Future Directions for the
People of God on the
Way
PROPOSAL
On the recommendation of the Synod Standing Committee
the Synod
(i) Affirm a commitment to being a contemporary,
courageous and growing church proclaiming Jesus Christ
in worship, witness and service.
(ii) Reaffirm the following future directions
• a renewed commitment to rural and regional
ministry (Saltbush)
• a renewed commitment to ministry with people in
the first 1/3 of their lives (born after 1970) (Pulse)
• a renewed commitment to walking together with
First Peoples and to the covenant with Congress
(Makaratta)
• an ongoing and active commitment to the
stewardship of the earth (Climate Action)
• an ongoing commitment to working with
presbyteries to organise ourselves to promote
growth within and through our congregations
(Growth)
(iii) Approve Future Directions for the People of God on the
Way
(iv) Request the Synod Standing Committee to provide
oversight of the implementation of Future Directions for
the People of God on the Way
(v) Request Presbyteries to provide regular (bi-annual)
progress reports to Synod Standing Committee
(vi) Request the Synod Standing Committee to provide a
progress report to Synod 2023
(vii) Note that Future Directions: Synod Strategic Resource
Framework will be presented at the June Synod in
session.

Synod Standing Committee Report 1 - 2021

P a g e |1

Future Directions for the
People of God on the Way
Uniting Church NSW/ACT
5 March 2021

Contents
1.

The people of God on the way................................................................................................................. 1
Bearing witness to the hope that is in us ................................................................................................. 1
Our communities need us … .................................................................................................................... 2
…. But our numbers are declining ............................................................................................................ 2
Renewal of the People of God on the way ............................................................................................... 2
We can look to other stories of transformation for hope and inspiration ................................................. 3

2.

We are proposing Future Directions for the People of God on the Way ................................................... 5
A renewed commitment to the future will mean change ......................................................................... 7
Our journey might be hard, but we can overcome the challenges ............................................................ 8

3.

How will we resource Future Directions?................................................................................................. 9
What principles will guide our resourcing? .............................................................................................. 9
What are the Church’s key resources?..................................................................................................... 9
What process will we follow to decide on resourcing? ............................................................................. 9
How will the Uniting Church work together on resourcing? ................................................................... 10

4.

What will the UC look like under its current and proposed direction? .................................................... 11
What will life as a congregation member be like under the proposed future direction? ......................... 11
What could the Church’s congregations look like when compared with today? ...................................... 12
How will those not yet engaged with the Church experience the change? ............................................. 13

Future Directions for the People of God on the Way

|i|

1. The people of God on the way
Our Basis of Union is described by former President Andrew Dutney as a manifesto for renewal. That striving
for renewal places our Uniting Church origins squarely in line with our Reformation forebears, whose
manifesto was semper reformanda (always reforming!). What does that look like? The Basis tells us.
We do not seek for ourselves ‘a continuing city’ because we are ‘a pilgrim people on the way to God’s
promised end’. And under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we serve that end
by being a fellowship of reconciliation within which Christ may work and bear witness to himself.
Can we ignite the desire for renewal once again? By that, we mean more than merely a ‘restructure’ – which
can only achieve so much. Rather, can we inspire a true renewal?
The saints among us and before us who took a leap of faith in 1977 did so in order to be a renewed church of
the future for the sake of the Gospel. On the land, farming families say there comes a time for each
generation to renew the fences. Is it our time? Is it our time to renew, not our fences, but our desire to be a
church of the future for the sake of the Gospel of Jesus Christ?

Bearing witness to the hope that is in us
The different branches of Christ’s church bring traditions and contemporary accents to the way they bear
witness to the Gospel. The Uniting Church has its own rich variety. Our witness to the hope within us often
flows into the following expressions of the Gospel:

A church inspired
by the inclusive
love of God

A church following
Jesus Christ, who
came ‘not to be
served but to serve’

A church with a
prophetic voice

A church that is
willing to listen

We seek to reflect the
all-embracing love of
God by welcoming
people just as they
are. And so we
celebrate diversity
and recognize there
can be variation in
the perspectives and
characteristics of our
congregations and
communities.

We focus on the call
of Jesus to serve
others. We believe
the church does not
exist for its own sake.
Our congregations
and communities
express this belief in
a vast array of
ministries and
activities – for the
sake of the world for
which Christ died.

We believe the
church is called to
raise a prophetic
voice against
injustice. When led by
God to do so, we are
willing to swim
against the tide. In
the name of Christ,
we will speak up for
the dignity of human
life and the care of
God’s creation.

We place our trust in
the Holy Spirit to guide
our decision making.
Our councils and
committees allow
space for everyone to
be heard, and we seek
consensus in order that
our decisions may be
as inclusive and
adventurous as the
Holy Spirit who leads
us forward.
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Our communities need us …
The communities of NSW and the ACT need us to share our hope in the Gospel among them in worship,
witness, and service because many Australians are looking for a deeper meaning in life.
The Uniting Church has statistics from the Australian Community Survey in 2018 indicating that 26% of
Australians consider themselves religious and spiritual and are practising their faith, yet another 26% of those
surveyed consider themselves religious and spiritual but are not practising.
Interestingly, the survey also contains an important indication of what the 26% who are not practising may be
seeking. Australians are now far less likely to engage with religious institutions. They seem wary of the
‘continuing city’ and appear less willing to be involved in formal religious institutions, for which they have
less trust.
Are we the pilgrim people on the way to God’s promised end that might provide for their needs?
In our rapidly changing, diverse and unequal world, our communities need the Uniting Church to:
•

Be those ‘fellowships of reconciliation’ imagined by the Basis of Union, so that Jesus Christ may work and
bear witness among us

•

Follow Jesus into the public square and be a prophetic voice for the sake of the Gospel, for our witness is
distinctive and requires faithful courage

•

Provide community services that are an active expression of our faith, and which address social need

•

Embrace the diversity of the communities in which we worship and serve

•

Welcome renewal, be contemporary communities, and – God willing – grow our witness to the Gospel.

…. But our numbers are declining
The number of members of the Uniting Church in NSW and the ACT has been declining and is expected to
decline further. Church members are also far less young than they used to be, which may hasten a further
decline in numbers.

Renewal of the People of God on the way
The Uniting Church has a remarkable history of taking courageous steps for the sake of the Gospel.
Think of the people of three denominations - Congregational, Methodist, and Presbyterian - who
were willing to become one, in some cases stepping away from places they had cherished, in order
that their unity may become a sign of God’s reconciling love for the world.
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Who knows what God may shape from us if we recapture that level of Gospel courage? That
question, invitation, and challenge will ask of us …
•

the commitment of Abraham and Sarah as we leap into God’s hands and believe in God for our
future

•

the courage of the prophets as we trust that God is always with us, and always changing us, so
that we are a sign of the justice and peace of God’s reign

•

the boldness of Paul as we find fresh ways to spread the good news of Jesus Christ, in word and
action.

This is not renewal for its own sake, and certainly not for our sake. Rather, this is an invitation to renewal for
the sake of the Uniting Church’s witness to the Gospel.
Where to next as we follow Jesus Christ and join the reconciling God who is at mission in the world?

We can look to other stories of transformation for hope and inspiration
The Uniting Church at Union
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The Salvation Army

Amnesty International

Wollongong
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2. We are proposing Future Directions for the
People of God on the Way

Over the last few Synod meetings, this Uniting Church in NSW and the ACT has made several direction-setting
resolutions, including
•

Saltbush (2016)

•

Pulse (2017)

•

Makaratta (2019)

•

Climate Action (2019)

•

Growth (2019)

Taking these resolutions as a starting point, Future Directions for the People of God on the Way invites the
Synod to re-affirm:
•

A commitment to rural and regional ministry (Saltbush);

•

A commitment to ministry with those born after 1970 (Pulse);

•

A commitment to walking together with Australia’s First People and to the Uniting Church Covenant with
the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress (Makaratta);

•

An ongoing and active commitment to the stewardship of the earth (Climate Action);

•

A commitment to being a contemporary, courageous and growing church proclaiming Jesus Christ in
worship, witness and service (Growth).

Building on these renewed commitments, Future Directions for the People of God on the Way includes:
•

A vision statement: what we want the future Church to be

•

Three growth goals: external-facing goals that will drive the future direction of the Church

•

Three resourcing goals: internal-facing goals that will help us work better together.

Future Directions for the People of God on the Way was developed by the Synod Standing Committee over an
eight month period of discernment, and was endorsed by the Synod Standing Committee at their meeting on
29th January. Our proposed future direction brings Synod’s current commitments together into a
comprehensive Synod-wide plan for renewal.

Future Directions for the People of God on the Way | 5 March 2021

|5|

Future Directions for the People of God on the Way | 5 March 2021

|6|

A renewed commitment to the future will mean change
The Synod Standing Committee has also considered the key commitments that we will need to implement in
order to achieve our growth and resourcing goals. These are laid out below. These commitments may shift
and evolve during our journey.
VISION: A contemporary, courageous and growing Church

Commi tments

GROWTH GOALS
ACTIVATE

TRANSFORM

AMPLIFY

We will lead large, healthy and younger
congregations
We activate our congregations and local
communities through our Presbyteries

We will engage with the community
in transformative ways
We work with those who need us
most

We will amplify our influence by
being a leading and respected
Christian voice on contemporary
issues
We build healthy communities
through our advocacy

• Boost youth-focused programs - Increase
resources for initiatives that grow and
support young congregations, such as
congregational youth workers, tertiary
ministry and youth leadership
development
• Develop worship, service and advocacy
ministries - Develop programs to
increase congregational witness to Jesus
Christ through worship, services and
advocacy ministries
• Support Presbyteries to be dynamic hubs
- Increase resourcing for Presbyteries to
become dynamic, connected hubs,
based on best practice, where
congregations can access advice,
connect and share learnings (particularly
rural and remote congregations) on
serving their communities
• Support and resource congregational
health – Synod Office will support
Presbyteries to constantly review the
capacity and life of their congregations,
and to identify and understand best
practice

• Continue to increase Uniting’s
alignment – Extend alignment
between Uniting’s services and the
rest of the Church, including by
working to achieve joint outcomes
and charging Uniting to thoroughly
test its service mix on what will best
deliver on the Uniting Church’s
future direction. We will transition
out of services that do not align with
our future direction as required.
• Further consider the new school
system – Scrutinise the new low-fee
school system proposition and
determine whether or how it should
move forward
• Expand targeted ministry and
services - Increase investment in
ministry and services in areas with
young populations and high need,
particularly in rural and remote
regions

• Continue to strengthen our focus
on advocacy – Uniting and the
Synod Office will collaborate to
develop key areas for advocacy
with a particular focus on issues
relevant to people in the first third
of life (for example, climate change
and Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander rights)
• Encourage members’ participation
in advocacy - Support and create
more opportunities for
congregations and members to
bear witness to their faith in Jesus
Christ through participation in the
Church’s advocacy

Commi tments

RESOURCE GOALS
SIMPLIFY

LIBERATE

UNITE

Our governance is effective and fit for
purpose

Our resources will drive growth

We work together across and beyond
the Synod to build on our diverse
strengths

• Further develop the governance
structure – Finalise and implement a
governance model that is flexible and fit
for purpose.
• Strengthen parish mission and
congregational community service
governance - Ensure appropriate
governance of parish missions and
congregational service activities
• Review decision making processes –
Encourage decision making processes
that value courage as much as consensus

• Further develop and implement
resourcing framework - Implement a
resourcing framework that allocates
resources to where God is active
• Implement resource management
policy – Define and implement a
whole-of-church resource
stewardship policy
• Interconciliar collaboration to review
and reallocate assets - Support the
Church’s resourcing through an asset
allocation that best delivers on the
church’s mission. This will likely
require us to sell and repurpose a
proportion of our property assets
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• Support Synod network building Support Presbyteries and Synod
entities to build collaborative
networks across the Synod
• Resource and connect Presbyteries –
Develop and implement staffing
strategies that best support and
connect Presbyteries
• Support cross-congregational
collaboration - Support Ministers in
cross-congregational collaboration
• Strengthen witness through partners
- Strengthen our witness to Jesus
Christ by seeking partners in ministry
and service who share this vision
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Our journey might be hard, but we can overcome the challenges
Moving strongly in a new direction will be a significant journey for the Church, and is likely to take five to ten
years. We will encounter difficulties along the way and will need to work together to resolve these.
Our challenges

How we will overcome them

We focus on congregations rather than think about
things from a Church-wide perspective

We will engage broadly and be informed by facts
that bring a whole of NSW/ACT perspective, as well
as understanding local imperatives

We are not prepared to make difficult decisions to
end initiatives

We will recognise the importance of “death and
resurrection”, and the need to end initiatives where
they are not needed or are not having impact

We are not reaching out to those outside the
Church, particularly young people

We will actively engage with those outside the
Church, and consider how our ways of worship,
witness and service can become more welcoming
and youth focused

Some congregations may find it difficult to imagine
their place under the proposed Future Directions

We will support all congregations to work out how
they shape their future

We are good at starting new initiatives, but do not
resource them adequately so that they can succeed

We will commit to our shared sense of purpose as a
living Church in mission together, and will recognise
that our resources may need to be repurposed to
achieve our future direction
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3. How will we resource Future Directions?
The Synod Office is developing a resourcing framework to help all entities of the Church share and use our
resources (people, income, property, programs) to strengthen the Church, as a whole and as individual
congregations, to enable us to continue to bear our unique and transformative witness of the gospel.

What principles will guide our resourcing?
Our resourcing decisions will be guided by five key principles:
1.

Delivery of mission: Resourcing should enable the Church to do what we have been called to do:
to be “an instrument through which Christ may work and bear witness to himself”

2. Achieve more: The Church’s assets should ‘work harder’ and achieve more for the Church and its
mission
3. Seek energy: Resources should support the flourishing of healthy local congregations, and be
moved from where there is no energy to do things to where there is energy
4. Serve one Church: Our resources should be used for the common good of the Church and enable
the whole of the Church to be greater than the sum of its parts
5. Collaborative processes: Affected church entities should be consulted at all relevant stages of the
resourcing decision-making process.

What are the Church’s key resources?
The Uniting Church NSW/ACT is rich in resources that we can utilise to become a contemporary, courageous
and growing Church. Our key resources are outlined below.

What process will we follow to decide on resourcing?
We propose to follow the following process to make decisions about resourcing.
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Mission plans will describe how the Church’s significant resources support the Church’s renewal and Future
Directions. The plans will be used to assess whether the resources can be better used to deliver the Church’s
mission. A Resource Management policy will be developed to outline the processes for reallocating resources.

How will the Uniting Church work together on resourcing?
Different parts of the Church will play different roles in resourcing decisions. These include:
•

Congregations: Active consideration and engagement with the relevant board or Presbytery in
proposing projects and in resourcing decisions which involve their congregation. This may involve
developing mission plans for significant resources

•

Presbyteries: Active engagement in proposing projects and in resourcing decisions which involve
the Presbytery or their congregations. This may involve developing mission plans for significant
resources

•

Synod Standing Committee: responsible for overseeing resourcing decisions from a whole-ofChurch perspective

•

The Synod Office and Uniting Mission & Education: responsible for managing the day-to-day
implementation of the resourcing process and decisions

•

Property board: Responsible for the stewardship of property assets, and for overseeing resourcing
decisions involving property assets. This may involve developing mission plans for significant assets

•

Uniting Financial Services board: Responsible for the stewardship of financial assets, and for
overseeing resourcing decisions involving financial assets. This may involve developing mission plans
for significant assets

•

Uniting board: Responsible for the stewardship of Uniting’s resources, and for overseeing
resourcing decisions involving Uniting’s resources. This may involve developing mission plans for
significant resources.
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4. What will the Uniting Church look like under its
current and proposed direction?
What will life as a congregation member be like under the proposed
future direction?

COMMUNITY

PRESBYTERY

CONGREGATION
I embrace our
local
community’s
diversity

Congregation
member

PARISH
MISSION

SCHOOLS
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SYNOD
OFFICE

UNITING
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What could our congregations look like when compared with today?
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How will those not yet engaged with the Church notice the change?
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