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TECHNIQUES FOR BUILDING
COLLABORATIVE RELATIONSHIPS
WITHIN AND BETWEEN
CONGREGATIONS

Bruce McKenzie

The question left by Section 1 and 2 is what techniques can be used by the
congregation to further strengthen the collaboration with others and place
itself in a position to manage change.Even within a congregation with
considerable attachment, there will be members who are not attached.
Hence the techniques outlined here are generally applicable in all
congregations. Because there is a considerable amount of material in other
Sections outlining these various techniques, I have chosen to present a
brief summary of each approach. Most bookshops can provide manuscripts
on each area if the reader requires further information or direction.

For the purpose of discussion only, I have given a label to each approach,
you may recognise the process by another name.

TECHNIQUES

(i) Network Development

One of the primary characteristics of a strong collaboration between
congregations is the linkage which creates a lattice of relationships
between members. Developing this lattice is usually termed network
development.

There are four key aspects of network development - credibility,
representation, resources and communication.

(1) Credibility - linkages gain credibility by the diversity of participants;
the absence of filtering out of original information put into the network; the
usefulness, those relating to the network, find the information being
shared; the citations non-network members give to the network for its
effectiveness.

From these characteristics, it is apparent that the openness of a network
should be maintained wherever possible. Care must also be taken to ensure
some parts of the network do not horde information. This later point is
often a weakness in traditional congregations, where self appointed leaders
see it as their right to keep information to themselves. Such networks
quickly lose credibility.

(2) Representation - participation in a network is sometimes treated like a
club membership, that is you have to pay certain dues to be accepted.
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Unfortunately, in the congregation context this perception generally creates
elites. The creation of an elite group is usually not because the group wants
it that way, but because the representation of interests is so limited. This
limited or narrow cross section of congregations that are participating,
gives off a message of exclusiveness.

For a network to be effective in collaborating congregations, it must not
have this perception of exclusiveness.

In a recent Annual Meeting of a rural parish (four congregations), an
interest group ran a ticket to gain election of a particular group in the parish
to the positions of office-bearers. Representation in this group, running the
ticket, was very limited and created an exclusive perception. As a result,
the parish-wide network was threatened. However in this case, the
designers of the parish's constitution built in a mechanism for elections of
the committee that has, as well as the office bearers, a larger group who are
elected from specific interest groups hence ensuring broad representation
and the continuance of the network.

As mentioned above, diversity is a factor in collaborative ministries
contrary to some popular myths, and therefore representation of the
diversity must be achieved in network development.

(3)  Resources - a network is only an infrastructure of people until those
people have an opportunity to communicate. That is, resources that enable
people to be linked is a fundamental part of a network's operation. Further,
the effectiveness of the network is directly influenced by the quality of the
linkages. A dedicated voice/video channel on which network members
could call each other, would result  in a different quality network to one
having a dirt track through the paddocks as the linking resource.

So getting the right mix of people is only a starting point. Providing
resources gives the network the power to operate. Some of the resources
regularly used in collaborative ministries are:

(a) newsletters
(b) telephones
(c) congregation notice boards
(d) congregation meetings/study groups
(e) talk-back radio
(f) working bees/picnics
(g) field days/visitations
(h) video magazines
(i) photographs.

An important dimension of the resource is it symbolism that shows it
belongs to a particular network. A logo, slogan or other protocol helps
each participant own and identify their network.

(4) Communication - this fourth element of network development is often
left to chance. Because everyone engages in conversation, the assumption
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is that communication is a natural skill. However this is not the case. To
gain mutual understanding about some issue, which is the goal of effective
communication, remains rare in most congregations. The elements of
credibility, representation and resources create the opportunity for
communication, but that is all - people in the network still have to behave
in a way to each other that makes this opportunity productive.

This outline is not designed to cover the do's and don'ts of communication
skills. However, it is essential to emphasise that creating opportunities for
people to learn how to communicate is a requirement in network
development.

Application

Network development is a technique which is used to assist a congregation
manage change when an analysis of the congregation reveals any of the
following blockages to change management.

(a) different level of knowledge between members about changes
occurring to the ministry;

(b) interest groups, minority groups, etc. state they do not have an
opportunity to participate in change management;

(c) there is no credible source of opinion about what the
congregation wants to achieve;

(d) where rumors or misinformation can not easily be addressed
and corrected;

(e) where external agencies claim they can find no group with
whom to discuss issues affecting the whole congregation and
embark on intervention strategies by themselves.

(ii) Conflict Resolution

Conflict arises from mutual recognition that disagreement exists. It means
that there is more than one point of view on an issue.  Lack of conflict in a
congregation engaged in change management is not always desirable. It
may indicate apathy, ignorance or powerlessness on the part of those
involved in the activities. Each of these conditions can create a greater
barrier to managing change than conflict which is well-managed.

Conflicts can be generated by perceived threats to traditional behaviours
(quite usual where power relationships are having to alter to adequately
manage change), where future expectations become unrealistic (often
occurs in new approaches to cooperative ministry) and where traditional
values are no longer respected. These examples are illustrative of most
causes of conflict - the process of moving from something we are familiar
with to the unknown.
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The other major area of conflict generation is personality clash, although
many conflicts carrying this label have their roots in the issues mentioned
above.

 The process of conflict resolution outlined here is conducted by
congregation members. The following table shows the stages and skills
that occur and are required for the technique to be successful.

CONFLICT RESOLUTION: CONGREGATION
CONSULTATION

STAGES                 SKILLS/ACTIVITIES

1. Forecasting        Scoping
                              Brainstorming
                                Visioning

2. Coordinating          Identifying affected people

           Selecting representative participants
                    Mapping impacts of change

3. Negotiating        Focus on interests
                                Invent options
                  Set objective criteria

4. Cooperating   Form team
                           Develop teams capacity
                            Gain congregation support for team

5. Illuminating       Explain and record what happened and why

While utilising conflict resolution requires skill and dedication, learning
can be facilitated by selected reading. An excellent starting point is the
book by Roger Fisher and William Ury who come from the Harvard
Negotiation Project, Getting to Yes. Another book from the same project
by Roger Fisher and Scott Brown, Getting Together, is also excellent.
These books are readily available.

Application

This technique should not be used for every disagreement that occurs in
the congregation as it manages change. It is a technique to manage CRISIS
issues that threaten to divide the congregation or stop its activities to
achieve collaborative ministry.
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This level of conflict will be indicated by walk outs at congregation
meetings, extensive personal attacks and sectors of the congregation(s)
attempting to recruit external organisations to strengthen their efforts to
achieve their preferred option.

(iii) Planning

Planning is an activity that all change management efforts require no
matter what the vehicle for the management process - individual,
organisation or congregation.

At the congregation level, planning to create strategies for action is
particularly important. This is because effective planning requires a high
level of participation which in turn can ensure a high level of ownership of
the outcomes in the congregation(s).

When a congregation is managing change, it is desirable to focus on the
various aspects of the change and how it impacts differently on various
parts of the congregation.

Planning is a technique that provides for such breaking up of the change
management challenge, to produce specific strategies for action. For
example, one impact of change may be on the worship life of one section
of the congregation. We could use the planning technique to address this
issue and so give the group whose worship is perceived to be under threat,
the opportunity to bring to the whole change management process, a
strategy that states what they want their worship and life to be like in the
future, and how they believe this goal can be achieved.

Other sectional interests such as property and buildings, children's
ministry, mission and christian education for instance, can all engage in
this process. If a multi-sector approach is taken, a congregation strategy for
a new ministry can be published and circulated widely. The publication
serves to advocate and inform external agencies about the preferred
direction of this group of congregations.

Planning can take a number of steps and you will find a host of texts
available on the subject using a variety of terms to say much the same
thing. However, the way in which those steps are approached can vary
significantly. The two extremes can be labelled:

(i) Rational Comprehensive, where every aspect of planning is
directed by objective, verifiable information, it is reflected by
the architect building a house.

(ii) The other is where no regard is paid to objectivity. This is
labelled Intuitive. Most planning methodologies will fall on
the continuum between these two extremes containing various
amounts of each.



6

Often within congregations the process of planning that exists naturally is
not recognised and formal planning activities are introduced that clash with
rather than compliment the indigenous process.

The following story about planning a family vacation highlights all the
aspects of how planning often occurs in congregations. It highlights the
many planning activities that can be part of a single overall process. This
story explanation was written by Dr. John Middleton who at the time, was
a Research Associate at the East West Centre in Hawaii.

Consider the family vacation. Planning one seems like a relatively
straightforward business. One simply decides where to do, when, and
how. Yet on closer examination, it is not quite such a simple thing to do. In
fact, planning a vacation for your family can involve the same complex
issues that are associated with planning for a national communication
system. The issues appear in a simplified form, but they are there
nonetheless.

Let us begin with your goal: to have a vacation. Actually, that is probably
not your goal at all. It is a strategy you have chosen as a way to achieve
your goal, which may be to relax from the pressures of work, or to see
some new sights, or to spend more time with your children, or to visit your
relatives - or perhaps some combination of all three. The choice of
vacation as strategy means you have decided that is the best way to
achieve the goal - better than some of the alternatives you had, such as
staying home to sleep and tend to the garden. You made this decision
using some kind of theory or cause-effect models if I take a vacation, then I
will achieve my goal. This theory can come from experience, or from
information you have received ( a book, a travel brochure).

In choosing that strategy, you had to take into account key aspects of the
system you are planning for (your family) and the environment in which it
exists. You took a look at the elements of your system: the family members,
your resources, and your capabilities. Who wants to go where? What can
we afford this year? How much time do we have? You may have had to
draw some initial boundaries around your system, deciding perhaps not to
take mother along this year. Depending on the kind of society you live in,
and the cultural views there about how decisions are made, you might
have announced your decision and expected everyone to agree. Or, you
may have discussed it with the family at some length - shall we go, where
shall we go, when shall we go - and worked out a compromise solution.
You may have even had to struggle and fight a bit to reach the eventual
strategy choice.

This "social image" dimension of your planning was probably also
reflected in the way in which it was determined, where you work, that you
could have a vacation at all. It may be that your organisation is very
orderly, with well-established procedures and customs for such things:
everyone leaves Paris in July, and that is that. Or the situation might be
more fluid, with employees negotiating the timing and duration of leave.
You might even have had to argue strongly that you should go rather than
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someone else. Your position in the hierarchy of power probably had
something to do with your ability and freedom to take a holiday. Your
family's position in a similar hierarchy - of parents and grandparents, of
clan allegiances - also had an effect on your freedom to choose to take a
vacation. Your religion, its values and its rules, may also have had an
effect in determining what your goals and strategies are - perhaps a
pilgrimage to a holy place leading to spiritual renewal is more important
than relaxation at the seashore.

Okay, so you have worked your way through all of this and have settled
firmly on a vacation away from home. You now have to decide where to
go. The mountains? The seashore? The old hometown? First, though, you
will probably decide how to go ahead with your planning and decisions.
You recognise that there are several possible approaches to your
planning. So far, you have been making your decisions in sequence: the
broad general decision on a vacation away from home, first; the more
detailed decision (which involves more careful analysis of alternatives),
second. This is typical of one of several planning approaches, called
mixed-scanning - a form of rational planning. Often these approaches are
quite different. As an alternative, for example, you could simply have
gotten on the first bus out of the city to see what would happen (a more
incremental form of planning).

Let us assume you have chosen a form of the mixed-scanning planning
approach. The decision on where to go then requires that you get
information about the alternatives. What are the prices at the various
places? What can one do there to (relax, visit relatives, see new sights -
pick one according to your goal)? You use information from the past: the
Smith family went to the mountains last year, let us ask them. And you use
information about the future: what will the weather be like at the seashore
in July? Will the prices change? Sometimes the information is pretty
certain. Other times, the situation is very uncertain, particularly if you are
planning far in advance. Then you must rely on predictions about the
future - the weather, the prices - and your uncertainty increases,
particularly as the number of things that you are uncertain about
increases, making the situation more and more complex.

As you review the information and options about where to go, you keep
your goal in the back of your mind. Which destination seems to offer the
maximum chance that you will realise your goal? Will I relax more in the
mountains or at the old hometown? If you have several goals, which place
seems to give the optimum or best balance of achievements? You may not
be able to work it all out exactly because there are too many combinations
of things, and be satisfied with a good enough choice - one that seems the
best to you and your family, even though you know you have not fully
considered each possibility. You are maximising, optimizing, or satisfising.

Having decided where to go, you now begin planning on how to get there
and what to take. In planning to implement your vacation you consider
resources, alternative technologies (the bus or the plane?), time schedules,
and equipment (will it be swimming or tennis?). The cultural and religious
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values that helped you choose your goal also affect the choices you make
about implementation. The timing of your trip, for example, may have to
be adjusted to the schedule of religious holidays and celebrations.

Finally, as you leave the house, you probably make some remark like this:
"This planning has sure been a lot of work; I am going to watch carefully
to see what happens, so that planning next year's vacation will be easier. I
also want to find out if, indeed, I can really relax at the seashore!" You
are, of course, getting ready to evaluate your vacation in terms of your
goal, as well as the adequacy of your own planning.

Along the way, you have probably used some methods in your planning.
You made lists of alternatives with information about each. Sometimes you
used these to test out your "theory" about vacations leading to goals. You
made some budgets. You and your family talked at some length about
what it would be like and what might happen at each location (you
evaluated alternative scenarios). You made some projections and some
schedules. You probably even worked out assignments for different family
members, both for planning and for implementation. The planning
approach you used probably had something to do with the methods that
you chose and the way you used them. If you were extremely well
organised and rational in your analysis, you probably used more methods
and used them more formally (I even know people who type out their
lists!).

The people that you worked with in your small system also had something
to do with the methods you chose. Perhaps your daughter is a
management student, and made a PERT chart for the whole process. And,
of course, it all depended on how much time you have to plan, how much,
and what kind of information you could get, and on whether or not you
find the planning process itself interesting and rewarding.

So planning as a technique for assisting congregations to manage change
can be defined as "the conscious effort within the congregation(s) to adapt
its structures and activities to operate more effectively in its environment in
order to achieve its desired goals.

Since congregations are a set of interdependent parts, as mentioned above,
all need to be included in the process. The environment in the above
definition refers to all the factors outside the congregation that must be
taken into account if the congregation is to achieve its goals. Adaptation is
the process of changing existing characteristics of the congregation which
are interfering with the attainment of the collaborative goals. To change
characteristics, a congregation usually requires new resources.

Finally, you need a conscious effort to achieve a planned outcome. The
five elements - analysis, strategy, decision, action and learning. The
elements are rarely tasks that are completed in a neat linear way. The
elements are almost always circular and interactive, sometimes
simultaneous and they occur over and over again. Briefly,
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(i) ANALYSIS is learning about the congregation and the
environmentand establishes goals for the ministry and mission;

(ii) STRATEGY is developing alternative ways to achieve goals. It is
important to note the plural in this statement. More than one way
should be developed for each goal.

(iii) DECISION - those affected, involved or selected to guide the
congregation's management of change program must choose and
implement a strategy. Thousands of reports suggesting strategies for
all types of organisations, including churches, remain locked up in
filing cabinets and bookcases gathering dust because the decision
element was not activated.

Values play an important role in congregation decision-making.
They act as guides and limits to the range of choices possible. Often
the externally perceived, most effective, strategy goes against widely
held congregation values, and is therefore rejected.

(iv) ACTION - a true test of the quality of a plan comes through the
congregation acting to change. Whatever happens a key aspect of
action is careful attention to the monitoring of what happens.
Congregation members need to know they are changing including
the direction and impact of their ministry.

(v) LEARNING - Since planning in the congregation is ongoing, it is
essential to review what has been done and learn for the next time.
This needs to be done not just for the effectiveness of the actions
implemented, but also about the process of how the planning activity
was carried out.

Application

This technique should be formally used when the congregation cannot
state any clear goals or the methods of achieving the outcomes they desire.

It is also appropriate where members of the congregation have no clear
knowledge of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities or threats within
and around their current ministry.

The next group of techniques are briefly reviewed.

(iv) Coalitions for Collaboration

This technique is fundamentally about bringing diverse voices together to
act collaboratively on issues of primary concern to the ministry in an area.
Congregation members who are marginalised by those in power can use
coalitions to find a common voice for their concerns that will lead to
positive actions to improve the quality of life in their congregation's new
approach to ministry and mission.
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Coalitions are also used to strengthen attachment congregations by
building in additional reasons for members to commit themselves to the
ministry.

The principles underlying successful coalition building involve organising,
planning and problem solving designed for each congregation's situation,
people, resources, needs, etc. In brief it is creating opportunities for people
from each congregation, with similar concerns, to meet and decide on how
such concerns (challenges or problems) can be incorporated in the new
ministry.

Application

Coalitions are a necessary technique when church leaders, clergy and the
layity are not producing a common advocacy or unified voice for their
ministry and mission.

They are also appropriate where cooperation, coordination, collaboration
and empowerment are insufficient to manage the changes facing the
congregation.

(v) Vision

This technique is discussed in most congregation development literature
and is becoming widely used to lift the sights of a congregation to higher
change management ideals. Basically this creative process is the same one
that is used by artists, scientists, inventors and innovators to picture the
desired results for their work.

The congregation using methods such as delphi can formulate a desired
future which is not just a reaction to current external forces to change as
catalogue by the authors in Section 1.

The main difference between this technique and others is its proactive
approach to change management. The congregation actively seeks change
goals to achieve the vision.

The vision represents the strongest example of congregation ownership
and the bonding together to achieve congregation well being and outreach.

Application

When congregations seeks to express strong control over their own
destiny, the visionary technique is particularly appropriate.

(vi) Outreach

The technique is also recognised by the extension label. Outreach is very
popular in the United States of America where University staff at
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Theological Colleges, for example,  have the opportunity to work for
extended periods with collaborating congregations.

The purpose of the technique is to work in congregations where internal
resources are so weak that no attempt to manage change can be mounted.
The outreach program follows a seven step problem-solving process that
involves -

(1)  identifying the problem through local experiences;
(2)  identifying stakeholders in the problem and getting their participation;
(3)  identifying alternative strategies to solve the problem;
(4)  identifying resources to implement the chosen strategy;
(5)  implementing the strategy;
(6)  evaluating the strategy; and
(7)  modifying or disseminating/replicating the model that the 

congregations have chosen.

Application

The approach is only appropriate where efforts by the congregation to help
themselves have not been successful. Interventions of this kind can very
easily create unhealthy dependencies if not accompanied by congregation
empowerment programs.

(vii) Policy creation partnerships

This technique is designed to address the role that policy makers in the
National, State and Local spheres of church government have with
congregations trying to manage change. While the economy and means of
communication have become global, many rural (and inner city)
congregations struggle for their survival and struggle to be heard and
understood by policy makers. This issue was alluded to in the papers
presented in Section 1.

Church policy development has become increasingly complex and as a
consequence many congregation level issues have slipped out of the
awareness of policy makers and their advisors. Clearly it is essential to
congregations, that policy makers understand the changes affecting
congregations and the strategies to maximise the advantages from change,
for a congregation. There are many interrelationships between various
issues that policy makers deal with, eg congregation financial
development, the possibility of congregation-based action, and the role that
policy plays in assisting congregations in transition.

Rev John Rickard outlined above how he and his fellow directors of the
Commission for Mission tackled this need in Victorian Presbyteries to
enable face-to-face communication to occur. Locals involved in various
renewal strategies presented information on their programs and joined in
conversations designed to answer questions from the policy makers. A tour
of the presbytery gave the policy makers a concrete picture of the issues.
The process concluded with the policy makers meeting to work out which
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of their policies supported or hindered the congregation's management of
change program. They also considered how effective communication
between local congregations and policy makers can be established and
maintained, when the congregation not the synod is taking the initiative.

Application

The technique should be used when there is an obvious breakdown in
communication between the congregation and church administrators. This
may be signalled by continual rejection of funding applications, or policy
statements that show a misunderstanding of the congregation's
experiences. It is also appropriate when the congregation does not have
policy-makers in its network (discussed above) or finds regional policy
discussions ignoring issues central to their change management strategies.

(viii) Revitalisation partnerships

A technique which is a logical development of the previous one involves
the establishment of issue specific partnerships. The presbytery of
Goulburn Murray is working to develop a process that brings people with
skills and needs together (eg children's ministry). The model has been a
successful technique in urban congregations for many years, but the
logistics and costs have limited its use in rural areas. The partnerships the
congregation facilitates can be both with private organisations and public
agencies. Issues addressed include community mission issues such as drug
addiction, or leadership development.

The key for this technique is a clearing house of contacts. In Australia we
are very good at using this technique for overseas aid. A number of
"Partnering" organisations work with the Australian Aid and Development
Bureau (AusAid) to respond to the need for skills in developing countries.

Application

The technique is ideal for reinforcing congregation management in a single
change issue when local resources are inadequate. Using it in this way
does not develop congregation-wide dependencies on an outside
organisation. However most congregations will need better registering of
available skills before the technique can be widely applied.

(ix) Facilitation

Many of the techniques for assisting a congregation manage change
discussed above have implied the involvement of a congregation
development worker. This is a person with specific skills who may be
employed, or a volunteer, who facilitates the process suggested in the
techniques above.

Facilitation is itself a key technique for managing change in congregation.
Basically the role of facilitation is given to an individual with the
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expectation that the level of management activity will significantly
increase.

Ewert, Yaccino & Yaccino, writing a paper about "The Successful
Facilitator" in a multicultural environment concluded that a successful
facilitator will
... raise awareness of problems, ask questions that point towards critical
analysis of the situation, model participatory methods of communication,
help discover appropriate people for technical advice,  train people in a
variety of skills and model appropriate attitudes and practices.

This is a good summary of the technique and the function many of you
studying this material may plan to play.

Many of the authors in this Manual have played the part of an external
facilitator who works with a congregation developing its strategies to
manage change. The period of this facilitation can be quite short. The
external intervention is designed to help the congregation(s) overcome the
inertia that may be holding back a congregations growth and development
of collaborative initiatives.

The  diagram on the next page shows the several opportunities/need for
facilitation in congregational change management.

Application

Facilitation is appropriate in circumstances where members of the
congregation(s) sense change is either being forced on them or is inevitable
but feel unable to take action. The sense of powerlessness in
overcoming/addressing the congregation's inertia brought about by
tradition, icons, and rejection of new practices is a key indicator of the
need for facilitation.
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The Uniting Church in Australia, National Assembly Working Groups on Mission and
Evangelism has added this article to the on line Mission Folio in September 2001.

The folio is made up of papers and reports reflecting on mission and evangelism in the
Australian context.  The folio includes a number of papers from the National Theological
Consultation held in Adelaide in 2000 and will progressively include some of the major
statements from the Assembly over the past twenty-five years. We would be pleased to
hear from you and this is an invitation for you to send papers for inclusion in the folio.

For further information Contact the Rev Dean Eland at deanelnd@melbpc.org.au
Phone at 03 9311 1161 or fax at 03 9311 2665. PO Box 384 SUNSHINE 3020.

This article is one of twenty articles included in “Congregations Learning Together for the
Future; a Workbook to help plan and create cluster ministries”, produced by the
Commission for Mission, Synod of Victoria in November 1996. Editors Bruce McKenzie
and Rev Dean Eland.


