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HOLY SPIRIT: COME TRANSFORM US

Rev. John Rickard is the Executive Director of the Commission for
Mission in the Uniting Church in Australia's Victorian Synod. This paper
is a recasting of an earlier discussion paper , (A Call to Radical
Faithfulness) about his visits to presbyteries in Victoria. That paper drew
considerable discussion leading to this recast version. (The paper has
been edited to suit a wider audience.)

Change: Of Culture or of God?

If one approaches almost any document prepared at this time, whether it be
secular or religious, sociology or Christian theology, there will almost
certainly be a section in it about change. Change seems to dominate our
lives as all that we thought was fixed and immovable has suddenly
become fluid and mobile. Those who claim to know truth are the most
vulnerable. For there appears to be no truth, or at least no truth that is
accessible to us, relative, contextual, human beings that we are.

And some in the church resist with a passion:

"This change is of the world. We must stand our ground, maintain
the tradition, be a light on the hill, standing over and against the
massive change and interruption that is taking place in our world.
After all, have we not been called to be guardians of a tradition,
handed down to us from those who went before us?"

"It is not our responsibility to change anything. If change is to come
to the church this will be God's doing. The triune God is the one
who is leading the people. It is Christ who leads the church, not
some strategy plan conceived and contrived by us."

"We must not conform to the ways of the world. We must wait upon
God."

And in large part, this is truth, even God's truth. This way is appropriate
for some of the church. Certainly, there have been many times in human
history when such resistance has been faithful.

But there is a nagging alternate position that requires examination.

Though the change that consumes us is frequently driven by financial
considerations, and though the change that swirls around us may be a
consequence of human development and technology, there just may be a
still small voice calling the church into a new presence in the world.
Rather than being driven by the world, this change could be
transformation, motivated and initiated by the Holy Spirit, as we are led, as
faithful people, to engage the society in which we live, and to attempt to
be obedient to the prompting of that same Spirit and the call of the risen
Christ.
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Here the church will seek resonance, but not resonance with the spirit of
the culture as some assume. Now we seek resonance with the Spirit of
God as we are led into a new journey, a new way of being in the world.
Now, instead of fearing this change that so swirls around us, we could
begin to search within it for opportunity, an opportunity to resonate with
the creative power of the living God.

Such a stance may not be for all of us. But it is a faithful stance for some,
as they are called into dialogue with the world in order that the world
might know God as we live out the call to be co-participants in God's
mission.

As the directors engaged the church, it was obvious that many
communities were struggling with this dilemma. Should they remain the
same, hanging onto the tradition they had been given or should they reach
out, seeking new ways of being church, new ways that seek out always
the direction and resource that only the Risen One can offer? Such new
directions would then seek new expressions, new styles, new music, tools
that facilitate the communication of the gift we have been given.

This is a huge dilemma for the church. One pole is not right and the other
wrong. One is not resonating with the Spirit and the other resisting her
presence. Rather, we are called to wrestle, like Jacob, with God, to discern
God's calling for us as a community of people along the "way", but a
community that is incarnate in a particular place and time.

Some of our congregations will continue to present the tradition as they
have received it. If this is a matter of choice then this is resonance with the
Spirit as she speaks to that community. Others are moving, seeking
transformation in a spirit of hope and challenge. And none could deny
there are risks here, for the spirit of the age just might consume our energy
and seduce our interest. But such a stance is also resonant with the Holy
Spirit as we walk forward in faith, with Jesus Christ, in the hope that the
world might come to know him.

This discussion document then attempts to describe positions that the
Uniting Church in Victoria has chosen at this time. There are a few -
ministers, congregations and people - who are resistant to the Spirit's
prompting, longing for the "glory days" and attempting to ignore or escape
the pain of the present. Others are legitimately resisting the culture of our
time, maintaining the tradition and preaching the Word of God with power
and presence. Still others seek a contemporary encounter with our culture,
but nonetheless an encounter that remains faithful to their calling.

Are they all faithful? Only God knows. It is our task, however, as the
Commission for Mission to encourage people into a lively and enthusiastic
response to the offer that is always before us, the offer of grace, love, and
hope that is revealed to us in Jesus Christ. For although we can be sure
that change will continue around us, perhaps with increasing frequency,
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we can be even more confident that the God who loves us, and has
walked with us always, will continue to walk with us still.

KAIROS

In the first paper, the directors claimed we live at a point of Kairos,  a
special moment in history when God's people are called to decision.

There has been criticism for using this concept. To have used a concept
that was so central to the church's response to the crisis of South Africa
under apartheid seemed to some, excessive. Our cultural context is, by no
stretch of the imagination, comparable to South Africa at that time.

Thankfully, this is true. Our people are not being brutalised, beaten and
murdered by an oppressive regime that treats the majority of their people
as slaves who serve the will of the whites all their days.

But central to the understanding of the call of Kairos was not the cultural
context. Rather it was the call to faith, and to a radical re-examination of
the theological enterprise of the church. The churches of South Africa
were calling their people to a decision, a choice: to be supportive of this
oppressive regime or to choose to resist. It was a time of Kairos because it
was a time for decision, a moment of truth, when the church chose where
it would place its allegiance. They could choose the way God was leading
them, to liberty and freedom for all God's people, or they could stay
enslaved to their oppressors. And this choice was a choice for both white
South Africans and the Africans themselves.

Once this choice was taken, the church then had to ensure that its theology
was consistent with its choice. What was called "State Theology" was
seen to underpin the perspective of the oppressors. What was required was
a new "Contextual Theology" that acknowledged the power imbalances
inherent in the system, a theology that led the people into a new encounter
with the liberating God and set the people free from the oppression of the
past.

We too stand at a moment of truth, a moment of decision. There is, of
course, a sense in which faith makes the whole of life a moment of Kairos.
But there are massive changes being brought to bear on the church and the
people who make up our communities. Western culture, as we have
known it, is in decline if not collapse, a decline that not only affects our
culture, but also places great stress on a church that has been so shaped by
that culture. We have to choose whether to slide into decline with our
culture, or to resist. And to not choose is to decide; to decide for the status
quo, a situation that the South Africans knew only too well. Maybe our
theological method and practice also has to change in order to fully
appreciate our context. Who could challenge that our theological systems
have been profoundly influenced, even structured, by the western
philosophical system.
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It is not as though we members of the UCA have not been through such a
process before. The process into union required monumental decision, and
a strong faith that this was the prompting of God. And in faith, we have
achieved much. And it does seem more than a little unfair, that barely 20
years later, God is calling on us yet again, to make big decisions. But this
is the way it is.

Thankfully, many in our churches make these decisions daily, positioning
their communities for the time ahead, ensuring they have gifted ministry,
and access to the resources they require to move forward. It is these stories
we wish to tell. For they offer vision to the church. They offer hope. They
offer a faithful image that could become an example for us all.

MODELS FOR MINISTRY

The Ministry of the Laity

The Uniting Church has always affirmed that all God's people are called
into ministry and mission. Most commonly, there has been a clear
delineation of the role and function of these various ministries, even by
regulation. The clergy, at least those called to the Ministry of the Word, are
set apart to lead the church. There is, of course, also lay leadership in the
form of lay pastor, lay preacher and elders. The primary function of this
collective group is then to prepare the saints for ministry in the world. The
laity are then nurtured in the church for their ministry in the world.

The ministry of the laity in the world

As a community we have not been good at acknowledging the importance
of this ministry. The activists among us have exhorted the church to
mission, laying heavy expectation on our people as they are challenged
into the world to be agents of the Kingdom. Yet because of the extra-
ordinariness of the stories of Jesus in the gospels, and because the
challenge to present an alternate vision for the human community has
seemed so far from our present reality, many people experience feelings of
failure and disillusionment.

Our people do live faithful lives in the ordinariness of their everyday life
experience. At work, at play, at home, and at church, they faithfully
witness to the love of God they have experienced, and the grace and
acceptance they find offered in Jesus Christ. They are ministers of the
gospel. They are at mission, witnessing to the world.

We the church could be better at celebrating and honouring this ministry in
our worship life together. Not only does it then acknowledge the ministry
offered, it also helps to build the rest of us up in faith and love.

The ministry of the laity in the church



5

There have been significant changes developing in our church within the
lay leadership offered and practised in the church itself. Sometimes this has
been because of inadequate funds to provide stipend leadership. At other
times it has been because of the outstanding gifts displayed by the people
concerned. Either way, lay leadership in church life is increasingly the
norm. Such leadership is, however, no longer confined to the traditional
roles of eldership, lay pastors or preachers, or even leadership in our
various committees.

Increasingly, it is seen as appropriate for our worship to be led by a lay
person for our pastoring to be administered by a lay person, even lay
presidency of the sacraments becomes a possibility, with the appropriate
approvals.

There has been some reaction to this movement. Although driven by a
clericalism, both lay and ordained persons have responded negatively.
Ordained persons perceive their role being usurped by the laity, an action
that reduces the "catholicity" of the church. Some lay people also have
difficulty receiving "ministry" from one of their own.

This style of leadership does seem to be an emerging direction for the
Uniting Church however. Rather than emphasising the difference of role
expectation between lay and ordained persons, a mutuality of ministry is
emerging.

There are also other possibilities open to us. One presbytery in the
Victorian Synod has already affirmed the call of a Community Minister in
recent times. This "worker priest" concept may offer some creative
opportunities in the future.

Ministry of the Word

Many Ministers of the Word have welcomed these changes in leadership
roles, although there has been some resistance. Increasingly ministers are
re-orienting their ministerial focus from attempting to being a "one-person-
band" to being the facilitator of a team. Here a complementary nature of
ministry between lay and ordained is encouraged.

It does raise the issue of what is required in the training of ministers.
Ministers require the skill to encourage others to think theologically, rather
than being the "theologian in residence" themselves. This is not to claim
that these two orientations are mutually exclusive. This alternate approach
requires a different orientation in ministerial preparation that encourages
process and method rather than a high concentration on content. The
Theological Hall is well aware of these matters and is examining possible
changes in the structure and method of theological education. Continuing
education will also increasingly become an important component of our
vocational practice.



6

It is possible however, that due to increasing fiscal restriction, Ministers of
the Word will be much thinner on the ground. Pastoral support and
encouragement will therefore be important.

Team Ministry

One of the major issues in the Uniting Church is how we structure
settlements. In the main, clergy remain captive to the parishes, with little
opportunity to develop their contribution to the wider ministry of the
church apart from involvement in committees. This is unfortunate.

The emergence of team ministry has been important in this regard.
Although teams have not always worked well, clergy are increasingly
finding the support and potential available in team ministry a creative
choice.

Team ministry has also been one method used by the church to address
our inability to supply stipended ministry in many places. Clergy are
brought together by presbyteries to form teams or clusters in order to
provide stipended ministry across a number of parishes. These areas are
often called Mission Areas or Clusters and have been most obvious in
rural presbyteries. Such a model does not only address our inability to fund
stipended ministry. It also allows clergy to develop their particular gifts or
interests and offer them to a wider forum. At this time in Victoria, most
teams contain only ordained persons. A further development would be to
include lay leaders in this process.

Ecumenical Relationships

The Uniting Church has long had a strong commitment to ecumenical
relationships. While this meant dialogue and discussion this presented an
exciting way whereby our members could broaden their knowledge of the
faith and their fellowship. Now the relationships have become more
serious as in many places we explore the possibilities of joint worshipping
communities where either a UCA minister or a minister of another
denomination is shared. Thus far, most of these opportunities have
occurred in the rural areas, and have had varying success. They will
become more frequent in the future.

Outreach Ministries

This area has been one of the growth areas of the church in recent times.
As we have realised the importance of ministry beyond the boundaries of
the gathered church, we have struggled to identify ministries that
addressed this situation. The use of the term "outreach" is not used to
imply that we, the church, take God out to the world. Rather, we turn
outward from within our own community, into the world, and there find
God in the midst of the struggle and turmoil that is so much a part of
human life today.

Chaplains
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Chaplains have long been a part of the ministry of the Uniting Church as
they have stood with people in their time of particular need. Usually within
a structured environment, people have named the God they have found in
the faces of the many struggling ones in schools, hospitals, or the work
environment. This is a most important ministry, as the church has moved
out to people rather than requiring them to come and be like us.

The Ministry of Deacon

The renewed diaconate is a relatively new manifestation of this outreach
ministry. Rather than in a structured environment, the deacon frequently
moves to the margins of our society, there to work with the broken and
marginalised. Once there, the role is similar to the chaplain, to name the
God already present, and to express the grace, acceptance and love
revealed in Jesus Christ. A corrective political or structural agenda may
also emerge as the deacon is exposed to the structural injustice experienced
by many in our "economically" defined, cultural environment. This model
of ministry, where one is called to walk the way of Jesus with the people
on the edge, is never an easy task.

The role of the establishment of community is important in both these
ministries. People require a sense of belonging to sustain human life. The
body of Christ, the Eucharistic community, is important on the fringes of
our community, as well as in the church environment. Is this not where the
body of Christ was broken for own sakes?

Community Services

Community Service agencies have always been a strong witness to the
justice and caring part of the mission of the church. This continues to be
the case. There are, however, new developments as many of these
agencies strive to re-discover their "genesis" in the church. Questions are
being raised concerning the mode of operation of a secular human services
industry that is characterised by an over reliance on a professional
response. Such action tends to further distance already isolated people
from the wider community. Many agencies have begun to explore beyond
their involvement in the "deeds" of the faithful to reclaim their motivation
in the proclamation of the Word. Some are even exploring their life as
worshipping communities.

Prophetic Witness

The prophetic function of the church has gained in prominence in recent
times. There has been strong affirmation of this role by many, even among
those whom some would consider "conservative". There have, however,
always been people who are uncomfortable when the church challenges
the contemporary social ideology. There is no doubt that the participation
in a broader public realm is costly and inevitably alienates some Uniting
Church members. The question is, however, how much are we prepared to
risk to achieve an improved social context for the most disadvantaged in
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our community? Participating in the public arena is not just about being
faithful to our Christian obligation to be prophetic. It is also about
evangelism. As many are called to faith by our public stance we have
become aware of the public media as an important interface between
church and community.

We should celebrate that the church has, once again, claimed its position in
the community as moral or ethical agent, presenting an alternate social
vision of how the world should be.

Funding is an issue with all these various outreach ministries. In
community services the church has learnt to rely on government resources
to fund ministry in this area. But there has been a high cost. Increasingly
the government has set the agenda, and we have had to co-operate with
government policy and ideology in order to receive the dollars. With the
recent changes in governments however, these resources could be less
reliable in the future. If we see this ministry as important, we might have to
use our own resources to sustain it.

In terms of both chaplaincy and diaconal ministry, the target community is
generally a community that is unable to generate resources to fund
stipended ministry. If we are to continue to offer this ministry we may
have to positively discriminate towards these programs in our budget
processes in order that they might continue the important ministry they
offer.

Ethnic Ministry

The strength and energy of our many, ethnic faith communities is
enormously encouraging. They offer to those of Anglo-Celtic origin
bountiful images of faith and commitment. They are certainly a strongly
growing part of the Uniting Church at this time. Perhaps they are the
evangelists and missionaries to the contemporary era as we witness the
decline of western Christendom.

It is unfortunate that Anglo Celtic cultural expectations inherent in the
structures of the UCA are frequently experienced as obstructive. If we are
to be a truly multicultural church these structures will need to be more
flexible.

The emergence of the Ethnic Council as an influential part of our
structures is to be celebrated. We encourage all churches intending to sell
property to be in contact with this council. It would be disastrous if
resources of the church are sold when they could be of use to other
sections of our faith community.

Koori Ministry

The continuing emergence of Koori ministry is another witness to the
changing nature of ministry in the church. The Uniting Aboriginal and
Islander Christian Congress continues to demonstrate to the wider church
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the importance of our growing partnership with Congress in Victoria.
There are strong signs of hope with the new base at Grovedale. A
strengthening Congress team, and our church's commitment to asset
sharing, indicate that Congress will increasingly be able to realise its dream
of a comprehensive ministry with Aboriginal people in Victoria.

A first instalment of $500,000 in the asset sharing process is an important
acknowledgement that others occupied this land before Europeans came. It
is also an important symbol of the responsibility the church feels for the
way Koori people have been treated in recent times.

The Congress also intends to offer,as a gift to the wider church,
indigenous understandings of Christian faith. These will be important for
the Victorian church as we become more aware of the influence context,
even the Australian context, has on faith expression.

Our involvement with the Koori people, and our engagement with the
peoples of other lands has much to offer "Anglo-Celtic" Australians.
These relationships have the potential to broaden the perspective of the
UCA, to shift our theological enterprise from what has been a strong
eurocentric base towards a theological expression that is grounded in our
multicultural context, the land that is claimed, by some, to be the "Land of
the Holy Spirit".

Settlements

Process

Few would disagree with the view that our settlements procedures are
unnecessarily torturous and arduous. From the perspective of the parish
they involve lengthy procedures, multitudinous meetings and frequently
result in long vacancies. From the perspective of the ministers, more and
more these procedures are experienced as an employment process, rather
than a call into a mutual relationships of ministry. On both sides, the
process is often experienced as dehumanising and degrading.

Of influence is also the cultural expectation of "self satisfaction" and
"individual wellbeing". The current call system is used by some, both
parishes and ministers, to ensure that they get what they want, irrespective
of the views of the church at large. Such action encourages the rampant
individualism of our culture. JPSAC has attempted to deal with these
matters and has had some success with settlements effected by either
appointment or initiative. Those effected by call rarely reach the agenda
however.

There is also a strong aversion to rural or regional settlements by some
ministers.

Outcomes
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Settlements have traditionally been made by the presbytery and are
accountable to the presbytery; but have been strongly bound to the
parishes. This has led to attitudes of possessiveness in some parishes, and
an equally strong obligation on the part of the minister to focus their
ministry exclusively on parish matters. This has meant that many God
given skills have been confined to the local parish context.

One way to address this issue is to have more team ministries as suggested
above. Another is to settle ministers into presbyteries. They could then
offer 75% of their ministry to a parish and the other 25% to the presbytery.
This possibility would also address some of the staffing questions in
relation to presbyteries, the extra time being used to address the ministry
requirements of presbyteries. Bonding with parishes would still be possible
through a type of "pastorate" relationship.

The settlements procedures of the church should ensure that the ministry
and mission of God are best served with the resources, both human and
physical, that are accessible. A broader vision is required. Perhaps the
changes suggested by the Assembly Task Group on Simpler and More
Flexible Structures entitled "A Pilgrim People"  will be helpful in this
regard.

One area of concern is our resistance to the evaluation of our settlements.
At the point of vacancy, critical evaluations should be made re future
stipended ministry requirements, which are not only assessed on the ability
to pay. Our presbyteries do manage a consultation process, but in most
presbyteries, these processes are "soft" and tend to affirm the status quo.
Stewardship of our resources requires that we are more rigorous here.

Questions for Section
Models for Ministry

1. How are the models for ministry required for your
context changing?

2. In what ways is the ministry of the laity celebrated in
your community?

3. How might a "Team Ministry" benefit your
community? How could you use the diverse
ministry it might offer?

4. If it facilitated a more comprehensive ministry, who
could your congregation amalgamate with?

5. How could we better effect settlements?

6. Would you accept a presbytery appointment?
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MANAGEMENT, MISSION OR MINISTRY?

In visits around the presbyteries, and from personal experience, it became
obvious that we members of the Uniting Church spend far too much time
in meetings. To be sure, there is a ministry of administration and
management, but all have not been given that gift. The gifts offered to the
members of the Uniting Church are many and varied, many in the area of
ministry to our communities, and others in the area of mission and
outreach. But after spending much of our time in meetings, and many of
them administrative, we are too exhausted to put our real gifts to work.
This is something for us to be concerned about. We require transformation.
We seek transformation.

It appears that this inter-conciliar structure we have laid upon ourselves is
not working. It may have been alright in the early days when we had
many more members and our energy was high, but now we are tired. Now
we want a rest. We want to step back and enjoy our achievements and let
others take over.

Yet when we look around for those who will take our place there are so
few, and we soldier on, often overwhelmed with feelings of entrapment,
and our tiredness increases.

Perhaps there is another way forward. Perhaps we don't have to struggle
so hard. Perhaps the Risen One is calling us to a new way of being
church. What was the statement made at the "Vision for Mission"
conference in June 1996? We are called to be a movement, not an
institution!

Institutionalism

The Uniting Church is an institution. It needs to be such in order to
continue to own property and to exist as an organisation in the public
arena. But as a people of God, we do not need to worship and service this
institution with such a passion that it becomes an article of faith.

Frequently this talk of institution is directed towards the Synod,
particularly 130 Little Collins Street. There is the institution, it is said, with
all its staff, and all its bureaucratic nonsense. In my experience, this
institutionalism is rampant throughout the church. As soon as a problem
arises we seek to employ staff to deal with it, and if there isn't the money,
we seek a grant from wherever we can get it. This is an institutional
response.
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Some of the rural presbyteries have already moved to a movement model.
They seek to address ministry and mission from within their own
resources, sometimes to their own disadvantage.

As for the heavy committee structures, this problem seems much more
prevalent in the presbyteries and parishes. In recent times the Synod has
attempted to streamline its committee structures where this is possible.
Simpler and more flexible structures are required in all sections of the
church's work.

We must seek out ways to facilitate the processes required to maintain the
institution and free up our people for Christian witness in their local
communities.

Dysfunctional Structures

Our structures have become dysfunctional. Not only do we place too
much importance on management and representation, there are too many
sections of government. Congregation, parish, presbytery, synod and
assembly are just too many. And frequently there is duplication of
particularly administrative matters throughout several sectors. A new
culture is required.

In our community services and schools, our devolved model of
management also creates problems. The council of management make all
the decisions, but at the end of the day, the Synod has the legal and
financial accountability. Presbyteries are poorly resourced to fulfil the role
of sponsoring body for the larger and more complex agencies. It is also
becoming increasingly difficult to find experienced and capable people to
serve on councils of management. Do we need to have so many people
involved anyway?

Transformation is certainly required here.

There is also the issue of how these various sectors are best resourced to
fulfil their core function as defined in the regulations. Some would argue
that field staff are best placed at Synod level, servicing the church as either
consultants or salaried staff. Others wish more staff to be located in the
presbyteries. Obviously, we are unable to do both. Choices will have to be
made. It will be important, however, that these decisions are made together
and not in isolation in the various sectors of the church.

Congregation

Increasingly the church is recognising the centrality of the congregation for
the mission and ministry of the church. This is particularly relevant as we
realise that the most important "mission field" is outside our "back door
and down our street" in secular Australia. With over 800 locations in
Victoria, these congregations are potentially accessible to many people
beyond our core members. Congregations are most effective, enlivened
and transformative when they are open to, and building bridges with, the
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wider world of which they are a part. Evangelism then should have its
base in our local congregations.

In congregations an apparent tension has developed between various
management committees, particularly Parish Council, the Parish Council
of Elders and Elders Councils. The Parish Council has been defined as the
administrative body which administers the parish. The Council of Elders is
primarily responsible for setting ministry directions and priorities. Tensions
have therefore developed whereby the mission of the church is often
controlled by financial issues. This is not satisfactory. In some places
property and management issues have tended to so dominate the time and
attention of local leaders that ministry and mission is overlooked. As
suggested by the Assembly Report on Simpler and More Flexible
Structures, perhaps one committee should be responsible for the life of the
congregation.

It is obvious that the contemporary focus on localism has influenced our
view of church. In mission terms this has been appropriate. But localism
must not become parochialism. A congregation is only church in so far as
it is networked into the larger community of faith. We are all part of the
one body. This limited local focus can become destructive when priority is
given to funding local mission with little regard to the wider priorities of
the church, particularly when such an attitude is actively promoted by the
leadership of the church.

There is also a risk that congregations become preoccupied with their own
life, merely existing to succour and support their members. This is a
minimalist vision. Congregational life should include a strong orientation
of outreach to the other, particularly "the least of these". Faithfulness is not
measured by our proclamation of the Good News and celebration of the
sacraments alone. Response to the biblical call to charity, justice and peace
is required. This may require us to look beyond the local congregation to a
broader community, perhaps even develop a new definition of
congregation. Our ecclesiology should not become overly exclusive.

Parish

The structural concept we call a parish seems to have a limited future. The
Assembly Task Group on Simpler and More Flexible Structures report
suggests the removal of this level of "government". The directors have
noticed a decided reaction to this proposal, particularly in rural
communities. This attitude could be motivated by misunderstanding rather
than the defence of the structure itself.

If we do remove this structure we will need to discover new ways of
working together that enable the effectiveness of each ministry centre. This
may involve the sharing of settlements, the development of regional or
area strategies, and the responsibility to reach out beyond the concerns of
the assembled membership.

Presbytery
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The Presbytery structures are frequently run by a handful of tired and
overworked people as they attempt to offer leadership with few resources
to back them up. The way that settlements are currently structured means
that presbyteries are dramatically understaffed and therefore have difficulty
fulfilling their function as defined in the basis of Union and the
Regulations.

Discussions are taking place as to what is the optimum number of
presbyteries across the nation. Currently there are 55. The Assembly Task
Group on Simpler and More Flexible Structures is about to recommend a
dramatic cut in this number, to about half. This is not only for financial
reasons. They believe there is an optimum size for a presbytery to
adequately fulfil its oversight function, both in terms of the number of
settlements and the number of members.

Such a radical reduction is not justified in Victoria. There must be some
redefinition of boundaries in some areas, however, in order to better
facilitate oversight. The boundaries of Mitchell, Barwon, Grampians and
the Mallee should be carefully examined with the possible reduction in
number by at least one presbytery. Some tinkering with Loddon
Campaspe, Gippsland and Westernport may also better facilitate episcopal
oversight. Some amalgamation of the metropolitan presbyteries is a
particularly attractive possibility. It would therefore be possible to reduce
the number of presbyteries in Victoria to about ten. A reduction of the
number of presbyteries to seven, as previously suggested, on purely
economic reasons would, however, be counterproductive. A purely
economic motivation is hardly adequate.

To provide adequate staffing for these presbyteries is, however, another
matter. If we are to strengthen their capacity to serve congregations, as
well as meet the objective of reducing Mission and Service askings in line
with current trends, we will have to seek alternate ways to staff
presbyteries. The suggestion of presbytery settlements will help.
Presbyteries are, however, increasingly moving towards requesting at least
two field workers and possibly an extra support person. The role of these
field workers varies from presbytery to presbytery but always includes a
Presbytery Minister. Sometimes the job descriptions of Presbytery
Ministers are defined solely in relation to pastoral care. Pastoral care of
ministers and their families is important, but is intimately linked to strategy
and missional considerations. Staffing models should reflect this
relationship. A separation of these job descriptions is unhelpful and
counterproductive to the wellbeing of the church. Even under these
circumstances however, some of the pastoral responsibility for ministers
and their families could reside in developed teams, mission areas or
clusters. Area meetings could develop a pattern of mutual supervision.

Synod

The Synods of the Uniting Church have served an important function as
that body which has constantly maintained a state-wide focus. They are
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also the legal entities that provide a legal status for the church in all states.
They therefore must be continued.

While there is a high expectation of Synod structures many believe they
are over staffed and over-resourced. Those working within the structures,
however, experience that reality quite differently, as they struggle to meet
increasing demands with fewer resources.

Synod has, in recent times, reduced its committee structures and thus
reduced the drain on our people to maintain this structure. The
recommendation to Synod that we disband the Resources Commission is
one such example. This has meant that much of the everyday management
has been handed over to staff, while policy matters are decided by the
committees of the church. This has been a good model. This change,
however, has not been easy to accept for some.

Over several years, considerable staff resources of the Synod have been
reallocated to the presbyteries. Synod staff levels are now less than half the
size they were at union. The Commission for Mission has been particularly
affected by this action. This is appropriate as many of the resources for
these positions have been relocated in presbyteries.

Further reductions in staffing requirements will be required in the next few
years. Recent trends indicate a 5% reduction in giving per annum. This
will dramatically change the shape of our church in years to come,
affecting all areas of ministry and mission. Each sector of the church will
have to discern its core functions and confine their roles within those
parameters. This will not only mean reductions in staff in many places. It
will also mean reduction in services.

Only when the whole church is seen to be acting in an accountable fashion
will the people in the pews once again trust the church with adequate
levels of giving. Until that time, any financial response generated by the
abundant and overwhelming love of God will be directed elsewhere.

Assembly

At the Assembly level we attempt to maintain a thin, unrealistic web of
presence across this vast continent. It is most important however that this
web be retained. Once again, a definition of core functions is required and
an assurance that duplication does not exist between the work done at
Assembly and Synod levels. Maybe allocation of particular work to
particular Synods on behalf of the Assembly is a possibility. At Assembly
we should only have staff positions that have a distinct national and
international focus.

There have been suggestions that we could rationalise our administrative
and management functions. The fact that the Uniting Church exists under
various state acts of parliament obstructs such a possibility. The
amalgamation of some functions should be explored.
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Trust or Representation

At union we strove mightily to ensure that the structure of the Uniting
Church was set up in such a way that all people had access to the decision
making process at all levels of government. This motivation was indeed
important as we encouraged the participation of each of our previous
traditions. In the process, however, it seems we have created a monster.
For instead of offering democracy, we have achieved democracy "gone
mad", where each of the sections of our organisation is represented at
every level, and represented by one person from every category
imaginable, lay, ordained, male, female, young, old, etc. etc. In creating
such a structure we have made a rod for our own back.

Democracy is about trust. If we elect representatives then we must trust
that they will represent the interests of the particular group that elected
them. It is time we streamlined our processes, and trusted our elected
people to represent us in the various forums of the church. Only with such
trust, and the consequent reduction of numbers required to serve on many
and various committees, will our people be liberated from their bondage to
committees and be energised to become God's people, in the church and in
the world. The ministry and mission of Jesus Christ calls each and every
one of us. Some will be called to be administrators and managers. Let us
empower them and trust them to their task. Others will then be free to fulfil
their calling in the mission and ministry of God. In this way we will
liberate our people from their preoccupation with routine committees and
the maintenance of structures and equip them for ministry in their work
place and local communities.

There must be a word of caution here however. We must ensure that the
roles of "government" are not filled by the stipended or salaried staff of the
church entirely. There will be others called to this ministry.

Questions for
Management, Ministry or Mission?

1. How do you feel about the number of Committees
you are on?

2. What is the Committee structure of your
Congregation/Parish? What is the minimum number
of committees your congregation could operate
with?

3. What are the complications created when
congregations make their decisions in isolation?

4. Do we need the Parish sector of government?
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5. How many presbyteries do we need in Victoria in
order to properly offer oversight to our
congregations?

6. How do we move from being an institution to being
a movement? Do we want to?

RESOURCES FOR MINISTRY AND MISSION

The Faithfulness of God

It is most important, particularly as we move into this period of change and
transformation, that we return to the biblical witness and remind ourselves
of the profound nature of God's faithfulness. As we survey salvation
history, we witness over and over again, the triune God reaching out to
God's people, inviting them into relationship. God has shown a
commitment to, and love of the people that is beyond human
comprehension. For even though we people have been somewhat less than
responsive, let alone obedient, this God comes again and again, in
covenantal passion to secure our gratitude and our love. In the patriarchs,
the judges, the kings, in the prophets, in the Son and in the Spirit,
humankind has experienced God as a God of grace and love, always
seeking to stand with God's people along the way. This has been the
experience throughout time, in as far as we have been able to recall and
record it.

Is it then unreasonable for us to expect that God walks with us still? To be
sure, change swirls around us at an unprecedented rate, and the church
does seem to be shrinking in numbers and resource. But God is faithful.
God has never abandoned us. God will not abandon us now. In fact,
among all the change and turmoil, the living Christ, in the power of the
Spirit, just may be seeking to transform the church that we might be
incarnate in our age.

In God we can trust, and in God alone.

Worship

Worship is most significant as the proclamation of the grace, faithfulness
and forgiveness of God. Worship also reveals our character as an
inclusive, dynamic, and redeemed community. Meaningful, relevant and
challenging worship is essential for the wellbeing of our future as a faith
community. This is particularly so when there is an obvious intent to
incarnate that Word in the contemporary context. Signs of this creativity
are manifest in new discoveries of tradition and life in music, movement
and art.

Unfortunately, many of our people experience worship as tired and
lifeless, unrelated to their daily lives and boring. The reason for this
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however is not solely related to the music used or the contemporary nature
of the liturgy as indicated in the "Faithfulness" paper. Both traditional and
contemporary worship can be boring; both traditional and contemporary
worship can be uplifting and confronting. It depends on the preparation of
both those leading the worship and those participating. It depends on our
openness to receive the Word and hear the offer of grace. It depends on
the way the Holy Spirit influences and directs the worship. It depends on
the God-centredness of the worship.

The directors have received criticism that our comments in the previous
paper perceived worship as entertainment for the people. If they weren't
entertained then they went somewhere else. This is a misunderstanding of
our perspective. Worship, although God-centred and directed, must
communicate with the participants, must facilitate their relationship with
the triune God. Otherwise it becomes some distant reality, unrelated to the
lives of the people that resembles the worship of the Roman church just
prior to the Reformation. There worship was seen as something that the
priest did "up there" at the altar while the people remained passive
observers, with little engagement in the liturgy itself.

The issue of the various styles of service continues to worry the church.
The search for inclusive practice continues so that both traditional and
contemporary liturgical practice is included. This causes frustration in
many on both sides of the spectrum. Some have already introduced a
streaming of our worship styles, either separately, or incorporated into the
one congregational experience. One possibility is that where there is more
than one congregation in any region, each could develop styles of worship
and community life that are complementary rather than more of the same.

Whatever way a local community proceeds, our worship life is a great
resource, the source from which our ministry and mission grows. It must
be nurtured and encouraged. For in worship there is an re-enactment of the
offer of salvation made by God to all humankind through Jesus Christ.
This is central to Christian faith experience whether we live in times of
change and upheaval like the present, or some other time when life
appeared more calm and serene.

The Eucharist is that which most defines Christian worship. It is a pity our
communities don't participate more frequently.

Human Resources

These are a most valued resource. Encouragement must be given to sustain
our people through this time when massive change is taking place in their
communities. Some relearning, even retraining may be necessary in both
lay and ordained as roles changes and different sociological and
theological analysis and methodology is required.

Lay People
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Our churches are made up of many people of faith who have surrendered
their lives in service to the Lord and others. It is most encouraging to
encounter these people and to be uplifted by their spirit of hope and
possibility. We may not all think the same way, even in terms of our
theological perspective, but we all strive to respond in faith, to the calling
we have been given as the people of God.

There can be little doubt that the members of our church are ageing. Latest
available statistics (1993) indicate that 40% of our membership is over 60
years of age. These people have served the church faithfully over many
years, but we have been unable to attract and hold younger people in any
numbers. This reality will have a devastating effect over the next 10 to 20
years.

There are, however, small numbers of extremely committed people of all
ages, who continue to witness to Jesus Christ in the world. Many of this
group are already seeking new ways of being "church". Intentional
Christian Communities, House Churches, Home Groups, Study Groups
are on the increase as people seek to belong to the body of Christ in a way
where they feel truly in relationship. These communities will help to
strengthen our congregational life and give us courage to risk a new future
in God.

Ordained

The church has made a huge financial investment in its clergy. The Spirit
has flowed through these people, offering ministry to the church and our
people. They strive to be faithful in a difficult time.

This new period of change has, however produced some challenges. New
role expectations, particularly from rural areas, and soon to be more
obvious in the metropolitan area, have brought an identity and vocational
crisis to some. In some clergy a crisis of faith is also evident.

The remedy to this problem has been seen to be continuing education.
Although of the utmost importance, continuing education will not solve
the dilemma of many ministers unless it addresses the changing role that is
being thrust upon them. Otira has been exploring these matters for some
time. The Assembly review of theological education may also provide a
vehicle within which to resolve these matters.

The faith crisis is another matter. All of us are vulnerable to such a crisis as
change swirls around us and disturbs our vocational practice and liturgical
bias. Spiritual direction might be considered as a compulsory part of self
discipline in the ordained ministry.

Whatever way we proceed in this regard, appropriate pastoral care will be
required for our ministers and their families as we negotiate the immediate
future. Such pastoral support should not be solely offered by presbytery
ministers, however. Frequently they are too closely associated with the
workplace. Ministers must learn to avail themselves of the variety of
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support mechanisms offered by the church, not only those provided by the
structures.

Community

The church has a unique vision of community. Drawn theologically from
the concept of the body of Christ, with its many parts that all contribute,
this possibility is most important in an age of rampant individualism and a
consumerist ideology. This need has, of course, been exacerbated by the
destruction of local community that has been the result of the economic
rationalist agenda of governments since the 1980s.

People are looking to belong, even if they do have to learn a new language
pattern and ritual practice. We have not offered this gift in our local
community as well as we might.

With the increasing movement world wide towards less paid employment,
and the push towards early retirement, the volunteer sector will assume an
increasing significance in our search for meaning and identify as human
beings. We should begin to explore these possibilities and encourage
participation.

Property Sale Proceeds

We have significant resources tied up in property sale proceeds. For many
years, there has been a debate raging in the church as to who should have
access and who should control these funds. These resources have enabled
many congregations to continue ministry in a way that is far beyond their
current financial means. In some cases this is justified, even celebrated.
But it has encouraged a view that ordained ministry only comes to those
who can afford it. Where money isn't currently available, it has been
difficult to settle stipended ministry irrespective of the need. Only those
with insufficient funds are forced to run the gauntlet of a priorities process.
The rest are barely required to evaluate their work. The assumptions and
values of our culture malign our faithfulness. Can the user-pays principle
be applied to stipended ministry?

An accident of location or history should not determine the ministry of the
church forever.

Some congregations have been willing to share their resources with others
within their presbytery, sometimes even beyond presbytery bounds. This
generosity is heralded as a faithful response. This sharing has brought
blessing and joy both to those who receive and those who give.
Resistance, however, tends to be the more common response.

A new process that is being brought to the Synod this year will address
these matters. First, it will attempt to integrate the fund-raising and the
mission planning arms of the church in one, integrated process. Second, it
will place this process under the direction and control of a joint presbytery
and joint commissions committee, named the Board of Mission and
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Resourcing. Third, it will place the property sale proceeds of the church at
the disposal of this committee. Existing commitments will be honoured for
five years, but after that, parishes who had property sale proceeds will be
required to apply for grants like any other parish that is unable to fund their
ministry out of current offerings. This will be a much more equitable
proposal. It is up to the Synod to accept, reject, or modify this proposal in
September.

Details of this proposal have also been circulated with the Supplementary
papers for Synod.

Considered Property Rationalisation

Our buildings are the responsibility that frequently break the backs of our
people. Shrinking communities cling ever harder to their suite of buildings.
"I was baptised here, married here, I baptised my children here, and they
were also married here, and I will be buried from here." Strong
sentiments, but a fundamentalism that is destroying our identity as a faith
community, and binding up our resources as we struggle to maintain these
buildings in a reasonable state of repair. It appears that the easiest way to
increase attendances is to indicate that a building is closing. People come
out of the wood work in an attempt to save their "icon" of faith.

We have been unable to see the potential of "recycling" our buildings,
using them as facilities for community use, or selling them for other
purposes. Such behaviour is unfortunate, for even if we keep our
buildings, many are not appropriate for the changing needs, lifestyles and
patterns of worship of a future church.

Property rationalisation should be undertaken when local and presbytery
planners are convinced that it will lead to significant advances. It should
give congregations the opportunity to develop new ministry and outreach.
Funds gained should be shared to allow new possibilities to happen.
Rationalisation should not be used just to secure the financial viability of
the current group who controls the assets.

Different criteria apply in rural communities, however. Small
congregations should be affirmed and supported. Significant headway has
already been achieved in this regard. Ministerial leadership, both lay and
ordained, and how that leadership is achieved is an important
consideration here. Training opportunities should help grow local
leadership both for the sake of those involved, and to allow Christians to
enhance the leadership which they offer to the wider community. Rural
congregations should be affirmed by the entire church in their decision to
stay and stand with people in their struggle with rural decline.

Questions for
Resources for Ministry and Mission
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1. What resources for ministry and mission have you
in your local community? How do you celebrate
them?

2. How might your participation in worship be
improved?

3. How might your financial resources best be used to
facilitate the mission of the whole church?

4. Do you have property that is under-utilised? What
would you like to do with it?

FACILITATED CHANGE: TRANSFORMED BY THE HOLY
SPIRIT

Is all this change then driven by our culture, our context, our
circumstance? Or is it, or at least some of it, God calling us into a new day,
a new way of being church in our time.

To be sure, some is of the world. Change has become the icon of the last
20th century as we rush towards a new millennium.

But there is also transformation here. Transformation that is not of our
making, but of God, as the risen Christ prepares his church for this new
reality we call the twenty-first century. The Spirit is calling us into
something new. As yet, we are unable to define it in any concrete way.
But many feel the Holy Spirit in their midst. Many are carried along with
her power and presence as she encourages communities to explore new
ways of being church that sustain and nurture God's people.

Some will hold fast to the tradition. This is important, even imperative.
The tradition of the church must be carried along with us. We are not
entitled to break free, to let go of all the church has held dear for 2000
years and to do our own thing. And yet this tradition is not static either. It
is a growing alive reality, forever fed by the risen Christ as his life is made
manifest in contemporary society. But to withdraw entirely, to hold so fast
to the tradition that we fail to engage the world in which we live, this is to
walk away from Jesus and form some ascetic, morally defined group like
the Essenes of Jesus time. Such action is to resist the Spirit.

Others will be more adventurous, and attempt some creative expression of
a contemporary encounter they experience between Holy Spirit and world.
This will always be a risky business as the "spirits" of the world, the
principalities and powers also hold influence. As people of our
contemporary culture we are dangerously susceptible to their will.
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Is such a faith expression resonant with the Spirit? Well yes, but no more
than those who struggle to make the tradition manifest in the world. Each
struggles to be faithful in a time of great turmoil and change.

Either stance, however, is only possible in the power of the Holy Spirit,
released upon the world because of the obedience and commitment of the
Son, Jesus Christ, who has promised to be with us, to comfort, protect and
energise us, along the way.

Decision Making Processes

This paper is but one of many, oh so many, offered to the church for
comment and decision. Most are Assembly documents. The purpose of
this document, as stated at the beginning, is a redrafting of the discussion
document published by the directors of the Commission for Mission earlier
this year. As a discussion document, it does not require any decision. It is
merely offered to the church for your use. Use it in discussion with your
congregations, parishes or presbyteries as you see fit. It is hoped that the
questions offered at the end of each section facilitate discussion. If they
raise further questions and encourage you to pursue some response then it
will have fulfilled its purpose.

As for any decision making process, this will arise out of the various other
papers seeking comment. The Assembly Task Group on Simpler and
More Flexible Structures' document is seeking decision about settlement
procedures, congregation and parish structures and management. A
supplement due out shortly will also address presbyterial oversight, the
size of presbyteries, and the role and core functions of Synods and
Assembly.

Theological education, continuing education and other related matters are
to be discussed through a document that reviews theological education,
both in terms of content and method. Both documents require decision at
the meeting of the Assembly in 1997.

Both these documents could significantly transform the structure of the
Uniting Church and the shape of stipended ministry in the future. They are
important documents. Try to have your say.

Jubilee or Restoration

There has been some criticism of the concept of the Year of Jubilee as
expressed in the "Faithfulness" paper. To be sure, the understanding
expressed in Leviticus was indeed different, at least in detail, to that
expressed in the paper. In Leviticus, every 50 years, all property was to be
returned to its original owners, and all debts forgiven. This meant of
course, that if understood sociologically, all land was returned to the
aristocracy, and rather than being a method whereby a redistribution of
land could take place, it reinstated the status quo.
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But the text does talk about God being the owner of all land, "we being
but aliens and tenants" (Lev. 25:23). At least theologically, this text was
used to affirm a theocracy, in which God was the Lord of history and the
beneficial owner of all things.

By the time of Jesus, however, things appear to have moved a little. He
offers us what some have called the Jubilee or Lord's prayer, in which we
are asked to "forgive our debts as we forgive the debts of others", a much
more mutual and inclusive understanding of Jubilee than defined in
Leviticus. It was this understanding that the directors were attempting to
use to evaluate the ministry and mission of the church.

Of course, the concept of "Restoration" or the "Year of Jubilee" was never
implemented in Israel. Perhaps it is unrealistic. But it is interesting that this
theological theme continues to rise up in the tradition, particularly when
inequities exist and people believe that only God can put things right. It is
interesting to note that a new Kairos document was written in 1995 in
South Africa. Written in a post apartheid situation, where the churches
now struggle for justice in terms of economic equality and access to
resources, this new document is entitled, Kairos 95: At the Threshold of
Jubilee. It may not have ever been implemented by Israel, but it is a
theological theme that has captured the imagination of the church ever
since. We hope it is useful for us.

Of course, the time line offered in the previous paper of one year was
totally unrealistic.

It would be my view however, that if the Synod agrees to accept the new
process mentioned elsewhere in the Synod papers, over the full cycle of
five years opportunity will be given to reassess our commitment to all our
program and ministry, to offer it up to God, and to assess whether it will
be required into the 21st century.

This is not a take over bid by the Synod in order to control the program of
the church. This new process will be administered by the Board of
Mission and Resourcing, a Board made up primarily of presbytery
representatives. The quality, and depth of knowledge of these
representatives will, of course, be of the utmost importance.

Such a process will require the constant answering of four critical
questions:

1. What ministry or mission are we called to?
2. How are we being called to do it?
3. Where, in the various sectors of the church, should 

any staff be placed?
4. How are we going to fund it?

If these questions are asked of all our projects over a five year process,
"restoration" may just be possible.
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Vision for Mission

There is another process also proceeding within the Victorian Synod. Two
years ago, as directed by Synod 1994, a task group was established to
review the shape of presbyterial oversight and role of the presbytery
minister or officer. This group held the "Vision for Mission" conference in
June 1996. The task group is currently reviewing its ongoing direction. It
is envisaged that members of the group will now begin to visit presbyteries
to discuss concrete outcomes of the conference, and how we might begin
to "re-culture the church to be a movement rather than an institution". This
consultative process will also begin to bring concrete decisions to the
process of change.

Many things are happening. The Holy Spirit is with us.

Questions for
Facilitated Change

1. What signs do you see that we are in a situation of
Kairos?

2. What do you find helpful about the concept of the
"Year of Jubilee"?

3. What do you think of the concept of the Board of
Mission and Resourcing? Will it help the church?

4. How has your congregation dealt with the various
Assembly documents mentioned in the paper?

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.

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.


