A THEOLOGY OF COLLABORATION

Preamble
The Council of Vicars of the Archdiocese of Detroit has found it beneficial to explore the Theology of Collaboration as it could be manifest in the process of vicariate Pastoral Planning.  It is hoped that the principles expressed here will be useful as parishes consider collaboration in services and staffing.

Theology of Collaboration

With the aim of broadening perspectives and giving impetus to the new evangelization, I propose a synodal meeting, “with a view to increased cooperation between the particular different Churches”, so that together we might address, as part of the new evangelization and as an expression of episcopal communion, “the problems relating to justice and solidarity among the nations of America.”

“AS sisters and neighbors to each other, the particular Churches of the continent will strengthen the bonds of cooperation and solidarity in order that the saving work of Christ may continue in the history of America with ever greater effect.  Open to the unity which comes from true communion with the Risen Lord, the particular Churches, and all who belong to them, will discover through their own spiritual experiences that “the encounter with the living Jesus Christ” is “the path to conversion, communion and solidarity.”  To the extent that these goals are reached, there will emerge an ever increasing dedication to the new evangelization in America.”  (Ecclesia in America, John Paul II, 1998)
From its earliest days, the mission of the Church was defined in collaborative terms.  The Lord sent out His disciples “tow by two” to spread the message of the Gospel and to form communities of believers and disciples.  As the Christian community developed, the local “episcopos” would gather co-workers with him in the care of the community.  These, too, would in turn assemble community members to help with the ongoing care of community members and of the needy.  The identification of new ministries for this purpose manifested itself as early as the Acts of the Apostles.  Pius men and women participated in and supported the ministry of Paul, and other apostles, in the service ministries of the Church.

The apostle Paul, as he reflects on the nature of the Church, identified two dimensions through which the Church manifests its nature – oneness with and in Christ, the Head, and diversity of gifts and functions in the living of this Communio (cf. 1 Cor. 11).  In our own time, Vatican Council II reaffirmed the vision of the Church.  It clearly stated the oneness of the Church and the universal call to holiness of all members.  At the same time, it much more clearly defined the multi-dimensional, multi-cultural, multi-level dimensions of the Church.
Following the Council, the significance of the function of the Church at the level of episcopal conference (and the provincial assembly) was recognized and presented.  In addition, the introduction and strengthening of consultative bodies at various levels came from the Council vision.  The role of presbyteral councils, finance councils and parish councils are some examples.

Modern day experience of such collaboration has been beneficial, but also challenging.  People are enriched, but also challenged, by sharing experiences beyond their own circumstances or culture.  Episcopal conferences call members of awareness of the life of the Church in all parts of the country, not only their own.  Deanery (or Vicariate) groupings invite and challenge people to see beyond their own local, parochial concerns.  More importantly, the experience of collaboration beyond the local concerns of one parish, or one diocese, enables these communities to participate more fully in the ministry and service of the Church.  Tasks and services can be accomplished that could often not be done by a local community acting in isolation.

At each age, the Church has to define its life and functions according to its broadening experience.  Recently, Pope John II addressed the Catholic communities in the Americas to define themselves more fully in relationship with one another in this (hemisphere).  In Ecclesia in America, he presents the importance of reaching across national and cultural boundaries and, capitalizing on the diversity of gifts and experiences, uniting in the cause of evangelization.
“The decision to speak of America in the singular was an attempt to express not only the unity which in some way already exists, but also to point out to that closer bond which the peoples of the continent seek and which the Church wishes to foster as part of her own mission, as she works to promote the communion of all in the Lord.”

“As sisters and neighbors to each other, the particular Churches of the continent will strengthen the bonds of cooperation and solidarity in order that the saving work of Christ may continue in the history of America with ever greater effect.  Open to the unity which comes from true communion with the Risen Lord, the particular Churches, and all who belong to them, will discover through their own spiritual experiences that “the encounter with the living Jesus Christ” is “the path to conversion, communion and solidarity.”  To the extent that these goals are reached, there will emerge an ever increasing dedication to the new evangelization of America.”  (Introduction)

Pope John Paul also addresses the issue of collaboration in his instruction on the beginning of the third millennium.  In Novo Millenio Inuente, in the context of a lengthy reflection on the Church as “communion” in Christ, the Holy Father expresses a vision of communion reflected in a diversity of ministries and gifts used for the common purpose of continuing the mission of the Church.

“Such a vision of communion is closely linked to the Christian community’s ability to make room for all the gifts of the Spirit.  The unity of the Church is not uniformity, but an organic blending of legitimate diversities.  It is the reality of many members joined in a single body, the one Body of Christ (cf. 1 Cor 12:12).  Therefore, the Church of the Third Millennium will need to encourage all the baptized and confirmed to be aware of their active responsibility in the Church’s life.  Together with the ordained ministry, other ministries, whether formally instituted or simply recognized, can flourish for the good of the whole community, sustaining it in all its many needs: from catechesis to liturgy, from the education of the young to the widest array of charitable works.” (§ 46)
In a Pastoral Letter, the Catholic Bishops of Florida taught:

“In the service of God, one does not work alone, but in collaboration with many others…Self-sufficient attitudes, individualism, the lack of mutual collaboration and inability to dialogue do not reflect on the image of Christ and his message and results in ineffectual ministry.”

Similarly, Bishop Howard Hubbard, in the Diocese of Albany in New York, also addressed this theme in a pastoral letter of his own:

“As those called to ministry, we have gained confidence and direction from a renewed theology of Baptism.  We have discovered and affirmed the gifts given to us for the sake of mission.  And we are learning that only when we are open to collaboration and interdependence will we readily build the reign of God in this space and time.”

The call of Pope John Paul to reach beyond local boundaries and embrace new levels of cooperation in the interests of evangelization and to further the mission of the Church in this region finds a resonance as well within our own Archdiocese.  Our own Archbishop, Cardinal Adam Maida, has asked clergy, religious and laity to further the effort of collaboration through Vicariate Pastoral Planning. He invites us, indeed challenges us, to reach beyond the boundary of parish and local community and in common ministry to address the needs of each section of the Archdiocese.  In keeping with this vision, parish priests in the Archdiocese of Detroit have, for many years, been assigned not only to the Parish they are sent to serve, but to the local Vicariate and are encouraged to join in collaborative service with the Vicar and others in Vicariate leadership for the strengthening of the total Church in that area.

The process of inter-parish and inter-community planning and collaboration will inevitably result, at times, in a level of tension as people are called beyond local experiences and needs.  The willingness to work through such tension, however, can result in a scope of understanding and ministry that can result in creative approaches to the needs of multiple communities within an area.  The effect can be the broadening of the service rendered by the Church beyond what any one parish could provide.

In the implementation of this vision, we can advance the mission of the Catholic Community not only in the immediate local area of the Parish, but, through planning and coordination at each level, across the Archdiocese.  This process will help to assure both that local needs and concerns are spoken and addressed, and that the ministry of the Archbishop and his collaborators is more effective.
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