DISCUSSION PAPER  (October 2009, PJM)

Parish Oversight : An Overview
Uniting or Cooperating Parishes exist because of the partnership between two or more denominations (Anglican, Congregational Union, Christian Churches [Churches of Christ], Methodist or Presbyterian) and the parish.  The concept of parish oversight has essentially developed on an ad hoc basis and the Guide to Procedures outlines a variety of ways in which oversight is governed.  As denominational courts adapt to our current situation, it seems important to clarify what is meant by Parish Oversight for a Cooperative Venture.

When dealing with the diverse traditions of our denominational partners there needs to be an awareness of the different authority structures.  The key courts of parish oversight are; the Anglican Diocese, the Methodist Synod, the Presbyterian Presbytery, the Christian Churches Leadership Team, and the congregation for Congregational Union parishes.

 It should be clear that 'being in partnership' means that all parties of a Cooperative Venture are called to give oversight to the mission and ministry of the parish.  Parish Councils and ministers, regional and national courts, are charged with the duty to nurture the life of the congregations in their care.  But there is an understanding that parishes require one partner to take a primary role in giving parish oversight.

Primary Oversight

The first task of primary oversight is to take responsibility for the working out of the partnership.  This requires that genuine consultation be held between all the partners (including the parish) before any decisions are made.  It is the duty of those with primary oversight to ensure that models of partnership are actioned and proper processes are followed.

As a sign of partnership it is generally accepted that the role of primary oversight will regularly move between the partner denominations of a Cooperating Venture.  While this will normally be associated with the ministry appointment, there may be exceptions when the partners agree.

In some areas of New Zealand a few of the tasks of primary oversight are delegated to the local Joint Regional Committee.  Where there is no functioning Joint Regional Committee one of the partners will provide primary oversight.

The Church of Primary Oversight (CPO) finds expression in the following areas of parish life.

Ministry

The CPO takes responsibility for overseeing the process of ministry appointments, including developing a parish profile, interviews, and character checks.  The CPO must ensure that all partners are fully involved in all aspects of the process and that there is consultation before an appointment is officially confirmed.  The CPO also ensures that an induction service involves all the partners of the Cooperating Venture.

Complaints

The CPO will generally handle complaints that arise from a Cooperating Venture and should ensure that other partners are made aware of possible liabilities arising.  Where a minister is involved, it should be their own denomination that handles any complaints.


Property

Property belongs to the parish, but is generally vested with trustees of one or more of the partners.  All property belongs to the partnership, and the CPO is responsible for ensuring that all the partners are aware of any property developments, have a say in the process, and that their interest is maintained.   Final approval for property development rests with the property trustees that hold the title, but all partners should be consulted.

Parish Reviews

A review of the life and work of a parish is also a review of the partnership - and therefore a review should involve all of the partners.  In the past parish consultations have been organised by a local JRC but there are now limited resources in many areas to ensure that this happens effectively.  A review may use the questions and processes of a partner denomination, but such a review should involve representatives of all the partners and should consult the courts of those partners.  Parishes would find it beneficial to have a parish review that exists in parallel to a ministry review.


Lay Workers

The CPO maintains a record of those authorised to celebrate the sacraments according to their denominational tradition.  They should also ensure that all employed staff have appropriate contracts and conditions of employment.  
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