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Following Christ,
walking together
as First and Second Peoples,
seeking community, compassion 
and justice for all creation

Exploring the 

Vision
A study series  
for small groups
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1From the Vision and Mission Principles statement, Synod of Victoria and Tasmania, 2016

Key contributors: 
Rev Bruce Wood, Minister of the Word, Warragul Uniting Church, Presbytery of Gippsland

Our theme for this study is shaped by the broader Synod Vision – 

Following Christ, 
walking together as First and Second Peoples, 
seeking community, compassion and justice for all creation.   

There are important interconnections between our theme and the overall flow of the Vision.  
Three connections are worth noting as we begin this study: 

1.   We seek community as a consequence of following Christ. It is by this call to follow 
that, with the Spirit’s help, church is formed and shaped. As the second of our Mission 
Principles reminds us, this call nurtures “followers of Christ in life-giving communities of 
reconciliation1”. Discipleship takes place within community and, while it is necessarily 
personal, it is never self-centred.  

2.   We seek community because following Christ also involves walking together with our 
neighbour. Walking together as companions made in the image of God is part of being fully 
human. The Vision highlights the call to a particular Australian togetherness that embraces 
First and Second Peoples. The life of the church community is a witness to reconciliation as 
barriers are overcome and all find a place at God’s table.  This witness to the world is the 
mutual love which is Jesus’ mark of discipleship.

3.   We seek community not just for ourselves but for all creation. In love for the world, God 
seeks reconciliation and renewal for all creation. As co-workers in God’s mission, our 
discussions about community will therefore include an outward and inclusive orientation. The 
church’s witness lies not in withholding itself from the broken and excluded, but in fellowship 
with these.  

GATHERING WORSHIP
Song 

If possible, sing together a song about community. 
For example: 
 �  Community of Christ (TiS 473)
 �  A new commandment (TiS 699)

Alternatively, play a CD of an appropriate song OR 
read a poem about community. 

Scripture
Invite two people to read aloud the following 
Scripture. After the first reading of the passage, 
and before the second, leave a minute of silence 
for everyone to reflect on the question given 
below.

 John 13:34-35
   34 I give you a new commandment, that you 

love one another. Just as I have loved you, 
you also should love one another. 

   35 By this everyone will know that you 
are my disciples, if you have love for one 
another.”
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  Question: What might this passage say to our 
theme ‘seeking community’?

Following this time, have one member lead the 
following prayer. Note that a space is given in 
the prayer, for anyone who would like, to offer a 
simple word or phrase from their reflections on the 
John 13:34-35 passage.

Prayer 

  Lord God, you gather us together in our 
faith journey.

  Trusting in your Spirit, we are joined to one 
another as your community;

  a community of faith on a journey as a 
pilgrim people.

  We give thanks for the gift of community, 
and pray our group responses…

  (Participants offer their brief words 
inspired by John 13:34-35)

  Shape us as you will in service of your 
loving purposes;

  strengthen our love that we may give 
ourselves as the Body of Christ.

 Along the way, remind us of your love,

 of your gift of grace in Jesus Christ,

  of the ever faithful fellowship of your Holy 
Spirit.

  Lead us, we pray, in this time of learning 
and sharing.

  Make us a community of your holy people.

 This we pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

EXPLORING THE THEME
Sharing together

Recall a time when you experienced community 
‘at its best’.  Consider:

 �  What were the key elements or factors that 
made it so good for you?

 �  Did you expect it to be a positive experience 
of community or did it surprise you? 

 �  Was it accidental or did particular people 
plan for it to happen?

 �  Do you think everyone involved felt the 
same as you? Or did people have differing 
experiences?

Give each member a brief time to describe their 
experience and any responses to the above 
questions.

Use this as a time simply to listen to one another’s 
stories. If your group is too big, consider breaking 
into smaller groups of four to five people for this 
exercise.

Seeking Community: Practicing the Way of 
Jesus in changing times
As a community, the Church is called to follow 
the distinctive way of Jesus. The life of the local 
Christian community is lived as a particular faith 
community.

Yet this particular way is lived amidst a wider 
community of diverse cultures, faiths and life 
perspectives. Arising from its call to serve 
the world as a participant in God’s mission, 
the Church seeks relationship with the wider 
community. Yet in Australia, the characteristics  
of that relationship and its context are changing.

Two quotes exemplify these challenges of 
seeking community today:

1.  Mark Scandrette wrote in Practicing the 
way of Jesus: Life together in the Kingdom 
of Love (2011).

   Life in community reveals who we really 
are. We bring our best and our worst 
to our relationships with one another.  
Our sense of belonging is where we 
may feel the most wounded and where 
the gospel of Jesus offers the greatest 
hope.  Jesus moulded and promised 
a revolutionary way of love that could 
transform our relationships at every 
level.
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   The vision of belonging that Jesus 
embodied and taught calls us to a love 
that is far more ruthless and tender 
than seems humanly possible.  It is a 
kind of love that can empower you to 
treat your worst enemy as your dearest 
friend, and to keep hanging on, 
forgiving, believing and hoping against 
hope for love to win.  An apprentice of 
Jesus learns to love as God loves.

Seeking: As followers of Christ, we believe that 
we are always seeking.  We don’t have all the 
answers.  As we continue to seek, some of us 
struggle with following the way of Christ. Seeking 
also reminds us of our ‘pilgrim character’ as 
referenced in the Basis of Union. Seeking is not 
aimless wandering, but a hope-filled yearning, 
emerging from faith in Christ and drenched in 
God’s love.

Community: Community is an outcome of 
following Christ because discipleship invites us 
into communion. This community is called to be a 
reflection of the communion of love we see in the 
life of the Triune God. It is an invitation to be part 
of a community in which the love and grace of 
Christ proves stronger than the simple differences 
and negative influences that pull us apart. Our 
hunger for community enables us to become a 
place of belonging and becoming. In communion 
with other people we can grow, be challenged, 
be accepted, love others and be loved, care for 
others and be cared for in return. Community is 
the practical embodiment of the commandment 
to love one another. The early community around 
Jesus embodied this, as did the early church. 

Consider:

  How would you describe the 
distinctive characters of a specifically 
`Christian` community? What are the 
encouragements and challenges of such 
distinctiveness?

2.  Paul Kelly, editor at large - The Australian, 
wrote:

   For much of its history, Australia was 
a society that agreed on core values 
arising from Christian tradition and 
they were generally a unifying factor.  
But as Christian tradition weakens and 
individual morality rises, our society 
is becoming divided at its heart.  This 
equates to a new social etiquette and 
moral code.

We are told that Jesus rarely travelled more than 
30 miles from where he was born.  Some of us 
travel further than that to work every day. 

The household structures that were once the 
context for most people’s lives have largely 
vanished – replaced by rugged individualism, 
multicultural cooperation, and virtual friends.

There is a huge contrast between the social  
reality of our lives today and that of our 
grandparents and former generations.

Not that long ago for former generations:

 - School was a one room, multi-age  
  class 
 -  Sunday was a quiet day for church 

and Sunday school 
 -  Everyone had jobs to do around the 

house 
 -  It was always clear who your 

neighbours were, they were often 
sitting beside you 

 -  Transport and communications were 
stuttering at best 

 -  Community was prominent in 
people’s minds

For most of us that has ch anged dramatically:
 - We may live away from families 
 -  Many work in one place and live in 

another
 -  Church is no longer centre of 

community
 -  Many seek friendship and spiritual 

support elsewhere
 -  Individualism has greater standing 

than community

Consider:

  What challenges do we face today in seeking 
community?

  How are those challenges ‘felt’ in our seeking 
community as a Church?

CONNECTING WITH 
SCRIPTURE
In this part of our study, groups are invited to delve 
into a number of scriptural references and share 
together the outcomes of what is discovered. In 
the light of what has been learned, the group will 
seek to discern the possible meanings for words 
we commonly use to describe ‘community’.

It is hoped that this process helps strengthen our 
understanding and appreciation of a word we use 
a lot in church life – ‘community’.    
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2. Sharing discoveries
Come together as a whole group and, if possible, 
have a whiteboard or butchers paper ready to 
briefly record feedback from small groups for each 
passage. It is helpful for the whole group to see 
the feedback so together the group can conclude 
by asking:

  What common themes (if any) can be 
detected about community?

  What surprises you? What do you regard as 
particularly important or crucial?

    What themes or findings could be described 
as ‘distinctively Christian’ in character?

  Is there anything you think is important about 
community that is missing in the feedback?

3. Discerning an understanding of community
In light of these biblical insights, take some 
individual time to attempt brief written 
explanations of each of the following terms. What 
do they mean in your local gathered community 
context? What do they mean in a wider context?

Note - there are no ‘right’ answers for these terms. 
We seek only to strengthen our appreciation 
of these terms by listening respectfully to one 
another and inviting reflective conversation 
together.

When sufficient time has been given for each to 
consider at least a few of the terms, take some 
time to share together as a whole group. Group 
members are invited, if they so wish, to share their 
explanations.   

The suggested terms (you may wish to add others 
of your own) are:

 - Belonging    

 - Caring community   

 - Communal responsibility  

 - Admonish    

 - Connection   

The process involves three steps.

1. Exploring scripture
Depending on the size of your group, divide 
into twos or threes and have each small group 
consider the following list of scriptural passages. 

The passage from Acts 2:42-47 from Study 1 of 
this series has been included in the list. You may 
wish to recall some of your group discussion from 
that session as a way to help prepare your group 
for the task ahead.

It is suggested you allocate particular passages for 
each small group to begin with. They can proceed 
to further passages as time permits. This will help 
ensure that all passages are covered by the whole 
group in the available time.

As you consider these passages ask: 
  What do these passages tells us about 

‘community’ – ideas, themes, characters, 
images, etc?

Have each small group record their thoughts for 
later sharing. 

 Psalm 133 Together in unity

 John 13: 34-35 A new commandment

 John 15: 1-11 The vine and the   
  branches  

 Acts 2: 42-47 The fellowship of   
  believers

 Romans 12:3-13 Life as one body

 1 Corinthians 12:22-27 One body, many parts

 Colossians 3:12-17 The life of God’s   
  chosen people

 1 Thessalonians 5:12-22 Peace with each other

 Hebrews 10:24-25 Let us encourage one  
  another
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As co-workers in God’s mission, the Christian 
community is a community drenched in God’s 
love. In that love it is called, gathered and sent to 
be a community of hope in and for the world.

 Ask:  
  What is our greatest expression of missional 

life as the people of God in this place, at this 
time? What do you think makes it ‘great’ in 
your eyes?

  Decide: 
What is one contribution I/we can make to 
further strengthen this expression of mission?

3. Seeking community as becoming
A community is always ‘becoming’ and is never 
stagnant. Life in community is dynamic and 
involves change and growth. Community is not 
simply satisfied with itself, it is always reaching 
out in love as the Spirit of God gives opportunity. 
In God’s great love, the Holy Spirit is given to the 
Church community that we may not lose our way 
on this journey.  

Perhaps the boundaries of community may best 
be understood as permeable. One congregation’s 
vision statement captures this idea. It states: 
‘Living God’s love without borders’. The Spirit 
gathers and sends people – weaving a rich 
diversity of gifts that build up the life of a 
community.  At any time, new people will be 
added to the community of disciples. While at 
other times, disciples may be sent with blessing 
and gratitude from one community to live out their 
calling within another community.

  Ask: 
What signs of life do you discern on the 
‘permeable edges’ of your community? 
In your community, what new leaders or  
new voices may need to be listened to?

  Decide: 
No matter how small or large, identify  
one action you can take to encourage:

  (i) a specific sign of new life that reaches out in 
love through your gathered community; and/or

  (ii) newer people who are trying to make their 
contribution to your community. 

CONSIDERING  
OUR RESPONSE
Drawing on the work in this study that your group 
has shared, you are challenged to consider your 
personal and group response.

For personal reflection: 

Take some individual time to reflect on the time 
together so far:

  What has captured your attention? What 
has seemed an important aspect for you?

  What might God’s Spirit be impressing 
upon you? 

 - A new teaching or insight? 
 - A challenging truth? 
 -  An encouragement to some action or 

responses? 

After this individual time concludes, share as a 
whole group (as members feel able) responses to 
the following three perspectives: 

1. Seeking community as belonging
The Christian community is the practice arena for 
living as God’s people.  It’s the place of learning; 
of challenge; of support and care; of mistakes 
and forgiveness. We do this as a community 
of learners and experimenters. We do this as 
incomplete people who, like the disciples over 
the centuries, struggle to understand, and 
repeatedly hurt one another. We are capable of 
great kindnesses and love. We are also capable 
of inflicting intentional and unintentional damage, 
hurt and betrayal. 

 Ask:  
  What is our greatest strength as a gathered 

community of the UCA? 
What are our greatest challenges?

 Decide: 
  What is one commitment or action we/I can 

undertake to make our/my community  
even stronger?

2. Seeking community as God’s mission
The Church – the community of God’s people - is 
a sign of God’s mission.  Wherever God’s Spirit is 
active, the formation of community is a visible sign 
of the Spirit’s work. As people find reconciliation 
with God in Jesus Christ, they are also brought 
into reconciliation with one another. The great 
commandment reflects this interplay declaring: 
“Love the Lord your God and love your neighbour 
as yourself”. 
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CLOSING REFLECTION  
AND PRAYER
Time for reflection

 It is surely a fact of inexhaustible significance 
  that what our Lord left behind Him 
  … was not a book, 
  … nor a creed, 
  … nor a system of thought, 
  … nor a rule of life, 
     but a visible community. 
 Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God (1957)

Allow the above quote from Lesslie Newbigin to 
draw you into a time of quiet reflection.

Ask yourself:

  What new insights have you gained through 
this study? 

  What has challenged you in the discussions 
you have shared?

  What questions do you carry with you as 
you leave? 

Bring also to mind the questions and decisions 
you have made in the previous section 
‘Considering our Response’. Consider both your 
personal responses and any response you have 
made as a group.

Prayer for Community

Move into a time of communal prayer.

In the prayer below, participants are invited 
to offer a simple prayer (a word or phrase or 
sentence) that has emerged from their reflections. 
For example it may be: a word of thanks, a word 
of discovery or insight, a word of commitment, or 
perhaps a word of hope.

  IDEA: A possible creative addition is for 
the group leader to gather a diverse range 
of photos and/or symbols that have the 
potential to speak of community in some 
way. Participants may then choose from the 
collection as a visual prompt to the prayer 
they offer. 

Have one member lead the following prayer, with 
group responses in bold [the prayer is sourced 
from Be Our Freedom Lord (1994), p. 364].

 Holy God, source of our being,
 mother and father of us all,
 we thank you for gathering us here together:

   For the space in which to wrestle with 
our faith questions and our identity as 
Christians;

 For the space to listen to each other,
 to hear whispers of ancient wisdoms
 that refuse to be silent;

    For the space to think, to feel, to reflect,
  and be nudged in the direction of the   
  confronting Gospel.

  O God, we bring before you these prayers of 
our gathering …

[Participants offer their simple prayers - a word 
or phrase or sentence or sharing their picture or 
symbol]

 Be with us and edge us forward
 in the confidence of your Spirit
 and the hope of Christ,
 as we pray together…

Closing prayer (by Rev Jennie Gordon)

 Pray together:

 We go on,

  in the compassionate community of love,

	 finding	wonder	and	wisdom

	 in	all	we	encounter,

  being bearers of hope, kindness and grace

 in the name of Christ,

 Amen
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