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EVERY PARISH LISTENING SESSIONS, APRIL – JUNE 2018 

Background 
Important to every bishop search process are organized meetings of lay and clergy from the across the diocese to 

gather views of the strengths and challenges of the diocese as well as a sense of what experience, abilities, and 

characteristics of the diocese’s next bishop are most important.  Most typically a handful of regional meetings 

(often held by diocesan deanery) are held.   

At its January 2018 meeting the Diocese of Montana Bishop Nominating Committee decided that the parishes of 

the diocese are too geographically dispersed for regional meetings to yield a sufficient sampling of the voice of the 

diocese.  Instead, the committee undertook to visit each parish.  Each visit had two parts. First, a member of the 

committee used a common script to outline the search process, the history of the diocese’s past episcopates, and 

the special challenges that the search is expected to face.  And second, a standardized process was used to 

encourage and gather the views of each congregation.  The committee felt that this approach, while quite time 

consuming, would not only assure a sufficient sampling of opinion but also serve as outreach to emphasize the 

importance of hearing from every parish. 

Between April 8th and June 24th, a member of the committee, a committee alternate, the committee chaplain or in 

a few cases the rector or a parish member led a listening session at each of the diocese’s 34 parishes.  At a handful 

of parishes two sessions were held, one after each Sunday service.   In almost every case the sessions were held 

on a Sunday morning with the scripted presentation made in lieu of that morning’s sermon.  Sessions were also 

held at a meeting of the Native American Togendowagan congregation in Helena and at the annual clergy 

conference in mid-April in Polson.  In total, 40 sessions were conducted involving over 600 of the diocese’s laity 

(43% of average Sunday attendance, ASA) and most of the diocese’s active clergy. 

Outcome 
In considering the listening session responses, an understanding of the parish size is important.  The calendar of 

listening sessions (page 5) includes the ASA for each parish.  The distribution of the diocese’s parishes by size is as 

follows:  

Parish size by 
2017 ASA* 

Number 
of 

parishes** 

Total ASA 
by parish 
size tier  

ASA as % 
of total by 
parish size 

Number of 
session 

participants 

% of session 
participants 

< or = to 13 13 111 8% 87 15% 

16-50 13 459 33% 244 41% 

51-100 6 373 27% 112 20% 

>100 3 464 33% 248 25% 

Total 35 1407  601  

*Average Sunday Attendance 
**Includes the Native American Togendowagan congregation 
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Question #1:  “What are the strengths and successes of your parish?  What are you proudest of?” 
 

 Respondents reflected great enthusiasm and affection for their parish.  A substantial majority of 
congregations proclaimed themselves to be welcoming, open minded, inclusive.    
 

 Most parishes are proud of outreach efforts and community involvement.   
 

 Parishes frequently commented on the existence of a strong sense of family.    
 

 Many mentioned the importance of lay involvement as well as the leadership of local clergy.  
 

 Many parishes boasted of their physical space, some noting its beauty or heritage, some the sacred feeling 
of the space.  
 

 Several small parishes stated pride in simply enduring.    

 
 
Question #2:  “What are the significant challenges facing your parish?” 

 
 A significant majority of parishes stated declining membership and attendance to be significant 

challenges.   
 

 A significant majority of parishes also observed that their congregations are aging.  While small parishes 
seemed resigned to this reality, larger parishes noted that more effort is needed on efforts to attract 
young families.   In several small parishes, the aging of the congregation is beginning to create a shortage 
of able bodied laity to accomplish needed work in the parish. 
 

 Every parish noted financial pressures.  For some larger parishes the pressure is reflected in the challenge 
of balancing operating costs, outreach, and programming.  Smaller parishes are struggling to pay the 
diocesan assessment, afford a priest (even if shared), maintain their physical plant, or to continue to 
operate. 
 

 A number of parishes find it difficult to find ways to represent themselves to their community in a way 
that is relevant or sufficiently attractive.  They feel in competition with secular activities.  
 

 The difficulty and expense of a parish’s building was frequently stated.  Several parishes noted the need to 
make their space handicap accessible. 
 

 Many smaller parishes yearn for greater clergy resources.  Several do not have a minister, even part-time.  
Some want for a deacon or for ways to involve laity more deeply.  
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Question #3: “How might the diocese and our next bishop best serve your parish?  Are there things that your 
parish might do to assist our next bishop in strengthening ties between parish and diocese?” 

 
 Every parish called for greatly improved communication.  Often cited was the opportunity to use 

technology (social media, video broadcasts, etc.) to help strengthen communication.    
 

 A strong vision for increasing the vitality of the Episcopal Church in Montana.  
 

 The tone and nature of communications between bishop and parish needs to change.  Parishes called for 
greater transparency (especially on financial matters), more interest and awareness by the bishop in what 
is happening in individual parishes across the diocese, and a broader, more flexible, and  less dogmatic 
approach to worship.   
 

 While realizing the challenges of visiting given the geographic size of the diocese, many parishes (large and 
small) called for more visits by the bishop especially if the visits were affirming and displayed concern and 
empathy for the life and challenges felt by each of the parishes (declining membership, approach to 
stewardship, raising community awareness, etc.).   
 

 Diocesan communications should be structured to profile parishes across the diocese in a way that 
conveys successes and challenges of each parish, and deepens mutual awareness and understanding.   
 

 The deanery structure within the diocese needs to be greatly strengthened and used as a forum for 
improved communications, enhanced support for the diocese’s clergy, and leverage of the bishop’s 
presence and vision.   
 

 Many parishes urged a reconsideration of how parishes are assessed. 

 
   
Question #4:  “What are the primary strengths needed in the next bishop of the diocese of Montana?” 

 
 Commonly used adjectives:  open-minded, humble, approachable, flexible, compassionate, energetic, 

progressive, broadly spiritual. 
 

 Commonly called for skills: strong communicator, strong listener, mediator, a leader.  
 

 Other attributes:  sense of humor, comfortable in (him or her)self, 
 

 More than a few parishes thought that our bishop should be a well-known leader across Montana in 
promoting social justice issues.  Many saw this also as a way to raise awareness of the Episcopal Church in 
Montana. 
 

 Most parishes noted the need for the bishop to serve as pastor to the diocese’s clergy 
 

 In session after session there was a call that the next bishop either be from or possess a solid 
understanding of Montana and the West.  This is thought to mean an understanding of small, rural 
parishes and acceptance of the challenges of a geographically spread constituency.    It also implies a 
confident, independent and direct manner.  
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Conclusions 
The many voices heard in the Every Parish Listening Sessions highlighted the attributes of our next bishop that we 

yearn for, as well as those that are critical to the diocese’s future.   The input from these listening sessions was 

remarkably consistent across the congregations of the diocese, regardless of their size or location.   The picture is 

clear.   

 

Our next bishop should be one who leads in a forthright, collaborative, energetic and charismatic fashion, 

communicates frequently and effectively, demonstrates understanding and empathy with each parish in the 

diocese, accepts and encourages worship in a flexible and contemporary fashion, and embraces the role of 

pastor to the clergy of the diocese.   

 

The listening sessions also made it clear that our diocese is in crisis.  The top challenges cited by nearly every one 

of the 34 parishes were declining size, aging parishioner base, and financial sustainability. The diocese continues 

to lose members and, as a result, parishes. (Seven parishes have closed in the past seven years.)  Three-quarters of 

the congregations in the diocese have Sunday attendance of fifty or less (the average ASA for this group is twenty-

one).   A third of the parishes have an ASA of thirteen or less.   Most of these small parishes are themselves in 

communities that continue to diminish in population.  Further few, if any, of these parishes have programs 

designed to attract younger members or families.  Of the smallest parishes not already sharing a priest, most are 

too far apart to make further “yoking” practical.  Further parish closings seem likely. 

 

The diminishment of membership over a protracted period has meant reduced financial resources for the diocese 

itself, resulting in reduced staff and programmatic resources.    

 

The struggling health (in terms of membership and financial strength) of the diocese requires that our next bishop 

have the experience and inclination to focus on two elements critical to the future of the diocese.  First, our next 

bishop must serve vigorously as the diocese’s chief missionary.   Church growth is essential if a reasonable 

number of the smaller parishes in the diocese are to survive.  These parishes will need strategies, energy, and 

financial support to promote their growth.  The bishop will be instrumental in stirring and supporting this effort.    

 

And second, our next bishop must be a strategic thinker, considering alternatives to the status quo that will 

improve the effectiveness of the diocese in tending to its congregations.  Our next bishop will need to engage in 

structured review of the diocesan operations to determine whether its infrastructure is sufficiently supporting the 

parishes and clergy of the diocese, whether the diocesan staff is being sufficiently compensated and whether the 

diocese is capable of continued fulfillment of its obligations over the medium to long term.  In its report to the 

79th General Convention, the Task Force on the Episcopacy suggests that such a “missional review” be done in 

part with engagement with geographically surrounding dioceses in a search for opportunities for collaboration. 

 

The listening sessions affirmed that the parishes of the diocese are wonderfully alive and spirit filled places. 

Parishes large and small are filled with members committed to their parishes and their spiritual lives within those 

parishes, and keenly interested in welcoming the next bishop of the Diocese of Montana. 
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LISTENING SESSIONS CALENDAR AND PARTICIPATION RATES 
 

 

 

If you would like additional information about the parish listening sessions or the specific results of your parish 

session(s), please contact the Nominating Committee at bishopsearch@diomontana.com. 

City/Town Parish Leader Other

8 15 22 29 6 13 20 27 3 10 17 24 Date

Absarokee St. Paul's of the Stillwater Lee 6/75% 6 8

Anaconda St. Mark's Kelley 8/57% 8 14

Big Fork St. Patick's Baumgarten 16/42% 16 38

Big Sky All Saints Catlin 8/14% 8 58

Big Timber St. Mark's Cavalier 5/71% 5 7

Billings St. Stephen's Rosen/McManus 12/20% 12 60

Billings St. Luke's St. Clair/McManus 25/38% 25 66

Bozeman St. James Cavalier/DeHart 31/19% 31 164

Butte St. John's Kelley 30/86% 30 35

Columbia FallsAll Saints Kuhn 20/26% 5/16/2018 20 78

Deer Lodge St. James Kelley 7/70% 5/9/2018 7 10

Dillon St. James DeHart 11/34% 11 32

Emigrant St. John's Cavalier 25/61% 25 41

Ennis/Jeffers Trinity DeHart 17/52% 17 33

Eureka St. Michael & All Angels Baumgarten 18/86% 18 21

Forsyth Church of the Ascension Day 9/100% 9 9

Fort Benton St. Paul's Swift 5/71% 5 7

Great Falls Church of the Incarnation (2) Swift 37/90% 37 41

Hamilton St. Paul's Dvarishkis 13/34% 13 38

Havre St. Mark's Swift 7/117% 7 6

Helena Native American Togendowagan Dehart 18/67% 5/12/2018 18 27

Helena St. Peter's (2) Swift 47/32% 47 145

Kalispell Christ Church (2) Kuhn 27/50% 27 54

Lewistown St. Jame's Cavalier 9/18% 5/23/2017 9 50

Livingston St. Andrew's Cavalier 30/53% 30 57

Manhattan Gethsemane Cavalier 4/40% 4 10

Miles City Emmanuel Day 7/100% 7 7

Missoula Holy Spirit (2) Dvarishkis/Kuhn 70/45% 70 155

Philipsburg St. Andrew's Kelley 3/75% 4/12/2018 3 4

Polson St. Andrew's Kuhn 22/49% 22 45

Red Lodge Calvary Pendergraft 21/35% 21 35

Sheridan Christ Church DeHart 7/30% 7 23

Stevensville St. Stephen's Kuhn 12/150% 12 8

Troy Holy Trinity Kuhn 7/100% 7 7

Virginia City St. Paul's DeHart 7/50% 7 14

Total: 601 1407
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cipants

2017 

ASA

APRIL MAY


