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What Can We Learn?

by Paul MacLean

his publication contains the

final phase of the SpiritWork
research project. The core of
this phase is the evaluation led
by Joan Wyatt and Glenys Huws.
It’s an extensive and valuable
piece of social science research
conducted over the last year,
involving many interviews and
careful listening. Joan and Glenys
have provided an assessment
of the effects of SpiritWork on
the life and work of the Toronto
Scarborough Presbytery. They
also look at the strengths and
shortcomings of SpiritWork
through a sample of congrega-
tions. At the heart of their re-
search is the question, ‘Can a
presbytery or other judicatory
successfully initiate and sustain
intentional deep-level change?’
They go on to frame their con-
clusions within a theological
context, and offer some advice
to the presbytery about how
to navigate the next bends in
the road.

We’ve also included a short,
personal article by Douglas
duCharme, the Visionkeeper.
It’s very different in tone, and
it reminds us that at the heart
of SpiritWork are people who
care deeply and passionately,
who ‘are not happy with the
way things are and would like
to make a difference’- ordinary
people who strive for extraor-
dinary outcomes. In their two
very different ways, these eval-
uations capture the many voices
of the people who have been
engaged and affected by Spirit-
Work, in varying degrees, over
the past six or seven years.

This is the fourth publication
about the research project. The
published material generated is
now approaching the size of a
substantial book. It includes
the work of ten different writ-
ers who have listened to the
voices evoked by SpiritWork.
They have offered their analy-
ses and varied perspectives to
help create a rich body of work
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that can be of great benefit to the wider
church. In many ways, this practical,
field research project and its results are
unique in the Canadian church con-
text. What can we learn?

Some reasons for undertaking this
research in the first place were to test
assumptions about transformational
change and leadership, and to see if
there were broadly based criteria that
could be useful in other settings. There
are dangers, of course, in moving too
far away from the contextual research
to make generalized and high-level
claims that may not apply in very dif-
ferent settings. However, with that
limitation firmly in mind, we can still
identify important themes, and learn
from how they played out through the
SpiritWork venture in the context of
the United Church Presbytery of
Toronto Scarborough.

Unpromising Beginnings

The starting place for this venture was
a feeling of dispiritedness. The pres-
bytery had a generally depressed or
sad collective mood. The hopes that
once fuelled the passion and work for
the church had lost their power, and
were in fact leading church leaders to
despair. Furthermore, there was a pro-
found sense of isolation. Members of
one congregation had virtually no
knowledge of other congregations just
a few blocks away, or even of their
presbytery. Congregational life was in
many cases flat and depressed. People
were unable to recognize or come to
terms with the vast demographic
changes that had taken place in
Scarborough within a generation.
However, the default position was to
carry on as if everything was stable

and normal, resulting in emotional
fatigue.

Transformational change can begin from
the most unpromising conditions. Life-giv-
ing energy can be evoked from within
places and people where it seems most
absent.

Episcopal and Pastoral: The Role of
the Judicatory

Although depression was felt at both
congregational and presbytery levels
of the church (and not by everyone),
SpiritWork focused on the role of the
judicatory. This body had episcopal
oversight and responsibility for the
congregations and their leaders. In this
case, the presbytery, as a result of the
first phase of SpiritWork, significantly
changed the way in which it met,
emphasizing worship, learning and
the building of relationships. It
devolved much of its business to an
executive. Presbytery became a place
where pastoral, episcopal leadership
was exercised.

Existing bodies with pastoral, episcopal
authority can be transformed, so they
become agencies through which both for-
mal and informal transformational leader-
ship is exercised effectively. Can transfor-
mational change happen without such an
authorized body? Can bodies and partner-
ships be created as a locus of transforma-
tional leadership, where none exist? These
are interesting questions.

Enabling Conditions

Depression was not the complete story
of the presbytery in 2001, by any means.
There was a lot of change going on.
The presbytery had recently been reor-
ganized to improve effectiveness. Fifty



percent of the congregations were
going through a transition in ordained
leadership or were in conflict. The
chair and vice-chair of presbytery had
interviewed leaders in each of the
congregations. Dissatisfactions were
surfacing in parking-lot conversations.
A considerable sum of unallocated
money became available to the pres-
bytery. Miraculously, leadership time
was freed up. Furthermore, there
weren’t any dominant leaders who
would block new initiatives. New cler-
gy were entering the presbytery and
some had started to meet together in
Bible study. These and some other sig-
nificant factors were identified early
on in our research as enabling condi-
tions for SpiritWork.

Transformational change can’t take hold in
a vacuum. It needs energy, even if energy
is expressed through conflict and dissatis-
faction. It needs resources of money and
people’s time. New leaders, new connec-
tions, an absence of effective blocking —
these are all necessary for nurturing the
early embers of change. When we look to
the possibility of transformational change
in other settings, do we have the necessary
enabling conditions to get it started?

Transforming the Root Narrative
During the first phase of SpiritWork
and then during the research inter-
views, there were many little stories
told of congregational life. Collectively,
these stories were an expression of the
root narrative of church life in the
presbytery. This was a narrative in
which there was a vital, friendly con-
gregation in every neighbourhood
with lots of people of all ages and
stages, creative programs and a har-
monious social and spiritual life. But

the root narrative could not be sus-
tained, and had moved from being a
blessing to a burden for congregations.
No wonder they felt despair. What
really needed to be transformed was
hope, and what was hoped for.

Transformational change is a process by
which the very stories and root narrative
of congregational life are transformed.
Hope itself is what needs to be transformed.
The Anglican Primate of Canada said
recently that ‘the bishop’s calling is to be
an ambassador of hope.” The episcopal or
judicatory role is to engage faithful people
in the discussion and examination of
their deepest, collective hopes in the expecta-
tion that many of these will have to be
discarded and that new, guiding hope

will emerge.

Transforming Identity

For the presbytery and for many of its
congregations, SpiritWork became a
locus for thinking about change. The
atmosphere of the presbytery was
transformed. Its meetings were orga-
nized to reflect the directions proposed
by the first phase of SpiritWork. The
presbytery led a workshop on demo-
graphics that people credit with giving
them a new appreciation of the context
for ministry and the marginal place of
the United Church within it. People
spoke of developing a greater theologi-
cal understanding of the role of pres-
bytery. There were examples of greater
co-operation between congregations
and a desire for a unified vision. There
is some debate as to the success in
moving from awareness to action, from
seeing things differently to developing
collaborative structures for ministry
and mission. However, on balance
there were many indications that the

SpiritWork
became a
locus for
thinking
about
change
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type of change at work in the presbytery  a long time frame. The team can sustain

It is and some aspects of congregational life  transitions in its membership and remain
was an identity change, and that effective. It is doubtful that any other model

doubtful SpiritWork sustained and consolidated  of leadership would work as well.

that any this change.

These themes do not begin to exhaust
other Transformational change does not neces- what we can learn from the SpiritWork
model of sarily mean a total break with the past, but  experience and its research component.

it does involve a profound shift in identity. ~We invite you to bring your own ques-
leadership An authorized project with adequate tions to the pages

1 d resources, such as SpiritWork, is probably that follow, and to
wou necessary to lead, sustain and consolidate  enter into dialogue
work as changes to identity. with the folk in
Scarborough who
well Collaborative Leadership are trying to find
One is struck by the high degree of new paths of faith-
collaborative leadership evident fulness through
throughout the SpiritWork project. SpiritWork and

The leadership style of the SpiritWork ~ beyond. W
team had a ripple effect throughout
the presbytery, and is evident in the
increased collaboration and levels of
trust. Good communication and inter-
action with all parts of the system are
hallmarks of collaborative leadership.
SpiritWork was well embedded in the
official presbytery leadership. There is
some criticism of communications at
the congregational level, but for the
most part the SpiritWork team was
able to convey the sense that SpiritWork
was an enterprise of the whole pres-
bytery. Furthermore, largely because of
this collaborative style, SpiritWork was
able to survive some significant transi-
tions in team leadership.

Collaborative,

team leader-

ship is a suc-

cessful model for

leading transfor-

mational change \‘%‘"“
in a large and com- :
plex organization over —
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SpiritWork: The Final Phase
A Report by Joan Wyatt and Glenys Huws

by Paul MacLean
A SHORT HISTORY
SpiritWork: Three Phases

In 2001, a group of concerned leaders
of Toronto Scarborough Presbytery
(TScP) asked Potentials to facilitate a
meeting that would help them talk about
some of the deeper issues affecting the
presbytery, issues they felt were always
present but never addressed. From this
tirst meeting, a project emerged, even-
tually called SpiritWork. Potentials was
invited to develop, lead and facilitate a
process of re-visioning and renewal in
TScP that anticipated substantial change
in the life and work of that presbytery.
This process took place from spring
2002 until June 2003, at which point an
extensive document was issued called
‘The Report of SpiritWork Phase One.’

As its title suggests, the proposal to the
presbytery was that SpiritWork contin-
ue. The report made the case that TScP
was going through profound, deep-level

change, which it called ‘transformative
change,” and it recommended that the
presbytery concentrate on four goals:

1. Developing a bold and passionate
common mission and vision

2. Creating an environment where the
renewal of faith and worship would
flourish

3. Renewing commitment to engage in
co-operative ministry endeavours

4. Identifying and training current and
future leaders within congregations
and presbytery

In order to do this, the SpiritWork team
would stay intact and a paid position of
Visionkeeper would be created. These
recommendations were approved and
SpiritWork entered Phase Two. During
this period of two years, there were in-
stances of collaboration and joint pro-
jects —jazz services, a food bank, amal-
gamation discussions. The presbytery
became a provider of helpful facilitation.
In June 2005 it approved Phase Three,
another two-year cycle with a paid
staff position, which came to an end in
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2007. Other activities initiated by the
SpiritWork team included a presbytery-
wide Bible study on the book of Acts, a
workshop on changing demographics,
several presbytery-wide services and
the reformation of presbytery meetings
to focus more on learning, community
building and worship.

Researching SpiritWork

From the outset, there was a sense that
SpiritWork was going to be an innova-
tive project. Much could be learned
from its experiments and experiences.
To this end, Potentials proposed to the
TScP that a research component be
added to the project, and this was ac-
cepted. A SpiritWork research team was
formed, composed of partners from
four denominations and three United
Church institutions. This team reflected
on the project as it progressed and began
to shape their questions. In fall 2003,
Gary Redcliffe, professor of Pastoral
Theology at Emmanuel College, took
on the first stage of research. Gary’s
research, along with other supporting
articles, was published in two editions
of Potentials in Print: 'Hope for Trans-
formation, Part One and Two.” Three
conferences were held between 2004 and
2005, highlighting the story of SpiritWork,
and a further publication was issued,
“The Tipping Point of Change.’

The research project lay dormant for a
number of years as SpiritWork continued.
However, it was always the intention to
observe this change process over a long
period of time, so a second and final stage
was planned as SpiritWork drew to a
close. Joan Wyatt, Director of Contextual
Theological Education at Emmanuel
College, and Glenys Huws were engaged

as researchers. Together with the team,
they shaped the current project, which
seeks to evaluate this remarkable ven-
ture through the voices and experiences
of its many participants.

by Joan Wyatt and Glenys Huws
EVALUATING SPIRITWORK

he evaluation process was designed

to gauge the extent of the engage-
ment of TScP and its congregations in
the Spirit-Work process and to assess
its effect on the life and work of the
presbytery. The overall question to be
addressed was whether a presbytery or
other judicatory, by undertaking a pro-
ject like SpiritWork (SW), could suc-
cessfully initiate and sustain intention-
al deep-level change.

The two researchers gathered data

through:

1. focus groups and questionnaires
involving approximately forty pres-
byters who attended the April 2007
meeting of the presbytery;

2. focus groups with the SW Steering
Committee;

3. phone interviews with members of
the Presbytery Executive; and

4. focus groups with five congregations
chosen on the basis of differing levels
of involvement with SW.

The data was then analyzed to deter-
mine the level of awareness of SW in the
presbytery and congregations, to iden-
tify the ways in which SW goals had
been met and to discover where and
how the SW project had fallen short of
expectations. The categories of data
were interpreted through the lenses of



future directions for TScP and possible
application in other settings.

VOICES OF THE PRESBYTERY
Involved and Aware?

In order to measure the effect of SW, it
was important to determine how much
presbyters knew of SW goals and pur-
poses. The responses indicated signifi-
cant variation in the degree of knowl-
edge, the main contributing factor being
the length of time in the presbytery.
Most members were aware of and had
opinions about the SW project. Although
newcomers knew much less about SW
than those with longer involvement,
often they could recognize the condi-
tions and activities ascribed to SW by
more experienced presbyters. They had
not realized the connection between
these phenomena and the SW project.

Among those familiar with SW, most
understood it as a project directed
towards change and renewal. Some
identified individuals as the locus of
renewal while others emphasized con-
gregations or the presbytery. It was
also generally understood that signifi-
cant change was needed in the presby-
tery because of the frailty of many con-
gregations, a condition related to the
considerable demographic changes in
Scarborough in recent decades. It was a
widely held view that the SW process en-
couraged increased co-operation among
congregations and hoped to create a
common vision for the presbytery.

Not surprisingly, among the Presbytery
Executive and the SW Steering
Committee, the goals, principles and
activities of SW were well known and

understood. Unlike the presbytery as a
whole, these members could quickly
name the four goals — common vision
and mission, faith formation, co-opera-
tive ministry, and leadership develop-
ment — and were keenly aware of how
these connected to various SW pro-
grams and activities.

Speaking Out about Strengths

Presbytery Focus Groups

In response to questions about how
SW goals were implemented in the
presbytery and what role SW had
played, most experienced presbyters
expressed appreciation for the way the
SW project had influenced the pres-
bytery and some of the congregations
within its boundaries. In relation to the
life of the presbytery, there was con-
sensus that the atmosphere had changed
for the better during the course of the
SW project. People described a spirit of
goodwill and generosity, a unity of
purpose and a sense of collaboration
among presbyters that had not existed
prior to SW. There appears to have
been an identity shift in the presbytery
from being a collection of UCC congre-
gations to being one organization with
the purpose of being the UCC in
Scarborough. One person described
this as ‘presbytery becoming an organ-
ic whole rather than being individual
congregations.” Increased collegiality
and collaboration among clergy were
also noted with appreciation by a
number of presbyters.

Many people observed that a change
in the nature of TScP meetings had
come about with the decision after
Phase One of SW to transfer a signifi-
cant amount of the business of the

People
described
a spirit of
goodwill
and
generosity
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presbytery to the Presbytery Executive
and to have the full presbytery meet
less often. The intention of this shift
was to allow more time at full pres-
bytery meetings for worship, theologi-
cal reflection, substantive discussion,
education and fellowship.

Overall, this change was experienced
as positive and life-giving. Some peo-
ple felt it contributed to “infusing pres-
bytery with Spirit’ and ‘promoting the
Spirit of God.” Presbytery was experi-
enced as vital, vibrant and relevant.
Meetings had become a place where
people could “speak from the heart.’
There was recognition that the change
included spiritual renewal and a deep-
ening of faith on the part of individuals
and the presbytery as a whole. One
respondent described it as presbytery
members moving from an understand-
ing of the church as simply another com-
munity group towards assuming their
identity as the “people of God.” Another
commented that the open and welcom-
ing spirit in the presbytery was an
inspiring model for congregational life.

SW acted also as a significant catalyst
for new thinking in the presbytery,
especially for ‘looking at transformative
change.” Through various events and
workshops, the SW project helped peo-
ple understand the nature of change and
become familiar with the demographic
and social changes that had taken place
in Scarborough. Participants grew to
appreciate the challenge involved if the
United Church (both as a presbytery
and as individual congregations)
wished to be a vital part of life in its
community. Many people mentioned
the significance of the SW workshop
on the demographics of Scarborough.

For some, it was a transformation of
consciousness about the context in
which the Scarborough United Churches
function. ‘How little we knew!” was
the comment of one presbyter.

SW played a key role in facilitating
dialogue within congregations and
also among individuals and congrega-
tions. SW ‘encouraged congregations
to look within and to be pro-active in
relating to their communities.” More
frequently, people mentioned the oppor-
tunities provided by SW for congrega-
tions to come together to share experi-
ences, to identify resources, to look at
hard truths and to share concerns,
ideas and information. In the process,
individuals and congregations got to
know each other and felt encouraged
and strengthened by the interaction. A
number of participants commented
about ‘no longer feeling so alone” after
participating in these exchanges.

Some participants noted that SW had
contributed to a change in the attitude
of their congregations towards the
presbytery, namely, that the presbytery
was now seen as more of a support
than a boss or bully. ‘My congregation
has much more confidence about call-
ing on presbytery for help” was the way
one presbyter described this change.

Many people attributed to SW the
increase in co-operative activities in
the presbytery as a whole, for instance,
the presbytery-wide services and edu-
cational opportunities like the Bible
study on the book of Acts. Some felt
that presbytery programs that predat-
ed SW, like the Vacation Bible School,
had benefited also from the overall in-
crease in co-operation and collaboration.



A number of presbyters noted that
communication and co-operation had
increased among certain groupings of
congregations and some identified SW
as the catalyst for recent congregation-
al amalgamations.

Most presbyters felt that virtually all
elements and activities of the presbytery
had been affected in a constructive way
by SW. The overall energizing effect of
the project had created an environment
for creative things to happen. Presbyters
seemed to have neither the ability nor
the desire to identify changes not con-
nected to SW. ‘Everything in the pres-
bytery has been touched by SW,” said
one participant. Most presbyters con-
curred with this assessment.

A number of factors contributed to SW
being seen as valuable and life-giving.
The one mentioned most often was the
vision and dedication of the leaders who
had initiated the project and worked to
maintain its momentum over the months
and years. That there was money to pay
staff (the Visionkeeper), as well as to
fund events and activities, was also
named as an important factor in influ-
encing positive outcomes. Other factors
named were the care taken to build re-
lationships, the attention to maintaining
continuity of leadership and the increase
in the trust level among presbytery
members.

SpiritWork Steering Committee

The assessment of the strengths of the
project by members of the SW Steering
Committee generally reflected the
opinion of the presbytery as a whole.
Committee members mentioned the
change in the spirit of the presbytery
as evidenced by the opportunity for

more fellowship, worship and learning
at meetings, as well as the practice of
praying for each other. Presbyters
‘experienced the adventure’ of speak-
ing out about faith matters.

The presbytery was more spirited, more
focused and more future-oriented.
Committee members found themselves
looking forward to meetings and actu-
ally enjoyed being at presbytery. The
increased trust level among presbyters
was noted as was the increased co-
operation among congregations and
among clergy. One committee member
summed up the changes with the com-
ment that ‘so much of what I didn’t
like about presbytery is no longer part
of the life of TSc presbytery.’

It was in the SW Steering Committee
that the importance of “The Report of
SpiritWork Phase One’ was most clear-
ly recognized, particularly its articula-
tion of the four ongoing goals and
principles of SW: common mission and
vision, faith formation, co-operative
ministry and leadership development.
Committee members believed that the
findings of this report had guided and
invigorated their work and the work
of the Presbytery Executive.

The committee was acutely aware of
how challenging and humbling the
process of renewal had been, at
presbytery and in the congrega-
tions. This awareness was
expressed by comments such as
‘my eyes have been opened to
the depth of the challenge’ and
‘how hard and how humbling

it is to help people to live ﬂ

into God’s future.’
Committee members
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did not seem daunted by the challenge,
however, and some understood it as a
sign that God'’s Spirit continued to be
at work in the life of the presbytery.

Committee members agreed that the
SW project had a strong influence in
increasing the sense of unity in the
presbytery, as well as collaborative
activity among congregations. Specific
events such as the Acts study, the
workshop on the demographics of
Scarborough, the various gatherings of
congregational leaders and the pres-
bytery-wide services were identified as
events that played a key role in mov-
ing forward on SW goals.

A challenge identified by the committee
was the difficulty of maintaining the
momentum of the SW process in the
final two years of the project. This was
offset, in the opinion of some, by the sig-
nificant degree of integration of SW goals
into the regular life and work of the pres-
bytery. SW committee members echoed
the opinion of the presbytery as a whole
that it was hard to distinguish which
aspects of presbytery life had been affect-
ed by SW and which had not. One com-
mittee member described it as SW “mov-
ing from being an arm of the presbytery,
to being the heart of the presbytery.

Committee members suggested that
many factors had helped the SW pro-
ject implement its goals:

1. The direction provided by ‘The
Report of SpiritWork Phase One’

2. The involvement of outside consul-
tants

3. The number of opportunities pro-
vided for various configurations of
congregational leaders to meet

4. The funding which provided revenue
for events and paid staff

5. The integration of presbytery leader-
ship and SW leadership

6. The story framework provided by
Gary Redcliffe in his research study
‘Accounting for Hope’

7. The success of special events and
educational programs when suffi-
cient time was allotted for planning
and publicity

As did the presbytery focus groups, the
committee praised the initial leadership
whose vision and energy had been cru-
cial in the early phases. It was suggested
by one respondent, however, that the
powerful nature of this group had
actually slowed down the ownership of
SW by the whole presbytery. In his view,
this paradox was difficult to avoid.

A relative newcomer to the committee
named the dedication of people on the
committee as a critical factor in main-
taining the momentum of the project
in its later phases.

Presbytery Executive

For the Presbytery Executive, one of the
clearest effects of the SW process was
the structural change after Phase One,
which saw the number of full presbytery
meetings reduced to five and much of
the business of presbytery delegated to
the executive. This meant a heavier
executive workload, but virtually all
the members had found the experience
satisfying and engaging. Some members
noted with regret that, in the past year
or so, time and energy that might have
been directed at implementing SW goals
had been consumed by two demanding
personnel and pastoral relations situa-
tions.



There was general agreement that the
good and healthy spirit of the presbytery
as a whole had been at work in the
Presbytery Executive. The atmosphere
in the executive was described as ‘open’
and ‘trusting’ with ‘no hidden agenda.’
The leadership of people like Margaret
Walker and Pam Lock was cited as an
important factor in the constructive and
productive way the executive was able
to work together. Most members also
credited the tangible and intangible
effects of the SW process with provid-
ing needed energy and direction for
their work on the executive.

Speaking Up about Shortcomings

Presbytery Focus Groups

Responses to the question about which
SW goals had not been implemented
indicated that most presbyters, what-
ever their level of direct involvement
in the project, had enough knowledge
to be able to identify areas in which
SW failed to meet expectations. That
said, it was also evident that some
presbyters had no expectations regard-
ing SW because they lacked sufficient
understanding of its goals and aims.

A number of respondents suggested
that the lack of understanding of SW’s
goals was even more noticeable at the
congregational level, with certain con-
gregations being uninformed and others
being indifferent or negative. Several
people were of the opinion that indi-
cating an interest in the SW project
was interpreted by some leaders as a
sign of congregational weakness.

One widely given explanation for this
lack of understanding involved the
means used to communicate about SW

to presbyters and to congregations.
Respondents commented often about
the inaccessibility of the reports that went
to congregations. The reports tended
to be long and complex — requiring
significant commitment and effort to
read and to understand. Moreover, the
educational approach at certain SW
events was experienced by some as too
theoretical and “highly intellectual.” It
was difficult for some people to relate
their practical concerns to the ideas
and theories conveyed at these events.
The Acts study was cited by a number
of respondents as an exception to this
pattern. Several experienced presbyters
commented that, in spite of all the
focus on ‘transformative change’ in the
SW process, they were still puzzled as
to what that phrase actually meant.

A related concern was the lack of clarity
and specificity in the development of a
common vision and mission for the
presbytery. The principles and ideas of
SW “were not translated into concrete
options.” Presbyters were in agreement
about the desirability of new models
of ministry for the twenty-first century,
but no specific model, other than a
regional church, had been articulated.
One presbyter said she felt that “the
presbytery is much better prepared to
change, but to what?” Another com-
mented that, given the SW commit-
ment to trying to ‘“do church” different-
ly in the twenty-first century, the amal-
gamations that had taken place in the
presbytery were failures. They were all
based on the old model of one congre-
gation/one building/one minister.

In the latter phase of the SW project,
there were some events and programs
that were not well attended. The failure

‘The
presbytery
is much
better
prepared
to change,
but to
what?’
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of the Faith Institute was mentioned
numerous times. Presbyters offered
several reasons for why this had
occurred, such as the difficulty of
maintaining momentum over time, the
turnover of leadership and the limits
of time and energy.

Most of the comments on the short-
comings of the SW project were offered
in the context of a generally positive
assessment of the effect of SW on the
life of the presbytery. Within this dis-
course about shortcomings, however, a
minority of voices claimed that the
influence of SW had been either neutral
or negative, resulting in no positive
effect whatsoever on the presbytery.

In contrast to those who believed that
SW had invigorated the life of the
presbytery, a small number of presbyters
felt that SW diverted time and energy
from valuable activities that TScP nor-
mally undertook and caused confusion
in the presbytery as to how certain
responsibilities were to be carried out.
Two presbyters lamented that SW had
been too inward-looking, that there
had not been enough attention paid to
reaching out beyond the presbytery in
the SW process. The assessment of some
in this group was that the goals of SW
had never been articulated clearly or
sufficiently understood by most pres-
byters. SW’s agenda was “disconnected
and unclear,” causing many presbytery
members to feel outside of the project
and most congregations to be unaffect-
ed by what was happening.

Another concern voiced by these pres-
byters was that the SW emphasis on
co-operation and common vision
resulted in little affirmation, moral

support or practical help being offered
to congregations that were working on
their own process of transformation.
One person commented that, without
change at the congregational level, co-
operative activities and amalgamations
were just a way of delaying death. It
was voices such as these that expressed
the strongest criticism of the ‘head stuff,
which they believed characterized SW
workshops and events. The overem-
phasis on theory added to the percep-
tion that the SW agenda was inaccessi-
ble to and disconnected from many in
the congregations.

SpiritWork Steering Committee

The Steering Committee made many
comments about where and why SW
had not fully met their hopes and
expectations. Most of the committee
would have liked to see greater collabo-
ration among congregations. All agreed
that much remained to be done in the
areas related to common vision and
mission, faith formation and leadership
development. One member believed
that if collaboration among congrega-
tions had gone further, a common
vision might have emerged. Another
felt that the movement towards a com-
mon vision had been hindered by insuf-
ficient attention to theological reflection.

Like other presbyters, committee mem-
bers could not explain clearly what
“transformative change’ meant except
to indicate that it did not mean adap-
tive change. They agreed that this lack
of clarity, combined with disagreement
among presbyters about the feasibility
and pace of change, had hindered the
movement towards a common vision.
Some members of the committee felt
that difficulty in identifying a common



vision was inevitable given that there
is no ready-made answer to the ques-
tion of how to be the UCC in twenty-
first-century Scarborough. There was
agreement, however, that the lack of
clear and concrete options for the
future had been problematic. It had
frustrated those in the presbytery who,
having caught something of a vision,
wanted to move to the implementation
stage, while increasing the anxiety of
those who were uncertain or hesitant.

Other factors were identified by com-
mittee members as hindering fuller
implementation of SW goals. For
example, the intention had been to
communicate clearly to every congre-
gation and this goal had proved to be
a daunting task and ongoing challenge.
The committee had been diligent in
sending updates and reports to con-
gregations but had to rely on interested
persons within congregations to ‘pass
along the news.” Also, some members
questioned the use of print material as
the principal medium of communica-
tion and wished that there had been
more imagination and variety in the
means used to communicate with con-
gregations.

Two other hindrances identified by com-
mittee members were the turnover in
presbytery membership and the resis-
tance of some clergy leaders to the idea
of transformative change. In the first
instance, members felt that the degree of
turnover was not sufficiently appreciat-
ed. Although it was ‘hard to avoid hav-
ing some in the locomotive and some in
the caboose,” too many assumptions had
been made about the level of knowledge
and understanding among presbytery
members as a whole.

In regard to clergy resistance, some
members wondered if it might have
been more effective to focus on inter-
mediate stages of understanding and
implementing change rather than
emphasizing transformative change
only. A related comment was that the
process had not taken seriously
enough the grief that individuals and
congregations feel when contemplat-
ing or experiencing the losses involved
in transformative change.

It was pointed out by some committee
members that United Church polity, by
reinforcing the one minister/one con-
gregation model, did not facilitate the
vision of common mission and greater
collaboration among congrega-

tions. When the legal and
emotional complexities ~
related to church buildings
and property are added to the poli-
ty barriers, the combination makes
for a significant hindrance in
developing more collaborative
and unified options for being

the United Church in
Scarborough.

Another hindrance identified was the
way that SW had been perceived - in-
accurately, in the committee’s view —
as ‘pushing for congregational amalga-
mations.” The initiatives for amalgama-
tion were already underway before SW
began and, from the committee’s
standpoint, the effect of SW had been
simply to make the discussions more
constructive. Some committee mem-
bers believed, however, that some con-
gregations were hesitant about collabo-
ration because they feared, wrongly,
that they would be pressured towards
amalgamation by the SW process.

Potentials in Print 13
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Presbytery Executive

When interviewed, most of the chairs
of presbytery committees indicated that
SW had not directly influenced the work
of their committees. Some changes had
been made to protocols used by the Pas-
toral Relations and Pastoral Oversight
Committees, but these had not been test-
ed in any significant way. It was clear
from the interviews that several commit-
tees were functioning more efficiently
and effectively than previously, for ex-
ample, meeting more regularly, clarifying
their mandates, recruiting new members.
There was no clarity, however, as to what
role SW had played in these changes.

Three committee chairs
felt that their work had
been impacted negatively
by the SW process. One chair believed
that the increased executive workload
combined with the demands of the SW
project had diminished the interest in
and energy for the work of her com-
mittee. Two other chairs felt that the
work of their committees had been
undermined by confusion and compe-
tition between the goals of SW and the
mandates of their committees. In one
case, there had been “a crossing of
guidelines that led to uncertainty about
what the responsibilities of [our] com-
mittee included.” In the other instance,
the committee had the paradoxical
experience of having their work usurped
by SW activities while, at the same
time, having to put some of their own
activities on hold because of additional
responsibilities delegated to them
because of SW. It is instructive to note
that the three committees that experi-
enced negative impacts from SW were
committees whose mandates overlapped
with SW principles and activities.

Continuing SpiritWork Connections

To help assess the effect of SW, a ques-
tion about if and how SW should con-
tinue was asked. Most presbytery voices,
regardless of the setting, supported the
continuation of SW in one form or
other. Some believed that, while it was
essential for the spirit of SW to contin-
ue, another explicit project was not
needed. Instead, furthering the goals
and principles of SW would be better
served by integrating them into the
ongoing work of the presbytery.
People expressed confidence in the
capacity of the presbytery and its com-
mittees to do this.

Others felt that it was important to
officially draw the SW project to a close
(and not simply let it fade away).
Another intentional focus and process
would then be needed in the presbytery
to maintain the momentum for change
initiated and developed through SW.
This would be essential to preventing
‘backsliding.” One suggestion was that
implementing another project be dele-
gated to a group that would function
like a sub-executive of the presbytery.

A small minority wanted the process
of change to continue under the name
SpiritWork with opportunities to
implement the SW goals that had not
yet been fulfilled. They were aware,
however, that the members of the cur-
rent SW Steering Committee were
tired and that renewal and continuity
of leadership were critical concerns if
SW was to carry on in its current form.

Regarding the focus for an ongoing
renewal project, a number of partici-
pants identified the need for more



attention to the well-being of individ-
ual congregations while continuing the
SW emphasis on transformative change,
co-operative activity, the sharing of
resources and the development of a
common vision for the presbytery. The
need for more educational opportunities
within the presbytery, especially in the
two SW categories of faith formation
and leadership development, was also
frequently mentioned. One presbyter
recommended the establishment of an
adult nurture committee to support
such work.

Another area suggested for attention
in an ongoing process was United
Church polity related to congregation-
al governance and pastoral relations.
If collaboration among congregations
and sharing of resources, including
personnel, was to continue and be
strengthened, reinterpretation if not
modification of some Manual require-
ments would be needed.

Matters of funding and staffing were
raised in several groups. Participants
reiterated the key role that financial
resources and personnel played in
enabling the SW project to go forward,
and they identified the need for simi-
lar support if a renewal process was to
continue in the future.

A related question that frequently sur-
faced concerned the structural changes
to be decided at the Annual Meeting of
Toronto Conference. If the proposal for
four larger presbyteries was approved
(and it was), then TScP would not exist
much longer in its current iteration.
The context for any ongoing focus or
project would be considerably differ-
ent from the current reality.

While this possibility made it more
difficult for participants to be specific
in their suggestions for the future, they
expressed enthusiasm for the proposal,
especially members of the Presbytery
Executive. Those supporting the pro-
posed change believed that the
experience of having been involved in
a presbytery-based renewal project like
SW would enable members of TScP to
help the larger church develop a
renewed vision and mission within a
larger presbytery.

VOICES OF THE CONGREGATIONS
Involved and Aware?

Because the congregational focus groups
were chosen on the basis of differing
levels of congregational involvement
in SW, it was not surprising to find
that the five groups differed consider-
ably from each other in their level of
knowledge about SW. Moreover, levels
of knowledge differed widely within
each focus group, with at least one
member in each group having almost
no knowledge of the project. Often
though, during conversation, many
people discovered that they knew more
about SW than they realized — they
recognized many of the activities and
ideas that were being mentioned with-
out knowing of their connection to SW.

No congregational focus group was able
to name the four goals of SW — at least
not without considerable prompting —
but there was a general understanding
that SW had been an attempt to increase
co-operation among congregations and
to work towards a common vision for
the United Church in Scarborough.
There was agreement that, given the

Matters of
funding
and
statfing
were
raised in
several
groups
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number of congregations losing mem-
bers and losing heart, the kind of
deep-level change advocated through
the SW project was needed badly in
TScP. A different perspective expressed
by some participants was that, particu-
larly in its early phases, SW was not
relevant to a number of congregations
who had addressed already the issues
that SW was raising.

All the focus groups were able to name
some of the educational events and
activities sponsored by SW. Those
mentioned most often were the Acts
study, the presbytery-wide services
and the workshop on the demograph-
ics of Scarborough. Some participants
were aware that SW had provided ‘lots
of discussion groups’ where congrega-
tional leaders could share experiences
and ideas. Several focus group members
had participated in these events without
knowing their connection to SW. They
had assumed that the presbytery was
sponsoring these gatherings and
believed that others in their congrega-
tion had made the same assumption.
Those who were aware of the SW
connection agreed that, over
time, the momentum
for participation
diminished and many
people commented on the
low turnout at events in
the latter phase of SW.
This was attributed by
some to a lack of lead time in
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publicizing these activities.
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The extent to which congregations
embraced the goals and activities of
SW varied considerably. No congrega-
tion had made an official decision to
participate in the SW project, and there

was general agreement that even con-
gregations familiar with SW mostly
understood it as a presbytery program
that was ‘out there somewhere.” The
name SW had been a barrier for some
people who thought that it was a
Pentecostal-type revival campaign,
while others confused it with the
Emerging Spirit project of the UCC
General Council.

In several congregations, the presence
of presbytery members who were
actively involved in SW meant that its
activities were well publicized and
people were encouraged to read the
SW reports sent to congregations. Two
focus groups suggested that levels of
awareness and involvement might
have been higher if a few people had
been assigned by the presbytery to be
SW promoters in their congregation.

The attitude of the ministry staff played
a key role. Where ministers were sup-
portive of SW, there were regular an-
nouncements at worship, update mate-
rial in the congregational newsletter
and general encouragement to be in-
volved. Moreover, the goals and prin-
ciples of SW were mentioned in ser-
mons, and ideas generated in the SW
process were introduced into discus-
sions and decision-making at the con-
gregational level. In contrast, one focus
group member believed that by inten-
tionally blocking information about
SW the minister of his congregation
had ensured minimal awareness and
participation.

Speaking Out about Strengths

All but one of the focus groups agreed
that, however varied the level of



knowledge and experience of SW, their
congregations were less isolated, more
open and more involved in co-operative
activities with others. They were also
more aware of the larger picture in
both church and community and more
appreciative of the role of the pres-
bytery than they had been before the
SW project. Some examples cited were
co-operative youth group efforts, more
openness to new ideas, high interest in
a JNAC process, more emphasis on
leadership development and increased
willingness to talk about spiritual mat-
ters. While some attributed the changes
specifically to SW, most believed that a
combination of factors, including the
influence of SW, was responsible for
these developments.

Various opinions were expressed about
the role that SW had played in the
amalgamations within the presbytery.
Some participants were of the opinion
that SW had played no role. Others
thought that SW had facilitated the
amalgamation process in a construc-
tive way by encouraging congrega-
tions to talk with each other. In one
instance, SW was credited with help-
ing a congregation find ‘life and focus
after a failed amalgamation.’

Speaking Up about Shortcomings

Most focus group members agreed that
they found it hard to relate to the pro-
motional and interpretive materials
about SW received by their congrega-
tions. For one thing, not everyone had
access to SW e-mail messaging. While
the printed reports were more widely
distributed, they were experienced as
wordy and complex — overwhelming
in their length and their density. They

were definitely ‘not designed to grab
the congregation’s attention.” In the last
year or so, some had noticed a decrease
in the frequency of the reports and other
information about SW. Focus groups
were in consensus that other modes of
communication besides print would
have been helpful, notwithstanding that
the diligence of the reporting and the
value of the printed word were affirmed
by several participants.

A few participants expressed concern
about the theoretical nature of much of
what was conveyed by SW. Several
others commented on the lack of con-
crete options for the future that took
seriously the ‘relational nature’ of
church community. Participants men-
tioned an insufficient attention to the
significant differences among the con-
gregations and among the communities
where they were located.

Several groups cited another factor as
a hindrance to participation — the level
of busyness in their congregations. In
one congregation, the council had
refused to participate in the initial round
of SW focus groups because it felt that
the congregation was simply too busy
to do so. Two of the congregations had
recently undergone amalgamations
and renovations which, while invigo-
rating in many ways, had consumed
time and energy. One participant
claimed that ‘for three years, our peo-
ple didn’t have time for anything else.’
Changes in pastoral relations had
occupied one congregation and an
intensive JNAC process another. Two
others had been occupied with their
own process of re-visioning, a process in
which SW principles and goals seemed
irrelevant, even outdated.

SW was
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Potentials in Print 17



They knew
they
needed to
reach out
more to
their com-
munities

18 Potentials in Print

One participant suggested that there
had been a perception, partly related to
the amalgamation and regionalization
discussions, that the presbytery was
trying to co-opt congregational rev-
enue and physical resources. Others
agreed that this perception, accurate or
not, had been a barrier to the involve-
ment of some congregation members
in the goals of SW.

Characteristics of Scarborough
Congregations

As a way of discerning participants’
awareness of the overall state of
United Church congregational life in
TScP in the context of SW goals and
principles, participants were asked to
describe their own congregations and
others. Focus groups had plenty to say
about what they wanted to affirm
about their own congregations, for
example, honesty and openness, warmth
and compassion, commitment to inclu-
sivity and co-operation, renewed ener-
gy and focus, maturity and resilience.
Participants were equally aware of

the challenges their congregations
faced from declining numbers and
aging buildings. They knew they
needed to reach out more to their
communities.

When asked what they valued about
other congregations, as well as what
concerned them, their responses often
agreed. Affirmations included the
diversity among congregations, their
location in a variety of neighbourhoods
and the commitment of most congre-
gations to try to make a difference in
their communities. The willingness of
many congregations to co-operate with
and support each other was also a val-

ued characteristic and a desire for even
more co-operation was expressed.

Concerns included aging membership
and leadership, as well as the lack of
connection between the demographic
profile of the Scarborough population
and that of United Church member-
ship. Participants lamented the seem-
ing lack of ability to include a more
diverse cross-section of the community
in UCC congregational life. Also, they
expressed apprehension about the
attachment to buildings and the
unwillingness of certain congregations
to ‘move out of their comfort zone’
with the probable result that their
churches would die rather than change.

Continuing SpiritWork Connections

Four of the congregational focus
groups could envision ways in which
the goals and purposes of SW would
continue to be relevant to their life and
work. One group believed that the
four goals of SW were relevant to the
life of all congregations. Two congre-
gations were highly committed to an
expanded sharing of resources with
one another and to ‘actively pursuing
the possibilities of partnering with oth-
ers.” In a congregation that had recent-
ly amalgamated, people felt that the
SW emphasis on looking to the future
would help the congregation build on
its strengths and develop a more vital
presence in its community.

Two focus groups indicated that their
congregations were anxious to get on
with activities that reflected SW goals
and principles, and they hoped for
changes to materialize in the near
future. Others expected no immediate



results but felt that the spirit of SW
would bring long-term benefits to their
congregation and to the presbytery as
a whole, particularly if there was
progress in developing a presbytery-
wide vision and mission statement.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS: WHAT
SEASON IS IT FOR TScP?

Toronto Scarborough Presbytery
Executive has adopted the theme “for
such a season’ (from Ecclesiastes 3) for
the presbytery focus in 2007/8. Using
this framework, a number of implica-
tions for the future of TScP were iden-
tified from the research findings.

A Season to Keep Travelling in the
Direction of Renewal

It is clear from the responses of pres-
byters that there is both a need and a
desire to continue the emphasis on
deep-level change and renewal initiat-
ed by SW. Three guideposts for this
ongoing journey might be:

1. the development of a common
vision and mission for the pres-
bytery;

2. more opportunities for collaboration
and sharing among congregations;
and

3. the utilization of presbytery gather-
ings for worship, education and
relationships.

What remains unclear is the shape and
form this continuing emphasis on
renewal will take, with presbyters being
divided almost equally between sup-
port for another intentional project and
support for an integrated approach
where the spirit and principles of SW

would be woven variously and appro-
priately into the life and work of the
presbytery. In both the focus groups and
interviews, presbyters made persuasive
cases for each of these approaches.
Another element clouding the picture
is the uncertainty as to what time and
energy there will be for a TScP renewal
effort, given the demands that will be
made on all the presbyteries as signifi-
cant structural change takes place across
Toronto Conference. As well, there is
the critical question of what size and
shape the presbytery will be when the
structural shift is completed.

In this in-between time, an intentional
renewal project designed for TScP may
not be feasible, but as long as TScP
exists, it’s important to keep open a
space in its life for the goals and prin-
ciples of SW to be further developed.
SW leadership and presbytery leader-
ship are already well integrated. There is
intention and capacity in the Presbytery
Executive and in presbytery committees
like Christian Education, Communica-
tion and Outreach to promote co-oper-
ation and sharing of resources across
the presbytery, as well as to strengthen
leadership development and to nur-
ture faith formation.

It is encouraging that work towards a
common mission and vision is contin-
uing. That so many presbyters speak
with such passion for and commit-
ment to the future of the ministry and
mission of the United Church in
Scarborough is both inspiring and
hopeful (and was experienced as such
by the research team). Safeguarding
the meetings of the full presbytery for
worship, education and fellowship is
critical if “space’ for renewal is to be
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maintained. Along with its ‘newfound
ability to cope with change and a
renewed commitment to mission,” this
space is a gift that TScP can offer to
whatever new and larger presbytery
structure awaits.

A Season for Seeking More Clarity
About Collaborative Structure(s)

There was no question about the
enthusiasm of most presbyters for the
way co-operation and collaboration
among congregations has increased in
the presbytery. The congregational
focus groups believed that increased
awareness of and connection to other
congregations was one of the positive
outcomes of the SW project. Most par-
ticipants were also convinced that
more work was needed in this area.

Increased informal co-oper-
ation among congregations
was seen as both feasible
and desirable — some-
thing that the pres-
bytery should continue
to encourage and facili-
tate. More critical still, in
the minds of many pres-
byters, was a need to
identify concrete options
for a more formal co-operative
structure. There was concern that,
without such a structure, it would be
difficult for the presbytery to sustain
the changes that it had already made.
For some, more formal collaboration
meant some measure of consolidation
of congregational structures, while
others didn’t necessarily connect the
two. Neither the amalgamation of
existing congregations nor the estab-
lishment of a regional church garnered

much support from either group as a
desirable and faithful model for what a
more collaborative UCC in
Scarborough might look like.

One identified shortcoming of the
amalgamation approach was the per-
petuation of the one minister/one con-
gregation/one building model which
many experienced as a barrier to mov-
ing collaboration to a deeper level. It
also seemed to create an anxiety in
some congregations that prevented
them from exploring possibilities for
collaboration. The regional church idea
was unappealing to many participants
because of insufficient attention paid
to the relational nature of UCC com-
munity, to the value of smallness and
to the diversity among both congrega-
tions and neighbourhoods. It would
appear that the longing for a unified
approach is in tension with the desire
for congregational autonomy, and this
ambivalence complicates the discus-
sion about how to structure more for-
mal collaboration.

The polity of the UCC, especially in
the area of congregational governance
and pastoral relationship, was men-
tioned by a number of presbyters as
inhibiting motion towards increased
collaboration among congregations,
especially the sharing of personnel and
property. A small task group to look
more closely at this concern could be
useful. Looking more closely would
include identifying the specific Manual
sections that are problematic and
strategizing both short- and long-term
action to bring about needed changes.
A task group, in consultation with the
Pastoral Relations and the Pastoral
Oversight committees, might also



identify more ways, short of Manual
changes, that collaboration among con-
gregations could take place with the
direction and support of these commit-
tees. Any resulting insights and
changes might also be a welcome gift
in an enlarged presbytery structure.

A Season for Strengthening Individual
Congregations

The initial intention of SW was to focus
on a church judicatory as the locus for
initiatives towards transformative
change, rather than concentrating on
individual congregations. Given the
authority of the presbytery in the UCC
conciliar system and its attendant
responsibility for the well-being of
congregations, it is critical to strength-
en and transform this particular coun-
cil, or court, if transformation is going
to take place. The decision to focus on
the presbytery clearly resulted in a
constructive life-giving change in TScP
and in a stronger collaborative spirit
among certain congregations and con-
gregational leaders.

The response of both presbyters and
the congregational focus groups sug-
gests, however, that a church renewal
project needs to focus on both pres-
bytery and congregations simultane-
ously. While only a handful of pres-
byters identified explicitly the lack of
support for individual congregational
renewal as one of the shortcomings of
SW, many recognized what one mem-
ber called, ‘our profound need to be
congregations.” They lamented that, in
spite of considerable effort to inform
congregations and to engage them in
the process, many congregations knew
little or nothing of SW.

A number of insights into what helped
and what hindered the fulfillment of
the goals of SW pointed to the desir-
ability of the presbytery embracing its
authority more fully, both to challenge
congregations that seem intent on sim-
ply fading away and to support the
efforts of individual congregations
attempting to reinvent themselves.
This kind of challenge and support
from the presbytery would benefit and
reinforce the renewal process in both
congregation and church court.

A Season for Reaching Out to
Individuals, Congregations and
Community Partners

Renewal of souls and systems means
looking both inward and outward.
Transformation involves taking a good,
honest look at ourselves as well as at
our context. Responses from pres-
bytery members and from some con-
gregational focus groups indicated
that the SW project had contributed to
an increased awareness of their own
and other congregational situations,
as well as to an increased under-
standing of the realities of their
neighbourhoods.

There was, however, impatience and
disappointment expressed by a number
of respondents about the difficulty of
moving from awareness to action — to
connecting the church and community.
Some felt that because looking outward
strengthens renewal, more reaching
out could and should have been incor-
porated into the SW project by, for
example, initiating a presbytery-wide
outreach project or advertising the
presbytery-wide service more widely
in the community.

Renewal of
souls and
systems
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Responses also indicated that some
congregations in the presbytery are
perceived as being worrisomely dis-
connected from their surrounding
communities. Others, that have always
maintained some community presence,
have been caught up recently in
congregational concerns. In three of
the congregational focus groups, par-
ticipants described how, after spending
considerable time in recent months
and even years on internal congrega-
tional affairs, their congregations are
now ready to focus on ‘being a vital
presence in the community” and
‘actively pursuing partnerships with
others.’

Whatever the past accomplishments
and shortcomings in reaching out to
others, this is an area that both pres-
bytery and congregation members agree
needs further attention. The reaching
out may take different forms, such as
congregational solidarity with those in
need in the community, a more pro-
active approach to inviting individuals
and families to become part of congre-
gational life or the incorporation of
collaborative outreach projects into the
work of the presbytery. Whatever form
it takes, clear understanding of a com-
mon mission for the presbytery is needed.

A number of participants were con-
vinced that increased collaboration
among UCC congregations would
strengthen the capacity for outreach.
Given what was said in the responses
about the relational nature of congre-
gational life, the value of smallness
and the diversity of the neighbourhoods
where United Church congregations
are currently located, perhaps collabo-
ration with ecumenical and communi-

ty partners in the neighbourhood
could also be a fruitful approach for
mutual strengthening and service.

A Season for Facing the Truth About
the Present and Future Challenge

The SW journey began with the request
by concerned members of TScP for
outside help to renew and strengthen
the presbytery, in the hope of creating
conditions for more effective support
of individuals and congregations.

Participants involved in efforts to renew
the church in various contexts indicated
in their responses just how demanding
this task is. Whether their efforts
focused on individual faith formation,
up-building congregations or trans-
forming the life of TScP, they clearly
recognized the challenge. They com-
mented on how hesitant many people
were to speak of matters of faith. The
word ‘spirit’ in the name “SpiritWork’
had made some people anxious. Con-
gregational leaders, lay and ordered,
described the painstaking and often
exhausting work of moving towards
new and more faithful habits and pat-
terns in congregation life, even when
the need for renewal is acknowledged.
Similarly, at presbytery level, the mem-
bers of the SW Steering Committee
were keenly aware of ‘how hard it is to
help people live into God’s future’ and
‘how challenging the work of transfor-
mational ministry is.”

Yet the truth about renewal is not only
that it is painstaking and onerous. In
TScP, the spirit of renewal has stretched
and strengthened the individuals and
structures it has touched. It has en-
livened hearts and invigorated groups.



People are being moved by the power
of prayer, congregations nurture a
revitalized sense of purpose, ministers
flourish in the collaborative atmosphere
and SW Steering Committee members
speak with excitement and humility about
abundance, trust and commitment.

The book of Ecclesiastes speaks of a
season for sowing and a season for
reaping. TScP has done a good job of
sowing the seeds of transformation.
Persistence is needed — careful and
continual watering, tilling, weeding —
to keep moving from sowing to reaping.
The SW evaluation process, while con-
firming many life-giving changes in
TScP and its congregations over the
past five years, has identified that
much remains to be done to live into
these changes more fully. The evalua-
tion identified a yearning among pres-
byters for the ongoing companionship
of the Spirit on their journey towards
God'’s future. May it be so.

THE SPIRITWORK LEGACY

From the point of view of the research
team, the overall question of the SW
evaluation was whether a presbytery
or other judicatory, by undertaking a
project like SW, could successfully ini-
tiate and sustain intentional deep-level
change. What engagements, what vision
and mission changes, had transpired?
Particular areas to be examined were the
understanding of a current or changed
context, the shared vision for mission
in the current context, and the commit-
ment to seeking co-operation with
both church and larger communities.

The findings indicate clearly that ex-
tensive and intensive change has taken

place in TScP since 2002. The identity
of the presbytery underwent a signifi-
cant and sustained transformation.
There were a number of facets to this
change, the most critical being the shift,
among both ordered and lay members,
from understanding the presbytery as
a collection of congregations to under-
standing it as a unified body that
incarnated the United Church in
Scarborough. Another important facet
was the movement towards under-
standing the presbytery not simply as
another community organization, but
as part of the people of God. Related
to this movement was the expectation
that the presbytery would be a locus
where people could be both nurtured
in the faith and strengthened for mis-
sion. A third facet of the identity
change was a heightened awareness of
the Scarborough context and of how
marginal United Church congregations
are in the social, cultural and economic
profile of the community as a whole.

This change of identity with its various
elements provided the springboard for
other important changes. The most
obvious effect was to strengthen the
commitment in many congregations to
seek greater co-operation with each
other and with other church and com-
munity partners. It also increased the
longing for a more unified and tangible
vision and structure for mission in the
presbytery.

A number of limitations to the changes
initiated by the SW project were identi-
fied in the evaluation findings. Not all

presbyters were engaged in the process
and not all experienced the changes as

life-giving. A number of congregations

were unaffected or disaffected by SW.

What
engage-
ments,
what
vision and
mission
changes,
had

transpired?
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Participants offered many suggestions
as to how these limitations might have
been mitigated, especially in the area
of more effective and far-reaching
involvement of congregations.

Perhaps the most significant shortcom-
ing in relation to the goals of SW was
that movement from awareness to a
unified action plan did not occur. While
some co-operative engagements mate-
rialized within the lifespan of the SW
project, it was deeply disappointing
for many presbyters that their
increased commitment to co-operation
and their longing for a unified mission
resulted in few concrete proposals and
workable strategies for action. It proved
very difficult for TScP to move from
seeing things differently to developing
a more collaborative structure for min-
istry and mission.

At the same time, the
evaluation indicates that
during Phases Two and Three
the TScP, through persistent emphasis
on faith formation, education and
community-building, managed to con-
solidate its changed identity, sustain its
openness to future changes and keep
in the forefront the goals of more co-
operation and a unified vision for mis-
sion. These are significant accomplish-
ments. Overall, TScP, through the SW
process, has developed a realistic,
coherent and constructive basis on
which to build and rebuild the rela-
tionship between the United Church
and twenty-first-century Scarborough.

One way to visualize the change in
TScP is to imagine a winding road. The
presbytery has negotiated the first sharp
curve in its path, that is, the transfor-
mation of its identity, as described

above. It has yet to manage the next
curve - living into its new identity
through a common vision and mission.
If TScP persists in its efforts to nurture
a climate of intentional change, this
shift could still happen. Otherwise, it
will be extremely difficult for TScP to
sustain its new self-understanding.
The fact that the road map has changed
with the restructuring of presbytery
boundaries means that the next curve
will be especially tricky.

There is every reason to believe that the
significant change in self-understand-
ing experienced by TScP, accomplished
in partnership with Potentials, could
take place in other settings, both within
the UCC conciliar system and in judica-
tories of other denominations. Elements
of the TScP situation, such as signifi-
cantly changing community demo-
graphics, diminishing congregational
membership and aging leadership, are
realities in many other places. Most of
the factors identified as contributing to
the change process, including the com-
bination of dedicated judicatory leader-
ship with knowledgeable outside con-
sultants, can be replicated elsewhere.

The challenge, whatever the setting,
will be negotiating the second curve,
that is, moving from a multi-faceted
identity change to the implementation
of a common mission. Through a
process that builds on the recognized
strengths of SW while addressing the
limitations that have been identified, it
is to be hoped that the articulation and
implementation of a common mission
will be a realizable goal and that learn-
ings from this noteworthy project will
encourage and benefit similar endeav-
ours in other settings.



Visionkeepers —

by Douglas duCharme, SpiritWork
Visionkeeper

I have been close to the SpiritWork
people, and the process that they
and you have been committed to,
almost from SpiritWork’s inception.
Two and a half years ago, I was amazed
to be hired as the Visionkeeper because
it felt like both my deepest desire ...
and fear!

So now, letting go is not easy. I know
letting go does not let go of our deep-
est yearnings. Those remain and they
ache to be born.

I write as someone who cares deeply,
who was involved deeply and who
was changed deeply by that involve-
ment. As I write, I find myself seeking
a storyline — because the narrative is
important to many I am writing to,
and about. After all, it was and is our
story, and I'm sticking to it.

Ultimately; it is a biblical story. A man
was in prison, writing to friends in the

Plural!

Turkish city of Ephesus. ‘Lead a life
worthy of the calling to which you
have been called,” he writes (Ephesians
4.1). Centuries later a group of people —
standing in a parking lot following a
meeting — ask themselves a few ques-
tions. “We are a small group of good,
well-meaning people trying our best,
but ... but is our way of being the
church worthy of the calling to which
we are called? Are we feeling impris-
oned by some of the ways we have
learned to be a faith community, ways
that no longer make sense for the peo-
ple around us, for the changed and
changing context of Scarborough?’

And so some folks within Toronto
Scarborough Presbytery tried to figure
out how to make some things happen
differently and how to move parking-
lot conversations into meeting rooms.
They wanted change, and not just
change, but transformational change —
long-term, deep and lasting.

Gradually, they discovered that they
weren’t alone. Eventually, they became
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something called SpiritWork, driven
by the audacious thought that God,
and God’s Spirit, was at work among
them, in Scarborough among a bunch
of admittedly dwindling neighbour-
hood churches who wanted to do
things differently.

The Canadian author Malcolm Gladwell
writes about people like that. In his
book The Tipping Point, he observes
that change happens because many
different kinds of people come
= together. Some people are con-
- nectors. Connectors are the
«~——. = people who ‘link us up with
~  the world ... people with a spe-
cial gift for bringing the world
~— together.’ They accumulate
knowledge and know how to
share it with others. When it
comes to SpiritWork, I could name
names, but I won’t. They know who
they are!

Then there are persuaders, charismatic
people with powerful negotiation
skills. They tend to have an indefinable
trait that goes beyond what they say,
that makes others want to agree with
them. Again, I could name names....

Gladwell also talks about the “sticki-
ness factor.” You know, did what
SpiritWork achieve have the effect on
us of fly-paper? Did it help us in all
our flying about in circles to get stuck
on each other? Or just get stuck?

That letter from the fellow in prison,
written so long ago, claims that if new-
ness happens it will come “with all
humility and gentleness, with patience,
bearing with one another in love, mak-
ing every effort to maintain the unity

of the Spirit in the bond of peace.
Okay, we have done that — it has not
always been easy, but we have worked
together and worked to imagine what
being together as churches could look
like in Scarborough. Pretty much.
Humility? Patience?

Some of us have thought it involved
doing more of the same, only better.
Some of us thought it involved doing
everything differently. Some wanted to
find a way between. Some wanted to
go back to old ways of doing things.
Perhaps we might have done the deci-
sion-making better. We are the United
Church after all.

But our letter writer writes from his
prison to ours: ‘he made captivity itself
a captive’ (Ephesians 4.8). This is a
man speaking from prison. Imagine
God making our captivity — our cap-
tivity in our limited imaginations, in
our struggling buildings, in our wearied
meetings — captive.

The letter goes on: ‘Some would be
apostles, some prophets, some evange-
lists, some pastors and teachers, to
equip the saints for the work of minis-
try, for building up the body of Christ’
(Ephesians 4.11-12). So the gifts we
need, the leadership, the vision we need,
to bring about the change and newness
we yearn for ... we already have.

Our correspondent then says something
crucial. We must no longer be children
(Ephesians 4.14).

If SpiritWork has achieved anything, it
is this. We are no longer children. We've
grown up in faith and as churches. It has
not been easy, sometimes it has been



really hard. But speaking the truthin ~ ways we lacked those things too,

love, we’ve grown up. As SpiritWork,  because of our polity, because of per-

as a Steering Team, we did not always  sonalities, because of politics.

communicate clearly or well. We were

trying to live into something we didn’t I am grateful for words from the book

really understand very well yet ourselves.  Getting to Maybe: How the World is
Changed — by Frances Westley, Brenda

Strangely, wonderfully, as one seeking  Zimmerman, and Michael Quinn

a storyline, I recently happened upon  Patton — words printed on the cover

the Tafelmusik’s performance of and continuing within: “This book is
Biber’s Mystery Sonatas. The music is for those who are not happy with the
great, but the story is intriguing. The way things are and would like to make
string instruments are tuned in fifteen a difference. This book is for ordinary
different ways. This has a fancy name  people who want to make connections
(scordatura), but it made me think of that will create extraordinary outcomes.
the United Church congregations in This is a book about making the im-
Toronto Scarborough Presbytery. We possible happen... WARNING: This
are more than fifteen, yes, but even book is not for heroes or perfectionists.
with our different tunings somehow This book is for flawed people (and we
making the same music. are all flawed in one way or another...).’

It is a challenge to the players of each  In the end, both the hardest thing for
instrument, and a challenge to the me, and the deepest honour for me,
instrument itself as it responds to the was that I was asked to be your
tensions of re-tuning. Yet it makes un-  Visionkeeper. Because, you see, we
expectedly harmonic music, for those ~ agreed in the end that what we did not

willing to take the challenge. It is identify was a common vision for me

perhaps a storyline, an image, that to keep.

helps us understand what we have

been doing. But maybe that remains our deepest
hope, and as together we continue to

This is supposed to be an evaluation. live into that vision we will together

Did we have the gifts we needed? The  keep it ... Visionkeepers.

leadership, the vision we needed? Plural. s
Achieve the goals we sought? Those
who know me know that I am entirely
capable of answering, at great length!
But I think perhaps something less
linear might be helpful at this

point.

Malcolm Gladwell talks about the
importance of context. Yes, we had the
gifts we needed, the leadership, the
vision we needed. And yet, in some
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Many people have contributed to the success of this research project since its beginning. Some have
stayed the full course. Two of these, Ron Ewart and Douglas duCharme, have new positions. Others
have retired and new people have come to take their place. We have tried to acknowledge all those who
have contributed to the first stage of research in previous publications, and we now list below those who
have been active in the final stage.
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