
Changing the Conversation: A reading guide 

Changing the Conversation: A Third Way for Congregations (Anthony Robinson) 

Welcome to a reading adventure.  Over the next 10 weeks, we’re going to read together the 
book Changing the Conversation – a third way for congregations by Anthony B 
Robinson 

Each week you’ll find here a short reflection and reading guide to help you on your 
way. Sometimes these reflections will unpack specific contextual issues for Australia, 
sometimes they’ll expand a little on the ideas in Changing the Conversation. They’ll 
also include some discussion starters for you to use in chatting about the book with 
your friends and fellow-readers. 

Let me encourage you as you read, to do so with an open mind. As you encounter 
Robinson’s 10 conversations, as you engage with these reflections, as you share 
together this reading journey – seek first to be open and inquisitive, rather than 
defensive.  Challenge yourself to say “what if?” rather than “that won’t work”. 

Enough of that, on with something to get you started as you read the Introduction in 
Changing the Conversation. 

A Third Way? 

One of the keys to getting to grips with Robinson’s view is understanding his focus 
on finding a ‘third way’.  For Robinson, that means seeing the world today as one in 
which there is a constant temptation to see things in black and white, for arguments 
to be polarised into two simple and diametrically opposed perspectives.  We can see 
some of this tendency in political debate in Australia today, over issues such as 
asylum seekers, approaches to reduce carbon emissions and so on for just about 
any topical political issue we care to name. 

Polarisation breeds conflict… 

And as Robinson points out, we’re not immune to that in the church either.  We use 
labels like progressive, traditional, liberal and fundamental and so on. Each label 
implies difference, and can often be used as a form of weapon against another. 

Robinson’s third way is an attempt to find new ground that doesn’t depend upon 
adopting one or the other of two polar opposites – but instead looks for the value in 
a range of perspectives.  It’s an approach that is best described as the difference 
between an either/or approach, and a both/and approach.  Can a traditional, 
institutional church also be missional?  Can liturgical worship also be 
contemporary?  Can an evangelical church emphasize the importance of community 
service?  Can we abandon those traditional distinctions? 

The third way suggests that the answer to all of these questions is “yes, why not?” 



One question we might ask is whether a third way, or both/and approach is 
practical, or whether we end up doing neither well in the hopes of doing both?  Does 
that idea of the “third way” as compromise or conciliatory approach sell the whole 
concept short, leaving us trying to tread the middle ground between two 
extremes?  What would it look like to abandon any interest in thinking about the 
idea of polar extremes at all? 

Bounded Sets, or Centred Sets? 

In his opening remarks, Robinson also introduces the concept of bounded, open and 
centred sets, drawing on set theory to describe some different approaches to church 
(and particularly to church membership or participation). The idea can be further 
extended to define “Christian” as well. 

 

It’s a helpful idea, but definitely one case where a picture is worth a thousand 
words.  In this case, it might be worth hearing from Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch in 
their book The Shaping of Things to Come with an image that feels very 
Australian.  Frost and Hirsch wrote regarding what they describe as the missional-
incarnational church, comparing it with a more traditional model of church they label 
as attractional.  On the topic of bounded sets vs. centred sets, they offer this image: 

A useful illustration is to think of the difference between wells and fences. In some 
farming communities, the farmers might build fences around their properties to keep 
their livestock in and the livestock of neighbouring farms out. This is a bounded set. 
But in rural communities where farms or ranches cover an enormous geographic 
area, fencing the property is out of the question. In our home of Australia, ranches 
(called stations) are so vast that fences are superfluous. Under these conditions a 
farmer has to sink a bore and create a well, a precious water supply in the Outback. 
It is assumed that livestock, though they will stray, will never roam too far from the 
well, lest they die. This is a centred set. As long as there is a supply of clean water, 
the livestock will remain close by. (p47) 

http://books.google.com/books?id=-vs4AAAACAAJ&dq=isbn:1565636597


In our metaphor of the wells and fences, the notion of building fences to keep the 
livestock in fits with the normative idea of organising churches. The traditional 
church makes it quite difficult for people to negotiate its maze of cultural, 
theological, and social barriers in order to get “in”. In fact, “getting in” for some 
people takes a great deal of commitment and effort. And by the time newcomers 
have scaled the fences built around the church, they are so socialized as church 
goers that they are not likely to be able to maintain their connection with the social 
groupings they came from. They are fundamentally changed by the experience of 
wanting to be on the inside of the church. They become insiders and now have a 
clear notion of who the “outsider” is and why. 

We propose that a far better and more biblical way is to organise like the Outback 
ranch. Sink wells. If you sustain your connection with the water source and ensure 
others can get to it, you will find a whole host of people relating to Jesus from 
different walks of life. We allow people to come to Jesus from any distance and from 
any direction. Our aim in mission is to fully present Jesus and to facilitate that vital 
connection. This is the essence of our Priestly function – it is evangelistic (Rom 
15:15-16). The person of Jesus stands at the epicentre of what we do. (p 208, The 
Shaping of Things to Come, Frost M, & Hirsh A). 

Thinking about your world….. 

1. How do you sit with the idea of the “third way”?   Where can you identify 
your church or faith community as being at one end of a spectrum? 

2. Can you identify one or two ways in which your church or faith community 
acts as a bounded set?  Could it be helpful to re-interpret the life of the 
community from a centred set (soft at the edges) perspective? 

3. What are the questions that Robinson’s introduction raises for you? What do 
you want to know more about? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conversation 1 – It’s not about you. 

We’re reading together the book Changing the Conversation – a third way for 
congregations by Anthony B Robinson. 

The end of an era? 

This first chapter of Changing the Conversation is big. It’s filled with big ideas that 
can take quite some getting our head around.  It’s worth reading a couple of times 
and taking whatever time (and having whatever conversation) is necessary to be 
sure that we get to grips with Robinson’s presentation. 

Why? Because this is the foundation upon which the rest of the book rests. 

If we don’t accept that the world in which we live and practice faith has changed (is 
changing), then the rest of the book makes no sense.  We don’t have to accept that 
Robinson has it 100% correct, but we do need to see that the whole notion behind 
the book depends on the proposition that everything is different… 

The two biggest ideas in this chapter are the end of Christendom (not “Christianity” 
as Robinson is at pains to point out) and the shift from the era and world-view of 
modernity into the uncertainty of post-modernity. 

The Passing of Christendom in Australia 

The experience of the church here in Australia, and consequently the passing of 
Christendom is in some ways similar to that of the US context in which Robinson 
writes, and in other ways quite different. 

I’d suggest that the arrival of European culture on Australian shores brought with it 
a particular perspective on church and mission.  I wonder if the “conquest” model of 
mission described by Robinson (p20) was how the missional imperative of early 
arrivals here was experienced by the first people of Australia. 

I can’t help thinking that the relatively recent preparedness of the Uniting Church to 
engage in discussion about what those missional perspectives said and did to 
indigenous Australians is encouraging, even if it is still difficult.  And I wonder if it is, 
in part, the shift in world view that accompanies the passing of Christendom that 
now enables us to acknowledge God’s presence among the first people of Australia 
prior to European arrival. 

If the missional question that we hold before us is “what is God up to here and how 
can we join in?” (rather than asking “how can we take God to new places, or add 
new places to God’s kingdom?”) then that changes everything.  Suddenly the first 
missionary western Christians arriving in Australia start asking “what is God up to 
here and how can we join in?” 



That’s a whole different perspective. It’s the perspective that says we might find God 
in unexpected places. 

In some ways, Australia, as opposed the USA, has never been a formally 
“Christendom” nation, in the sense that there has been some separation of church 
and state built into the fabric of our society. 

But in other ways, we’ve been very much a Christendom kind of place, and that’s in 
the process of breaking down. 

Christian churches have had (and in some ways continue to have) a privileged place 
in our society. There are prayers built into acts of government. There are chaplains 
in our defence forces (and our schools, and a host of other places).  The 
Christian/Church voice has been loud, and listened to.  And the time is not so distant 
when even those who did not actively participate in churches acknowledged their 
“religion” (or denomination). Indeed, it will be interesting to see the results of the 
recent Census on this topic. 

All of that is changing.  We are in an in-between time, a space between Christendom 
and whatever comes after. 

For some, that transition is painful. We long for the days when Church was central; 
when Sundays were sacrosanct (no sports, no shopping, and minimal work); when 
the church was at the centre of community life. 

For others the change is liberating. 

Thinking about your world….. 

1. How does this naming of the passing of Christendom feel for you?  Can you 
see the signs of it in your own city? 

2. How does the question “what is God up to here and how do we join in?” fit 
with your understanding of mission?  How would you start to answer that 
question in your own local community? 

3. How does it feel for someone to say of the challenges facing the church: “It’s 
not your fault”? 

  

Christianity and Culture 

It seems to me that one of the biggest challenges posed to us by this chapter, is to 
think about how we understand Christianity in the context of its “host” culture. 

That is to figure out how much of how we live out our faith is shaped by the culture 
in which we live.  By global standards we are a western, affluent, safe society.  How 
much does that shape what we perceive as Christianity? 



As western culture passes from the period of modernity into a still emerging shape 
(that some including Robinson label “post-modernity”) and as the ways in which we 
understand, relate, organise, communicate and believe shift subtly, so too will the 
practice of Christianity in relation to the wider culture change. 

The discomfort of the present day seems to me at least to be related to the fact that 
we are living right in the middle of this time of transition, and as we try to hold fast 
to what we have known. 

Thinking about your world….. 

1. How do you respond to Phyllis Tickle’s idea of spirituality, morality and 
corporeality (p33)? What would a reclaiming or return to spirituality look like 
in your faith community? Would you welcome it? 

2. What are the signs you most easily identify that tell you the wider culture is 
changing around us?  What do you see changing in your community? Your 
state? Your country?  What are the signs of post-modernity? 

3. As the first Christians asked Peter at Pentecost…. “What, then, shall we do?” 

As something interesting to finish with, Kiwi missional theologian Steve Taylor a few 
years ago pondered on the different key performance indicators that a church might 
use to measure its success, and how those might change in the shift from modernity 
to post-modernity.  Here’s what he wrote: 

In modernity, I would suggest the KPI’s of the church were: 

 church attendance 
 offerings 
 members 

In postmodernity and with a more renewed theological vision, what might the KPI’s 
be? I am proposing: 

 influence in wider community, leading to transformation 
 generosity in time, talents and money 
 holistic growth. 

Read more including comments at: http://www.emergentkiwi.org.nz/archive/key-performance-indicators-in-postmodernity/ 
Under Creative Commons License: Attribution Non-Commercial 
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0


Conversation 2 – And yet…It Is about you. 

We didn’t get away with it! 

If Robinson’s first chapter (It’s not about you!) gave us the impression that the 
challenges facing the church are not our fault, and there’s nothing we can do….then 
we’re half right. 

In this conversation, Robinson says, effectively, “it’s not your fault, but you can 
choose how you respond”.  In brief, he works through the following outline when it 
comes to thinking about our response: 

 Understand the real situation including wondering what God is up to 
 Watch out for circular and “stuck” conversations that take us nowhere 
 Ways of thinking about change – adaptive vs. technical change 
 Grieving what was (or might have been) 
 Building a sense of urgency about our response 

Many years ago I heard a story about a Jewish rabbi imprisoned around the time of 
the Second World War. Maybe it’s apocryphal and maybe not. 

According to the story, the Rabbi spends lots of time thinking, and decides that upon 
his release he will change the world.  In time he realises the impossibility of this 
task, so determines to start with his own country.  When that proves impossible, he 
instead focuses on bringing change to his town.  Struggling even in that task he 
attempts to change his street, only to find even that task too difficult.  After also 
failing in his effort to change just his family, the Rabbi finally realises that he has the 
power only to change himself. And so he does (though not easily). 

It may not be a true story, but it’s definitely a truth story, and one that I think 
applies as we think about how to respond to a world in the midst of such wholesale 
shift as the passing of Christendom and the movement into a post-modern world 
view. 

All we can do is respond personally, manage ourselves.  And, in a sense, leave the 
rest up to God.   This brings us to Robinson’s point: 

We seldom have complete control over what life brings, but it is up to us how we 
respond to it. (Robinson, p39) 

Robinson advocates giving up on our battle against the change in our world, and 
instead focussing our efforts on understanding the changing nature of our society, 
community and church; understanding “what God is up to in our time” (to which I 
would add “and place”) and then responding with urgency, and creativity. 

 

 



Stuckness 

The image of stuck conversations is a helpful one.  When we get stuck in the same 
conversations, over and over, life and creativity are drained from our community. 

Of the four conversations Robinson points toward, which are familiar to you? Which 
have you noticed happening in your own local congregation or faith community? 

 The Blame Game: congregations blaming leaders, leaders blaming 
congregations, everybody blaming the Presbytery (!) 

 We’re not like them: defining ourselves by who we are not, by pointing at 
others and saying “we’re not them, we’re different”.  Do you recognise this 
stuck conversation in the current political debate in Australia? 

 The Magic Bullet: we’re good at this one, searching for the one answer to all 
our problems. Maybe it’s a new building, or a new minister, or even a reading 
program like this one.  What’s the magic bullet for your congregation? 

 If only we could get X new people: They’d fill our pews (and our rosters) and 
all will be well.  Have you heard those kinds of conversations around your 
place? 

What other “stuck” conversations can you identify in your own context? 

 

Adaptive vs. Technical Change 

The change theory Robinson introduces here differentiates between technical and 
adaptive change.  It’s worth spending a little time with this idea, and looking for the 
kinds of challenge that demand either approach (or a mixture of both as Robinson 
points out). 

In simple terms, a technical change relates to a situation with a known “problem” 
and an identifiable outcome.  Make a plan, execute it, and the problem is solved. 
Building a new shed (or church). Introducing a new song. Electing new elders. 

An adaptive change relates to a situation in which the “problem” is unclear, and the 
solution uncertain.  Usually it’s a culture change, or behavioural change that’s 
required. Merging two congregations for instance or responding to the kinds of 
significant social change Robinson outlines in Chapter 1. 

Along with understanding the kind of change required in different situations, we 
might also start to think about the kinds of skills necessary in either situation. 

And we might remember that in the real world it’s rarely black and white.  That 
almost always there will be a mixture of adaptive and technical change needed. 

 



Thinking about your world….. 

 Can you identify an example of technical change that your congregation has 
made? Is currently facing? 

 Can you identify an example of adaptive change that you congregation has 
made? Is currently facing? 

 What about a situation or challenge that requires a mixture? 

 What kinds of skills or approach are needed in those situations? 

 

Grief…. 

It seems to me that Robinson hits the nail on the head when he talks about the 
need to grapple with grief.  Sometimes it’s grief over what we had but have 
lost.  Sometimes it’s grief over the loss of an idea, of what might have become.  The 
cost of giving up on a long-hoped-for idea is grief. 

 

Thinking about your world….. 

 What are the stories in the life of your congregation that might contain some 
unresolved grief? 

 What about your own journey with your faith community…are there lost 
hopes or unfulfilled dreams? 

 

Developing a sense of urgency 

Robinson provides some great insights into developing a sense of urgency. And 
some questions on p59 to help unpack them. 

The only thing I’d like to add is that before a new way of living, and behaving, often 
comes a new way of speaking.  It’s true that our words can create a tone, an 
atmosphere; we can speak a new reality into being. 

How are you speaking about the future of your church? 

Happy reading! 

 

 

 



Conversation 3: A New Heart. 

  

What is a new heart? 

In some ways this week’s chapter is the first time in the book that the rubber really 
hits the road.  After the big picture exploration of a changing world, and the 
challenge for us to be a people of response, here Robinson really starts to unpack 
the ways in which he sees that response taking shape. 

The idea of needing a new heart is a confronting one. My first response as I read is 
“what’s wrong with the heart I/we already have? Is Robinson asking me/us to 
abandon what we know and experience of our faith?  And how would he know how 
our faith and spiritual life is shaped anyway?” 

It’s true of course, that Robinson writes generally, and not specifically to our 
situation. And it’s true that the very idea of a “civic faith” is confronting – because it 
asks us to take a good, long, hard look at the practices, approach and attitude we 
bring to our faith and faith community. 

The challenge then, is to put aside offence and allow the Spirit of God to lead me 
into reflection on just where my heart lies. 

Thinking about your world 

 How do you react to the idea of a civic faith? Can you see it in the life of your 
own congregation? 

 What’s your first response to the notion of needing a new heart? Can you 
hear what Robinson is getting at? 

 What are the spiritual practices you can identify as being active within your 
own congregation’s life? 

Living God and the God Message 

In identifying the need to encounter the living God and the “God message” Robinson 
points to two particular issues that I think are unquestionably challenging for us 
today. 

The first is the idea of a faith and faith community that changes and transforms 
lives.  It’s a challenge that addresses us both as faith community, and as 
individuals.  Do I participate in the life of my faith community expecting, wanting, 
and hoping to be changed and transformed? Do I see within it the capacity to bring 
new life, new hope to those who encounter it? 



And how does my own faith practice support this? How willing (genuinely) am I to 
encounter God in a way that will continue to change and transform me?  Maybe that 
says more about me than you, but it’s a good question that Robinson asks. 

What does it mean to encounter a living God that changes and transforms? 

The second issue Robinson points to, not for the first time in the book, is the 
increasing tendency in our society, and in our church, to expect or force a duality, an 
either/or response to every question and issue.  How easy it is to see life, and faith 
in terms of extremes. We are either liberal or conservative, left or right, and so on. 

We see this tendency in our politics, our media, clearly within the Uniting Church as 
a whole and often even within a single local church, or between individual responses 
to questions of theology or practice 

How hard is the alternative – to take a both/and approach? To see that life in all its 
facets is filled with shades of grey? To look past the tendency to division? 

I am reminded of the title of Brian McLaren’s book: “A Generous Orthodoxy: Why I 
am a missional, evangelical, post/protestant, liberal/conservative, mystical/poetic, 
biblical, charismatic/contemplative, fundamentalist/Calvinist, Anabaptist/Anglican, 
Methodist, catholic, green, incarnational, depressed-yet-hopeful, emergent, 
unfinished Christian.” 

And I’m reminded of the idea that the role of leadership in faith community is to 
comfort the unsettled, and upset the comfortable. 

 

Thinking about your world? 

 What do you make of the idea of encountering the living God? How might 
that challenge the practices of your faith community? 

 Are you unsettled or comfortable?  How do you respond to the idea that “now 
no one is safe, God can get at us?” 

 

Scripture 

If we are exposed to the idea of either/or dualisms in the earlier section, our 
approach to Scripture perhaps sees that at its most clear. 

Is scripture dictated by God, or written by humans?  Is it inerrant or filled with 
flaws?  Does it speak clearly or reveal truth with riddles and subterfuge?  Is it a 
living document or a static history? Is it a means by which God speaks today, or the 
history of an ancient people and their struggle to understand their world? 



What if we didn’t have to choose?  What if the answer to each of those questions 
(and plenty more) when it comes to scripture is simply: “Yes” 

 

Thinking about your world 

 How does scripture function in your faith community? 

 What might change if we allowed the Word of God to be “the dynamic 
interaction of the Holy Spirit and the words of the biblical text in the vessel of 
the believing community.”? 

 

Evangelism begins at home 

I don’t know about you, but the word evangelism always frightens me. 

My mind is filled with images of street-corner preachers, stories of people “sharing 
the gospel” with total strangers at bus stops and on park benches, of door knocking 
neighbourhoods. 

If that’s evangelism, count me out.  I’m terrified by it. 

So when Robinson starts to paint a different picture of evangelism, and a different 
target, I start to breathe a sigh of relief. 

Until I think more deeply about what it is that he is actually proposing. 

If evangelism, sometimes about outsiders, is just as much about insiders being 
touched and transformed by the power of God, then it takes us right back to 
Robinson’s first approach to a ‘new heart’ – the experience of encountering the living 
God. 

And I’m right back where I started. Am I truly ready, willing, and able to allow 
myself to encounter God? To be transformed?  Am I ready for the worship and 
spiritual life of my congregation to be shaped as evangelical in the fullest sense of 
the word? 

And not for one moment do I think Robinson is telling us that we don’t have to keep 
in mind the capacity of our faith community (and by extension each of us 
individually) to help others to encounter that same life-transforming presence. 

Thinking about your world 

 How ‘evangelical’ is your congregation’s worship? 



 When was the last time you spoke to another (whether inside or outside your 
church) about encountering God or a life transforming moment? 

  

Amateur Theology? 

Robinson continues the challenging notion of a new heart by asking us to think 
about theology as it belongs to all of us. 

And, I have to say, I agree with him. 

Whilst the rarefied world of academic theology unpacks theories and concepts that 
are beyond most of us to understand (but important for our Christian community to 
grapple with), there is something very precious about the idea that all of us are 
theologians. 

If we define theology (as Robinson does) as the ways in which we think about, or 
talk about God – then of course each of us is a theologian. 

The challenge is for us to not let our approach to theology be too theoretical or 
abstract. But to consider in our theology the ways in which we experience, 
encounter, relate to and understand God in our daily lives. 

And in fact to think about all the different aspects of what it means to be human and 
to be in community. 

Robinson uses a phrase in this section in a story about a group of young adults 
“doing theology” in Seattle, describing them as “looking for a place to stand”.  That’s 
a definition of theology that I can relate to. 

Where do I stand in my relationship with my neighbours? With my community? With 
those whom I share intimate relationships? With God? 

And how do we, as a Christian community, create spaces for those kinds of 
conversations?  Spaces that are generous, gentle, open (but safe)? 

When can you and I explore together what we understand about God, about 
humanness, about spirituality, about life?  How can we find a place to stand? 

Thinking about your world? 

 How do you feel about Robinson’s claim that you are a theologian? 

 Where are the spaces in the rhythms of your congregation for theological 
conversation? 

 How do you respond to the idea that doing theology is akin to looking for a 
place to stand? 



 

 

 

Conversation 4: Who Shall Lead Them? 

The “L” Word 

As Robinson points out, the lament of “we need leadership” is one we hear 
frequently in our modern world. It’s just as true in our churches as it is in Australian 
society in general (and I’m sure I’m not making a partisan political statement when I 
say I wish for effective, imaginative, generous and inspirational leadership from both 
sides of politics in this country!). 

But leadership also has a bit of a reputation as a word we don’t like to hear too 
much about. We want leadership, but we don’t want anybody telling us what to 
do.  We need it, but we can’t quite describe what it might look like. 

Before you dive too deeply into the reading and into thinking about your specific 
context, take a moment to think about leadership in general. 

Thinking about your world 

 What comes to mind when you hear the word “leadership”?  Do you have a 
definition that you default to? 

 What about Christian leadership? How is that different from other forms of 
leadership? What difference does theology make? 

The Pastoral Leader 

In his first section in this chapter, Robinson talks a great deal about the leader, and 
his definition of leadership, and how the passing of American Christendom is 
impacting on leadership. 

But I have to say, as I read this chapter, there are elements of Christendom buried 
deeply within Robinson’s understanding of leadership. These elements are 
fundamental to the experience of the Australia church in the 21st century, and I think 
will only become more important as time unfolds. 

To clarify a little, in this section of the book Robinson refers again and again to 
leaders, but almost always in the context of paid/employed and usually ordained 
leadership.  There seems to be an assumption here that congregations have 
pastoral/ordained leadership in a relatively traditional model. And we know in our 
own context in Australia, that more and more often this just isn’t the case. 



We’re seeing congregations led by lay ministry teams, or groups/clusters of 
congregations with a multi-disciplinary leadership team in place. 

And notwithstanding the many excellent insights into leadership style and skills that 
Robinson makes, that’s an entirely different context in which to think about 
leadership. 

If you read this section thinking about lay leadership rather than pastoral/ordained 
leadership….what conclusions do you reach? 

There’s a second challenging component to this section that I think is worth thinking 
about.  Robinson’s definition of leadership as “mobilizing a congregation to engage 
its own most pressing problems and deepest challenges” feels to me a little too 
much like leadership as problem solving. It’s leadership that is focussed on the 
negative, on helping us to get out of this mess. 

Now while there is no doubt that we’re faced with plenty of deep challenges and 
pressing problems, I wonder where in this definition, this view of leadership, is the 
notion of opportunity?  If there aren’t readily identifiable challenges and 
opportunities, then what is the role of a leader? 

One of the great questions for us today, surrounded as we are by challenge and 
problem, is to find a way to be positive, to be on the front foot, to be looking for 
ways in which we can continue to look for what the Spirit of God is up to, and join 
in.  How does leadership help us focus on the growth of our community (in many 
and varied sense of the word “growth”) rather than on tackling problems? 

Thinking about your world? 

 How do you understand the key differences between pastoral/ordained and 
lay leadership? 

 Think about your own leadership. What questions or challenges does 
Robinson’s discussion about leadership styles and skills open up for you? 

 

Informal Leadership Teams 

Robinson’s discussion of leadership teams raises two issues that I think are 
particularly interesting. 

The first is the notion of “thought leaders”. These are the people who exert influence 
and leadership within congregations irrespective of whether a leadership position is 
in play. 

Robinson’s recommendation to gather the thought leaders into conversation, to 
invest time, energy and resources into their own development is one that I think can 



bear a lot of fruit.  And that’s just as true for those who are always trying to 
generate change as it is for those we might think of as gatekeepers. 

Secondly, Robinson introduces the notion of an informal leadership group; one that 
operates alongside the formal structures of ministry workers, church council, elders 
and so on. 

It’s an approach that recognises that there is great value in creating space in which 
creativity and imagination can be fostered, and in which the “what if” questions can 
take the place of “why not” statements. 

Thinking about your world 

 Who are the thought leaders in your congregation? How could they be 
positively resourced and encouraged? 

 What would a think-tank or informal leadership group look like? How could 
such a group feed into the life of the congregation and its formal structures? 

 How could you encourage your congregation to be more open to the influence 
of newer members? 

  

The Governing Board 

Robinson’s challenge to the “normal” way of doing business for church councils is 
pointed, and important.  There is a huge different between receiving reports, and 
providing leadership, and in this section we’re faced with the reality of that 
difference. 

Once again I find two particularly significant points in Robinson’s proposal for a re-
shaped governance arrangement. 

The first is the intentionality with which he proposes church council members are 
trained and integrated into the role.  Far beyond just a 5-minute introduction to the 
mechanics of the consensus model, here we find a proposition that treats the 
opportunity to participate in a church council role seriously.  It’s not just about 
meeting procedures, but theology, mission, culture and context. 

The second interesting point (to me – what do you find most interesting?) is in the 
statement: “In many congregations the board and committee structure can be 
streamlined significantly, and other forms of involvement can be developed.” 

Robinson is suggested that in many congregations, we’re over-governed, or at least 
that our default mechanism for inviting people into involvement is to get them onto 
church council, property and finance committee or elders council.  He’s suggested 
we minimise those types of roles and get people active in more creative, more 
missional, and (dare I say it) more important areas.   Note to that after the word 



significantly comes a comma, not a full stop. It’s not just encouragement to cull 
committee positions, but to rethink the whole way we go about being church. 

Thinking about your world 

 When was the last time the structures of your church leadership group were 
reviewed? 

 What might it be like to have a comprehensive training/orientation for new 
members to church council? How might the council change? 

And finally, to finish with a bit of fun, check out this cutting insight into the 
importance of leadership and “first followers”. I think there’s something here for all 
of us: 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fW8amMCVAJQ  

 (YouTube: Leadership lessons from the dancing man) 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fW8amMCVAJQ


Conversation 5: Why are we Here? 

 

The Main Thing 

There are very few Sunday morning sermons I’ve listened to that I clearly 
remember.  One of them was from Tim Meyer, in a service at Helensvale Baptist 
Church on Queensland’s Gold Coast back in July 1997. It was a sunny day (see I 
remember!).  The simple message Tim shared that morning was that we as a 
church, as a group of disciples, and even as individuals should be “keeping the main 
thing, the main thing”. 

It turns out the quote originates with training guru Stephen R Covey, and it derives 
from one of his patterns of self-organisation made famous through his seminal book 
“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People” and follow up “First Things First”. 

Wherever it came from, for me the point in that sermon was clear and has 
stuck….and Robinson reinforces it. What a difference it makes when we are clear 
about our purpose, when our life, activity, decisions and resource use are shaped by 
that clear sense of our purpose. 

Robinson isn’t (and I definitely wouldn’t) endorsing the idea that we pour all our 
time and effort into writing a great vision statement and pinning it on the wall. It’s 
not about the words themselves, but about the understanding of what we’re on 
about. Our purpose.  Everybody in the congregation might use different words, but if 
there is a commonality of meaning, then we have clear purpose. 

Thinking about your world 

 What do you think is the purpose of your congregation? 

 What purpose do you think is revealed by the actions and lived-out life of 
your congregation? 

 Are they the same? If not…why might that be? 

 

Church as Culture of Discipleship 

Having dropped on us the challenge to be clear about purpose, Robinson goes on to 
explore three different ways of seeing and understanding purpose in the life of a 
congregation.  As we go through these, he asks some tough questions of us if we’re 
prepared to hear them. 

The first of Robinson’s approaches is a prime example.  How willing are we to 
consider this notion of the culture of membership?  Are we really all about meeting 



our own needs first, and then giving the ‘leftovers’ to those outside the church?  It’s 
a brutal question, but one I think we need to face honestly. 

And to take seriously Robinson’s reminder that in the real world it’s not so stark, so 
black and white. In the real world there’s probably a little bit of “membership” and 
“discipleship” focus in our congregational culture. 

So then the real question becomes: “do we have the balance right?” 

Thinking about your world? 

 How much do you recognise your congregation in Robinson’s description of a 
membership-focussed church? 

 How much do you recognise your congregation in Robinson’s description of a 
discipleship-focussed church? 

 What one simple change might tip the balance more favourably? 

 

Purpose-based Church Typology 

The purpose of the church is to change lives. 

That’s a serious statement C. Kirk Hadaway is making and Robinson picks up in this 
section.  And to some degree at least, if we don’t accept this as a fair statement of 
purpose for the church, it’s hard to get to grips with Hadaway’s four different church 
types.  Hard, but not impossible. 

The particular notion that I think is worth wrestling with here is the idea of “too 
much of a good thing”… Embedded within each approach is something good, and 
valuable:  a deep sense of community and commitment to one another; empowered 
and empowering leadership; good structure and organisation. But when that good 
thing becomes predominant, the primary purpose is displaced (to borrow Robinson’s 
phrase), replaced by too much of a good thing. 

One of the temptations in reading Robinson’s description of the four different 
approaches is for us to start thinking about church communities we know that 
resemble each of those approaches.  We (or at least I) start thinking of a church I 
know that is club or clan, another that depends entirely on a charismatic leader…and 
so on. 

The challenge is to put that temptation to one side, and allow Robinson to poke 
around our own congregation, to rummage around and see what sticks.  And again 
to recognise that it’s not going to be black and white, one or the other.  As he points 
out, the Incarnational Community as described actually carries within it the best of 
the other three approaches. 



Thinking about your world 

 What parts of the club or clan do you see present in your own congregation? 

 What parts of the charismatic leader and followers do you see present in your 
own congregation? 

 What parts of the company or corporation do you see present in your own 
congregation? 

 Is there a “good thing” in your congregation that could get out of balance if it 
were overemphasised? 

 

Intentional Congregations 

If Diana Butler Bass’s notion of established vs. intentional church going seems 
familiar, it might be because we encountered a similar idea back in Chapter 2 with 
Robinson’s notion of “civic faith”.  This is the church of Christendom, the church to 
which people automatically belong, the church that is about providing religious 
service to its members, that just keeps on doing what it’s always done. 

And it contrasts with the notion of an intentional church; a church that is constantly 
reflecting on its place in the world (or less grandly, on its place within its local 
community); on being a community of practice; and a community of encounter. 

Thinking about your world 

 How does your congregation’s context in your local community shape its life? 

 How do you respond to the challenge to intentionality? 

 

Church Purpose & Scripture 

Robinson concludes in a great place, with reference to a range of scriptural sources 
for insights into the purpose of the church. 

And that reminds us that the point of encountering Foss, Hadaway and Butler Bass is 
not to tell us what kind of church we should be, but to invite us into a conversation 
about our purpose.  Why are we here? Or to put it in an Australian 
vernacular….what are we on about? 

Thinking about your world 

 How does scripture speak to you (personally) about the purpose of the 
church? 



 How might any of Robinson’s highlighted passages or themes (or others that 
come to mind for you) inform how your local congregation understands its 
purpose? 

 Do you accept Robinson’s notion that a clear understanding of purpose is 
critical? Do you think your congregation has it? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Conversation 6: Write the Vision 

Write the Vision 

Can I be honest?  There’s something I find just a little difficult about getting my 
head around this chapter of Changing the Conversation. 

It’s almost like there are four different things going on as Robinson writes, and I find 
it a little confusing. 

The first and most obvious is the idea that there is value in writing good plans – 
plans that start with purpose at the centre, that describe something of a medium-
term vision, and that have some clear strategies in place for achieving that vision. 

So far, so good. 

But then there are extensive treatments of stewardship and Christian education that 
seem to go beyond just examples of the work that Robinson outlines (and I 
described above) and get to the point where he’s advocating these as particularly 
important, and offering some particular thoughts on how to be more effective. 

Hmmm. OK. 

And then there’s the deeper layer embedded within the two examples. The layer 
that is not so much about how to write a vision plan as it is about how to change 
culture, with the two examples following Robinson’s template. 

And there’s a kind of “tacked on” section at the end dealing with program vs. 
process…that seems out of context and disconnected. 

No wonder I got confused! (Disclaimer: maybe you weren’t confused at all, and it 
was really clear….in which case I apologise for sowing seeds of doubt). 

For the sake of discussion….I’m suggesting we leave #2 (the detail about 
stewardship and Christian education) and #4 for another day. There’s a whole lot of 
contextual stuff within both of them, and while I’m sure they are both important 
topics for us to address….I’d be suggesting that you might come later – in the weeks 
and months that follow the reading of this book to ponder on them some more. 

So that leaves the process and form of developing and writing vision statements, 
and the approach to changing culture….right? 

 

Writing Vision Statements 

Writing vision statements can be a helpful process, and the form outlined by 
Robinson is pretty clear and straightforward.  The key points seem to me to be: 



 Start with the purpose (the “why are we here” or “what are we on about” that 
we talked about in Chapter 5) and make sure everything points back to that 
purpose. Robinson calls it ‘keeping the main thing, the main thing’ 

 Work with realistic time frames. Accept that we’re unlikely to change the 
world in three months, and that long time frames (like 10 years or more) 
introduce way to many variables to be realistically able to plan over that 
period.  With the rate of change we are living with right now, it’s hard to plan 
any more than three-five years (at the most!) 

 Spell out clearly the central elements of the vision that point to the purpose 
(and keep it tight…maybe 3-4 key elements only) 

 Develop concrete strategies for each vision statement 

 Be clear about the process you use – who will develop the statements, how 
will others be included and consulted in the process, and how will the finished 
product be endorsed? 

The dangers of vision statements can be pretty clear as well – and Robinson points 
to some of them. 

The first is that developing the vision statements becomes an end in itself. All our 
energy goes into the planning, with nothing left for the doing. 

The second is that they can become a dead document. We work hard, develop the 
vision, write great documents, frame and pin them to the wall….and then ignore 
them, proceeding with business as usual.  Have you ever known this to happen? 
Seen a great vision statement being systematically ignored? 

The third danger is the temptation to navel gaze – to constantly revise and revisit 
the vision. Sometimes it’s when something in the context changes. Sometimes it’s 
when some of the key people (leaders) change.  Sometimes it’s just because we’re 
impatient and we want to keep fiddling and tweaking. 

If we want to go down the path of developing vision statements, we have to be (a) 
on purpose; (b) recognise it as a planning tool only; (c) be committed to living out 
what we plan; and (d) willing to give it a chance to work….to unfold. 

Thinking about your world 

 What kind of vision statements does you congregation currently have? 

 How “live” are they? 

 What might some of the key elements be for your congregation to consider in 
terms of vision statements? 

 

 



Changing Cultures 

While the vision statement stuff is helpful….I can’t help but be drawn into Robinson’s 
framework for changing the culture of a place. Hidden in plain sight within both the 
case studies is this process: 

1. Frame the challenge 
2. Appoint the team 
3. Enrich the soil 
4. Turn up the heat 
5. Manage distress 
6. Celebrate wins 
7. Maintain disciplined attention 

It reminds me of a book I’ve read, and which you should read too. It’s a small book, 
a parable really, called “Our Iceberg is Melting”.  In it, authors John Kotter and 
Holger Rathgeber tell the story of a flock of penguins whose generations long 
iceberg home is starting to melt, and the journey the penguins undertake to bring 
about the cultural change necessary for their own survival. It’s a classic, simple but 
profound book. It’ll take you about an hour to read the whole story…and you should. 

In Our Iceberg is Melting Kotter/Rathgeber outline this culture change process: 

1. Create a sense of urgency 
2. Pull together the guiding team 
3. Develop the change vision and strategy 
4. Communicate for understanding and buy-in 
5. Empower others to act 
6. Produce short term wins 
7. Don’t let up 
8. Create a new culture 

Sound familiar? 

Perhaps the only thing missing is the idea of discernment, the notion that at the 
heart of any culture change within a Christian context is the question “what is God 
up to?” or “where is God calling us?” 

If we can make sure that question is central to our efforts to describe, plan and 
enact a new vision, then Robinson (or Kotter/Rathgeber) provide a simple process to 
follow. 

Thinking about your world? 

 What changes have you noticed in the culture of your congregation? 

 How would you like to see the culture of your congregation develop? 

 Does the change process Robinson outlines offer any help to you? 

http://books.google.com/books/about/Our_Iceberg_Is_Melting.html?id=rPka_QG6Fp0C


Moving On 

In some ways this chapter of Changing the Conversation moves us on to a new 
place. It moves us from the central questions of identity, purpose and experience of 
the first five chapters and on into the tools for generating the kind of congregation 
or faith community those chapters describe. 

Enjoy the shift of gear that we’ve had with Chapter 6, and press on to what lies 
ahead, open to all sorts of possibilities in your world. 

 

 

  



Conversation 7 – Let’s Get (Less) Organised! 

The question of context 

Of all the chapters in Changing the Conversation we’ve so far encountered, this one 
requires the most translation, or at least the most careful reading, to deal with the 
issues of context. 

The chapter is loaded with terms relating to the leadership and governance of the 
church that will be probably far more familiar to American readers than to Australia, 
and it’s also wrapped around some particularities of the American expressions of 
Christendom…some of which are less applicable here. 

For all that though, there are moments in which we will recognise ourselves. 

While the numbers and the size of churches might be different, the idea that we 
have more jobs than people is not a new discovery for us. 

On more than one occasion in recent years I’ve heard the angst for people in dealing 
with the challenges of having nobody to whom the baton can be passed.  “Who will 
take over from me?” is the question we hear often. 

And so even as we might stress different priorities than Robinson, even though we 
might claim different ideals for the role of lay people (for example), the truth is, we 
have to deal with a lot of similar issues, and the approach Robinson outlines is worth 
considering. 

Two challenges 

There are, it seems to me, two particular claims made early in the chapter that are 
worth thinking about for a moment. 

The first of these is that our current leadership structures, shaped during the period 
of Christendom, are designed (or at least are most effective) for the maintenance of 
the church, for keeping things ticking along smoothly. 

In this new era, Robinson contents, we need to think about the kinds of structure 
and organisation that enable us to live as missional people, not just to keep the 
doors open. 

The second (and clearly related to the first) is that the role of the laity in the 
organisation and structure of the church has largely been one of management – of 
looking after finances, property, human resource management and so on – while 
leaving the work of ministry/mission to the ordained or employed leaders. 

While there are some difficulties with this view (I’m sure you as well as I can think of 
plenty of great examples of lay people leading their congregations into mission in 
the world) there is also, I think, a grain of truth within it.  We have tended to call 



ministers for the purpose of providing pastoral care, engaging the community on our 
behalf, and leading worship. 

Only when the money runs out and we are forced into new ways of being (because 
we can’t afford to call a minister) do we shift the balance. At least that’s the way it 
sometimes seems. 

Thinking about your world 

 How do you response to Robinson’s idea that we are organised for 
maintenance? What is your congregation maintaining by its current shape? 

 What difference would it make if the every-day members of your 
congregation took the task of mission in our community even more seriously 
than they do already? 

 What parts of your congregation’s structure are there “because that’s what 
we’ve always done?” 

 

A Systems Approach 

Robinson then unpacks what he calls a “systems approach”, using primarily 
examples from the natural world to think about what kind of organisational shape 
might help a congregation be totally focussed on its purpose (and picking up 
therefore his previous chapters that call us to be purpose-driven). 

The stream (let’s call it a creek!) example he unpacks is helpful, but I am also drawn 
to the idea of a garden – in which we try to ensure the soil is rich and healthy, water 
supply is appropriate, and take responsibility for planting, tending, pruning and so 
on….but recognising that while we manage the environment as best we can, growth 
is not something we can directly cause to happen. 

If your congregation is like a garden, if its purpose is the preparation, growth and 
harvest of lives of discipleship…then what would its organisation look like? 

Thinking about your world? 

 Spend some time thinking your congregation as a garden.  What kind of 
systems are there in a garden? How is your congregation similar, or different? 

 Think the same way about other systems if the garden metaphor doesn’t 
help. 

 

 

 



Getting Less Organised – Further Thoughts 

In the end, Robinson seems to me to be proposing a paring back, a stripping down 
to the essentials in order to build flexibility and responsiveness into our 
organisational structure. 

He’s also advocating a structure that is filled with trust. If we ask a group to look 
after the property (for example), let’s put some boundaries in place (a budget to 
work with, clear priorities for the congregation) and then let them get on with it – 
not constantly repeat the same conversations at a church council meeting. 

Maybe it’s his model of Governing board (church council) + Core Ministry Teams + 
Flexible Ministry Teams + staff (which to be honest, still seems too big for many of 
our congregations) or some other shape. Either way the suggestion is to keep it 
simple, and keep it driven by the named and declared purpose. 

With a move widely gaining pace that sees the role of the ministry worker shifting 
more toward a significant resourcing/coaching/training function, and the increasing 
involvement of lay people in mission and ministry, a changing and simpler shape 
seems necessary. 

So long as we don’t confuse simple with disorganised. 

With limited leadership resources at our disposal, the need for careful, intentional 
organisation is greater than ever.  And as the available resources are stretched 
further and further, the question that comes more and more to the forefront is 
“what can we stop doing?” 

Not “what can we stop doing because we just can’t do it anymore?”, but “what can 
we stop doing that distracts us from focus on our purpose?” 

Maybe now is a good time to go back and re-read Robinson’s Conversation 5: Why 
are we here? If we can’t answer that question, then all the re-structure in the world 
isn’t going to help. 

Thinking about your world? 

 What could go? 

 How could a simpler (not disorganised) structure help your congregation go 
after its purpose? 

  

Next week Robinson takes us into a place that is critical for the thinking of a central 
city church (as we are), dealing with theology in the public square. As you go 
through this week, keep an ear our in the newspapers, websites and public spaces 
of your city, wondering “what if we were in this conversation?” 



Conversation 8 – The Church and the Public Square 

The cranky chapter 

There is passion dripping from the pages of this chapter. Robinson seems to me to 
lay bare some of his deepest desires for the mainline church in North America.  The 
emphasis seems to fall in two particular areas. 

Firstly Robinson again and again expresses his view that the purpose of the church 
is to create disciples, not simply to be a caring community, and that in focussing on 
creating (and equipping) disciples, we will be better equipping people to be active 
participants in our culture. 

The second focus point seems to me to be on moving beyond an approach of 
making public statements, and onto one that compliments statements with 
action.  Not just the kind of structural action in which we hire experts to deliver 
social action on our behalf, but the kind of action in which we are all involved. 

Robinson is clearly passionate too about the political engagement of a particular 
brand of Christianity within his own context. 

In Australia if we look carefully we can see similar themes emerging. The Australian 
Christian Lobby, together with some of its influential partners are becoming more 
and more active, and influential with some tendencies mirroring those Robinson 
writes about in the US.  On the flip-side Christianity seems to be seen more and 
more as marginalised and irrelevant in the public arena, and the rise of the 
organised lobby movement might be seen as a response to that shift.  Just as the 
political discourse in this country is becoming more polarised, so it seems is the 
Christian voice. 

The challenge from Robinson, as always, is to look for the third way, the way that 
navigates in between the polar opposites, that reframes the discussion and opens 
new possibilities. 

Thinking about your world 

 How much of Australia do you recognise in Robinson’s conversation about the 
public square? 

 How do you respond to Robinson’s passion, even anger in this chapter? 

 

Seven Proposals 

Robinson gives the rest of his chapter to the pronunciation of seven proposals for 
the church to consider in its engagement in the public square.  Each of the proposals 



is worth considering, and particularly worth exploring for signs of similar issues and 
possibilities in our own culture. 

Thinking about your world? 

 In terms of each of the seven proposals, how much do you recognise your 
own congregation or denomination, and your own community? 

 If you took these proposals seriously, what kinds of action might start to 
emerge? 

 In what way does each proposal link with the earlier conversation “Why are 
we here?” (chapter five) 

 

What are your proposals? 

The key point Robinson makes however, is not that we should adopt his seven 
proposals, but that we look carefully at our own lives, at our own actions, and clearly 
in our case, at our own broad culture. 

When we look at our town/city/state/country where do we see needs and 
opportunities for action? What kinds of action?  And on what basis do we choose to 
act?  What are the principles that guide our engagement in the public square? 

I recently came across a public statement to the nation by the Uniting Church in 
Australia. It said (in part): 

A Christian responsibility to society has always been regarded as fundamental to the 
mission of the Church. In the Uniting Church our response to the Christian gospel 
will continue to involve us in social and national affairs. 

We are conscious of our responsibilities within and beyond this country. 

We affirm our eagerness to uphold basic Christian values and principles, such as the 
importance of every human being, the need for integrity in public life, the 
proclamation of truth and justice, the rights for each citizen to participate in 
decision-making in the community, religious liberty and personal dignity, and a 
concern for the welfare of the whole human race. 

We pledge ourselves to seek the correction of injustices wherever they occur. We 
will work for the eradication of poverty and racism without our society and beyond. 
We affirm the rights of all people to equal educational opportunities, adequate 
health care, freedom of speech, employment or dignity in unemployment if work is 
not available. We will oppose all forms of discrimination which infringe basic rights 
and freedoms. 



We will challenge values which emphasise acquisitiveness and greed in disregard of 
the needs of others and which encourage a higher standard of living for the 
privileged in the face of the daily widening gap between the rich and poor. 

We are concerned with the basic human rights of future generations and will urge 
the wise use of energy, the protection of the environment t and the replenishment 
of the earth’s resources for their use and enjoyment. 

Finally we affirm that the first allegiance of Christians is God, under whose 
judgement the policies and actions of all nations must pass. We realise that 
sometimes this allegiance may bring us into conflict with the rules of our day. But 
our Uniting Church, as an institution within the nation, must constantly stress the 
universal values which must find expression in national policies if humanity is to 
survive. 

Thinking about your world? 

 What kind of engagement in the public square does a statement like this 
commit us to? 

 How might your local congregation, your faith community, your small group 
live out this kind of engagement? 

 How can we bring life to our community? How can we encourage greater 
consideration of what it means to be human? 

We’re nearing the end of our reading journey. There are just two chapters to go. 

But we’re just at the beginning of our journey of response.  At the beginning of our 
thinking about what kind of church we hear God calling us to be over the next 10 
years or more.  Take some time this week to jot down some of what you have been 
hearing in this reading journey. In the weeks ahead there will be opportunity to 
share with each other. 

Oh, and one last thing. That statement by the Uniting Church was made on the 
occasion of its birth. In 1977.  Read it in full here. Does it stand the test of time? 
Have we lived up to what we promised? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://assembly.uca.org.au/component/k2/item/134-statement-to-the-nation-inaugural-assembly-june-1977


Conversation 9 – Death and Resurrection  

  

The end? 

The basic theme of this chapter makes it a hard one to read. 

Robinson’s intent here is to remind us that as Christians, we are people of the 
resurrection. The Christian faith is predicated on the idea that death is not the end, 
that rebirth or resurrection is always possible on the other side of death. 

It’s one thing to grapple with that as a matter of theology, quite another to wrestle 
with what it means for us in the ‘real world’. 

And particularly difficult when it comes to thinking about our Church. 

Hard as it might be, Robinson makes a good point. 

There are times when continuing just isn’t practical, and when the continued 
deployment of limited resources just doesn’t make sense, when trying harder still 
won’t change the outcome. 

There are times when the right thing to do is with grace, gentleness and grief, to lay 
a life (or in this case a congregation) to rest. 

Doing so entails reminding ourselves of three things. 

Firstly, that a church has a natural life cycle.  They are born, they grow to maturity, 
and (often) they die. 

Secondly, that the church does not equal the kingdom of God.  The timely passing of 
one expression of Christian faith does not threaten God’s purposes and mission 
among us.  Not at all. 

And thirdly, as Robinson deliberately reminds us here, that death is not the end. 

Thinking about your world 

 How did you feel as you read this chapter? Even as you read the introduction 
to these notes? 

 Do you think this is a conversation you and your congregation can stand to 
have? Why or why not? 

 

 



Stories of rebirth 

Robinson goes on to flesh out the notion of death and resurrection with three 
stories. 

The first story, the rebirth of the church at Beacon Hill, has lots of interesting 
features.  There is the hospitality of the congregation extended to those they 
hosted.  There is the generosity and grace of the congregation accepting it was time 
to cease.  There is the injection of funds and people, and the shaping of a new 
initiative with new hope. 

One of the key factors in this story is the recognition of the congregation that it was 
time to close before the plant and resources reached a state of disrepair that made 
them unusable for the new initiative.  Hanging on until the very last breath might 
make it harder for something new to emerge. 

To be frank, the second and third stories, being incomplete, I find at first glance less 
helpful. 

There is no question that there is potential in the University precinct church story for 
amazing new initiatives to emerge, but there are also many obstacles yet to be 
avoided, and the potential for continued difficulty (as Robinson points out) is very 
real. 

The third story is of course not a real story (at least not yet) but an idea, an 
imagined possibility.  It’s easy therefore to dismiss it as not offering a genuine 
example of death and resurrection. 

And yet in both these stories are two vital elements shared with the first story. 

First there is recognition that God is “up to something” in this world.  In each story 
there is the commitment to being part of God’s mission in the world, even if the way 
of participating might change from the patterns we have known. 

And secondly there is the vital ingredient of imagination.  Imagination, fuelled by 
faith, is what makes it possible for us to see the potential for resurrection on the 
other side of death. 

Thinking about your world? 

 Have you lived through the death and/or resurrection of a church or 
congregation?  What was it like? What did you learn?  What emerged on the 
other side? 

 Do you recognise your congregation in any of the stories that Robinson 
tells?  What are the similarities? The differences?  Can these stories offer you 
hope? 

 



What are you on about? 

I started by saying that this is a difficult chapter to read. 

And it is. 

None of us enjoy the idea of contemplating the death of something that is dear to 
us, that we have invested ourselves in, that contains our memories and stories. 

Thinking about the passing of our church is very difficult, and the possible notion of 
resurrection doesn’t make it a whole lot easier. 

The truth is however, that we need at least to have the courage to genuinely have 
the conversation, to explore what is over and what isn’t. 

While it might be possible to conclude that it’s time to cease or stop the whole 
congregation, the more likely truth is that there are some in-between’s here, some 
clues that in our church at this time, there might be some things, some activities or 
programs, that need to cease in order to make other things possible. 

There might be aspects of your congregation’s life that fail the test of diminishing 
returns – that soak up a disproportionate amount of your leadership and people 
resources with limited or no outcome for the congregation or the wider community. 

With limited resources available, it might be time to make some hard choices about 
death and resurrection.   And once again it is the idea that God is up to something, 
together with faith-fuelled imagination that might enable us to make such choices. 

So the question then is not “should we close?” but “what can we let go in order to 
free up new possibilities?” 

Thinking about your world? 

 What new possibilities can you imagine? 

 What might need to pass so these new possibilities can emerge? 

 

With nine conversations under our belt, we’re nearing the end of our reading 
journey. There is just one chapter remaining in which Robinson says “where to from 
here?” 

 

 

 

 



Conversation 10 – Where do we Start? 

The end of the beginning 

This week Robinson asks the critical question. 

“Where to from here?” 

When we’ve read this book, when we’ve started having the conversations that 
Robinson recommends, where do we go? 

It is the critical question because reaching the end of the book isn’t anything like 
reaching the end of the journey….in fact it’s really just the beginning. 

So Robinson outlines five different places that congregations might start, each the 
five reflecting a different place that a congregation might find itself. 

And we need to take seriously Robinson’s encouragement to look for starting point 
number six and beyond….recognising that every place and context is different. 

Thinking about your world 

 Did you recognise your congregation in one of Robinson’s five starting points? 
If so, which one…and how do you respond to his recommendation? 

 

Quotes and Questions  

This final chapter is a short one, and doesn’t need a whole lot of unpacking. What it 
needs is careful reading, and the willingness to allow Robinson to speak to us, in our 
place, in our day. 

There are several key quotes, ideas and questions that can be pulled from this 
chapter, each one worth considering in the light of your world, and collectively 
providing something of a synthesis of the whole book: 

 “How shall we build on and share this (reading/reflection) experience?” 
(p188) 

 “The essential point of a discernment process is for us to make a serious and 
good-faith effort to do what God would have us do, and not simply what we 
want to do.” (p189) 

 “A colleague of mine recently planned…a Sunday morning service that they 
entitled ‘A Funeral for Christendom’” (p190) 

 “Does your congregation have clarity about a simple and compelling sense of 
purpose that is expressed in plain English?” (p191) 

 “You are in, or soon will be in, a pastoral search process. Look for a leader.” 
(p192) 



 “The deeper crisis is to take account of the end of [American] Christendom 
and the waning of modernity and to reform and renew the church for the 
time to which God has called us” (p193) 

 “For all these reasons, what congregational leaders can reasonably hope for is 
not to arrive at a finished product but to establish and maintain a sense of 
direction.” (p196) 

Thinking about your world? 

 With your fellow travellers, think about each of these quotes in turn, and what 
each says to your congregation/context. 

 What is the idea behind the quote? 

 Is your congregation taking this idea/challenge seriously?  What might 
happen if you did? 

 


