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Personal Context

• Personal experience in seeking to renew and grow different size 
parishes

• An interest in mentoring

• Current role in developing future clergy at Ridley College

• 2011 – a research grant to explore the effectiveness of the 
diocesan program for parish growth and renewal



National Context – a declining church

Report of the Viability and 
Structures Task Force 2014

Melbourne: most dramatic change 
in the Anglican base of any diocese 
since 1950 with Anglicans as a 
percentage of the population going 
from 30% to 11%. Melbourne is 
expected to exceed Sydney in 
population size by 2030 which will 
stretch the diocese and its’ 
resources. The diocese has a 
significant institutional footprint 
with schools and agencies, but 
worship numbers are a real 
concern. 
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Ministry Context 

• Challenges to morale of parishes 
with declining numbers and aging 
congregations 

• Increasing external pressure on 
parishes

• Burnout amongst church leaders 
and the need for greater support



How can dioceses respond?  

Jackson’s seven modes of involvement of a diocese in church renewal: 

• Disapproval – discourage innovation 
• Disinterest – ignore innovation
• Permission-giving – allow innovation
• Encouragement – fund innovation 
• Proactive – develop and fund diocesan programs
• Policy – reshape diocesan policies and practices
• Strategic – long term thinking and planning 

(Bob Jackson, Hope for the Church, 2002)  



Archbishop’s charge to Synod in 
2010

Parishes are a grid overlaying God’s world, dividing up the mission field. For us 
the 210 parishes of the diocese provide a latticed network for organising 
mission across the more than 4 million people of greater Melbourne and 
Geelong, a mission that is as challenging for us today as it was for Charles Perry, 
our first Bishop. It follows that the parish is not the parish church, nor a 
congregation, but a defined area of the diocese with streets and lanes, 
paddocks and public places, schools and homes, medical centres and Anglican 
agencies. This calls for a paradigm shift in our thinking from parish as just 
congregation to parish as geographic neighbourhood and geographic mission 
field. Grasping a vision of parish in this way demands that we never just stop at 
our church door, no matter how comfortable, busy or thriving our congregations 
may seem. We need to be aware of the entirety of our parish. 
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The Diocesan Program for Parish Growth and 
Renewal

• Pilot program launched in 2011

...to encourage growth in mission within 25 selected parishes over the next 
three years realising that congregations are key to the effective ministry 
and mission of the church throughout the diocese. 

• Coordinator appointed

• Three cohorts of parishes
• 2011 - Pastoral size (70-130 attenders)

• 2012 - Pastoral transitioning to Program (130-210 attenders)

• 2013 - Family (25-70 attenders)



1. Monthly coaching of clergy over the two year period
• …a 1:1 facilitation of the action-reflection model of learning. The coach assists 

the leader to focus more clearly on goals, gain a clearer perspective on their 
current challenges, assess options for progress and implement action plans

2. Establishment of a Mission Action Team of lay leaders to work with 
clergy in setting goals for mission

3. Training modules:
• Building a Parish Pathway

• Mission through Family Ministry

• The Congregation as an Emotional Field 

4. Recommended reading

Structure of the Program



Research Design and Method 

Research Questions: 

• Is there a relationship between a program of coaching for church leaders 
and the missional effectiveness of the churches involved in the program?

• How do the key participants – clergy and lay leaders – experience and 
perceive the program? 

Definition:

• A church is missionally effective as it seeks to engage the wider world with 
the good news of Jesus Christ in ways that lead to congregational growth 
and health.



Research Design and Method

A longitudinal study using a Mixed Methods approach

Baseline 
Quantitative Data

• 2011 Diocesan 
Statistics

• 2011 NCLS 
Data

Qualitative Data 

• Interviews 
with Clergy

• Focus Groups 
with Lay 
Leaders

Comparative 
Quantitative Data

• 2013 Diocesan 
Statistics

• 2013 NCLS 
Data



Research Design  - selection of parishes 

• Of the eleven parishes in the second cohort, three had graduated from the 
previous years cohort, and two had not supplied diocesan data. This left six 
parishes to be studied.  

• Different theological traditions ( 2 catholic, 2 evangelical, 2 charismatic)

• Different regions of the Diocese (1 Western, 1 Eastern, 4 Southern)

• Different socio-economic backgrounds

• Sunday attendances ranged from 145 to 190

• Two staff (Vicar + Curate/Associate)

• Three parishes had separate ethnic congregations 

• Two parishes had recently been involved in a merger

• One parish had recently been through a major conflict 



Research Design - Program Evaluation
• ‘The application of evaluation approaches, techniques, and 

knowledge to systematically assess and improve the planning, 
implementation, and effectiveness of programs’ (Chen, Practical Program 
Evaluation, 2005)

• One-to-one coaching

• Applied and 
contextual training 
and reading 

Intervention

• Church leaders needing 
greater equipping and 
support

Determinants
• Church leaders 

more focussed 

• Increased missional 
effectiveness

Outcomes



Findings



Changes in parish life over the two 
year period of the program

• New outreach initiatives and pathways to discipleship  eg Messy 
Church, Alpha

• New strategies for welcoming and hospitality – welcome desk, 
location change of morning tea

• Restructuring of paid staff and responsibilities of key volunteers  - the 
Vicar was no longer a ‘bottleneck’  

• Growth in attendance – new families and individuals



Changes in Average Sunday Attendance 

Parish Year 2008 ς

2009

2009 ς

2010

2010 ς

2011

2011 ς

2012

2012 ς

2013

2013 ς

2014

Parish A 149 187 185 189 234 216

Parish B 142 139 145 141 134 159

Parish C 136 148 158 165 147 195

Parish D 236 191 184 176 166 222

Parish E 176 199 190 164 177 188

Parish F 131 137 148 151 159 163
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– 11% growth
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Changes in congregational perception  - NCLS

• Five parishes were measured before and after the program
• 2011 Survey = 590 participants

• 2013 Survey = 548 participants

• 17 measures were analysed for statistical significance 

• Most significant changes were seen in measures of:
• Inspiring and empowering leadership

• Practical and diverse service

• Willingness and effective faith sharing 

• Intentional and welcoming inclusion 



“Even though few results reached significance in this 
examination, there is a consistent trend of raising percentages 
in most areas...There is therefore limited reason to consider 
this program as having some real effect based on the 
significant effects that were detected, and the possible low 
statistical power… The most salient changes in my opinion 
were increasing the percentage of people who valued the 
church’s priority on reaching the unchurched (suggesting a 
cultural change in attitude) and a higher tendency to welcome 
new people (suggesting a similar change in behaviour)”.

(Personal Correspondence with NCLS Staff, 
July 2014)



Findings - Impact of Program on Clergy 

All involved spoke highly of the 
program and appreciated it. 

Key themes were: 

• enhanced accountability

• creative ideas

• reconceptualised role

• development of new skills

• growth in confidence



Coaches are great in that there is an element 
of accountability…whereas in the past, you go 
to a conference or you might go to a seminar 
and people put up ideas, and you think, ‘oh 
that’s interesting’, and you go back home, you 
get a phone call to do a funeral, and you forget 
all about it what you have learnt. But if there’s 
somebody that’s visiting you that’s going to 
ask you about the things you talked about last 
time, and how it’s all gone, I think that’s been 
probably a missing element in ministry that 
I’ve experienced up till now



I’ve started to re-look at … what I should 
be doing as a priest … it’s really made me 
understand the difference that a priest 
has to be, the different skills that a priest 
has to have in order to move the parish 
from below 200 to the over 200 mark 
…I’m moving from being a hands-on priest 
to being a priest that is ensuring other 
work is happening.



If the parish is moving along 
and growing then it’s because I 
am also growing. If I don’t 
grow, then I am going to be a 
stumbling block to the parish 
growing.  



Our pool of contacts has grown. We started a 
music playtime that runs each week that has 
usually 40 to 50 people—now 60 people come 
to that. We’ve connected, probably, with a 
couple hundred of people through that over 
the last year and a half… We need to then do 
the slow, steady work of relationship building 
and helping people take the next steps.



It is an opportunity for reflection on my 
ministry. There’s accountability and goal 
setting. I’ve found I’ve taken the 
opportunity just for personal growth in 
my ministry through vulnerability and just 
saying, ‘here’s some things that I’m 
wrestling with’, and so the coaching has 
extended beyond getting a job done to 
growing as a person in ministry.



Findings - Impact of program on Lay Leaders

• greater clarity of purpose

• empowerment and 
enabling of ministry

• growth in commitment 

• new insights and 
understanding of ministry

• some concerns with 
workload and 
communication.



It’s given us a structure to plan for 
growth.... We're a church that's sort of 
come through this phase of having a 
Vicar and maybe an assistant minister 
and a few volunteers that run a few 
things — and it's sort of all very organic 
and it kind of happens — to maybe 
becoming a bit more intentional about 
things now…it's been a very good 
framework to help that happen.



Something that came out of the team 
itself was our Easter outreach. We've 
never had a context before in which to 
brainstorm... That idea came out of the 
brainstorming of the Mission Action 
Team, because we thought, what can 
we do differently this Easter as a public 
statement of the gospel, other than 
what we felt was becoming a bit tired.
.



My major concern….is about sustaining 
this … there’s going to be a lot of work 
in here, we know that there’s a lot of 
work ...I certainly have no worries about 
putting in the work ...but it’s about 
sustaining it and making sure that we 
work in such a way that it can be 
sustained.





Insights and learnings 

1. There is empirical evidence for the Diocese that the program achieved 
the desired outcomes. It worked! 



• Personalised 
training

• Empowerment and 
Clarity of Purpose

• Clearer missional 
structures

• Greater links to 
community 

• New ideas

• More creativity

• Reconceptualised 
role

• Support

• Resourcing

• Accountability

COACH CLERGY

LAY LEADERSCONGREGATION



Insights and learnings 

2. Coaching is useful for clergy. It can provide support to equip and empower them for their 
ministry. But a two year program is just the beginning. 

3. Intentional training for lay leaders is of great benefit and can give them a stronger sense of 
purposefulness and commitment. The Pathways program helped congregations discover the 
gaps. 

4. Parish life is complex and not easy! Issues uncovered included: 

• leadership incapacity due to unexpected circumstances

• internal conflict

• tensions between different cultural groups

• opportunities for amalgamation with neighbouring parishes

• the challenge of communicating effectively within leadership teams.  

None of these issues are simple, and clergy and congregations are not ordinarily equipped to 
deal with them. They require external support. 



Insights and learnings 

5.  Church culture can be changed towards a more missional outlook. 
Such cultural change requires time, effort and strong commitment. 
There is no easy solution or ‘magic bullet’. A key ingredient, however, is 
always an effective and well trained leader. 

6. Change towards missional effectiveness can occur across different 
types of parishes — Evangelical and Anglo-Catholic, as well as 
parishes in different socio-economic backgrounds.

7. Contextual and on going professional development is important for 
clergy and parishes. Although one-off, external  training events are 
useful, a more focused approach in which particular needs are 
identified and a coach/consultant employed to help the priest and 
parish move forward, is likely to be of greater assistance.



Some future challenges

1. The sustainability and impact of the parish growth and renewal 
program is vital as it grows and develops. How can this effective 
program be successfully extended? 

2. There is a need for research into the long term impact of the 
program. Is two years coaching and input enough? 

3. There is a need for research into the impact of the program in smaller 
parishes.

4. What is our commitment as a diocese to regular collection of parish 
data for future research?

5. What importance do we give as a church to evaluating our programs 
both large and small? 



Questions and Discussion


