
 

Discerning and developing future opportunities for 
Presbyteries and Congregations 

As determined by the 2013 Synod resolution (13.6.5.6) the Synod Standing Committee (SSC) is 

undertaking a broadly resourced Major Strategic Review (MSR) using the interconciliar processes of 

the Uniting Church. The role of the MSR is to advise the Uniting Church in Australia, Synod of Victoria 

and Tasmania on vision, plans and sustainability into the future. The team undertaking the work of 

the MSR reports to the SSC, which determines whether to adopt recommendations or undertake 

further discussion with the wider Church.  

During 2014 the MSR engaged with councils, agencies and institutions across the Church to explore 

the broad issues and opportunities facing the Church now and into the future. From these 

discussions and workshops we developed our working vision and set of mission principles which 

continues to be shared across the Synod (see Appendix B). 

With a vision in place and informed by the broad earlier discussions, the MSR engagements for 2015 

have been focusing on specific strengths, weaknesses and opportunities within all facets of the 

Church. As part of this focused engagement the MSR returned to Presbyteries and some 

Congregations in June and July 2015 to discuss in greater detail organisational and missional matters 

specific to them. 

Process to date 

During the June and July 2015 engagement, the MSR team met with all eight Presbyteries and met 

or conducted telephone interviews with 17 Congregations (see Appendix A for a list of 

Congregations consulted) to discern future opportunities for Presbyteries and Congregations. 

In preparation for these engagements, the team reviewed existing documents, including Presbytery 

reports to Synod and strategic plans.  

On the 15th of August, the MSR held a combined meeting at the Centre of Theology and Ministry. 

Representatives from Presbyteries and Congregations involved in the engagement with the MSR 

were invited to this wrap-up information session. 

Report on 15th August 2015 - Wrap-up information session 

The purpose of the session on August 15 was to feedback to all councils engaged during the June 

and July 2015 consultation, what the MSR heard across the spectrum of discussions held. It was an 

opportunity to check whether there were any omissions or misunderstandings and for all councils to 

hear the common or different issues identified across the group. 

Following an opening dedication and prayer, the MSR shared its working Vision for the Synod, 

‘Following Christ, seeking community, compassion and justice for all creation’ and the Mission 

Principles. 
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Sharing stories of hope, leadership and capacity building 

Having had the privilege of travelling across Victoria and Tasmania, the MSR team had the 

opportunity to hear and learn of many good news stories taking place across the Synod. Some of 

these were shared with the group. These included reports from; Port Phillip West on their 

‘Regeneration Ministry and Coaching’; Tasmania on their ‘Leadership through coaching & 

development of learning communities’; and North East Victoria on their ‘Lay leadership 

development and building capacity for lay ministry’. Stories were also shared about Glen Waverley’s 

‘Broadcast Ministry’; Cranbourne Regional & Hampton Park’s ‘Growth corridor ministry and mission’; 

and Brunswick’s ‘Discipleship through Enabling, Guiding and Doing’. 

While some of the group were aware of these examples, feedback from others showed they 

appreciated the opportunity to share and hear of these good news stories with other councils and 

attendees. The stories shared illustrated the intentional leadership development which is taking 

place in certain areas, how resources and knowledge are being creatively shared, and how 

community needs are supported through Congregational mission initiatives. These stories provided 

the space to remind everyone of the energy, intentionality and tenacity expressed in gathered 

communities across the Synod.  

The following observations developed by the MSR from their visits and discussions with 

Congregations and Presbyteries were shared; 

 There is vast diversity of Congregations: in size from 400 members to 5, in location from 

urban to rural/remote etc.  

 The MSR experienced a strength of faith and pervasive intentionality for people to listen to 

what God is calling them to do. 

 The leadership demonstrated isn’t ‘top down’ but is rather about finding passion in 

individuals and enabling them to follow their passion. 

 Innovation abounds with Congregations that have been prepared to be open to new ideas 

experiencing affirmative things. 

 Social justice is a core desire of Congregations, throughout the synod. 

Common issues raised during Presbytery and Congregation engagement 

The MSR convenors then outlined particular issues that had been raised during MSR consultations in 

June and July 2015, and sought comments and feedback from those present. These included: 

Challenges of governance in the evolving context of the Uniting Church 

It’s difficult to find people willing and able to serve in official roles. Meeting times often aren’t 

accessible to those who are employed, therefore a high proportion of those who take on roles are 

either paid Church staff or retirees, who represent only a small proportion of the whole 

Congregation.  

The recent culture survey undertaken by the MSR indicated that the topmost value that people 

across the Church desired for the future was a higher level of mutual accountability. Given that a 

lack of accountability becomes corrosive within an organisation, a culture of mutual accountability 
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needs to be developed. To support and facilitate discussions around good governance, the MSR has 

developed a discussion paper on the ‘theology of governance’. 

There is also national recognition that what we have now in terms of governance is not working for 

us. This recognition has sparked a national conversation on governance and how it can be improved 

in the context of the Uniting Church, in which the Vic/Tas Synod is an active participant. 

Changing needs for training and leadership development 

The MSR team heard about the need for leadership development and training that is reflective of 

the 21st century context, in which the Church exists. Different Presbyteries are meeting this 

challenge in creative and innovative ways.  

Complexity of maintaining regulatory and administrative requirements 

The wider community is looking for greater legal and financial accountability from Churches, and this 

will require changes to the way we do things in the future and could potentially affect our polity. 

Discussion during the session raised concerns and anxieties about potential changes to our polity. 

However, this would be consistent with the Basis of Union which encourages us to ask whether what 

we do now works for us, and know that we can change our polity if and when it’s appropriate. 

Changing nature of ministry and placements 

The MSR team heard that Congregations increasingly cannot afford ministers, yet resourcing 

ministry is critical. We also heard concerns that the current placement system (forms and process) 

may not serve the Church as well as it might.  

Resourcing 

The MSR team has identified that there is an inequity of resources (whether relating to people, 

finances and property) across the Church. This led us to ask whether the Church is serious about 

using our ‘common wealth’ for the ‘common good’. There is a need to use the resources of the 

Church for the whole life-affirming ministry of the Church, in a fair, equitable and just way. 

Communication 

The team has heard about failures in communication in the past. Issues include inaccuracy of 

communication, inconsistency of messages, multiple means of delivery and timeliness. 

Increasing sense of bureaucracy 

The team has heard of burdensome bureaucracy, where systems don’t overlap so information must 

be provided multiple times. There is also confusion about why the information is being gathered. 

While some data must be collected by law, and other data is useful, there needs to be greater 

consideration on the use of the data that is collected. How do we choose what to let go? What can 

we let go? How can we better use the data that would help us in our discerning and planning? 

Partnership and support for multicultural Congregations 

People from non-Anglo backgrounds find the UCA to be quite secular and can struggle with our 

processes for decision making. They feel the emphasis is on them to adapt to the form of the Church 

with little or no support, for example there is a lack of access to foundational documents in 

languages they are confident with.  
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There have been difficulties in developing strong relationships with co-located Anglo and non-Anglo 

Congregations. There is also a juxtaposition of narratives between Anglo and non-Anglo when 

discussing the changing nature of Church. 

Further insights and comments from the Wrap up information session 

Further insights gathered from table group discussions included: 

 Many people felt the expectations on Presbyteries, Congregations and ministers are too high 

compared to the available resources. Others voiced an alternative viewpoint that whilst we 

do have the resources, we are not identifying and networking them effectively. 

 Leadership qualities and development is required – there is a need to train ministers and 

other leaders with practical skills, like conflict resolution, coaching, and specialist ministry 

training. 

 There is a lack of accountability and cooperation across Presbyteries and Congregations. 

 Improvements are required in developing clear, consistent, timely and responsive 

communication practices between all councils and bodies of the Church. 

 There is a desire for further consultation to be undertaken with councils of the Church prior 

to MSR recommendations being taken to SSC. 

Next steps 

The Synod Standing Committee has extended the Major Strategic Review conclusion date from 

December 2015 to June 2016. This amended timeframe allows for further engagement opportunities 

for the MSR to share progress on recommendations with councils of the Church.  

This period of engagement – now being planned for February and March 2016 – will provide the 

whole of Church with information relating to the MSR findings and proposals as well as allow for 

consultation on insights and options as they relate to other councils and institutions of the Church. 

Discussion papers and consultation reports will also be regularly published on the MSR Listening Post 

website – www.listeningpost.victas.uca.org.au/msr 

During 2015 and into the new year the MSR will be taking proposals to the Synod Standing 

Committee relating to its role and responsibilities as a council of the Church and the operations of 

the Synod. 

Further reading 

The MSR has commissioned and produced a number of papers that provide further context and 

ideas. 

  A Review of the Environmental Context of the Uniting Church, Rev Dr Philip Hughes, June 

2014 

 Signposts for the Future Church, Scott Guyatt, July 2015 

 The Congregation in the UCA  – a consolidated theological reflection for the Major Strategic 

Review, August 2015 

http://www.listeningpost.victas.uca.org.au/msr
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 Theology of Governance – a MSR discussion paper, based on the writings of Dr. Andrew 

Glenn, Rev. Dr. Geoff Thompson and the 2011 report by the Assembly Task Group on 

Governance 



 

Appendix A – list of Congregations consulted with during July 2015 

Mid North West Coast Parish – Tasmania 

Richmond Uniting Church 

St. Andrew’s Uniting Church, Footscray 

Sophia’s Spring Uniting Church 

Queenscliff & Point Lonsdale Uniting Church 

Shepparton Uniting Church 

Cranbourne Regional Uniting Church 

Hampton Park Uniting Church 

Brunswick Uniting Church 

Glen Waverley Uniting Church 

Northcote Chalice Faith Community 

Stratford Uniting Church 

Bendigo Uniting Church Network 

Croydon Uniting Church 

Ringwood Uniting Church 

Manningham Uniting Church 

Warrnambool Uniting Church 
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Following Christ,  
seeking community, compassion & justice 
for all creation. 

Appendix B – Vision and mission principles 

 

 

 

 

God in Christ reaches out to the world and calls the Church in the Spirit to: 

The New Testament vision is cosmic in scope.  It tells of a loving, gracious and merciful God who desires a living 

relationship with the whole of God’s good creation.  The Church exists both to enjoy this love and to participate with 

Christ in realising God’s wonderful purpose for the world.  The Spirit empowers us for this. 

1. share the Good News of Jesus Christ 

Jesus Christ reveals the Good News of a new life with God.  This is revealed through Jesus’ life, teachings, death 

and resurrection.  God invites response through the hearing of the Good News.  So telling the story means telling 

it to those who have not yet heard it. (Romans 10:14) 

2. nurture disciples in life-giving communities of reconciliation 

Following Jesus and his way of life brings about positive transformation in all aspects of a person’s life over time.  

This “discipleship” takes place within a faith community, because the new life in Christ is both personal and 

communal.  The life of the Church community is a witness to God’s reconciliation as barriers are overcome and all 

find a place at God’s Table.  The witness is the mutual love which is Jesus’ mark of discipleship (John 13:34-35).  

Discipleship is not a withdrawal from the world because the Spirit immediately draws us into the world where 

Christ is at work.  

3. respond in compassion to human need  

This response begins within and moves us to action.  It occurs in like identification with those in need, in feeling 

the pain with those in pain, and in responding in the hope that God has given in Christ.  We are to be a 

community of healing not injury. 

4. live justly and seek justice for all  

God is just, calls us to be just, and to work for that day when justice fills the earth.  The Church must also shine 

the light on itself, and in humility and repentance acknowledge that it too must fight the darkness found within it. 

5. care for creation 

God’s care is for all creation.  In following the witness of the First Peoples, we are called to care for God’s 

creation, to uphold its integrity and to protect the life that comes from God as gift and blessing. 

6. express the Gospel in fresh ways for each generation and culture 

God desires reconciliation with people of all cultures, generations and places. In making mission primary and 

Church forms and traditions secondary, the Spirit frees us from cultural captivity, teaches us to respectfully listen, 

and leads us to be open to new words, deeds, and forms of Church. 

7. pursue God’s Mission in partnership 

The Uniting Church in the name of the God of reconciliation seeks to be reconciled with the rest of Christ’s 

Church and will work side by side in mission.  Furthermore, there are many in the world who work for justice, 

compassion and care for the creation who do not own the name of Christ.  It is proper that God’s Church work in 

partnership with all people of good will to fulfil God’s purposes. 


