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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of the research report ‘Uniting Church Victoria and Tasmania: Ministers 

Inquiry’ are to gain insight into the perspective of ministers within the Synod of Victoria and 

Tasmania on some of the following topics: 

 What are their thoughts on the role of ministers in the future? 

 Where do they want to see change or stability in the oversight and practice of 

ministry? 

 How will they respond to the demands and impacts of changes on them? Any barriers 

or opportunities? 

The following issues have been explored with minsters: 

 Morale and wellbeing of ministers 

 Wider connections to the church (including Uniting Church as a denomination and 

broader church) 

 Changing vocation of ministers 

 Professional development 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The Uniting Church Synod of Victoria and Tasmania commissioned McCrindle Research to 

run a series of focus groups and in depth interviews with ministers. The groups and interviews 

were run between the 19th June and the 7th of July. 

Focus groups with ministers from regional Victoria were run in the following locations: 

 Footscray 

 Mount Eliza 

 Bendigo 

 Ararat 

 Hopper’s Crossing 

 Traralgon 

 Donvale 

A focus group was run in Melbourne city of people working in Synod or Presbytery within the 

Uniting Church. 
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In depth interviews over the phone were run with the following groups: 

 3 Tasmanian ministers 

 5 chaplains 

 2 remote ministers 

Demographics of participants 

Of the all participants, approximately 60% were males and 40% were females. Nearly all 

participants (95%) were Ministers of the Word and 5% were Deacons. 

 

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH EXPLAINED 

The nature of qualitative research is that it provides an in depth understanding of a cohort of 

individuals. Qualitative research is defined as not giving ‘statistically robust findings’ however 

its strength is getting a sense of what people think and why they think it.  
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KEY INSIGHTS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Desire for change 

Uniting Church as a positive, inspiring and supportive work 

environment 

Overall, ministers are highly positive about their experience with the Uniting Church and while 

many mentioned that it is a challenging and frustrating experience (working in the Uniting 

Church) the majority also find it to be an exciting and supportive environment. 

There are times where minister felt the positive support and inspiration from the Uniting 

Church and other times where they didn’t. For many ministers this varied from placement to 

placement. 

Call to ministry 

Many of the ministers expressed that their call to ministry has changed and evolved over time 

as different roles and opportunities have arisen. Other ministers see this as their call 

remaining the same but the manifestation of it changing over time.  

A number of ministers feel there have never been opportunities for them to express their call 

the way they would like to, these ministers feel limited in exercising their call and some 

struggle to fit in with the changing society around them. 

Openness and desire for change within the Uniting Church  

Whilst ministers would like the Uniting Church to remain committed to the message of the 

gospel, to be a warm, open and inclusive place and to hold onto the rich traditions of the past, 

the majority of ministers within the Uniting Church have an openness for change so that they 

can remain more culturally relevant and able to engage with today’s society. Some of the 

ministers feel that if the church does not evolve that it could cease to exist in the future. This 

creates an opportunity for the Synod to be able to evolve as they see fit as long as the core 

elements of the Uniting Church remain the same. The stagnant nature of the church was 

somewhat attributed to congregations that can slow down the process of change and not be 

accepting of new ideas and expressions. 
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Less bureaucratic processes and more pastoral care  

Some ministers have a hope that the Uniting Church would lessen the bureaucratic processes 

within the church and focus on the pastoral care of ministers. It was suggested across the 

focus groups that the structures within Presbytery could be changed to allow for greater 

support and care of ministers. 

Workplace demand 

Engagement in wider church 

A few ministers feel that it is important to engage with the wider church and intentionally 

considered how they would like to do this. A number of ministers had been told at various 

points that they should give 10% or 20% of their time to the wider church, and that was the 

theory they worked off. 

Metro to rural placement 

Over half of ministers are very open to the idea of moving to a rural placement and were 

happy to go wherever they felt God calling them. A large percentage of ministers did not feel 

they could move to a rural placement as they were close to retirement, were uninterested in 

rural placements, had done it in the past and would not do it again or because it would not 

work with their families’ lives. 

High level of demands on ministers  

The majority of ministers feel that there are a lot of demands on their time from the wider 

church and their congregation. It is difficult for many to complete their work within the hours 

of a full time role. Reducing any administration for ministers where possible would lighten 

their load. Part time ministers particularly struggle to fulfil their commitments to the wider 

church while working shorter hours. 

Participation in Synod life 

Some ministers mentioned that they feel valued by the Synod as they have been able to 

exercise their gifts there. Others mentioned that it tended to be the same people that are 

asked to hold roles within Presbytery and Synod. 

Engagement with Presbytery enjoyable however more 

support could be provided 

There is a sense from the majority of ministers within the Uniting Church that they have 

enjoyed their engagement with Presbytery. While this is the case, they feel they need to give 
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a lot of their time, energy and resources to the Presbytery and wider church but do not 

necessarily receive support in return. More individualised, personal support given by the 

Presbytery could solve this issue. 

For chaplains this engagement with the Presbytery is particularly needed as many stated that 

they feel on the outside as they are not part of congregational ministry. 

Support: Morale and wellbeing 

The most important forms of support come from personal 

connections 

The majority of ministers receive the most important and helpful forms of support from 

personal connections that they have with family and friends or colleagues that they have a 

connection with. It is important to many that these connections are not forced. 

Support is available from the Uniting Church if requested 

Aside from a couple of ministers who have had a negative experience, the majority of 

ministers agree that support is available in the Uniting Church when it is asked for. A way to 

ensure that support is readily available when needed is to provide ministers with a list of who 

they can speak to when they have an issue. For those working in Synod or Presbytery within 

the Uniting Church this pre-emptive support could take place by catch up meetings or 

lunches to allow for more spontaneous pastoral support. 

Supervisors could be made more easily accessible  

While overall the majority of ministers feel supported, it was mentioned that it can be hard to 

find a supervisor. 

Wider connections 

Connectedness to the wider church 

There is a range of experiences in terms of connectedness to the wider church, the majority 

of ministers feel some level of connection to the wider church, one way that facilitates this is 

technology, while some do not feel they personally have as many connections to the wider 

church. 

Ecumenical connections key for ministers 

Ecumenical connections are of high importance for ministers within the Uniting Church, many 

feel it is a core part of their ministry and calling to engage with the broader church. The 
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majority of ministers have at least some ecumenical connections however others find they 

can be very difficult to make, particularly as ministers are more and more stretched for time 

and can only focus on their own congregations.  

Online support and telephone support are particularly relevant for ministers in rural 

placements. Chaplains have wider connections with other churches and also with those of 

other faiths. 

Changing vocation 

Skills and resources to be equipped in into the future  

There are a vast number of ways that ministers suggested could help equip them to be 

effective in ministry in the future. This could be cultural or practical training to help them in 

different contexts. 

Changing realities within the church manifest differently 

across placements 

The vast majority of ministers have noticed the changing realities including the new 

expressions of ministry taking place in their placement. For some this is the increase in part 

time work, rise of inter-cultural congregations and the ageing church. The vast majority of 

ministers in regional areas have an increased reliance on lay members to help run 

congregations.   

Differing levels of preparedness for changing realities  

While some ministers feel they are equipped and prepared for the changing realities of 

church through their own experience or training they had completed, a number feel they 

need to be further equipped to deal with the new realities. Some ways that this equipping 

could take place is mentoring in small groups from ministers who have already been through 

these changes. Ministers also stated that practical experience is the most helpful. More 

integration of training in these areas into the College curriculum could also help prepare 

ministers for the realities of changing ministries. 

Training for chaplains could be targeted differently to fit within the unique experience they 

have. 

Previous training 

Many of the ministers have accessed training through various avenues in the Uniting Church 

and the majority had found it helpful, particularly the School of Ministry training. Many of the 
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ministers have also done further study through colleges or Universities in ministry which they 

found helpful. 

Barriers to ongoing training 

While the majority of ministers are very engaged with training and are open to being involved 

in opportunities, there are barriers for some in how this could take place. For some the barrier 

is that it can be hard to find the time to engage in more training opportunities and some 

ministers have difficulties securing study leave with their church. 

Vocational development 

Current source of vocational development  

Although there were some who were not aware of the ethics training and two weeks study 

leave, these were mentioned most frequently in terms of unprompted awareness. It was 

mentioned that supervision is not facilitated well, although most are aware it is a requirement.  

Development with CTM 

The majority of ministers agree that the courses offered at CTM are helpful in preparing them 

in ministry. For some ministers, the courses offered are not always as relevant to them as they 

could be as they did not always give specific training in the areas of their ministry. 

Development with Presbytery 

Overall ministers expressed that there are not many training options offered through 

Presbytery and those that are offered are not always of great use to them. Some of the 

courses are useful for some but not for others, although those in remote areas appreciated 

the courses run by Presbytery as they are well suited to rural life. 

Personal reading and study is a helpful form of vocational 

development for ministers 

For many ministers their own reading and study on theological advancements and different 

schools of thought in ministry form a large part of their vocational development and is helpful 

to them in their ministry. 

Courses could be made more relevant and practical for 

ministry 

While many of the ministers enjoy the courses offered through CTM and Presbytery, they 

suggested that there could be further courses offered that would be of more relevance to 
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them in their ministry. Courses with practical components are preferred to help apply it to real 

life ministry. 

Even though they can struggle to take the full two weeks, the developmental leave is 

essential for ministers in completing vocational development.  
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 ‘Presbytery offers very little.’ 

‘On a weekly basis it is hard to get covered, they do occasionally have things on for 

chaplains, I would like to see more of that, to have access to the latest scholarship of 

theological studies.’ 

Others stated that the trainings that are available are not always helpful and relevant to them. 

‘It does seem a bit repetitious, it seems like we are doing the same things’ 

Would appreciate more online and interactive training to save travel time 

‘They tend to offer things that I find difficult because they are during the day for 

congregational ministers…Interactivity would be good to do that with CTM, they do have 

the capability technically and it tends not to happen.’ 

The code of ethics training was too congregational centric for some 

‘I think most of the cases you are supposed to look at are case histories, most belong 

to the parish.’ 

‘They are always trying to reinvent it but it needs to be done and you do it- it makes 

you more aware of people’s observance, I am aware of confidentiality and the 

importance of that.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


