
Mornington & Mount Martha Anglican Church 

Vicar’s Report to the Annual Parish Meeting – 17 November 2019 

‘Growing the Kingdom of God in Mornington and Mount Martha by: 

Nurturing people in FAITH, Living as a people of HOPE, and Connecting as a people of LOVE’. 

 

“It’s time to move again”. Those words spoken to my heart from God four and a half years ago drove a 

shard of fear into my soul. Not only did I not want to leave the comfort of the church community where 

we were so happy, and venture into unknown territory (again!), I somehow knew that God was calling 

me to a season of change and growth. Not only was this about the community to which I was being asked 

to come and lead. Yes, I knew I was being asked to be a change agent here – and who in their right mind 

ever wants to put their hand up for that? But, just as much, I was aware that God was calling me to 

change; to move beyond my comfort zones and take up the challenge to step out in faith wherever he 

called. It has been a very full, confronting and fruitful four years, and I thank God for all that he has done 

and continues to do to reshape, remould and grow my perceptions, capacity and enthusiasm to love and 

serve in ever new and unexpected ways.  Faith, hope and love have become core foci, not only for our 

Vision and Mission but for our lives here generally. 

Last month marked four years as your Vicar and I thank God for the privilege of his call, and, above all, 

for God’s faithfulness to us as we journey together and strive to be faithful in response. We live, as the 

Chinese saying goes, ‘in interesting times’. Society is changing around us at the fastest rate in all history 

and many of the things that we have taken for granted are giving way to the uncertainty of what will 

come. We are in a time of transition, of migration from what has been to what is emerging; no less for us 

as a Church than in every other aspect of our lives. 

We have just seen an audio-visual presentation of the past year. I chose the song by Matt Redman, ‘Never 

once’ as the backdrop because it speaks so powerfully into this time and situation in which we find 

ourselves. Looking back over the past year, there is much for which we can and should give thanks. 

People, events, challenges, joys, letting go and starting new things – all are a reminder that, despite what 

happens to us or around us, God is always faithful; he journeys with us and, as Jesus’ parting words to us 

remind us, he never leaves us.  

Rather than a ‘blow by blow’ description of all that has transpired this year, I want today to focus on 

some key themes and things that have happened and the evidence of God working in and through us as 

a faith community. I will not go over what has been reported in other reports, but select some key areas 

for reflection. 

Our Mission Action Plan is almost ready to be launched, with some final tweaking needed and the final 

endorsement of parish council. Given the shifts in parish council leadership this year, we are going to hold 

the official launch off until early February. Our Mission Statement now forms a part of all that we do, and 

our Vision Statement is guiding our thinking and decisions at every level. This is most encouraging and is 

an essential part of our moving forward together towards a healthy long-term viable ministry in 

Mornington & Mount Martha. I want to acknowledge the dedication and commitment of those on the 

MAP Development Sub-Committee in producing this document. We have met five times, for the best part 

of a day each time and have worked on our ‘homework’ in between. This has been difficult work and has 

required great stretching of our experience and capabilities, but the end result is worthy of the efforts 

and, I believe, is the plan we need to lead us into the next four years. 

A major part of our MAP, what we call one of our ‘Mission Drivers’, is our Children’s and Families Ministry.  

This past year has seen significant growth in this area, as our three current programmes have taken shape 



and are becoming an embedded part of our church life. GAPS (Grandparents At Play), mainly music ™ and 

NextGen Youth are paving the way for future generations to come to experience and know the Living 

God. Our leadership teams, under the skilled leadership of Deacon Liz, are taking ownership of these 

crucial ministries and it is a delight to see their gifts being utilised and their confidence and competence 

emerging through this process. The rapid and consistent growth in these ministries reflects the needs 

we are meeting and how God does and will work through us when we step out in faith. We are practicing 

truly intergenerational ministry that is a powerful witness to the families with whom we are making 

meaningful connections.  Growth and success in our children’s and families ministry this year goes to 

prove you are never too old to discern your gifts and use them to serve God.  

Relationships are a key to our vision and are not to be underestimated. We saw the fruit of this most 

clearly at two specific outreach events this year – our Shrove Tuesday pancake evening and the NextGen 

Family & Friends evening. The shift from fellowship to outreach is a vital part of us making these 

relationships and this shift is beginning to take place. Everything we do must be seen through the lens of 

how it contributes to our core business and how it supports our vision. You will note that I asked the 

leaders of our ministries and groups to reflect this in their reports this year. As is evidenced, we still have 

some work to do in shifting our culture and our behaviours away from internal fellowship and support 

groups towards becoming more intentionally invitational and as offering points of connection for our 

own faith development as well as seeking to draw others in to our church community so that they too 

may grow as disciples.   

The concept of Hospitality continues to be a major focus for us, as we make these cultural shifts. In some 

ways, we have made significant headway this year (some of which I have already mentioned). It is sad to 

note, however, that some guests have worked hard to find a place here and have left because they still 

did not feel included, even after several months. The saddest part is that no one except the clergy 

appears to have even noticed, let alone acted on this. The attitude we bring to church and to church 

events has a profound impact, whether or not we are aware of it. If we see our ourselves as guests and 

consumers – here for what we receive, rather than as hosts in God’s house on His behalf, we will stifle 

the opportunities God puts before us.  Hospitality is about far more than handing out pewsheets or 

putting on tea and biscuits; it is about extending ourselves to do whatever we can to help someone to 

feel at home and that they are a valued and wanted part of our community. Someone said to me the 

other day, “This parish has a long history of doing hospitality well”. I would challenge the understanding 

of hospitality that lies behind this statement. We do hospitality well with our friends or people we know 

or who are like us. We need to sit back and reflect on what hospitality really means in terms of our vision 

and mission. We will continue to work on this in the coming year. 

Our focus on Discipleship as one of the three key areas of our Mission Statement has seen some 

significant growth this year. How we each live and grow as disciples of Christ, and how we seek to 

develop others in their own faith journey is our main reason for existing as a church community. There is 

evidence of some significant growth in individuals this year. Praise be to our God, as we can observe the 

joy that is emerging as a result of this, and as we see this growth rippling out through our community in 

acts of love and service. 

Our Worship Services have become further embedded this year. There has been some movement of 

people between services, which is a healthy thing, and some who like participating in both each week. 

Each service is intended to meet the needs of different groups. Our Traditional service at 8:30am has and 

will continue to retain the use of a weekly Eucharist with more traditional music, sung responses, well-

known hymn tunes (sometimes with more contemporary words) and full vestments in liturgical colours. 

Our 10:30am Connections Service is designed to be as user-friendly as possible for those who are not 

familiar with church traditions or who prefer a more casual, freer form of worship. Parish Council has 



continued to support their decision to have Eucharist twice a month, and responses are minimalised to 

avoid a sense of exclusion for newcomers. Attendance at both services is fairly solid, with some decrease 

this year due to death, moving into care, ageing and health issues, long holidays away, or, in the case of 

a few, an inability to move with the necessary change. Our age demographic, however, has dropped 

significantly, which is most encouraging, and we have a number of children attending our Connections 

service (although not all are there every week). 

Prayer has had an increased focus this year, as it becomes more regularly modelled and normalised. Most 

of our CFM teams gather to pray before families arrive, and the teams meet once a term for prayer and 

reflection together. Prayer ministry after church, and even during morning tea is a visible witness. 

Wardens and Parish Council pray together when we meet and spend considerable time reflecting 

together on Scripture as a basis for our leadership development, planning and ministry. 

There has been a strong upturn in the number of people reading their bibles, which is most encouraging. 

The Lenten Study this year ‘4 Small Words’ by Jarrett Stevens, led us through an exploration of the Bible 

as a whole, through the lens of the four words, ‘Of’, ‘Between’, ‘With’ and ‘In’ and has been a catalyst for 

discussion, increased understanding and engagement with the Bible generally. A number of small study 

groups have either continued on from this or formed since then. These are now referred to as ‘Connect’ 

groups and our MAP includes some specific support, resourcing and mentoring for leaders moving 

forward. These groups are a tried and tested way for maximising growth in our own discipleship, 

providing an important opportunity for mutual support and companionship on the journey, and as a 

stepping-stone into our larger faith community. Almost 50 people took up the opportunity to begin some 

daily reflection, prayer and Bible reading with the ‘Thrive’ study resource.  Many of these continue to use 

them regularly. This is having an impact in our relationships, approach to faith and, for many, willingness 

to step up into ministry roles.  I can’t encourage you enough, if you haven’t already done so, please get 

your copy (available at morning tea) and give it a go.  

Amidst the normal seasons and festivals of the Church Liturgical Year, I have prepared and preached 

three series of sermons in the past year – ‘An Introduction to the Gospel of St Luke’ (during Advent), ‘The 

Lord and His Prayer’ (during Lent) and the ‘I AM sayings of Jesus’ (after Easter and into Ordinary Time). 

Not only has this been a good discipline for me but feedback has been most encouraging.  

Our RENEW Opportunity Shop has taken considerable energy and time for our wardens and key leaders 

this year. The break in that occurred in February provided an opportunity to replace the carpets under 

our insurance. The logistical nightmare, however, of removing everything, painting and replacing all the 

flooring, then setting everything back in place - all within a week - proved exhausting. The final results 

are magnificent, and community response is very positive and encouraging.  The hospitality area is being 

used more frequently, we have new volunteers coming to join the team and, even with the loss of many 

ageing volunteers last year and the subsequent decrease in opening hours, our income has been over 

budget. A huge thank you to Christine, Robyn, John P, Jan and everyone else involved. 

Our Website continues to be a first point of contact for newcomers, as well as a resource for current 

members. The monthly website analytics presented to parish council reflect a strong trend towards 

“checking out the website” before coming along to a worship service and I receive a number of enquiries 

through the “contact us” facility. After many months of problems, I have shifted to a new eNewsletter 

facility, which is proving much more reliable. I look forward to this being a simpler task and less of a 

headache ongoing.  

Christian leadership is not about one (or a few) leader/s and a group of followers.  It is about everyone 

taking up their baptismal call to serve and to grow God’s kingdom. The reality of parish life means that a 

few elected people are entrusted with the oversight of developing and enabling all to fulfil this calling 



within the faith community. Wardens and parish council, in accordance with our Anglican Church polity 

and legislation, are charged with the responsibility of overseeing the vision and mission of the church, 

ensuring a sustainable future and enabling the practicalities of employment of clergy, upkeep of facilities, 

and compliance with all external authorities (including national, state and diocesan requirements).  This 

is no small task and our leadership team are to be commended for their considerable commitment of 

time, energy and expertise in keeping our church running on a week to week and month to month basis. 

We utilise theological reflection as a tool for discernment, focus and growth in our capacity as leaders. 

The leadership team of 2018 – 2019 have proved themselves faithful in the tasks entrusted to them and 

willing to make the tough decisions, to review and analyse, and to keep ‘the main thing’ the main thing. 

In a year that has required increasing oversight of Compliance (Prof standards, OH&S, Child safe 

standards, maintenance & upkeep of all facilities) they have not wavered in their commitment to make 

the right decisions and ensure we are doing all that we need to with a willing heart.   

We are facing the significant challenges of transitioning into a new era and positioning ourselves for long-

term growth, whilst also managing the realities of diminishing expertise and skilled volunteer numbers, 

especially those with a financial background. At the same time, many of our members have passed away 

(25 funerals in the past 2 years of members or recently former members) or moved into care (another 3 

this year). This has been a tough year financially, which is evidenced in our budget deficit. Our leadership 

team are to be commended, however, by their absolute commitment to a faith-based budget and a long-

term vision of growth. They fully understand that to cut back now will mean inevitable decline leading 

towards non-viability within a few short years. We are aware that this approach is challenging to those 

of us who have lived through the strong economic situation of former years, but our society has changed, 

and our church has to change and adapt accordingly. Failure to reach out to the families who live in this 

area, which requires staffing to facilitate, will mean that gap between the church and the 2 – 4 

generations of unchurched people living around us will only grow wider. The time is now. Our budget 

includes an increase of $5 per person a week across this year to ensure this necessary transition. This is 

very manageable, spread across our current members.  Further discussion will follow on from the good 

work begun this year in regard to stewardship & bequests and how we can navigate this time together. 

One of the highlights for me personally this year was our SOMA Mission in late October. The team from 

Britain, plus one man from Sydney, were ably led by Bishop Ian Lambert and they provided opportunities 

for us to reflect on our understandings of the fullness of God, as expressed in the Trinity of Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit. The teaching on Friday night and all- day Saturday gave us some good food for thought 

and some biblical understanding of the gifts and work of Holy Spirit and on discernment. As well as 

participating in several ministries and groups during the week, interacting with a number of people at 

the special mid-week morning tea, they offered some vital prayer ministry and support. It is most 

encouraging to see the impact of this mission in a number of individuals, as they have found healing, 

insight, encouragement and growth in their faith. I am most thankful for the support, encouragement 

and ministry of the team to me, as your leader. I greatly look forward to seeing the longer term impact 

over the coming months and years, especially as we recognise and connect with the power of Holy Spirit 

in and around us and allow ourselves to be equipped, strengthened and inspired to serve God more 

boldly.  

I need to make some acknowledgements of thanks. There is a general list in Pewsheet this week and I 

don’t want to name everyone, at the risk of leaving someone out. Please know that the many tasks that 

are undertaken each week to ensure that our church life can continue are greatly appreciated and do not 

go unnoticed. More importantly, the sacrificial love that is shown in prayer, word and deed brings glory 

to God, as we take up our call to serve him and our neighbour. Our weekly worship services and our 

ministry groups and programmes, in particular, would not be possible without faithful volunteers 

stepping up with a ‘can do’ attitude. Never underestimate who you are, as well as what you do. As St 



Teresa said, “You are Christ’s hands and feet. Christ has no body but yours”. We are the Body of Christ, 

and when we each take our place and contribute to the health of that body, we are a witness to Christ in 

our world. May our witness continue to speak loudly in Mornington and Mount Martha by who we are, 

how we live and how we love. 

I do need to acknowledge by name a few key leaders who have remained faithful and strong in a 

challenging year. Christine, thank you for your faithfulness, strength and practical support. As you take a 

year off and transition into retirement, we are most grateful for the load you have borne this year so that 

we could keep going. To Robyn, our tireless and unassuming worker; you have stepped up as a leader 

and it is such a delight to see the growth in you. Thank you for your courage, willingness to learn and for 

working behind the scenes to do so much, without which we could not have made it. To Garry, thank you 

for your never-ending support and care for me, for your strength in standing up for what matters and 

your contributions to our strategic planning.  To our parish council members – thank you for your 

willingness to do what has to be done, for making the tough decisions, setting the right priorities and 

being early adopters of and contributors to the change needed to ensure a long-term, healthy and 

sustainable future for this church.  

To Liz, thank you for your friendship, your leadership, your partnering in the gospel and your faith and 

courage, especially despite a very difficult year for you in so many ways. Finally, to John, my husband, 

soul mate, best friend and fellow priest – thank you for everything you are and do. Your unwavering 

support of me and willingness to hold it all together is inspirational. You work behind the scenes in so 

many ways, quietly and unseen most of the time, and your contributions - theologically, practically and 

in whatever ways are necessary – have enabled me to lead through another year and rediscover the 

energy, joy and hope to continue to do so into the future.  To everyone who has stepped outside of 

personal comfort zones and put God’s kingdom first, thank you. Whether by your attitude, your time, 

your willingness to discern and share your gifts, your financial support; know that God is smiling on you 

– on us.  

In drawing our year together and returning to the point from which I began this report, I want to share 

a prayer with you. This is a Jewish Prayer and it comes from a book by Brian McLaren entitled, The Great 

Spiritual Migration.  

God who Creates, God who Redeems, 

God of Shalom – of peace, God of sh’leimut – of wholeness, 

We remember standing at the shore of the sea, afraid, 

Our enslavers in hot pursuit, ready to take us back to captivity. 

We remember the tumultuous sea before us that showed no sign of parting. 

And we remember you told us: výisa’u – go forward. 

We stepped forth. The waters parted. 

We moved our bodies from slavery to freedom. 

You moved our souls from oppression to redemption. 

God who creates, God who redeems, 

If it can happen once, it can happen over and over and over 

Výisha’u. 

Let us cross the sea with all who are enslaved, with captors on their heels. 

And together, let us make those waters part! i 

 

Brian goes on to reflect, and I find his reflections most pertinent for us at this time of transition and 

migration from what has been into what is becoming. 



The image won’t let me go: the Hebrew children standing in the tragic gap between an approaching army 

and a ‘tumultuous sea . . . that showed no signs of parting’, about to embark upon a bold migration of faith.  

Talk about a predicament! They can’t see any way forward, they can’t turn back, and they can’t stay where 

they are. In that impossible context, in that stressful zone, in that tragic gap, the call comes: V’yisa’u! The 

Hebrew word is often translated as ‘Go forward!’ but it can also be translated as ‘Get going!’ or ‘Let the 

migration begin!” 

In that place of uncertainty, it’s tempting to freeze in paralysis or flee in fear. In the thick of criticism and 

controversy, it’s tempting to turn back to our pursuers to fight them – or to surrender to them. We may 

want to defend ourselves, to convince them we aren’t so bad or so wrong, to persuade them to think as 

highly of us as we do. But no: we have new places to go.  We have a great work to do. Our calling is forward; 

we can’t turn back. In that impossible moment, in that tragic gap when our hearts break open, in that 

agonising place where there is no way ahead, God makes a way. We step forth and the waters part. V’yisa’u!  

Suddenly, the core message of faith becomes clear afresh: we hear the call to go forward not after the sea 

has opened, but before. The call to get moving comes not after the way is clear, but while it still seems 

impassable. The call to join in a great migration away from the old towards the new comes not when we 

have everything figured and settled and made certain, and not when all the obstacles have been removed, 

but before, when chaos, uncertainty and turmoil prevail, and when the tumultuous sea shows no sign of 

parting. Only in that impossible, uncertain, disruptive place, when finger by finger the fist of our little hearts 

is pulled open – only in that impossible, agonising place – does a new depth of naked, essential faith in God 

mysteriously become possible. 

The word of God comes to us: get going! Go further! Go forward! ii 

 

As we step together into this new year, a year of transition and migration from what has been into what 

is becoming, may these words ring in our ears. As St Paul encourages in 2 Corinthians 5:14, ‘May the love 

of Christ urge us forward’. 

May God’s kingdom come, and his will be done – in Mornington & Mount Martha – in us and through us 

and may our journey bear much fruit to God’s glory! Amen! May it be so! 

 

Every blessing, 

 

 

 

 

Vicar Helen Phillips 

 

 

The Great Spiritual Migration 

i Rabbi Stephanie Kolin (as quoted by Brian D McLaren – The Great Spiritual Migration, 2016 Hodder & Staughton) ISBN 
9781473626775 
ii Brian D McLaren - ibid 

 


