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Notes from Future Directions Seminar 
Eight Mile Plains Luth. Parish, 25 July 2010 

Introduction 
Please note that the following are not minutes of the meeting, but 

only my notes of the meeting. Pastor Adrian 

Attendance & Format 
There are a number of ways a review and planning meeting could 

be done.  
One method is to assess a congregation‟s current activities, 

compare congregation resources [people (numbers, skills, time 
availability), property and finances] with the local community 
[demographics, social needs etc.]; and see what connections could be 
made. 

St John‟s, for example, has a large number of people involved in 
its ministries who are not regular worshippers and/or may not even be 
members of the congregation. What could be made of that situation? 

But when all is said and done, the support base of a congregation‟s 
ministry is still basically the regular worshippers. Therefore the 
people attending were divided into worship time groups. Numbers 
attending: 7:00am – St John‟s = 19; 8:30am – Bethlehem = 6; and 
10:00am – St John‟s = 13. 

Congregation Models 
Rev Graham Harms presented a powerpoint which illustrated the 

different models of how congregations structure themselves and 
function. Two basic models are Top-down and Bottom-up. Behind 
each model is a set of beliefs and values that shape the sense of 
purpose, and the ministry and mission directive that a congregation 
may have. 

Top-down Model 
This is the basic model that has been used since at least World War 

II. It functioned well for a village-based or church-membership-based 
community model. The congregation basically needed only to look 
after its members and maintain/improve its church buildings. These 
buildings were specifically designed and built to suit the 
congregation‟s activities (worship, Sunday School, youth and other 
fellowship groups). Even if people did not regularly attend worship 
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services, they still 
identified themselves 
as being a member of 
a denomination. Since 
the surrounding 
community was 
perceived as being 
Christian, the 
congregation did not 
engage directly in 
mission activities. 
Mission was 
perceived as an 
overseas activity – in 
PNG or Africa or 

Asia. Such a model, at best, was only relevant until about the mid-
1970s. Since then there has been enormous social change. 

Bottom-Up Model 
This is different to the powerpoint diagram which was presented, 

and which was still based on an organizational structure diagram. 
However, the meaning is the same. 

The flow of the arrows, representing servanthood, from God 
through to community, is critical to understanding this model. God 
serves people through people. Matthew 20:26b-28: Instead, whoever 
wants to become great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever wants to be first must 
be your slave— just as the Son 
of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give 
his life as a ransom for many.” 
[TNIV] 

Pastor & Elected Leaders are 
not „lords‟ – that is controllers 
and bosses of the congregation 
– but servants, supporting the 
ministry of the congregation to 
the local community. 

This heart of servanthood, 
that all congregation members 
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are to have, is modelled after Christ himself. 
The diagram also expresses the truth that the congregation is not 

somehow separate from the community but is part of it, and that the 
congregation has a mission to the community. 

What’s changed? / What needs to change? 
The purpose behind the previous section was to highlight that the 

sense of purpose of a congregation in a community has changed, but 
that many congregations‟ understanding of their structure and way of 
functioning have not changed, and so are out-dated and are most 
likely not functioning well.  

Two leading questions were then asked:  
LEADING QUESTION 1: How have things changed for your 

congregation?  
LEADING QUESTION 2: What needs to change for your 

congregation? 
Responses were: 

 Declining membership, especially in terms of regular attendance 
at worship. There appears to be a large generational difference in 
attitude towards regular worship – younger generations do not have 
the same attitude about regularly worshipping, and do not have the 
same idea about membership. And there is also a large life-style 
change – Sundays are no longer exclusively church and family 
oriented days, with shopping, sport, social events and work often 
intruding. 
 People need to be connected in through fellowship. 
 Discipleship: People need to be encouraged to live out what it 
means for them to be a disciple of Jesus. 
 Worship styles: Young people in general do not feel traditional 
worship is their way to worship. 
 Sunday School: Parents dropping off children for Sunday School, 
but are not worshipping anywhere. Some are from other 
denominations. 
 Functioning of Congregation: the old out-dated model of 
congregation is still shaping current thought and practice. 
 Need to be equipped for ministry where one is. 
 Successful congregation: How does one determine this? Is there a 
„benchmark‟ – e.g., increasing worship attendance numbers? 
 Demographic of congregation: Aging average membership – 
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large portion in the retired/too old for leadership group, and 
significant loss of members in the middle years from which the bulk 
of the leadership is drawn. The result is a significant limiting of the 
congregation‟s range of activities and/or ability to maintain current 
activities. 

These matters gave rise to the next leading question:  
LEADING QUESTION 3: What is the congregation here for? 

Is it here simply to exist, and so maintaining the status quo is 
essential? But that characterizes dying congregations! 

The question was then asked:  
LEADING QUESTION 4: Do you have a climate for change in 

your congregation? 
The response was that, though everyone finds change 

uncomfortable, and there is a substantial proportion who do not want 
change at all, most would be happy to have change that is for a good 
purpose and has a good sense of direction to it. 

What’s good here? 
Having established that there is a climate for change, attendees 

worked in their worship time groups to consider the question:  
LEADING QUESTION 5: What do you like about your worship 

service?  
The thinking behind this exercise is to define strengths on which to 

build.  
Responses were: 

8:30am, Bethlehem: balanced worship styles; friendly community 
(welcoming); cuppa (fellowship) after service; musicians; 
tolerance for aspects one doesn‟t particularly like but others do. 

7:00am, St Johnôs: music and musicians; predictable ritual; 
atmosphere; sermon teaching; time slot; feeling of being „at 
home‟. A few aspects were expressed negatively; namely: lay 
reading is detrimental to worship attendance; attendees in general 
not involved in other congregation events; little service variety. 

10:00am, St Johnôs: youth leadership; sense of community and 
family; refreshing different styles with some unpredictability. 

Things to Consider 
Drawing on the previous responses, and sort of summing up so far, 

the following points were made. This is not a comprehensive list, but 
is meant to give some idea starters for getting together and taking 
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these matters further. 
 There is a need to do something different in order to connect, 
include and encourage greater regularity in worship. 
 Worship needs to be something everyone can engage in, while 
taking into account that people ódip in and outô (that is, are not 
present every Sunday for all sorts of reasons). 
 Short term programs that offer opportunities to grow in 
spirituality, in Biblical and doctrinal knowledge, and in skills and 
talents development – in short, equipping the saints for works of 
service. 
 Welcoming aspects of each worshipping community may be 
enhanced by: 
 regulars to sit in positions in the church such that visitors feel 
less intimidated about where they sit (don‟t hog the back pews - 
it‟s where visitors want to sit); 
 connecting with visitors – not just making sure they have the 
hymnal and bulletin, but perhaps sitting with them so that they 
know and are comfortable with what is happening; 
 smile (genuinely). 

 New people in the area: how to be in contact with them – 
building relationships. Possible methods: letter drops; door knocking; 
invitation to special events (Christians and Easter, or other 
celebration); bridging events, such as „café church‟.  
 Purpose for seeking new members: Be aware of one‟s 
motivation for wanting new, regular worshippers. Is it simply to 
maintain the financial viability of the congregation; that is, „to keep 
the doors open‟? Or is it out of a genuine interest to make disciples 
for Christ? Most people have a keen sensitivity to being used by a 
congregation for a congregation‟s selfish purposes. 
 State of constant change: Just as the social milieu of Australia is 
in a state of change, so the congregation‟s mission purpose/focus may 
be difficult to pin down/define at this point in time. 

Growing the Mission 
Rather than thinking of these matters in a congregation-centred 

way, the question should be: 
LEADING QUESTION 6: Where are the opportunities to bring the 

love of Christ to someone? 
The answer to this question is developed from the strengths 
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expressed in the section “What‟s Good Here”. Opportunities 
expressed were:  
 In personal contacts, such as at play groups and workplaces, or 
neighbours and friends.  
 New people in the area (housing development). Strategies: 
letterbox drop, door knock, Easter & Christmas & Mother‟s Day 
special services. 
 Make the most of current contacts through the congregation‟s 
ministries by developing relationships.  
 Using facilities and resources for the community‟s sake, rather 
than just the congregation‟s sake – being a „community hub‟. (The 
negative to this is that increasing use as a „community hub‟ may 
reduce the capacity for the congregation to use its facilities for its 
own particular ministry purposes, such as fellowship groups and 
worship services.) 
 Regarding current programs – eg Boys Brigade and Girls Brigade. 
Are they for growing the congregation? Or are they óseed 
sowingô, that is supporting a wider church ministry? The concern is 
not to over do the seed sowing such that too much of the 
congregation‟s resources are put into ministries that do not have a 
direct return to the congregation in some way. 
 What do we have to offer? Whatever it is, invite others to share 
in it. This may include non-members in leadership roles. 
 Live out oneôs discipleship in Jesus so that others are invited and 
encouraged to do the same. 
 Invite a friend  (rather than being concerned about being in 
contact with „strangers‟). This also implies being enthused about 
what one has to invite them to! 
 Expand oneôs perspective. That is, instead of thinking of these 
matters in the narrower aspect of connecting someone to the church, 
maintain a wider outward looking perspective: To whom can I be a 
neighbour? And so consider the Gospel-motivated care for the whole 
person – not just the spiritual-salvation aspect; but physical needs, 
mental healthcare etc. – anything and everything, for all of these may 
be opportunities to introduce the person to Christ and his love for 
them. 

Next Step 
Most likely there will need to be another meeting, or maybe two or 
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three, in order to develop a working plan. A „next step‟ meeting may 
consider: 
 Revision of current program, of worship and ministries, in order to 
consider their effectiveness against the congregation‟s sense of 
purpose. 
 Assessment of opportunities for ministry and mission within the 
congregation‟s community, but also to the local community. 
 Defining objectives. 
 Rev Graham Harms indicated he would be willing to help each 
worship group work through these matters in order to develop a 
workplan. 

Each worship group needs to consider four basic questions:  
 What do we need to change (that is remove and replace) in order 

to meet our objectives? 
 What can we improve upon that we are currently doing in order to 

meet our objectives? 
 How do we implement these changes or improvements so that 

these are given the best opportunity to succeed? 
 What do we need to cooperate on between worship groups (that is, 

as a parish) in order to accomplish objectives that could not occur 
separately? This includes intentionally avoiding a „them and us‟ 
attitude between different worship groups. 
The floor was then open for questions and comments, and the 

following was raised in respect to assessing and implementing 
change. 
¶ [The need for] change is measured by considering what is 
compared to what should be. 
¶ A question was raised: Are there any mechanisms available for 
assessing the need for change? Answer: There are, but it depends on 
what would be most useful/suitable for the congregation. 
¶ Consider what are your values and beliefs. Then assess how to 
offer these to others. 
¶ What are your hopes, dreams and visions for 5 years, 10 years and 
20 years from now? Where are you now? How do you see getting 
from here to there (that is, from „now‟ to „then‟)? 
¶ Need for a leadership team to work through these issues; possibly 
working with Rev Graham Harms, for brainstorming, strategizing 
and assessing/reviewing a future directions plan. 
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From Here 
A few helpful tips for developing the knowledge, skills and 

awareness that are useful for keeping a good perspective on future 
directions and developing a future directions plan. 
 Be clear on what are one‟s worship values – especially as a 
worshipping group. And consider how to share these values, and how 
one comes across to visitors in expressing and sharing these values. 
(For example, compare what is being communicated by the different 
ways the following two are expressed: “I love these modern songs”, 
compared to “Not modern songs again.” What is being 
communicated to the visitor – how is one being heard?) 
 Gain confidence in sharing the Christian faith. A resource like the 
Uniting Church‟s “Faith Stories” may be useful in developing these 
skills and attitudes. 
 Study a book that helps one understand better what are the core 
values and beliefs we have, especially as we consider the relevance of 
the church to the world around us. Books like “Reclaiming the „L‟ 
Word” and “Reclaiming the „C‟ Word” are helpful. 
 Also helpful is being aware of the content of programs such as: 
“Head to the Heart” and other Faith Inkubators resources, and the 
education philosophy behind this; Ambassadors of Reconciliation, 
and its emphasis on Gospel-centred relationships; and the Six Marks 
of Discipleship material by Michael Foss, which challenges us to 
think very differently about what it means to be church and what we 
should be putting our resources into. 
 As well, both Faith Inkubators (with Faith Stepping Stones) and 
Child in Our Hands have resources that encourage building links with 
contact families. 

All these resources challenge us to think beyond the old church 
model, to a wider view of what it means to be a Gospel-centred 
church in a community that is largely ignorant of church, Bible and 
Christ. 

The two congregation Councils are encouraged to review the 
proceedings of this meeting and follow up promptly in order to 
develop a working plan, perhaps organising each worship group to 
work through strategies appropriate for that worship group. 
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