Pastoral de Conjunto: Some considerations toward a spirituality 1
by Robert Dueweke, O.S.A.
Pastoral de conjunto is an expression used by people involved in Hispanic ministry in
the United States and in Latin America. Unknown among most English-speaking Christian
communities, the expression leads to misunderstanding for many pastoral ministers. This
does not mean scholars have ignored the theological and pastoral foundations of the term.2
However, when asked what pastoral de conjunto means one is hard pressed to find an
answer beyond the description of team ministry. A dense fog of ambiguity hangs over the
meaning of this term.
This article attempts to share observations and to explore the notion of pastoral de
conjunto as a way of being Church, what Paul calls the “body of Christ” (1 Cor 12: 12, 27), by
examining its nature from the perspective of spirituality. We will examine three
considerations for understanding pastoral de conjunto as the fruit of a spirituality of
communion.

What is pastoral de conjunto?
The term pastoral de conjunto has its roots in the biblical experience of Church as
communion. As a response to the call of the Second Vatican Council, the Latin American
episcopal conferences in Medellin (1968) and Puebla (1979) emphasized “Church as
communion” in their documents. The Church in the United States picked up on the theme
of communion with the Encuentro processes (1972, 1975, 1985) and the National Pastoral
Plan for Hispanic Ministry (1987).3 The notion of pastoral de conjunto as a way of being
communion is the gift of the U. S. Hispanic faith community to the whole Church. Before
this gift can be received, one must know what is being given.4
The definition of the term eludes the average reader for it is vague and not easy to
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translate. As already implied, some mistakenly interpret pastoral de conjunto as another way
to describe “team ministry” or collaborative effort among pastoral ministers, groups, and
organizations. 5 The United States bishops define pastoral de conjunto as:
the harmonious coordination of all the elements of the pastoral ministry with the
actions of the pastoral ministers and structures in view of a common goal: the
Kingdom of God. It is not only a methodology, but the expression of the essence and
mission of the Church, which is to be and to make communion.6
Even though it is clearly stated that it is not only a methodology, the idea of “organized
pastoral planning” with goals and objectives is a dimension of pastoral de conjunto.
Evangelization at any level requires “harmonious coordination” of analysis, planning, and
evaluation. The problematic tendency of reducing pastoral de conjunto to a mere method
turns programs into ends in themselves, forgetting that human beings have feelings, ideas,
and dreams that are part of the process of evangelization. All come with their particular
gifts.7 People are overcome by sterile pastoral methods, exaggerated work ethic, emphasis on
control and diminishment of creativity, and the tyranny of the agenda that manipulates
persons as objects, not subjects of their historical and ecclesial destinies. Those who control
are often tempted to believe in their own self-sufficiency – not in the Spirit – for
evangelizing and for creating community. Taken to an extreme, the pastoral method
becomes a matter of no longer building God’s Church, but their Church.
One manner to view pastoral de conjunto is that of a “dynamic” and “effort.” Citing
the sources from Vatican II, Medellín defines the term as a “ferment” in society. “It is to be a
leaven and, as it were, the soul of human society in its renewal by Christ and transformation
into the family of God.”8 A spirit and vision underscore the term. We can understand the
term if we see it as a reflection of the pastoral objective.
As made clear in the definition, the objective of pastoral de conjunto is to be a
community of faith, collaborating with the Spirit of God in bringing about the reign of God.9
The Church is reminded of this goal–a kingdom of truth, life, holiness, grace, justice, love,
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and peace– when it celebrates the feast of Christ the King.10 The reign of God, to which the
beatitudes point, serves as the focal point for all Christian activity.
How might we define pastoral de conjunto? Inspired by a spirituality of communion,
pastoral de conjunto is an organized pastoral dynamic of faith-in-action by all believers
(sensus fidelium) and the magisterium toward the common objective of building together the
City of God. Pastoral de conjunto is an expression of the “being” and the “doing” of the
Church’s essential mission in the here and now.
Pastoral action and planning must be activity of true communion at all levels of
Church organization, in ascending and descending order. This activity requires the skills of
deep listening and prayerful collaboration with the mystery of the Spirit already dwelling in
the heart of the inner person and in the community. In other words, pastoral planning must
be linked to a spirituality and the mystery of God’s revelation in people’s lives. 11

Consideration 1: Pastoral de conjunto is a method and a spirituality.
Pastoral de conjunto, not defined exclusively as a method, but as an “expression of the
essence and mission of the Church” that is to be communion, finds the practical side of
ministry often overshadowing the contemplative side. A false sense of security finds a home
with methods, the concrete, and the factual whereas the mental or spiritual tend to be more
personal and private. Like left-brain and right-brain activity, methodology and the ideal of
communion are usually in a state of tension.
The two dimensions of pastoral organization -- the practical/active and the
contemplative -- historically have been at odds with each other. The story of Jesus’ visit to
the house of Martha and Mary is often cited as justification for this division of polar
opposites (Lk 10:38-42). Does it? Perhaps the tension between Martha and Mary does not
represent two kinds of personalities opposing each other, but rather two aspects within the
single self. We need both sisters because they both live in the same house and Jesus is their
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guest and intimate friend.12 We need both Martha and Mary, the active/practical side of
pastoral care and the contemplative experience. Spirituality must inform pastoral practice
and ministerial experience must be integrated into a prayer life. Indeed, some writers have
already linked pastoral de conjunto with a spirituality.13 To have one without the other will
diminish the quality of the overall “dynamic” and “effort” in bringing about the reign of God.
Before we proceed any further we need to clarify what we mean by the term
spirituality. Like pastoral de conjunto, this term is vague and hard to define. Popularized and
a lucrative resource for big business, the word spirituality means many things beyond the
Christian notion of the word. Bookstores and libraries carry titles of spirituality – like
Buddhist, Islamic, and Native American spiritualities – that have been written in the past
thirty years.14 How is this term used for our purposes for understanding further the notion of
pastoral de conjunto?
Little consensus exists for the meaning of the term spirituality. If we link the notion
with “meaning of life,” the fruit of a coherency between one’s beliefs and behavior, then we
see how other religious traditions can speak of a spirituality in light of their foundations.15
For the Christian, the life and teachings of the Nazarene found in the gospels serve as that
foundation. Through the Paschal rhythm of dying and rising, Jesus’ mission was to create
greater communion and to bring back into the fold those who were lost. He sought the
marginated – the sick and lepers, the unclean and possessed, the Samaritan woman and the
gentile centurion. He formed a community to accompany him on the mission and the Spirit
moved them into the world. Jesus showed the path of communion with Abba.16 Pastoral de
conjunto is the contemporary expression of walking the path toward building the reign of
God.
The term spirituality comes from the Latin spiritualitas and from which we have the
noun spiritus and the adjective spiritalis or spiritualis. These words are used as translations of
Paul’s use of the Greek words pneuma (spiritus) and pneumatikos (spiritualis) and are set
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over against sarx or caro (flesh) and not in opposition to soma or corpus (matter, substance).
For Paul the opposition or contrast is not between the immaterial and material, but between
two ways of life: one that is guided by the Spirit of God and one that opposes the guidance of
the Spirit of God. 17
Christian spirituality, then, can be defined as a “style of life” and as the “art of
conforming one self to Jesus Christ under the action of the Holy Spirit, the art of living the
Gospel.” 18 The “art” is the manner in which one shapes one’s life in light of “ultimate
possibilities of existence.” By turning to the Gospels, the Christian adopts a style and
direction for living. Since one cannot embrace the Gospel vision in its entirety, one makes a
selection of biblical themes or values and lives them in an inte nse manner. 19 The
spirituality of Eucharist is an example. Or an individual or group may follow the inspiration
of a holy person, like St. Francis and his emphasis of evangelical poverty. Christian
spirituality is expressed through a variety of specific spiritualities in a manner similar to the
universal Church expressed through the existence of local churches.
Far from being dualistic between the spiritual and material, Christian spirituality
embraces all dimensions of human existence. Thus, we can speak of pastoral de conjunto that
has spirituality of communion as its core or “mística.” 20 If the goal of pastoral de conjunto is
the justice of the reign of God, then a spirituality of communion and harmony must inform
the pastoral practice. The spirituality authenticates a pastoral de conjunto. Significant
biblical expressions 21 that nourish this spirituality are hospitality (flight of the Holy Family
into Egypt), welcoming the stranger, migrant, and dispossessed, accepting those on the
margins of Church and society (blind, lame, prisoners), all which express the inclusive reign
of God: all are welcome. The unity of such a communion is not for any enclosed group, but
embraces the extended family, especially the poor – “that all may be one” (Jn 17: 21). The
spirituality of communion incorporates a sense of interdependence, not control, and
difference received as a gift, not a threat (1 Cor 12:12).
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Religious experience is always rooted in cultural situations. A spirituality of
communion, of hospitality, of gratitude parallel the cultural reality of the Hispanic
experience. Hospitality and communion, for example, arise out of the cultural value of
respect for the dignity of each person, a love for family and the wider community, the fiesta
and celebration of God’s gift of life. Christian spirituality requires a listening to and living “in
the Spirit.” We need to meditate on both the Gospel message and cultural voices.22 There is
always the danger of “quenching” the fire of the Spirit (1 Thes 5:19). A spirituality of
communion, hospitality, and harmony finds expression in the behavior of structures and
how people relate and work with each other. What kinds of behavior and skills are necessary
for ministry grounded in the vision of pastoral de conjunto?

Consideration 2: Silence and Dialogue as components in a Spirituality of Communion.
Since the objective of pastoral de conjunto is to collaborate with the Spirit in the
building of the reign of God, a kind of silence or attention is required in order to listen to
what the Spirit is saying. The Spirit inspires the community to be Church by listening and
entering into dialogue. Pastoral de conjunto, a kind of rhythm of relationships with the self,
God, and others, must embrace silence and dialogue as components of a spirituality of
communion. What do these components look like?
A.

Silence as attention

For many silence is a reality to be avoided. We live in a noisy society. Homes are echo
chambers of television sets and stereos. Few public places are available for quiet
conversation. The value of silence and the quiet environment must be rediscovered as the
means for nurturing the spirit, mind, and body. The fruit of contemplative silence is the deep
awareness of attention, or what the desert fathers and mothers called “single-mindedness.”23
Far from being passive, silence is an activity that breaks down our superficial sense of selfimportance for focused-attention. When someone speaks to us, our attention converges on
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what the person is saying. Another name for focused-attention is love.24
Whenever we celebrate the Eucharist, for example, God’s attention is focused on the
people gathered to celebrate the mysteries of Christ’s life and teachings. This divine
attention is total for God’s love is total, and it is directed to each person within the
community of faith. Yet, our attention as participants in the ritual are distracted and
incomplete, for our love, is only partial. No wonder our liturgies are overworked and
churches are noisy. The practice and rediscovery of the value of silence in liturgy and in our
lives can help sharpen the “edge” of our attention and, through love, be focused on God and
God’s presence dwelling within the other person.
Finally, cultivating the value of silence in one’s life will enhance the capacity to listen
to the Spirit whose love has been poured out in our hearts (Rom 5:5). It is the Spirit of God
who guides us in the building of the reign. The beginning of the building-effort begins small,
within the local community. The manner in which pastoral ministers collaborate together
ought to be the fruit of their individual listening to the Spirit. Silence of the heart is a
beginning for a life of collaborating with the Spirit and for entering into dialogue with
others.
B.

Dialogue: trusting and searching together

Dialogue is the second component necessary for patoral de conjunto and the
spirituality of communion. Just as the Trinity is a kind of “dialogue” so too must the
Christian community be a “school of dialogue.”25 Always striving to create conditions for an
experience of being Church, pastoral ministers must communicate and share what is on their
minds and hearts. If silence develops a kind of “attention”, then from silence members listen
with attention to what the other is saying. This is not easy. Judgments, prejudices, and false
assumptions often derail the capacity to listen. This is why dialogue often ends in the
tyranny of manipulation and the basis of trust – vital to communication – erodes away.
Herein lies its challenge.
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Integral to a spirituality of communion is the ability to seek the truth together. Each
listens to the Spirit within the depths of the self and from that position shares in community.
Emphasis is on how a group searches together. Dialogue in the context of pastoral de
conjunto is necessary to be Church and to identify the larger truth which is the reign of God.
What is important is the dialogical praxis of searching together.
Moreover, dialogue cannot be separated from the notion of silence. Like Martha and
Mary, tension exists between the apparent polar opposites of being. The essence of
communication is born out of silence in the same way music comes from and dies in silence.
Sound has only a momentary existence. The psalmist’s chant “Sing a new song to the Lord” is
precisely the manner of living in a new way, allowing one’s life to be shaped artistically by
the word of the Gospel and sharing that sound in concert with others. Pastoral de conjunto is
one such melody amidst the distractions of the marketplace. If silence and dialogue are
components in the building up of the reign of God in love and “in the Spirit,” then new
approaches to structures for an experience of Church are required for listening to this Spirit.

Consideration 3: A pastoral de conjunto, inspired by a spirituality of communion, demands
more communication and less structures.
The most likely place where pastoral de conjunto as a way of being Church will be
experienced is in the local parish. 26 Why do parishes exist? The purpose of a parish is to
guide the faith community to an experience of the living God.27 Pastoral de conjunto opens
the door to an experience of God through the community when individuals treat each other
with respect and dignity because God, and not structures, is the center of all relationships.
A.

Less structures

The fruit of God-centeredness is the proper love for one’s neighbor. To speak of “less
structures” refers more to a quality than to a quantity of relatedness. The rhythm of
relationships and their communication must be primary to an efficient system. In other
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words, those skills and structural realities – meetings, agendas, committees, projects,
responsibilities, tasks – contribute to pastoral de conjunto to the extent they enhance the
quality of coordination and participation (i.e., being Church) of those involved in the project
or ministry. Liturgically, “drinking from the cup” is an expression of commitment to service
that promotes communion and participation. 28
Thus, “less structures” means a diminishment for the need to control and to
manipulate the community. Often, the structure, as already mentioned, becomes an end in
itself rather than a means to fuller life. Like a wood chip bent around a non-existent center,
this inversion on itself is a consequence of the misuse of power, a power not other-directed,
but self-centered for inflating the ego’s sense of importance. Communication begins to break
down because trust, now broken, once linked the relationships. For that reason, a reflective
faith with an aim toward reform must be the kind of air a system breathes in order to have
new life.
Reform must always have its origin in the ground of faith and openness to the
guidance of the Spirit. People thirst for a spirituality that allows the opportunity to share and
to promote greater communion. Even though a different ecclesial climate appears to be
emerging, faith communities seek a model based more on an experience of democracy which
implies many structures of participation than on clericalism and centralization of power. 29
Pastoral de conjunto aims toward this democratic style and challenges any ideology contrary
to it. Structures and persons in authority at any level ought to facilitate, rather than stifle,
faith communities toward an experience of greater communion with God and one another. 30

B.

More communication

When we speak of “more communication” we refer to the bonds of disclosure with
the self, with God, and with others. All three are essential components. As said earlier, the
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practice of silence provides an environment for one to consult an inner authority, and from
that sacred space search together for the common good, the truth, the inspirations of the
Spirit. One never works in isolation, but in collaborationwith the Church, the community of
believers. When a spirituality of communion and praxis of ministry work together, pastoral
de conjunto becomes a conscious style embracing the values of coordination and
participation. Structures flow from the demands of this kind of spirituality. New structures
require new asceticism.
Asceticism (askçsis, or “practice”) is a term Christianity borrowed from the athletes in
ancient Greece.31 The practices or disciplines belonging to a spirituality of communion ought
to influence how parish structures, for example, operate at the level of faith, not one of habit,
but a “conscious and personally lived faith.” 32 An ascetical practice of a spirituality includes
a change in attitude (conversion) why things are done.33 For instance, to attend a parish
committee meeting requires an acceptance that there is a certain suffering in being together.
Much of the suffering is the consequence of a dying self-serving ego. One attends a gathering
not because one is bored and wants to occupy time, but goes because it is important to be
there for others. Likewise, showing up on time for the meeting is a form of discipline of
dying to the self and putting others first.
Attendance in a meeting offers opportunities for authentic love. Dialogue is one such
opportunity where one listens with attention, trying to hear what is spoken and not spoken,
refraining from judgments and making assumptions. At times, one must sacrifice profound
ideas, even theologically correct ideas, for the sake of consensus in decision-making. In
situations of conflict and disagreement, the burden of the cross must be carried by all. The
commitment to dialogue, listening, openness lightens the burden of suffering. Once a truth is
discovered courage is needed to stand by that truth in the way Jesus stood before Pilate.
Jesus’ confronts the question “What is truth?” with silence. He answered the question with
courage because in the silence of the night he shed blood in the Gethsemani garden. The
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dark solitude of prayer is our garden where we shoulder our problems and conflicts. When
forces fragment communion and create disharmony, individuals and communities find solace
“in the garden” where they listen to the Spirit. In deep prayer one finds the courage to stand
like rock against oppressive power structures, manipulation, and self-serving clericalism.

Conclusion
Silence is sacred time for self and group evaluation. The praxis of pastoral de
conjunto involves a deep relationship of conversion of the ego-self wanting to turn its back
to the source of life and communion. The praxis, animated by spirituality, values the manner
of working together toward a common goal, and here the value of doing ministry as a team
has much significance. Being rooted in God and listening to, not stifling, the Spirit as
individuals and as teams give greater clarity toward a reality of collaboration and
participation that are signs and gifts of the reign of God in the future. The gift of pastoral de
conjunto, the way of being Church, is offered to the English-speaking communities.
Will anyone receive the gift?
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and peace. (Image of bad pastors: Eze. 34; Jer. 23:1-4). Doctrinally, the Church has one head, one pastor, Jesus
Christ (Jn. 10) in whom is found security, peace, comfort, and communion. His pastoral ministry is delegated to
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Ineunte, 15.)
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