
 
 

Renewing the heartland of our church  

  
I am minister at Northside Mackay and Seaforth Uniting Church, and some exciting things are 
happening in our corner. We are okay financially, but not by much. That is, we are not spending every 
cent breaking even, and we are doing some missional stuff, but there is little in the bank and no 
reserves.  

So we can’t afford to sneeze, but right now we are okay. The same is not the case around me, as I shall 
explain.  

I am theologically moderate on the conservative side. I am a long way from “fundamentalist”, but 
much further from “progressive”. Unavoidably, this touches every aspect of my reflection.  

“The congregation is the embodiment in one place of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church” 
(Basis of Union Para 15a).  

No other part of our church is accorded such a high title—and the life (and death) of the Uniting 
Church must surely be measured in the congregation before anywhere else. I truly value the many 
ministries of the Uniting Church, but I lament the slow march towards death which is our continuing 
congregational story.  

There have been and still are some congregations growing or resisting decline, but our overall 
congregational decline continues. It is in the congregation that we have to measure ourselves, because 
this is the core of our church. And by that measure we are very sick.  

Whatever we do now, we need to act decisively in the direction of congregations to try and change this 
story. If it weren’t that God still performs miracles, I would say it is already too late. But God does still 
perform miracles, and I see plenty of evidence that God hasn’t given up on us yet. So I still have hope.  

Congregations in crisis 

I can speak best about congregations in Central Queensland where I am located. Many are isolated, 
small, financially nonviable and without a minister. Some are less isolated, less small, closer to being 
financially viable, and have a minister in placement. We have a small number that are still financially 
viable. We have very few who could say things are going well, but we have plenty who can see the line 
at which they will cease to exist if the current circumstances continue.  

There are a few things I can see that are directly affecting these congregations.  

1. Things entirely outside the church’s control—mining company policy, economic hardship on the 
land, scarcity of jobs, age and age-related issues, and no doubt more.  

2. The theological diversity of the Uniting Church in Australia leading people and churches to be unsure 
if their beliefs are truly embraced. I have heard this from way too many people for it to be ignored. It 
speaks deeply to peoples’ confidence in the Uniting Church, themselves, and their church, which in 
turn affects their witness to the gospel.  

3. Twenty plus years of arguing about sexuality has left people and congregations reduced in number, 
tired and in some cases angry.  

4. The Combined Presbytery Mission Pool (CPMP), formerly the Mission and Service Fund (MSF), is a 
cost that many congregations simply can’t afford. I spoke to key people in all the churches in the 
Mackay greater area recently, and every single one said their CPMP contributions are killing them. They 
are physically tired from years of fundraising to raise the extra money required, spiritually tired from all 
of the above, but also because too much time and energy goes into fundraising to try and break even. 
In many cases they are still going backwards, despite all the fundraising.  

My question is this, especially in respect to the last point—is this really what we want our 
congregations doing? Do we want their struggling lifeblood spilled fundraising for the CPMP, to support 
their demise?  

I can recall when our Synod had its great financial disaster, being told that we desperately needed 



 
 

congregations to step up to the MSF, and that the lowly amounts (around 10 per cent) they were then 
contributing had to dramatically increase with the goal set at 20 per cent. Well, we are nearly at 20 per 
cent, and it is killing us.  

By my measure of the church, that is a really bad outcome. I think the number one priority of Project 
Plenty has to be to overcome this, and immediately.  

Let me be 100 per cent clear—because my heart is breaking talking to leaders in congregations tracking 
towards the finish line—if this is not at the heart of Project Plenty, then I think Project Plenty is a waste 
of time.  

Spiritual renewal is key 

This is the other side of the coin. While it is vital to remove as much financial demand from 
congregations as possible, it is equally vital to replace that with as much energy for spiritual renewal as 
possible.  

I have already noted how tired people are spiritually. If we are to grow, that will be by evangelism. To 
evangelise, people need to be spiritually alive and energetic in their faith—the fire in the belly burning 
strong.  

I know we do not speak with one voice theologically. The fire in the belly for some people is in 
community projects, engagement with the poor, aid, environment and so on.  

These are all great, but I am specifically talking about fire in the belly firstly for God, and secondly the 
fire in the belly for others to have and know the new life of Jesus. This will appeal to some and not 
others, but from where I am, this is consistent with the beliefs of most and is a desperate need right 
alongside the need to not be so focused on money.  

The spiritual renewal that is needed is not formal theological education, as important as that is. This is 
the need to be reconnected with the core gospel message, to be reminded that it is real and for them, 
and that God is still in the business of transforming lives in our churches.  

It is basic gospel preaching and teaching and sharing stories of what God is doing in peoples’ lives.  

Getting connected  

For some years now I’ve been involved in the Central Queensland Presbytery Project Connect which 
aims to connect our vast presbytery using Zoom to stream and conference across the internet. A great 
deal of storytelling can occur this way, and in Central Queensland we are still working towards getting 
connected. I think this same medium could be used Queensland-wide to intentionally lead towards the 
renewal of our spirits in Christ.  

Creating hope  

For all these words, it comes down to this.  

I think the number one priority of Project Plenty has to be the health of our congregations.  

From number one, I think two things are equally and simultaneously necessary. Relief from the CPMP 
burden so they can stop thinking about fundraising and going broke all the time, and anything and 
everything possible to stimulate spiritual renewal in our congregations.  

I can see how these things would create hope, and the space in which it would be possible for decline 
to be halted and growth become possible. I know relief from the CPMP burden is complex.  

I can only hope and pray that this gets heard as seriously as it is being expressed.  

Rev Wayne McHugh is the Minister at Northside Mackay and Seaforth Uniting Church.  

  
Share your thoughts today to shape our future for tomorrow. Join the Project Plenty conversation at 
the Project Plenty website or the Project Plenty Facebook group.  
 
Note: The Combined Presbytery Mission Pool is an initiative where the presbyteries have agreed they will raise funds. Their 

congregations have been deployed to raise these funds on their behalf. 

http://www.ucaqld.com.au/projectplenty
https://www.facebook.com/groups/projectplenty/?source_id=167214413430454

