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The Uniting Church - Inclusive and Missional 
The NSW-ACT Synod Board of Mission commissioned questions in the 2006 National Church Life Survey, with a randomised representative sample of 1082 participants and an operational survey of 1188 locations.  This paper couples that data together with the wider survey results that included responses from over 46000 UCA attenders in almost 1200 congregations. 
Abstract

There is encouraging news on several aspects of Uniting Church life.  At the same time, the study identifies opportunities that could slip away if they do not receive appropriate recognition and attention in the life of the church.  Despite an older age profile, declining numbers and a large proportion of small congregations committed to maintaining traditional worship styles, a significant proportion of newcomers with no church background still choose the Uniting Church as their spiritual home – comparable to some younger, more contemporary denominations. 

Two opportunities are identified in this paper:

1. Inclusion – this is by far the most valued aspect of the Uniting Church by attenders of all kinds, from newcomers with no church background to long-term attenders.  Yet this aspect of church life receives little attention and resources in the UCA and ranks 9th out of the 9 core qualities of church life! 

2. New worship ventures – this study identifies a large potential engine-room of church leaders and younger attenders who are highly motivated to establish new worship services to connect with new groups of people. With high levels of support from all attenders, including older attenders, why are there not more examples of new initiatives emerging?  Could it be that a small number of attenders are able to consistently stop new initiatives from emerging? A review of decision making processes and removal of structural impediments to new mission initiatives arising in the lives of existing congregations, could be remarkably fruitful.
How can the church respond to these opportunities? Parallel research commissioned by the Board of Mission also found that mission resource staff, in both Presbytery and Synod locations, are highly utilised and sought after by the congregations of the church (Neville, R. 2009).  This means the church already has the infrastructure in place to take advantage of the opportunities identified above if mission resource and education staff are equipped with appropriate resources to respond to the identified opportunity.  
While the Uniting Church continues to face significant challenges relating to numerical decline and aging attenders, there are also signs of hope and new life emerging – but they need to be nurtured.  Training and equipping congregations to more intentionally build on their core strength of inclusion and removing barriers to the establishment of new worship gatherings could be positive strategies for renewing the congregational life of the Uniting Church.
Inclusive and Missional – New Research Findings
One could suggest that a core part of the ethos of being a “Uniting” Church should be that we are inclusive.  The first paragraph of the Basis of Union commits the Uniting Churches to “seek a wider unity in the power of the Holy Spirit” and to “commit their members to acknowledge one another in love and joy as believers in our Lord Jesus Christ, to hear anew the commission of the Risen Lord to make disciples of all nations, and daily to seek to obey his will.”  The Uniting Church may still be learning how to live out the Basis of Union, but it is clear that being a Pilgrim People who are Uniting rather than United involves inclusive attitudes to other Churches, individual Christians and also finding inclusive ways to make new disciples.
The Source of Data

This paper draws on findings from the 2006 National Church Life Survey (NCLS), as well as a special survey of a representative sample of Uniting Church attenders within the broader NCLS and an Operations Survey of each location involved in the NCLS.   The NCLS happens every five years, in 2006 it involved around 400,000 church attenders from over 6000 parishes and congregations and some 22 denominations across the country.  This included 46,000 Uniting Church participants in over 1100 Uniting Church congregations across the country. The 2006 NCLS also included an Operations Survey in each participating congregation recording more objective information. 
The NSW-ACT Synod Board of Mission commissioned several questions as part of a special survey of over 1000 Uniting Church attenders, which provides an opportunity to research their opinions on a number of issues.  Such a population is statistically representative, for example national polls are based on surveys of just 2000 people.  This Uniting Church sample is statistically representative of all Uniting Church attenders with an error margin of less than 5%.  In addition to general questions about lay participation and training answered by all denominations, the Uniting Church commissioned several questions about lay training and consultants, about what  UCA attenders valued about the Uniting Church and about attitudes to starting new worship gatherings, including property sharing.

1. Being Intentional About Inclusion
When asked what three aspects of Church Life they most value about the Uniting Church, attenders of all types, from newcomers with no church background through to long term attenders, overwhelmingly chose “inclusiveness of all types of people” in the Uniting Church within their selection.  
Not only do attenders and newcomers value inclusion, they value it far more than any other aspect of church life, with 67% of attenders selecting inclusion among their top three.   This compares to the next most valued aspects of the church, provision of community services (25%), maintaining traditional worship (22%) - reflecting our older age profile, rural ministry (20%) and new forms of church (19%), multiculturalism (18%), social justice (17%), overseas mission (16%) and different biblical viewpoints (16%) all clustered tightly together. 

What follows is the exact question asked with the results.

Which of the following aspects do you most like about the Uniting Church as a denomination? (Mark up to THREE options)


( Inclusiveness of all types of people



67%


( Commitment to multiculturalism




18%


( Commitment to rural ministry




20%


( Overseas mission partnerships




16%


( Provision of community services (eg preschools, aged care)  
25%


( Social justice emphasis





17%


( Openess to different biblical viewpoints



16%


( Willingness to try new forms of church



19%


( Maintaining traditional forms of worship



22%


( Another aspect not listed above




3%


( None of the above






4%
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1.1 Inclusion is most valued, but least resourced?

This very encouraging result about the overwhelming majority who value inclusivity raises a discordant note when compared with the Denominational Church Life Profile of the Uniting Church that was generated from the wider 2006 NCLS data.  Here, we find that the summary score for Inclusion ranks last out of nine core qualities of church life.   This is counter-intuitive.  The most valued aspect of Uniting Church life appears to be the weakest of nine core qualities of church life!  
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There are a couple of comments to make, but the first thing to say is that this is not bad news, but represents a fantastic opportunity.  In brief, we are inclusive by our very nature and ethos, which is great.  Inclusion is what people value most about us, by a huge margin.  But we do not do it intentionally – it’s just part of who we are.  The low ranking in our NCLS “circle of strengths” indicates that our attenders are under-involved in intentionally inclusive action.  Up until now, we have not resourced this aspect of church life.  We have not trained people in congregations to do it better.  It has not been a high priority for the Uniting Church, because even though we all instinctively know it’s important, it just happens by itself.  Also, up until this point we may have had some anecdotal evidence from time to time, but this research is the first hard evidence that draws our attention to this aspect of church life.

It needs to be noted that the term used in the Board of Mission commissioned research means “inclusiveness of all types of people”.  It is about welcoming, valuing and including diversity within congregational life.  The NCLS Core Quality of ‘inclusion’ is more focused on the specific aspects of welcoming newcomers and following up driftouts within congregational life.  So technically we are discussing two slightly different, but closely related aspects of church life. 
Inclusion is an unrecognised and unharnessed strength of the Uniting Church that could dramatically change the future of the Church if we made a serious effort to build on this opportunity.  We currently invest a huge amount of effort and resources in those other aspects of church life that are valued by just 16 to 25 percent of attenders - Community Services, Rural Ministry, Maintaining Traditional Worship and so on.  No one is suggesting that we should cut back in these areas, but what might happen if we started taking “inclusion” as seriously as we take these other aspects of church life?  What if we were more intentional about investing time and resources into being more inclusive?  If we paid more attention to this aspect of church life, the results could be remarkable.
1.2 Newcomers Value Inclusion

It is not uncommon to hear leaders express the view that “the Uniting Church would be the church most Australians would choose if they decided to join a church, because of our inclusive ethos”.  The fact that 70% of newcomers to church life value inclusion – and are also slightly more likely to value multiculturalism, social justice and different views of the Bible – provides some evidence to support this view.  Newcomers are people that have either no church background or are returning after a long absence, so they are effectively a sample of the wider community.  Of course, asking this question within a wider community survey would be the only way to establish how widely this view is held in the wider Australian community.
We have not harnessed this unrecognised strength in any intentional way. In the wider 2006 NCLS, just 23% of church attenders were currently involved in some sort of formalised welcoming system within the congregation.  Another 10% try to welcome people, but without any formal system and 67% are not involved in welcoming people at all.   
This is not necessarily a bad result, even though it may lag somewhat behind the results of many other denominations.  However, anecdotal evidence would suggest that many of the formalised welcoming systems used by our congregations are fairly old fashioned and sometimes counter-productive or ineffective. Once a newcomer has made it safely past the greeters and into the church, the services themselves are too often filled with assumed knowledge, music that is chosen primarily for the comfort of the long term attenders – or because the words complement the sermon topic, even if the music is unsingable!  Then the after church hospitality is too often hampered by cheap coffee, stale biscuits and friendly but introverted congregational members who are too busy catching up on church business to welcome the newcomers that may have arrived. 
When we turn our attention to the other end of the “inclusion process” – the following up of those who ‘drift out’ of church life - only 7% of us are certain we would follow up someone who was drifting out of the church.  While 48% of us did say we’re likely or very likely to follow up a ‘driftout’, we need to recognise this as a significant weakness in the missional life of otherwise inclusive Uniting Church congregations.  
The good news is that despite our inadequate efforts, a significant number of new attenders still choose the Uniting Church as their spiritual home.  It now appears this is largely because they are attracted to the inclusive ethos of the Uniting Church.   In the 2006 NCLS, 15% of attenders were either newcomers (7%) or had switched from another denomination (8%).  Remember that a large proportion of Uniting Church congregations are small, elderly and very traditional.  Despite this, the percentage of newcomers is similar to some denominations that have younger age profiles, a much greater emphasis on contemporary worship and larger congregations. 
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1.2 A glaring gap…
If we turn our focus to welcoming and integrating newcomers, the Uniting Church in 2006 is significantly more focused on welcoming newcomers than it was in 2001.  Our denomination is just slightly below the average for other Protestant denominations in most indicators - apart from one glaring gap.  The congregations of other Protestant denominations are far more likely to provide groups or programs for new Christians or new members (22% as opposed to just 4% for the Uniting Church).   
Investing more time, energy and resources in this area – perhaps through programs such as Peter Corney’s 1992 Welcoming Church program, or the more recent U Turn Project that is running in NSW-ACT and Qld Synods – could well deliver significant growth and new life to the Church.
Figure 3. Percentage of local Uniting Churches with planned procedures to help integrate new people.


Source: NCLS Denominational Fact Sheet 4: Newcomers, 2006 NCLS.

2. An Engine Room for New Worship Gatherings:

Challenging Our Negative Self-Perceptions 

Welcoming newcomers to existing worship services is an important aspect of building a more missional Uniting Church.  Worship gatherings are perhaps the primary place where individual new and long term attenders alike encounter God, discern God’s call to mission for themselves and are equipped and encouraged to live it out.  It is also the most obvious expression of the gathered Body of Christ and a vital missional gathering in its own right.  In our diverse contemporary mission context the Church really needs to be intentionally establishing new worship gatherings to effectively connect with new groups of people and equip them to participate in God’s mission.  This will involve starting new worship gatherings within existing congregations as well as starting new congregations ‘from scratch’.
The Uniting Church is not well known for either starting new congregations or starting new worship gatherings within existing churches.  With 61% of the Uniting Church over the age of 60, the perception may well be that we are a conservative, traditional denomination with little support for new mission initiatives.  Anecdotal evidence would suggest that many young people have left the church because they are discouraged and are unable to make a positive contribution or creative changes within their congregation.

The research commissioned by the NSW-ACT Board of Mission within the 2006 National Church Life Survey challenges some of these perceptions in surprising and hope giving ways.  The Board of Mission commissioned several questions on attitudes to starting new worship gatherings within existing congregations and also to sharing property with new autonomous congregations.  This data builds on the NCLS 2006 Operations Survey that catalogues a range of events in congregational life, including starting new worship gatherings or involvement in church planting.  
	In the last five years has any of the following happened to this congregation? (Mark ANY that apply)  Options included:                                             UCA          All Churches

	Reorganised or started new church services or groups to cater for distinct age, ethnic, socio-economic or interest groups
	13%
	16%

	Reorganised or started special church services for the  unchurched (eg ‘seeker services’, café church)
	8%
	11%

	Been involved in church planting/starting a new congregation elsewhere
	2%
	9%


Source: 2006 NCLS Operations Survey.

The NCLS 2006 Operations Survey of more than 1100 congregations confirms the perception that Uniting Church congregations start fewer new worship gatherings (or other groups) than the average amongst other Christian churches.  This should be both surprising and disappointing given our high levels of migrant ethnic activity in the Uniting Church.  However, while there are still a reasonable number of new worship gatherings emerging in the life of the Uniting Church, we probably do not perceive ourselves as being a fertile ground for the establishment of new worship gatherings, so we are probably unsurprised.  

Fortunately, there are some significant surprises in the data for those who see the  Uniting church as conservative, traditional and closed to the possibility of new initiatives.
2.1 Would you be in favour of something new?
When asked “would you be in favour of your church starting a new worship gathering of a different style in order to connect with a new people group?”  
Only 3% of respondents were definitely against the idea, with a further 10% tending to view the idea unfavourably.  However, 25% were definitely in favour and another 37% tended to view the idea favourably.  So a majority – 62% - were in favour and only 13% were opposed, with a further 24% who were unsure.
There were statistically significant differences between the attitudes of different age or generational groups.  While only 56% of ‘Builders’ (over 65 year olds) are in favour of starting new worship gatherings, 70% of baby boomers (45-64) and 77% of ‘generation X’ (30-44) are in favour.  Another 64% of generation Y (15-29) are in favour and none are opposed (this is a typical pattern for a generation that is still forming their worldview and expectations of church).  
It must be remembered that in 2006, 61% of Uniting Church attenders were over 60 years of age, so the attitudes of older people have a lot of influence.  While it is true that support for new worship gatherings is weakest amongst the over 65s, there are still 56% who are still either definitely supportive or tend to be supportive. This compares to just 4% of the over 65s who are definitely opposed and just 13% who say they tend to be negatively disposed.  
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There are also statistically significant differences between other groups.  For example, the more educated attenders are, the more likely they are to definitely favour or tend to favour starting a new worship gathering.  The more frequently they attend worship, the more likely they are to be in favour.  Those who are in leadership or ministry roles and those who are in small groups are also more likely to be in favour of new worship gatherings than those who are not.
So the question becomes:

· with such fertile ground for starting new worship gatherings and 
· so much leadership potential and goodwill on tap to make it happen
· and so little opposition even from the older attenders…
Why doesn’t the Uniting Church start more new worship gatherings?
2.2 Why not more new worship gatherings?
The high levels of support for new worship gatherings are surprising (and encouraging).  But this is not reflected in the actual number of new worship gatherings being started in the life of the church.  More research is required to confirm what factors may be involved in holding back this important activity for the future of the church.
One possibility is that perhaps the small percentage of negative voices are the ‘gatekeepers’ that get blamed for stopping so much in the Uniting Church?  Perhaps there really is a small but vocal minority in most congregations that work to prevent anything new from happening?  If this is the case, is there potential for our consensus decision-making processes to be used in a way that prevents people from following their sense of call?  
A second theory is that our culture of consensus and concern for inclusion – which we have seen is highly valued by our attenders and attractive to newcomers – can result in a small group of negative voices blocking a new initiative from emerging.  In fact, this could be quite unintentional in many cases.  Could our overwhelming concern for inclusion - which may be our greatest potential strength – also be our ‘Achilles heel’?  Could it mean that the vast majority are not willing to proceed if even a small group hold reservations?  There is certainly anecdotal evidence to support this theory.  
A third possibility is that in our polity, Presbytery’s may tend to empower the ‘nay-sayers’ in a process, even if they are a tiny minority.  This may come from a well intentioned concern to avoid conflict and potential ‘church splits’.   Or perhaps there is simply a common assumption that for anything new to happen, everybody must agree – which enforces the status quo even if the vast majority desire change. 
Perhaps all these patterns and more are at work.  However it happens, a small group of negative voices appear to be stopping a much larger group from either starting new worship gatherings or from allowing them to be started.  
The questions this raises for us are, do we want to do something about this issue and if so what?  Are we open to reviewing how consensus decision making functions at congregational level?  Might Presbyteries review the way these case-by-case congregational decisions tend to function and work together to develop transparent processes that assist people to move forward in mission?  
Are UCA voting procedures the best to lead the Church forward in a time of change? Do changes need to be made so that the majority of attenders and leaders who want to be inclusive and welcoming to newcomers are able to offer this hospitality to new worshipping groups and people from a variety of backgrounds?  What would happen if we voted on whether or not people wanted to stay with the status quo before considering whether or not to support a new proposal?
More work may need to be done on this topic, but it is clear that more awareness of the congregational landscape, coupled with a review of processes and structures and the introduction of adequate appeals processes, could make an important contribution to the missional stance of the Uniting Church.  It may be too much to hope that we could give birth to a golden age of new worship gatherings within our church, but it is clear that the membership of the church are predisposed to support new ventures if the leaders and resources are made available.  The harvest is ready…
The next question sheds more light on the internal congregational dynamics at work in this process.

2.2 Would you be willing to change your service?

Would you be prepared for changes to be made to your own worship service in order for this to occur? (e.g. changing the service time)


( Yes, definitely

34%

( Yes, probably

43%

( Probably not

11%

( Definitely not

2%

( Don't know


9%
It is one thing to be positively disposed to a new worship service starting.  It is quite another to be willing to change your own service to allow the new service to emerge.  So it is very encouraging to find that when asked whether they would be willing to change their own service in order for a new worship gathering to occur, the Uniting Church is again overwhelmingly supportive with 77% saying yes definitely or probably, only 2% being definitely opposed and just 11% probably opposed.
The three younger generations are all more likely to be definitely in favour of making changes, with 52% of Generation X being definitely in favour and just 26% of the older Builder Generation, for example.  However, while all three of the younger generations have more than 80% who are either definitely or probably in favour of changing their own worship service, there are still 71% of the Builder generation who are definitely or probably in favour.  So again, there is a broad, supportive consensus. 
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Builders (over 65s) are far more likely to be definitely opposed (3%) or probably opposed (16%) than the younger generations, but this is still a small minority.  However, in a church committed to consensus and inclusion, even a small group may be enough to act as a brake on the process of making changes to assist in establishing new worship gatherings.
2.3 Which groups should we seek to connect with?

If your church did start a new worship gathering, which of the following people groups do you believe your church should seek to connect with? (Mark ANY that apply)

( Teenagers 


38%
( Young adults 

45%
( Families


56%
( Migrant ethnic groups
17%
( Lower socio-economic groups 14%
( Cultural groups such as artists,    people in the media

   6%


( A group not mentioned above   5%

( No particular group
20%
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All age groups are likely to favour starting a new worship gathering for families.  This almost certainly reflects the age profile of most Uniting Church congregations.  With 61% of attenders over 60 years of age, most congregations are not well suited to the needs of families with children, teenagers or young adults.  The willingness to allow new worship gatherings to start for these groups is very encouraging.  

Generation Y are far more likely than other groups to want a new worship service for young adults (61%).  [They are also slightly more likely to favour starting a new worship gathering for teenagers than other age groups (49%)].  

More educated groups (both trade certificate or better and degree or better) are much more likely to be in favour of starting a new worship gathering for a migrant ethnic group or a lower socio-economic group.  Groups with no post-school qualifications are much less likely to favour such a venture.
One other result worthy of attention is that one in three newcomers (33%) favour starting a new worship gathering for ‘no particular group’.  This may suggest that despite being attracted to the inclusiveness of the Uniting Church, there is a degree of dissatisfaction with the life of their particular congregation.   

2.4 Sharing property with a new but separate congregation?

We have established that Uniting Church attenders are far more supportive of new worship gatherings than previously imagined, even to the point of being willing to make changes to their own worship service.  However, perhaps they may favour starting a new worship gathering for their own group, or even for a people group they are concerned for.  But what about allowing an autonomous new group to start sharing their property?  Or sharing their property with a migrant ethnic group who are quite different to them? Surely these situations will bring out resistance?  

Would you be in favour of your church sharing its property with a new but separate congregation or faith community (eg a migrant ethnic congregation, a congregation of young families)?

( Definitely favour    
32%

( Tend to favour

39%

( Tend not to favour

12%

( Definitely not favour
3%

( Don't know


14%

Again, Uniting Church attenders fail to live down to our low expectations.  When asked whether they would support sharing their property with an autonomous new congregation, it is encouraging to see again that a large majority of Uniting Church attenders are definitely in favour (32%) or tend to be in favour (39%) for a total of 71%.  This shows an encouraging missional orientation across the church.  Again, only a tiny minority of 3% are definitely opposed with another 12% tending to be not in favour.  

There are statistically significant differences between different age or generational groups, between those with different levels of education, between frequent and less frequent attenders and those with a role in the congregation or who participate in small groups and others.  Broadly speaking, the higher the education level and the more involved they are in the congregation, the more likely attenders are to be in favour of sharing property.

[image: image7.emf]32%

39%

12%

3%

14%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Definitely

favour

Tend to favour Tend not to

favour

Definitely not

favour

Don't know

Favour sharing property with new separate congregation


Age and generational differences are less straightforward, with surprisingly high levels of the Builder Generation tending (39%) or definitely (31%) in favour (total = 70%) which is actually higher than Generation X (68%).  This particular statistic challenges the prejudice that the older Generation are always more negative and conservative than younger generations.  In fact, Generation Y are the least supportive with 3% definitely opposed and 14% tending toward opposition.  Again it is only a tiny minority that are definitely opposed to sharing property, with a relatively small group tending toward opposition.  However, as previously suggested, whether because of our consensus minded, inclusive culture or for some other reason it appears to only take a very small group to ensure such an initiative rarely progresses.

3. Conclusions
It is time for the Uniting Church to recognise that it’s commitment to “Inclusiveness of all types of people” is both a core strength and a highly attractive quality to many in the wider community.   Yet it is the aspect of church life that we typically pay least attention to and allocate the least resources in terms of volunteer time, training and other resources.  Uniting Church congregations are also far less likely than congregations of other denominations to have an intentional program or group for new Christians or newcomers.  A major effort to make inclusiveness a priority in congregational life could be extremely effective.

The Uniting Church also urgently needs new worship gatherings designed to connect with families, young adults, children, migrant ethnic and other groups that the church connects with.  There is a high level of support for these sort of initiatives in congregations and very little opposition.  The evidence suggests that even small amounts of opposition can hold back a disproportionate number of new initiatives.  It would be unfortunate if our otherwise admirable consensus processes, commitment to inclusiveness or Presbytery commitment to conflict resolution had the unintended effect of reducing the church’s capacity to establish new worship gatherings.  More research, perhaps involving case studies, could be helpful in understanding these dynamics more fully.  In the interim, being aware of the high levels of support across the church in all generations may assist congregations, mission consultants and Presbyteries as they seek to encourage new life and growth within the church.  
It is also clear that the vast majority of Uniting Church attenders are willing to consider changing their own worship service to accommodate a new worship venture.  It is also clear that Uniting Church attenders are very open to considering sharing their property with independent new worship gatherings, whether of a different age or cultural group.  These encouraging results could provide support for those within the Uniting Church that hope to see congregations enabled to seek more equitable, creative and missional approaches to their life and witness.

For more information or enquiries relating to the issues raised in this paper or the underlying research, please contact the NSW-ACT Synod Board of Mission:
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Source: Uniting Church Commissioned Attender Questions, NCLS 2006


Note: As attenders could select up to three responses, results will not add to 100%.





Source: NCLS 2006 Uniting Church National Church Life Profile.
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Figure 2. Newcomers in the Uniting church 1991-2006
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