SECTION 3 – THE CURACY COMPANION SCHEME
Guidelines for COMPANIONS to the Training

Incumbent/Curate working relationship
For over 15 years the diocese has run a ‘Mentoring Scheme’ for training incumbents and curates.  A review of the scheme in 2014 was positive but highlighted some minor improvements which could be made.  Suggestions for change largely took the form of requests for specific information or matters to be covered in preliminary training and the nature of mentoring.

As a result of this the title has been changed to the ‘Curacy Companion Scheme’ as this more accurately reflects the nature of the process, which is about accompanying the training incumbent/curate relationship with wisdom and the objectivity of someone who looks in from the outside.

In this context a ‘companion’ is someone with appropriate skills and experience, lay or ordained, who will accompany the incumbent and curate for the duration of the curate’s Title post.  The companion acts as a facilitator, encouraging discussion between the curate and incumbent, with a particular eye for those aspects of the working relationship that can sometimes be more readily identified by one who is standing just outside it.  The ‘companion’ is neutral, not taking sides, but enabling each to hear the other more clearly and more accurately.  The companion may also notice and question issues, spoken or unspoken, that are not noticed by two people who work together closely on a regular basis.  Some have likened this to ‘holding up a mirror’ to the relationship.  If, occasionally, advice is needed, the companion may be in a position to offer it or may suggest other appropriate sources.

The content of meetings will be determined by those involved.  Companions may find it helpful to read the IME Phase 2 Handbook, which will be provided at the initial training session. The companion is responsible for ensuring that all are comfortable with the process of the meeting and will need to encourage discussions of:

· the expectations that each person brings to meetings;

· commitment to the process and the issue of setting priorities;

· boundaries of

· time

· confidentiality, - nothing to be disclosed outside the meeting without consent

· frequency, - aim for 4 times in the 1st year then 3 times in each of the remaining 3 years. The first meeting should take place within 3 months of the Assistant Curate being licensed to the parish. The companion may be contacted by the incumbent or the curate and an additional meeting requested, should the need arise

· location, - preferably not always the same person’s house

· ways in which each person can reflect on the process.

In some instances, an additional meeting with the wider ministry team (e.g. other clergy, Readers and lay ministers) may be helpful – though this should neither detract from the primary purpose of accompanying the incumbent and curate, nor should it in any way compromise the confidentiality of the curate/incumbent/companion relationship. Meeting with a companion should be in addition to regular supervision and any parish staff meetings.

The authority that the companion has is that given and acknowledged by the incumbent and curate.  It is a role that can be invaluable in enabling an open, productive working relationship to take root and develop for the benefit of both incumbent and curate, and above all for the more effective proclamation of the Gospel and the ongoing mission of the Church.

A companion may help the training relationship to avoid some of the pitfalls, and here are a few thoughts drawn (with much adaptation) from the book Supervision in the Helping Professions
:

· Looking for a scapegoat

If things do not seem to be going well it can be easy to look for the ‘problem person’, locating all the problems in one individual.  This can occur almost before those involved realise what is happening.  The companion and incumbent, both experienced people, could easily blame the curate who, by definition, is new to ordained ministry and therefore ‘must be at fault’; the curate and companion could unwittingly blame the incumbent – the companion taking the role of wanting to ‘rescue’ the curate; the incumbent and curate could close ranks, resenting this outside presence in the working relationship and thus making it difficult for the companion to do the task he/she has been asked to do.  In reality, problems are very rarely all located within one member.

· ‘We are all so wonderful.’

One way of avoiding contentious issues is to engage in collusion by consensus.  If I am ‘nice’ to them, they will be ‘nice’ to me.  Members do one another the favour of pretending that all is well in exchange for not saying/hearing difficult things, or having to face challenges.  This is unhelpful and dishonest (though it can easily be given a gospel-hued gloss) and can ultimately lead to everyone involved becoming very frustrated with the process.  It is important to reflect on what is challenging as well as what is wonderful!

· Isn’t it terrible?

In this variant the members of the group sit around reinforcing each other’s sense of powerlessness, or sharing how one must be crazy to work in this parish, this Archdeaconry, this diocese, this Church etc. A variant of this is to resort to describing just how unhelpful, manipulative, etc. are those with whom one has to work, be it parishioners or others involved in ministry.  This avoids people taking responsibility and tries to shift the blame elsewhere.  Here it can be important to reflect on “What choices do I/we have in this situation?”

If things go wrong between curate and incumbent

Often the process of encouraging good communication between curate and incumbent can prevent this. If you are concerned, The Archbishop’s Adviser and Coordinator of Pastoral Care (Revd Andrew de Smet) can be contacted to discuss things in confidence and if necessary arrange counselling or mediation. You can also talk to your Archdeaconry Training Adviser at any stage. If things are going badly wrong then the Suffragan Bishop will need to be involved; the curate and incumbent should take this step for themselves. 

Timescale

All those new to ordained ministry and their training incumbents will have a companion to the working relationship.  Companions will be invited to a training session prior to commencing this work.  Companions should contact curates and training incumbents following the training day and inform the Coordinator of the Scheme by October that a first meeting has taken place.  Ideally the first meeting should take place during the summer.


In the event of there being significant evidence of the process not working, those involved may contact the Coordinator of the scheme to request that a different companion be put in place.
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