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STRATEGIES OF RURAL MINISTRY
FOR THE FUTURE

Every congregation must build its own pattern of ministry according
to the circumstances, gifts and call they experience.  The task is to
utilise a development process that ensures these factors of the
congregation's life are fully articulated and engaged. The following
activities are intended to generate such a process for use by rural
congregations. The process is built on a methodology that aims to take
a holistic approach to congregational development and its ministry.

STEP 1

Before you can talk about a strategy for ministry and mission it is desirable
to be aware of who we are as a congregation. Very few congregations
really know about their corporate journey with Jesus and even
congregations of many generations can benefit by sharing their
experiences. Therefore we will divide into groups of three and tell our
story using the following ideas;

my journey with Jesus,
what I expect to receive from the congregation's ministry,
what I intend to contribute to the congregation's ministry.

As one person speaks one other will be an active listener and the third a
recorder of the story. The narrative's order, emphasis and depth are as the
teller recalls their experience - there are no right or wrong ways to share
your personal story, just your way. Because sharing our stories like this is
not a usual experience someone may be asked to start the process by
telling their story to the whole congregation, but again emphasising this is
just their way of telling it. The active listener could also ask some 'opened
questions' if someone has trouble getting started - like "when do you sense
the presence of Jesus in your everyday activities . . . tell us about it.

In the normal congregation's life story telling can be done over a couple of
weeks through neighbourhood gatherings or visitations. Alternatively the
first four steps can be completed in one half-day workshop of the
congregation.

NOTES

STEP 2
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Each group now has three stories from congregation members, and in the
process we have recorded the stories of the whole congregation. In these
stories we have an enormously rich picture from which to build the
ministry and mission of our congregation.

Our next task is to distill from this picture a catalogue of the needs, and
contributions (what we seek to receive and what we have to give using
God's gifts vested in us), on which the detailed ministry can be planned.

So if two groups of 3 join up to make a group of 6 people we'll build our
catalogue.  Each group of 6 people should record the needs identified in
the six stories available to them on one sheet of paper and the contributions
offered on another. When this is done we will bring all the lists together to
create our current congregation's catalogue for ministry. (Ministry under
the grace of God is being shaped for and by God's people in this
congregation, who have brought with them their learnings and experiences
and who are open to new experiences.)

In a more extensive timeframe of events the stories are printed into a
congregation book and the cataloguing would occur after everyone has
had the opportunity to read the text, probably at an after church gathering

NOTES

STEP 3

In every aspect of life we are continually reminded that every organisation,
situation or activity is made up of lots of parts which have to be all
working effectively for the whole to be satisfactory. In fact the saying the
whole is greater than the sum of the parts tells us that only when
everything is taken into consideration and is in harmony can the
organisation, situation or activity reach its full potential. For example our
bodies have nervous systems, bones, muscles, respiratory system, etc., etc.
all of which have to be working to the best capacity God has given us and
in harmony with each other if we are to achieve our true potential.
Similarly the church has its parts and in developing our congregation
strategy we have to focus on each part, ensure it is functioning and relating
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to the other parts, so we can be an effective whole church in our
community.

There are many ways of dividing the congregation's activities into parts
and with experience we can all become more detailed in our approach to
this issue. The Commission for Mission of the UCA's Victorian Synod has
developed an approach based on a biblical understanding of the holistic
ministry of the congregation. Loren Mead describes an approach based on
the historical functions of the congregation in the world. Set out below is
an approach based on how congregation members experience the day to
day life of their congregation, which is an appropriate way to start when
our process is based on our personal stories.

Each empty rectangle is a focus of our activities and each is interdependent
with each other  - together they make up a system we call congregation
ministry.

However, any congregation is not isolated from the wider system of the
work of Christ in the world and so the congregation system is
interdependent through;

partnerships,
communication,
knowledge resources, and
leadership

to other congregations in the Mission Area, presbytery, etc. and this must
be included in our filling in of the rectangles.

So we arrange the information from our catalogue (compiled in Step 2)
into the appropriate rectangle so we can formulate a congregational
understanding of our situation and from which we can develop operational
strategies.

In the usual course of events this can be done at the end of the cataloguing
meeting or if an information sharing session is needed to explain the
rectangles it will be done at that subsequent gathering.

NOTES
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STEP 4

Now we need to write our strategy for the twelve aspects of our
congregation's ministry. To do this we will divide into twelve groups, each
of us freely choosing which dimension we would like to focus on. (Groups
may have uneven numbers but that doesn't matter, however it is important
that every dimension has someone focusing on it. In some smaller
congregations most strategy parts may only have one person but that
doesn't need to limit our creativity.)

The process in each group will be to:

(1) describe the preferred activities in the rectangle's focus so that
it meets the relevant needs and utilises the contributions (gifts)
assembled in the catalogue;

(2) describe how the focus will contribute to each of the other
eleven activities; and

(3) describe what the focus will receive from the other eleven
activities.

In the usual congregational setting each focus activity task group may
require more than one meeting to finalise its statement. Detail is more
important than brevity because this document must communicate to all for
it will become the congregational flag and reference point in the
community in the medium term. If you are doing this program in a half-
day workshop this will probably be as far as you can go. The following
steps require some extra thinking, reflecting and prayer times.

NOTES
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STEP 5

Each dimension group appoints a negotiator to work with the
representatives of the other task groups to integrate all the statements into a
coherent whole.

The congregation meets to accept, acknowledge, own and celebrate its
strategy of ministry.

In normal circumstances the negotiation may take a little time, for the task
is to include all the ideas, not reduce the strategy to the lowest common
factors. Negotiators may need regular consultation with their task group
during this process. The owning and celebrating will be the focus of a
special time of worship, with a liturgy that engages the whole
congregation in its leadership.

STEP 6

The focus activity task groups develop programs to achieve the strategy.
The congregation's newsletter and occasional gatherings are used to keep
all involved and informed.

NOTES

STEP 7

As the congregation experiences its new initiatives, members are again
encouraged to tell their stories as in STEP 1. In this way a new edition of
the congregation's story is compiled and published. The new edition
becomes the basis for building the next strategy for managing the changing
witness God is calling the members of our congregation to make in our
community.

NOTES
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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.


