
Collaborative Ministry in 
Rural America

Bishop Thomas J. Murphy delivered the following address at Loyola University’s Institute 
for Pastoral Studies in Chicago, IL on June 30, 1986. !
I. Introduction !
As one grows older, memories of earlier years often become stronger as one reflects on 
significant moments in the life experience. Reaching the ripening age of 53, I feel I can 
indulge in such memories because of their importance to the present moment. One such 
memory comes to me this evening as I share some thoughts with you on the subject, 
“Collaborative Ministry in Rural America.” As I prepared this presentation, I could not help 
but think of a game we played as teenagers where we would ask one another where we 
would be or what we would be doing ten years from now. The game responded to 
adolescent idealism and fantasy but it generated sparks of hope for young people who 
wanted to dream of a future. Much has happened in my own life, as well as in the life of 
the world and the Church, since those conversations took place in my own adolescence 
of the late 1940’s and early 1950’s. Yet, I began to think what if that question had been 
asked of me ten years ago. What if in 1976 I was to ask myself where I would be and 
what I would be doing in 1986. I could guarantee you that neither you nor I or even 
Stephen Spielberg could ever dream or fantasize that I would be here this evening 
speaking to you and with you as a Bishop of the Church on the subject of “Collaborative 
Ministry in Rural America.”!
I share this with you because, to be quite candid, in 1976, I had never heard of Great 
Falls, Montana nor did I ever expect to visit there or to live there. I did not expect to be 
named a Bishop of the Church since being Chicago born and bred, what more could one 
want or expect than to be in this large metropolitan area and to serve in ministry on 
behalf of the Chicago Church. Almost twenty years of my life as a student and as a priest 
were spent in the “rural” area of the Archdiocese that we know as Lake County, but the 
last eight years in Montana have given me a new insight into what the word “rural” 
means.  !
Being raised on the West Side of Chicago and being fascinated by all the activity of a city 
such as Chicago with its opportunities for cultural, educational, political and ethnic 
diversity, the reality of “rural America” was the last item on any agenda that could 
possibly cross my mind. I never dreamed that cattle prices, strip farming, wheat futures, 
a concern for moisture and the energy crisis would suddenly become critically important 
to me. Yet, eight years ago this week, my own life was uprooted when it was announced 
that I was named Bishop of Great Falls, later to become Great Falls-Billings. I made the 
journey to Montana and the West with a sense of anticipation and challenge, with some 
trepidation, fear, anxiety and uncertainty not only because of the new ministry I was to 
share, but also the new culture, environment and people I was to encounter. Little did I 
know, and later I found out, that if I had some anxiety, laity, religious and priests were 
even more anxious as they wondered what happened in the Church when they send a 
major seminary rector from Chicago to serve Eastern Montana.  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II. The Present !
I share the above with you because it puts my reflections this evening in perspective. In 
the past eight years, I have learned much about being a Bishop; I have learned much 
about Church and ministry; I have learned much about rural life in Eastern Montana; and 
I have learned much about being a human being. It has really been an experience in 
andragogy and it gives possible proof or evidence that adults, even those with Irish-
Catholic backgrounds, are capable of ongoing education, growth and formation.!
l serve as Bishop of the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings which we refer to as the Church 
of Eastern Montana. We are one of two dioceses in Montana, the other being the 
Diocese of Helena founded in 1894 and originally comprising the whole state. In 1904, 
our diocese was founded and comprised the Eastern two-thirds of the state of Montana 
with almost 100,000 square miles. Our land area in the Diocese is almost one and a half 
times the size of the state of Illinois and almost two and a half times the size of the 
states of Indiana or Ohio. We are almost twice the size of New England. Within this area, 
there are about 370,000 people of whom over 70,000 or 20 percent are Roman Catholic. 
The largest religious affiliation is paradoxically the 47 percent to 50 percent of the people 
who claim no Church affiliation. To serve the parishes and institutions of our Diocese, we 
have an increasing number of laity in our schools and hospitals, an increasing number of 
religious and laity serving in full-time-paid pastoral positions in our parishes. There are 
several thousand people serving as Eucharistic Ministers, Readers, CCD Teachers, and 
in various other volunteer ministries within the parish. !
There are 74 parishes in the Diocese and 65 missions with 58 of these parishes having 
resident pastors and three with religious women acting as resident, pastoral 
administrators. There are almost 175 religious women serving in the Diocese, a good 
portion of whom are elderly or retired, but an increasing number serving in parish 
pastoral ministry. There are 3 permanent deacons and 95 priests, 26 of whom are 
religious priests, the main group being Franciscan Capuchins serving the Native 
American people. There are also Jesuits, Redemptorists, and Oblates. There are also 3 
religious brothers from the Capuchins serving the Diocese. Of the diocesan priests, 
almost half are natives of Montana and the others have come from Ireland, Europe and 
other parts of the United States. !
In addition to the parishes, there are three Catholic hospitals, one Catholic four-year 
coeducational college, 2 Catholic High schools, and 14 elementary schools. Adjacent to 
the city of Great Falls is Malmstrom Air Force Base which is responsible for the 200 live 
missiles which are located in Central Montana and whose presence gives us the rare 
distinction, according to the Book or Lists, that in case of nuclear attack, after 
Washington, D.C., we are the next target.!
Within the Diocese, there are five Native American reservations which comprise a 
significant amount of territory within the area. The Native American population is 
approximately six to eight percent of the total population within the Diocese with the vast 
majority of Native American people having a Catholic background. There is an 
increasing presence of Native American people living within the cities of Great Falls and 
Billings. Ministry to and with the Native American people continues to be a challenge as 
the Good News is shared with people who are beset by unique human and economic 
problems. There is the ongoing need to be responsive to the Native American culture 
and spirituality in accord with Pope Paul Vl's Apostolic Exhortation on Evangelization. 



The ethnic makeup of Montana reflects the diversity of different national backgrounds 
present within the United States, but there is only a minimal Black and Hispanic 
population amounting to less than one or two percent of the total population. However, 
there is the annual migration of Hispanic people who come to Eastern Montana each 
year for the sugar beet harvest.!
Economically speaking, Montana is facing a severe strain on its budget for the coming 
year, especially in light of decreased income from energy related fields such as oil tax 
revenue and a precarious agricultural economy. The State Senate and Legislature only 
meet every other year, but a special session of the Legislature is taking place at this very 
time to meet the fiscal deficit and to consider tax increases as well as reduced spending, 
especially in education. !
As I share all the above with you, there is one overriding reality which cannot be 
described, but only experienced - and that is the distances involved in travelling 
throughout Eastern Montana. From Great Falls to either the northeastern or 
southeastern edge of the Diocese, it is a 500-mile one-way journey. Countless people 
outside Billings or Great Falls will travel up to 50 miles each way to gather together for 
the celebration of Word and Sacrament - and often much of this journey is on gravel 
roads. !
I emphasize the distance aspect of our diocese because it puts rural ministry in Montana 
in a completely different perspective than rural ministry in Iowa or in many areas of the 
Midwest. I do not believe we are able to use the term “rural ministry” in the same way for 
all situations. The distances which characterize our diocese can become the 
environment for isolation, provincialism, and narrowness of perspective, but they can 
also become the potential for capitalizing on the strength, independence and self-
sufficiency which characterize our people. !
III. The Pastoral Situation !
Just like the rest of the Church in the United States, as reported in the research done on 
parish life, the parish is the most important element in the life of people in Eastern 
Montana. The parish is where the Church touches peoples' lives, and the parish in a 
rural setting has the built in advantage and disadvantage of already established natural 
groupings based on family, friendship, school and livelihood. !
The key person for the parish to become what it must is the pastor. In emphasizing this 
reality, the importance of the pastor is the leadership he offers and enables. But the 
pastoral situation in a rural diocese such as our own creates new challenges. The pastor 
fulfills his role best when he lives, prays and works among the people he serves. But for 
almost all our pastors outside the major communities, they have the responsibility of 
“pastoring” anywhere from two to five distinct communities. For all but one of these 
communities, the “pastor” visits; he is present, but he is not present. The communities he 
serves may be within 75 miles of each other, but they are distinct and independent, 
especially in their rivalry economically, athletically, or even whether one is a county seat 
and the other is not. !
When priests were present in far greater numbers than the present, the pastor was the 
one person on for everything, who did everything, and directed everything. The past 
twenty years have witnessed a revolution in what is asked of a pastor, and in many 
ways, pastors have not been prepared for this transition, and people in rural communities 
even to a lesser degree. 
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I think it is important to remember that the same expectations exist for the life of a parish 
community here in Chicago with 3,000 families as it does for a parish in Eastern 
Montana with 40 families. The difference is the resources available for the larger parish 
in personnel, finances, and other resources. At the heart of a rural parish community is 
the reality of volunteering to be of service. As we try to introduce the reality that goodwill 
and volunteering are not enough, and that there is a desperate need for ongoing 
formation and education, then you have a unique challenge. The challenge becomes 
even greater when it is suggested that a pastoral staff person needs to be hired at a just 
salary to meet pastoral needs. Not only the financial challenge becomes difficult, but 
even more difficult is the courage to ask the question of why do we need more help 
when we have “Father” and each other?!
And yet, despite these realities, there has been and is growth and development in the 
pastoral lived experience of Eastern Montana. More and more parishes are hiring full 
time pastoral associates with responsibility for religious education and formation, youth 
ministry, care for the elderly. Yet, for small communities, the financial cost becomes an 
impossible burden, but thanks to Extension here in Chicago, 6 parishes in our diocese 
this year are able to hire a person to be a pastoral associate. There is the growing 
awareness of the need for ongoing formation and education by laity. We have a fund 
which gives grants of $8,000 to $10,000 each year to applicants for different workshops. 
This summer, this fund has enabled 70 people to attend workshops in everything from 
Stephen Ministries to RCIA programs to the Liturgical Music Workshops and Cantor 
Workshops sponsored by the National Association of Pastoral Musicians.!
We are initiating a paraprofessional lay ministry training program this year which will 
extend over a period of two years with 65 applicants for the one weekend a month 
intensive program. We have a full-time Director of Lay Ministry Program. We are blessed 
with good programs for youth, catechist formation opportunities, an ever-increasing 
utilization of RCIA, a quality approach to liturgy, and a reach-out program to Native 
Americans in our urban areas. We are blessed with spiritual formation programs for 
youth and adults through SEARCH and our own version of Cursillo which we call “Big 
Sky Cum Christo.” We finished the three-year experience of RENEW with 12,000 to 
15,000 people participating in this process. !
And yet, as I describe the pastoral situation, I also recognize the difficulties. Our size, 
isolation and distances create an isolationism which prevents people from seeing their 
relationship to the larger Church, whether in the Diocese or the nation or world. Despite 
efforts, this isolationism becomes pronounced in trying to face social justice and global 
issues. !
Perhaps the greatest challenge, which is not unique to Eastern Montana, is the growing 
attraction of Fundamentalism and the response which people give to fundamentalism. I 
reflect on the attractions of fundamentalism - which are basically the Word of God and 
the development of community - and I wonder why we do not take advantage of these 
same realities within our own tradition. I am concerned about the knowledge which 
people have regarding our faith. So many of our people are products of the summer 
school of religion which they may have attended over a period of two to six years for a 
two week time period where instructions were offered and sacraments celebrated. The 
very nature of such backgrounds lend themselves to an appreciation of religion with 
emphasis on law, order, obligation.
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The very nature of rural communities puts a unique emphasis on the local school, 
especially with its sports program. For most of our rural communities, the sports 
schedule is the only recreation and community experience of people. Schools dominate 
the lives of our youth and parents support this unique form of domination. !
Our diocese has kept its commitment to Catholic education through Catholic schools, but 
this past year, for the first time in over ten years, one high school, one grade school and 
one K through 12 parish school closed. I never knew the depth of emotions or the 
inability to communicate rationally which develops when a decision is made to close a 
Catholic school. !
And a final pastoral reality is perhaps the most important - and that would be the 
spirituality which we are trying to share with our people. So many factors militate against 
the obligation we have for people to grow in relationship to the Lord and to one another. 
Spirituality is not a major agenda item, except in crisis situations. And yet spiritual growth 
is at the heart of the Gospel message and the challenge of the Church today, a 
spirituality which must be translated into life, a spirituality which makes a difference.!
IV. Collaborative Ministry !
As I look at the present situation, the pastoral reality and the challenges we face in 
Eastern Montana, where do find a basis for hope to meet these realities and challenges? 
I believe it is found in collaborative ministry. Allow me to share some thoughts on what 
that ministry is and what it might be. !
The basis for my reflections is found in remarks which Pope John Paul II has shared in 
past years as well as during the past few months.!
Several years ago, in speaking to Bishops in different areas of France, Pope John Paul 
II said: !

"Let us now reflect together upon the ministry of your priests. They deserve all 
the greater credit inasmuch as they are few in number and are advanced in 
years, yet still obliged to face up to numerous tasks which are tiring and 
demanding.... Many priests suffer from being on their own from facing tasks 
which are beyond their strength, and this is understandable." The Pope adds, "it 
is also important to bring more imagination and daring to the concept of the 
possible areas of participation by the laity, since these are far from being fully 
explored. " !

Pope John Paul II went on to say: !
“A certain number of the tasks presently being done by your priests can be 
shared or even taken over by religious or lay people, both men and women, who 
will work in close union with their parish priests and curates...”!
"We are not, therefore, talking about a need which arises simply out of the 
shortage of priests and religious, although this shortage may be a stimulus to 
awareness of it. In every Christian community, no matter how restricted it may be, 
there are opportunities waiting to be seized... "  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During this past year, in speaking to the Bishops of Umbria, Pope John Paul II, said: !
"Priests have need of courage and a spirit of initiative; they can suffer a certain 
sense of bewilderment; they struggle to be attentive to the 'signs of the times,' yet 
feel the burden of change. In pastoral activity it is necessary to avoid both the 
traditionalist immobility as well as sporadic casual innovation by arousing in 
everyone the need for and the adherence to a well-planned schedule with precise 
objectives, methods, programs and evaluation... It is necessary to become 
accustomed to collaborating and sharing the pastoral burden with others, to do 
away with the individualistic and particularistic mentality which hinders 
collaboration at the various aforementioned levels, a collaboration all the more 
urgent in such a fragmentary context as Umbria. It is necessary to carry ahead 
patiently but also clearly the reform of the parishes according to the criteria of the 
pastoral directory for the bishops, Ecclesiae Imago. This must be done in such a 
way that parish communities have a sufficient number of the faithful to express a 
living and articulate participation in the various activities of the Church... so that 
the model of the parish be not merely a place of worship and of occasional 
encounters, but it be above all a concrete experience in the name of Christ with 
missionary dynamism and with the strength of the gospel witness." !

On May 3rd this past Spring, the Holy Father added: !
"The parish is not primarily a structure, a territory, a building. The parish is first of 
all a community of the faithful… This is the task of the parish today: to be a 
community, to rediscover itself as a community. One is not Christian by oneself. 
To be a Christian means to believe and to live one's faith together with others, to 
be Church, to be community. " !

I share these words of the Holy Father with you because when we talk about 
collaborative ministry, we are talking about a reality which has importance in the teaching 
of the Church today. It is not just another nice idea. It is a reality which must come alive 
within the Church. !
Collaborative ministry today, however, takes place within the context of reality. At the 
heart of that reality is the presence of priests, religious and laity for whom collaborative 
ministry is only an exercise in semantics. The major difficulty is that a good number of 
people in leadership positions today by reason of office or position might not well be able 
to minister in a collaborative way. They have not been trained for it; they are not open to 
it; they are not capable of it. The whole issue of collaborative ministry is complicated by 
the confusion of what collaborative ministry means. It does not mean an egalitarian 
approach to roles and responsibilities within the Church, but rather the recognition of the 
diverse gifts and charisms people are able to share with the Christian community 
according to their role and responsibility.!
For some, the issue of collaborative ministry becomes complicated by the issues of 
male/female as well as ordained/non-ordained. To focus the reality of collaborative 
ministry on these issues, I believe, would be to change the agenda of what collaborative 
ministry is and must be. !
Collaborative ministry calls for more than goodwill. It presumes and demands education 
and formation, such as you are receiving through the Institute for Pastoral Studies. Most 
of all, collaborative ministry must focus on the right agenda - and that agenda is neither a 
particular issue attractive to you or to me, or is it a power play between people. Rather, 
the agenda for collaborative ministry is the agenda of the Gospel and the mission and 
ministry of the Church today in its fidelity to the Lord. 
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Three years ago, in a Newsletter entitled LIFE GIFTS, the Parish Newsletter for Liturgical 
Ministers, Paul F.X. Covino reflected on the implications of ecclesiology in regard to 
parish life. He stated, “Two important results have evolved for parishes: (1) the move 
from authoritarian leadership to more shared responsibility, and (2) the growing 
awareness of the whole Church - especially the assembly gathered at worship - as 
symbol of Christ. These factors have, in turn, produced new, and perhaps, unexpected 
demands on the relationship of clergy, staff and parishioners.”!
Corvino goes onto outline these key relationships of clergy and lay staff to one another 
and the relationship of the staff to the parish community. The interaction of clergy, 
religious women and laity has given rise to its “own unique set of graces and problems.” 
Problems come from both the differences in clerical and lay lifestyles as they do from 
differing approaches to staff operations.!
In the experience of pastoral ministry, two understandings of what ministry means shape 
the reality we experience. One view sees all formal pastoral work as the realm of the 
clergy, while the second assumes that clergy and professional lay ministers serve as co- 
workers in pastoral ministry. In one case, laypersons are assistants to the clergy; in the 
other, they are collaborators. !
Corvino offers five guiding principles for a collegial or collaborative approach to staff 
operations. They include:!

1.! Staff members - ordained and non-ordained - are collaborators with the pastor; !
2.! Staff members are professionals of high quality, with theological training; !
3.! Responsibilities and functions are distributed according to the abilities of 

individual staff members in light of actual parish needs; !
4.! Staff members strive to understand one another's areas of expertise, and respect 

them as truly effective to the service of the parish; !
5.! Staff meetings to share information and to discuss and mutually discern courses 

of action are regularly scheduled and well facilitated.  !
A second point which Corvino makes is the need to appreciate lifestyle differences 
between clergy and laity. Misunderstanding these differences can lead to direct or 
unconscious resentment. There is a need for staff members to understand and respect 
the lifestyle of their co-workers. This entails social, as well as professional, interaction. !
Collaboration is not the exclusive right or privilege of those who serve the parish as staff 
persons. There is a need for collaboration between staff and parishioners. Corvino 
describes such collaboration by emphasizing the following: !

1.! Ministry is the job of all Christians. It is not something one does in addition to 
being Christian; rather it constitutes being Christian. The parish staff must enable 
parishioners to claim and fulfill their role as ministers. !

2.! The model for the staff’s relation to the parish must be that of Luke 22 : 27, “I am 
among you as one who serves.” A parish exists because a community gathers in 
the Lord's name; the staff exists to serve that community. !

3.! The relationship between the staff and Parish Pastoral Council must be one of 
collaboration and cooperative service. The Council itself must be a 
representative, sensitive group of parishioners who are in contact with an interest 
in serving other parishioners. Council members need to be alert to the theological 
principles of Vatican II and able to transcend personal or organizational interests 
for the benefit of the overall mission of the parish. !
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Corvino concludes by offering certain elements which promote a quality relationship 
between staff and parishioners. They include: !

-! Knowing one another better through opportunities to interact socially; !
-! Open, honest communication; !
-! Sharing commendations and critiques; !
-! Enunciating parish visions and goals together; !
-! Sharing prayer and spirituality; !
-! A sense of ownership among parishioners of parish decisions and actions; !
-! Positive reinforcement of the graces present in the parish. !

In many ways, as one reflects on these elements of collaborative ministry, the challenge 
to achieve them becomes paradoxically more difficult or less difficult in rural areas. In 
rural areas, the staff is limited. What you need most of all in such situations is the 
presence of healthy, mature, pastoral and spiritual people who are well integrated 
emotionally, psychosexually, and spiritually. Hopefully, significant “Life” issues have been 
faced and do not surface as an impediment to ministry with the temptation to blame 
ministry as the cause of “burn-out.”!
V. The Future !
Allow me to return to the game we played as adolescents - of trying to imagine what we 
would be doing and where we would be ten years from now. Having a vision and then 
trying to make that vision a reality is the basis for excitement and adventure. As a 
Church, we are a pilgrim people; we are on the journey of faith together. As I look ahead 
to the year 2000, only 14 years away, I would hope that our journey in the search for 
collaborative ministry in fidelity to the Gospel, would include: !

1.! A recognition of the difference between maintenance and mission. Our parishes 
and dioceses cannot tolerate maintenance and be faithful to the ministry of 
Jesus. We must not only recognize the difference, but do all we can to commit 
ourselves to a “mission” understanding of Church and all that it implies. !

2.! Somehow or other, we must discover ourselves and share with others the rich 
resource of Word and Community which is part and parcel of the Roman Catholic 
faith tradition. Otherwise, we could well find ourselves in the self-serving position 
of wondering where have all the people gone to meet their needs? !

3.! Stewardship must become a way of life for members of the Catholic Church. 
Such stewardship calls us to realize the financial cost involved in providing good 
ministry to our people and to one another. We need the financial support of 
people to offer just salaries, adequate compensation, and benefits to all who work 
for the Church as the main source of livelihood. !

4.! In promoting collaborative ministry and the ministry of all the baptized, we cannot 
emphasize enough that the very nature of baptism and confirmation call for 
growth and development through formation and education. Volunteering is not 
enough. Goodwill is not enough. !

5.! There is a need to recognize within collaborative ministry the distinct roles and 
responsibilities of people serving the Church today. To equate these roles, to 
ignore the differences, to approach the reality from an egalitarian point of view 
only leads to a failure in service to our people. 
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6.   We must share a vision of Church with our people which goes beyond our local 
parish, religious community or diocese. We must be truly Catholic. !

7.   A final hope would be that what we do, we do in order to deepen our spirituality 
and relationship to God. Some years ago, in an essay on the need to develop 
new images of God, Jack Shea stated that if we do not give the God relationship 
a priority, then the day of the streamlined Church will arrive - and no one will care. !

VI. Conclusion !
What does one say to conclude these reflections? I believe collaborative ministry is an 
essential component of the Church. If we fail to recognize that reality, we fail in 
proclaiming the Good News.!
We must seek and find models for collaborative ministry. We must share the excitement 
of what happens when people work together on behalf of the Gospel; what happens 
when there is the joint commitment of talented and gifted people to one another, to the 
People of God, and to the faith we share and celebrate. !
In Eastern Montana, as in most rural communities, people are independent, self- 
sufficient, quiet, and could well impress the visitor as non-responsive. Yet, when there is 
a crisis or a challenge where people are needed to help one another, you cannot imagine 
the generosity and commitment of our people to one another. Once they see the need, 
there is no question. You give of yourself. !
I believe we can learn much from such people in our rural areas in regard to the mission 
and ministry of the Church today. Our millions of people who are members of the Church 
might indeed take the spectator approach, be far more content in not being involved and 
be satisfied with non-participation. Somehow or other, we must share the need; we must 
announce the challenge; we must point out the urgency. When we do that, then 
collaborative ministry is not only an ideal; hopefully, it becomes a reality.  


