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The Resources Board adopted a Property Viability Discussion Paper in July 2016. When initial work was being
done on this paper it was recognised that issues around the viability of a property or the financial health of a
congregation were not the only lenses through which to view a congregation. They are helpful ones because
they are concrete and measurable and are therefore easy for us to grasp. A congregation, though, may have a
splendid property and be financially secure yet be bereft of spiritual vitality. Equally there are congregations that are
spiritually vital but challenged by their finances and property.

Introduction
John Halsey, Professor of Rural Education and Communities in the School of Education at Flinders
University1, presented for the national Presbytery Ministers Conference in 2014. As part of his
presentation, John spoke about developing sustainability for rural communities. One of the Presbytery
Ministers responded to John, expressing that a community or congregation could be viable but not
sustainable and vice versa. That was an enlightening moment. Afterwards a number of us reflected
together: what makes a congregation viable? Alternatively, what makes a congregation sustainable?

What do we mean by sustainability?
Sustainability is a concept widely used in ecological circles to reflect upon the impact of human
development on the environment. Broadly speaking, for development to be sustainable it needs to
have minimal negative impact on the environment. It has come to have broader meaning to include
sociological factors as well. For example, “The general definition of social sustainability is the ability
of a social system, such as a country, to function at a defined level of social well-being indefinitely”.2
For a congregation we might add spiritual and community well-being to this definition. That is, for
a congregation to be sustainable, it needs to function at a defined level of spiritual and social
well-being indefinitely. Further we assume that well being for congregations includes growing and
deepening their life together and with those with whom they are in mission. That is, sustainability is not
merely maintenance.
The purpose of this paper is to reflect on what spiritual and community well-being look like for a
congregation and how this inter-relates with viability.
1. More information: http://www.flinders.edu.au/people/john.halsey
2. Thwink.org: Social Sustainability http://www.thwink.org/sustain/glossary/SocialSustainability.htm accessed 24 August 2016.
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Key frameworks for sustainability
Four key relationships
Mike Moynagh3 teaches and writes about Fresh Expressions. The
diverse models of church that make up Fresh Expressions have
caused him to reflect on what makes a group a church rather than
some other entity. He writes about four key relationships as a way
to define congregations:
1. Relationship with God.
2. Relationship with another within the congregation.
3. Relationship with the wider community.
4. Relationship with the wider church.
These four key relationships help us to frame our conversations about sustainabilty, particularly a
congregation’s worship and prayer life.
•

Are at least some people feeling closer to God, touched by the Spirit, and/or called to follow
Jesus more closely, as a result of being present at worship, in a small group or being part of a
programme in the congregation?

•

Are the relationships between members healthy?

•

Is there space for disagreement and robust discussion?

•

Is conflict resolved in a healthy way?

•

Is there genuine warmth and generosity in relationships?

•

Does the congregation have effective relationships with the wider community?

•

Are there opportunities to serve the wider community that the congregation has taken up?

•

And are there respectful relationships with other congregations and denominations,
Presbytery and Synod staff?

3. More information: http://freshexpressions.org.uk/inspire-me/talking-theology-with-mike-moynagh/
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Regulations
Another framework would be to think through the Regulations regarding a congregation. The
Regulations describe a congregation this way:
3.1.1 (a) A Congregation, as the embodiment in one place of the one holy catholic and
apostolic church, shall be those members and adherents who worship, witness and serve as a
fellowship of the Spirit in Christ, and who meet regularly to hear God’s Word, to celebrate the
sacraments, to build one another up in love, to share the wider responsibilities of the Church,
and to serve the world, and who are recognised as a Congregation by the Presbytery.
		
(b) In fulfilling its purpose a Congregation shall:
			
(i) bear witness to that unity that is both Christ’s gift and his will;
			
(ii) build up the members and adherents in faith and love;
			
(iii) sustain the members and adherents in hope;
			
(iv) nurture the members and adherents in their growth in grace;
			
(v) equip the members and adherents for engagement in worship, witness and
			
service in the world as they participate in the mission of Christ;
			
(vi) discipline its members in love;
			
(vii) maintain pastoral oversight;
			
(viii) encourage each member and adherent to participate in the life of the 		
			
Congregation and endeavour to provide opportunity for that participation;
				and
			
(ix) provide means whereby the members and adherents may be sustained in 		
				
fellowship, in prayer and in confession, in baptism and in the Lord’s Supper,
				
in mutual reception of and mutual exertion in the Gospel proclamation
				and service.
There could be much fruitful discussion for a Church Council, a Mission Planning event, or a
congregational meeting if these Regulations were used as a basis for reflection.
For example:
•

What does it mean for us to build up the members in faith and love?

•

How do we currently do it?

•

How might this be grown?

Both Moynagh’s questions and the Regulations give us
four broad areas for discussion – mission, governance and
community, worship life.
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Sustainable Mission
Mission can be understood as both
personal and corporate, the mission we
do as individuals and the mission we do
as a congregation together. The balance
between personal and corporate will vary
from congregation to congregation. In some
congregations where people are already busy
in their vocation and in community service,
equipping them to fulfil their responsibilities
as faithful disciples of Jesus may a perfectly
appropriate vision of mission. Seeking clarity
about your understanding and expectations of the balance between personal and corporate mission
may be a helpful conversation. It might be quite liberating to give up seeking a mission you can do
together to focus on encouraging and sustaining one another in each person’s mission in the world.
There are a number of ways of talking about sustainability in mission. Here are three ways of looking
at mission.

Discipleship: One would anticipate that a community
of faith is, at least in some ways, helping people who
are part of their life to grow as followers of Jesus. One
would also expect that there might be a variety of
ways in which people are encouraged to take the first
steps to faith in Jesus and continue to explore their
walk with Christ. A congregation would hopefully have
some Christian practices that are encouraged in their
life together. They might include Bible reading, prayer,
hospitality, and service.

Mission can be
understood as both
personal and corporate,
the mission we do as
individuals and the
mission we do as a
congregation together.

ĔĔ Are people having the experience of following Jesus for the first time (or anew) because of
the life and witness of our congregation?
ĔĔ Are people growing as followers of Jesus?
ĔĔ Are people able to relate what they learn to their lives?
ĔĔ Have we agreed practices that deepen our spirituality, grow our faithfulness as followers of
Jesus and help us to be faithful witnesses?
ĔĔ Have we agreed expectations of people regarding their growth as followers of Jesus?
ĔĔ Have we a process that helps people grow from no conscious relationship to Jesus into
mature disciples?
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Connections: A sustainable congregation will be connected to God through worship and
prayer, to each other through healthy relationships, to the wider church through good
governance and relationships with other leaders, and to their local neighbourhood and
community. It is hard to imagine describing a congregation as having a “sustainable mission” if it
isn’t connected with their local community and beyond in a healthy way.
ĔĔ How is our congregation a blessing to our
local community?
ĔĔ How is the well-being of our neighbourhood
enriched by the presence and activity of our
members? (also called social capital)
ĔĔ If our congregation was to close tomorrow, who
would notice?

Sustainable congregations
are connected:
to God, to each other,
to the wider church, and
to local community

ĔĔ What helpful connections does our congregation have with other congregations? The wider
church? Overseas churches? Organisations associated with the Uniting Church (formerly
known as agencies)? Para-church organisations? Community Groups?
ĔĔ N.B. It is not expected that one would necessarily have connections with all these groups,
especially if you are a smallish congregation.

‘Beyond Ourselves’: Linked to what is said in the previous section, in your congregation, how is
there a sense of life beyond your life together? One can attend Church Council or Elders Meetings
where the discussions never vary from conversation about internal congregational matters. One
can attend worship services where the focus of the preaching, prayers and the sharing is on
the church family. A healthy congregation with sustainable mission will regularly shift its focus
to the local community, the wider church, the needs of the wider world considering issues and
supporting initiatives to share the faith, work for reconciliation, act for justice, serve with mercy
and build community.
ĔĔ Check the agenda of your Council meetings over a number of months to see the focus of the
conversation. Is there a lack of balance between local concerns and wider mission?
ĔĔ Reflect in a meeting on the content of worship – is there a lack of focus on the wider world?
Looking at these lists can be overwhelming – so remember –encouraging and sustaining one another in
your mission in the world as faithful followers of Jesus is the key to sustainable mission.

7 of 15

Sustainable Community
For a congregation to be sustainable it needs to have
healthy relationships between its members. People treat
one another with mutual respect, there is an appropriate
degree of warmth in relationships, and new people feel
welcomed and sense genuine care among the members.
That does not mean that conflict never occurs but when it
does, it is dealt with by focussing on the issue at hand and
efforts are on moderating the conflict, not escalating it. In
sum, the congregation has a reputation on the community
grapevine as a place where people receive care.

Pastoral Oversight: Congregations are going to vary greatly in how pastoral oversight is done.
In some places there will be a team of carers, in another it will be a minister or someone else paid
by the congregation to oversee pastoral care, in yet others it will one or two volunteers who are
recognised by the congregation as responsible for ensuring people receive appropriate care. No
system is going to be right for all circumstances but it is
important that there is an agreed system and that people
receive appropriate levels of care. (Recognising that some
The sustainable
people will never be pleased!)
ĔĔ Is there an agreed “system” of pastoral care in
your congregation? (Even if it is that one person is
particularly good at following up those in need.)

congregation
has the reputation
as a place where
people receive care.

ĔĔ Are there people (for example elders, Church Council
or pastoral carers) who meet to discuss, follow up
and pray for the pastoral needs of the congregation and other people within your care?
ĔĔ Is it fair to say that there is a safety net of care in the life of your congregation, so that most
people’s needs are picked up in a timely way?

Healthy Relationships: It is hard to describe a congregation as sustainable if its reputation on
the community grapevine is that its relationships are poisonous. We imagine that people long
for everyone in a congregation to be generous, to have healthy boundaries, to be emotionally
mature, stable, self differentiated, merciful and winsome in all their interactions with others,
although it is unreasonable to expect this of everyone, all the time. But when interactions
are habitually marked by spite, when memories are rendered dark by a lack of forgiveness,
and congregational life is characteristically defined by a simmering blend of bitterness and
resentment, then a congregation needs either to close its doors or begin the hard work of
repentance and attending to its emotional life.
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ĔĔ How would you describe your congregation when
you’re are at your best?
ĔĔ When you are not at your best what would help you
return to being your best selves?
ĔĔ Have you an agreed set of values and attitudes
that you intend to mark your interactions with one
another? With visitors? The wider community?
ĔĔ If you are really serious about working on this as a
congregation, maybe you might ask someone from
the wider church, for example your Region Minister,
to send someone as a ‘mystery shopper’ to your
congregation.

If the members of a
congregation are
unable to care for
one another, have
healthy relationships
and resolve conflict
well, then it is hard
to see it as sustainable.

Not riven by conflict: This, in some ways, is already covered by what has been said
above. Pastoral Relations and Mission Planning team members meet with a great range of
congregation leaders in the course of our work. We participate in some conversations where
difficult and painful issues are explored in respectful and life-giving ways and others where
issues of little import are opportunities for backbiting and mutual recriminations. However a
lack of conflict may not be a sign of health but a fear of disagreement, ‘chronic niceness’ or an
unwillingness to tackle difficult issues.
Review the agenda of recent Council meetings or Congregational meetings. Have there been
disagreements and conflict in those meetings?
ĔĔ If not, is that a sign of health or an unwillingness to tackle difficult issues?
ĔĔ If there has been conflict, was the issue an important one or a lightning rod for other
unresolved conflict?
ĔĔ How was the conflict managed and resolved? Did the conflict escalate quickly or was it kept
within reasonable bounds? Was the focus kept on key issues or did it spiral out onto other
unrelated issues? Did the conversation focus on the issue without naming, blaming
or shaming?
These are difficult areas to think about. If the members of a congregation are unable to care for one
another, have healthy relationships and resolve conflict well, then it is hard to see it as sustainable.
However if you are committed to working on these, there are people such as your Region Ministers and
other Presbytery and Synod staff, who can help resource you.
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Sustainable Worship4
For most congregations, their key (and perhaps only)
gathering as the people of God is their Sunday worship
service. This is how many people, both inside and outside
the church see ‘church’. It is the main entry point for many
people into the life of the church, as well as the ‘window’
through which many will experience faith. This gives the
worship service a great deal of importance, and its leaders
a huge responsibility. In many congregations the style
and content of the Sunday worship service has changed
very little for the last 50 years (and in some places longer). It may even feel like people are simply ‘going
through the motions’, struggling to reproduce a service like the ones they have always known, and
yet their resources to do so are severely diminished. This can be de-energising for both leaders and
congregation members, let alone for guests who may arrive on holidays or perhaps even seeking a
new church.
Fortunately worship, in the fullest Biblical sense of the word, can happen in a small group of people
gathered around a table with a cuppa who verbally share their concerns for their community and
the world, reflect on some of God’s promises and truths from Scripture and then spend time praying
together in response to their concerns and their reflection. Of course worship can also happen in a
large gathering with robust congregational singing, strong musical accompaniment, confident and
well-prepared leading in some kind of liturgy, and
inspirational preaching from the Word of God. And of
course, there are many variations on these! Yet it seems
that congregations sometimes still try to do the latter,
Fortunately worship,
long after they have lost the capacity to do it well.
in the fullest Biblical

sense of the word,
can happen in a
small group of people
gathered around a
table with a cuppa.

•

Given that worship can be described as engaging
meaningfully with God, the key elements of hearing
from God (through Scripture) and responding to God
(prayer, offering, Sacraments), all in the midst of the
gathered community (often using music) and in the
context of the broader community, a sustainable
congregation may need to consider the following
questions:

Do our worship services uplift and encourage our worshippers or are they de-energising?

• How meaningful and accessible are our services to guests, especially to non-Christians?
Bibliography:
“Alive to God in worship” on Assembly website
• How well
do weon
read
Scripture
publicly?
Docbyte:
“Worship”
Assembly
website
•
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Do we have access to sufficient capable preachers, either within the congregation or from
other churches, who can bring God’s Word to us in clear, helpful and relevant ways? Do the
sermons equip people for the challenges of daily life?

•

Do our prayers provide good and helpful models for people in their own prayer life? Do they
reflect our people’s concerns for their local community, the world, the wider church?

•

Is our music a strain to lead and participate in? Would we be better with less or different
music, or a different way of using music? (Some congregations listen to a recorded piece or
two in place of congregational singing. Others sing along with recorded music where they no
longer have a competent live musician.)

•

Do we have one or two people who have been trained and authorised by the Presbytery
to administer the Sacraments of Holy Communion and Baptism in a meaningful way? Do
we have people (more than one) to prepare the elements and deal with the cleaning up
afterwards? And make appropriate preparations for baptism?

•

How well do we enjoy fellowship in the midst of, and especially after a service? If the cuppa
and morning tea are the highlight of Sunday morning for many people, perhaps it’s time to
consider how worship could happen in the midst of this time.

•

Is a weekly worship service on Sunday morning the most appropriate and accessible time
for us and for our community? Would we be better served meeting more informally over a
cuppa one morning or over a meal one evening during the week, but incorporating the basic
elements of worship in our gathering?

•

Is the offering a meaningful and well-understood element of our worship? Do our people
understand the concept of stewardship of all our resources as a key principle of discipleship
and bring this sense to the offering time in worship?

4 Resources: Alive to God in worship UCA Assembly https://assembly.uca.org.au/cudw/worship-resources-and-publications/
item/1514-alive-to-god-in-worship and Docbyte: Worship https://assembly.uca.org.au/doctrine/item/download/352_7d76479acf63
0bcc0d59b2260bf3cea6 accessed on 1 August 2017.
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Sustainable Governance
Governance in general terms refers to processes of making
and implementing decisions. The Uniting Church has policies
embedded in the Constitution, Regulations and Manual for
Meetings that seek to help us make decisions in ways that embody
our vision of the people we believe that God has called us to be.
So one of the questions we need to ask ourselves is, are we able
to fulfil the expectations of the Regulations for a congregation?
Also it is fair to say that an area of stress for some congregations
is when the responsibility for ‘running the church’ falls to
too few people. The sense of responsibility and the sheer
workload can be wearing and may lead to petty squabbles
and a general grumpiness.
So in this section we ask ourselves, how are we going running the ‘business of the church’: making
decisions and implementing them?

Fulfilling the Regulations (and other expectations): A congregation is subject to a
range of regulations and expectations and over the years these seem to grow. These also include
appointing people to a Church Council (and/or elders) and to the Presbytery. It means being
aware of Work Health and Safety Issues, privacy policy, Safe Church policies and so on. The simple
question is, do we have the people and energy to fulfil the responsibilities of a congregation?

Faith Community, Small Congregation or Congregation: Helpfully the Regulations have
some “alternative local church structures”. (3.9 in the 2015 Regulations.) These give some flexibility
for congregations when thinking about their governance. For example, the Parish Mission Council
where, due to special circumstances, members of the wider church are permitted to serve on a
Church Council to expand the expertise on the Council.

The sense of
responsibility and
the sheer workload
can be wearing
and may lead to
petty squabbles and
a general grumpiness.

In congregations of less than thirty members the
possibility is there for the whole congregation to act as
the Church Council. This gives permission to what already
happens in some of our smaller congregations.
Another alternative is to seek permission to become a
Faith Community, where there is the option of no longer
being a congregation, and therefore being freed of what
appear to be more onerous responsibilities, and being
placed under the oversight of the Presbytery. This does
raise other issues though around property and the like.

If as a congregation you are struggling with some of the responsibilities that you face it might be
worth speaking to your Region Minister about exploring some of these alternatives.
12 of 15

Number of People Doing Roles: One way of looking at your governance is to count up the
number of people fulfilling roles in the life of your congregation. If too few people are doing too
much then it is time to reflect on whether other people are willing to undertake roles to share the
load. Otherwise this might be a trigger to consider alternative governance or thinking about the
kind of legacy you want to leave.

Clarity about Decision Making: As a team liaising with congregations, Pastoral Relations and
Mission Planning finds in some congregations a lack of clarity about who can call meetings, who
notes their outcomes and who follows through on them. On the one hand this means that in some
congregations nothing seems to happen because no one is taking responsibility. In others it means
that there is conflict because people are assuming responsibility that is not theirs to take, in others
some leaders go ahead and ‘do their own thing’ without effective oversight.
•

Are you agreed as a congregation on who is responsible to call meetings, how those
meetings are called, who notes decisions and outcomes and who follows through on them?

•

Are you happy about the processes you have in place?
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Stewardship of People and
Your Legacy
Stewardship may be described as the
responsible use of resources that are not our
own. It is a basic ethic for Christians arising out
of our theology of Creation, recognising that all
of life is a gift of a good and faithful God. For a
long time we have used it as a way of speaking
about giving and the use of our resources.
However, to restrict its meaning to how we
use our time, talents and treasure (or whatever
alliteration you prefer) is to miss the richness of
this term.
We might consider how as a congregation we are stewards of the people resources that we have. Are
the gifts, time and energy of our leaders being used wisely? Are they being used to “build one another
up in love” and to “serve the world” (3.1.1 (a) Regulations). There is the danger that people end up being
absorbed in an endless round of activities that have long lost their effectiveness and value, therefore
people are not being built up in love nor is the world being served.
We are also stewards of the legacy of our congregations.
We pass on to the next generation the life of our
We might consider
congregation. Two things spring to mind here: one is that
in more and more congregations the current members
how as a congregation
are the last generation in that building – and that causes
we are stewards of the
grief and shame. Secondly, out of grief and shame some
people resources
congregations cling too long so that their legacy – whether
that we have.
that is in terms of their life and values, property and
finances – is seriously depleted before they consider how
to pass it on. Other congregations, mission and ministries
which reflect the values, heritage and mission of your congregation can be blessed by the legacy you
leave them.
So even if you are viable and sustainable right now, consider what legacy you want to leave as a
congregation, whether it is in the continuing stewardship of your current life and in the gifts that you
pass on to others.
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Measuring
Gil Rendle, in his book Doing the Math of
Mission, suggests that there is a difference
between counting and measuring. Counting
is giving attention to numbers. When
counting the question is “How many?”
Conversations areound “How many?” are
most frequently addressed questions
about resources.
Measuring is giving attention to change. When measuring the question is not “How many?” but rather
“How far?” Conversations about “How far?” are frequently about change that can be measured over time,
as in “How far have we come, over the past year, toward our goal?”

Measuring is giving
attention to change.
“How far have we
come over the
past year towards
our goal?”

Counting and measuring is a way of attending to what
is important in the life of our congregation. So asking
ourselves “What records do we keep?” is an interesting
question. “What do we do with those records?” maybe
even more interesting.
If as a result of conversations as a congregation you decide
to work on an area it would be interesting to seek to
measure how that goal is going. Being able to measure a
goal requires some skill – and we are willing to help –
but a key part is the way we write our goals so that they
can be measured.

For example, if you decide to encourage Bible reading as a way of developing discipleship maybe you
could check at the beginning of your initiatives with a survey about how often people read their bibles
and how it makes a difference to their lives and then check up six months later to see if there has been
any change. (Not a great example – I am sure you can do better!)5
Measuring assumes that you have a sense of the difference you want to make in your community for the
sake of the reign of God. It is asking “What difference are we called to make in the next two to three years
for the sake of the gospel?” Which brings us back to mission.6

5. Gil Rendle, Doing the Math of Mission: Fruit, Faithfulness and Metric. (Rowman and Littlefield: Lanham; 2014)
6. Ibid p. 14.
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Conclusion
Our prayer is that you have a sustainable future as a community of God’s people called to be witnesses to
the reign of God through worship and service.
As well, if having looked in the mirror, it appears to you that you do not seek to live your life together
in ways that are a blessing to you, to your community and the wider church then we hope that the
reflections and questions in this document will help clarify possible pathways for you into the future.
In the way we live as a congregation, in the ways we let go, in the ways we embrace the new or even the
end of an era, we bear the seeds for new life.

Our prayer is that you have a sustainable
future as a community of God’s people
called to be witnesses to the reign of God
through worship and service.
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