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COMMITMENT TO COMMUNITY
MINISTRY

Dean Eland

THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION

Many congregations in Australia understand their ministry to go beyond
"members only" and seek to serve with people in the wider community.
This should not surprise us as central to our gospel preaching, teaching and
practice is extending the love of God to others, those who are our
neighbours. Many of our congregation leaders who grew up in the fifties
will remember the excitement generated by the conferences and studies
which prepared the church to serve the world. The Victorian PFA
produced a very influential study "Jesus Servant Lord and Servant
People", in the early sixties the ACC promoted a church life program,
Colin Williams and others wrote on the topics "Where in the World"
"What in the World". Through this emphasis a whole generation of church
and community leaders were shaped and informed by the call of the gospel
to serve and witness in the community outside conventional congregation
life. In retrospect, there may be additional emphasis we needed to take
account of. Today we give more attention to the complexities, subtleties
and variations of theological viewpoints as well as take account of the
changing social context. While church leaders may wrestle with
explanations and interpretations the call to care for the world is still direct
and straight forward in the primary gospel stories of healing, forgiving and
caring. The sophistication and preoccupation with fine theoretical
distinctions should not distract us from the central tasks of living out the
joining of word and deed, witness and service in a ministry which can
make a difference to people's lives.

DAILY WORK AND LIFE AS VOCATION

The Uniting Church has inherited a developed and extensive community
ministry through service agencies but believes that the ministry of service
should not be left to them. We continue to encourage each congregation to
discover its vocation of ministry and mission in effective and appropriate
ways. We need to continue to work on how congregations support their
members in the vocation of their daily lives, in families, work and
community. Congregations recover their life when there is "rich dialogue
between the experiences of lay persons, the 'texts' of their contemporary
life where they experience God, and the sacred and historical texts and
liturgical practices which carry the tradition" (Kennedy 215). This may not
be done well as preoccupation with organisational change and parish
structures have diverted many away from concentrating on enlivening the
witness and vocation of Christians in their ministry in the world. (A helpful
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recent publication Ministry in Daily Life by William E. Diehl, The Alban
Institute, 1996.)

A JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY FOR EACH GENERATION

As congregations consider their future and reflect on the local challenge
they face, they are often called to renew their corporate ministry to their
community. Sometimes this will come through a study group or
consultation, sometimes the call comes through their prayer and
social/community analysis or pastoral work. At the intersection of their
internal and external life, their coming and going, they rediscover their
calling. Outreach and compassion is expressed in many ways and is driven
by the reading of the gospel as servant love. Australians look for and
appreciate practical hands on demonstrations of ministry. It is helpful to
call this work community ministry and to recognise that its many
expressions, its pluralism and diversity, is good. We need to encourage
congregations and groups of different sizes to respond in ways which are
appropriate for their situation. We also need to learn from the divergent
expressions and to build networks for support. It will also be helpful to
generalise from our experiences so that we can encourage and identify
common experiences and learn from these.

NOT CHARITY BUT BUILDING COMMUNITY

Servant ministry contributes to the building of social capital; it is a way of
people expressing their concern for the future of civil society. The idea of
social capital is outlined in the 1995 Boyer Lectures by Eva Cox, A Truly
Civil Society (ABS Book, 1995).

Social capital refers to the processes between people which
establish networks, norms and social trust and facilitate coordination and
cooperation for mutual benefit . . .

pg 15

Working alone, people feel powerless but working with others provides
the glue for communities, it builds up trust, encourages community, it
builds civic virtue. Good examples of this include the expansion of land
care groups, Clean Up Australia, Walk on Want, tree planting campaigns,
etc. Often these are examples of what one person can do and many others
catch the vision. Much of this work depends on voluntary contribution,
giving generously of time, spending hours in negotiating differences,
looking for ways forward and growing group consensus, developing skills
for coping with diversity and sorting out problems. Many people learn
these skills and discover their gifts as they grow in congregation
leadership. Often the congregation is the first place beyond the home and
family where people gain the confidence to contribute to the welfare of the
wider community. Community building and service is a Uniting Church
strength which we should not underestimate, it is a gift to the wider
society.

DEALING WITH DISEASE AND CYNICISM
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Local action, collaboration and building up social capital provides an
alternate to the cynicism about the conventional political process which
many Australians see as self serving and subject to global impersonal
market forces. Local communities need to be strengthened as the base for
resistance to the competitive nature of economic rationalism. We can find
ways to build up communities of resistance to inform and provide a
critique for citizens who are subject to the manipulation of the mass market
entertainment industry. A good example of resistance is the take over of
locally based football teams by corporate business executives who have
developed and managed sport as a profit industry. As local community ties
are weakened the customs and traditions of the clubs are determined by the
TV industry. The recent rejection of club amalgamations in Melbourne is a
sign that local supporters do not accept that everything is determined by
economic rationalism! Community ministry is grass roots work. It involves
walking alongside of local people, listening to their fears and hopes and
building trust and common concern. "In as much as you did it to one of the
least of these . . .". It may involve organisation leadership, advocacy,
mobilisation or just simply being alongside others in their struggle. We
need no prescriptions or formula because there are many different ways,
occasions and styles of ministry needed. A congregation may be a few
people in an isolated rural community or it may be a large well off
suburban crowd. The dynamics of organising a response will be different
but the foundational compassion will be the same.

MANY EXAMPLES OF STRUGGLES AND ACHIEVEMENTS

When we listen and reflect on experience we know that there are many
examples of community ministry. Some programs will address the
economic circumstances of peoples lives including unemployment, poverty
and resultant personal crisis. Other programs, including advocacy will
address political processes and policies including care for the ageing
community and family and children support. Others will be helping with
life skills, resolving conflict, marriage enrichment as well as celebrating
cultural diversity and reconciliation. Small congregations may be involved
in planning community events which have an impact well beyond the size
of the group. These are the mustard seed actions. Some may begin in a
small way and grow into major Australian institutions. The Flying Doctor
service and Life Line are just two examples of this.

Community ministry programs will be sensitive and responsive to the
particular contexts of ministry. These community contexts in Australia will
range from inner city high rise with its religious and ethnic pluralism, to the
remote outback communities. Some congregations will need to address
city-wide concerns and become places for mobile members to meet around
life issues and social concerns. Other groups need to be gathering places
for communities of interest where generational, vocational or cultural
factors provide the motivating factor.

RECENT EVALUATION STUDIES SUGGEST . . .
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As project leaders meet and reflect on their experience, it is important to
highlight the insights and learnings which community ministry contributes
to the future. With the withdrawal of government funding to the public
sector many note that we face a similar context to the sixties where the
voluntary sector becomes responsible for building up and sustaining local
community care.

Recent insights are included in the following list . . .

• effective community ministry involves lay leadership with clergy
support

• community ministry is creative when it has strong links with
congregation life, both enrich and inform each other

• local programs begin to generate their own support and do not
become dependent on external funding

• where people are the subjects and not the objects of care and where
the clients become the operators of the programs, assuming
responsibility for one another, they become less dependent

• programs grow when a few people come together around a common
human hurt or hope, and when this group does not wait for
everybody to agree

• people find their faith growing and being enriched by meeting a
challenge and being engaged in something worth their while.

A helpful resource for evaluation can be found in the recent Alban Institute
publication by Carl S. Dudley, Next Steps in Community Ministry, 1996.

The Commission for Mission, Synod of Victoria is currently producing a
series of booklets on a number of projects funded through the Special
Mission Fund. These reports are narrative and descriptive with some
evaluation.

October 1996

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


