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Area 4: 
Elders and mission

1. Mission
The United Reformed Church Manual states as function one of the elders’ 
meeting:

“To foster in the congregation concern for witness and service to the community 
and evangelism at home and abroad.”

The mission of a local church lies at the heart of the role of the eldership. Local 
churches are, by nature, missionary bodies that exist not for the benefit of the 
members but for the communities they are set in and the people who make up 
those communities. It is therefore important for the elders’ meeting to make a 
conscious decision to be missionary in all of its life and decision making. This 
should be supported by the church meeting having a similar view and outlook.

The times we find ourselves in has made this even more important. People 
no longer naturally look to the church for guidance, and for many people the 
church seems to be an outdated and irrelevant organisation with no connection 
to their daily lives. As members of our local church we beg to differ, being able 
to see how the Gospel has much to say to the situation in which the world finds 
itself. The challenge is to find ways for the local church to reconnect with the 
communities it serves. The elders’ meeting will form an important part of this 
conversation and discernment. 

The purpose here is to offer some thoughts and resources to help the elders’ 
meeting with the mission focus of its work and service.

An eldership needs to ask of itself and the local church: Are we ready to be 
missionary in all we do? Whilst this may seem a strange question, given that 
the church exists to engage in God’s mission, the reality in a lot of situations 
is that there is a need to spend some time in prayer and reflection before 
launching into new mission initiatives. To illustrate this point think about when 
you need boiling water. You can flick the kettle switch or boil a pan of water. 
Do the first and the results are quick, although the water cools quickly again 
as the kettle switches itself off. The saucepan takes longer but once the water 
has boiled it can be kept at the same temperature by continuing to apply the 
same heat. Sometimes our impetus for mission can result in a sudden desire 
to do something such as a one-off event, with the heat going off again until 
the next event. What may be needed instead is constant engagement with the 
community, which requires a steady heat.
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2. Listening to and including the
voice of children and youth

It is important for elders to ensure that the place of children and young people in 
the life of the church as equal partners is lived out. This means that where there 
are young people in the church their opinions are sought and they are genuinely 
included and listened to in any mission initiatives. The United Reformed Church’s 
Charter for Children in the Church should be known within each church and used 
by elders as a reference point. 

Looking to obtain the Child Friendly Church Award is also a good way of keeping 
a focus on the needs of the young people.   

Your synod children and youth development officer (cydo) or equivalent can help 
you with this. If you have young people in the church and do not already have a 
cydo, consider appointing a youth elder who can represent the views of younger 
people in the elders meeting. Even if you have no young people there is still a 
need to have one of the elders with the responsibility to represent the needs 
of younger families and children if we are to be a fully welcoming and inclusive 
church. As part of a mission survey in a local church it could be good to reflect on 
the following questions at an elders meeting:

1. What is happening in this church in relation to children?

2. What is currently provided for young people?

3. What experience/gifts exist amongst the eldership and wider membership to
enhance this work?

3. Moving forward
As a tool to help the elders’ meeting re%ect upon the work of elders in mission it may 
be helpful to consider the following in one, or if need be, several elders meetings.

'PS�SFèFDUJPO�BOE�EJTDVTTJPO
There are three areas that need to be looked at before a local church steps out 
into its mission.

1. Know yourself

2. Know your community

3. Know what it is God is asking you to be a part of.

A local church should be aiming to be a life transforming and enhancing 
community, enabling those within the church and those it engages with to be 
more Christ-like by the encounters it has. This is a two-way process. We hope that 
people will see Christ in our words and actions, and we find, often to our surprise, 
that we meet Christ in them – it should not be surprising if it takes some time to 
be ready for such life-transforming and community-changing relationships. A 
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local church which is being mission-focused rather than maintenance-focused 
will keep all three points above under constant review. As a leadership team the 
eldership are in a good position to ensure this is the case. 

4. Some biblical thoughts on
being missionary

To help us think about the church’s mission in the 21st century let us concentrate on 
Jesus’  !rst miracle in the gospel of John, where, at a wedding, he changes the water 
into wine. There are discussion questions included at various points of this re"ection. 
The reason for choosing this particular reading is that there are many parallels in 
these verses for where the church !nds itself today, and also for the response that 
God is looking for from us in how we view and enact our mission. Individuals may 
agree or disagree with the thoughts presented here, but hopefully what follows, at 
the very least, provides a lively and fruitful engagement with Scripture.

a) Read John 2:1-11 together and discuss your
initial thoughts

On the third day there was a wedding in Cana of Galilee, and the mother of Jesus 
was there. Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. When the 
wine gave out, the mother of Jesus said to him, “They have no wine.” And Jesus said 
to her, “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come.” 
His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” Now standing there were 
six stone water jars for the Jewish rites of purification, each holding twenty or thirty 
gallons. Jesus said to them, “Fill the jars with water.” And they filled them up to the 
brim. He said to them, “Now draw some out, and take it to the chief steward.” So 
they took it. When the steward tasted the water that had become wine, and did not 
know where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the 
steward called the bridegroom and said to him, “Everyone serves the good wine first, 
and then the inferior wine after the guests have become drunk. But you have kept 
the good wine until now.” Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and 
revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.  

Jesus and his friends have been invited along to a wedding where his Mum is 
a guest. It is interesting that a wedding where the wine is running out should 
provide the setting for Jesus’ first miracle and the first clear sign that Jesus is 
the Son of God. It would have been wonderful to be a fly on the wall for the 
conversation that took place between Jesus and his mother. It would appear 
that it was she who drew Jesus’ attention to the fact that the wine was running 
out – and that she wanted him to do something about it to save her friends from 
embarrassment. Was it a case of a mother pulling rank on her son or was Jesus 
a willing participant? Surely Jesus could not have envisaged that the first sign 
that he was indeed the Son of God would be played out at a party and in such a 
frivolous way as turning water into wine so that the party might continue. Did he 
wonder: Is this really the way my God-given powers should be used?
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b) What do you think about what Mary asks her

son to do?

Whatever our views on alcohol, and there was certainly plenty being consumed 
here, we find Jesus stepping in where a situation seems hopeless. It is here that 
we find the first parallel for the current situation many churches find themselves 
in. The wedding celebrations could last anything up to a week and so these events 
clearly take place towards the end of that time. The hosts and the servants are 
tired. In a society where failure to offer proper hospitality was seen as a serious 
offence it looks as if things are going to end in tears, despite all the effort they 
have made. Roll this forward to the 21st century and does not the western church 
have the same fears that the wine may be running out? Many are feeling tired, 
overworked, disappointed, slightly embarrassed even, by the church’s current state 
and anxious as to what is coming next. 

D
 )POFTUMZ�SFèFDU�VQPO�ZPVS�MPDBM�DIVSDI×T�DVSSFOU
state and how you see the future.

We continue to see relevance for our current situation as the story develops. 
Action by others is required in order for Jesus to do what is needed. In this case 
the already tired and weary servants are called upon to draw masses of water from 
the well to refill the jars. We can question why on earth they agreed to do this 
rather than to say to Jesus: We have done everything we can, we have nothing 
left to give, we give up. Yet, they do as Jesus asks, despite their feelings that this 
would probably be a waste of their time and energy. We can only imagine the 
conversation that went on between them as they were filling the jars, but it was 
probably not: What a great idea this is! More likely, it was something like: The 
guests want wine and we are going to give them water? The man is mad and will 
incite a riot. It would not be surprising if they were expecting a disaster and just 
wanted to get it over with.

d) Have you ever been in a situation where you saw

a new initiative as being pointless or even foolish?

How did you react and what was your response?

It is very easy for us to take on the attitude of the wine having run out and seeing 
the party as drawing to a close. We find ourselves in a situation where we cannot 
rely on past habits and structures to help us cope, let alone to flourish. We live in 
a secular, individualistic and materialistic society with little interest in corporate 
or community activity. In large parts of society, often media led, churches are 
considered irrelevant and a hangover from a previous era. Sometimes there may 
be some justification for this view. The situation we find ourselves in has changed 
dramatically over the past 75 years. Has our church life always and everywhere 
shown signs that recognise this?
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e) Think about your local church. How much has it

changed in the last 20 years? Why and how?

However, let the good news begin. The miracle Jesus performs is to produce 
new and high quality wine from this unpromising situation. The challenge of 
how we can respond in prophetic and creative ways to needs and challenges 
in our contemporary society is for all church people to consider. For a church 
that believes in the priesthood of all believers this should come as no surprise. 
Different people may use their gifts in different ways. What is needed is the right 
people to be used in a new mission. This means that the priceless gift of people’s 
participation and commitment should be released from other responsibilities 
where appropriate, so we do not burn people out. As Chris Stoddard writes: This 
is a time for faithfulness to the Gospel and for adventures in faith. When you have 
nothing to lose it is a time to be daring and to go for it.4 

f) How might your church respond differently to

people in your current local context?

In the past, the Church has been seen as a powerful force alongside governments 
and monarchs – a part of the establishment that helped to control the masses. To 
a large extent this view has now gone and the Church is on the edges of society. 
This means that a new opportunity is opening up for the church of the 21st 
Century. In our Bible reading, the only way that Jesus could perform his miracle 
was for the servants to take a risk and make themselves vulnerable. Once they 
had done that, Jesus was able to do the rest.

Perhaps it is time for churches to admit that we are made up of fragile, 
vulnerable people so that we may better identify with others who are broken or 
find themselves on the edges of society. In acknowledging the weakness and 
vulnerability of the church as a human institution that is seeking the will of God, 
we may find that we can relate to people in society who find themselves on the 
edges of society. We may be better able to trust each other and find that, as well 
as offering good news of God’s love, that we can learn from them and grow with 
them in mutual relationship. Perhaps then the Church will find its relevance in 
society once more.

As the servants took the risk of being obedient to Jesus’ instruction, they opened 
up the opportunity for God’s Spirit to do a new thing. Those at the party found 
that the best was still to come and the party went up to a new level. From the 
edge of crisis they became open to a new possibility of God working in their lives. 
Shorn of past securities as part of the establishment, the church can look at the 
Gospel afresh and embrace the freedom and radical thinking that this allows. 

Each local church needs to decide if they can put their trust in the teachings of 
Jesus, face the reality of our broken state and be ready to relate to society in a 
new way. This will take an immense amount of grace, but then again God pours it 
out in abundance just as he did the new and high quality wine.

4 Ɖ͘ϭϰ�Church on the Edge. Principles and Real Life Stories of 21st Century Mission�ďǇ
Chris Stoddard and Nick Cuthbert. ;ϮϬϬϲͿ͗ Authentic Media
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'PS�SFèFDUJPO�BOE�EJTDVTTJPO
 • How do you respond to the insights given on this Bible passage?
 • Do these insights have anything to say to the mission of your church

(present or future)?

5. Resources to help you

Local mission and ministry review

The local mission and ministry review (LMMR) is a resource being used across the 
United Reformed Church. It came into being as a replacement for District visits 
after the reorganisation of synods in 2008. The aim of LMMR is to create a pastorate 
pro!le which becomes a regularly updated description of the life of the church and, 
hopefully, a useful tool for mission. A review partner is appointed to accompany 
churches in undertaking this task, occupying the role of a critical friend. Every 
situation is unique and so this process allows the local church to develop its own 
mission manifesto and in doing so to give a focus to the mission of the local church. 
As the document will need to be endorsed by elders, church meeting, and any 
group set up to produce the paper, this should provide guidance and some clear 
mission objectives that can be owned and pursued by the whole church.

Ideally the local church will have a mini review two years after producing their 
mission manifesto, and then revisit the paper two years later to see how the 
mission priorities have progressed over four years. The elders’ meeting needs to 
look at this and then encourage a full discussion to take place at church meeting 
at each stage.

Where it has been used, LMMR has been a very successful tool for giving focus to 
the mission of a local church, repaying the investment of time and attention given 
to it by the church. Elders are encouraged to use this resource with support from 
their synod. The people to contact in the first instance are the synod moderator, 
training and development officer or mission enabler whilst some synods have 
a dedicated LMMR advocate. Support exists, in whatever form, to help elders’ 
meetings to prepare to undertake what should be a constructive and helpful 
mission audit.

Vision2020
Vision2020 materials have been produced by the General Assembly mission 
committee to provide a framework for mission in the United Reformed Church. 
They can be a helpful resource in the LMMR process and are good tools to help 
the eldership and the local church in their conversations around existing and 
future mission priorities. The resource is organised under 10 statements and, after 
re%ecting upon them, a local church chooses one or two as immediate priorities 
for their congregation and local context. More details and downloads are available 
from the United Reformed Church website or ask your synod o$ce for assistance.
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Vision4Life

Vision4Life is a collection of resources on the Bible, prayer and evangelism  
which can be downloaded and adapted by for use in any congregation.  
It was developed through a three year programme within the United  
Reformed Church and has assisted a wide variety of congregations to reflect 
on their life and mission: 

Radical welcome

Churches which start to look closely at the context in which they now find 
themselves may find it helpful to seek external support of a facilitator who 
can help them to engage with the communities around them. Material has 
been produced by the United Reformed Church for download and use by  
such facilitators or by congregations directly from the online library. 


