writer at Fit 
Small Business



Up until now, you have been preparing for strategic planning. 
Actually, even the preparation you have been doing is part of the 
strategic planning process. 
Speaking of preparation, the Playbook assumes you have certain 
basic administrative documents and policies already in order. If 
not, make sure that they are included in this round of planning and 
action steps. They include, but are not limited to: job descriptions 
for all employees and volunteers, updated employee records, an 
employee handbook, a fire and lock-down safety plan, and updated 
parishioner/member data.		

Keep the Plan Pastoral
Faith-based
Discernment focused
Prayerful
Scriptural
Communal

Keep the Plan Strategic
Follow the planning process.
Know where you stand today.
Establish a realistic time-
frame.
Envision alternative futures.
Have a common sense of             	
direction.
Set realistic goals and             		
objectives. 
Define milestones.
Establish qualitative and 
quantitative evaluation and 
performance measures/
metrics.
Keep the big picture in mind.
Avoid “scope creep.” Keep on 
track.
Anticipate and manage risks.

Step 5 Strategic Pastoral Planning

Basic elements of a pastoral plan 
As mentioned before, the pastoral planning process must be based 
on how things are now and where you want to be. Our pastoral 
planning process has five basic elements: mission, vision, goals, 
objectives, and action steps as set forth below.

Keep the Plan Real
Agree on the present
Clear and workable
Flexible
Dynamic (the community     
is not static)
Collaborative



Step 5 The Strategic Pastoral Planning Process

Strategy
Connection to Mission/Vision
Description/Justification
Scope - Assumptions/
   Constraints

Performance Management
Objectives/Activities
Measures/Metrics
Targets
Time-frames and POC

Planning Preparation
Team and Meeting Strategies
Needs Assessment/Evaluation
Mission and Vision Creation
Core Value Identification

On collaboration:
Groups are remarkably 
intelligent, and are often 
smarter than the smartest 
people in them. – James 
Surowiecki, The Wisdom of 
Crowds

Three pointer:
1. Brainstorm - develop 
ideas, there are no ‘bad’ 
ideas at this stage.
2. Cluster - group the ideas.
3. Define - Describe the 
meaning/significance of  
each idea.

Preparation check list

You’ve established your planning team and agreed upon
a strategic planning process. 

You’ve done your SWOT analysis and identified your 
church’s strengths and weaknesses. You know where your 
organization stands presently. 

You’ve surveyed your staff, volunteers, parishioners and 
community stakeholders and identified what they expect 
of/from your church. You know where you need to be.

You’ve written your mission and vision statements in line 
with your church’s core values.

You’ve thanked parishioners and other stakeholders for 
their input/feedback to date and promised to keep them 
posted as planning progresses.

It’s time to figure out how you are going to get where 
you want to be! 



Work Breakdown Structure
Milestones/Deliverables
Activity Sequencing
Responsibility
   Assignment

Resourcing*
Financial
Human
Capital Assets
Procurement

Strategic Communication

Choose the approach to goal setting that works best for you 

The Direct Approach is best if there is no agreement on the goals. Planners 
go directly from a review of mandates, mission, and SWOT analysis to the 
identification of goals, objectives and action steps.
In the Goals Approach, goals and objectives have been pre-established or 
imposed by the organization, planners focus on how best to achieve the 
goals.
Using the Vision of Success Approach, planners develop a best picture of 
the organization in the future, and, working backwards, define the goals, 
objectives and actions required to achieve the vision.
The Indirect Approach works well when a major strategical redirection 
is necessary and members of the planning team and/or the organization 
cannot sense where the changes will lead.
The Action Oriented Strategic Mapping Approach utilizes word and 
arrow diagrams and is useful when planning participants have trouble 
making sense of complex issue areas and/or time is running short.
The Alignment Approach helps clarify where there are gaps or conflicts 
among various elements of the organization’s management and operating 
policies.
The Issue Tensions Approach requires that planners frame issues using 
four tensions: human resources, innovation and change, maintenance of 
tradition, productivity improvement [and various combinations of all].
The Systems Analysis Approach finds planners weighing issues that may 
be conceptualized as systems. 

Prioritizing your goals 
Make sure your goals connect 
back to your mission and 
vision. 

Make the goals measurable. 

Establish a realistic time-
frame in which to accomplish 
the goals.

Make sure you have enough/
the right people to carry out 
the action steps related to the 
goals.

Note: the strategic planning process in not always linear. 

* Addressed in Pastoral Planning Playbook II:    
The Hard Part



Step 5 Strategic Pastoral Planning (continued)
Operationalize your strategies

1. Prioritize church issues as 
your goals.

2. Formulate strategies/     
objectives to meet the goals.

3. All agree to adopt the  
strategic plan/action steps.

4. Implement the plan/    
engage the community.

5. Monitor/assess 
performance and course 
correct.

The ball is in your court!

Next steps

Note: Sometimes strategies and tactics are confused. A strategy is the 
framework or plan, but it provides no tangible results on its own.        
Tactics are steps for implementing your strategies, are actionable and 
have a purpose and a measurable result. 

Strategic planning becomes actionable or operational as Tactical 
Plans, Operational Plans and Contingency Plans. 

It’s important that your strategic goals tie back to your mission and 
vision and that your goals and objectives and activities tie to your 
church’s operational planning: including financial planning, human 
resources planning, capital planning and procurement planning 
(chart below).

Here is an example of aligning your activities to operations: 
		 	 1. Connect resources to parish priorities.
	 2. Allocate money coming in to parish expenses.
	 3. Ensure that all plans stay on budget/track.
	 4. Empower effective financial decisions.
	 5. Bring collaboration, communication and buy-in.
	 6. Consider strategies for the future.

One team member can sour 
a plan. Make sure that all 
team members agree (or 
agree to disagree) with each 
new step/activity in the 
planning process.

The same holds true for your 
staff and parishioners. Keep 
taking their temperature by 
keeping them in the loop 
and allowing for feedback/
input.

Violation!



Make it count!

Performance Management Dashboard 

Performance Management
Performance management helps make your plan               
operational. It also:
	 provides a clear notion of success;
	 provides performance information to management;
	 creates a consistent way to communicate success;
	 builds ownership and accountability; and
	 motivates continual improvement.
Below is a performance management dashboard or matrix.
As an Excel spreadsheet, use it for each one of your goals. 
Keep it simple. 

Step 6 Performance Tracking and Evaluation

Reminder: align goals, outcomes, objectives and activities

Goals not only need to be aligned to your mission and 
vision, goals should also be tied to outcomes that serve the 
pastoral, programmatic, operational and financial ares of 
your church. 



Step 7 Project Management

Tips for developing and 
using WBS

Projects are naturally chaotic. The primary 
business function of project management is 
organizing and planning projects to tame this 
chaos.                           - 20|20 Business Insight, Ltd. 

There are many different project management methods.  
It’s most important that your team use one in order to 
ensure that realistic expectations are set around what 
can be delivered, whose going to deliver it and by when.      
One such method is Work Breakdown Structure (WBS).

WBS provides the framework for planning, cost 
estimation, responsibility assignment, and reporting. It’s 
a deliverable-oriented grouping of project elements that 
organizes and defines the total work scope of the project  
or plan. 
The key to using a WBS worksheet (sample below) is to 
break down each activity in your strategic plan to the 
lowest level needed for properly controlling the project.

Include the entire project 
life cycle.
Clearly articulate activity 
milestones/deliverables.
Sequence project 
elements/activities in 
proper order.
Assign responsibility for 
all activities/tasks.
Keep time-frames 
realistic.
Be consistent in use of 
units of measure/time.



Step 8 Strategic Communications

Communication TipsBe truthful
Be truthful.
Be transparent.
During times of change,
over communicate.
Repetition is good.
Small bites of informa-
tion, better than large.
Look for opportunities  
to reinforce message.
Engage the internal        
influencer(s).
Don’t surprise people.
Be authentic.
Encourage feedback.

Planning team members need to communicate plan-
related information, initiatives and progress to other 
parish stakeholders. It’s important to get all stakeholders 
to buy-into the pastoral plan and to encourage their on-
going support. Be thoughtful, intentional and professional 
about communications. It shouldn’t be the last thing you 
hurriedly do and only if you have the time.

...our every word and gesture, ought to express 
God’s compassion, tenderness and forgiveness 
for all.                                               - Pope Francis

Strategic communication begins with defining the ...

Key audience(s) - among your internal and external     
stakeholders.

Key messages - for example, the why and benefits of     
strategic pastoral planning.

Transmission - among the variety of traditional and social 
media outlets and services.

Getting the word out to the public 

News and other media companies are always looking for 
content/news stories. Here are four tips for working with 
the media:
1. Put your story/information in the context of the larger 
picture, e.g., how it might impact the community.
2. Be honest, clear, brief and specific; use numbers or     
statistical data when appropriate.
3. Send clear, reproducible pictures along with your story.   
4. Don’t send info/stories to the press too far in advance; 
two weeks lead time is usually appropriate.



Step 9 Succession Planning

[Succession planning is] a way to ensure that 
the strategic pastoral plan continues to bear 
fruit in the future.                      – Michael Castrilli 

Succession planning is not only concerned with people, it 
concerns church policies and practices as well. Succession 
planning should be done for every major position, 
operation, service, policy and ministry in the church. 
Succession planning:
	 develops internal talent;
	 creates a leadership culture;
	 ensures knowledge/best practices are carried          		
	      forward;
	 maintains ministry and program continuity;
	 minimizes transition-related risks;
	 covers for emergency and unplanned absences or 		
	      departures; and
	 ensures organization viability.

Types of succession planning

‘Blocks’ to succession 
planning

Everyone in an organization 
can do something in advance 
to prepare for his/her depar-
ture and make life easier for 
his/her replacement. It is,  
however, the responsibility 
of leader/managers in the 
organization to call for and 
oversee succession planning. 
Those that don’t may be:
     unwilling to let go;
     fearful of losing their job;
     unable to share authority;
     threatened by the next                              	
	 generation of talent;
     technically challenged;
     convinced only they can 		
	 do the job. 

Leadership Development - focuses on the development/preparation  
of internal talent.

Emergency Succession - is planning/architecture for unexpected 
departures and ensuring the organization will be viable [at least in 
the short term] no matter who assumes vacated positions.

Departure-defined Succession - is planning for departures that you 
know about in advance.

Note: In all cases, leaders/managers already in place should not be 
made to feel threatened by succession planning. 

Pass the ball.



Conclusion

Consider hiring a         
consultant

In today’s fast-paced, 
every-changing world ... 
Strategic-minded churches 
... are increasingly turning to 
ministry consultants to help 
them fill in the knowledge and 
time gap for the many special 
situations that arise. These 
consultants [have] years of 
ministry experience gained 
from other projects and ... 
organizations.
	     – Aubry Malphurs

Pastoral Planning Playbook is a ‘how-to” guide for church 
leaders and managers who don’t want to see their church 
“chopped,” but would prefer to see it successfully meet the 
challenges of the future.
Much of the content of the Playbook is taken from course 
work developed by Michael Castrilli. In addition to his 
own extensive experience, he has drawn upon the work 
of other instructors, pastoral planners, and business and 
theological writers. Here is a partial list for your reference: 

Castrilli, Michael and Zech, Charles, 
Parish Finance: Best Practices in Church 
Management, Paulist Press, 2016. 

Castrilli, Michael, “Contractor/Vendor 
Selection Strategies Made Simple for 
Parish Managers,” Villanova, 2016 

Pickett, Dr. William L., A Concise Guide 
to Pastoral Planning, Ave Maria Press, 
2007.

Malphurs, Aubrey, Advanced Strategic 
Planning: A 21st Century Model for 
Church and Ministry Leaders, 3rd Ed, 
Baker Books, 2013.

Drucker, Peter F., Managing the 
Nonprofit Organization: Principles and 
Practices, HarperCollins, 2004.

www.archchicago.org/strategicpasto-
ralplan

www.ministryadvantage.com

http://topnonprofits.com/examples/non-
profit-mission-statements/

www.nonprofithub.org (and contributor 
Marc Koening)

Sinek, Simon, “The Golden Circle,” TED 
TALK

Curran, Charles E., Catholic Social 
Teaching, Georgetown University Press, 
2002.

Surowiecki, James, The Wisdom of 
Crowds, Anchor Books, 2005

Project Management Institute, A Guide 
to the Project Management Book of 
Knowledge, PMI.

O’Collins, Gerald O. and Farrugia, 
Edward G., A Concise Dictionary of 
Theology, Stimulus Book, 2000.

Clear, James, “Mastering Creativity: 
Break Through Mental Blocks, Uncover 
Your Creative Genius, and Make Bril-
liance a Habit”

Fr. Dennis Holtschneider, C.M. Lecture, 
2010.

Bell, Jeanne, et al., Strategic Planning for 
Public and Nonprofit Organizations, John 
Wiley & Sons, 2011.

Bell, Jeanne, et al., Nonprofit Sustain-
ability: Making Strategic Decisions for 
Financial Viability, Jossey-Bass, 2010.

Bryson, John M., Strategic Planning for 
Public and Nonprofit Organizations, John 
Wiley & Sons, 2011.

Kaner, Sam, “Facilitator’s Guide to Par-
ticipatory Decision-Making”

Wimberly, John W., “What to Keep, 
What to Cut,” Congregations, 2010.

Paul, Christopher, “Strategic Communi-
cations: Origins, Concepts and Current 
Debates.”

Weems, Lovett H., Church Leadership: 
Vision, Team, Culture and Integrity, 
Abingdon Press, 2010.

Hammond, John S. and Keeney, Ralph 
L., “What You Don’t Know About Mak-
ing Decisions” from On Making Smart 
Decisions, HBR Press, 2013.

Kanter, Rosabeth Moss, “Zoom In, 
Zoom Out,” HBR, March 2011. 

Godevenos, Ken B., “Human Resources 
for the Church,” Essence Publishing.

The Annie E. Casey Foundation, “Build-
ing Leaderful Organizations: Succession 
Planning for Nonprofits,” 2008.

[We also have to] be out there 
recognizing the world as it’s 
changed and the world as it is,  
not the world as it was.
 – Tony Blair, former Prime Minister of 
the U.K., Keynote Address: “Leadership 
and Effective Communication,” Nation-
al  Leadership Roundtable on Church 
Management, Annual Conference at the 
Wharton School, 2009
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