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From the Editor
Welcome to the final issue of The Edition, not just
for the year but for the foreseeable future.
We launched The Edition in 2016 while CCVT
was still exploring what it meant to live out the
Renewal Challenge—to be Building Communities
of Hope and Compassion and developing Leaders to lead them, and doing so in ways that were
“integrated” and “aligned”. The Edition was a
response to the time; a platform for going deeper
into community and leadership formation while
CCVT was in the process of focussing on its core
business. We didn’t want to stay at the surface
level of the day-to-day running of an organisation
like a church or agency, we wanted to dive deeper
into the ‘why we do’, the ‘who we are’ and, most
importantly, the ‘who we do it for’ as Communities of Hope and Compassion, and let what we
discover there inform every moment of our day-today—from our speaking to our praying, from our
form filling to our coffee drinking, from our sausage turning to our carol singing, and everything
else that goes into being church in whatever
location and form that takes.
We find ourselves in a different season, now. But
CCVT holds to its commitment to going deeper;
to not letting the surface of what we need to do
together be the extent of how we journey together.
We will always be Building Communities of Hope
and Compassion and developing Leaders to lead
them.
Keep an eye on our website (churchesofchrist.
org.au) and the CCVT Monthly (churchesofchrist.
org.au/monthly) for ongoing resources, articles,
and reflections from across our movement. Also
consider exploring back issues of the YVQ journal
(churchesofchrist.org.au/yvq) for further lead-
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ership development content aimed at leaders of
young people (but valuable for all leaders). And, of
course, all back issues of The Edition will remain
available digitally at churchesofchrist.org.au/
theedition.
For our final issue of The Edition, we welcome a
range of writers exploring endings and beginnings,
and all the hard work in between—for this is the
season of endings as the year draws to a close,
and with it many of our projects and programs (at
least for a time). And it is also the season of beginnings, as a New Year is just around the corner, and
we celebrate the metaphoric annual re-arrival of
the Christ-child, the start of something truly new in
the world. As always, a massive thank you to those
who have taken time out of the busy season to
share with us. And a huge thank you to all the contributors across the life of The Edition who have
shared with us voluntarily (occasionally with some
encouragement) from their lives, their ministries,
their training, and their hard-earned experience.
I hope that the library of articles we have developed continue to inspire and encourage, and that
we can add to these resources in new ways in the
coming years.
As Christmas Day draws ever closer, I pray that
your eyes see God, your ears hear the Gospel
anew, and your hands and feet carry God’s Good
News for the world into your every interaction. This
is a beautiful season, for all its complexity and
difficulty, and in amongst the mess and the chaos
and the heartache and the celebration we find a
little baby who is God With Us—and God is with us
still.
—Mitchell Salmon

2018-19 Catalogue available now!
Order online: www.greatgifts.org.au
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Building Teams For The Future
Writer Simon Risson
When I reflect on building teams, particularly in my time serving with Horsham Church of Christ, one word would
describe it: slow. I carry the weight of
responsibility for that. There have been
times where it seemed too hard. I found
reasons to avoid it. Other priorities
carried greater importance, or perhaps
I just wanted people to be like me. It’s
been difficult to build up or invest in
people, because it doesn’t seem clearcut. It’s messy, and we weren’t able to
adequately answer all the questions
that people were asking. My own
leadership style causes some tension,
because I tend to communicate an idea
and then trust people to pursue or follow up. I have been slow in learning the
art of allowing leadership to organically
experiment while ensuring we have a
healthy framework for growth.
One example of this is facilitating a
generational shift in our Elders. We
were stuck for a couple of years trying
to overcome the barrier of seeing new
people step into the role who weren’t
simply like-minded or ‘just like us’. We
finally broke the cycle by agreeing on
several people who demonstrated qualities we were looking for, and inviting
them to participate in the conversation
for three months. This model has probably seen more people turn down the
invitation. But it has also caused those
people to question how they can speak
into the life of the community, partnering with God. Through this process we
have seen a number of people discern
a stronger calling into another area of
ministry. It has reaffirmed their gifts,
interests, and skills, igniting new conversations of engagement. A number of
people have also discerned a tangible
call to serve with the Elders.
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On the flip side, in a recent conversation some of our processes were being
challenged. There was push-back,
declaring that it was “idealistic to think
the church would change; this is how
it has always been.” We have built
our ministry around a simple statement—“Transforming our community in
the name of Jesus”—and values—being
“present, authentic, courageous, and
generous” in our relationship with God
and with others. But it’s easier to live
the way we always have, rather than call
for transformed attitudes and behaviour
that align with Jesus.
If we were to be brutally honest, the
greatest barrier is ourselves. We all
bring our past experience into the present, which then take some reshaping
as we step into the future. If I want to
build others for the future, I have to be
willing to surrender myself to the need
for self-transformation. I need to grow
in understanding of who I am, while
accepting the various personalities,
traits, strengths, and weaknesses that
others will bring. I need to surrender
what’s not my responsibility. Sometimes, it is hard to distinguish what is
or isn’t mine. But I have become more
intentional, not so much in building
teams, but building and investing
in the individual. That doesn’t mean
team conversations aren’t necessary or
important. It’s simply a recognition that
building teams requires speaking life
into, caring for, and reminding one person at a time of who God is, and who
we are because of him to put it, maybe,
too simplistically.
In her book Daring to Lead, Brené
Brown writes, “Leaders must either
invest a reasonable amount of time
attending to fear and feelings, or

squander an unreasonable amount of
time trying to manage ineffective and
unproductive behaviour.” I need to
recognise these fears and feeling in
myself, at the same time I am seeking
to disciple, lead, and build others. It is
a journey we must travel together.
I live in this strange, and at times
uncomfortable, world of building individuals who will influence and shape
the teams they are a part of—friendships, workplaces, and neighbourhoods—while pursuing next steps in life
and faith. Occasionally it is about their
specific contribution to the life and ministry of the local church. I don’t think
the church can lose with this approach.
Yes, it means that there might not be as
many people on rosters, or maybe there
aren’t as many activities happening,
but we are speaking into teams that
shape our community, and that’s a win
for everyone. It isn’t always clear-cut. It
is often messy, as people wrestle with
who God is, who I am, and how I fit.
In the midst of constant change, I am
also learning that just when we think
we have a handle on it, something
shifts. In that moment we need to
discern if the shift requires an adjustment on our behalf, or a call to reset
and remind people of what we value
and who we are. Building teams for
the future always requires courage,
resilience, wisdom, patience, trust, and
willingness to be the kind of person you
hope the future might need. It’s a slow
work worth doing. ●

Celebrating Cheryl Johnson
Writer Lynette Leach
any church as she found it. Every place
has benefited from her imaginative
leadership.

Forty years of ministry represents a
significant contribution made to many
lives and to the Church. For a woman
who entered into ministry when women
were in the minority in this work, reaching forty years in ministry is a considerable achievement. Cheryl Johnson has
been a role model and trail-blazer for
those who followed her.
This article is a way of honouring her
ministry, because when she retired in
April 2017 she was not well enough to
have an appropriate public recognition
for what she has given to local churches
and beyond. At the time of her retirement, she was Team Leader of Northern
Community Church of Christ, Preston,
where she had ministered for ten years.
Cheryl studied for ministry at the College of the Bible in the 1970s, graduating in 1976. In her local leadership—in
churches at Keilor East, Williamstown,
and Northern Community, plus student
ministries at Ashburton, Fitzroy North,
and Footscray, and in team ministry at
Berwick—she was an innovator. She
was instrumental in organising the
building of the baptistery at Keilor East,
starting a café in Williamstown opposite the church, and knocking down
the Williamstown manse and building
a new manse and two town houses the
sale of which released much-needed
finances for the church. Many ministers
would not have taken those risks. It
took courage and determination, combined with her feisty nature, to persevere with these projects. She never left

Another expression of her local ministry has been her connection with
people in need, providing emotional
and spiritual support for people going
through life crises, or needing practical
help to cope with day to day life. Her
strong community connections at Williamstown, which built trust between
the community and the church, gave
practical expression to the Gospel. She
was known in the community, as was
the church which was described as ‘a
church anyone can come to’. People
appreciated her sermons and prayers,
which they could relate to as they came
from a practical theology and an understanding of life.
At Northern Community, she extended
CareWorks and developed worthwhile
projects, which gave people employment and skill-development. She
ensured there was a safe, welcoming
place for people from the community to
experience hospitality. It was a centre for work-for-the-dole participants,
many of whom came to know Cheryl
and responded to her authentic presence. Her passion for Northern and her
belief in its values and direction gave
her energy which was expressed in a
strong work ethic, exemplified by ‘doing
justice, loving kindness, and walking
humbly with God’ (Micah 6:8).
Her contribution to Churches of Christ
was valued. She convinced the former
Department of Mission, Education, and
Development to support her in establishing Singles Ministry, and Divorce
Recovery Ministry. She led seminars
across Australia, and the camps for single parent families which she organised
were frequently booked out. In her work
for Community Care, she supported
local churches who sought to implement community ministry. Op Shops
were a focus for Cheryl. She offered
leadership on a wide level, but loved
nothing more than being in conversation with one person at a time, showing
interest in that person’s experience.

Through the past four years of cancer
treatment, she has continued to minister with her characteristic energy, until
she needed to focus on her own health.
She has encouraged others who have
gone through similar experiences, as
part of her investment in life, in friendships, and in people. This has always
been a feature of her ministry to people
facing life challenges.
In November 2018, during a worship
service at Northern Community, Dr.
Lyn McCredden shared a poem she
wrote about Cheryl on hearing that she
had been admitted to hospital. Lyn
has given permission for her poem to
be included as an appropriate way of
concluding this glimpse into a life of
ministry and service. May the presence
of God impart peace to Cheryl in this
stage of her life journey. ●
Cheryl

By Lyn McCredden
In those early, ordinary days,
before the body’s dramas,
before official marriage rites
and before
what you did not deserve
became your fate,
you were always there:
matter of fact, modest
and unrelenting for justice.
You were the embodiment
of getting it done,
honouring old, exhausted souls
in their ragged shapes,
feeding the sheep
feeding the sheep.
Mirror of compassion—
as pure as it gets
in this glorious, diseased world—
you were the good daughter,
counsellor, friend, and lover
of unloveliness.
No celebrity or comeliness
recommended you,
no power or majesty,
but around you we saw
constellations of angels,
and we recognised justice
in your humble jacket
and practical boots.
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Constructing
Vision for Your
New Year
Writer Rob Nyhuis
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M

any churches will prepare for the release of new
vision over the next month or so, and some will
have launched their 2019 directions already. Capturing the heartbeat of Heaven for a group of people offers
important motivational and inspirational benefit, but it also
creates the momentum that our strategy and systems will
then service.
More than just existing as a promotion of catchphrases and
buzzwords, vision offers an opportunity to encapsulate the
mind of God for a community and to mobilise its people in
purposeful progress, rather than pedestrian passivity. Far
from winding down for 2018, our churches right now get to
engender real energy in the harnessing and unfolding of a
discipleship mandate toward Kingdom growth.
Some important questions can be asked to help us with the
launching of effective vision for 2019.
What Has God Been Saying To You?
During the 2018 CCVT Summit at Kardinia, many leaders
felt that God was bringing some fresh challenges worthy
of implementation at the local church level. How have you
gone about the use of this material? Has it generated new
approaches to your aspirations for the new year?
Mark Conner spoke on the task of leading change. All vision
casting, though presenting Godly direction, is also a form
of change management. Mark suggested that we need to
receive a clear vision from God, a picture of a preferable
future that inspires passion. This comes from first having the
burden to hear from God for his people.
Of course, the role of the leader is to take people from the
‘here’ of today to the ‘there’ of tomorrow, not just by exciting
others as to the benefits of where they are going, but to create a Godly discomfort with the insufficiencies of the present
while creating achievable action steps moving forward. While
preaching the need to travel from ‘A’ to ‘Z,’ we lead people
first from ‘A’ to ‘B.’
The Summit session titled “The Strategic Leader” asked us
to keep in step with the Spirit so as to catch the wind rather
than simply row with our own effort. Positioning ourselves
to seek the prophetic revelation of God is for the purpose of
helping others to run (Habakkuk 2:4). Identifying God-given
answers to the question of ‘why?’ provides leadership that
creates movement.
In his presentation, “Navigating the Journey of Faith,” Mark
reminded us that we can too easily walk past the burning
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bushes that God provides in order to get our attention. He
said that we need to go through the fires of life, when we
can’t go over, under or around them, and that the most
confronting moments can often define us. Are there any
challenges that you have faced which God might be using to
shape some new direction for your ministry or your church in
2019?
Of course, many churches will have distilled and applied
such insights differently, perhaps also engaging in prayer
and fasting, extended retreats, or group think-tanks so as to
identify the unique call of God for the church over the next
twelve months. Engaging the church in a focused application
of the overall discipleship vision helps to create necessary
milestone markers on the longer-term faith journey.
Is Your Vision Discipleship-Focused?
Many variations of mission statements exist in local
churches. If the mission of a church is what it inescapably
does through all its endeavours and programs, then its vision
statement is what it sees as its preferred future, the goal to
which the mission is applied. Where that vision is a discrete
and driving component of the church’s journey, it can offer a
compelling focus.
The question is whether that focus is thoroughly missiocentric. If the Great Commission of Jesus calls us to make
disciples through baptism and teaching, then it offers ‘now’
and ‘not yet’ dimensions. As indicated in previous articles,
we are each called to the salvation event that demarcates the
new birth, as well as the process of ongoing discipleship that
evidences the abundant life of a relationship with Jesus.
If a church is not inescapably focused on winning the lost
and directing people into a life of intimate service with
Christ, then one has to wonder whether its goalposts have
been Biblically-defined. Growth is an inevitable part of a missional church that is bringing people to Christ with a focus on
both the process and the event, the decision to follow and
the development of the sanctified life.
Recently, CCVT offered the release of one million dollars to
fund community connections beyond the four walls of our
church buildings. As we reach people at their point of felt
need, we will inevitably transfer the life of Christ that is in us
to then address their real need. If Jesus shines in us, he will
inevitably shine through us. It is hard to imagine that genuine contact with people who don’t know him will not easily
draw them to faith, because passionate followers of Jesus
cannot help but testify to the power of God at work in them.
Imagine what a cash injection into your benevolent and
outwardly-focused programs could do for the mobilisation of
your army of Christ-followers set on transforming their neighbourhoods. Imagine how it is that school breakfasts, kids’
clubs, after-school drop-in programs, courses addressing
life-controlling issues, or initiatives dealing with social isolation or addiction could transform your community? Imagine
how this might lead people’s lives to change as they encounter Christ in us, the hope of glory (Colossians 1:27).
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When empowered Christians transformed by the work of the
Cross share the urgent need of Jesus, then their love of God
must make a difference. Many churches’ mission statements
will offer some variation on that very intent. Of course, it is
as the spirit of a mission statement lives in the hearts of
mission-driven Christians, flowing from their all-consuming love of their Saviour, that people will come to Christ in
greater numbers. Is this not a sobering reminder for any of us
needing to see our baptistries coming into greater use each
month?
Who Are Your Vision Amplifiers?
Every organisation needs ‘vision amplifiers,’ those people
who don’t just understand the vision, but share it in ways
that enhance its effectiveness. They utilise their own contacts to reinforce vision and unpack it for a specific context
and they do it in ways that a church’s senior leadership perhaps never could. This may present in the form of evangelistic fervour, but it will more specifically embrace the essence
of the new and fresh visioneering of the pastor.
This speaks to the need of church boards and staff to rally
behind senior ministers. Rather than consign a particular
leader to be the carer or teacher of the same weekly flock,
true vision amplifiers respect the vocational leadership call
on the life of the ministry gift appointed by God to inspire
growth. They make him or her look good, as a result. The key
leaders of a church community do well to resource vision,
rather than constrain it. When churches are vision-driven,
everyone wins. Accountability and management are important counterbalances, here, but the need for leadership can
ill-afford to see vision stifled in a spiritually-starved generation needing a church’s best.
Vision amplification happens naturally, to some extent, when
good leaders inspire others. However, it also needs to be
actively promoted. ‘Talking up’ the vision needs to be encouraged in spheres of activity that people have, since word of
mouth is often the best advertising. This does, however,
need to reflect that vision has been naturally imbibed, so that
it will naturally be shared.
I often ask people probing questions about the way in which
they might be seeking to outwork vision so that we can work
together on the mechanics of their alignment to ensure that
all communication channels are optimised. This doesn’t
need to be an intense or overbearing discussion; it can be a
relational unpacking of how to best direct ourselves toward
the things in our lives that will make a Kingdom difference.
It is too easy to just coast; effort is needed to row a canoe
upstream, but rowing downstream is easy (until you reach the
rapids!).
Walter Lippmann said that “the final test of a leader is that
he leaves behind him in other men the conviction and the
will to carry on”. Are other people speaking your vision to
ensure that it carries beyond your own mind and heart? The
majority simply need to be mobilised by patient intentionality with which the few can help. When this is birthed in a
Godly dream, a leader will more effectively stay the course as
others run with them.

It is easy to forget that early adopters are generally few in
number, but the remainder of a community is not necessarily
opposed to your vision. In reality, very few will be opposed
to it in a typical church. People simply need to be encouraged to see what they cannot yet visualise. Preaching can be
enhanced by stories of those champions readily embracing
the efforts and endeavours that change is asking for. The use
of video, written testimonies, or related stories of the possibility of a new reality will help to build a case. People inspire
people.

what is not working and to see with the eyes of faith. This is
not, then, about being artificial or a reality-denier, but about
adopting a choice to embrace a direction that is given by
God and to ensure that the rudder of the tongue spoken of in
James 3 is not permitted to take us off course. We sometimes
need our own ‘accurate mirrors,’ those people who know
us well and whom we trust, to feed back any self-criticism
or negativity. People who encourage us can help to lift us.
Those who pray for and with us can take our flagging spirits
to God for reactivation.

Where Is Your Personal ‘Lift’?

It can be helpful to process with someone, too, if we trend
toward an over-dependence on detail or self-sufficiency. This
can cloak fear of failure under the guise of being responsible
which, though necessary, can become excessive. Self-belief doesn’t need an intensity that repels people if it must
promote a vision that compels them. How-to steps toward
a great vision will naturally engender confidence for willing
action. These are less about self-focus than communicating
a need for the company and cooperation of the priesthood
of believers who realise their call and their empowerment in
saying ‘yes’ to God’s inspiration.

The most threatening experience amidst casting vision can
be in achieving lift-off. When a hot-air balloon experiences its
initial thrust, it has not yet succumbed to the winds that will
define its direction. Our own ‘lift’ needs a willingness to be
ignited by the fire of the Spirit to break the downward forces
that can seem to oppose us. Trusting in that fire needs us to
cooperate with what God is seeking to do in our moments of
uncertainty.
Lift in our church first needs a lift in ourselves.
Our own risk and vulnerability needs us to work with, and
to model, the change God wants to bring. Staying at ground
level is safe, even controllable, but won’t bring elevation.
Great leaders not only achieve lift-off, but create the hunger
for it in others, helping them to believe that the status quo is
no longer desirable.
For me, an annual time of extended prayer and fasting creates sensitivity to God, a hunger to cooperate with his leading, and a renewal of my commitment to Kingdom priorities.
Of course, when our journey is enacted faithfully, our steps
are ordered by God who therefore won’t let us fall (Psalm
37:23-24). This journey needs action in order to activate our
faith, to put it into practice (James 2:17). That’s true for leaders and for those they lead.
Naturally, self-belief can also be seen in leaders without a
Biblical faith. It is the leadership swagger of confidence,
though without arrogance, that makes people around them
feel a little taller as they push a little further. How much
more, then, can we not rise in optimism when the source of
eternal hope lives in us? Our faith is the substance of that
hope (Hebrews 11:1), and we cling to Godly inspiration that
is seen in our words.
Firstly, it is important that our self-talk does not unwittingly
undermine our Godly dreams. Aligning our internal confessions to what we say we believe is about embracing Biblical
truth which, of course, builds faith (Romans 10:17). We then
hold fast to what we profess (Hebrews 10:23) and need to
be self-aware regarding negativity that can conspire against
us. Even statements of seeming reality can provide unwitting
assent to defeatism. Stating the truth of our circumstances
needs to be couched in a new ‘but God…’ outlook that
acknowledges it is through him that all things are truly possible (Matthew 19:26).

A preparedness to engage in discussion among peers that
conveys an easy receipt of feedback on assumptions and
practices will also help us to achieve necessary support.
CCVT requires all ministers to undergo peer supervision and
this is optimised by matching vulnerability to receptivity. It
allows the value of private reflection before perhaps processing more deeply with a coach or counsellor. It presumes the
sort of openness that is necessarily seen in mature communities who have learned to work past guilt and shame.
Self-reflection needs caution, though, in avoiding the
perfection of knowledge before committing to progress.
Adjustments need to happen in motion. Too many armchair
critics and domesticated philosophers fail to put themselves
in the place of activity where others will ever analyse them
the same way. Know, too, that God gives seed to the sower (2
Corinthians 9:10). It’s hard to pray for God to bless you with
success when you don’t give him anything to bless.
It’s time to cut the ropes that hold us back and to launch
forward with the momentum that fresh vision can inspire. If
previous years have seen your own life, ministry or church
guided more by rational concepts than consistent prayerfulness, can I encourage you to an earnest commitment to
fervent prayer and responsible fasting that seeks to honour
the high prize of the call of God? He wants to speak to our
communities and to direct a mission-centred impact that
ensures discipleship by which our churches, our influence,
and the people we reach will all grow. This won’t just happen
with determination and a self-styled goal.
What is your God-ordained plan of action today for the
hope-filled and people-focused fruitfulness of tomorrow?
Can you invest into the strategies and systems that outwork
from a vision that emanates from the heart of God? May this
Christmas and New Year be a blessed time of refreshing and
reignition for the sake of his Kingdom growth through us! ●

Outward positivity also needs to enhance a ‘can-do’ mindset where those on board with change choose to look past
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Christmas Colours
As Christmas Day gets closer, our communities undergo transformations
through decorations, events, and festivities that
mark this important season.
Has your community decorated,or put on special events or activities for the
neighbourhood? If you would like to share some photos on our
CCVT Facebook page, send your photos and permission to
share them to editor@churchesofchrist.org.au.
This page: Carols, dance, and performing arts as Kardinia Church's Holy Night carols, plus a visit from Santa.
Opposite page, top line: Carols and drama at Ringwood Church of Christ Community Carols night.
Opposite page, middle and bottom: Decorations and activities outside Monash City Church of Christ.
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Lasting the
Distance
Churches on local mission
together for the long haul
By Catherine Hingley
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This article is the final part of a 4-part series written for The
Edition that crystallises some of the teaching that Catherine
and Gabriel provide in The Art of Neighbouring workshop
series.

T

hroughout 2018, Gabriel and I have been on a
learning journey with a wonderful bunch of fellow
CCVT leaders. This Art of Neighbouring learning
community has gathered regularly as we dive in together to
understand more deeply what it means for our churches to
truly be known as ‘good neighbours’ in their communities.
Last month, we decided to get out of the Stirling College
classroom and visit some ‘mission in action’—experiencing
first-hand a live version of churches putting love into action
in everyday life. Jumping into different cars, we headed off to
visit three local Churches of Christ to see what they were up
to on a Wednesday at lunchtime.
In nearby Dandenong, Cornerstone were hosting a lunch in
partnership with Dandenong Church of Christ where locals,
many of whom are doing life tough, get together to enjoy a
free meal, some good company, and a Gospel devotion.
In Glen Waverley, the New Horizons bookshop and café at
Monash City Church of Christ was humming away as a peaceful, friendly, and affordable place to enjoy a light healthy
meal and purchase a gift or Christian book. We noticed how
accessible and welcoming this place was, especially for the
elderly or those with a disability. We also spotted a group of
women from many different cultural backgrounds enjoying a
lively conversation while practising their English.
Further along, at Boronia Church of Christ, the Hub Play Café
was in full swing where local young families and community
members from all walks of life were warmly welcomed. The
Hub was a relaxing and lively place to buy an affordable
coffee and snack and enjoy a chat with the friendly church
staff and volunteers (even by some who said they would have
nothing to do with church!).
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As we sat in these different places, soaking in the activity
and care taking place all around us, we could see how each
ministry was attuned to and responding to its own context.
Each one was unique, having grown out of the particularities
of that neighbourhood’s character, strengths, and needs.
As we met with the leaders and volunteers to hear stories,
we were also surprised by how often ministries extended
well beyond the bounds of what we could see before us.
For example, Cornerstone volunteers would visit patrons in
hospital and for many years had run a spiritual service in the
local mental health ward. The Hub hosts and resources a
support group for parents of children with special needs and
has recently initiated an important community forum on family violence. The New Horizons Bookshop has been a regular
presence in the local street market as well as the Body Mind
Spirit Festival and even Sexpo, using The 5 Love Languages
to connect with people hungry for intimacy and meaning in
life.

We could see how each ministry was
attuned to and responding to its own
context. Each one was unique, having
grown out of the particularities of
that neighbourhood’s character,
strengths, and needs.
Moreover, as we listened we learned that each of these
ministries were well-established, some having been going for
over thirty years. We began to wonder… what does it take for
churches to last the distance in neighbourhood engagement?
What does it take to sustain a meaningful ministry that continues to bless its community in relevant and fruitful ways?
There are, of course many things that contribute to this, but
over the years, Gabriel and I have noticed some important
postures and practices towards keeping mission alive and
well for the long haul.
Prayerful Listening
In Luke 7:24-25, Jesus says, “These words I speak to you are
not incidental additions to your life, homeowner improvements to your standard of living. They are foundational
words, words to build a life on. If you work these words into
your life, you are like a smart carpenter who built his house
on solid rock. Rain poured down, the river flooded, a tornado
hit—but nothing moved that house. It was fixed to the rock.”
(MSG)
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Churches that begin with a listening posture take the time
to hear from God and their community about where they
can bless encourage and strengthen a neighbourhood. This
means that they are not reinventing the wheel or just diving
into something to seem ‘involved’. When the Body Mind
Spirit administration contacted New Horizons bookstore
asking them to have a stall, it took manager Stella Crabb
completely by surprise—it was not something she had even
remotely considered being a part of, nor did she consider the
$7000 per weekend stallholder fee possible. But, responding to God’s prompting, she eventually visited the festival to
listen to the people there and sense more of what God was
saying. As she wandered the aisles she was initially reluctant
and doubtful, but this turned to joy as she clearly sensed
God’s compassion for the people and call for the ministry to
adventure with God into this new space. Churches that foster
a listening posture are not static but know how to recognise
different seasons and adapt their energy and focus accordingly. Ministries that listen find the courage and compassion
they need to faithfully venture into unknown ground. Prayerful listening is how we know that we are ‘building’ in the right
place. Prayerful listening is the foundation for truly creative,
effective and lasting mission.
Generosity
In Luke 6:38, Jesus says, “Give away your life; you’ll find
life given back, but not merely given back—given back with
bonus and blessing. Giving, not getting, is the way. Generosity begets generosity.”
It is counter-cultural, but lasting mission is not sustained by
a secure stream of financial resourcing. Rather it is the result
of genuine and sacrificial generosity.
Bill Pontikis at Café Care, for example, has given much of his
time and energy to those struggling with addiction issues.
The church now attracts up to 50 people on a Monday
night, who gather to worship God, share a meal together
and engage with the Gospel in profound and transformative
ways. As part of caring for people holistically, Café Care has
stepped out in faith to run two care homes (one for men, one
for women) for those who want to give up their addictions, be
discipled, and lead a healthier life. Each month, Bill doesn’t
know how the church can keep paying for the two rental
properties, but he trusts that God will provide because this is
the specific mission that God has called the church to.
Time and again I have seen lasting mission sustained by
the faithful and costly giving of people’s time, energy, and
resources to bless and serve their community in love. As
Jesus says in the above scripture, it is in giving ourselves
away that we discover our wealth and security in Him. Gen-

Churches that begin with a listening posture
take the time to hear from God and their
community about where they can bless
encourage and strengthen a neighbourhood.
erosity fosters a mindset of abundance and reliance on God,
and through generous and sacrificial giving God is able to
use us as channels of his loving kindness.
Relational Presence
Luke records in chapter 10:38-42, “As they continued their
travel, Jesus entered a village. A woman by the name of
Martha welcomed him and made him feel quite at home. She
had a sister, Mary, who sat before the Master, hanging on
every word he said. But Martha was pulled away by all she
had to do in the kitchen. Later, she stepped in, interrupting
them. ‘Master, don’t you care that my sister has abandoned
the kitchen to me? Tell her to lend me a hand.’ The Master
said, ‘Martha, dear Martha, you’re fussing far too much and
getting yourself worked up over nothing. One thing only is
essential, and Mary has chosen it—it’s the main course, and
it won’t be taken from her.’”
Is it only me, or do we all grapple with the tension between
focusing on the task—‘getting the job done’—and focusing
on being relationally present? I find that we often struggle
with this within ourselves, and within our teams. Like Martha, we can be committed to working hard to provide welcoming hospitality and service to our neighbours yet fall into
a trap of busily ‘doing for’ rather than relationally connecting
with those that God has called us to love. When we do this,
we miss out on opportunities to spend time with Jesus, and
we fail to recognise Christ in the face of the marginalised. We
may also find ourselves too busy to be present with Christ’s
love to someone who needs a tangible experience of God’s
presence through us today.
I wonder what it could look like to offer Martha a way out of
her predicament? One of the answers seems to be to foster
the art of generous simplicity. Lasting ministries know how
to drop the fuss; to make space for relationship. The menu
at New Horizons café is healthy, delicious, and affordable.
But amazingly, the food takes two women (in their 70s and
80s) as little as two hours a week to prepare! It is through
embracing this simplicity that time is freed to spend with
people. Another answer is to do our tasks with rather than

for others. When Gabriel and I were involved in hosting a
community meal for mainly Iranian asylum seekers, it did not
take us long to work out that there were much better cooks in
the room than us. Initially, I was run of my feet trying to cook
a meal for forty or more people and look after my three small
children and be a friendly host (of sorts) at the same time.
But soon, as the meal became more owned by the community, we settled into more communal ways of being together.
Everyone had their role to play, whether it was setting tables,
chopping salads, doing dishes, organising a table tennis
competition, dancing with the children, or mopping the
floors….. Doing the work of the meal together became as
much the relational glue of our gatherings as did the eating.
Amazingly, this was all without shared language.
At the end of the day our calling—that is, the ‘why’ of our
mission together—is tied to our relationships with Jesus, our
church family, and those in our neighbourhoods that God has
called us to love and serve. Mission that lasts the distance
will commit to remaining relationally present and connected.
In this way the tasks will always serve rather than drive the
mission.
So, whether we are already engaged in a long term mission
or considering how we might begin, we could do well to
recalibrate along the lines of prayerful listening, adopting a
generous posture, and committing to being a relational presence, as a good start to seeing mission thrive and bear fruit
for the long haul. ●

Catherine and Gabriel have served with the CCVT as Neighbourhood Engagement Catalysts since 2016. They will
conclude in this role at the end of 2018 to take up a position
at Dandenong Church of Christ. The whole CCVT team thanks
them for everything they have brought to our movement, and
look forward to continuing to journey with them in this new
season!
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Reflections on
Advent
Writer Stephen Barrington
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From the Editor: One of my personal highlights of each
Advent and Lent season is to engage with prayer and reflection led by Stephen Barrington through the Advent and Lent
Prayer Calender Facebook group. These reflections are always
encouraging, challenging, and eye-opening to the richness
and depth that the Christmas story (and Easter story, in its
season) still holds for us today, around 2000 years after it
took place. With Stephen’s permission, we present a somewhat random selection of reflections from this year’s series in
these pages. I encourage you to find the Facebook group and
join in; in addition to there being dozens of other reflections,
Stephen presents each of his reflections with an image that
is often as thought-provoking as the reflections themselves.
Day 12 of Advent: An Angel appears to Mary (Luke 1:26-38)
The interweaving of Luke’s stories of John’s birth to Elizabeth
and Zechariah provide a starting point into the story of the
birth of Jesus to Mary and Joseph. Luke is the only Gospel
that links the lives of John and Jesus in such an intimate way,
identifying Elizabeth and Mary as relatives (1:36). Elizabeth
gives birth to John in her old age; Mary gives birth to Jesus in
her youth. Elizabeth gives birth to John six months before the
birth of Jesus to Mary.
The angel Gabriel appears to both women. Mary is given
words of comfort and promise, words that will change her—
and our—lives forever. The angel tells them, “Do not be
afraid”, and this phrase is repeated throughout the narrative.
This simple phrase, “do not be afraid,” offers comfort and
hope to those without hope, as in the case of Zechariah and
Elizabeth (Luke 1:7, 24-25); miracles to those not looking
for miracles, as in the case of Mary (Luke 1:26-27); and even
disruption to those going about their daily routines, as in the
case of the shepherds (Luke 2:8).
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This assurance also cuts across social status and function.
Zechariah is one who is of the priestly class, serving in the
temple and overseeing the ritual life of the entire Jewish
people (Luke 1:5, 8-10). He represents one with resources,
access to power and influence, and one positioned around
local and national authorities. In contrast, Mary is a young
woman who lacks all of the power, positioning, and prestige
associated with Zechariah’s position. As a virgin, Mary is
not only a young woman of puberty age (ages 12-14 years
old); the Gospel story makes clear she is one who lacks prior
sexual activity (Luke 1:31, 34) and is in the period of engagement (Luke 1:27). Whereas Zechariah is an elder, head of
household, and powerful, Mary is one who is young, inexperienced, in between households, and vulnerable.
Often in the New Testament, words of assurance have purpose. They offer comfort when the status quo is about to be
altered and the rhythms of the everyday about to be disrupted. Moreover, words of assurance offer comfort when a
community is under suffering attack and persecution.
In Luke’s account of Mary’s conception, a word of assurance
and comfort functions as an invitation for Mary to do the
unusual and the bold for the sake of the entire world because
“nothing will be impossible with God” (Luke 1:37).
May we also hear these words, not just as a casual greeting,
but an invitation to stand bold and to trust in the unknown,
to trust God today. Amen.

Day 14 of Advent: The Magnificat (Luke 1:46–55)
In today’s reading, we see once again God challenging the
Empires of the day, even before the birth of Jesus. The Magnificat, or Mary’s Protest Song, is the longest recorded words
spoken by a woman in the whole of the New Testament, and
is Mary’s announcement about the subversive nature of
Jesus’ Kingdom and ministry to come. It is inspired by God
and comes out of the mouth of a pregnant unwed teenage
mother-to-be, uncertain about her own future on the edge of
the powerful Roman Empire.
The German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer recognised the
radical nature of Mary’s song. Before being executed by the
Nazis, he spoke these words in a sermon during Advent on
December 17, 1933: “The song of Mary is the oldest Advent
hymn. It is at once the most passionate, the wildest, one
might even say the most revolutionary Advent hymn ever
sung. This is not the gentle, tender, dreamy Mary whom we
sometimes see in paintings.…This song has none of the
sweet, nostalgic, or even playful tones of some of our Christmas carols.”
In it she declares: “He has performed mighty deeds with his
arm; he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost
thoughts. He has brought down rulers from their thrones and
raised up the humble. He has filled the hungry with good
things and sent the rich away with nothing.” (Luke 1:51-53,
NIV)
For those on the margins, for those who struggle, for those
who have been exploited, for the abused and abandoned,
for asylum seekers facing an uncertain future at the hands
of an inhospitable government, this is good news. This is
unexpected beauty. This is the great reversal. Yet for those
in power, those who exploit others, there is a different story.
These words are so provocative that over the past century
at least three countries have banned the public recitation of
them. These governments have considered the song’s message to be too dangerous to the powerful of the day.
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During the British rule in India, the singing of the Magnificat
in church was prohibited because of its inflammable words.
So, on the final day of British rule in India, Gandhi, who was
not a Christian, requested that this song be read in all places
where the British flag was being lowered.
During the 1980s, the government of Guatemala found the
ideas raised by Mary’s proclamation of God’s special concern
for the poor to be so dangerous and revolutionary that the
government banned any public recitation of Mary’s words.
The dictatorship in Argentina banned Mary’s song after the
Mothers of the Disappeared displayed its words on placards
in the capital plaza.
It is good news to those on the outer, and bad news to those
in power and privilege. It calls us to live a different way,
to change allegiances and to be a part of God’s Kingdom.
Sister Elizabeth Johnson sums it up well: “The Magnificat is
a revolutionary song of salvation whose political, economic,
and social dimensions cannot be blunted. People in need in
every society hear a blessing in this canticle. The battered
woman, the single parent without resources, those without
food on the table or without even a table, the homeless
family, the young abandoned to their own devices, the old
who are discarded: all are encompassed in the hope Mary
proclaims.”
The invitation today is, like Mary and later on through Jesus,
to see this unexpected beauty in the lives of those on the
margins, for it is there that we truly experience the hope of
the God who came down to earth, put on skin and lived as
one of us. For we are again reminded that Jesus came to comfort the disturbed and to disturb the comfortable. Amen.

Day 16 of Advent: Counting the Cost on the Road (Luke 2:1-5)
Luke begins his telling of the birth narrative in a familiar way
to those who stood on the side of power, by mentioning the
grand leaders of the day—in this case the Roman emperor
Augustus, and Quirinius the Roman governor of Syria (Luke
2:1-2).
We realise straight away that Jesus was born in the context of
Roman occupation. Mary and Joseph were travelling to Bethlehem because of a census called by the Roman emperor,
Caesar. Luke crafts the story in a way that we think that the
central characters are the powerful, Augustus and Quirinius,
for this is how it usually is. As he tells the story we quickly
realise that they are not the central characters. These are a
young couple with no power at the edge of the Empire, travelling in the desert because of the census, and their vulnerable
baby with no place to call home. It is a tale of two kingdoms
from vastly different spaces. Jesus' Kingdom was a direct
threat to the Empire of the time, and still is today.
There were two main reasons censuses like this were undertaken. Firstly, to see how many men there were who could
potentially be soldiers in the Roman army. Secondly, to see
where people were in order for Rome to set their budget and
taxes. We see these two reasons are similar to any Empire
today; they are about military and economic power. Later,
John the Baptist specifically mentions both tax collectors and
soldiers when he talks about repentance (Lk. 3:12-14)—the
two groups who represented the economic and military might
of the Empire
An Empire built on power and might is in direct confrontation
to the kind of upside-down Kingdom movement that Jesus
came to bring. No wonder his life led to ongoing conflict and
eventually his murder at the hands of the establishment.
Following Jesus today and his subversive kingdom will
continue to bring us into conflict with the Empire, yet it is
his narrow way that we are called to follow. May God give
you strength, refreshment, and friends for this revolutionary
journey. Amen.
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Day 17 of Advent: No Room in the Guest Room (Luke 2:6-7)

Day 19 of Advent: Joseph and Angels (Matthew 1:18-25)

Mary and Joseph had travelled to Bethlehem with others for
the census when it was time for the baby to be born. The
Saviour of the world wasn’t born in a palace, wasn’t born
with luxury, but rather was born in a borrowed barn with the
animals.

Today’s reading from Matthew follows the birth narrative
from Joseph’s perspective, unlike Luke’s account we looked
at earlier, and shows the fulfilment of prophesy from Isaiah.
Matthew’s account shows the struggle that Joseph had. For
Mary to tell him she was pregnant that could only mean one
thing: that she had been unfaithful. This would have caused
him untold shame, bringing dishonour to both their families. An engagement was as legally binding as marriage and
could only be ended by divorce. According to the law, Joseph
had grounds not only to dismiss Mary, but even to have her
stoned to death (Deuteronomy 22:13-30). It was only after
the visit from the angel does Joseph believe that the conception is from the Holy Spirit, and is prepared to live with the
shame of what others would think.

The scene of the manger is one of the most ‘classic’ Nativity
images, and has often been sanitized to make it all cute.
It is interesting to look at the Greek of Luke’s text, which
says, “She wrapped him in cloth and laid him in a corn crib,
as there was no room in the guest room.” When Luke says,
‘There was no place for them in the inn,’ ancient listeners
would hear more than ‘All the hotel rooms were full.’ Luke
recollects a space that could be rented to guests in many
houses. Such houses were small and often designed for
animals on the lower level and people on the upper level. So
many people were in Bethlehem for the registration (so vast
was the extent of Rome’s oppressive power) that the feeding-trough (manger) on the first floor was the last space in
such a house for infant Jesus.
Once again, we see from the beginning Jesus life is one of
humility and vulnerability, not power and privilege. This is
not a one off, or a mistake but rather the way of Jesus, standing with those on the margins not with the powerful.
Back at his birth we remember that there was no room for
him in the guest house, so today let’s ask how can we make
room for Jesus, and his upside-down kingdom today in our
lives? Amen.
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The first-born son is also important in family lineage, in keeping the family name alive. All property is transferred down
through the first-born son. Here Joseph puts that aside as he
takes Mary as his wife, and when she bears a son, he names
him Jesus, adopting him as his own and grafting him into his
royal family tree (1:24-25) and putting Mary into his genealogy despite the fact that it is a patriarchal genealogy.
Many times, as followers of Jesus we also are called to follow
a different road, one that will be confusing to others looking
on. A road that others will think is unwise and not leading us
‘upward’ but rather ‘downward’. What is God calling you to
today? May he give you the grace and strength to follow our
Immanuel this week. Amen.

Matthew re-orients us away from the
political and cultural centres of power to
the margins where Jesus was born and
where he chooses to live today.
Day 20 of Advent: Strange Visitors and All of That (Matthew
2:1-12)
The story of the magi foreshadows later developments in
Matthew’s narrative. Even in his birth, Jesus inspires both
worship and hostility, responses that are repeated throughout Matthew’s gospel story of Jesus.
Just who the magi are, and how their tradition developed into
kings and wise men is open for much discussion. But they
were almost certainly not kings, or wise men, but rather star
gazers, astrologers, and dealers of magic. And nowhere does
it say there were three of them.
Matthew’s story is about kings and wise men, but these
figures are not the magi. The kings in Matthew 2 are Herod
and Jesus. Herod personifies the sort of king who Jesus later
condemns in Matthew 20:25. He is a tyrant who lords over
those he rules rather than serving them. He is not a ruler who
‘shepherds’ God’s people. By contrast, the infant king Jesus
is helpless and vulnerable, a ruler whose power is hidden in
humility. Yet he is the true King, subverting the way of political, religious, and cultural power.

It is interesting to see where power is located for Matthew.
The baby Jesus is not found in Jerusalem, the centre of Jewish
culture where God was thought to dwell, or even in Rome,
the centre of the known world, but in one of the little villages
of the little clans of Ephrathah. In the most insignificant of
places, on the periphery of cultural and religious power.
Matthew’s story disorients everyone—Herod who is fearful
because of the challenge to his power, the magi who are
clearly lost, and the readers themselves. But Matthew re-orients us away from the political and cultural centres of power
to the margins where Jesus was born and where he chooses
to live today.
May we join him today in the margins of our Bethlehem and
not look to the centres of power, to the Jerusalems or Romes
today, to seek him. In doing so we too will be surprised and
have our lives reorientated to where God is, and who he sees
as his priority today. Amen. ●

You can continue to journey with Stephen’s reflections on
Facebook at bit.ly/reflectioncalendar.

The wise men in Matthew 2 are the chief priests and the
scribes who function as Herod’s key advisers. Learned in
the scriptures, they possess academic knowledge that both
Herod and the magi lack. But what good does it do them?
It does not lead them to their Messiah, but causes them to
become involved in a plot to kill him through the blundering
of the magi. However, the magi are the ones to whom the
truth is announced.
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Making Things Right
Writer Kylie Kendall
I grew up in a Baptist church that called the main building
the ‘sanctuary’. It was a fairly standard word in church circles
back then. We also had a narthex (not quite so standard).
Over the years the terminology changed to something less
‘churchy’—we started calling them the auditorium and the
foyer. This made more sense to newcomers, so was probably
a good idea. Baptists traditionally didn’t have a lot of adornment, ornate architecture, or significant reverence for our
physical buildings—the Church was special, but it was the
God and the people in it that was special, not the building.
I understand the need for change in language as words like
‘sanctuary’ become outdated and uncommon, but when did
churches stop being a place of sanctuary, a place of safety or
refuge?
If you have followed the Royal Commission into Institutional
Child Sexual Abuse and the resulting development of the
National Redress Scheme, you will have realised that, for
many people, the church stopped being a refuge or a place of
safety a very long time ago. As children, they became brutally
aware of the harm humans can do to one another, even in
the house of God. For them, it was not a place of refuge,
safety, or immunity from harm. Often, the people around
them had no idea what was even going on for that child.
Such was the cruel and secretive nature of sexual abuse.
For many children, a second wave of harm was done when
they spoke up about the abuse but were not believed, or
when the response by the church leaders of the time was
grossly inadequate. Testimony after testimony at the Royal
Commission told of the damage caused then by adults who
should have known better or could have done more but
didn’t.
Psalm 9:9-12 says, “The Lord is a refuge for the oppressed,
a stronghold in times of trouble. Those who know your name
trust in you, for you, Lord, have never forsaken those who
seek you. Sing the praises of the Lord, enthroned in Zion;
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proclaim among the nations what he has done. For he who
avenges blood remembers; he does not ignore the cries of
the afflicted.” (NIV)
As God’s hands and feet here on Earth—as his representatives—we failed many times to be a refuge for these children.
In our ignorance and, in some cases, outright negligence, we
failed to protect them in times of trouble. Then, in our ignorance and negligence, we abandoned people who were hurt
in our churches and ignored the cries of the afflicted, even
when they were afflicted under our care.
The National Redress Scheme is a chance to right some of
the wrongs. At the very least it is an acknowledgment that
the abuse never should have occurred and that the church
in which it occurred bears some responsibility in failing to
protect them. It is one way of saying to these children, often
now grown, “We will no longer ignore you,” as well as saying
that we are sorry.
It is also a more compassionate approach than the other
current options. The Royal Commission made special mention of the difficulty that people who experienced abuse face
when trying to go through the current judicial system for
justice, or seek redress though civil litigation. A survivor-focused Redress Scheme is the Royal Commission’s answer
to a problem of a legal system that is so difficult to navigate
and so harsh on victims that it often retraumatises people
who have experienced abuse. The current system remains an
option for them if they choose it, but the Scheme is a more
sensitive option for people who experienced abuse in our
churches and provides and easier and more compassionate
way to come forward.
For those of us who did not experience such abuse and had
no idea it was even going on at the time, it can be hard to
reconcile that the current generation of our church attendees who had nothing to do with abuse must pay the cost of
Redress for the failures of the past generations, especially
when we know in many cases it will never fully make up for
the harm that was done. We need to reframe that thinking

and acknowledge that not only does the organisation owe a
debt to these people, but this is our opportunity to be compassionate, generous, and part of the healing process.
As one minister said to me a while back, if his church has
people who were abused then they were owed compensation back when it happened. The fact that the church has
not yet paid that debt means that the church has been built
on something they did not own. He would rather make good
and start again than have a church that is only financially
stronger because of the suffering of others.
Regardless of how you consider it, some of our churches may
need to literally pay the price for the mistakes of past leaders. It can be easy to justify our way out of it, but when we do
there are no winners.
It is unlikely the current members and leaders of the church
are the same people who were around when the abuse
occurred (although many are). It is therefore easy to think
that it was just historical; its not relevant to our current situ-

ation. For people who suffered through abuse the issue
is very personal, and the impact has not been forgotten
just because it happened in the past. Acknowledging
our corporate responsibility as an organisation is about
acknowledging that we inherited the assets, and the
liabilities, of our predecessors. We need to get over our
pride, our defensiveness, and our detachment.
By opting into the Scheme, we can send a message to
the community and to those who were abused, that as
an organisation we know we failed to protect children
and we want to do what we can to make it easier for them
to come forward now. It is chance to put Micah 6:8 into
action—to practice what we preach about acting justly,
loving mercy, and walking humbly with our God. ●

For more information on the National Redress Scheme
and the process of opting in, please contact
safeplaces@churchesofchrist.org.au.

Your Story, Our Story
Do you have a story you would like to share with the movement of
Churches of Christ in Victoria and Tasmania? Have you seen God at work
in your neighbourhood and you are bursting to share what he is up to?
CCVT welcomes stories from all our Communities of Hope and Compassion!
If you have a tale you would like to spin and share, write it up and send it to
editor@churchesofchrist.org.au and start the conversation.
All stories in CCVT publications and online are edited for length, style, and tone.
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Public Lecture

with poet and theologian

Pádraig Ó Tuama
Saved by the Secular:

Exploring the necessary contribution secularism gives to
rising religious fundamentalism in society and politics.

Monday, 11 February
6.30pm drinks & appetisers | 7pm start
Stirling Theological College | 44-60 Jacksons Road, Mulgrave
Full $10 | Concession $8 | Register online: stirling.edu.au
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Towards The New Year
Writer David Ratten
2018 has been a big year of change for Julie and me. For
starters, before I took up an Interim EO role with CCVT, we
concluded a 23-year ministry at One Church (Blackburn) and
had to deal with the grief of moving on from a wonderful
church family. Around the same time, the last of our 6 children moved out of our home. This was a bigger adjustment
to our lives than we could have anticipated. To top it off,
our football team played in finals! Melbourne had not been
in that position in living memory! How are we supposed to
adjust to supporting a team that is successful? (Actually, we
found that change the easiest of all!)
In life, change is inevitable. I recently discovered that it was
the Greek philosopher Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 535 to c. 475
BCE) who famously declared, “The only thing that is constant
is change.” The wise man knew what he was talking about!
As much as we might like everything we see as good and
positive in our lives to stay the same, we learn from experience that change is indeed inevitable. Thankfully, we won’t
always experience dramatic multiple changes in a 12-month
period, but the truth remains: change is a constant reality for
each of us.
I find it interesting that we often measure our lives in yearly
increments. I began this article by thinking about my life in
the context of 2018. There is something about the passing of
a year that can cause us to reflect on life and its changes. So,
as we come to the close of the year and anticipate another
year of change in 2019, how do we position ourselves to
cope with and take advantage of the changes that are to
come?
It seems to me that, as Christians, we should never be
daunted by the prospect of change—either positive or negative change. It’s a cliché, I know, but I like this statement:
we don’t know what the future holds but we do know the one
who holds the future. As followers of Jesus, we have put our
trust in a sovereign God who knows the beginning from the
end. More than that, he is a God who loves us and who is
worthy of our trust as we face the future.
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I am convinced that Christians should be the most optimistic
of all people when it comes to anticipating the changes the
future may bring. In the book of Jeremiah, God assures us
that he has our best interests at heart in terms of what the
future holds. We read, “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’
declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you,
plans to give you hope and a future.’” (Jeremiah 29:11, NIV)
As we look to 2019, we should be anticipating a fantastic
year of God’s guidance, provision and blessing.
Of course, the reality of our lives is that not all of our future
changes will be positive. There is the potential for difficult
and painful change being a part of 2019. As I sit down to
write this article, I have just returned from a hospital where
I shared with a grieving family whose loved one had just
passed away. I reminded the family of the words of Jesus,
spoken to his friends at a time when they were full of fear
about the future. Jesus told them, “Do not let your hearts be
troubled. You believe in God; believe also in me. My Father’s
house has many rooms; if that were not so, would I have told
you that I am going there to prepare a place for you? And if
I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take
you to be with me that you also may be where I am.” (John
14:1-3)
Even in the darkest times of change in our lives, as Christians
we have a wonderful assurance of the presence and blessings of our loving God.
So, happy New Year! I mean it. I trust 2019 is your best year
yet! Remember, however, that change will be part of your
2019. It’s inevitable! I invite you to join with me and Christians everywhere in facing the challenges and changes of the
New Year with faith and confidence remembering always that
‘We don’t know what the future holds but we do know the
one who holds the future.’ ●
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