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LEARNING ABOUT ALTERNATIVE
STRATEGIES FOR MINISTRY

Bruce McKenzie

INTRODUCTION

The Uniting Church in Australia's Victorian Synod has supported through
its Commission for Mission (CFM) presbyteries who are concerned about
the adequacy of their ministry. Three presbyteries that have worked with
CFM facilitator Bruce McKenzie are Mitchell in 1991/92,
Goulburn/Murray in 1994/95 and Barwon in 1995/96. In each situation
action learning (finding out, making sense, taking action and reflecting)
has been the underlying approach to the review of their ministry. All
reviews identified some aspects of collaborative ministry as a process that
will enrich their ministry and witness.

The Mitchell Presbytery resolved to develop what it called "Mission
Areas". A mission area incorporated four or five parishes who together,
sought ways in which they could support, encourage and nurture each
other with particular attention being paid to those congregations
experiencing the greatest impact from rural adjustment. After 5 years this
project continues to move from strength to strength.

Goulburn-Murray Presbytery had tried several ways to improve the
effectiveness of congregational ministry in communities facing
significantly changed circumstances. Having heard about cluster
congregations, it approached the CFM for assistance to develop a cluster
for a group of congregations experiencing a significant decline in their
resources. However, after further discussion a program to find out about
the whole presbytery was instigated. This project eventually led to a series
of wide-ranging recommendations for change in the ministry and mission
activities of the presbytery. Several potential clusters were identified and
their development is a major activity for the presbytery.

Barwon Presbytery is quite different from any other in Victoria
incorporating the industrial city of Geelong, the city's farming hinterland,
the sparesely populated Otway Ranges and the tourist meccas of the surf
coast.

The first step of the Presbytery's review of ministry (finding out) called for
a collaborative approach between parishes with similar circumstances. The
presbytery continues to grapple with the task of making sense of the things
it is learning about itself.

Set out below are extracts from the documentation of each of these
projects. From Barwon there is the facilitator's outline of the tasks
confronting the presbytery, that was agreed to by the project committee.
The document sets out their collaborative plan of action.
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The material from Mitchell is the executive summary of the project's final
report which led to the establishment of the mission areas.

The Goulburn-Murray extract is from the second stage of their review,
when congregations were given the results of the finding out activities and
were embarking on the making sense and taking action activities. (A
questionnaire similar to the one used in each of the presbyteries as part of
their finding out about themselves is included in Section 5.)

Each extract in its own way demonstrates the change forces acting on
congregations and the increasing need to learn how to build cooperative
ministries and collaborative relationships between congregations.

THE PURPOSE OF REVIEWING
MINISTRY IN THE
BARWON PRESBYTERY

A vision of ministry in the Barwon Presbytery will be created and shaped
by the advice, guidance and opinions of many congregation members as
they expressed themselves through meetings, questionnaires and one-to-
one consultations. The process of forming the vision will emphasise

• responding to the diversity of lifestyle and situation being
generated by the changing shape and face of the region;

• identifying and utilising the untapped gifts currently available
for ministry in the presbytery which for structural,
administrative and/or development reasons are currently
moribund;

• forming coalitions of like situations to improve the
effectiveness and efficiency of meeting the challenges to
witness and minister in these situations; and

• Ministers of the Word facilitating the development of a
learning environment within congregations that fosters in all
members a heightened awareness of change and increases their
competencies for mission and congregational management.

Through the process of the review hundreds of congregation members will
pause to think and pray reflectively about the presbytery as it has been, is
and might be. Each of these members will have an opportunity to express
in some way an opinion, others will seek to be creative and devise new
approaches to ministry, while others will affirm the sanctity and value of
some current practices.

Whatever the individual contribution there will be in the next twelve
months an enormous corporate investment in prayer, energy and time. This
investment will enable most UCA members in the presbytery to heighten
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their awareness of change and its consequences for the church in the
Barwon region of Victoria.

Becoming more aware of change is the first step in building new visions of
ministry and renewing commitment to witness and mission in the world.
So for many the very process of the review will enhance the presbytery's
corporate ministry.

The increasing diversity of lifestyle and situation, along with the greater
complexity of domestic and organisational behavior in this region of
Victoria will be identified through collecting the stories of members and
the experiences of congregations and communities. A close examination of
this material by Steering Committee members will enable them to describe
the rate of change and growth in diversity of lifestyle. Cluster groups and
the Presbytery as a whole will then be in a position to respond to the fact
that the church is called to minister in the midst of this change and be a
participant in the change. To witness within the diversity teaching
tolerance and cooperation in Christ's environment of acceptance,
forgiveness, love and peace.

So the vision that will be created will be of structures that are founded on
the 'rock' Christ, but are ever changing in their form and context.
Structures responsive to growing urban environments in provincial cities;
service towns searching for new functions and an identity; marginalised
rural settlements where icons and activities of community are being
destroyed in the name of economic rationalism.

This change of form and context will require that the church utilises all the
gifts of the spirit, not just the few that fit a single approach to ministry.
People must be exposed to the Word of God, the call to accept and
embrace Christ in their life, whenever and wherever they meet in
contemporary society. The Holy Spirit is empowering Christ's followers to
minister in all circumstances, so the vision will depict the Presbytery and
congregations working together and with other Councils of the Church to
release, encourage and develop specialist ministries.

However, the vision will not propose a church breaking into a hundred
splinters each pursuing their own unique agenda. The vision will seek to
affirm that the things that bind us together are infinitely greater than the
forces of diversity and therefore will propose coalitions of ministries. In
structural terms it may be a clustering of broadly similar ministries to join
in celebration, confession and affirmation sharing resources, research and
learnings, or it may be in some other form that will give new impetus to
ministry within the region.

Finally the vision will identify the core of competencies required by the
congregation's ministry team as each congregation of Christ's disciples
becomes a learning congregation, responding to the continual changes can
only be understood and managed from the position of continual learning.
Learning however, does not necessarily occur naturally or easily. A
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process for creating a learning environment and encouraging member
participation is a fundamental need in today and tomorrow's congregation.

It is important to note that in facilitating the development of the vision and
activities to move the congregations towards that vision the process is not a
search for a single approach to ministry but an encouragement to seek and
appreciate the systemic nature of each congregation's mission.

The scenario reiterated below has been advanced by the audit team as one
expression of how the vision might appear in practice over the next five to
ten years.

The expectation of the presbytery starategy committee is that this is a
starting point, to formulate a corporate vision, for an evolutionary process
of change. That is each opportunity as it arises will be used to take action
that will move the presbytery and its congregations and parishes towards
their vision of ministry and service.

Undoubtably those living with the local ongoing changes, in every
situation, will identify nuances of that situation not known or understood
by outsiders to that community.  Presbytery wants those with such insights
to  feel empowered by this process to devise appropriate adaptations and
amendments to the way ministry is practiced. Such modifications will
steadily move local ministry into a more holistic approach, utilising more
adequately the diversity of the Spirit's gifts in the congregation and Call for
their expression in the community.

STEERING COMMITTEE OBJECTIVES OF EACH STAGE OF
THE REVIEW

Objective 1

To meet with as many members of the congregations throughout each sub-
regional group in a conversational framework. At these meetings listen to
the stories of members' concerns and of their hopes for the church as they
hear God's Call in their mission. To explore with the congregations the
type of ministry they believe is needed in their area and how they see such
ministry being achieved.

Objective 2

To reflect on the information collected from congregations, collating it into
a coherent whole and restating it in terms of:

• a vision for ministry in the area into the next century;
• the resources and skills available to assist in moving the church

towards the vision;
• the constraints that must be faced and resolved if advancement

towards the mission is to be achieved; and
• the suggestions of how the church should act to move towards

its vision.
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Objective 3

To take the sub-regional draft vision statement back to the congregations
for comment, development and refinement ensuring specific study of each
of the four sections.

Objective 4

Reflect and consolidate the vision statement as amended and share it with
other sub-regional groups. Listen for new ideas that could be appropriately
included in the vision statement.

Objective 5

Develop recommendations about the action that needs to be taken in the
next five years by nominated members, congregations, parishes, presbytery
and synod to enable movement towards the vision to be achieved locally.

Objective 6

Share Action Plans with congregations for comment, amendment and
endorsement.

Objective 7

Share Action Plan with other sub-regional groups and together build a
stucture for Presbytery that will ensure the implementation of the Action
Plans for the 1996 -2000 period.

Objective 8

Develop a process to implement, monitor and share the learnings of the
action plans locally.

CHART: Progressing towards a Strategic Vision of Ministry and
Mission in Barwon
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CHANGING A DOUBTFUL FUTURE -
Review of the UCA Mitchell Presbytery, Victoria

THE SCOPE OF THE REVIEW

The letter which was sent to Parish Secretaries with a bundle of survey
forms in June 1990 summed up the decision made by Presbytery to review
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its organisational functioning in South Western Victoria. That letter read in
part:

This letter is sent to inform you about a review activity that
our Presbytery will engage in over the next few months and to invite
you to participate.

The parishes of our Presbytery have developed their
current situation through the ups and downs of the last 100 years in
the Western District of Victoria. The parishes were initially formed
at centres of population, which were about a half day's jinker
distance apart. While many changes have occurred to the
surrounding population and other institutions, the parish boundaries
and activities have, in most instances, remained fairly constant.
However, the projections of church life for the next 20-30 years
place question marks about our capacity to sustain the present
situation. There is also the question of whether the current
organisation is the best way to help our future church life. It has
therefore been decided to take a long, hard look at ourselves as we
head towards the twenty-first century.

The people who are the church, are called to work so that
the Body of Christ in the world can be a vital, energetic and faithful
church.

How do we best use our gifts from the Spirit to keep our
rural churches alive? What do we see as the future? What are our
strengths to build on and the challenges to overcome?

These are the tasks each parish will be working through
with the help of the presbytery in this Review. Synod is supporting
the Review and providing the funding so that it can be undertaken.

There are four stages to the Review. The First Stage of the
Review is an invitation to each congregation in the presbytery to
identify and clearly state what expectations it has for the church's life
in its geographical area.

To assist your participation, a question and answer sheet
has been included with this letter to guide (but not limit) your
discussion and response.

Various groups within a parish will often have a different
perspective on the future and will have different needs. Therefore we
have included several response sheets so that everyone can have a
say at this starting point of our Review. Be sure to encourage the
lower profile groups in the church life young peoples' group, the
choir, Sunday School teachers, to participate. Also, let individuals
respond separately if they want to be so involved.
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In Stage Two we will look at the information which
describes the people of the churches and their communities in the
presbytery, then we can develop ideas about how they can best
achieve their hopes for the church in their area.

Stage Three will again involve parishes in discussion, this
time directly with Mr McKenzie and his assistants. Mr McKenzie will
outline the findings from Stage Two and seek your response. These
meetings will also aim at proposing strategies of how parishes may
amend their current situation to achieve an agreed approach. These
discussions may lead to the need to share ideas with neighbouring
congregations and arrangements will be made for this to occur.

The final stage of the Review will be the documentation of
Stage Three and a Report of the project to the presbytery for its
decision making processes.

The proposal upon which presbytery had made its decision canvassed the
many changes that had occurred in Western Victorian communities in
recent years. These changes included:

Demographic: Population mix has undergone significant change in rural
communities, recent census data indicates a marked ageing and narrowing
of the skills base. Incoming population from urban areas has included a
high proportion of single parent families on various government support
schemes. Opportunities for unskilled and semi-skilled employment has
decreased as has the extent of government positions.

Economic: The several downturns in the commodity markets for
Australian primary industry outputs has led to a lower equity in farms by
their family owners, and a lower per capita income for farmers when
compared to the earnings of other Australians. Small town service
industries are either closing down or operating on a reduced basis as their
market is consumed by enterprises based in the provincial cities. An
increased number of small communities depend on government pensions
and benefits.

Cultural: The predominance of local recreation and entertainment has been
eroded by the attraction and variety offered by larger population centres
which is highly promoted in the mass media. The popularity of TV has
reduced the extent of interpersonal communication and thus the network of
mutual understanding and support that traditionally sustained a rural
community's cultural life.

Spiritual: As with changes to cultural life in rural Australia the pressures
and attractions of contemporary lifestyle has reduced the cohesion and
commitment of people to their community. This has changed the
commitment to attendance and financial support for the local church. The
latter has also been seriously affected by the reduced amount of disposable
income in rural communities and in particular, the benevolence of wealthy
landowners. The centrality of the church in rural community infrastructure
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has been affected by increased mobility of the community and the changed
attitude to worship throughout Australia.

Psychological: The sense of isolation, self-reliance, etc that were highly
valued by an earlier generation of rural Australians are now often seen in
terms of a disadvantage. A sense of unfairness and injustice tends to
dominate. Parents seek opportunities for their children through higher
education and then bemoan the negative attitude these same young people
have to a rural lifestyle. There is a rethinking about the value of rural living
going on in many communities. During this period of finding a new set of
values, considerable ambivalence and confusion is upsetting long-term
community planning.

Expectations/Aspirations: Much has been written on this issue in recent
times, but in brief, it appears rural people are expecting an improvement in
the delivery of support services so that their quality of life more closely
reflects that or urban Australians in this regard. However aspirations of
independence, especially from government interference, are still very
strong. Access to low cost mobility is a factor underlying many of the
particular expectations and aspirations of rural people.

Potential Consequences for a parish and presbytery: The changes briefly
outlined above are the tip of an iceberg that many institutions in non-
metropolitan Australia have not incorporated in their planning. To a large
degree, the Church is such an institution. Cosmetic changes are insufficient
if a parish or presbytery is to be an appropriate 'whole of life' contributor to
rural Australians. This is a time for review and renewal.

This context led to the specific purpose of the Review, being stated as:

"To identify options for a Parish and Presbytery structure in
the south west of Victoria that reflects economic viability,
population balance, equitable access to ministry resources, and
is geographically manageable."

The method for approaching this task evolved with the Review. It included
approaches to parishioners through a survey to establish the review
agenda, a literature review to identify the relevant work of other groups,
parish leaders consultations, and an analysis of Australian Bureau of
Statistics information.

Review Information

The review of structural, economic and demographic characteristics of
worship centres and parishes in the Mitchell Presbytery reflects many
negative trends in terms of the ongoing viability of many centres. The
majority of parishes may be non-viable within five years.

The capacity of the churches to develop structures and manage activities,
to maximise people participation, is severely limited by the level of skill,
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knowledge and resources available in many parishes. Each of these factors
has deteriorated in the last ten years.
The financial strength of parishes is very tenuous. Since 1985 increases in
income have not kept pace with inflation or the many new needs identified
by the church, that require financial help from parishioners. The rural
economy (including provincial cities) is in recession, and giving in real
dollars will decline further in the next five years. Several parishes may
default this year on their budget commitments.

The demographic picture, of all parishes, features a very rapid rate of
ageing of the congregation; an increasing gap between attendance at
worship and nominal Uniting Church of Australia persons, and the general
population in the parish (the latter is itself decreasing in all parishes except
Hamilton, Portland, Warrnambool and Port Fairy).

Little of the above is new, however the extent of the downturn and the
absence of any positive indicators enables the word "critical" to be
advisably used in relation to the church's health.

Issues to be addressed by Restructuring

• Ministry to special groups with special needs is difficult, because of
the low numbers of parishioners with each need, in any place, eg
youth ministry, rural crisis ministry.

• Cost of maintenance, insurance, etc of church buildings dominates
resource utilisation.

• Administration demands, including decision-making processes, are
alienating parishioners in small geographically-dispersed parishes.
The depressed perception and attitude that parishioners have about
the future of their church.

• The increased stress, the critical state of a parish's "health", placed on
ministers and their families.

An Action Option

Reshape the presbytery around, say, four "MISSION CENTRES" located
in the larger provincial cities of the presbytery, eg Hamilton,
Warrnambool.

Maintain Sunday worship in the medium sized population centres, eg
Mortlake, Timboon, Casterton, and establish weeknight House Churches
in smaller population centres, eg Nareen, Grassmere.

Maintain local area pastoral ministries for clergy, for up to 50% of their
time. Thirty percent of their time to be devoted to specialist ministries, 10%
to team planning and collegiate support and 10% for personal preparation
and development.
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Create a laity "ministry roll" in specific geographical areas for ministries by
the people, for the people, that are supported and encouraged by
appropriate training and mobilisation.

Appoint ministers and lay people within the Mission Centres to special
ministries according to their skill, experience and calling.

Expected Outcomes

No person would need to travel for an excessive distance or amount of
time to worship.

Isolation of ministers would be greatly reduced and their support increased.

Radical action deals with many of the emotional and traditional ties to the
past in one process.

The changes recognise that God's mission in the world carried with it a
greater sense of urgency, and that what is needed is a general call-up of all
christians for training and mobilisation.

Resources could maintain this structure, even without any change in
identified trends until the early years of the next century.

The Future

The report presents only one formal option for the future - a radical
restructuring. However, throughout the report, the modifications and
developments suggested by contributors are presented. They maybe
appropriate for selective introduction by parishes or presbytery now.
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GOULBURN MURRAY PRESBYTERY:
North-Eastern Victoria

REGION MEETINGS

INTRODUCTION

As a church community the Goulburn Murray Presbytery of the UCA
reflects a strong internal focus, but there is a cry for growth in faith,
spirituality and resourcing of the laity.

The Presbytery does not have a strong vision as a mission orientated
church - but there are some sparks.

Thought processes are bound very much by traditional models - yet there
are indications of openness to alternative scenarios.

The Presbytery is almost unanimous in its call for a restructuring of the
ministry processes to respond to the current needs of the members and the
community.

CRITERIA TO GUIDE RESTRUCTURING AND
DEVELOPMENT

• Each congregation is a place of supportive fellowship in which all
individuals of any age can grow in their Christian faith.

• Ministry to children and young people must be visible, vibrant and
intentional.

• Congregations must be engaged in activities of Christian love in their
communities, focusing on pain, disadvantage, exploitation and crisis
in the community.

• Where people gather in communities either for interest/work, or
building a home the church should have a presence.

• Finance and property interests should not control the ministry and
mission but assist its facilitation according to the quantity and quality
of the resources.

• Ecumenical projects should only be a priority when all participants
are fully commited to the project's goals and share in providing
resources.

• Congregation member's search for training to be a Christian in
todays world in a major priority.
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• Ministry  should have two primary focii - challenging, training and
encouraging adherents to witness to God's love in their community
and supporting, nuturing and revitalising those struggling with
various aspects of their witness.

• Clergy are not called to administer the congregation but to give
theological leadership.

• Change in the capacity of a congregation to witness in the 1990's
requires first a change in the attitude and behaviour of each member
about their will/commitment to themself changing.

A RICH PICTURE

Hence the Goulburn Murray presbytery will be:

• both static and nomadic in its places of worship as it is where people
are.

• active in the community as a servant, advocate and as the voice of
Christian values.

• trained and supported by clergy and lay members of the ministry
team who also challenge and facilitate goal setting, achieving and
evaluation.

• mobile in its witness and support for individuals in crisis, pain,
disadvantage and increasing isolation.

• visionary about its potential for growth, witness and change
management of itself and of its community.

• empowered by theological guidance to understand the key issues of
living, working and recreating in a rural community.

QUESTIONS TO BE ADDRESSED

So the question to be answered is how can these criteria and this rich
picture of the church be achieved. Is it through the current;

• exclusive geographically shaped ministries
• clergy having virtually identical job descriptions no matter where

they are based
• building focused resources
• geographically large regional governance council with power and

control over property, finance, staffing, networks, etc.
• separation of faith/theology/resources management
• weekly meetings for worship
• hierarchial decision making
• etc.
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or are there alternative structures and processes that you can suggest that
you believe would help achieve the church we want to be a part of?

Some other issues that emerge from the review on which you may want to
comment further are:

• It appears that congregations do not relate to the more mobile
members of rural communities. Christ often referred to the traveller
and there are more and more of them in rural communities.

• Rural congregation members have little hope about their church in
ten years time. Most are resolved to its decline and are therefore
apathetic about mission in today's community. Their behaviour
generally reflects that of a defeated people, keeping their heads
down, hoping for a few more years of continuing the current status
quo. Similarly there is little evidence of clergy leadership to redress
this state of affairs. Where are the risk takers for Christ?

• Young people have no expectation of a future in their rural
community, they are resigned to leaving by the age of 12 and then
work towards that end in their study, role model selection and
planning. There is no evidence of leadership in the church or the
community that challenges this fatalistic approach to the future of
rural communities.

• Diversification, syndication and coalitions are the signposts to rural
achievements in growth and adjustment associated with sustainablity,
vitality, prosperity and faith. Does the church have a role?

The Uniting Church in Australia, National Assembly Working Groups on Mission and
Evangelism has added this article to the on line Mission Folio in September 2001.

The folio is made up of papers and reports reflecting on mission and evangelism in the
Australian context.  The folio includes a number of papers from the National Theological
Consultation held in Adelaide in 2000 and will progressively include some of the major
statements from the Assembly over the past twenty-five years. We would be pleased to
hear from you and this is an invitation for you to send papers for inclusion in the folio.

For further information Contact the Rev Dean Eland at deanelnd@melbpc.org.au
Phone at 03 9311 116 or fax at 03 9311 2665. PO Box 384 SUNSHINE 3020.

This article is one of twenty articles included in “Congregations Learning Together for the
Future; a Workbook to help plan and create cluster ministries”, produced by the
Commission for Mission, Synod of Victoria in November 1996. Editors Bruce McKenzie
and Rev Dean Eland.


