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So...um...this is new?
Form follows function...
“Form follows function” is a principle associated with
modern architecture. The idea is that the shape of a
building or object should be primarily based upon its
intended function or purpose. Faith formation echoes
this principle is so many ways. The unique qualities of
faith formation in any given parish or school is
generally a result of the landscape and environment
of participants. In other words, a hayride is probably
not the Friday evening activity in a downtown urban
parish. A challenge emerges when multiple faith
communities from different demographics and
different cultures cluster, a trend found in nearly
every diocese and archdiocese in the country. Parish
X and parish Y now share a pastor and a youth
minister. What were once two communities with
individual personalities becomes one clustered body
with differing operational beliefs. This is the
landscape of multiple parish ministries. The principle
of “form follows function” still applies. The result,
however, ranges from beautifully executed multiple
parish ministries to bickering antonymous rivalry.

The Emerging Models of Ministry project has lent a
great deal of wisdom to the topic of multiple parish
(or clustered) ministry. Both the Multiple Parish
Pastoring In the Catholic Church In the United States
symposium report and the more recent article
Pastoring Multiple Parishes by Mark Mogilka, Kate
Wiskus, D.Min., we see a great deal of attention given
to the topic of clustered parish pastoral care. Little
has been discussed, however, regarding the
challenges of older adolescent faith formation in the
midst of combing multiple faith communities.
This condensed resource seeks to offer some
reflections on the challenges and best practices of
youth ministry in clustered or multiple parish
ministries. Much more can and will be said on this
topic. Nobody is an expert in the field. Your voice is
an important part of the table discussion.
Peace in Christ,
Doug Tooke
Diocese of Helena OYYAM Coordinator

Change
Get comfortable with change. Now.
In Luke 19:1-10 Jesus enters Jericho
tells a vertically challenged tax collector
named Zacchaeus that he is coming to
dinner and proceeds to flip the guys life
completely upside down. I am not sure
that there is a better illustration in
scripture regarding the idea of “change.”
When invited into our lives, Jesus always
makes serious changes.
Sometimes,
however, Christ simply says...”I am
coming in...buckle up!”
Clustered ministries always involve
change management.
Always.
The
Diffusion of Innovations Theory,
developed by Everett Rogers in the 60’s,
explains some intriguing change
phenomenon. Rogers explains that in
the beginning of change there are
innovators These are the 2% that are
adventuresome, educated and taking
risk.
They can influence the early
adopters. These are the 13% that are
social leaders and usually fairly popular
among their peers.
The Innovators
ideas will then reach an early majority.
This is a group that represents about
34% of the whole and can be deliberate
in action and bring many informal social
contacts to the table. Finally there is a
late majority (another 34%) and the
every doubtful skeptics (representing
about 16%) of the whole. The area of
critical mass, as Rogers puts it, is
between the early adopters and the
early majority. Why is this important to
a conversation about Multiple Parish
Ministry?

You will not please everyone. You will
not. You will never please every pastor,
administrator, volunteer, parent or youth.
The shift of practice and execution of
ministry initiatives inherent to a
clustered parish ministry necessitates
targeting healthy buy in. This is the
reason we must identify our “early
adopters” and “early majority” and focus
on them as our potential core team and
prayer partners. Then, and only then
can we build a sustainable multipleparish ministry that seeks to serve all
involved. Take this advice to heart as
we continue through some of the
challenges of clustered ministry
management. Here is some quick advice
on change...
• Don’t dump...inform and invite into
partnership
• Make solutions commonalities
• Create ownership through mutual
problem solving.

Vo c a b u l a r y & M o d e l s
From Cluster to Collaboration
The term cluster is in common use in
most dioceses describing the tendency
for priests to assume responsibility for
several parishes at the same time. A
“cluster” is traditionally understood as a
number of things of the same kind,
growing or being held together. This is
not a bad understanding of a multipleparish ministry. The goal of any cluster,
h o w e v e r, i s a c o l l a b o r a t i o n .
Collaboration means to work together,
especially in a joint intellectual effort.
This is the primary benefit of a clustered
ministry. You get to collaborate.
Models of Multiple-Parish Ministries
(MPMs)
Here are the five major models of MPMs
based on the work of the Emerging
Models of Ministry Symposium Report
(Feb, 2006)
1. Separate Parishes: Coordinated efforts
on multiple levels.
a. O n e P a s t o r & P a r i s h L i f e
Coordinator
b. One Pastor
2. One Pastor: One staff & centralized
council.
3. Merged Parish: All one...name, staff,
councilt, etc.

4. Build & Close: All merged, all closed,
new built.
5. Ministry specific: A specific ministry
becomes the focus of multiple
parishes.
Please understand, every MPM is
different. There is no rubric or template.
The five are the most common
combinations of clustered ministries in
the United States. Do you see your MPM
described above? If so, how did the
transition go for you?
How was the
decision made to create the MPM? Was
it a smooth transition? These questions
and many more dictate the foundation
that a healthy MPM has to be built on.
It is from this place that we move
forward with the task of ministering.
This handbook is only concerned with
youth ministry in an MPM setting. How
do we provide top notch comprehensive
youth ministry in a new environment of
ministry? This is the challenge. Lets get
on the path to a solution!

M u l t i p l e - Pa r i s h Yo u t h
Ministers/Coordinators
This is where the rubber meets the road...
How do you think it went for Noah when he actually had to
get everybody on the ark? Did he have a vision for
success? Did he empower the “Early Adopters?” We are
talking about a seriously challenging task of direction and
logistics. Sound familiar? How we do the ministry is
different than how we describe it. How we do multipleparish ministry is different in every MPM that I have
encountered. But, I can say with confidence...where MPM
is successful, there is always a designated leader assigned
to the task. Healthy MPMs have MPYMs (Multiple-Parish
Youth Ministers). Here are some examples of the diversity
in MPYM models.
• MPYMs can be
• Urban, Suburban or Rural
• Paid (full time), Paid (part time), Volunteer or
Stipend.
• Community, Deanery, Diocesan or Regional

The geographic setting of a MPYM is significant to many
office details that we will discuss later. You can see how
diverse the field really is. Is your MPM based in your city
or town? Is it a mandate from you diocese to minister as a
deanery (or vicariate)? It is just a couple parishes on one
side of town or is it an entire region of a diocese? The
field is wide. I won’t take this time to talk about financial
structures for MPYMs but you get the general idea.
I started in MPM as a coordinator in charge of nine
parishes in a 200 mile radius in rural Montana. It was
tough, but incredibly fruitful. You will notice that I used
the word “coordinator” and not “minister.” There is a
difference. You might be in a situation with two or three
faith communities where you are gathering as one youth
ministry and you truly are their minister. Most often in a
MPM, many parishes offer independent youth ministry
programing and then invest in collective gatherings (liturgy,
events, etc.). It is important to recognize your role in this
situation as a coordinator.
Why? Because, you are
responsible for leadership development and management
more than you are required to provide a direct service
ministry. Understanding clearly your role in the diversity of
MPM staff is key to long term vision and success

Expectations and
Monsters.
Lets do a bit of reflecting...
Consider what has already been
discussed.
Clustered parishes are
generally change filled environments
with new expectations and little vision
for the journey ahead. Youth ministry in
this context can very often be deemed
as a “solution” to the “problem” of youth
in the Church.
I have heard this in
deanery meetings considering voluntary
multiple-parish ministries. A problem to
be solved? Ask yourself...”What model
of MPM most resembles my current or
desired collaborative ministry?” “What
am I doing right now that works?” “What
major challenges do I witness or see
surfacing?” Youth are not a problem.
Youth ministry is an opportunity.
Multiple-Parish youth ministry is a
quantified opportunity.
Quite frankly,
when grounded in healthy vision an MPM
is better because of the sum of its parts.
No MPM is without challenges. None. I
have found that many of the challenges,
however, are monsters whereupon their
bark is much worse than their bite. In
Tampa Bay in the 90’s a local taxidermist
combined various parts from his studio
to construct a fictional ocean species.
The “animal” was a huge fish like
creature with an over size jaw full of
gigantic teeth and a dog like glare.
Picture a saber tooth tiger mated with a
tuna. Get the picture? He placed his
creature on the beaches of Tampa Bay
and took photos.
The photos found
their way into local newspapers and
weblogs and the ruse was on.

Swimmers refused to enter the waters.
Local media combed the beaches to
catch the first glimpse of these horrific
creatures washed ashore. Eventually the
taxidermist surfaced and had a laugh at
the public. The monster was all looks
and lore.
The public joined in the
dissent. Sound like youth ministry
sometimes?
MPM doesn’t work because it will burn
out the Youth Minister! No group of
pastors will be able to come up with a
common vision for a ministry!
The
parishes are just to different.
They
won’t work together.
This person
doesn’t get along with that person. That
parish will only dominate the cluster.
And so on and so on.
These are
monsters.
They seem like show
stopping road blocks.
Do not be
deceived by what you may have heard
or seen.
Multiple-Parish ministries
engage the most difficult collaborative
questions and debunk theories all the
time.
Healthy communication and
professional business practices can do a
lot more for long term sustainable
ministries than you might think. But, it
doesn’t mean there aren’t some scary
realities!
In the following pages we will begin to
look right into the eyes of the some of
the monster challenges of MPM and
discuss best practices for dispelling
superstition on the road to solution.

Here is a list of common
challenges:
• Geography
• Pastor Ecclesiology

How to tame the beast...
When addressing major conflicts (or
monsters) in MPM, one must
consider three important questions:

• Ecumenism

• How can we gauge the level of
concern?

• Youth Commitments

• What is the best response?

• Teen’s Sports Schedules

• What will yield the most success?

• Multiple Bosses

For example...

• Community Expectations
• Financial Constraints
• Sharing Parish Lines
• Parish Identity vs. MP
Identity
• Differential Costs
What would you add?

Take the issue of Parish Identity
vs. Multiple Parish Identity. You
manage Parishes A, B and C. It
is very important for Parish A to
maintain its own YM
programming in addition to MPM
efforts. Parish B has nothing
going on and wants to invest
completely into whatever the
MPM has to offer. Parish C is
indifferent.

The level of concern here is fairly
major. Parish identity is key to
long term personal spirituality. It
is good for youth to have a
healthy relationship with their
parish. Remember, we are all
called to parish life for the rest of
our lives. What is your best
response? Consider this...when
you gather A, B and C for MPM
efforts, encourage them to
represent their parish (this can
come in the form of a t-shirt, a
cheer, prayer leadership, etc).
Celebrate Parish A’s identity and
instill a sense of desire for identity
in both B and C. This can come in
the way of parish competition
(games) or responsibilities
(meals). Your efforts in this MPM
should be to train and inspire
healthy individual parish
programming in B and C. Mobilize
a volunteer base and instill user
friendly comprehensive
programming As a collective,
however, it will be important to
create another identity. Does
your MPM have a name? If not,
develop one. This helps instill the
idea that as individual faith
communities we have tremendous
value and together our worth can
only be quantified.
What will yield the most success?
Parish identity is extremely
important to the success of a
MPM’s identity. You are only as
successful as the least successful
of your parishes.

The Elements
Here are 8 elements of successful MPM...
Like any great resource, there must be some point
where we narrow down the collective of good advice
and manufacture it into simple terms. This is that
point. The following are a collective of advice from
the field. In my personal experience, each one of
these elements is necessary to success in any youth
ministry and absolutely imperative to a multiple
parish ministry. An understanding of the elements
and healthy application can mean the difference
between despair and success. As you read through
the following data be sure to personalize your
understanding.
Consider the following discussion
questions.
• How does this element affect my ministry?
• Am I successful with this idea?
• Where can I improve?
• What might I contribute to the field in a
conversation about this element?
• In what circumstances has this element failed in my
MPM?

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Shared Vision
Empowering Leadership
Inclusive Structures
Administrative Issues
Shared Prayer & Worship
Dynamic Events
Change Management
Effective Communication

Shared Vision:
In a successful MPM the coordinator
must connect the vision of the individual
to the vision of the cluster/collaboration.
In other words, name what you are in
light of the new structure. A discussion
about change is necessary here (more
on that later). Discuss the “big picture”
regarding your new reality in ministry.
Be sure to visit long term vs. short term
issues and goals.
Vision is key to
success in anything you do. A lack of
vision in MPM is the root of failure in
almost every case of dysfunctional
MPM’s that I have encountered. You
must have a map before you journey!
Empowering Leadership:
I am going to argue that establishing
some semblance of team leadership at
each site within an MPM is as necessary
for your sanity as it is for your ministry.
Having a core team in your MPM is key
to its short and especially long term
success. Having leaders in each of the
participating parishes is key to
minimizing drama and maximizing
participation. Identify core leadership.
this does not mean limiting your core to
your buddies. Identify the major players
in ministry from each participating parish
and get them to the table. Consider
doing some active training. This can
come in the form of a semi-annual
retreat, parent workshops and/or task
specific training as needed. Lone ranger
MPM’s will fail. Get a team (no matter
how limited it may be) then get to work!
Inclusive Structures:
So you are in this multiple parish thing
and you are going to run it like a single
parish ministry...how do you think that is
going to go?
There needs to be a
balance of structure. It is imperative to
find balance between collaboration/
bridge-building and the upholding of
parish identity (we have mentioned this
before). Leadership teams (mentioned
above) are the key to this balance. An
area Mass on a weekday is a great idea.

Youth are encouraged to be in their
home parishes on the weekends, but
gather for a special occasion during the
week.
There is time for area wide
fellowship and more importantly, there
must be time for you to designate a
healthy manageable fellowship rotation
with the area parishes. Your ministry of
presence is key! Additionally, consider
doing area wide youth ministry training
and in house parish youth ministry
training. Balance is the answer.
Administration Issues:
A novel could be written here. We will
address a number of issues here in our
“best practices” section of this resource.
For now, the following will engage a
couple of key points.
Regarding
administration of a MPM always ask
yourself, “what is enough and what is to
much?” What is micro-management and
what is macro-management?
Some
principles you ought to insist on
include...
• Job Description: clearly established
and constantly referred to.
• Administrative Assistant: usually
shared with a parish office when
available.
• Calendaring: master calendar built on
individual parish calendar (online
platform helps a ton here).
• Supervision: council or board with
discerned executive.
• Office: single and centrally located.
• Budget: approved by board and
located in a single parish.
• Mass Attendance: find a realistic
rotation schedule.
Realistic expectations are an absolute
key to successful administration. A MPM
coordinator should always articulate
necessary vs. favorable demands when
constructing a job description and the
general vision of a position.
The
administration of an MPM is as diverse
as the MPMs themselves. Keep this in
mind as you consider what works for
you.

Prayer and Worship:
A collaborative ministry can develop a
prayer life of its own. Be intentional
about this. A MPM is a collective of
worshipping bodies. Shared intentions
and shared prayer practices make for a
very potent ministry.
Consider
developing a worship team or a prayer
ministry team. You may want to create
a retreat core team or monitor a web
presence designed to articulate prayer
requests, etc. Certainly liturgy is part of
this conversation as well. I may be in a
minority, but I strongly discourage
collaborative weekend Mass. Mass is a
sacred tradition within parish life. At
events and special occasions, this is, of
course, quite different. Having a shared
teen liturgy every week or even once a
month can be confusing to parish
identity.
Make sure the prayer and
worship practices of your MPM are
always in service to the individual
parishes themselves.
Dynamic Events:
Do them.
Enough said.
Seriously
though, we know that young people are
70% more inclined to read scripture and
participate in parish life when they
encounter a dynamic ministry
experience. The challenge is, less than
20% of youth have had these
experiences.
E ve n t s b u i l d t h e
community of the MPM. Discover the
traditions already in place in your
individual parishes and the community
abroad. What has been done? What
can we try that is new? Remember that
all events must be central to the “shared
vision” of the collaborative ministry and
its mission!
You don’t want to be
“events-r-us.”
Consider both Middle
School and High School gatherings
(rallies, retreats, gender retreats,
Search, TEC, etc.). Also consider family
gatherings like a kickball tournament or
senior citizen lunch.
Building family
ministry identity builds the MPM from the
ground up. Finally, be sure to invest
time and energy into justice and service

events/projects as well. Nothing opens
and transforms young hearts like well
organized outreach.
Change Management:
I won’t spend to much time here
because we have already addressed the
ramifications of change associated with
MPM. Try to remember, there is always
a need for healing in transition. MPMs
are usually new ideas in a community.
With newness comes insecurity. Creating
opportunities for youth and adults to tell
stories, respect traditions, manage
conflict, invitation to elderly and
diocesan intervention (where possible)
can lead to a much smoother
foundation.
Broad sword tactics and
playing favorites will never establish
professional credibility.
Never stop
asking the question, “who is not at the
table?”
Effective Communication:
An entire workshop could be given here.
For the sake of this resource memorize
t h i s l i n e . . .” M u l t i - l e v e l f l o w o f
communication is necessary.” Here is
what that means.
Every idea or
invitation that you want to communicate
to the constituency of your MPM must be
broadcast in multiple ways. Gone are
the days of...”I sent an email about
it!”...or “Didn’t you see it in the bulletin!”
Use the web by way of email, website,
video stream and social media (including
bulk texting where allowed). Use parish
based communication by way of bulletin,
kiosk/board, pulpit announcement,
mailing and staff update.
Most
importantly facilitate peer to peer
communication by way of word of
mouth, personal tech services, texting
and phone trees. There is no one way.
Five methods of communication should
be employed for every endeavor. Consult
your diocesan media policies to see what
you can and can’t do...then, be creative!

Best Practices
B. Facilitate healthy parish communication by
way of annual meetings with parishioners and
one source of MPM data. Your data source
can come by way of a newsletter or bulletin
insert. Be sure to keep general information
simple and inviting.

What is the field saying about MPM?
The concluding section of this resource is dedicated
to articulating what we know is working in the field.
This section should be ever expanding and challenged
as the field of multiple-parish ministry continues to
grow. That being said, it is important to realize that
there are just a few things my experiences have
taught me.
I will break the “best practices” down
by theme and then expand on different items as they
appear.
Please keep in mind, multiple-parish
ministries are as diverse as the Church itself.
Different ideas work in different structures throughout
different parts of the country. I think you will agree,
however, some of this advice will have a positive
impact on your ministry!
Consultation & Collaboration
I.

Participate in regular staff meetings at the MPM’s
parishes based on a realistic schedule.
A. Pray, give financial status reports, socialize,
discuss other parishes in a positive light and
learn about the inner workings of faith life in
the hosting parish.

C.
Centralized Office
I.

Having an office in every parish in your MPM is
both counter-productive and confusing.
A
central office allows for the use of designated
business machines (computers, printers, etc.)
and functional access. A ministry of presence is
necessary in every faith community. This can
come in the way of Mass attendance, events
coordination, prayer experiences, etc. An office
is a central hub for logistics. Keep it simple.
This also helps with...
A. Sacramental Records, Accounting practices,
informed administrative assistant, centralized
calendar and consistent office hours.

Best Practices Continued
Professional Development

Implications of MPM on other ministers

A multiple-parish ministry coordinator is a
professional. If you don’t think so, consider quitting
the position. Professional development in ministry is
closely associated with spiritual maintenance as well.
Professional behavior on the part of a coordinator is
necessary for the stability of the ministry and the
general treatment of the profession.

A great deal of detail has been given to the fragile
nature of the beginnings of most multiple-parish
ministries. Always keep in mind the following as you
begin the vision process for a healthy MPM.
I.

Positions may have been lost in the creation of
an MPM and a MPM coordinator.

I.

Clarify roles of Youth Minister and Youth
Coordinator.

II.

II.

Use diocesan resources for support where they
are available.

Stability is difficult to achieve in a tumultuous
environment. Move slowly with inclusive vision
and patient goal setting.

III. Calendar regular spiritual growth opportunities
for yourself.
IV. Get proper training prior to an assignment. If
you are not equipped to manage a budget or
facilitate a retreat, seek the proper resources to
help you do it well.
V.

Take time away on a regular basis. You can’t
give what you don’t have. Be fed spiritually on a
regular basis in order that you become a faithful
servant.

III. Vision, vision, vision! All staffs from all parishes
must find a common vision for the MPM. This is
tough but necessary in order to move forward.
IV. Develop clear communication channels with
some thrift.
The sooner this happens, the
sooner healing and progress will ensue.
V.

Develop ownership among staff for the multipleparish situation. Everybody is in the same boat.
You are the professional that is about to embark
on an incredible innovative ministry. Share it.

