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Introduction

1. The sharing of insights and experience is important for the next
phase in the life of the Uniting Church. As we look forward to the
future we learn from our past. "We live life forwards, but we
understand backwards" (Soren Kierkegaard).

At the next Assembly (July 1997) the church will be considering
proposed changes to the way congregations relate to one another.
Since Union the church has used the parish structure as the primary
way of linking congregations to provide oversight and ministry
within local communities or regions.

The Assembly Task Group discussion paper The Pilgrim People :
Seeking Simplicity and Flexibility in Structure (May 1996) provides
an overview of the current situation and in section 4.2 proposes that
we adopt a more flexible approach to linking congregations and that
we refocus on the life and ministry of the congregation.

In Section 4.2.2.3 the paper lists twelve reasons why the parish
structure "is no longer desirable in all circumstances". The parish
structure has often detracted from the primary role of the
congregation. A great deal of energy and goodwill is required to
negotiate arrangements between congregations particularly when
they involve congregations of different sizes. Many parishes were
established to provide a viable financial base to settle a minister and
congregations. Mission priorities and the responsible decisions about
the congregation's life were often subject to the agreement of the
parish and this has provided many opportunities for confusion and
misunderstanding.

The discussion paper promises a number of other ways
congregations can be linked and calls for a greater flexibility in
organisational arrangements. Currently these proposals are striking a
positive note with many and as we look to the next few years leaders
will need to know the possibilities and the pitfalls in clustering
congregations. In effect many people in the Uniting Church,
congregation leaders, elders, ministers and presbytery officers, will
need to be free from the complexities of the parish structure and look
for more simple and flexible arrangements. This will require the
development of new skills of negotiation and visioning so that the
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options for change can be approached in a creative and positive way.
In some cases some congregation linkages will need to be
unscrambled! In other situations, people will need to be encouraged
to build new relationships of partnership by spelling out their own
understanding of how the arrangement will work.

The whole process of negotiation and planning for the future should
be encouraging as people reflect on the local context of ministry and
plan for a creative way to empower congregations for the future.

2. Many Changes : Local-Global

The discussion paper touches on some of the important issues of
community change and the diversity of Australian Society. "In this
situation, sometimes called the post-Christendom context, the church
has to adapt and change so as to be effective . . . Australia is no
longer mono cultural or mono anything" (p. 8).

Some of the changes we experience will be local and specific to
population decline or growth. Communities pass through life cycles
and population changes may not only relate to actual numbers but
also to composition. In the Australian post war era many inner city
areas have been the first home for those arriving in Australia. These
communities have adapted to the various waves of change associated
with cultural and lifestyle patterns. Any church in this situation will
need to work through the implications for change in its own life and
in response to the needs of the local community.

In coping with change we need the serenity prayer and ask for "the
courage to accept the things which I cannot change, the courage to
change the things I can and the wisdom to know the difference".

In addition to local changes, we cannot ignore the transition taking
place in the wider society. These changes relate to values and
attitudes and it is hard to know how to respond both to generational
differences as well as an increasing pluralism in beliefs and lifestyle.
Clearly the church is in a very different social context from the fifties
when congregation life was predictable and had a community role.
The context of ministry in the late 20th century is different because
people perceive the church's role in a different way. Many of these
social changes are beyond the control of the local elders council, yet
often we look around for someone or somebody to blame!

3. Value in learning from each other

In order to meet the contemporary challenge, we need to learn from
experience and begin to discover ways of working creatively
between congregations. While each congregation has its own culture
and style, we need links which help forge mission directions. This is
not primarily an administrative or denominational question, but rather
recognising the potential in partnership.
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As congregations look to the future, there are a number of group and
community processes which can help us "know the difference", what
is possible, what is not possible.

4. Knowing what is possible

4.1 Mixture of spirit and practical wisdom

Discerning the future requires both gifts of the Spirit and
practical wisdom. As a spiritual discipline it involves listening
to what God has for us, taking the time to reflect how we are
being led into the future, sharing our expectations, listening to
each other, working towards "knowing the mind of the
meeting". It involves being informed, searching, praying and
ultimately risking ourselves in the decisions we make for the
sake of the future. (For further discussion on discernment see
article by Anne Siddall Discerning and Participating in Christ's
Mission in Discovering New Life, newsletter of the Spirituality
Network within the Uniting Church NME 1996).

4.2 Knowing what is ahead

Planning for the future is setting out on a path which is
unknown and we should not be surprised that often after a
planning event, recommendations are forgotten or ignored. We
need to bring to our planning practical wisdom, our knowledge
of what works, our instincts about local community needs. Our
reflection and understanding on past experiences bring insight
as to what will it cost "to finish the tower" but not as an excuse
to avoid the necessary steps. The best possible decisions draw
on the wisdom of all.

4.3 Know the possibilities and the constraints

Coming from a Protestant tradition, we often have difficulties
in discovering how to work with limited or specific objectives
and not try to do too much.  In a cluster ministry arrangement,
each congregation has the potential to decide on its key areas
of ministry, not something for everybody but a few major areas
done well. Building on strengths means identifying those areas
of ministry where the congregation has confidence.
Developing a sense of direction will not just be a drawing
together of scattered opinions and sorting out conflicting views
but rather a way of working toward agreed directions on a few
important areas. In listening to members, congregation leaders
can develop a perspective or common view on what is
important for the congregation's future and then reflect it back
to members for their support. Some members will be creative
and help develop new directions, others can be persuaded and
a few may never be part of necessary change.
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4.4 Diversity of settings

In developing cluster ministry we need to recognise that we
minister in a diversity of settings and that some of the
expressions of ministry will be located or associated with our
buildings, the church site, and others will need to be off
campus. Some expressions of ministry may be directed to a life
stage and be age specific. Others may relate to some common
human hurt or hope. Others may link in with a particular
vocation or relational group. The communities we work in are
now both residential, ones which have a geographical base and
others which are gathered as communities of interest and may
be culturally defined by language, interest, vocation or life
stage.

4.5 Reflection on the community

This means knowing and understanding the community which
is the focus of ministry. It will mean entering into the deep
human and empathetic understanding of life and religious
experience and beliefs of those to whom we seek to witness
and minister. We will need to have more street knowledge, be
able to work the community grapevine, be able to take our
observations and insights to analyse the community; to know
where it has come from, its underlying ethos, ideas,
convictions and psyche. (Good resource here is NCLS material
plus Synod of Victoria's Vital Signs which provides
information from census material.) Local knowledge needs to
dialogue with objective data.

5. Who Decides : Role of the congregation council

The Pilgrim People discussion paper explores the issues of how
congregations make decisions about their future. The paper
recommends that each congregation have one local council which
takes responsibility for local oversight.

"Therefore it is preferable to have one Council rather than two
to provide oversight and to coordinate the resourcing of the life
and mission of the congregation" (4.2.1.13).

Planners need to anticipate, to be able to run through the scene in
their own minds before the event. Forecasting needs vision but also a
plan or organisational framework of how to get there, and how to
make it happen. Everyone does not have to be involved in
everything. One coordinating council can provide the oversight and
direction and it gives permission for networks to flourish and grow.
The council can be a clearing house rather than a controlling body.
It encourages groups to get together, those who have gifts and
passion for particular issues or interests. The church of the future will
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not work by appealing to duty and loyalty. Discerning the future
needs to strike a good balance between a vision which gives hope
and confidence, and that which is achievable and is realistic. Do not
let too many become involved in too many detailed administrative
complexities! If the council is going to assist groups to flourish then it
needs to allow them space to make their own decisions in the context
of the wider community. (See Alban publication Transforming
Church Boards into Communities of Spiritual Leaders, Charles M.
Olsen, 1995).

6. Relationship between Minister and Lay Leaders

One of the most important aspects of future planning concerns the
relationship between minister and leaders. There needs to be a
creative working relationship between the minister's expectations
and the assumptions of congregation gatekeepers. Congregations
need to go for the long term view and plan as if the called leadership
will be in place for at least ten years. For this long term commitment
to work, more attention needs to be given to in-service training and
equipping. Ministers will be encouraged to grow their skills and gifts.
Long term ministry helps build the reputation of the congregation as
it becomes part of the community grapevine. For this to happen lay
leaders and minister need to work closely together and share deep
expectations. They need to build hopes and dreams together and let it
be a mutual ministry.

7. Conclusion

In reading the material in this workbook and in writing up our own
experiences we will discover that the life and mission of the
congregation can be enhanced by establishing a cluster with other
congregations. The relationship and understanding will need to be
carefully spelt out and expectations clarified. Congregations have the
responsibility to negotiate partnership which is responsive to local
needs and requirements. This renewed responsibility will take time to
work through and presbyteries will need support from synods to
develop and grow leadership which can both cope with the changes
and help refocus congregations on their witnessing and serving 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 1161 or fax at 03 9311 2665. PO Box 384 SUNSHINE 3020.
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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.


