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1. Introduction 
There is a fundamental difference between maps and signposts. 

Maps enable us to plot a specific course. 

Signposts, on the other hand, point in the direction we want to travel. They help us figure out which 

option to take at confusing intersections. And they give us an indication of how far there is yet to go. 

Signposts are useful, but not comprehensive. 

Signposts for the future church is a discussion paper produced for the Synod of Victoria and 

Tasmania’s Major Strategic Review.  The paper outlines issues of context for the church in Australia 

in general, and Victoria and Tasmania specifically as it looks toward an uncertain future. 

This paper primarily addresses the congregational life of the church. It does not explore in depth any 

issues related to schools, university colleges, agencies or other expressions and organisations related 

to the Uniting Church in Australia. 

Signposts is not a “how-to” manual. It is not an academic paper. It does not contain all the answers 

to every question we are currently asking. 

It is an attempt to look forward, observing the signposts that may point to opportunities for us to 

learn, grow, and explore. As you enter into this paper, you are invited to do so from a standpoint of 

wondering: wondering where the Spirit of God is calling us; and wondering where the signs of the 

times point. 

Wondering is your part to play.  Agreeing is optional. 

 

2. Understanding the Australian Context 
It is abundantly clear that the Australian context is shifting rapidly. In this section we briefly 

introduce a range of global and national issues of cultural and social significance that impact us.   

The intent here is not to undertake a comprehensive introduction to the issues at hand (for a more 

in depth introduction we refer to A Review of the Environmental Context of the Uniting Church Synod 

of Victoria and Tasmania and some Implications for the Development of Ministry from Christian 

Research Associates), but to note particular issues of significance for the consideration of the Uniting 

Church in Victoria and Tasmania. 

 

2.1 Social and cultural development: Some examples 

First, the rise of global digital communications (first radio, then television, now internet-based 

communication) has heralded the rise of global connectedness and, with it, the popular culture 

movement.   The means, and time-frames in which knowledge is acquired, shared, processed and 

critiqued on a global basis have profoundly shifted.  Access to almost the entirety of human 
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knowledge resides in each person’s pocket – and even if we do not necessarily use that power well, 

it nonetheless shifts the way we think about and process knowledge.   

Second, these emerging communications technologies have enabled the rise of social media which in 

nearly every sphere of life has become astonishing in its capacity to provide means for organising, 

sharing, critiquing and connecting people in ways we have never seen before. For the church this 

represents both significant opportunity to engage our host culture, and ongoing challenge to the 

traditional ways in which we have organised, structured and conducted our affairs. 

Third, a rising resistance to sacrifice in the name of economic progress can be observed in current 

conversations including the burgeoning environmental movement and peace (or anti-war) 

viewpoints for example.  This development will have local and global impact in the years to come. 

Fourth, the expression of truth has become individualised in western culture – no more so than in 

the realm of spirituality and religion, where the individual’s choices, experiences and expressions 

take primacy over any agreed upon standards.  

Fifth, the growing acceptance (across western culture at least) of the range of healthy human 

sexuality is challenging many traditionally held views. This has been a particularly confronting 

development for parts of the Christian church in general, and across the diversity of theological 

perspectives within the Uniting Church in particular. 

 

Sixth, the emergence of a broad range of expressions of family unit (beyond the traditional nuclear 

family) has re-shaped many traditional norms in Australia.  Dual income families, single parent 

families, blended families are everyday realities for Australia communities in which the church lives 

and proclaims the gospel.   

 

Seventh, the renewed pursuit of gender equality in culture and society is a vital development. The 

gap between women’s experiences of the world and those of men in terms of family, gender roles, 

economics, and gender-based violence continues to be a challenge to our society, and to our 

churches. 

 

Eighth, the march of technological advances is fundamentally challenging the way we think about 

our own humanity. Bio-technology through our capacity to extend life, manipulate genes, and clone 

living tissue is just one example which has both positive and destructive potential. Technology as 

applied to global military, communications (already mentioned above), transport and the scientific 

endeavour to understand our universe are further examples.   

 

Finally, it would be remiss not to mention the challenges of our advancing culture to the global 

environment in which we live. Climate change and its attendant global implications, together with 

the local and regional impact of environmental degradation present fundamental economic, 

technological and moral challenges to us.  The related issues of food and water security have the 

potential to be world-changing issues over the next century.  How does the church express itself in 

this world? 
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2.2 Publically held views of church 

In 2015 McCrindle Research released the results of a research project entitled Church in Australian 

Life. The research presents a bleak picture of the view of church held in the Australian community.  

One question revealed the gulf between views held by those within and those outside the church 

regarding the role the church has to play in a range of social or community issues. More disturbing 

were the disparate views on the role the church can play with respect to personal life. McCrindle 

reported that only 27% of those surveyed believe the church highly assists people in personal 

spirituality, while 54% believe it cannot do so at all and that perceptions of church are the number 

one blocker to engagement. 

There are multiple issues at play here, each contributing to a notable tendency for churches to be 

pilloried and demonised in public conversation.  Two of these issues are worthy of further brief 

comment. 

2.2.1 Impact of Sexual Abuse of Children & the Royal Commission 

While the Royal Commission into Institutional Child Sexual Abuse investigates abuse of children in 

many institutional settings, the significance of the Commission and of events leading to it for the 

church in Australia should not be underestimated. 

The Australian community rightly expects the church to be a place of safety for all – particularly the 

vulnerable.  That children have suffered in the ways we are learning about through the Commission 

is therefore deeply distressing, and justifiably so.  We have much work ahead of us to (a) contribute 

to repairing the damage done to individuals and their families (in as much as that is possible); (b) 

take (and demonstrate that we have taken) the necessary steps to ensure that children are safe in 

our midst; and (c) rebuild eroded public confidence. 

2.2.2 Impact of same sex marriage debate 

Perhaps the most significant national conversation underway in Australia, in terms of public view of 

church, is that related to same sex marriage.  This is a complex subject for the Australian community 

at large and for churches in particular.  It is a conversation of significant challenge to the Uniting 

Church with its diverse theological standpoints. 

Clearly this is an issue of extreme importance for those who experience exclusion and 

marginalisation and have experienced lifelong suffering because of it, and this should be held 

uppermost in our minds. Nonetheless it is worth also observing that the Church itself suffers 

reputational damage in this debate, with mainstream media, and activist communities continuing to 

paint Christian churches as old-fashioned and out-of-touch with modern social standards and views. 

 

2.3 Issues around generational change 

Generational change has been an ongoing topic of conversation in Australia for many years.  Within 

the Uniting Church this conversation bites particularly hard due to the widely lived experience of 

losing young people and children. While not true everywhere (and particularly so in our multicultural 

congregations), there is substantial quantitative and anecdotal evidence of this reality. 

Sociologists note the ways in which each generation perceives and experiences the world differ, the 

general priorities of a cohort, and the major global events that shape their values – and this can 

inform our engagement with different generational cohorts.  Alongside generational difference we 
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must note the increasing tribalisation of our society, in which sub-cultures within the wider context 

are more common, more diverse, and more distinctive than previously experienced. 

 

2.4 Issues around multi-cultural nature of Australian community 

Strong immigration since the middle of last century has resulted in a multi-cultural nation that is 

melting pot of ethnic and cultural groups from all corners of the globe. This is more evident in 

Victoria than in Tasmania – and more so in Melbourne than in some regional areas – but it is a reality 

everywhere. 

Within the Uniting Church the multi-cultural nature of our society has been a particular gift and 

blessing. The multi-cultural Uniting Church is a growing reality, and in many ways represents 

important insights into the future shape of the Church. 

The challenges for us are to first contribute to a society (and a church) in which this diversity of 

culture can live together in peace, and with respect.  A second is to understand the particular 

challenges for cultural and ethnic groups as second and subsequent generations are born and grow 

up in Australia. 

Along with multi-cultural Australia has come a growing sense that we are a multi-faith society.  

Arguably the most visible contributor to this has been the growth of Islam.   

It is not news that the multi-faith nature of Australian society has been a source of tension in some 

quarters.  In this context there can be a vital role for the Uniting Church to play in practicing and 

modelling neighbourliness both at personal and institutional level. 

  

2.5 Indigenous Australia 

In some ways relationships between first and second peoples of Australia have progressed in recent 

years, but in others the challenge seems greater than ever.   

Again, the Uniting Church is well placed to contribute to our wider society in this space, through 

continuing to seek, demonstrate and advocate for reconciliation at both personal and institutional 

levels. This is not to say that we do not have work to do in our own relationship with first peoples, 

and in particular with the Uniting Aboriginal and Island Christian Congress. 

 

2.6 Issues surrounding broad rural decline 

The lived reality for many Australians in rural and remote areas is of communities under intense 

pressure for a host of reasons.  The impact on local communities is immeasurable, with increased 

rates of mental health concerns and suicide are among the markers. 

At the same time churches also find it increasingly difficult to sustain traditional presence in rural 

and remote areas. Churches that used to be part of the fabric of remote and rural communities are 

increasingly becoming part of the exodus. 
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2.7 Other global issues 

A range of other global issues impact on the Australian context on a day-to-day basis. Examples 

include the ever present threat of terrorism, consumerism, the plight and reality of asylum seekers & 

refugees, and global environmental concerns including climate change. Each in its own way 

represents both challenge and opportunity for the Uniting Church. 

 

3. Particular issues facing the Uniting Church 
Together with issues defining the national context, there are particular conversations and questions 

surrounding the present and future reality of the Uniting Church in Australia. Again, we offer a brief 

introduction to several of these issues. 

 

3.1 Data revealed in the 2013 National Census 

In 2013, the Assembly conducted a national census of Uniting Church congregations and ministers – 

the first such census since 1991.  While it is not our intention to present a full analysis of the data 

gathered in the census process (the Technical Report produced by the National Church Life Survey 

on behalf of the Assembly does an excellent job of that task), there are nonetheless several 

elements worthy of comment. 

First, we note the overwhelming evidence of numerical decline in the congregations represented in 

the census.  The raw numbers show the Uniting Church in Australia has declined nearly 30% in terms 

of congregational numbers and slightly more than 40% in terms of weekly attendance across the 

whole church since 1991.  This empirical evidence supports the lived experience of those within the 

Uniting Church – by and large we are in decline. 

Second, the survey reveals that the average size of Uniting Church congregations is very small. 75% 

of congregations are less than 50 people when gathered on a Sunday, including 25% who are fewer 

than 20. In Victoria and Tasmania specifically these figures rise to 82% and 28% respectively.  This 

suggests that for many Uniting Church congregations, one of the biggest challenges is how to live life 

as a strong small congregation and, further, leads us to ask whether there is important work to be 

done to develop policy, regulation and practice for smaller congregations. 

Third, the survey shows that the Uniting Church is heavily rural in its orientation. 41% of our 

congregations are in rural areas. The evidence further suggests that rural congregations are feeling 

the effects of numerical decline more acutely than those in metropolitan areas. How are we are to 

enable rural congregations to find new life, and a long, healthy future? 

Fourth, the census reminds us of the limited number of children in many of our congregations. In 

Victoria and Tasmania, 90% of responding congregations have fewer than 10 children regularly 

participating in worship.   

Perhaps most tellingly, in a time when there is a growing emphasis on the critical importance of 

growing disciples, 35% of congregations (43% in Victoria and Tasmania) don’t undertake regular 

discipleship and Christian education practices and programs outside of Sunday worship. 

So is it all bad news? 
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No.   

Critically, what the census does not reveal is comprehensive data related to congregations not 

responding to it. For a range of reasons, the response rate of multi-cultural congregations and faith 

communities (for example) to the survey was limited. Anecdotal evidence and lived experience 

suggests that it is in these areas of the Uniting Church that growth is strongest. 

Similarly, many of the larger congregations in the church are experiencing growth and vitality – 

including multi-generational participation.  And “micro churches” (or “fresh expressions”) may well 

have slipped through the cracks of this census.  

The primary lesson from the census data is (as former President Andrew Dutney says in summarising 

the report) that we are not the church that we once were.  We are a church that predominantly 

gathers in small groups, often in rural areas, with a limited (and declining) capacity to place ministers 

with each congregation or faith community. These are profound challenges to our polity, our 

regulations, our practice and - most importantly - to our self-image. 

 

3.2 The “Scenario Planning” paper of 2013/14 

In 2013 Dr Keith Suter released a PHD thesis entitled The Future of the Uniting Church in Australia: 

The Application of Scenario Planning to the Creation of Four “Futures” for the Uniting Church in 

Australia.   

Dr Suter’s work has generated a great deal of interest and conversation – both in the techniques 

used, and in the imagined future scenarios presented in the paper. It is not the task of this paper to 

critique either element of the paper, but to observe that it at the very least helps to raise important 

questions, and introduces scenario planning as a valuable tool for exploring our possible futures. 

 

3.3 Issues related to polity and governance 

The Uniting Church in Australia employs a system of inter-related councils as its primary means of 

governance. The system is described in the founding Basis of Union document, and codified in the 

Constitution and Regulations of the Church. 

There are several observed developments which challenge the ongoing suitability of this system for 

our future. 

First is the declining leadership resource available to the church. With the decline in numbers 

confirmed in the 2013 census comes the reality that there is an ever decreasing number of leaders 

available to fill the defined and described roles.  Particularly evident in small congregations and in 

Presbyteries, this necessarily challenges the shape, size and roles of our councils and their 

committees. 

Second, the ever increasing demands of our compliance and external regulatory environment 

require an increasingly sophisticated governance and compliance capacity and competence for the 

Church. It is not a matter of choice for us to participate in this environment – it is the reality of our 

world and will not become simpler. 



9 | S i g n p o s t s  f o r  t h e  F u t u r e  C h u r c h   V e r s i o n  2 :  A u g u s t  2 0 1 5  

 

Third, the financial realities of supporting multiple councils and levels of governance are biting hard 

in many locations.  In recent times there have been a number of experiments in the structure of the 

Church to assist with this (and other) issues. In South Australia and Western Australia a single 

Presbytery approach has been trialled, while within Victoria and Tasmania a rationalisation of 

Presbyteries occurred from late 2007 along with revised Presbytery resourcing models. 

Two further elements of our polity are worth noting in the light of other aspects of this discussion 

paper. 

The category of faith community exists in the Regulations of the Uniting Church to describe a 

fledgling community as it forms and gathers. The tone of the regulations suggests this category is an 

interim measure until such time as the faith community attains the size and capacity to become 

recognised as a fully-fledged congregation (under the regulations).  This limited set of regulations 

faces three challenges which suggest a careful review is in order: 

1. It is being used with growing frequency as a retreat measure by congregations who no 

longer have the capacity to meet all the requirements of a congregation under the 

regulations, and who see the category of faith community as offering a way forward that is 

easier in terms of governance and compliance. 

2. There are developing groups who have no desire or ambition to achieve ‘congregational’ 

status and who will likely always remain faith communities.  This is particularly true of ‘fresh 

expressions’ which may never fit the model of congregations 

3. The limited nature of the faith community regulation set makes some aspects of life for faith 

communities undefined, or difficult – notably staffing and property related matters. 

Finally, we note that written into many of the Regulations related to congregation life is the 

anticipation that a minister will be in place with the congregation. Regulations time and again 

outline the responsibility of the minister in particular circumstances. With more and more 

congregations having either part-time or no settled ministry placement (and unlikely to do so again 

in the foreseeable future), this aspect of our polity is overdue for significant attention.  

 

3.4 Issues related to rural decline including Frontier Services 

The future of Frontier Services and the patrol ministries that have been an important part of its life 

are under review as this paper is prepared.  The 14th Assembly this year received an interim report 

and series of recommendations related to the ongoing commitment of the Uniting Church in 

Australia to mission and ministry in remote areas, and the capacity of Frontier Services to financially 

sustain its various ministries. 

Suffice to say, the outcome of ongoing work in this area, and the capacity of the Church to either 

sustain patrol ministry, or develop new collaborative ministry models for remote Australia will be 

vital.    

The report presented to the assembly from the National Consultation on Remote Area Ministry 

remains available from the 14th Assembly website at the time of writing. 
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3.5 Breadth of theological perspective 

The Uniting Church is a broad church. Theological perspectives, and the consequent ecclesiological 

practices vary widely, and wildly, across the church, and the consequent challenges for us have been 

clearly experienced in recent years – particularly in debates around issues such as sexuality and 

marriage. 

Speaking with one mind in issues of theology or morality, for example, is increasingly difficult.  Not 

far beneath the surface there is in some quarters of the church an apparent fear that issues such as 

these have the potential to become very divisive, very quickly.  A number of congregations left the 

church over sexuality issues in the late 1990’s for example, with anecdotal evidence suggesting 

others are just hanging on, and that wouldn’t take much for another exodus to occur. 

 

3.6 Lack of agility of well-established organisation 

The fourth section of this paper explores examples of, and potential for innovation and creativity in 

developing the mission and ministry of the Uniting Church.  One of the primary challenges to 

innovation comes in the very settled and well established nature of our organisation. 

While we like to say that the Uniting Church is one of Australia’s youngest churches, the nature of 

our origin means that we inherit decades (or even centuries) of habit and practices.  In local 

congregational settings, the history and culture of the congregation often far predates the formation 

of the Uniting Church. 

All this is to say that for a well-established organisation with decades of practice, agility can be hard 

to come by.  Our culture as a community, and our organisational polity and structure can make it 

hard to respond quickly to either opportunity or threat.   

Commonly used organisation life-cycle models describe the life of an organisation from beginning, 

through growth phases to peak performance, and then to decline and eventual death. Interestingly, 

the stage immediately preceding the death of an organisation is sometimes defined by a 

strengthened hold of bureaucracy, in which all capacity to innovate or renew life is gone, and the 

organisation is kept artificially alive beyond the point at which it should cease to be. The Uniting 

Church is not at this point yet, but my observation is that there are some warning signs – and a lack 

of agility is one of them. 

 

3.7 Issues surrounding ecumenical activity 

That the Uniting Church is committed to ecumenism goes without saying. It’s in our name, our origin 

story, and our DNA as a church.  Corporately we continue to pursue ecumenical objectives. 

In many locations too, cooperation and collaboration with other local churches is an everyday 

occurrence.  Unfortunately, this is sometimes as a result of financial necessity, rather than out of 

genuine commitment to cooperative ecumenism, and can at times fall some way short of the true 

value of ecumenical partnership. 

Most typically our ecumenical partnerships seem to involve other mainline denominations – such as 

Anglican, Lutheran or Catholic Churches.  There is also much potential in exploring partnerships 

(both at local and broader level) with denominations that have a more typically evangelical outlook – 
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and for whom many of the challenges to innovation, mission engagement and evangelism are just as 

critical as they are for the Uniting Church. 

Investing in developing local and wider partnerships with the Baptist Union, Salvation Army or 

Churches of Christ for example – particularly around training pioneers and encouraging innovation - 

may bear much fruit. 

 

4. Developments in the missional church conversation 
Since the formation of the Uniting Church in Australia, we have experienced nearly constant 

development in the ways in which we understand and practice church. In particular over the last 15 

years the rate of development has accelerated – driven first by the dominant conversation about 

what it means to be a “missional church”, and more recently an emphasis returning to the crucial 

priority of discipleship. 

 

4.1 The Australian conversation around emerging/missional/incarnational church 

The rise of terms such as emerging church, missional church and incarnational church happened 

rapidly in the late 90’s and early this century.  Particularly energised in Australia by the Forge 

missional training movement, and by global networks of writers, practitioners, trainers, speakers, 

pioneers and advocates, the movement spawned a large number of small, non-denominational 

missional communities and ‘emerging’ churches that were often very innovative and non-traditional 

in nature.  In some cases there was an anti-denominational polemic, while in others, relationships 

with denominational bodies (including the Uniting Church) was positive. 

Such was the growth in the number of faith communities of this type, that in 2006 the National 

Church Life Survey launched its Innovations Project in an attempt to identify, track and measure 

developments in this area.  NCLS published the stories of several of these innovative communities in 

its Novus magazine (Novus is available for download from NCLS website at 

http://www.ncls.org.au/default.aspx?sitemapid=21) . Many of these communities continue in 

various forms today. 

From the middle of the last decade various denominations, the Uniting Church included, began to 

explore similar approaches to nurturing innovative faith communities. Within the Synod of 

Queensland, for example, the Vision for Mission process encouraged and resourced innovation.  

 

4.2 The impact of UK fresh expressions movement in the UK, and in Australia 

In 2004 the Anglican Church released a landmark paper entitled The Mission Shaped Church. 

Subsequent to this paper, and in partnership with a number of other UK denominations, the Fresh 

Expressions movement was born. 

Fresh Expressions are described as “forms of church for our changing culture, established primarily 

for the benefit of people who are not yet members of any church”. They are often innovative, 

creative expression of church that incorporate the full range of essential elements of church, but 

http://www.ncls.org.au/default.aspx?sitemapid=21
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repackaged in a way that is accessible to those who find traditional approaches to church 

unpalatable. 

Fresh Expressions of church have been resourced in the UK through a cooperative organisation that 

has developed and delivered a range of training tools. These include the Mission Shaped Ministry 

course, and the training of pioneer leaders through new strands in training for ordained ministry in 

several member churches (notably including Methodist and Anglican denominations). 

In 2013 the Anglican Church Army released a major research report entitled “An analysis of fresh 

expressions of Church and church plants begun in the period 1992‐2012” charting the impact of the 

Fresh Expressions movement in the Church of England. 

Critical discoveries in that paper (which canvassed 10 UK dioceses) include: 

- 518 fresh expressions started (involving 13.5% of total parishes) 

- 20 863 people involved 

- The ‘average’ fresh expression consisted of 44 people, 35% of whom where ‘ex-church’ and 

40% of whom had no significant prior church experience 

- Leadership is 52% lay people, and 2 out of 3 lay leaders are women 

Canon Dr George Lings, the Church Army Research Unit's Director, said of these discoveries “nothing 

else in the Church of England has this level of missional impact and the effect of adding further 

ecclesial communities.” 

In Australia, a collaborative group of denominations have introduced the mission shaped ministry 

training materials and trialled them since 2010. Courses have run in South Australia, Victoria, New 

South Wales/ACT, Western Australia and Queensland, almost all on an ecumenical basis, and almost 

all including active participation of Uniting Church Synod and Presbytery leaders. 

The course material and underlying principles are a core aspect of the Port Philip West Presbytery’s 

Regenerating the Church initiative (http://www.regeneratingthechurch.org.au/ ), and are resulting in 

the emergence of a number of new missional communities and new initiatives within existing 

congregations.  While the strategy is still in its early days, the signs are positive for renewed energy 

and vigour within and beyond congregations.  The Presbytery of Yarra Yarra has also utilised the 

Mission Shaped Ministry training materials in its context, while other presbyteries have considered 

similar approaches. 

In South Australia, mission shaped ministry training, and an emphasis on both equipping pioneers 

and encouraging fresh expressions have resulted in a number of exciting initiatives being birthed 

both within and alongside Uniting Church congregations.  The active engagement of Uniting College 

for Leadership and Theology has been an important factor within South Australia. 

Related to the Fresh Expressions movement is the approach to developing faith communities known 

as Messy Church. Messy Church projects exist alongside existing congregations and are designed as 

an entry point for families with little or no church background. Messy Church projects have sprung 

up in nearly every Synod, and in multiple denominations. Again, the early signs are positive that 

Messy Church is enabling congregations to connect with a new demographic within their 

communities. 

http://www.regeneratingthechurch.org.au/
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A third movement emerging from the UK and beginning to impact on the Australian church is 3DM. 

3DM is a discipleship and mission movement that works in and through local churches. It has 

emerged from an Anglican context but is now world-wide in scope and ecumenical in nature, 

with3DM learning communities now established in Melbourne and Launceston (among other 

Australian locations). The 3DM approach to encouraging missional discipleship brings a great deal to 

the table for the Uniting Church. 

 

4.3 The rise of the “Nones” 

A great deal of emphasis is placed on the loss of attendance in anglo-cultural Uniting Church 

congregations, and consequently on engaging those in our community who are ‘ex-church’, to re-

invigorate their participation in the church.   

Meanwhile, Australian census data, together with anecdotal evidence suggests that there is a rapidly 

growing proportion of the Australian population who are not ‘ex-church’, but who have never had 

any church or organised faith-community engagement. These are people of no faith and no church 

experience or exposure. They are termed the ‘Nones’ in an increasingly common vernacular. 

The implications for the church in terms of evangelism and faith sharing are significant. There is no 

underlying biblical knowledge. There is no cultural investment in the Christian story or world view. 

There is no habitual attachment to a denomination that may have been present in previous 

generations. 

This reality presents both a great challenge to overcome the lack of insight into the Christian story, 

and a marvellous opportunity due to the lack of pre-conceived ideas or a historical exposure to 

Christianity (that sometimes serves to inoculate the individual against an encounter with Jesus at 

some time in the future).  

The ‘Nones’ are predominantly represented in younger generations, the very same demographic 

who have been increasingly absent from our churches in recent decades, and about whom more 

shall be said shortly. 

 

4.4 Pentecostalism in Australia 

Growth in the Australian church is not entirely lacking. In recent decades the Pentecostal movement 

has grown significantly in many parts of the country, with emphasis on numeric growth, personal 

empowerment, regional churches, corporate style leadership, effective marketing and connecting 

with mainstream Australian culture in ways that the Uniting Church (among others) have found 

difficult. 

The headline act is of course Hillsong, now operating in 13 campus locations across Australia 

(including four in Victoria and one in Tasmania), which has attracted positive growth and negative 

press in almost equal measure. 

There is not the capacity in this paper to offer an analysis of the Pentecostal movement, except to 

say that while Pentecostal churches are not natural partners for the Uniting Church, there may 

nonetheless be lessons which can be learned from their stories (both positive and negative) as we 

look for ways forward for our own churches. 
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In particular there is renewed interested in the topic of leadership in various sectors in the Uniting 

Church, and to explore how leadership has been developed, and how it has operated (again, in both 

positive and negative senses) in recent years within the Pentecostal movement would be of interest. 

 

4.5 Regional Church models in Australia 

While relatively rare, there are a number of larger regional churches within the Uniting Church 

family. Such congregations take an entirely different approach to leadership, church life, and 

relationship with the wider community to our more typical small, neighbourhood oriented 

congregations. 

The regional church model (which at its extreme becomes ‘mega’ with congregations over 1000) is 

globally well understood (particularly in the USA), but not common, nor commonly understood 

within the Uniting Church setting.  

Perhaps the best known example here is Newlife Uniting Church, on Queensland’s Gold Coast. With 

regular worship participation in the order of 1300 people, Newlife is of a different character than 

many Uniting Church congregations. 

Regional churches (such as Newlife) by nature tend to have a more strongly evangelical emphasis, 

and have levels of organisation, structure and staffing that are foreign to most Uniting Church 

congregations.  There tends to be a more contemporary approach to worship, more active 

engagement of children, families and young people, and a wider view of community engagement.  

Active investment in leadership development and structured formation and discipleship pathways 

are important. Newlife, for example, has forged an active partnership with Uniting College for 

Leadership and Theology, and now operates as a campus of the College – delivering training and 

educational programs on site. 

Not every Uniting Church congregation has the capacity, desire or culture to take a regional view, 

and to see growth to that degree – but it is an approach to continue to explore and resource. 

 

4.6 Micro/Simple Church models and resourcing in Australia 

On the other end of the spectrum from the regional church, is the simple church.  Simple churches 

tend to fly under the radar, and to consist of small numbers of people, and structures that are very 

light. Typical examples include house churches, where a small number (up to 10-15) gather regularly 

in a home environment. In some cases there is no name, no finances, and no legal existence. There 

are often simple leadership structures, but extremely rarely any type of paid staffing. 

There is opportunity within the Uniting Church to encourage, support and resource this type of 

simple church. The faith community category within our regulations (discussed above) provides a 

framework that could be explored for groups interested in relationship with the denomination. 

Uniting Church Synods and Presbyteries are relatively well resourced with training and support 

personnel.  Finding, or nurturing networks of simple churches, and extending the offer of support, 

training, coaching and mentoring would be a valuable contribution for the Uniting Church to make to 

the wider Christian community.   
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Churches of Christ Queensland operate in this fashion, hosting and resourcing face-to-face 

gatherings of simple church leaders, and offering a number of website and social media channels 

aimed solely at resourcing simple churches (who often have no formal or structural relationship with 

the Churches of Christ organisation). 

 

4.7 Young Generations 

Perhaps the most painful story in the Uniting Church (or at least in its anglo congregations) is the 

perception of loss or absence of younger generations from our midst.  National Church Life Survey 

results (for example) continue to remind us of what we see every week in many of our local 

congregations – there are fewer families, fewer youth, fewer young adults. 

Of course this is not true everywhere. There are congregations that thrive. There are Uniting Church 

schools filled with young people. There are agencies dedicated to supporting and working with 

children and their families. But it is the pain of loss perceived in typical congregation and faith 

community settings that is felt most keenly. 

There are many reasons for this situation, many contributing factors: changing community values; 

busyness of contemporary family life; the practices of congregations that do (or don’t) welcome 

children, young people and families adequately; the cycle of generations that influence the way we 

participate in institutional life; the endless competitors for the time, attention and money of young 

people today. These are just a start. 

To even begin responding to this issue, we must consider many issues and possibilities. Here we 

observe just four. 

First, what are the boundaries of church? If we are to say “there are no young people in our church”, 

where are we defining that it means to be “in”?  Sunday morning worship? What about the children 

who participate in school holiday camps and day camps?  What about the young people in Uniting 

Church Schools? What about the youth group? Are these “in” or does it only count if the faces are 

visible on Sunday morning? 

There is plenty of research suggesting that the most critical factor in continued Christian faith for 

young adults is the faith-formation that took place as children in their family setting.  Not Sunday 

morning worship. Not Sunday school. Not after school kids club.  Those are important - vital even – 

but none measure up to the importance of faith formation at home.  When we have a community of 

children gathered for a holiday camp, or an after school club, when we have parents and their pre-

school children gathered at playgroup, or Mainly Music, when we have a congregation full of 

grandparents who spend quality time with their grand-children week in and week out….what do we 

do that helps resource faith formation at home?  Here lies an immense opportunity for us – to grow 

faith in young people, to support and nurture families, and to reinforce our relationship with those 

families whether we see them in our pews on Sunday morning or not. 

Second, what are we prepared to do to make our congregation a place that is genuinely welcoming 

to children and young people? Does incorporating a children’s talk in the midst of a standard Uniting 

Church liturgical worship service (and then sending them out to Sunday school while we do the 

important stuff) really mean we practice multi-generational worship? Are we prepared to change 

what we do when we gather for worship (in ways that might make some of “us” feel less 
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comfortable) so that we can truly engage children, families and young people? This is a question that 

goes far beyond simply choice of music, or the use of modern technology in worship. 

Third, how effectively do we resource our leaders with the skills to engage children, families and 

young people? Largely we have withdrawn from training specifically skilled youth, children and 

family workers in our theological colleges, yet we sometimes seem reluctant to partner with third 

party trainers such as Scripture Union. From where will our skilled leaders come? Related, are we 

willing to allow young leaders to lead the rest of the church? To take us on journeys of adventure 

and exploration – to places we perhaps would rather not go? 

Fourth, are we willing to plant new faith communities alongside our existing congregations? Such 

faith communities might not look like our traditional images of church. They may require intentional 

and ongoing resourcing for years before they become self-sustaining. Or they may burn brightly, but 

last only a short time.  Either way they will demand sacrifice, generosity and hospitality on behalf of 

the existing Uniting Church as it helps nurture new kinds of faith communities that are welcoming to, 

designed for and inhabited by younger generations. 

 

4.8 Resource ministry in rural contexts 

In a time when the capacity of individual churches to employ full time ministers has diminished, a 

range of models have emerged to explore alternate ways of resourcing congregational life.  Part 

time placements, shared placements with agencies or school chaplaincies, and team resource 

ministry along with lay ministry teams are examples. Many of these emerging approaches have been 

seen first in rural settings, with available resources being particularly limited in this context resulting 

in a continued stream of innovation in rural ministry. 

The current interpretation of resource ministry has evolved particularly in the Synod of NSW and 

ACT, with one of the best-known early examples centred on the Mid-Lachlan mission area in the 

central west.  The model as it evolved in that setting saw a team of three ministry agents, with 

diverse skill sets, operating as a team to resource eight congregations. Congregations gain access to 

a team of ministers, and the ministry team has as their primary focus the development of leadership 

skills and capacity within the congregations (rather than leading worship and conducting pastoral 

care). 

Similar models have been used elsewhere in regional New South Wales, and on the mid north-west 

coast of Tasmania.  Other examples have seen single resource ministers work with smaller groups of 

congregations – but with the same resourcing and capacity-development focus. 

There is much to like about resource ministry approach in a resource-poor context – and particularly 

where it is based on congregations in active and cooperative partnership, and where it is possible to 

place multiple diversely-gifted ministry agents in a team setting. 

 

4.9 Church Planting & Evangelism 

The Uniting Church has long struggled, in many settings, with the task of evangelism.  Sharing faith 

stories and inviting others to a life of discipleship is not historically a strength of the Uniting Church. 
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To a degree the same applies when it comes to church planting. We are not naturally oriented 

toward starting new congregations – a fact revealed to us again in the Assembly census of 2013. 

Nonetheless, research suggests that one of the best ways of growing new disciples is planting new 

churches.  There is not only a growing need for the Uniting Church to consider how it begins new 

faith communities, but an emerging commitment to the task right around the church. 

Many of the topics in Section Four of this paper reflect the importance of planting new faith 

communities, and of doing so in ways that help invite non-Christians into lives of discipleship.  To 

foster this orientation to church planting there are several other tasks worth considering. 

First is the need to incorporate church planting (or pioneering) into our leadership and theological 

college contexts. South Australia’s Uniting College for Leadership and Theology has, for example, 

made significant steps in this direction. What would it look like for the Synod of Victoria and 

Tasmania to do likewise? Or to partner with another Synod to ensure these skills are being 

developed? 

Second is the need for Presbyteries to be intentional about church planting strategies, and about 

supporting those who would be our pioneers. Port Phillip West’s regenerating the church strategy 

incorporates both these priorities. 

Third we must confront the difficult question of redeploying resources from one location to another. 

This may take the shape of congregations figuratively moving house (in the model of Toowoomba’s 

Lifeworks Uniting Church relocating from an inner suburb to an outer growth corridor), it may take 

the shape of congregations voluntarily closing in order to free up new resources for the church, or in 

places it may mean the intervention of presbytery and synod to ensure that the resources needed to 

grow new faith communities are not stifled by holding on in locations that are no longer suitable or 

sustainable. None of this is easy. 

 

5. The challenge of evidence 
One of the challenges of our time, and of the rapid, discontinuous change that characterises it, is 

that adopting an evidence-based approach to finding new ways forward becomes difficult when the 

available evidence is limited. 

Certainly in the case of Fresh Expressions or the 3DM discipleship movement, for example, there is 

substantial evidence from the UK context that these approaches are bearing fruit - but the Australian 

context is different. 

Likewise many of the church regeneration or development models from the US are evidence based - 

but the Australian context is different. 

Even within Australia, the context can vary so widely from one Synod to another, from one 

presbytery to the next, from one town or suburb to its neighbour that evidence-based approaches 

are challenging at best. 
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If context can be described as the unique combination of time, place and people, then changing any 

one of those components changes the context.  And evidence from one context won’t necessarily 

assist in another. 

The leadership skills most necessary in this day are to read such signposts of context, to reflect 

theologically, and to innovate accordingly.  There is data available to us, but it needs careful 

interpretation. 

The task then, is for us to gather together ideas, stories and evidence from a diversity of contexts, 

and then to do the hard work of mining the evidence for underlying principles that may provide 

signposts for us. 

 

6. Seeing the signposts 
The Uniting Church in Australia faces many challenges in its present and near future.  There is no 

magic bullet, no simple solution that will restore us to our fondly recalled past. 

There is, instead, the ongoing work of the church as described in our Basis of Union, including being 

a fellowship of reconciliation, to confess Jesus as Lord over our own life, to be a pilgrim people, and 

to use our worship, witness and service to God’s eternal glory. 

I suggest there are four particular signposts for us to follow, priorities to consider, new 

conversations to explore (or old conversations to explore in new ways) as we pursue this ongoing 

work. 

 

6.1 Fostering innovation & imagination in mission and discipleship 

A willingness to learn continually, to experiment constantly and to imagine freely when it comes to 

our life of mission and discipleship is vital.  

Becoming a church that has a “what if” rather than a “why not” culture is a great challenge, but one 

of our most important priorities. We need to go beyond the oft-used phrase “permission giving” to a 

place where communal, iterative innovation is not grudgingly accepted but actively encouraged, 

appropriately resourced and constantly practiced. A risk-averse culture is a sign of an institution in a 

downward spiral. 

The most important question, of course, is to ask what are the objectives of this hoped-for 

innovation and imagination? Innovation or novelty for its own sake will benefit no-one. 

One possible answer is that our objective ought to always be to grow healthy communities of 

healthy disciples, who are committed to joining in the mission of God in Australia today with all that 

this entails: reading the constantly changing context; learning from the best of our history; 

experimenting with new ways to invite Australians into worship, witness and service. 

Councils, leadership groups, congregations and faith communities all have a part to play in fostering 

innovation and encouraging a missional imagination. 
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6.2 A new season of cooperation within the Uniting Church 

As noted earlier, the diversity of the Uniting Church contains embedded within it the potential for 

conflict and division – two things we can least afford at this point in our life together. The time has 

come for us to generate a new season of cooperation within the Uniting Church – where we put to 

one side jealousy, pride and envy in one another’s status or story. 

From congregation to congregation, minister to minister, presbytery to presbytery and synod to 

synod, a new season of cooperation is due. 

This does not mean cooperation as a means of managing decline, in which we share our resources in 

order to keep the doors open as long as possible. 

It means cooperation for the purpose of joining in God’s mission, extending and proclaiming the 

kingdom of God, putting to good use all the gifts of the Spirit we are blessed to have collective 

access to.  

 

6.3 Leadership 

The immediate challenge is to together explore what we mean by the term leadership, to 

understand why at times we shy away from it, and to develop a leadership framework suited both to 

our context, and to our identity as the Uniting Church. 

Subsequently our task will be to identify and resource emerging leaders (both lay and ordained) who 

will help us generate the environment of discipleship and mission that is called for.  

Priorities such as the capacity to listen carefully for the Spirit of God, to read context, to equip 

people, to see big picture opportunities, to call us to new places must be nurtured in our leadership 

community. 

 

6.4 Polity and Structure 

We have explored time and again the ways in which it can be said that we are not the church we 

once were.  A sustained examination of our polity, and the structures of congregation, presbytery, 

synod and assembly are overdue in a world that has substantially changed since 1977, and for a 

church that is different in almost every way from its shape at that time. 

Contemporary realities of governance, relationships with the wider community, economic realities 

all contribute to this need. 

Most important, however, the ongoing question “who is God calling us to be?”  Does our current 

polity and structure enable or inhibit us answering that question? 

 

7. Summary 
The future for the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania is filled with challenge and opportunity.  

What that future looks like depends on our capacity to find hope in the One whom we follow; to 
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release a missional imagination; to enter a new season of cooperation; and to face internal obstacles 

with equal measure of courage and grace. 

- The society in which we live, mission and minister is in a sustained period of rapid, 

discontinuous change, in which the Church is yet to find a natural place 

- The Uniting Church faces challenges of numeric decline, polity and/or structural limitations, 

generational engagement, rural presence, a lack of agility and challenges to our long held 

self-image in a range of areas 

- While we have already begun to pursue innovation in mission and discipleship, we need to 

continue to do so 

- Fresh Expressions have been a valuable approach in the UK, and early evidence suggests 

similar value to the church in Australia 

- Evangelism and church planting remain challenging for us, and in the current context there is 

a profound need for us to prioritise these areas, and to nurture and resource potential 

pioneer leaders 

- The range of approaches to church that connect with Australians is more diverse than ever. 

We need to become a church that can create and hold space for regional churches, 

neighbourhood churches, simple churches and fresh expressions  alongside one another 

- We lament the loss of children, youth and young adults, but all too often lament is the 

extent of our response. Will we truly prioritise engaging younger generations in new ways? 
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