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From The Editor
The movement of Churches of Christ is blessed with
a plurality of expressions of ‘church’. Some of our
affiliates meet in buildings they own and maintain,
some meet in buildings they rent or share with
others, some meet in cafés or public spaces. Some
affiliates have services with music, sermons, and
communion, some gather for Bible studies. Some
communities have their centrepiece program on a
Sunday, some have it on another day.

The Edition seeks to serve that same conversational function. In this issue we have stories from
across Victoria and Tasmania, with stories of both
positive steps and challenging seasons. This
issue is a snapshot of a very small sample of our
communities and the journeys they are exploring.
It is possible that some of the stories contained in
these pages will resonate with you and the place
your community is in.

But whatever the life of our affiliated communities looks like, we are united by our commitment
to being “a movement of the people of God
gathering in and around the central figure of
Jesus Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit, living
out his way in our neighbourhoods and inviting
others to do the same.”

As we continue to explore what it means to
be INTO God, INTO learning, and INTO neighbourhood this year, we also continue to share
the stories of communities who are exploring
these topics, and how we can all learn from one
another and make our Communities of Hope and
Compassion greater, and continue to seek the
Kingdom of God together.

Part of the character of CCVT and affiliated communities is that we join together in conversation
to share stories about our experiences, and share
the wisdom we have gained through our explorations. We gather at Summit each year, and at
Regional Conversations, and in clusters to share in
the journey with those in our areas.
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Mitchell Salmon
Editor

Regional
Conversations
2016
Safe Places
Regional Conversations are taking place across Victoria and
Tasmania in September and October. Conversation themes
this year will give ample opportunity for participants to
wrestle with what it means for churches and agencies to be a
Safe Places. The themes will be based on a series of questions
that emerged from the Safe Places Review, including responsibility and risk, and support and accountability for ministers
and other leaders, including those working with children.

The conversations will help us have a great awareness of our
shared responsibilities, and to shape policies and procedures that will be the pathway to be doing better at being
safe places of ministry and mission.
We hope you will join us in these important conversations.

Monday 3 October
Bendigo Church
35-39 Short St, Bendigo

Monday 10 October
Ascot Vale Church
76 - 78 St Leonards Rd, Ascot Vale

Tuesday 4 October
Mount Clear Church
1185 Geelong Rd, Mount Clear

Monday 5 September
Red Church
43 Orchard Grove, Blackburn South

Wednesday 21 September
Kardinia Church
1-11 Kardinia Drive, Bell Post Hill

Tuesday 6 September
Boronia Church
59 Boronia Rd, Boronia
Wednesday 7 September
Dandenong Church
139 David St, Dandenong

Tuesday 18 October
Devonport Church
113 William St, Devonport
Wednesday 19 October
Hobart City Church
8 Goulburn St, Hobart

All Regional Conversations run from 7pm until 9pm on the day listed.

To RSVP for a Regional Conversation near you, please visit
churchesofchrist.org.au/regionalconversations
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Hope Discovery Centre & All Abilities Playground
Writer Dorothy Roberts
Door Of Hope Christian Church operates from a facility that is
developing into a vibrant, and integral part of the Launceston community. Our programs are widely accessed by our
community and include Outside School Hours Care (OSHC),
playgroup, parenting courses and events. It was from this
base that we were able to attract significant grants from
the state government and Tasmanian Community Fund to
develop a space located next to our children’s centre into a
much needed secure, equal-access playground. There was no
equivalent play space for families in the north of the state.
The playground and landscape have delivered an amazing,
imaginative, inclusive play space. The design was focused
on developing a creative play space that encourages
imagination, cooperative play, and offers children positive
‘risk-taking’ experiences that provide appropriate challenge
to develop resilience, self-esteem, socialisation, and
physical skill. All aspects of the environment were planned
for accessibility to support inclusion and participation for
children and adults with a disability. Our OSHC children,
working on sustainability, planted an edible garden and have
enjoyed the fruits of their labour!

partner with other community organisations. Door Of Hope is
able to offer this space to other not-for-profit organisations
for a token fee to enable these organisations to hold events
in a secure environment. A great example of this is the Autism
Family Picnic held by Autism Tasmania that welcomed families
from the northern region to a fun-filled, stress-free space.
Door Of Hope has worked to build trust with our local community through programs designed to meet the needs of
the most disadvantaged. Our Mad Wheels program not only
assists young students who are disengaged at school with
training in automotive skills but also enables us to give
away cars to those in need in our community. Our drop-in
shelter for the homeless resulted in a federal grant to build
state of the art, short-term homeless accommodation next
to our facility. Our café is regularly visited by the people with
disabilities and their carers because they are welcomed and
accepted. We are focused on being radically inclusive and
this has provided us with the opportunity to develop our
location to become more community-based. ●

Our launch event was attended by the Launceston Mayor
and the state Minister of Health. The publicity from our local
news outlets helped us to spread the word to our community
and has resulted in many more families connecting with our
facility and programs.
The community has actively engaged with this facility through
our public open sessions, playgroup, private party-hire, or
sessions booked by community organisations such as Autism
Tasmania. The ability to control access to the playground has
widened the appeal of the space, creating more capacity to
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Health Minister Micheal Ferguson, Senior Pastor
Steve Fitzallen, and Generations Minister Dorothy Roberts at
ribbon cutting ceremony. Photos Provided

Globally 660 million people don’t have
access to safe water. We want to change
this, and we challenge you to join us.

For every $20 raised, one person gains
access to life-changing safe water.

This means kids are back in school, child
and maternal deaths are dropping, and
communities are being transformed!

Safe Water September is a challenge to
drink nothing but water for the month of
September, to raise funds for safe water Change someone’s life today!
projects in rural Zimbabwe.

Find out more, or donate at

SafeWaterSeptember.org.au
Or free call GMP for further information 1800 467 222

One Month. Just water. Raise funds. Change Lives.

SAFE WATER SEPTEMBER

embody is an
initiative of GMP
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ILLUMINATE CAMP 2016

SEPTEMBER 19-23 • KYNETON, VICTORIA
churchesofchrist.org.au/illuminate
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Stronger Together

Gathering and connecting at Summit 2015

Writer Robert Hough
‘Always a rich time of fellowship that we, as a group, look
forward to with anticipation!’ is one way the gathering of
our ministers cluster is described. The North Eastern Victoria & Riverina Cluster, as it has become known, has been a
vital element of ministry health. It began as a small group
which sought to meet a need felt about seven years ago.
The issues of isolation and loneliness in ministry can be a
huge barrier for many.
The group soon grew to include spouses in ministry and
those in ministry retirement. Meetings began a couple of
times a year with such enthusiasm that members requested
more opportunities to come together. Presently we meet four
times a year as we rotate between each town and city, being
hosted by those at each location.
Being in the country, the coming together requires a great
level of commitment as participants may have to travel two or
three hours to arrive at the set venue. Most of the day is dedicated to the purpose of meeting together to give and receive
support, encouragement, and valuable input.
The day has a loose structure with a relaxed atmosphere.
A typical gathering will mean that about 16 people meet for
morning tea. After informal greetings, a time of Dwelling in
the Word is shared, followed by discussion. Opportunity is
given for members to give an update of the journey of life and
ministry settings, and pray for one another. The intimacy of
the group has grown over time while always remaining open
to give a warm welcome to newcomers. There is always some
healthy banter.
Lunch may be held at the host church or sometime a picnic
setting or club lunch depending on the availability of venues.

Good old country hospitality is ensured no matter where the
meeting takes place and the only down side is when we have
to pack up and make tracks back to our homes.
Another great asset in coming together is the blessing that
we have received having CCVT staff come and spend the day
with us, all of us giving and receiving and enjoying the opportunity to connect and hear what is happening in the great
movement known as Churches of Christ. We have been so
blessed to have had Andrew Evans and Michael and Joanne
Vanderree who have travelled to become regular participants
over the years. This has affirmed that the fact that, though
often isolated, we are part of a bigger movement.
The early afternoon is generally spent gaining insight from
those who serve in the broader sphere. This gives a sense
of connectedness and belonging while gaining valuable
information and the sense of being heard. This is such a
valuable component.
Oh, and there are those times when we just enjoy a walk in
the park, taking in the beauty of places like Bright or Beechworth and so many great locations in the region.
Development of friendship is another great thing about getting together. Whether it be common ground in the ethos of a
ministry context or an awareness that while scattered across
a region we can think of ourselves as one Church, one movement in different locations. It’s a privilege to be part of each
other’s lives. The body of Christ working together encouraging each other. Clusters of like-minded, people ‘In Christ’.
We can recommend it! ●
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Wonder, Map Reading,
and Orienteering
Writer Michael Vanderree
10 | The Edition

“The joy of wonder, the skill of map reading
and the art of orienteering are all part of
the creative work of participating in the
common life of a church.”

O

ne of the leisure activities that I enjoy is hiking. For some people there is nothing more daunting than placing all you need to
be able to live on your back and walk a path through dell and
dale to reach your destination. It might be alright for a turtle, but for us
that is another matter.
Yet for those who enjoy the welcoming of an old friend as they place
their pack on their back, having laced up their hiking boots with map in
hand, some unique experiences are about to unfold.
From my perspective, hiking provides a few gifts. The first is that of wonder. There are times when we get to see views of creation that we can
only see by walking. They are unique and are an invitation to wonder.
There are times when hiking we live in the creative tension of reading a
map and the landscape to find our way forward. There are times when
hiking we discover that the joy is in orienting our way towards a destination, a new vista, the walk to get there, and being present in all that the
journey represents.
The joy of wonder, the skill of map reading and the art of orienteering
are all part of the creative work of participating in the common life of
a church. As you will be aware, within CCVT we have wound our way
through the Renewal Challenge and have discerned together the call to
build our future as Communities of Hope and Compassion.
To that end, we have identified various indicators that can act as
descriptors of our preferred future. That which we are journeying
towards. Some of these we may know and live well. Some may be connections we are yet to make. Along the way we are invited to wonder,
use and develop effective maps, and orient ourselves creatively.
So let’s have a go at describing the indicators in helpful ways. With each
indicator you may like to apply your own assessment of how your Community of Hope and Compassion is doing. Attached to each I have suggested a resource that might be a helpful way of exploring that indicator.
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As per our indicators, doing better at building
Communities of Hope and Compassion will be
demonstrated by a Community that…
…Is Actively Changing The Conversation From A
‘Church’ Conversation To A ‘Mission’ Conversation
The words from Paul are powerful: “Though I am
free and belong to no one, I have made myself a
slave to everyone, to win as many as possible.” (1
Cor 9:19 NIV) It is a great reminder of his commitment to the mission of the church.
Traditionally the classic measurements of effective
church growth was around the notion of buildings,
budgets, and bottoms. Developing a geographical
footprint; operating church finances in the black;
and seeing the yearbook grow.
This triple measurement is actually a triple threat—
not that a footprint is wrong, that a healthy budget
is bad, or that numbers don’t count—because it is
closely associated with the view that what counts
is those who come to us, who joins our gatherings,
and who lands on our footprint. The corresponding
conversation is often about how this is managed
and maximised.
Changing the conversation is challenging, because
mission is about extension, building pathways,
developing relationships, and offering hospitality,
the fruit of which may not, in the first place, be
about who is in and who is joining, but about who
we are connecting with, who we are including,
who we are in conversation with, and who we are
listening to. The mission conversation is about a
posture that is oriented outwards.
Resource: Tom Wright, Simply Christian, SPCK, 2006.
…Has Mission As Its Priority, Seeking To Be An
Incarnational ‘Contrast’ Community And A Witness, Sign And Foretaste Of The Kingdom In Its
Neighbourhood
The heart of the Good News story is the story of
the Kingdom, which is a story of restoration and
reconciliation. It is the ‘shalom’ story. Peace with
God, peace within, peace among and in creation.
In its best sense, living out God’s shalom is
invitational and attractive. People are drawn to
it. Or not. My hunch is that this is what Paul was
banging on about when he described the carriers
of the message that “we are to God the pleasing
aroma of Christ among those who are being saved
and those who are perishing. To the one we are an
aroma that brings death; to the other, an aroma
that brings life.” (2 Cor 2:14)
Just recently I heard someone say of their commu12 | The Edition

nity, ‘we are a community that knows how to laugh
together’. I am aware of other communities who
know how to walk alongside each other in the time
of pain and loss. It is an exhilarating gift when a
community knows how to build hope and optimism
in its community. When a community displays
unconditional hospitality, well that is just gold.
When a community is able to stitch all these things
together for those who are within the orbit of its
reach… well, that is another thing altogether.
I am not sure about you, there are times when
what I see being incarnated is desperation,
dogged determination to keep an old story alive,
or a reliance on old practices without new life or
inspiration.
What is your aroma?
Resource: Alan Roxburgh, Structured for Mission,
IVP, 2015.
…Centres Its Life On The Bible And In Particular
The New Testament; Reading It And Discerning
From It A Picture Of God’s Kingdom, The Salvation
Story, And Transforming Spiritual Practices
Deeply embedded within the DNA of our story as
Churches of Christ is that we are a people that
continue to be shaped by the grand narrative
of God’s story with humanity. The Bible has a
continuing, converting, and formative role in the
life of the church. The challenge of reading and
engaging the Biblical narrative is that we can be
“Bible centred and not wholeheartedly missional.”
(Barrett, Loius Y et al (2004) Treasure in Clay Jars,
Eerdmans, p60)
Recently, I was reminded through the service of
one of our communities that central to the first
Christian communities was the conviction that
they existed for Christ’s mission. Paul called the
Ephesian church to live their life “worthy of the
calling you have recieved” (Eph 4:1).
Herein lies a significant quest for us. It is not a
matter of simply wanting to duplicate what we
read in the ancient text from another time and
culture slavishly. We are invited into a dynamic
dialogue about the practices that continually push
us to ask the heart touching, life moving, practical
engagement questions: How does God’s word,
call, shape, transform and send me… and us?
We have however a predisposition to comfort
and complacency. Yet the continual trajectory of
radical shaping community life is towards risk and
adventure.
Resource: Shane Claiborne, Common Prayer –
a liturgy for ordinary radicals, Zondervan, 2010.
…Gathers And Grows Disciples Of Jesus; Lifelong

“How well do we really understand our neighbourhood? What are
the actual needs? What are the people, stories, and contexts we
walk past regularly but do not have the eyes to see?”
Learners With A Developing Spiritual Maturity, Evidenced By
The Fruit And Gifts Of The Spirit, Each Seeking To Operate
Within The Fivefold Ministry Pattern Of Apostle, Prophet,
Evangelist, And Pastor/Teacher Of Ephesians 4
The model of discipleship in the Ancient Near East rested on
the devotee requesting to become a follower of the Rabbi or
teacher of their choice. Jesus turns that practice on its head
when he issues the call to potential disciples, “Follow me.”
(Matt 4:19) So the test is revealed frequently that followers of
Jesus are known by the fruit of their lives.
So the lifelong quest commences. There will be times when
we will feel like Frodo from The Lord of the Rings where he
says, “I am not made for such a quest.” We will discover in
this adventure the strengthening gift of God’s presence and
leading. The journey is not so much one of signposts but
footprints. It isn’t about ticking off things we have learned,
stages we have passed, but the footprints we leave behind
as we live the Good News story.

What would it look like if we took the intensity of the traditional overseas missionary and applied that in our local
situation?
How well do we really understand our neighbourhood? What
are the actual needs? What are the people, stories, and contexts we walk past regularly but do not have the eyes to see?
What are the rhythms, practices and disciplines that can help
flesh out our partnership with God as local missionaries?
Recently Michael Frost published a helpful guide called
Surprise the World, where the posture is framed around
‘Bless, Eat, Listen, Learn, and Sent’. It is a “handy tool for
mobilising Christians up, in and out into mission. That is up
into deeper connection with the Triune God; into a stronger
sense of community with other believers; and out into
the neighbourhood.”
Resource: Michael Frost, Surprise the World, NavPress, 2016.

As a deeper reflection of the story we are always faced with
the decision of how we grow into the new, the unexplored
and perhaps the forgotten. This is where our exploration
about the five-fold ministry pattern of Ephesians 4 come to
play. In the past we have favoured the pastor/teacher, dare
I say, at the expense of the other ministry gift expressions.
This leaves a wondering, what might we be missing by not
exploring the full range of ministry gifts for each Community
of Hope and Compassion?

…Invites Accountability To One Another; Demonstrating The
Fruit Of Time Spent In Supporting And Watching Out For One
Another In Love

Resource: Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways, Brazos Press, 2006.

‘Accountability.’ It is one of those words we throw around
in the Christian community. We know what it is supposed
to mean. As one person said to me not so long ago,
accountability in spiritual growth is the conversation that goes
something like this: ‘I love you too much to let this thing go
unsaid.’ The practical reality, however can be quite different.
If we are conflict averse, lacking in confidence, fearful of the
outcomes, the choice may be to withdraw and not go where
we know we need to. This is particularly true if the stakes are
high, the emotions strong, and there are opposing opinions.
Growth in maturity takes time, it invokes courage and
demands permission giving. It allows for healthy conversation.

DVD: The Way, Umbrella Entertainment, 2010.
…Is Becoming An ‘Order Of Local Missionaries’; Engaging
Those Who Are Yet To Belong, Confident Of Affirming And
Translating The Story Of God’s Salvation Through Jesus
Christ In A Variety Of Ways And Contexts
Many of us have grown up with the image of missionaries as
those who don pith helmets and head off to far distant lands
and then garner support by sending back letters and photos
and the regular furlough. The stories are then told of how the
culture of their missional context works, what the needs of
the people are and what are helpful and appropriate ways
of communicating the story of God’s actions in meaningful,
understandable, and applicable ways.

Littered throughout the pastoral letters is ready reference to
‘bearing burdens, forgiving, confessing wrong…’ all confirming the core commitment on the New Testament that maturity
is never a solitary journey but a venture in community. We
grow as an individual but we get there together.

Resource: Kerry Patterson, Crucial Conversations, McGraw Hill,
2002. Ruth Haley Barton, Life Together in Christ, IVP, 2014
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…Seeks To Name Where God Is At Work In Their Neighbourhood And To Join With Him There, Exhibiting An Observable
And Graceful Influence And Impact
Posture is critical. Where you stand and what you look at
counts for much in Christian community. A year or so ago I
participated in a Stirling College class at Collins St Baptist
Church. As part of the intensive we walked the Melbourne
CBD. In that adventure we were asked some recurrent questions of what we saw and whether at Fed Square, Queen Vic
market, or Hosier Lane the answers were the same. What
does what we see say about God? How does it speak of truth?

At its heart, the Good News is about the action of God who
calls a nameless people to be welcomed and brought into
a family.
In an ideal and yet practical way, my sense is that Christian
community, like the ancient Jewish practice, is the open circle with an empty seat provided deliberately for the one who
is yet to be welcomed in.
Resource: Christine Pohl, Making Room – recovering
hospitality as a Christian tradition, Eerdmans, 1999.

These questions remind us that God is at work outside
the established boundaries of the church. It is an Acts 10
moment. Remember the story of Cornelius and Peter. Cornelius is the Gentile outsider, and Peter has the heavenly
vision which he realises is not about food but about outsiders experiencing the work of God and being welcomed as
part of the family. Peter needed to learn that God is at work
outside the established boundaries of the Christian community, and that he needed to get on board with that story.

…Sees Worship, Prayer, Discernment And Learning As
Expressions Of A Gathering And Sent Community, Propelling
People Outwards To A Watching And Waiting World

Eugene Peterson captures it well in The Message: “The Word
became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighbourhood.
We saw the glory with our own eyes, the one-of-a-kind glory,
like Father, like Son, generous inside and out, true from start
to finish.” (John 1:14 MSG) If Jesus is in the hood, then what
are we missing by looking in, rather than looking out?

I find this quote from Annie Dillard confronting and demanding: “On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside of the
catacombs, sufficiently sensible of conditions. Does anyone
have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely
invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it?
The churches are children playing on the floor with their
chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT to kill a Sunday
morning. It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet
hats to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets.
Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they
should lash us to our pews. For the sleeping god may wake
someday and take offense, or the waking god may draw us
out to where we can never return.”

Resource: Simon Carey Holt, The God Next Door,
Acorn Press, 2007.
…Welcomes The Stranger, Demonstrating Kingdom Hospitality And Its Message Of Grace And Generosity.
In each of the churches I have had the privilege of pastoring I
can think of critical moments that tested our commitment to
hospitality and a generous welcome.
From being asked to move because a visitor was sitting in
the wrong seat, to when a sailor finding respite from a heavy
night on the sauce was elbowed to stay attentive during a
community gathering, to a broken family connecting with the
church and then leaving because no one really welcomed
them in, and a mum and her children leaving the church
because it was too middle class for her fractured experience
of family through domestic violence. Each time I was acutely
aware of being faithful in the small things, how to create
openness and welcome, especially with those who are different, those who challenge our commitments and allegiances.
Hospitality is curious and difficult. The Gospel story propels
us to welcome those who are described as the ‘little and least’
(Luke 9:48). Those without a voice. Those seeking a place.
Yet so often our practice is that it is given with the noted or
unspoken expectation of return. Yet the vibrancy of the gift
of hospitality is when it is given to one who can’t repay or act
reciprocally, this is in fact when the blessing is amplified.
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Let me take one part of this idea. Christian worship was never
intended to be a self-indulgent, reflection of our own preferences, directed towards our idealised image of the Triune God.
Over the past years we have used the imagery of gathered and
scattered. We love the former and find the latter harder.

Gathering as Christian community is designed to propel us
outward. This is confirmed each time we meet. At the conclusion of many of our services we receive the Benediction,
the ‘good word of parting’. So often our stance is that when
given, we close our eyes as though it is a prayer. It is a prayer,
and yet it is so much more: it is our rallying cry to go out; to
be, to live, to love, to serve.
Try this: next time you hear the benediction, keep your eyes
open, reminding you that this is your anthem for service. If
you are game, why not turn and face the door as you hear it,
because it is out the door and in the world we live it out.
Resource: Walter Brueggemann, Prayers for a Privileged
People, Abingdon press, 2008.

“Central to the story of our movement is the reality of
dissatisfaction of the way things are, and the willingness
to work towards a new future.”
…Practices Justice And Reconciliation As Signposts Of The Kingdom; Revealed By A Diversity
Of Age, Gender, Race, Ability And Socioeconomic
Identity, And By Being A Safe Place For All People.
St Augustine is quoted as saying that hope has
two daughters. One is anger at the way things are.
The second is courage to work for change. The
ancient prophet also speaks eloquently and simply: “But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!” (Amos 5:24)
Central to the story of our movement is the reality
of dissatisfaction of the way things are, and the
willingness to work towards a new future. This is
the story of Friends of Dismas, St Kilda Gatehouse,
the Asylum Seeker Network, and the Domestic
Violence Taskforce to name a few.
These initiatives reflect a commitment to the restoration of relationships, establishment of justice
and the rediscovering of beauty. Within each
Community of Hope and Compassion, these are the
threads that enable local expressions of justice and
reconciliation. So the anger of seeing a world that
is not right ought not be silenced, rather it should
be coupled with the muscle towards change.
Resource: Brian Mclaren, We make the road by
walking, Hodder and Stoughton, 2014.
DVD: Spotlight, Feb 2016; Between the Devil and
the Deep Blue Sea, deepblueseafilm.com.

…Actively Discerns Where God Might Be Nudging
A Community To Be Releasing And Nurturing New
Communities
It is a natural question to ask: what does the
future hold for us as Communities of Hope and
Compassion? My reflection is this: as I make my
way around the communities of our movement I
love hearing the birth stories of our communities.
It is the story of risk, adventure, mission, and
trust. They are stories of frontier activities. Years
ago the Good News was shared, people engaged,
and a community was planted. The assumption
was they would grow under God. Many did. Some
for a short season, some for long. Some have
since gone through various shapings and adaptations, as one would expect.
We are called to reproduce. We are called to
participate in the creative work of new ventures.
This, in one sense, ought not be the exception but
the norm. New communities that may or may not
look like church as we know it. Creative, adaptive,
responsive communities entering into the stories
of their neighbourhood. This is the call, the opportunity, and privilege.
The cultivation of new communities may be
beyond the reach of a single community, but what
about our collective strength, what about the
ventures that may be the result of collaborative
conversations and experiments?
If the story of God is like a river, where might the
new places for this river to go?
Resource: Timothy Keller, Centre Church,
Zondervan, 2012.

So friends, there you have my take on those indicators that we are
working towards within our family of faith communities known as
Churches of Christ in Vic/Tas. As part of the Communities Team here at
CCVT we look forward to continuing our times of conversation, dreaming, challenge, exploration, experimentation, consulting, and working
together. If you want to contact the team, call 9488 8800 or email
communities@churchesofchrist.org.au ●

Volume 1, Issue 4 | 15

Spiritual Renewal
Writer Bekkii Scott
Last year our family embarked on the mammoth task of
extending and renovating our small 95-year-old home into a
family sized, usable, welcoming dwelling. This was to include
purpose built spaces for children, practical storage solutions, warm and cosy spaces to gather and grow, an update
of plumbing, kitchen, and cabinetry. In addition, we wanted
to maintain the heritage features, feel, and design of the
original house.
Without a doubt we needed a clear vision, a master builder,
a commitment to keeping some historic pieces, and willingness to let go of others. The task was time consuming, costly,
and painful at times, but well worth it on completion, with
the house restored and renewed to last another 100 years.
The renewal of Boronia Community Church of Christ, a church
of 95 years, has some surprisingly similar aspects to our
house renovation. Boronia was a small suburban church
nestled at the foothills of the Dandenongs which has served
the local community well over the years. In the past 15 years
the neighbourhood has developed and changed. Affordable
house prices have led to more people moving in, more subdivisions, and even multiple apartments having been constructed, giving the once ‘country town’ a more urban nature.
There are more families, more needs, more children, and less
traditional-church cultured people turning up at the church.
Our ‘traditional’ church was therefore invited into renewal by
the changing needs of the community.
The life story of God’s Church includes tens of thousands
of renewal processes across two thousand years in both
Protestant and Catholic bodies. God persistently calls the
Church into renewal in every generation as the world around
it changes. His love for the world and serious desire to reach
his lost children through the presence of the visible body of
Christ in the world causes him to nudge, prod, and sometimes even lead the church through very difficult times for the
sake of renewal, and ultimately salvation.
Renewal, however, does not come with a quick ‘nip and a
tuck’, or a ‘lick of paint’, and the change from ‘Traditional’
to ‘Contemporary’ on the sign out the front. Although there
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may be nods to the past, and a commitment to holding on
to the heritage or DNA of the church, the decision to commit
to renewal means that a church will actually never look the
same again, and many things will need to be left behind. This
is probably the hardest part of the process. The temptation
for churches to become comfortable or hold tightly to power
and tradition has kept many a church from entering the
process. When a church is ‘humming along’, enjoying its own
existence, covering its costs, teaching great theology and
keeping the stake holders happy, there is little felt need for a
renewal movement.
Some churches will only truly embark on the renewal journey
when they are threatened with extinction, and some even then
will refuse, preferring to have their candle snuffed out rather
than surrender to change. But for the brave and courageous
churches willing to lay aside their own ideas, and submit to
the renewal process, in which God takes the church back into
mission, the proclamation of the good news of Jesus Christ,
and the making of disciples, the future is bright.
In his great “I have a dream” speech, Martin Luther King
began not with his dream of the future, but by outlining the
reasons that things had to change. He spoke clearly about
the unfair, unjust, and hopeless situation facing African
Americans in the 1960s. Before he proclaimed the dream,
he outlined the reasons that America as a nation could no
longer stay where they were, the distance they still were from
being true to the constitution, and the outcome that would
take place if they did not change. His speech was heavy,
honest, and sobering. Only after he had clearly shown why
America could not stay where it was did Dr King go on to
dream of equality, freedom, unity, hope and peace, with such
beautiful pictures of life that all of America caught his dream,
and dreamed alongside him. Using the discomfort of where
they were, Dr King painted a picture of a brighter future in
which they could all be proud, and in doing so fed the hunger
for change in what had been a largely ‘steady as she goes’
country beforehand.
To help our church communities to recognise the need for
renewal we need to help them see the reasons that we

cannot stay where we are or keep doing
what we are doing. Even churches not
in dire circumstances but simply in
plateau mode or 3-5% incremental
growth must recognise, according to
Bill Hybels, that, due to natural attrition
rate of 10%, the church will decline.
Therefore, we must be engaging with
questions around renewal, mission, the
clarity of the proclamation of the Gospel, and the process of discipleship. To
ignore the renewal question is to plan
the church’s funeral!
At Boronia, we began to notice the
distance between the church—its programs, language, and services—and the
people within the community and the
needs that they had. We realised that
somehow we’d lost connections with
the community as it changed, and as a
result we had begun to become irrelevant to the community and ineffective
in our mission. This realisation, in the
shadow of the great commission to
make disciples of all nations, was challenging; the realisation of the stark difference between the dream God had for
his Church on this Earth and the reality
we found ourselves in. We observed
the gap in our language, music, atmosphere and even hospitality, created
obstacles for new comers and seekers,
and at times these things even deliberately shut them out. This realisation,
was the catalyst for the people of God
to become ready for renewal. We began
to look for ways to clear the objects in
the pathway of unchurched, prodigals,
new friends, youth and children, and to
explore new ways to extend God’s family. We began exploring the needs of the
community, and seeking for ways that
we might be able to support, encourage, build relationships with, and share
the love of Christ with our community.
Our first port of call was to draw near
to God, and ask the Holy Spirit to lead
us. The Holy Spirit is the master builder
of the church, and we must seek him
for direction. Renewal may look like a
church review process, however the
essential collaboration with the Holy
Spirit will drive the true process of
renewal. Processes, systems, programs,
and much, much more must also be
altered, but to do this, without inviting
the Holy Spirit to lead the church into the
new season, giving direction to the process, is to rearrange the furniture but to
continue the same practices and remain
unchanged ourselves.

The New Testament reveals the strong
leadership of the Holy Spirit across
the church, empowering it to become
a wonderful, powerful, life-changing,
kingdom-bringing movement. Brand
new churches were birthed, and people
of all walks of life were brought to salvation and transformation. The Church,
submitted to the leading of the Holy
Spirit, has accomplished the impossible throughout history. However,
when the Church stops seeking the
leadership of the Holy Spirit and begins
to be led simply by men and women it
develops systems of power and control
that are no longer able to bring glory
to God or to change lives for the better.
Corruption, abuse, and irrelevance
become its fruit.
At Boronia, as we sought the leadership
of the Holy Spirit he began to show us
ways we could use the resources that
we had to begin to serve the families
and children in our community. The Holy
Spirit gave us clear directions and as we
began to obey his directions our faith
was built up, prodigals returned home,
new people began to join our church,
the baptismal was filled again, and as
a whole church we began to seek the
further leadership of the Holy Spirit for
what was next.
One of the most challenging parts of
renewal is the changes in language
and culture that need to take place
in our church. Spending decades in a
church makes you used to the culture
and language that only the people in
the church use. There is a house lingo
that all churches form, and a family way
of doing things, and even a range of
simple practices that become formalised by culture. When new people come
into our churches they are often struck
by these things; things that we have
become so accustomed to that we fail
to notice them. One such experience in
our church was that we had some very
formal practices where children were to
be quiet in church. None of this could
be found in the scripture, or the church
constitution for that matter. In fact, the
scripture had quite the opposite view
of children! Renewal asks us to look at
our culture and ask the question, “If I
talked like this or did this outside of
the church, would anyone at all understand it?” and if not, “Is my comfortable and enjoyable ritual a cultural
practice which is creating obstacles in
the pathway to God for others?” If so,

what would God have us do about it?
The renewal process, for us, meant that
across all of our practises we had to
look at our culture and language and
ask, “Is it sacred, does it keep people
from being included, or authentically
engaged, and are there new ways we
could do this?” Renewal asks us to
look at our language and culture with
fresh eyes; to ask ourselves why we do
what we are doing, why we say certain
things, or sing certain songs. These
questions are hard, because they mess
with our comfort and safety zones, but
they also bring freedom and fresh life
to those who seek to glorify Christ and
share his gospel.
As our church continued on the renewal
journey we were then given the freedom
to begin to explore and experiment with
new ideas and new ways of expressing ourselves as the people of God.
True renewal requires that we develop
this kind of atmosphere. The nature
of renewal is to give fresh life to the
truth of the gospel. The message of the
Gospel, of course, is unchanging but
the expression must change to reach
the tribes, nations, cultures, generations; sons and daughters of the King.
Experimentation becomes an essential
part of this process. Fresh ideas, new
expressions, more meaningful music,
language which is relatable, programs
which are inclusive and relevant are all
part of the renewal experimentation.
In the Old Testament, God gives very
clear instructions about how songs for
worship, sacrifices, celebrations, and
all things sacred are to take place. The
New Testament church, in contrast,
has never been bound to structure and
style. Rather Jesus prophesied that a
new era of worship would come, which
was more interested in the authenticity
of the worship, rather than the style,
place, and time (Jn 4:24).
Churches are therefore given free rein to
adapt, explore, experiment, and include
all different styles of worship, outreach,
discipleship programs, and missional
expression into the mix. Our programs,
language, church services, and sermons are not limited to the modernistic
nature in which the Protestant church
began. Rather we must adapt within the
community that we are planted, so the
message of the gospel, and the discipleship of new believers—the mission
of the Church—can be achieved. ●
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Welcoming The Stranger

Joan, Vikram, Avinash, and their children.
Photo by Malorie Raymakers

Writer Gabriel Hingley
The Aussie Nana
Anyone visiting Ormond Church of Christ would find it hard
to ignore Joan, a bubbly individual who works tirelessly in a
variety of church activities. Her enthusiasm to connect with
people different from herself spills out into the block of units
where she lives in Ormond. It was there, several years ago,
that Joan met Vikram, a young man from India. The unlikely
pair forged a special kind of friendship that, over the years,
would become more than simply one between polite neighbours. Being away from his home country and family, Vikram
gravitated to this chatty lady who had never had a family of
her own.
In 2010 Vikram went back to India to marry a woman named
Avinash. Upon their return, Joan was the first Australian
to greet Avinash and welcome her into this country. Joan
received her like a member of her own family, and the
feeling was mutual. Although the newly-wed couple moved
to Point Cook to set up their new home, they remained in
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regular contact with Joan and invited her to stay on weekends several times in the year. When their first child, Irene,
arrived on the scene, Avinash asked Joan specifically to be
her ‘Aussie Nana’.
Joan has risen to her grandmotherly role by visiting India to
attend a family wedding. “I never thought in all my life that
I would be going to India!” she remarks with wide eyes. She
giggles as she recalls wearing a sari and chanting down the
streets of New Delhi. I am reminded of the elderly ladies in
the film The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel who delight in the
refreshing new discoveries of being in an exotic place with
people from a different culture.
“I am not a racist person,” says Joan. “I would rather be a
friend than a foe.” Joan is a wonderful example of an ordinary
Aussie Christian who has chosen to live out Jesus’ teaching
to “love your neighbour as yourself” (Matthew 22:38 NIV) in
a tangible way.

A Safe Home
Pam and Neville (from Carnegie Church
of Christ) recently decided to do something they had only ever done once
before in their lives: take a complete
stranger in, brought home by their son
Nick. Now, years later, they have again
welcomed a stranger. They are doing
this because they are acting on Jesus’
teaching to “do to others as you would
have them do to you” (Luke 6:31). The
stranger in their midst is Reza, a 20
year-old Hazara Afghani man who is
studying VCAL at the local high school.
Reza, like many Hazara people, has
grown up in very unstable circumstances. His parents fled to Iran when
he was only a baby. But Iran does not
allow Afghanis the rights of citizenship,
and they have to pay to live there. So
after only three years of schooling Reza
was forced to work at the age of 10 in
a factory from eight AM until midnight
six days a week. When he was 15 his
mother died, and his father practically
left him and his brother as orphans to
fend for themselves. That is when Reza
decided to come to Australia.
Now Reza is embracing the opportunity
to study nursing and learn English. But
given his history, he really needs a supportive, safe home environment. Out
of their generosity, Pam and Neville are
providing exactly that. Each day Pam
is helping Reza read through the book
I am Malala by Pakistani activist and
Nobel Prize winner Malala Yousafzai.
Neville helps him with his maths homework and wakes him up in the mornings
to make sure he gets to school on time.
I have no doubt that this young man is
having an experience that will stick with
him for the rest of his life as he remembers years later the time when a loving
Christian family offered him a safe place
to live. But I also have no doubt that
Pam and Neville’s lives are enriched as
they live with this man and learn about
his culture. “We’ve taken him into our
home, but also into our hearts,” says
Pam. “We feel helpless about his visa
status here, but this stretches our faith
as we trust that God will look after him.”

“Sometimes, strangers come to us, and we

are called to welcome them into our homes
and hearts… we are called to go out of our
way to meet the stranger, in the hidden
places, and be welcomed into their lives, as
hard as these lives might be.”

Friends In Hidden Places
In a country where people are generally
able to live their lives in peace and
freedom, it seems inconceivable that
there should be, right here in Australia,
a place in which people’s rights and
freedom have been stripped away. But
for Brad, who is part of Urban Neighbours of Hope (UNOH), this is the stark
contrast presented to him every week.
Brad drives just a couple of blocks
down the road from his home in Broadmeadows to the MITA detention centre
on a regular basis. MITA stands for ‘Melbourne Immigration Transit Accommodation’. Sounds okay, doesn’t it? Maybe
like a hotel where people can rest up
after their treacherous journey by boat
before they enter the Australian community. A bar fridge, some free biscuits
and soap, fresh towels…
But if this is anything like a hotel, it’s
the hotel from hell. The people living
here are being detained because they
have sought safety. For many, their stay
is most likely to be years, not months.
Most are estranged from their families.
They have very little (if any) access to
the outside world. There are minimal
activities provided for them to while
away the long, long hours in captivity.
And underlying all of this is the burden
of not knowing their visa status. Some
are waiting to hear from the government what the outcome of their security
investigations are, without ever knowing what they are being investigated for.

Brad has faithfully visited MITA for
the last five years because he knows
that receiving visitors is one of the few
things that brightens these people’s
otherwise sombre days. Even just
sitting down for a game of chess is a
rewarding experience for both of them.
“I’m not actually very good at chess,”
says Brad, “but it’s surprising how
just sitting with somebody and doing
something ordinary can lead to deep
conversations.”
Brad is keenly aware that the experiences he hears about—of trauma, war,
and estrangement from family—are
worlds away from his own experience
growing up in middle-class suburbia.
He is mindful that any attempt to bring
words of ‘hope’ might come across as
trite and meaningless. “Really, bringing
hope to these people is not so much
what I say, but what I can do. And in
their situation, in which the government
has the ultimate authority over their
future, there is not much I can do than
offer my presence.”
In hearing Brad talk, I am reminded
of when Jesus said, “I was in prison,
and you visited me.” (Matthew 25:36).
Sometimes, strangers come to us, and
we are called to welcome them into
our homes and hearts, just as Joan,
and Pam and Neville have done. But at
other times, like Brad we are called to
go out of our way to meet the stranger,
in the hidden places, and be welcomed
into their lives, as hard as these lives
might be. ●
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The Northern Community
Church of Christ Story
Writer Cheryl Johnson
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he Northern story began in September 1997 when
representatives from the Northcote, Preston, West
Preston, and Ivanhoe Churches of Christ established a
committee to explore the possibility of the churches coming
together to form one new church. After much consultation,
including discussions with other congregations in the northern suburbs, the committee felt that they would best serve
the Kingdom of God by uniting together and pooling their
resources. Those involved in these early discussions need to
be praised for their courage, foresight and openness to new
ways of doing things.
The rationale behind the decision was that each of the four
congregations had experienced a decline in church attendance over a 30 year period. Each church also had substantial
buildings and facilities that were generally under-utilised.
Many of the properties were run down and required expensive maintenance. Importantly, it was recognised that with
declining numbers the opportunity for outreach and community engagement was greatly reduced.
A strategic proposal unfolded for: “A Regional Church
of Christ to be established in the Northern suburbs of
Melbourne, which is formed by the union of the existing
churches of Christ, which will strengthen the continuing service and witness of these churches.” The strategic proposal
was driven by a missional imperative: that new programs
be “established to extend the mission of the church in vital
areas including outreach, youth work, and children’s work”.
In 1998, the four churches took the courageous step to
create a new church, Northern Community Church of Christ
(NCCC). A vision for Northern emerged that continues to
direct us today, ‘to be the hands and feet of Jesus in the
northern suburbs of Melbourne’.
An initial priority for Northern was finding a building suitable
for a worship and mission centre. The building not only had
to meet the needs of a worshipping community but was also
seen as vital in helping the church connect with the broader
neighbourhood. The purchase and development of a vacant
clothing factory at 81 High Street, Preston, opened the way
for NCCC to establish a community hub that would become
a place of worship, welcome, hospitality, community connection and employment training for many people over the
ensuing years.

Phil McCredden, Northern’s founding Team Leader was the
catalyst for helping the four churches and their members successfully negotiate the challenges faced by the new entity:
agreeing on a model of governance; maintaining unity across
multiple congregations; allocating paid ministry resources;
maintaining the heritage of the former churches; being relevant to the northern context; and engaging with a younger
demographic.
One of the unique features of the newly formed NCCC was its
adoption of a multi-congregational model. Phil McCredden
outlines the thinking for such a decision.
In merging four traditional churches one of the biggest
obstacles that we faced was cultivating an understanding that the church does not exist to herd or move people
into its Sunday morning worship. The criterion for
success that is deeply embedded into the psyche of the
church is the number of attendees at Sunday worship.
At NCCC, we have created a church that operates with
a model that we have called multi-congregational. In
doing so, we have explored ‘doing church’ on different
days of the week, in different styles and places. Each of
our congregations regardless of time, style, place or size
is considered to be ‘church’…
It may be argued that the Western Church has forgotten
its purpose and reason for existence. If this is true, or
even if the perception is true, then the Church faces a
massive challenge to reorient and revitalize its mission
to the world. The missional-incarnational approach is in
effect the outworking of the church and therefore the very
purpose of the Church. Without involvement in the missio
dei the Church loses its purpose. (Northern Community
Church of Christ Strategy Day 2007 Document)
Over the past eighteen years Northern has had a range of
congregational expressions, including: All Aboard!—a weekly
Sunday morning worship service for children and adults;
Blended—a traditional weekly Sunday morning worship
service; Bundoora—a monthly worship service at Bundoora
Retirement Village; Connect—a weekly community lunch;
Jeebus—a weekly night meeting at a café for those in their
20s and 30s; Harbour—a weekday worship service; South
Morang—a church plant and weekly Sunday afternoon
worship in the suburb of South Morang; Tangent—a weekly
evening congregation for those deconstructing and exploring
faith over dinner; and Thirst—a weekly/fortnightly evening
gathering for reflective worship.
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The various congregations, whether they were meeting in
a café, home, or at our centre in Preston, were urged to be
involved in mission.
The structure and direction centred on three core values that
continue to motivate us today: demonstrating compassion,
developing community, and deepening spirituality.
These values have been underpinned by seven spiritual
practices/disciplines: participating in church life, sharing
our hospitality, entering the Biblical story, engaging the
Spirit, discerning world issues, managing our money,
serving other people.
Northern’s fledgling connection with the local neighbourhood began with the opening of an Op Shop. The Op Shop
opened the way for NCCC to provide retail work experience for
the people without employment through the federal government’s Work for the Dole program.
Under the banner of CareWorks our Work for the Dole activities now include retail, hospitality, sewing, maintenance, IT,
gardening, bike repair, administration, and cleaning programs. Northern is one of the largest providers of Work for
the Dole placements in the country and we have the privilege
of engaging with over 300 people during the course of a year.
Many of our participants are disillusioned with and negatively impacted by the system they find themselves in, they
lack work skills, are challenged financially and relationally
disconnected. Our emphasis is not only on helping our participants become work ready, but we are deeply committed to
welcoming and befriending them, offering a listening ear and
providing a meaningful place of community. We don’t always
achieve our aims but we do see some success.
Due to ill health Phil McCredden sadly concluded his ministry
at Northern in December 2012 and I was invited by our Leadership Group to step into the Interim Ministry Team Leader
role. Overwhelmed by the shoes I needed to fill and conscious that we could not drop the ball, a new journey began.
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As this was a significant time of challenge and uncertainty
in the life of Northern it was decided to invite Kaye Reid
to have an intentional interim ministry with us throughout
2013. Kaye became an active member of our Ministry Team,
with the aim of forming a Transition Team that would lead
Northern through an assessment process focused on coming
to terms with our history, examining leadership and decision-making concerns, clarifying the congregation’s identity,
and identifying and recruiting a new Team Leader.
The year of Kaye’s ministry highlighted the willingness of
people connected with Northern to undergo a thorough
review of all aspects of the church’s ministry and mission,
while seeking to discern our future. The yearlong review led
to a strengthening of our Leadership Group, Ministry Team,
and church members. The review also led to my appointment
as Ministry Team Leader.
At the close of her time with us Kaye presented the church
with a ‘Discernment Document’, which provided a summary
of the major themes that had emerged during the review
process. The document indicated the priorities and places
God might be leading us into: pressing more into the growth
and development of congregational life with a significant
need for an accessible worship service and congregation that
will be relevant and contextual for the growing number of
professionals (20-44 year olds) residing in the area; continuing to grow a vibrant and expectant spirituality; develop an
intentionally invitational culture; releasing and empowering
the prophetic and evangelistic forms of ministry; nurturing a
fluid, innovating, empowering culture which seeks to collaborate and consult through servant leadership teams; pressing into incarnational living possibilities in the local area;
and honouring the unique DNA of Northern Community.
The Discernment Document still speaks to our Leadership
Group and Ministry Team as we make decisions for the present and the future. Northern is greatly indebted to the ministry of Kaye for taking us through the assessment process.
As we prepare and position Northern for a healthy, sustainable future, and ensure a rich legacy is passed onto those
who follow after us Northern is currently addressing four
key challenges:

“Despite these realities there remains much hope and
positivity about the future revitalisation of Northern
as a spiritually vibrant worship community.”

1. An Aging And Reducing Church Membership Base
As a worshipping community our church membership is
aging and reducing in number. Unless we see new people
join, our long-term sustainability as a church is under threat.
Despite these realities there remains much hope and positivity about the future revitalisation of Northern as a spiritually
vibrant worship community. We are taking intentional steps
to focus our energies into facilitating renewal and we are
beginning to see exciting signs of growth and renewal.
2. A Rapidly Changing Neighbourhood Context
One only has to walk the streets surrounding our centre to
notice the rapid changes that are taking place all around us.
The construction of multi-story residential developments is
swelling the number of those living within close proximity to
Northern by many thousands. Most of our new neighbours
are aged 25 to 45.
Helping to inform us on how to best engage with our transformed setting is the book The New Parish: How Neighbourhood Churches are Transforming Mission, Discipleship and
Community by Paul Sparks, Tim Soerens & Dwight J. Friesen.
The New Parish invites us to “follow Jesus into your neighbourhood with fellow followers of Jesus. Allow the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ to form [our] imagination for faithful presence”. The principles outlined in The New Parish have
been instrumental in shaping our thinking and inspiring our
practices as we seek to be a genuine neighbourhood church.

3. A Building In A State Of Decline And In Need
Of Refurbishment
An emerging concern is the deterioration and the functionality of our building. We give thanks for all those who contributed to the initial development of 81 High Street. It is their
foresight, faith, prayers, generosity of time, and hard work
which has helped establish Northern as a positive presence
in our neighbourhood. But it is widely acknowledged that
our building is too small to house our current activities and
programs and has passed its used-by date. The suitability of
a building that has served us so well in the past is now being
reviewed and various options regarding the development of
our site are currently being considered.
4. Changes To The Federal Government Work For The
Dole Program
Recent changes to federal government policy are impacting significantly on the level of funding we now receive to
operate our Work for the Dole programs. In the past we have
relied heavily upon Work for the Dole funding to support
other ministries of the church, however, we are now considering alternative funding streams and employment models
so we can continue to show care and concern toward those
who sit on the margins of society and operate in a financially
sustainable manner.
The story of Northern has been made possible and strengthened by a willingness to be resilient and experiment. Not
every congregation, program or activity that we have started
has been successful, but we have cultivated a culture that
gives people permission to give things a go. If things don’t
work out quite like we anticipated, it’s not a problem; we just
dust ourselves off and move on to consider new opportunities. It is my conviction that developing resilience when life
throws us tough challenges is one of the key ingredients to
success in life and ministry. ●
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Cooing Over New Life
Writer Nathan Oliver
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Ten weeks ago my wife gave birth to our second child—
an incredibly exciting event for our family! Being our
second child, I was prepared for most of what was
to come… nappies, sleepless nights, etc. But I think the
thing that has taken me by surprise is how excited people
get about news of a baby being born. Sometimes I wonder
what makes strangers stop at Woolworths to ask about our
newborn daughter. “How old is she?” they want to know.
“What’s her name?” they ask. And regardless of the answer
the response is usually always something like, “Awww, isn’t
she adorable?” Aside from the fact that babies are just cute,
and perhaps allowing for some trigger in a person’s memory
of one of their own relatives, I’m resolved to think that there
is just something about it—the miracle of new life—that is
inexplicably beautiful. We are drawn to it.
Even though there are often lines drawn between planting
new churches and the metaphor of labour and new life—and
even though there are probably more concrete answers to
why new churches are worth cooing over—I don’t think people tend to have the same attitude to church planting as they
do to children. Well, at least not everyone. For some of us, we
need a bit more convincing as to why it is a good thing. But as
a new dad and the New Communities Development Catalyst
for CCVT, I want to tell you why we should be getting excited
about forming new communities and getting behind it.
Here are three good reasons to get behind new communities
within CCVT…
1. Planting Churches Is Part Of What Jesus Called Us To Do

who would believe in me through their message” (Jn 17:20).
The disciples knew this too, at least as early as Pentecost
when Peter affirmed that “The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God
will call” (Acts 2:39). Jesus is talking about a multiplication
movement that would continue on throughout all of history.
This call to go make disciples is effectively a call to ongoing multiplication of disciples. If ‘teaching them to obey
everything Jesus commanded’ involves teaching them to
obey this command to go and make disciples, then we need
to create contexts for this to be possible. Rather than just
adding to our existing communities to make them bigger,
developing mature disciples means churches need to create
situations for all believers to practically learn how to multiply
themselves. Church planting thrusts people in the thick of a
context completely dependent on them doing this.
Secondly, this commission inevitably leads to churches being
planted. Not only does Jesus command his followers to make
disciples, but to baptise them. Baptism is a sign of new identity for every believer in Jesus, but it is also the entry point
into the body of believers—the Church. In particular, baptism
is the entry point into localised worshipping communities
with boundaries and expectations and accountability. In Acts
2 there is a fantastic account of people believing then being
baptised (2:37-41), followed immediately by a description
of the church’s practices and commitment and partnership
(2:42-47). The multiplication of disciples requires establishing churches in order to provide the environment for continual, ongoing discipleship.

In establishing new communities, we have an opportunity to
obey and follow Jesus in his great commission. Just prior to
Jesus’ ascension he gave his followers a mission to carry on
with: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to
me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very
end of the age.” (Matt 28:18-20 NIV)

For CCVT we want to see new communities established
because we want to obey Jesus’ call to make and multiply
disciples, new communities are a great way to create a context to help grow mature disciples who make disciples, it is
part of Jesus’ great commission to do so, and doing so will
give existing churches an opportunity to grow by birthing
new communities.

Let’s just point out a couple of things about the nature of
sending in this passage. Firstly, it is about multiplication.
Thankfully Jesus didn’t make his way to the earth in the flesh
for only twelve guys to take in the good news. Days prior to
making this statement, Jesus expected and prayed for “those

In establishing new communities, we have an opportunity to
apply the Gospel with increased contextual focus. The other
day a friend of mine was recommending a great GP for our
family who happened to be located in our neighbourhood.
As they were describing how to get there and exactly where

2. Planting New Churches Means Reaching New People
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it was, I realised I knew the spot they were talking about.
“That’s a doctors’ surgery?” I asked, “I remember that being
someone’s house!” My own neighbourhood, even within a
few blocks, is changing right before my eyes.
The reality is, things change—neighbourhoods, communities,
trends, etc. And because of this, churches need to change and
adapt to the people around them. We all know that Jesus came
in the flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14), but the way he
did it should shed some light on what it means to serve the
people our churches are set amongst. “Christ Jesus,” says
Paul, “who, though he was in the form of God, did not count
equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself,
by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness
of men.” (Phil. 2:5-7) Jesus chose to take on the form of a
human—and even then as a servant—in order to reach the
people God loved. Our form as churches should in part be
determined by those God has called us to reach.
One of the beautiful things about new communities is that
they most likely begin by asking the questions about where
they should locate themselves and how they will operate in
light of that. In one sense new congregations are forced to
focus on the needs of its non-members simply to get off the
ground. The result is that we end up with clearly contextualised faith communities with mission at the core and the
outright focus of making disciples. This is not to say that
an existing church cannot do the same, but by their nature
church plants must go this way.
This in itself becomes a great discipleship mechanism. When
Paul says, “To the Jews I became as a Jew in order to win
Jews… I become all things to all people, that by all means
I might save some,” (1 Cor. 9-19) he is expressing in some
ways the work he had done in order to understand and apply
the Gospel to any given person, then live it out. Being put
in a position to understand, apply and embody the good
news of Jesus to a particular group of people who have not
received it as yet, means the gospel must become more than
an entry point or a statement of faith, but a way of life for the
new church on display! This is not passive discipleship. This
is real life, ‘take-up-your-cross’ sort of stuff.
Our hope for the shape of new communities within the CCVT
movement is that they would develop relevant, contextualised expressions of the gospel to the people around them,
that people around them would be blessed by a church turning up, that their members would grow in the understanding
of the good news about Jesus, how it makes sense to people
who haven’t received it yet, and how to live it out, and, simply, that more people would be reached with the gospel.
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3. Planting New Churches Helps Renew Existing Churches
But this isn’t just about new communities. This is about
the whole movement of Churches of Christ. One of the ‘big
picture’ benefits of planting new churches is that they can
test out and daringly attempt new methods in such a way
that other churches watching can learn from their approach.
In many cases, we don’t need to establish new communities
that are just going to replicate what has been done already,
so there is freedom to risk and have a go and try new things.
What is learned along the way can then be fed back to the
wider body of churches as a new tool in their belt.
In Paul’s letters he often begins by telling the recipient
churches that they have caused him to be grateful to God and
how he thanks God for them (e.g. 1 Cor. 1:4, Col. 1:3-4). In 1
Thessalonians he tells them how their reputation and reports
of faith have “gone forth everywhere” (1:8) and is building
up many churches that hear of it. We find out a little further
on that these Thessalonians actually were learning off other
churches and imitating them too (1:14). These church plants
that are developing are not in competition with one another
but rather are the source of each other’s encouragement and
development.
What a beautiful picture! Communities of hope and compassion spurring one another on to greater faith and practical
discipleship—just by hearing about the way they are serving
Jesus. I sometimes hear people say that planting churches
will take people and energy away from what existing
churches are doing. But with a little strategy and a shared
‘kingdom vision’ I believe the exact opposite will happen. In
fact, we actually need new communities to continually renew,
refresh, and break new ground if we are to be thriving a family of churches.
New communities can help renew a collection of churches by
trying out new methods and models of mission, giving new
leaders a chance to ‘spread their wings’ in ways that existing churches might not have the same room for, positioning
themselves in new geographical areas and broadening the
reach of the network, encouraging others to have a go at
something different by just having a go themselves, and
causing existing churches to consider how and why they do
what they do.
CCVT is currently hosting a bi-monthly church planters’
cohort for people in the process of establishing new communities. If you or someone you know would like to find out
more information or to simply find out more about church
planting, contact me at noliver@churchesofchrist.org.au ●

The Church Next Door
Writer Nathan Oliver
We planted our church about four years ago, starting with a team of around twenty or so
adults and four children. Our team came entirely from New Community Ringwood, a Baptist
church, and we moved to focus on the area around Box Hill.
So much has changed in the last four years! We are now a church of about thirty-five adults
and about thirty kids (the oldest child is seven) and as I write this we have five more babies
due to be born in the next month. Almost all of our church are married, around thirty years
old, and have at least one child four years old or younger. Yep, it sounds like a playgroup!
Our real heartbeat and reason for our church is to make disciples who make disciples in the
everyday stuff of life. We believe in life-on-life discipleship within a shared life together as
families of missionary-servants. We structure ourselves as missional communities (around
10 adults in each, ideally with some geographical connection), each with their own specific
missional focus, target group, leadership, and expression of ‘family’. Our Sundays are times
when our missional communities join together to worship, celebrate, and be built up and
equipped through God’s word. If you visit on a Sunday you won’t see a lot different to most
churches, just a very casual, family-friendly atmosphere.
Through having a go and taking some risks we’ve been able to plant a church that we really
believe in and are excited about. However, through this time we’ve also realised that we are
not experts, but rather just learners. We’re learning key things as we go.
Church Planting Is Hard And Patient Work
Learning to live on mission together in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne is a surprisingly
tough gig. A lot of traditional church practice encourages Christians to see church as an event
you attend, rather than an all of life thing. We’ve tried to flip that around and found it to be
the most riveting, exciting, and incredibly slow and time-consuming adventure! Often our
hearts just want to live for ‘me’, not our neighbours or people we believe God has sent us
to. That takes time to learn and grow through. Plus, we are learning how to do it as predominantly first time parents with babies in tow. We’ve never learned more about God’s patience
and sovereignty than we have in this process.
The Body Of Christ Is A Beautiful Thing
There is a good reason why God uses the language of family when describing the Church. We
never set out to be a ‘young families church’, and we still don’t want to be. Our demographic
is narrow and we miss older folks and teens. We feel it. And we look forward to the day we are
more of a mixed bunch and the Gospel can be evidenced through diminished social boundaries. God has taught us that his big family is beautiful and we truly desire to share life with
people who are different to us.
There Is Nothing Better To Give Your Life To
For all the hard work and theorising about church and mission, when something clicks it’s as
though the world makes sense in a way it never did before. Our small church is connected to
so many people who have never heard the good news about Jesus in a way that makes sense
to them, but simply through meals or parties or whatever they don’t just get to hear it, they
get to see it lived out in a community, and they even get to feel it by joining in. The hope of
eternity for these people who have become our friends makes it all worthwhile. ●
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The Complexities Of Culture
Writer Amir Lingam
The heart of every church is to become a community where
the love for God and the love for others is more than catch
phrase but a tangible lifestyle. A community that authentically engages the lost, bringing hope, showing love and
proclaiming Christ, who is the reason we do what we do and
live the way we live.

inductive tool such as Discovery Bible Study (DBS). The simplicity of the approach combined with familiarity of environment encouraged those who previously expressed resistance
to attending church to engage with scripture. Authentic
encounters began to follow. And to our delight, this process
didn’t just impact the unchurched, but also the churched.

Clayton Church engages with the lost in a number of ways.
We engage through our Clayton community services such as
Playgroup, Migrant English, Japanese Diaspora Ministry, and
Monday Night Café Care ministry. We also have a vibrant youth
and University ministry. Each of these pathways leads to the
Sunday service and Life Groups. Historically the Sunday service has been where much of our efforts have been placed as
the primary vehicle in helping the lost encounter Christ.

We saw Christians rediscover their fire for God and the lost
as they engaged in the DBS process. One Christian went from
declaring, “I am not a disciple and I am not ready,” to finding
herself instinctively praying and crying for her lost family and
those that do not know Jesus. Familiarity, reproducibility and
simplicity meant new Christians could quickly disciple their
networks. We have seen a new Christian start her own DBS
group for mums in her network within a couple of months of
becoming a Christian. We have also learnt that the discipleship process must begin before the person ‘becomes a Christian’ if they are to become reproducing disciples themselves.

However, as with many other churches, Clayton church faces
increasing complexities. Out of the many complexities we
face in engaging the lost the one that stands out is culture.
The challenge of culture is part and parcel of the age of
multiculturalism in Australia. We live in a time that celebrates
and encourages cultural diversity. Today it is not uncommon
for local council functions to cater Kosher and Halal food or
vegetarian selections. It is this diversity of culture that is the
primary challenge to creating a Sunday service environment
that feels familiar to a culturally diverse community. It should
be noted that Clayton community was identified as the most
culturally diverse suburb in Australia, with immigrants from
over 112 countries.
Consciously or unconsciously, every church has its own culture. It is experienced and communicated by songs we sing,
the people on stage, the décor, the clothes we wear, and our
rituals. The problem for many unchurched, is that ‘church’,
the Sunday gathering, or Life Group can be a strange and
unfamiliar cultural experience, so it is not uncommon for the
unchurched to reject church even while being curious about
Christ. This is our challenge, our potential blind spot as well
as an unnecessary hurdle for the lost.
To explore ways to reduce the impact of culture, we created
a group that would explore simple and reproducible ways
of connecting and making disciples within cultural settings
that are familiar to the unchurched. Groups were equipped to
position unchurched people to encounter Jesus through the
word and begin a journey to discover who Jesus is for themselves. The key was facilitating an authentic encounter with
Jesus through scripture in familiar settings. We used a simple
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These DBS groups are happening in homes, parks, cafés;
wherever people feel comfortable. Typically, DBS groups contain more unchurched people than Christians. This makes for a
comfortable environment for the unchurched, who, after only a
few sessions, feel confident enough to begin to lead the group.
Going into the world of the unchurched opens up the door
to unexpected divine encounters. Once, a group was doing a
DBS in the gardens in front of the Royal Exhibition Building. A
young university student, who was a stranger, approached the
group and asked if she could film them as part of her university assignment. The group agreed and invited her to join in
their DBS. They even shared a simple gospel presentation with
the student, which she recorded for her assignment. These
types of encounters have become more common as we take
the gospel outside the programmed events of the church.
Although we have not yet addressed all the challenges arising from an increasingly more complex environment, we have
learnt that the impact of culture can be reduced by going into
the world of the unchurched. We have learnt that it is vital for
Christian people to have their own encounters with God outside the formal spaces of church. It is through these encounters that their hearts are turned outwards in obedience to the
call of the Great Commission. Armed with simple tools like
DBS and lots of prayer, our groups are embarking on an exciting journey; a journey that will help the unchurched in their
network come to know, love, and follow Jesus Christ. ●

CALLING ALL
WRITERS AND

ARTISTS
essay • short fiction
poetry • photography
art & illustration
Submissions are now open for
YVQ Annual, a special edition of YVQ
dedicated to artistic submissions from
young people aged 13-30.
For more information or to submit, visit
churchesofchrist.org.au/yvqannual
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CONTENT WARNING: This article contains content
that may be confronting to some readers

Disciples On Mission
Writer Gemma Bell
Twenty three years after it happened, I still reflect on myself as
a fourteen year old standing outside a church drop in centre.
My friends trying to convince me: “Come inside—there’s free
food, no one bothers you.” Finally convinced, I entered the
foreign church building and sure enough the large worship
hall was converted into a drop in centre filled with young
people. Bean bags scattered the perimeter and anyone who
did look like a church attendant was making food and handing it out behind a counter. There was no contact to be had
between these Christian people and myself.
That evening I met a handful of guys who could have been
ten years my senior. They took me back to their place and
what occurred there was not life giving and did not reflect
anything of God’s Kingdom.
In the years since, I have wondered what would have happened if I had had relational contact with some of the folk
from that church, if they would have managed to break
through my tough exterior to see the vulnerable lost kid
drowning her life with bad choices. If I may have seen something of the Kingdom of God, perhaps the that night might
have been different.
Today I work with young people on the Mornington Peninsula
through the ministry of Fusion Australia. For almost a decade
my husband and I have lived onsite at an accommodation
service for homeless young people, living alongside those
most of us would prefer to avoid.
I was attracted to Fusion as it helped ordinary Christians
really make a difference on the margins. I was ready to take
risks for Christ; no safety net! Part of our process of mission
is to help people integrate into local worshipping communities; in a nutshell, to find a home among believers, the
Church. Of all the crises I have faced over the decade of my
ministry, attempting to connect kids with no church back30 | The Edition

ground into churches has been the most difficult.
I see that church, with its drop in centre those twenty odd
years ago, desperately trying to be meaningful to a generation they did not know how to connect with, hiding behind
the servery, heads down; as long as we serve them we are
doing our call.
Honestly they were doing more than most. But it was clear
these people were not prepared for the chaos the outside
community brings.
The questions began to raise themselves. My teams are
trained youth outreach practitioners; maybe I need to focus
on mission to support churches?
Despite my appreciation for working with churches—running
a frontline mission we are very grateful for prayer, financial
donations, and volunteer support—there is often a significant gap between life in frontline work with young people
and life within a congregational worship environment.
If I were to put a feeling to the experience, it would be the
church is like being in a bubble, protected from the hard
questions that hit us head-on in the field. Well some of those
questions we live with daily in the field are homosexuality,
drug addiction, unwanted pregnancies, mental health issues,
and a diverse range of religious and spiritual beliefs.
I had begun to expect a hand out from churches and meaningful empathetic prayer, but nothing beyond that.
I was wrong.
It was around five years ago that I met Jim, the minister of
Mornington Church of Christ, a church with a faithful congregation that was in decline. With such a small handful of youth it
would hardly seem appropriate to hire a youth minister.

It was not the first time a church had offered me a job—to
run their program, to be part of their leadership team. I had
always declined… not my calling. But this seemed different.
Mornington church’s suggested role was not to entertain a
Friday night program where some spiritual truths could be
banked into to Christian young people, it was to introduce
the church’s Christian young people to the Gospel through
life on mission, to mentor members into loving folk—even
folk that are at-risk and hard to love—to bring healing to the
broken in our local area for this is where Jesus meets the
neighbourhood, at its darkest fringes.
It has not been a perfect journey, more like an experiment, a
risk. But it has been one that has had a profound impact on
the lives of individuals.
This year a recognisable change has taken place. I asked one
of our young Christians where he has recognised Jesus. He
described our last adventure, the pilgrimage to Uluru, where
he was sharing a tent with another young boy. His tent buddy

was being supported by Fusion’s expert youth work team
after disclosing the serious domestic violence he had been
living with. And as equal mates, as brothers, they prayed
together those nights alone in the tent. They are 16.
“Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I shall fear no evil for thou art with me.” (Psalm 23:4, KJV) I
am reminded that if we want to be with Jesus, we must go to
the valley of death, not to a bubble that has removed itself
from everything unsightly about the world.
To be disciple is to be walking that valley of death. Following.
We are seeking a path that places our youth in mission, with
experiences that lead, challenge, and inspire the entire congregation. Imagining each person engaging in real mateship
with folk in the neighbourhood. People with their chaos,
like myself all those years ago, are having the opportunity to
share life with Christ followers that know serving the community is much more than a polished program. ●

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 The Edition and online are edited for length, style, and tone.
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