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What is a Cohort in the Diocese of Trenton and what is its purpose? 
 
A Cohort is a small group of parishes in a particular geographic area asked by the Bishop to 
work together and plan for the mission and ministry of the church in that area of the 
Diocese.  Cohorts are further organized into 10 different deaneries within the Diocese. 
 
The parishes in a Cohort do not sacrifice their individual identities or cede their 
responsibility for the sacramental and pastoral care of their parishioners and the residents 
of their parish territory.    Pastors work with their Parish Pastoral Council, Parish Staff and 
other key parish leaders to care for, engage, and lead the people of the parish in its mission. 
 
However, no parish operates in isolation.  Parishioners are impacted by what is happening 
in the local area and in society in general.  Catholic parishes, in a special way, are 
interdependent.  Parishes are part of the local Church of the Diocese of Trenton and the 
universal Church.  The communion we share with our Bishop and with one another has 
implications for the way we operate.  This communion calls for us to eschew competition, 
and to support one another in pursuit of our common mission.  As the Body of Christ here in 
the diocese, we are simply stronger together.  The cohorts have been created to help us to 
live that communion in concrete and practical ways.   
 
In a cohort, parishes should work together to assess local needs, consider diocesan 
priorities and identify the opportunities for outreach in the area.  They plan and implement 
agreed-upon initiatives which may be temporal or spiritual in nature. Through coordination, 
cooperation and collaboration, the cohort of parishes can extend and improve 
evangelization efforts, increase pastoral and charitable outreach, and more effectively 
steward resources.  There may be additional avenues among cohorts in the same Deanery 
to expand the reach of certain initiatives.   
 
Annual plans will be reviewed by the leader of each Deanery appointed by the Bishop 
(Deans) working with members of the Diocesan Pastoral Council, and feedback will be 
provided.  The Diocesan staff will assist and provide resources wherever possible. 
 
The work of the Cohort is ultimately a way to bring parishes into partnership with each 
other to accomplish what one parish cannot do alone.  They create stronger bonds within 
the Diocese of Trenton.  It will take all of us together, co-responsible and holding one 
another accountable, to meet the challenges of our time with the joy of the Gospel. 
 



Who makes up the Cohort Team?  
Pastor plus 4 - The Cohort Team is made up of the Pastor and four parishioners from each 
parish in the cohort.      

• The 4 members from each parish should include at least one member from the Parish 
Pastoral Council, so that this person can keep the PPC aware of the work of the Cohort Team 
and the Cohort Team aware of the work of the PPC. 

• Other members may be selected by the Pastor from among active and interested 
parishioners.  It is useful to consider tapping people from the different constituencies in the 
parish; for example:  young adults, a particular language or ethnic group, a trustee or 
finance council member, parent of school age children, etc. 

 
Other Clergy and Parish Staff – Pastors should avoid placing deacons and/or paid parish 
staff members on the Cohort team in lieu of the four parishioners from each parish. 

• A pastor may assign one staff member to work with and resource the Cohort team, if he 
feels it is appropriate.  This is optional and at the discretion of the pastor.   

• In recommendation:  This practice has proven beneficial in helping the Cohort move 
efforts along from ideas to action. 

• As a caution:  Staff members should take care not to dominate discussions or exert 
an outsized influence on the deliberations of the Cohort team. 

• The Cohort team should engage in discussion with Parochial Vicars, Deacons, or members of 
the parish staff who are responsible for an area of ministry under consideration by the 
Cohort.  Parish clergy and staff member may have experience or expertise that can be 
helpful; they may also be counted on to implement decisions. 

• Parish clergy and staff members may serve on, or even chair, sub-committees that are 
formed to meet specific goals of the Cohort.  

 
What are the expectations of ALL persons serving on the Cohort Team? 

• Be supportive of collaboration between parishes, interested and willing to actively work 
together with other members of the Cohort team, and be able to focus on the work of goal-
setting, planning, implementation and evaluation. 

• Attend Cohort meetings on a regular basis. 
• Be prepared to serve a term of 2 years (or other term as decided by the Cohort); and 

consider additional terms if invited. 
• Be able to communicate the role, goals, and activities of the Cohort to fellow parishioners 

both formally and informally; and take part in communicating information from their parish 
to the cohort and from the Cohort back to their home parish. 

• Accept assigned tasks to be completed by a given deadline, which may require action during 
the time between Cohort meetings. 

• Serve on at least one of the sub-committees that are formed to achieve the Cohort’s goals. 
• Members may request to be replaced, or may be asked to step away, if they cannot 

participate in the work of the Cohort due to a change in their health or other circumstances.   
These are ordinary occurrences and should be taken in stride. Members are to be thanked 
for their service and a replacement sought by the Pastor and remaining members from the 
parish without delay.  This work is important, and vacancies should not go unfilled. 
 



Particular Roles on Cohort Team  
 
Pastors:  

      The pastors have a critical role in the Cohort as the leaders of their parish communities and     
      they model the commitment to collaborate for others. 

• It is very important that the pastors attend the Cohort meetings.  Pastors should hold one 
another accountable for being at Cohort meetings. 

• Pastors can support the cohort relationship by meeting informally themselves or sharing a 
meal together to explore areas in which they are willing to work together.  This kind of 
fraternal conversation helps to “prime the pump” for the Cohort team and ensures that 
there are ideas of substance on which the team can work. 

• While no one of the pastors is “in charge” more than the others, it is important that every 
pastor accepts personal responsibility for making the most of the cohort partnering 
opportunity. 

• The pastors also have an essential role in calling out the gifts of others and enabling them to 
use their time and talents to serve the Church and her mission. 

• To this end, it may be helpful for pastors to listen to the different ideas and points of view 
around the table before sharing his own thinking.  

• Pastors should not be given the task to set up or run Cohort Team meetings or create the 
agenda.  While pastors may be consulted, this is the role of the Cohort Chair. 

• When a Pastor changes assignment, the Pastor should either meet with the Chair, with 
other Cohort Pastors, or with the representatives of his parish serving on the Cohort Team 
to become acquainted with the collaborative efforts that are in process.  Pastors are asked 
to join what is in process.  Please do not withdraw your parish from participation.  These 
cohorts are relationships between parishes that will take years to build.  You will be able to 
slowly influence the direction of the collaboration and shape your parish team over time. 
 

One member of the laity should be selected by the members of the Cohort to be 
Chairperson and a second member of the laity should be selected as Secretary.  In the case 
of a newly formed cohorts, or where the members are struggling to select someone, the 
Chairperson and Secretary may be selected by the pastors in consultation.  
 
Chairperson:  

• The role of the Cohort Chairperson is critical to the performance of the Cohort.  
• This person should exhibit leadership ability and needs the support and cooperation of the 

Pastors and all members of the Cohort team to be effective. 
• The Chair, working with the Secretary, sets meeting dates and times by consensus, and sees 

they are distributed to all cohort members. 
• The Chair is responsible to set an agenda prior to each meeting and distribute it at least 48 

hours prior to the meeting so that members have chance to prepare. 
• The Chairperson should know how to facilitate a meeting so that: 

o it starts and ends on time, and all discussions remain on topic; 
o no one person dominates the conversation, and all members have a chance 

to contribute; 
o and, Items are moved from discussion to action. 



• In case of emergency, the Chairperson should notify members of cancellation, rescheduling 
or change in location. 

• On an ongoing basis, the Chairperson should ask each Pastor to replace persons who cannot 
fulfill the expectations of their role or to fill any vacancies.  

• The Chairperson, or someone designated by the Chairperson, should meet with new 
members of the Cohort Team to orient them to the work of the Cohort and the planning 
process.  The Diocesan Planning Office will provide materials for onboarding new members. 

• Terms may be set by consensus of the Cohort team.  It is recommended the Chairperson 
serve a 2 year term, and may serve consecutive terms at the invitation of the Cohort Team.  
There is good reason to support periodic turnover in this leadership role as a way to share 
the work and bring the gifts of new persons to the fore.   

 
Secretary:  

• The Secretary is critical to the communication of information to all members of the Cohort.  
• The Secretary works with the Chairperson to distribute notice of meetings, agendas, and 

other important information to the members of the Cohort Team. 
• The Secretary takes minutes or notes at the meeting and distributes them to all members 

(those in attendance and those who were absent) typically within 48 hours of the meeting. 
• The Secretary makes sure the Diocesan Planning Office is aware of any changes on the 

Cohort Team, and passes along the contact information for new members. 
• Annually in the Spring, the Secretary will be responsible to submit progress reports and 

goals/action plans for the upcoming year to the Diocesan Planning Office for review. 
• The term of the Secretary is set by consensus of the Cohort Team.  It is recommended the 

Secretary serve a 1 or 2 year term, and may serve consecutive terms at the invitation of the 
Cohort Team.  Scheduled turnover in this role more fairly shares the work and gives a new 
person the opportunity to share his/her gifts.   

• The Secretary should maintain the records of the Cohort, including Agenda, Minutes of 
meetings, Parish Communications, etc. and hands them on to the next Secretary when 
his/her term is complete. 

 
Replacing the Chairperson and/or Secretary:  

• When the term of a Chairperson or Secretary is coming to completion, nominations to fill the 
vacancy should be requested from all currently active members of the Cohort Team.                   

o Nominations can be taken at a meeting, and support determined for each candidate 
through a simple poll. 

o Alternatively, an opportunity can be given for the members to make nominations known 
to the Chair via phone or email before the next meeting.   

o Anyone whose name is placed in nomination should be contacted and asked if they 
would accept a term in the role. 

o Pastors may be consulted about the suitability of each of the nominees.  If a consensus 
of the pastors is apparent, the person is asked to serve. 

o If there are multiple nominees who are suitable, the members should “vote” for their 
preference among the nominees by secret ballot.  


