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THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS ON
COLLABORATION

(This article has been adapted, with permission, from Chapter 2 of Bishop
John Smith's book Cluster Ministry: A Faithful Response to Change.
Further material from Bishop John's book appears in later sections. The
whole text is a valuable resource and is available for purchase.)

Community lies at the heart of Jesus' teaching. Kingdom living is rooted in
community, which is focused on its relationship to the Lord. At the heart
of our life is the Covenant relationship outlined in John 15: 1-17. This is
one of the central Gospel passages for understanding the breadth of the
Covenant Relationship in Community, a community which is to have ever-
expanding parameters until its universal character is realised. In sending
forth the disciples for mission, Jesus sent them in pairs, never alone, [Luke
9: 1-8]. St Paul uses the imagery of the Church as the "Body of Christ", a
corporate entity, in which all of the parts are mutually interdependent [1
Cor. 12 and Col. 1:18]. Dietrich Bonhoeffer reminds us that Christianity is
synonymous with community: "Christianity means community through
Jesus Christ and in Jesus Christ" (Life Together).

The centrality of the Covenant Community is at the heart of biblical faith.
The story of "Moses and the Burning Bush" is first of all a calling into
being of a Covenanted Community to live in covenant with God and with
one another. It is highly relational. It involves discipline and commitment.
It requires risk and being vulnerable, open to the future with hope and
trust. It is this centrality of community which we find in the Gospel of
Kingdom Living to which the people of God are called and then sent to
share.

The biblical image of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit also holds for us
the affirmation of the unlimited, timeless love in community of God at the
centre of the universe. It is worth noting that The Rev. Lloyd Vidler, of the
Uniting Church in Australia, uses the Doctrine of the Trinity as the
theological basis for coming to the centrality of the theology of community
as the central principle for Cluster Ministry. Indeed, one of the primary
points of the Creation Story is that God created humanity for community,
not for private autonomy or anonymity. The biblical testimony points to a
participation in Kingdom living which is meant to be ever-increasing in its
inclusiveness, as a pebble dropped into a pond.

All of this provides the theological basis for the development of the church
as a Covenant community with its primary focus and reason for existence
as mission. We find in this Covenant Community the foundation for the
"Kingdom Life" of congregations engaged in mission and ministry, living
out Gospel life. As congregations seek to foster the work of the Gospel,
that is "Mission", it is done in and modelled through community. The
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Christian community is called into being to reflect the presence of Christ in
the world; to reflect the compassion, reconciliation, healing and reaching
out to those in need of God's presence, giving to us in Christ.
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As pointed out by David Ray, in his wonderful book "The Big, Small
Church Book":

The gospel Jesus preached and practiced stressed intimacy,
disciplined discipleship, personal and communal relationships,
attention to individual gifts and needs, and compassionate response
to the oppressed and dispossessed."  (p. 14)

The point is that God's Kingdom Life presented in the gospel and lived out
by Jesus, is a communal experience involving intimacy that can only come
out of living out such a covenanted relationship. The small church may
well, therefore, be just what the gospel requires for mission, if we learn to
live out that calling instead of falling into the world's trap of bigness.

Clustering is one more way in which to express that expanding community
which is at the heart of who we are. It is a movement beyond the
parochialism which isolates; a movement which reaches out to include
others in a variety of ways.

It is my own perception that the "Small Group Movement", by whatever
name, within the larger churches is yet another sign of God at work in our
times. The "Small Group Movement" seeks to provide for that opportunity
of relational community in Christ. In one way it might be seen as the large
churches finding ways in which to be the small church again, because that
is perhaps much more normal for Kingdom Living and mission. In small
churches the entire congregation can provide that small-group experience.
However, as James Fenhagen has pointed out,

"It is the possibility of such intimacy and trust which makes the small
congregation attractive to many people."

(Ministry for a new time, p. 15)

Briefly, a "Cluster" is a group of three or more congregations who have
covenanted together for mission and ministry and who have called a
Ministry Team of at least three persons, ordained and lay, to covenant with
the cluster for ministry. By their involvement in cluster or regional
ministry, those congregations are expressing and modelling, in ever-
expanding ways, the reality of the Church as Christ's Body, the people of
God bound together like "branches of one vine".

A word of caution: Triangulation, a destructive force which is always
present in team ministry, can be a more serious issue in Ministry Teams
with three members. Awareness of this reality and constant attention to the
possibility of triangulation is necessary. Because of the ease into which
Ministry Teams of three can slip into triangulation, Lloyd Vidler of
Australia recommends avoiding three member teams, when possible.

Congregations engaged in mission and ministry in this enlarged expression
of the Community of God's love also symbolise that this living community
does not stop there. It is an expression of what is sought for all people, to
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embrace community in an ever-widening circle of Christ. Theologically,
Cluster Ministry highlights the universal nature of the Gospel's "Kingdom
Life".

Although, to date, the model of Cluster Ministry in West Virginia is
entirely denominational, several attempts to embrace community beyond
denominational boundaries have been explored and will probably come
into being in the near future. We are also in conversations about a cross-
diocesan cluster, which will provide yet another adventure in this
pilgrimage. Both theologically and in terms of the sociology of small
communities, it seems clear that God is calling the Church to move beyond
the traditional denominational lines. Cluster Ministry may be one of the
first opportunities for our Church to model this biblical principle.

Burden sharing, mutual support for mission, sharing of resources - both
materialistic and of human gifts, skills and energy, spiritual gifts and the
corporate seeking of the common good are all characteristics of genuine
community, of which family life at its best is often a good example.
Clustering of congregations with shared Ministry Teams has proven to
provide opportunities for the development of this sense of biblical
community on a larger scale. This sense of shared ministry is beneficial
both to the faith development of folk within the clustered congregations
and to the congregations' mission. Again, this Benedictine model is one
toward which clusters need to aim and these results are not achieved
overnight.

There are five other important theological dimensions about Cluster
Ministry:

1. The centrality of the Baptismal Covenant is key. The reality of the
baptismal ministry of every baptised person, sharing in mutual
covenant with one another, lies at the heart of Cluster Ministry. The
ability to grasp the significance of this truth is central to cluster
development and accomplishment. It is ministry shared mutually by lay
and ordained alike. This theological concept known by many as
"Mutual Ministry" or "Total Ministry", acknowledges that without
each other's genuine contribution to the life of the community, the
mission of the Church is hampered. What is at stake is the recovery of
a vision of ministry of the whole people of God in which ministries of
all baptised members are integrated with one another. Leadership from
the Ministry Team, then, is rooted in, supported by, and accountable to
the whole people of God.

We have here a growing awareness of baptismal community, of family
in Christ, essential for any success in Cluster Ministry. Without a
willingness to work at the development of this central biblical truth
about ourselves, there is little likelihood that Cluster Ministry will be
effective. It will, instead, simply slip into being just one more fad for
attempting to deal with the growing economic crisis of the small
church, and will, in that case, fail.
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There are two dimensions about the recovery of baptismal ministry
which need special attention. First, while we have talked a great deal
about lay or baptismal ministry for over a decade, it has often been
limited to church-centred activities. It is clear that we need to be careful
about those practices which continue this distortion. Genuine lay or
baptismal ministry is ministry in and for the world, in the market place
and community. The second dimension is the need to provide the
means for lay ministry which is genuinely rooted in the Gospel so as to
be intentional and broad based. James Fenhagen notes this urgent need
when he writes,

"Life in the church must always be an invitation to discipleship
. . . a discipleship that takes ministry outside the institutional
church."

(Ministry for a new time, p. 13)

2.  The Cluster Ministry Team models that faithful community which
Christ called into being. By its life together, rooted in regular
gathering for Bible study, prayer, mutual personal support and for
envisioning and implementing ministry, the Ministry Team serves as a
model or embodiment of that community to which the whole Church is
called. This calls for a major, theological shift in the view of ordained
ministry, relying on new skills, new visions of the role of the ordained
both among the laity and with one another. As we move forward into
the task of implementing mutual ministry we have learned that old
forms, styles of ministry and structures, and long held expectations
among the people of God have to die in order to allow the birth of new
ones. It is important to note that false assumptions about community or
the presence of community will undermine the success of Cluster
Ministry. It is, therefore, essential that these issues be worked on
intentionally and regularly. Experience has born out that the failure of
the Ministry Team to become a genuine community so as to model this
biblical concept of community will inevitably undermine the
effectiveness of the cluster for mission and ministry.

There is also the collegial dimension of ministry clearly outlined in
Luke's account of Jesus sending forth the disciples two by two, in
teams, for mission and ministry. The "lone-ranger" model of ordained
ministry, which has been so dominant in the last several hundred years,
may become an increasing anachronism. The collegial team model is a
more genuine reflection of the biblical model for ministry, giving us
some clear theological direction for Cluster Ministry Teams. The
Ministry Team itself is called to model and embody that fundamental
covenant relationship in Christ in community. The Ministry Team
members are called to be in relationship with one another, to function
as team players, working in consensus. Since this style of ministry is
radically different from what the Church has experienced in recent
generations or for which our seminaries have prepared ordained
persons for ministry, members of the Ministry Team need to be persons
committed to an adventure, carving out a new style of ministry. They
need to be strongly committed to the mutual ministry of lay and
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ordained persons, and prepared to coach folk in a new vision of
mission, ministry, and congregational life as Kingdom Living in
Community.

3. The shift, both theologically and practically, from survival or
maintenance to mission lies at the heart of Jesus' teaching.

"I called you friends. . . . I chose you . . .
I appointed you to go . . . to bear fruit.
I am giving you these commands . . . Love one Another.
. . . Love one another as I have loved you."

John 15: 12, 16: 15-17
(Changing a Doubtful Future, Bruce McKenzie, p. ??)

It is easy, in the midst of the radical changes confronting our world and
especially the small church, and the decline of both numbers and
financial resources in the small church, to see the future as doom and
gloom. There is far too much of this "doom and gloom" in the church
today, creating an underlying sense of hopelessness which is contrary
to the Gospel or "Kingdom Living". God in our Lord Jesus has called
us forth, appointed us, and sent us forth in HOPE. As the Covenanted
Community we are sent to proclaim, model and embody the Kingdom
of God to which Jesus invites all people. "The church is a dynamic
community, formed around Jesus Christ, in the power of the Holy
Spirit, to witness to the great things God has done in the past, is doing
in the present and will bring in the future."

4. As the people of God we have always understood ourselves to be a
Pilgrim People.  The biblical view of the Covenanted People of God
is one of a people called forth into pilgrimage, from Abraham who is
told to go to a country "that I will show you" to the followers of Jesus
who were originally described as the "followers of the way" in the
Book of Acts. In recent decades we have tended to be a settled people,
rather than a pilgrim people. Settled people tend to become defensive,
seeking to protect turf and resisting change of any kind. A pilgrim
people on the other hand look forward with hope and a sense of
adventure to an open-ended future. The sociological paradigm shift is
making it clear that God is once again calling us out into pilgrimage.
As pilgrims we discover that the scenery keeps changing and
consequently our reactions and actions need to change in order to be
appropriate to the new scenery. Cluster Ministry is clearly rooted in the
biblical concepts of the people of God as a pilgrim people as well as a
Covenanted people in Community. The importance of this quality of
Christian life will be seen repeatedly as we seek to outline the
development of Cluster Ministry.

One important aspect of life for a pilgrim people is the sense of hope
with which they move forward, knowing that God is always leading us
to something new. As we begin to recover our pilgrim heritage, we
will also need to recover our sense of hope in an age in which many in
the church seem increasingly without hope. That loss of hope is the
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consequence of living as settled people who discover that what we
have had is passing away and instead of seeing the new opportunities
focus only on what is being lost. James Fenhagen raises this important
factor with the following words:

"I submit that one of the main features of the Episcopal Church
can be captured by a single word, 'acedia'; which is defined as a
pervasive sense of discouragement, even cynicism, about the
capacity of the church to make its witness. Acedia is a spiritual
issue because it is essentially a loss of hope."

(Ministry for a new time, p. 5)

This is a critically important matter in that it is essential for the people
of God to see clustering as an action of hope in response to God's
actions in the world around us rather than merely a withdrawal.  That
hope can only become real for a people who both see God's hand at
work in the world and who respond with the attitude of pilgrims. It is
critical that those living out God's Kingdom Life see ourselves once
again as pilgrims.

5. God works through the economic and political situations which
confront us with the need for theological reflection and concrete
changes in the way we "do" church. Often we human beings are
loathe to change until we are forced to do so. God is working through
the current economic situation facing congregations. God is calling us
to move beyond our self-imposed borders to extend our sense of the
Church as the larger community of God's people, abiding in Christ and
being sent in partnership into the world for mission. Such a view is, of
course, much in keeping with the theological perspective of the
"Deuteronomist" literature of Scripture.

6. God is at work in the sociological changes in contemporary
society, awakening a yearning for genuine Community. Although
there is at one level a profound yearning for genuine community in our
culture, it is also true that our culture is increasingly fragmented and
isolated. Modern transportation, the popularity of home VCR movies
instead of the theatre, the personal computer and many similar
developments in contemporary society are creating a people who are
more and more isolated from one another in any intimate relationships.
Today people do more things as individuals or families in isolation. It
is interesting that those social groups which are growing in today's
culture are groups like AARP, where membership is by an annual fee
with little or no personal involvement, while fraternal groups and
churches and even bowling leagues, which expect regular participation
and intimacy, are in decline. In the face of that reality, God's call to the
Church to regain this dimension of genuine community, the Church as
modelling Kingdom living, is almost "counter-culture". Theologically,
therefore, the Cluster Ministry approach to ministry comes at a time
when there is both a hunger for and yet a cultural inclination against
genuine community. Here, theology and mission intersect in a vibrant
and challenging way.
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It should also be evident that these theological principles for Cluster
Ministry are not limited merely to the rural scene, but have great
significance for urban centres as well. The rural church is only on the
cutting edge of what God is calling the whole Church to be. It may
well be that both groupings of small urban churches and groupings of
larger congregations in the cluster approach for mission and ministry
are part of God's call to the whole Church.

One of the central aspects of ministry, both for the cluster and its
Ministry Team, is that of spiritual formation. An emphasis on personal
and corporate spirituality is key to the success of this ministry.
Grounding in the principles of faith, development of Christ centred
prayer life, and involvement in mutual development of an ever
growing spiritual journey lie at the core of everything. Without this
emphasis, everything else is like trying to "build a house except God
built it". (Psalm 127)

These are some of the principle pieces of the theological foundation on
which our exploration of Cluster Ministry has been developed and which
continue to shape this ministry as it evolves.

The Uniting Church in Australia, National Assembly Working Groups on Mission and
Evangelism has added this paper 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.


