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THE PHASES OF A COOPERATIVE
PARISH MINISTRY

Harold W.  McSwain

Introduction

The Phases of a Cooperative Parish Ministry has been prepared for the
Third National Consultation on Cooperative Parish Ministry which will
meet in Louisville, Kentucky, November 21-24 1991. Persons who are
expected to attend will be laity and clergy who work with and advocate for
United Methodist or ecumenical cooperative ministry, including :

cooperative ministry leaders
district superintendents
bishops
conference staff
members of Conference Parish and Community 

Development Committees, and
other groups who implement creative models for the 
Church's mission and ministry.

The stated purpose of the Consultation is:

In response to the mandate of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the
Consultation will provide opportunity for renewed vision and
commitment to cooperative ministry as a viable style of ministry for
vitalising and transforming congregations and communities.

This version of the phases is based on earlier explanations, particularly the
one I developed in 1978 for A Resource Notebook for Cooperative Parish
Development. Additional insights are from the script of the filmstrip on
phases written by Jerry D. Chapman and from diagrams prepared by
Robert D. Folkers and J. Karl Jones. George P. Wood has contributed the
art work.

Harold W. McSwain

P.O. Box 29044
Columbus, Ohio  43229

Background

There is a parish development and, then, there is cooperative parish
development. Parish development often is referred to as congregational
vitalisation or church renewal. It is a way church leaders ask themselves
about how well their churches nurture persons, how creatively they reach
out with love and compassion to their communities and the world, and
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how they witness about their faith to others and call for justice and
righteousness within the structures of society.

Parish development applies to both single congregations and also to groups
of churches that  commit themselves to working together as cooperative
ministries or parishes. Cooperative parish ministries are usually developed
by churches of the same denomination, but more ecumenical cooperatives
are beginning to carry out very good ministry and mission.

Cooperative parish ministry calls for commitment by church leaders --
laity, pastors and denominational leaders -- intentionally to do
biblical/theological study and to sense how God through the Holy Spirit
may be speaking to them. As they discover how God's Word relates them
to their community and the world beyond where they live, they begin to
ask questions about how they might carry out their responsibilities more
effectively.

As cooperative parishes develop, attention is given to one or more of the
major areas of church life such as: worship and nurturing, pastoral care,
counselling, ministry to the isolated, community service and outreach,
evangelism, teacher training, the Sunday School, national and world
missions, youth and children's ministry, music, communication,
organisational patterns, skill training, information/idea sources, stewardship
and other resources. Cooperative projects often are started so that small
membership churches can have the services and counsel of fully trained
pastors available to them.

Phases and Variables

In recent years, five phases of cooperative ministry development have been
identified which explain how cooperative parish development begins and
moves through time. Within each phase several variables interact in
different combinations and at varying levels of strength as a cooperative
moves through the phases. Eleven variables are identified here, but church
leaders should expect to identify others:

biblical and theological searching
history and values of the cooperating churches
information and research on the local communities served by 

the churches of the cooperative ministry
ideas, "people" and other resources
trust and threat level of leaders and churches
planning and implementation
change skills
relational and staff skills
organisational skills
linkages and support from denominational levels
skills for evaluation
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It is important to know that how the variables combine at any given time
identifies the phase the cooperative is in and whether, developmentally, the
phase's posture is early or late.

A Brief Description

When, for instance, a parish is early in the probe phase, the variable of
biblical/theological search needs careful attention, whereas it could be
expected to call for less intentionality and time when the parish is in the
Operating Phase. Biblical/theological search would not be the only
variable in operation early in the probe phase, however. It usually
combines with the history and values of the churches and their
communities, and also with trust and threat levels and denominational
linkages and support.

When churches that may not have known each other well get involved in a
cooperative ministry, the variables start interacting in predictable ways
during the probe phase. As their leaders share histories, faith and traditions,
they not only come to know each other, they start learning how to trust
each other. They begin to appreciate the common struggles of their
churches, and the value that each church can contribute to a shared
ministry. Later in the probe phase, lingering threats and suspicions usually
are replaced by an even greater appreciation for each other.

Then as a cooperative ministry moves into its later phases, the variables of
skills for organisation, staffing and implementation usually become
dominant. Church administrators, lay leadership and pastors should not be
surprised when cooperative parish development results in vitalised
congregations which start new ministries and missions.

A full description of how the variables can be expected to combine during
the early and late parts of each phase would require more space than this
introduction justifies. Hopefully, the description given here shows how the
variables join together and reinforce each other within the phases.

The five phases of cooperative parish development are:
exploratory/preparatory, probe, structuring, operating/maturing, and
evaluation/recycle.

The phases are a process of continuing development. Each phase has
changes, like growing plants which need soil preparation, seeds, water,
care, harvest, and preparation for the next crop.

As churches move through the phases, they learn to work together and to
accomplish things they could never do alone.

Exploratory Phase

The Exploratory Phase also is called the administrative intentional stage.
Early in the phase, someone like a district superintendent or bishop, will
sense that the churches in a given locality might carry out their Christian
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commitments in better ways if they were able to ask indepth questions
about themselves, the needs of their communities, and their future. Careful
observation, and often formal research methods, are helpful during the
early part of this phase.

Intentional concern by conference leaders and supportive policies by
conference groups are very important. Some questions would be: Are there
better ways to deliver the Gospel in one or more geographical areas of the
conference? What churches, communities, and pastors might be included?
Finances?

Where some of the churches are willing to make preliminary commitments
as loose-knit clusters, they start exploring what God may be calling them
to be and do in their communities and churches.

Some United Methodist districts have District Strategy Committees that do
background studies and make recommendations to their superintendent or
their district's Council on Ministries. Community characteristics and needs
are explored, along with details of the parish development process itself.
Careful attention is given to the several patterns of cooperation now in use
across the Church.

After the studies have been made, their recommendations are carefully
considered. Those places where it is hoped cooperative parishes might be
started usually are legitimised by a top-level church leader or group, such
as the bishop or an annual conference's cabinet. If needed, a search for
developmental funds takes place. Early in the life of many cooperative
ministries the churches decide how their own financial resources might be
used for leadership and programming needs. However, participation by lay
leadership and local pastors during this phase may or may not take place,
depending on the maturity level of the churches and the cooperative and
staff skills of their pastors.

Probe Phase

The Probe Phase also is known as the early development stage and begins
with the careful selection and appointment of a probe staff of pastors.
Other church workers also may be part of the cooperative staff. Usually,
one staff member is designated by a bishop, district superintendent or
cabinet as the coordinator/director of the probe team. It is most important
that all staff members be consulted and agree to their assignments on the
cooperative ministry's probe team.

"Probing" for a cooperative calls for a logical geographical and
sociological locality, local church leaders willing to learn how to work
together, and ministers who will "model cooperation".

Probe ministries concentrate on experiences where persons from the
churches can come to know each other and share the joys of working
together. Probe projects often include discussion and Bible groups, hymn
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singings/musicals, youth projects, dinners, visits to jails, court rooms,
community agencies, and to other cooperative ministries.

The staff usually meets weekly for study, identification of church and
community needs, planning how their individual and cooperative skills can
be used, and deciding on how they can "model" cooperation as leaders. If
laity were not ready to participate in the discussions and training
experiences of the exploratory/preparatory phase they must begin to
experience cooperation early in this phase so that a "testing" of trust
relationships and action projects can take place.

In the probe phase, ad hoc type "task forces" are used. In this way
representatives from the churches who wish to work on a particular
concern plan and work together until their project is completed. Then they
usually "go out of business".

Note that the task force is not a continuing group, and that for
developmental purposes it precedes the more formal groups of the
Structuring Phase.

Structuring Phase

The Structuring Phase also is called the middle developmental stage. The
staff continues to function as already described. More attention, however,
is given to developing lay leadership. Minor changes in the staff may take
place, particularly if any staff member cannot learn to function
cooperatively as a staff member and to resource laity.

Some of the cooperative activities started in the Probe Phase continue, and
new ones emerge. Ministers have learned team skills and function like a
staff. A covenant that spells out needed structures and way of doing
cooperative work is agreed on. Good communication links the churches
and the cooperative ministry.

The cabinet supports cooperative ministries when pastoral changes are
needed and when newly appointed superintendents are assigned to districts
that have cooperative ministries.

During the phase the cooperative leadership style of the staff becomes
better understood and is legitimised by the laity. A rising trust level is
observed among the churches and between the lay leadership of all the
churches and the staff. A lowering of distrust and fear by the churches
toward the larger church takes place. The autonomy of each church is
affirmed along with the contribution it makes to the collective
responsibility of the churches together.

Ad hoc task groups are replaced by more formal groups such as: a
cooperative ministry council composed of representatives from each
church; committees such as planning, nurture, community needs, finance,
youth, communications, and staff and church relations. Officers are
selected. More formalised task groups are activated when needed.



6

Responsiveness to both congregational and community needs quickly take
place, and careful attention is given to organisational structures and
processes so immediate and continuing concerns and needs may be taken
care of.

Operating Phase

The Operating Phase is also known as the late developmental and
maturing stage. Staff skills have matured and pastors and other
professional or volunteer staff members have learned to carry out their
responsibilities with the individual churches and also for projects and
activities at the cooperative ministry level.

Due to a growing maturity level among the congregations' lay leaders and
the parish's council, major staff changes can take place without critical
damage to the cooperative.

During this phase maturity is observed within the staff. Local church
leaders trust each other and affirm each others' ministries as vital to the
"whole body of Christ" within the geographical area. Leaders distinguish
among the activities that should be committed to the cooperative "arena".
"Local connectionalism" is understood and used. Within the conference
there are several developing cooperative ministries, and some negative
attitudes about serving in a cooperative ministry disappear.

Church leaders learn how to use conflict creatively, whereas earlier it
would have resulted in "backlash" due to the realisation that changes have
"come to stay". The cooperative ministry's highest productivity during its
first cycle is realised in terms of vitalised ministry and mission. Usually,
two or more major projects or programs are in operation. The influence of
the parish within its community, and also in the larger church, is perceived
as helpful and desirable. Each local congregation and its contributions to
the parish are valued, and commitments to a common ministry of service
within the parish's geographical area have been agreed to by the churches.

Evaluation Phase

The Evaluative Phase often is referred to as the recycle stage of
development. Staff processes have resulted in commitments to cooperative
styles of professional ministry. Major staff changes take place, or can be
expected soon to occur. While intuitive or feed-back-loop-kinds-of-
evaluation have taken place during previous phases, in the Evaluative
Phase careful preparations are made to use "outside" consultants with a
formal evaluation.

The basic question for this phase is how the churches can discover what
the future of their cooperative work might be in view of God's calling.
Should their covenant and their parish's present structures and staff
specialisations be continued as they are? Or do new challenges call for
changes?
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During part of the phase, "outside" enablers may be called in to help carry
out a self study. Examination helps to prepare the way God plans to lead
the cooperative in the future.

The Evaluative Phase, like recycling the soil for new planting, is what
prepares the cooperative for new growth.

Both lay and staff leadership turn their energies toward assessing the
effectiveness of the cooperative ministry's programs and activities, its style
of staff operation, and the assignment of staff members to their several
responsibilities. Organisational patterns, a possible realignment of the
churches in the cooperative ministry's first cycle, including removal and/or
additions, and the general productivity of the parish are evaluated.

Skills learned by the council are pressed into service as the evaluation
takes place. Linkages to administrators and the larger church are important
during this phase. The evaluation's findings and recommendations will be
shared with denominational leaders as well as with the parish's council and
the congregations, and also with community groups when that would be
helpful.

As the latter part of the Evaluative Phase takes place, the cooperative
parish's second cycle of cooperative development begins. At this time,
denominational leaders must provide a high level of administrative and
other supports. The creativeness and willingness of laity, pastors, and other
staff members in the probing and restructuring needed for the cooperative's
second cycle will be at a much higher level than when the parish entered
its first probe phase.

Concluding Observations

It should be noted, first, that this explanation of cooperative parish
development does not fully describe the functioning of the variables and
phases. Additional descriptions of the model can be secured on request.
Second, while models such as this one are useful in dealing with real-life
situations, they cannot cover every situation. Hopefully, this model will
help church leaders imagine and implement cooperation that will upgrade
ministries to church members, constituents, and to the hurts and needs of
communities. Third, this model can be used to compare and evaluate
parishes in different settings as they move through time.

Summary: With work, thought, and prayer, Cooperative Parish Ministry
can lead toward a bountiful harvest of love for God's Church and for
God's people.

Fourth, there are very effective cooperative parishes in operation which
have not been aware of going through these or other phases. They should
not feel they have been misguided or that they have made glaring mistakes.
Fifth, some cooperatives do not move beyond the Probe Phase. There now
are cooperative ministries where the staff team of the Probe Phase has
proven very effective and where creative ministry will continue.
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In conclusion, one could hope that this model might be more than a mere
model. Perhaps it summarises the variables and phases of an emerging
paradigm for the Church. Paradigms are used by the leaders of all
professions. They emerge in response to the insights, needs and skills of
leaders who know that some, or all of the "old ways", are not really
working so well. At first, they sense that new and different ways, in fact,
are possible. They then go about developing more effective ways with
which to carry out their professional responsibilities.

Major responsibilities of Church leaders are to spread scriptural holiness, to
persuade the world to accept God's love, and to call persons to service and
witness as Christians. Some of the historical paradigms used by the Church
to do this have been: ministers, chaplaincies, parishes, congregations,
circuits or yoked fields, and missions. Each of these in its own way served
effectively as carriers of the Word of God to individuals, families,
communities and societies.

However, we do not now hear much about some of these in the Church.
United Methodism's "work horses" of stations/single churches and circuits
seem to be unable to deliver vital ministry and mission in many places
today. It might be that the model described here is an emerging and new
paradigm which, with refinement, will make more effective use of the
Church's human, fiscal and organisational resources as it lives out its
ministry and mission today, and as it moves into the future.



9

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.


