Parish Transitions and Stewardship

Building Bridges – Growing Ministries
Introduction
The landscape of the Church in America is changing in many dioceses.  Many parishes are coming together through consolidation, merger or cooperative clustering.  While every faith community going through this type of transition faces its own unique challenges, the principals of sound stewardship can serve as a bridge helping to unite communities in a spirit of faith.  
The 7 Steps to Success, published in the U.S. Bishop’s Pastoral Letter on Stewardship, Stewardship – A Disciple’s Response, have served as a roadmap to countless parishes.  Following are some practical ways these steps can be applied to help parishes working to come together through transition.  

Step 1 – Personal Witness
Stewardship, simply defined, is a personal faith response.   Parishioners who remain focused on their faith and on our common call to build the Kingdom here on earth can begin to look beyond structure to mission.  Personal witness, important to every parish steward effort, is critical in times of parish transition.  

· Identify parishioners from each of the transitioning parishes who have strong faith.  Invite them to share their experiences in multiple ways; at combined meetings and gatherings, through bulletins and newsletters, at Mass – particularly if the transition involves multiple worship sites.  

· Help prepare lay witnesses.  Foster respect and reference to past parish experience, yet encourage witnesses to frame their thoughts through the lens of being a Catholic rather than simply a member of a particular parish.  
· Focus witness talks on the future.  How will ministries grow?  How do our individual experiences combine to make us stronger?  What new doors are opened through this transition?

Step 2 – Commitment of Leadership
Commitment of leadership may be the single most critical factor in a successful parish transition.  Since parish leadership will set the tone for any transition or collaboration leaders must be committed to coming together to pray, learn, discuss and lead.  

· Form a prayerful foundation for every gathering of parish leadership individually and collectively.  Prayer as a strong foundation helps individuals cope with emotions such as grief, resentment and fear of the unknown.  It is important to involve as many people as possible in any prayer effort.  Prayers for successful transition/collaboration can be included as intercessions at Mass or among intentions of parish prayer chains.

· Hold open and honest discussion among parish leaders. This is critical for a successful transition.  Learning the strengths of each individual parish, as well as areas where ministries could be improved, lays the ground work.

· Meet together as leaders from transitioning parishes regularly and often to discuss a vision for the future and set a plan to communicate this vision.  Establishing a common vision gives parishioners confidence and creates an atmosphere of cooperation.
· Lead by example – Constantly communicate a positive message and invite parishioners to remember and honor the past while moving toward the future.

Step 3 – Hospitality, Evangelization and Outreach
Welcoming and hospitality are elemental aspects of successful parishes.  The fundamental concept of “welcome” can be one of the biggest challenges faced by transitioning parishes.  Parishioners who make the effort to reach out to each other during a time of change often find they have much in common.
· Make an extra effort to welcome new members, particularly in the case of a consolidation.  Consider holding “getting to know you” events for various groups; seniors, families, etc.

· Plan outreach and service projects that reflect the personality of each parish.  Stress the positive aspects of each parish’s methods and look for common ground.  Encourage parishioners to envision new possibilities.

· Ask for input.  Each community’s experience is valuable, so encourage dialog.  Respect each parish tradition as a collective foundation for moving forward.
· Develop a plan to communicate the new vision and mission with those who are struggling most during transition.  

Step 4 – Communication and Education
Advertisers agree that a person must hear a message a minimum of nine times before it registers.  The key to strengthening parish ministries, particularly in times of transition, is to communicate, communicate and communicate again.

· Face the facts.  Explain why the transition is taking place, stressing the positive aspects of the transition.  Two or more small parishes struggling alone gain strength working as one.  Ministries that might be too daunting for one parish may be handled easily by multiple parishes working in collaboration.  

· Identify the most effective way of communicating with multiple communities.  Communication methods vary from parish to parish – what works with one group make not be effective with another.  Look for new ways to spread your message that will get noticed.
· Educate parishioners on the vision for the future.  Focusing on that vision through the lens of stewardship as a way of life can provide a common foundation for growth.

Step 5 – Recruiting, Training and Recognizing Gifts of Time and Talent
While important in any parish situation, recognizing and celebrating the gifts of a community undergoing a transition are critical.  During this time of change, employ the pillars of responsible gift management by updating job/ministry descriptions, promoting or increasing your gift discovery efforts and celebrating the shared gifts of the community as a whole.

· Update Job/Ministry Descriptions.  This will help leadership plan what the structure of the transitioned community will look like.  These descriptions state such information as responsibilities, gifts needed, time requirements, training, resources, length of service and other particulars that are pertinent for the steward to understand.  Up front communication is key - especially during times of change.  From staff positions to ministry leaders to stewards, all will know what is available and what is expected. 

· Hold basic Gift Discovery sessions.  These events are both joyful and practical.  Parishes in transition can use the gift discovery process to ease the stress of getting to know one another and begin working as a team.  Together or in groups, people can discuss their interests, passions and what makes them feel alive.  Through prayer they are reminded that the Holy Spirit is working among and through them to serve the community as a gifted people.  Here the focus on mission can be brought to the fore and those in attendance can re-root themselves as disciples.  Once a sampling of gifts is uncovered they can be promoted, shared and celebrated!  This is also a great opportunity for leadership to see where the gifts of the community lie and how to best match those gifts to ministry. In cases where there exists duplication of ministry, Gift Discovery offers the opportunity to uncover new venues of service and to redirect gifts and talents for the benefit of the entire community.

· Celebrate the gifts of the community by communicating the outcomes of the discovery sessions.  Share the many gifts surfaced with the community at large.  This will create energy and spark others’ desire to discover their God-given gifts as well.  As the excitement of discovering gifts spreads, connect the gifts to ministry.  Create an awareness of the ministry opportunities your community has to offer.  This can be done through a ministry directory leading to a ministry fair.  Showcase the different opportunities to share one’s newly discovered gifts.

Transitions in any part of life including our parish life can be difficult.  It is key to stay focused on the mission communicate clearly and often and, bring people together through gift discovery and celebration.  Before long your community will adjust and grow in vibrancy, “because the active involvement of individuals, families, and communities in the mission and ministries of the Church is one of the surest signs of health and vitality of any faith community.” (pg. 60)

Step 6 – Stewardship of Treasure

The subject of parish finances is often a delicate topic.   One of the first hurdles many communities face is the perception that the Church only cares about money.  Stewardship education focuses not on money, but on the ministries made possible when we each share our appropriate portion of the resources God has given us.  Parishes in transition are looking for ways to strengthen ministry, thus encouraging good stewardship of treasure plays an important role.
· Form a combined/collaborative stewardship committee with members representing each parish.  Discuss how stewardship of treasure has been addressed at each community assessing strengths and weaknesses of each approach.  
· Set goals for the combined/collaborating parishes that include increased participation as well as projected giving.  Communicate these goals to parishioners often. 

· Select a weekly offering envelope that is visibly different from the other parishes in the cluster or community. This is so parishioners registered at one of the parishes can attend Mass at a different parish in the cluster and their offertory gifts properly identified and recorded.

· New parishes formed through merger or consolidation should select methods of giving that reflect the new community.

Step 7 – Accountability
A visible commitment to accountability is essential to a successful parish transition.  Demonstrating that parishioners’ gifts are honored, used wisely and accounted for openly is fundamental to every successful parish.  

· Prepare an annual report that includes all ministries, activities and finances for each of the parishes involved in the transition. Be sure to share the report with every registered household in the parishes. Send the report directly to parishioner homes, and have extra copies available at the back of every church for those attending but have not yet registered.

· Follow the annual report with an open forum meeting held in each church at different dates and times. Be sure to widely publicize these meetings! Give the parishioners attending an open and honest update on the status of all prayer opportunities, ministry activities and financial situation for each parish in the cluster or parish configuration, and/or for the community as a whole.

· Produce and mail on a regular basis a newsletter from the newly configured parish community reporting on the life, finances and activities at every involved church.

· Ensure that any decisions affecting parish life of the churches involved are made by councils or commissions comprised of several parishioners from each of the parishes involved in the community.

Conclusion

Transitions are seldom easy however by focusing on stewardship, the mission of the church, faith rather than form and discipleship rather than discord, parishes can come together strengthened in purpose and united in mission.  Living as faithful stewards unites all Catholics as followers of Christ making a positive impact on all of our faith communities.
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