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I.  INTRODUCTION
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The Capital Region of Alberta encompasses Edmonton, the Capital City of Alberta, along with 22 
municipalities of varying sizes, four counties and two First Nations reserves.   With a total geographic 
area of 9,418 km2, the Capital Region is the largest geographic metropolitan area in Canada. It has a total 
population of just over 1 million people, with 750,000 people living in Edmonton, making it the sixth 
largest urban municipality in Canada. The Capital Region serves as a rail hub, a transport nexus to 
Northern Canada, a regional Health Care Services Centre, a Centre for Post-Secondary Education, a 
Government services centre, a 
primary supply and service hub for 
Canada's oil sands and other 
northern resource industries.  It is 
also the location for the central 
offices of the Alberta and 
Northwest Conference of The 
United Church of Canada.   

In the fall of 2006, Edmonton 
Presbytery of The United Church 
of Canada commissioned a report 
about new and existing ministry 
within the Capital Region in order 
to guide Presbyteries in future 
regional directions.  The request 
originated with the Finance, 
Property and Development 
Committee which wished to 
explore the potential for starting 
United Church congregations in new growth areas.  At the Committee's recommendation, Edmonton 
Presbytery initiated a review of potential new church development, but expanded the mandate to include a 
review   of existing United Church ministries. Because of the growth of the City of Edmonton into 
surrounding areas, an invitation was extended to the neighbouring Presbytery, Yellowhead Presbytery, to 
participate in the review.  A consultant, the Congregational Life Centre, was chosen for the project.  A  
Strategy Team was then formed with membership from both Presbyteries to work with the Consultant, 
receive the Consultant's report and provide recommendations  based on the Consultant's report.   

In the Fall of 2006 the Strategy Team began meeting with the Congregational Life Centre.  Six months 
later the report from the Congregational Life Centre was received.   This report provided a variety of 
information, including survey data of 44 individual congregations in the Capital Region.  The Report 
made it clear that it has been too long since the United Church has actually planted a new Ministry in the 
Capital Region.  It also pointed out that existing congregations must find new ways to serve the Capital 
Region Community, and hinted that closures of some congregations is to be anticipated in the future.  
Three areas to focus on in future Presbytery actions were identified:   
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1. New congregations or ministry outreach initiatives need to be planted using whatever processes 
and resources seem most appropriate. 

2. We need to support the congregations that are serving their community, launching new ministries, 
and growing or maintaining their numbers. 

3. We need to have a plan to provide pastoral care and services to the people in the congregations 
that are dying - those congregations that in all likelihood will not be able to find the passion and 
vision they need to build a long term future.1

The report also made it clear that leadership is a key issue to be addressed by both Presbyteries, along 
with development of a clear mission and vision.

In response to the Congregational Life Centre Report, the work of mission and vision redevelopment was 
referred by the Strategy Team to Presbyteries for further attention.  The Strategy Team then undertook on 
its own further research in order to  complete the mandate assigned to New Possibilities with respect to 
new ministry development and existing ministry transition.  Part of that research done by the Strategy 
Team involved commissioning a research firm, Environics Analytics, to provide reports on specific 
growth sectors of the Capital Region.  In late 2008 a Draft Report was presented to a joint meeting of 
Yellowhead and Edmonton Presbytery Executives, as well as at separate presentations for Presbytery 
members and Congregational contacts.  A final report with recommendations was prepared distilling the 
research and feedback received by the Strategy Team during the above process.    Strategy Team members 
at the time of the submission  of the New Possibilities report were as follows:

Armand Houle, Edmonton Presbytery, Millwoods United Church, Chair
Ellinor Townend, Edmonton Presbytery, Trinity United Church 
Garth Bogart, Edmonton Presbytery, Spirit West United Church
Clare Irwin, Edmonton Presbytery, St. Paul's United Church 
Ed Berg, Edmonton Presbytery, Southminster-Steinhauer United Church 
Britt Jessen, Yellowhead Presbytery, Beaumont United Church, Secretary
Pat Bourque, Alberta & Northwest Conference, Regional Resource
   Personnel, Northern Region

This final report is respectfully submitted by the above Strategy Team, which brings to completion the 
work done by the New Possibilities project.
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II.  STRENGTHS AND CHALLENGES
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Based on the background information collected in developing this report (see Appendix A),  the following 
strengths and challenges can be identified for the United Church of Canada in the Capital Region at this 
time: 

� The Strength and Challenge of Size and Growth
� The Strength and Challenge of Identity and Mission
� The Strength and Challenge of Governance and Structure
� The Strength and Challenge of our Investment in Property
� The Strength and Challenge of Ministry Development Models
� The Strength and Challenge of Leadership

A.  Size and Growth

The United Church of Canada in the Capital Region is a church of many small to medium sized 
congregations.  In spite of the many conversations which have occurred about church growth over the 
years, we have continued to stake the future of our church on maintaining mid-size and small 
congregations as our primary places of worship and ministry. This observation, on the one hand, 
challenges Presbyteries to redefine how success is measured, and how that measurement influences 
resource support by Presbyteries.   Typically, churches have focused on numerical growth and building 
construction as a measure of congregational success.  At the same time, we no longer live in a world 
where attending worship every week, or even attending worship period, is something which most people 
aspire to.  Success therefore, cannot only mean keeping the doors open for Sunday worship or filling the 
pews, even though most congregations and Presbyteries, consciously and unconsciously, continue to 
measure success as if they were still living in a Sunday-go-to-meetingÓ world.   

Success also does not necessarily mean being free of conflict or controversy, a fact which escapes many 
congregations when they speak of wanting to grow.  Growth of any kind often invites tension, even when 
that growth involves moving toward a smaller size numerically.  Interestingly enough, given the number 
of mid-sized congregations in the Capital Region, conflict around growth is almost a given.  According to 
methods of measuring church typologies based on worship size, the  the mid-size congregation is often 
the hardest to shift toward a larger size, and usually invokes the greatest resistance to change across all 
sizes of congregations.2   Given the number of mid-size congregations in the Capital Region we cannot 
speak of growth of any kind without also speaking about the need to anticipate and expect conflict. 

Presbytery readiness to offer oversight and leadership for growth and such difficult size transitions is 
crucial.  Presbyteries must be prepared to ask direct questions about mission and purpose of 
congregations and must be prepared to discuss issues about growth and viability openly when they arise.   
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Presbyteries must also be prepared to articulate support and care for congregations unable and unwilling 
to make the transitions necessary to remain viable into the future. Questions about readiness for 
transitions and viability may also raise questions about closures or amalgamations.  Congregations have 
always closed and always will.  This is not new, nor is it a failure on the part of the church. It is, however, 
a reality Presbyteries and congregations must meet forthrightly and with compassion.

Of course the question must be asked of any congregation regardless of size; ÒWhy grow?Ó.  This 
question must be asked whether it is about growth to a larger size with all the changes that will involve, or 
growth to a smaller size more suited to the existing congregation's resources and abilities.  Meeting the 
annual budget or finding new people to do to the work of the church is not enough of a cause upon which 
to expand congregational ministry into the future.  Mission and purpose therefore become a key issue for 
any measurement of success in Capital Region United Churches and Presbyteries. Presbyteries, in 
particular, must be able to find ways to develop, express and communicate a collective sense of mission 
for the United Church as a whole in the Capital Region.  Presbyteries must do this out of an awareness 
that the purpose and function of a Presbytery is not the same as the purpose and function of a 
congregation, and that as a court of the church and a community made up of many congregational 
representatives, it has a unique role and function within the United Church community.  

B. The Strength and Challenge of Identity and Mission

The United Church of Canada was founded on the overarching vision Òthat all may be oneÓ.  At one 
time this vision meant doing things together at the same time in the same way.  It also meant striving 
for opportunities to create further ÒunionsÓ with other churches.  Today, this  foundational vision needs 
to be understood anew in light of the generational, socio-political and philosophical transitions taking 
places.   A new emphasis needs to be placed on relationships and how we carry and live out the faith 
which shapes and forms our understanding of the world. This also includes dealing with and allowing 
for diversity within the church, between generations and between human beings in general.  Along 
with vision, the question of values also needs to be clarified.  There is a sense of pride among United 
Church people that our values make us different from other churches and set us apart.  Yet, values need 
to be acted on to be relevant.  What more could the United Church add to the Capital Region if our 
churches acted out of those values  more consistently?  Do we hope to pass those values on to another 
generation or sets of generations and if so, how can we hope to do so?

In order to answer these questions, the church has tended to search for a specific program or activity to 
educate people about the life of faith.  Our focus over history has often been on educating others.  Yet 
programs alone cannot really answer fundamental questions of purpose and mission, questions like:  
ÒWhat is God up to?Ó, or,  ÒHow is God asking the United Church in the Capital Region to participate 
in the transformation of the world?Ó  Additionally, Presbyteries need to relate that question or another 
like it to their mandate as a court of the church.  A Presbytery is not a congregation and sometimes 
falls into the trap of trying to do the kinds of ministry which rightly belong with congregations.  A 
refocussing of the role of both Presbyteries on overseeing and equipping ministry personnel and 
congregations for the doing of the church's work will be important.
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C. The Strength and Challenge of Governance and Structure 

Our history of working together collectively has been a strength.   Our governance was developed to 
provide a tool for a new church made up of diverse people to work together with Òdecency and good 
order.Ó What happens, however, when the system of governance no longer serves as the supportive 
tool it was meant to be?   From the annual trap of trying to fill multi-year term positions on boards and 
executives in Presbyteries and Congregations, to the sheer volume of time and personnel required to 
administer the personnel system, to the difficulty and even resistance between congregations and 
Presbyteries to collaborating across boundaries, there is a common thread of experience in the 
feedback we have received of the church structure inhibiting the work of mission and growth in the 
church.   Indeed, administration of the church system has in some ways become the primary focus of 
much of our collective activity.  There is also a high volume of unpaid hours needed, at the 
Congregational and Presbytery levels, to accomplish that administration. 

New ways of functioning need to be found vis-ˆ-vis administration, including ways of accomplishing 
administration that potentially crosses jurisdictional boundaries between Presbyteries.  As it is now,  
inter-presbytery and inter-congregational projects of any kind are few and far between.  It should be 
noted that Alberta and Northwest  Conference already works in Regions Ð Northern, Central and 
Southern Ð and clusters of congregations have developed within Edmonton Presbytery in order to find 
mutual ground upon which to build supportive relationships.  Within Yellowhead Presbytery a new 
congregational model of partnership involving several congregations sharing ordered ministry and 
trained lay worship leaders has been initiated in Grizzly Trail Pastoral Charge.  Additionally a 
mutually supportive model of congregational closure was demonstrated by the people of Calmar 
United Church, such that proceeds from the property sale arising from closure went to support the 
construction of the Devon United Church building, and the development of the store-front facility 
undertaken by Beaumont United Church. These kind of boundary-transcending activities between 
congregations and across Presbytery lines need to continue, while at the same time reviewing the 
approach to governance within Presbyteries so that more of the work of Presbyteries can be invested 
in supporting and encouraging United Church mission in the Capital Region.

D. The Strength and Challenge of Property Development

Along with size, mission and governance, the United Church also faces a number of issues regarding 
infrastructure.  In terms of existing congregations, most of them have aging infrastructure to deal with.   
Aging infrastructure creates greater demands on congregational finances.  In response to aging 
infrastructure demands, some congregations have made, or plan to make, significant investments of 
time and money to upgrade their basic facilities.  United Church people have invested much loving 
care, time and resources in land and buildings in the Capital Region. At the same time, it has been a 
long time, about 30 years, since a new United Church congregation or ministry has been developed in 
the Capital Region.  
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In the past 10 years alone, 100 new church buildings have been built in the Edmonton area, none of 
them United Churches. As a result, the United Church has missed opportunities to engage in ministry 
in new growth areas of the city.  Our typical strategy has been to wait until a self-organized group 
steps forward to start a new congregation or to find space for their particular program.  This approach 
to starting ministries has not resulted in new congregations or ministries. Much research into church 
growth has shown, however, that new ministries are crucial to the health, growth and continuation of 
the church. Unless we give birth we atrophy and die.   

Partly what holds us back is our expectation that creating new ministries means having to plant a 
standard congregational model housed inside a traditional congregational building.  Finding new ways 
to house ministries is essential.  At the same time, in new suburban areas, there are few public or 
commercial facilities that can be used to house church activities, since many community and 
commercial facilities have not yet been built.  Based on the estimated cost of $4 million for the 
construction of a new congregational building, the task of initiating new suburban ministries which 
require facilities of one kind or another is a huge undertaking. It really is no longer possible for a 
small group of people to come together and start something from scratch.  A go-it-alone approach to 
property development is ultimately self-defeating in that the sheer size of loans required to finance 
church development today simply feeds into a debt-serving cycle which ties up the life and ministry of 
the church for years to come.  Additionally, debt-servicing is no way to begin fundraising for a new 
ministry, nor is it an adequate enough reason for new people to become active contributors to the life 
of a new congregation. 

It should be noted that the United Church in the Capital Region is not without resources. As of 2005 
the replacement value of all church buildings and contents in the Captal Region is $81,362,000.00.  
The total value of all congregational land in the Capital Region, according to the 2005 Yearbook, is 
$36,000,000. This value however is grossly underestimated and is likely well below current market 
value. The value of all property of all kinds approaches $150,000,000 when adjustments are made for 
today's market value.  Edmonton Presbytery has also had Church Development Funds in place for 
some time and currently there is approximately $300,000 in uncommitted funds available (out of 
approximately $2,000,000) . Yellowhead Presbytery does not have resources in the same way, but does 
have the most recent experience of fundraising for building construction by an existing congregation 
without going into debt.  

E. The Strength and Challenge of Leadership

The Organizational Guide for Board members published by The United Church of Canada indicates 
that leaders must be people who are committed to spiritual growth and who have abilities that can help 
congregations pursue their vision in Christ.   The booklet says of leaders that the people of a church:
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 "rely on you, not only to do the many things necessary to coordinate
  congregational life, but also to keep the congregation focused on its
  mission and mission strategy." 3

Indeed the Strategy Team would suggest that the first obligation of church leaders, whether order of 
ministry or lay, is to keep the people of the church focused on mission, particularly in times of change, 
growth or decline.  This is as true of leaders at the level of Presbytery as it is of leaders at the level of 
congregations. The primary task of leaders is therefore prophetic as opposed to administrative or 
maintenance oriented.

Maintaining a focus on mission inevitably requires a willingness and ability on the part of Presbytery 
and congregational leaders to adapt leadership skills and styles for a focus on mission.  One word for 
such leadership is  ÒadaptiveÓ leadership.    Adaptive leadership uses a variety of practical skills to 
equip congregations and congregational leaders to move into and through a time of change and 
uncertainty.  The focus of adaptive leadership is not on producing standardized programmes or 
guaranteed step-by-step instructions to achieve success.  Neither is the focus of adaptive leadership on 
keeping everybody happy or offering a kind of heroic ministry designed to rescue the church.  The 
focus of adaptive leadership is on lifting up the values which the people of a congregation will take 
with them as they navigate through the changes ahead with flexibility.  Ultimately, the goal of adaptive 
leadership is to ensure that the collective community of the church continues in faithfulness to its 
mission while adapting in form and function to the new demands of new situations.4 
 
F. Evangelism and Outreach

United Church people, early on in their history, were involved in meeting social and human needs 
through educational, social and recreational programs. Evangelism, understood to be communicating 
the Christian gospel for the purpose of religious conversion, was one of the goals of such activities.  
Over time, however, United Church people have developed a distinctive collective ethos which no 
longer overtly pursues conversion to Christianity as its primary reason for relationships with non-
Christians.  Neither is conversion to Christianity a motivator for the development of compassionate or 
outreach ministries.   In fact United Church people generally are reluctant to discuss personal faith 
experiences too overtly or forcefully in public.   At the same time, United Church people do long for 
something like conversion.  We call it instead Òchurch growthÓ or Òrecruiting new people into the 
churchÓ.   

For a long time the United Church, as the largest Protestant denomination in Canada, could rely on a 
kind of passive recruitment or social inertia that brought people into the United Church fold.  But such 
inertia toward going to church and taking on church membership no longer exists in society. Indeed, it 
might be fair to say that there is almost an emerging inertia in the other direction Ð an ambivalence 
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and sometimes reluctance to commit to membership in a specific congregational community.   
Additionally, few people today are open to being directly recruited into a religious system through 
traditional methods of education or social pressure.  Somehow United Church people must come to 
terms with this new reality and must realize that recruiting people into the United Church is probably 
counterproductive. Indeed, in the long run United Church people must find something more to live for 
and long for than institutional propagation.  Without a clear sense of mission or clear reason for 
existing, it is however difficult to risk moving beyond institutional survival toward a different and 
perhaps more life-giving future. 

 

New Possibilities: Final Document                                                                                                     Page 12

©All rights reserved:  Edmonton Presbytery, Yellowhead Presbytery and Mountain Born Communications Inc.  



III. Possible Futures
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Given the information collected in this report regarding context and current strengths and challenges 
along with feedback received to date, the Strategy Team can summarize several possible futures for 
Edmonton Presbytery at this time.  Each of these futures represents a possible response to the 
opportunities and dilemmas facing the United Church right now. 

Futur e #1

One possible future for the United Church in the Capital Region to pursue is to maintain current 
approaches to Presbytery operations and relationships.  

Such a maintenance-style future could be based on several conclusions:

¥ That individual United Church people and Presbyters are simply not ready to make change.
¥ That congregations are not ready to change.
¥ That Presbyteries individually and collectively are not ready for change.
¥ That the current format of Presbytery governance is satisfactory.
¥ That current Presbytery relationships to congregations are satisfactory. 
¥ That development of new ministries is not a priority for us at this time given the  challenges facing 

existing congregations.
¥ That if we do change, the losses we potentially face are more painful than the pain of the current 

situation.
¥ That we do not have leadership or vision needed to make change.
¥ That the emerging economic situation means that we need to pull back from making new 

commitments.

In presenting this maintenance future, the Strategy Team recognizes that not changing can be a faithful 
response to God. It can be equated with waiting - waiting for a more favorable time, waiting until the 
people indicate they are ready, waiting until somebody steps forward who has the leadership potential to 
carry the change we need, or until there is a Òsettling outÓ of the affairs of the church.  Not changing can 
also be equated with waiting until God speaks.  

On the flip side, waiting can also be equated with a kind of passive stance toward the future, which hopes 
for some kind of heroic leadership to provide the rescue we need.  Taken to extremes, such a passive 
stance can even result in a sense of learned helplessness in which people come to believe that they do not 
have the abundance of resources with which to respond to current circumstances. This includes not only 
the abundance of time, treasure and talent, but also of the Divine Spirit.  Indeed, it may even seem to 
suggest that the Divine Voice is silent about the future of the church, ignoring the witness of the all the 
prophets and saints down the ages, and of Jesus himself, about the life of engaged faith to which GodÕs 
people are called in the world.  

New Possibilities: Final Document                                                                                                     Page 14

©All rights reserved:  Edmonton Presbytery, Yellowhead Presbytery and Mountain Born Communications Inc.  



If a maintenance future is the one chosen for the Capital Region, then essentially things will remain in 
place as they currently are. The role of each Presbytery will remain largely administrative - one of 
fulfilling those functions ceded to it within United Church structure. Presbyters will continue to stand 
ready to assist with the administration of steps as congregations take them. There will be some 
programming presented as different committees of Presbytery develop it.  Additionally, some churches on 
their own will continue to undertake new programming and some will not. Some churches will remain 
active and some will inevitably close.  Birthing new congregations or ministries will not be a proactive 
reality in the life of the United Church of Canada in the Capital Region. The Presbyteries will continue 
the approach of remaining ready to assist with administration and loan of money to any group or people 
or congregations who may on their own choose to start a new church ministry. 

Futur e #2

Another possible future for the United Church in the Capital Region is to focus on encouraging new 
programming & developing new skills and knowledge related to Christian discipleship in the 21st 
century.   

Such a discipleship-oriented future would be based on the following conclusions:

¥Faithfulness to the Christian faith journey looks different today than it did a generation ago.
¥United Church people need to discover or rediscover a new focus on discipleship and living faith for 

todayÕs realities.
¥Education is key to changing people's attitudes and behaviour in relation to their faith.
¥Successful programming is the key to education.
¥Effective churches have the kind of programming that shapes Christian discipleship.
¥Effective churches also have the kind of high quality programs that attract new people.
¥Programs will in the long run translate into increased membership and worship attendance in the church.
      
In presenting this second future, the Strategy Team lifts up United Church historical roots in 
programming, from second language classes to adult education to young peopleÕs groups and much more 
in-between.  The Strategy Team notes that a number of Capital Region congregations have begun out of 
historic programming ventures.  The United Church has also, throughout its history, invested heavily in 
programmatic materials to provide educational resources. We are familiar with developing and offering 
programs, particularly in areas of Christian education, social justice, and community development.  
Looking toward new programming about discipleship is a response that the people of the church could be 
comfortable with because it is so familiar.  

At the same time, effective programming which actually meets the expectations that people today, 
particularly people not already in the church, have of programming, requires a level of staffing and 
resources not usually provided in our churches.  Church size is one factor which can limit our choices, but 
so also are the choices themselves about how and where where to invest our resources.  Some of these 
choices are shaped by a prevailing assumption that our resources are limited and we do not have what we 
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need to really provide levels of staffing, facilities and materials that people look for.  Ironically, our 
assumption of scarcity simply plays into the prevailing popular wisdom of our times, which is that 
resources are scare and we must all compete against each other for them.  However, with $150,000,000 in 
property and a replacement value of over $80,000,000 in church buildings, not to mention our people and 
the many talents they possess, the United Church is hardly poverty-stricken.  We do have abundant 
resources to apply to growing toward a new future if we so choose to use them.   

That aside, the program-driven approach to growing the church has not really been proven to produce the 
kind of lived faith that is expected of Christian discipleship.  For example, Willow Creek, a multi-million 
dollar church growth program located in Chicago based on delivering programs to develop discipleship, 
has recently admitted that its approach to church growth has not worked. 

ÒWillow ... has promoted a vision of church that is big, programmatic, and 
comprehensive. This vision has been heavily influenced by the methods of secular 
business. James Twitchell, in his new book Shopping for God, reports that outside Bill 
HybelsÕ office hangs a poster that says: ÒWhat is our business? Who is our customer? 
What does the customer consider value?Ó Directly or indirectly, this philosophy of 
ministryÑchurch should be a big box with programs for people at every level of spiritual 
maturity to consume and engageÑhas impacted every evangelical church in the 
country...This has been WillowÕs philosophy of ministry in a nutshell. The church creates 
programs/activities. People participate in these activities. The outcome is spiritual 
maturity. ... I know it might sound crazy but thatÕs how we do it in churches. We measure 
levels of participation.Ó5.

Recent research into the results of applying the Willow Creek model reveals, however, that in terms of 
people's own lifestyles and choices Òincreasing levels of participation in these sets of activities does NOT 
predict whether someoneÕs becoming more of a disciple of Christ.Ó 

ÒWe made a mistake ... spiritual growth doesnÕt happen best by becoming 
dependent on elaborate church programs but through the age old spiritual 
practices of prayer, bible reading, and relationships. And, ironically, these basic disciplines do not 
require multi-million dollar facilities and hundreds of staff to 
manage.Ó

Clearly, Willow has discovered that the strategy of using programming does not overall create the kind of 
spiritual transformation which is the measure of success of any faith community.  As an aside, it also 
aimed primarily at existing congregations and does not really address the development of new ministries 
for emerging generations and situations.  

If a future is chosen in which Presbyteries invest in discipleship programming, this would necessitate 
Presbytery becoming a channel for introducing and encouraging the kind of programming needed for the 
future.  Needed would be an expertise in discerning what programming options are needed in different 
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churches, and encouraging the development of those options as needed. Enhanced and expanded 
Presbytery Education Committees, perhaps even with joint meetings, would likely be needed. The 
Congregational Life Centre Report provides some examples of programming areas to address, as does the 
Emerging Spirit program.  Both offer good places for Committees to begin such programming 
development around discipleship.      Apart from programming, Presbyteries would continue 
administration of matters under their authority as mandated by The Manual.  However, the work of 
challenging congregations to address discipleship would not rest with Education Committees alone. The 
entire community of each Presbytery would need to be accountable for challenging congregations to 
develop new and appropriate programmatic responses, and to engage communication with congregations 
more intensely than before.  Realistically, not all congregations could be expected to be able or willing to 
make  a change toward new programming.   Additionally, there would be some closures of congregations 
in the future, simply as a matter of course.  Education about discipleship may or may not lead to a birth of 
new ministries but such birth would remain at the discretion of any group or congregation that may wish 
to foster it. 

Futur e #3 
Yet a third future for the United Church in the Capital Region to potentially pursue lies in the fundamental 
redrawing of the map of United Church ministries and congregations. This future represents a form of 
change in which the overall United Church strategy, structures and system are redesigned.   

This third transitional-style future is based on the following perceptions:   

¥The United Church as a whole is spread quite thinly across the Capital Region.   
¥That visibility and size matter in today's spiritual marketplace.
¥That larger worship centres are able to become regional churches which will draw enough people to 

create viable communities of faith.
¥Regional centres are more visible within a large urban context
¥That smaller sized churches with a specific ministry focus can also be strong United Church 

communities 
¥Medium-sized churches cannot carry the staffing and resources needed to continue to be the main mode 

of operation of United Church ministries in the Capital Region
¥That growth of new congregations through amalgamation and closure is the best strategy to bring people 

together for growth
¥Conflict arising from such a change is preferable to the anxiety the church is now facing about its future
¥The best way to create new ministries is to reconfigure and reduce the number of existing congregations  

In presenting such a future the Strategy Team recognizes the Òelephant in the roomÓ that has been present 
in a variety of responses and feedback we have received Ð whether or not there will need to be voluntary 
or mandated closure or amalgamation of some congregations in order to ensure a future for the majority.   
The nub of this question is whether or not the future of the United Church lies in closing congregations 
and transferring resources to those who remain.  The answer in part is ÒYesÓ.  Closure can lead to new life 
if the goal is to bring about birth, and everybody accepts that reality and is willing to make it to happen.  

New Possibilities: Final Document                                                                                                     Page 17

©All rights reserved:  Edmonton Presbytery, Yellowhead Presbytery and Mountain Born Communications Inc.  



The reality has always been that congregations close.  There is nothing new in this.  There is a kind of 
courage and honesty in admitting this fact and addressing it forthrightly that represents a change from 
how we have handled congregational closure in the past.  Such honesty also opens up the conversation as 
to how closure might happen so that it results in new life and a new birth, rather than simply a death.   
Too often in the past, impending closures of churches have dragged out for years, leaving remaining 
congregation members dispirited and discouraged.  What would it be like to take a new approach in which 
closures and amalgamations are deliberately planned by the community? 

On the other hand,  the United Church has neither the authority structure nor the precedent of 
congregations being deliberately closed compared to other denominations (e.g.. Roman Catholic).  It 
would require some deep rethinking about the authority of Presbytery, its extent and use. Presbyteries 
typically do not exercise the full measure of authority allowed for in the Manual, and this may well be 
one aspect of Presbytery functioning that deserves some attention.   Yet without the kind of preparation 
and review, which this report was never mandated to provide, it is difficult to state that using the authority 
of Presbytery to close congregations is even possible.  Additionally, mandating the closure of 
congregations presents a kind of solomon-like dilemma of Biblical proportions Ð who gets to keep the 
baby and who does not and who has the wit or wisdom to decide the truth of the matter.  Much time and 
energy could be expended on addressing that question alone.  One thing that could be clearly stated is that 
by focussing on closing congregations, the implied statement would be made that the United Church is 
making decisions out of a survivalist focus.  A survivalist focus seems to suggest that we are a community 
Ôunder siegeÕ, that we need to safeguard our resources for the long-haul, and that we need to make deep 
and universal cuts and rearrangements in order to hang to what have.  Finally, the Strategy Team needs to 
stress that imposed change is rarely change which is lasting since it does not involve the whole 
community - mind, body and soul.

If such a future involving deep structural change is chosen, Presbyteries will need to challenge their own 
prevailing decision-making styles with respect to oversight of congregations.  Presbyteries would need to 
develop a new sense of authority in order to reduce the number of congregations and realign them 
between different sectors of the city and the city core. Presbyteries would also need to develop ways to 
challenge the prevailing congregational individualism (congregationalism) which is such a big factor on 
how decisions get made in the United Church.  Most, but not all, of the closures would be anticipated 
within the boundaries of the City of Edmonton and time would need to be spent discerning the new map 
of congregations in the Capital Region. Property sales would also need to be made in order to raise funds 
to finance new congregations and create multi-staff regionalized churches or specialty smaller sized 
churches. Administrative resources to handle making such sales would need to be available.  New 
regional churches would not necessarily all have to follow the same format and could be created in unique 
formats and settings.   Having them situated visibly near main thoroughfares would be important.  
Presbyteries would also need to address developing skill levels for Ministry Personnel, Church staff and 
Church leadership in multi-staff, large sized ministries.   There would be no use in creating larger regional 
sized congregations if they are not properly resourced.  Yet the United Church does not have a large body 
of leadership, lay or ordered, which is experienced in regional-sized congregational ministry.
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Finally, Presbyteries would need to anticipate and address conflict, challenges and time of upheaval in 
order to redraw the United Church map in the Capital Region.  Presbytery leadership would have to be 
prepared to offer the kind of regional leadership that steers a steady course toward a vision of revitalized 
United Church in the Capital Region and would need to have a strong Executive with leadership 
committed to addressing this kind of conflict while holding up the end vision for the people throughout it. 

Futur e #4

This fourth future is one in which there is a long-term overhaul of  United Church organizational culture, 
sense of values, and sense of purpose in the Capital Region.

This fourth type of possible future involves change based on some of the following propositions:

¥ Any future created by continuing to do more of what we are already doing, will only yield more of the 
same results.

¥ Any future which stakes the life of the United Church on meeting the needs of generations now alive 
will be outdated by the time it is actually implemented. 

¥ Any future staked on short-term or comfortable solutions will simply stave off the inevitable need to 
make fundamental lasting change. 

¥ The strongest future we can imagine reacquaints us as a community with our founding vision, Òthat all 
may be oneÓ, but for a new age. 

¥ The strongest future we can imagine occurs when the United Church is collectively focussed on what is 
essential about being the United Church in the Capital Region. 

¥ The strongest future we can imagine focusses on partnerships within the church and across lines of 
common interest with others in our communities.

¥ The strongest future we can imagine opens us up to relationships with generations not yet born.
¥ The strongest future we can imagine opens us up to deeper, broader contact with each other and with the 

wider world if it is to be lasting.
¥ The strongest future we can imagine requires leadership at all levels which asks questions that challenge 

people's operating assumptions about being the church.
¥ The strongest future we can imagine is one in which we are collectively open to creating new 

possibilities in terms of style, size and focus of ministries.
¥ The strongest future we can imagine is one in which the United Church does give birth to new 

congregations and ministries, because giving birth is one sign of a healthy community.
¥ The strongest future we can imagine is one in which closures will also occur because death is a part of 

life. 
¥ The strongest future we can imagine is one in which discerning and acting on the call of God  takes 

precedence over administering the church system. 

Without preamble, the Strategy Team will state that this fourth future is our preferred future for the United 
Church in the Capital Region.  Indeed, we believe it is the only future which will carry us for the long-
term and into the next generational era.
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In preferring this fourth future, the Strategy Team recognizes that to speak of making a change rooted in 
our values, sense of purpose and organizational culture is somewhat abstract.  For concrete, task-oriented 
thinkers and doers, such a proposition will likely seem too nebulous and abstract. For most of us it will 
seem like a lot of work, which it is because it is fundamentally about relationships.  For all of us it leads  
toward an open-ended ÒsolutionÓ with an unclear outcome and over and over throughout our task of 
writing this report, the Strategy Team has been asked to be more specific.  Yet at a certain point it is 
impossible to guarantee an outcome for the future since what happens is largely dependent upon what 
other people choose to do in response to us.  At the same time, at some point, investigation, study and 
analysis must cease.  Sitting on the fence must cease too, and even-though we know only in part and can 
see only in part, we need to trust that the complete will come.  In the meantime, we can attempt some 
broad strokes to set us in a better direction and greatly increase the likelihood that we will at the very least 
have a future.   
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IV. FINAL  RECOMMENDA TIONS
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The final recommendations of this report deal with five essential areas of the life and work of Yellowhead 
and Edmonton Presbyteries:
  

¥ Mission and Vision 
¥ Transition and Redevelopment of Existing Congregations 
¥ New Ministry Development 
¥ Leadership Education 
¥ Governance
¥ Financing   

The recommendations presented here arise out of the task teamÕs conviction that the strongest future for 
both Presbyteries includes proactive development of new ministries, both in terms of developing new 
congregations but also in terms of building relationships across generations in existing congregations.  
Generativity - the capacity to give rise to new life and to develop and carry creative tension with next 
generations - is a primary function of human development.  Without birth and new life, human 
communities lose the means to having a future.   

Along with giving rise to new ministries, the Strategy Team is also convinced that the strongest future for 
both Presbyteries includes addressing the need for change at the level of our collective culture around 
relationships, partnerships and congregational growth and success.  Living as we do in a time of great 
social, political, economic and religious change, we cannot assume that doing things as we have always 
done them will be enough to get us through. We need to begin to think and act more and more in terms of 
partnerships which build up mutual discernment and mutual support.  We need to work together more 
widely in ways that build up a common United Church ministry in the Capital Region, rather than 
working individually to administer the United Church system or keep existing congregations going.  We 
need to develop a new focus on leadership geared toward adaptive skills and toward lifting up what is 
essential about being United Church in the midst of our changing context.

Obviously, this kind of future which the Strategy Team is talking about is a much longer term, less 
tangible undertaking than that offered by a few quick programs or congregational realignments.    But it is 
at the level of relationships and how we relate to each other and the communities around us that our future 
lies.  The founding vision of the United Church of Canada from sacred scripture, Òthat all may be oneÓ, 
was in many ways about relationships, although the expression of those relationships, human and divine, 
was developed for a different time and a different context.  We need to reacquaint ourselves with that 
vision and how God is calling us to express it anew in our time and our place.  

It is with the need to move into the future in new ways, that the Strategy Team submits the following 
recommendations and actions to Yellowhead and Edmonton Presbyteries.   A detailed action plan is 
contained in Appendix C as a follow-up to these recommendations.
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 1. MISSION AND VISION

a. We recommend that each Presbytery in the Capital Region redefine its vision and mission for a 
new context.    

 i.  The current mission statements for Edmonton and Yellowhead Presbyteries need to be restated 
within three years, taking into account:

¥ A mission or purpose needs to be stated simply in one sentence.   
¥ A mission or purpose needs to be revisited every five years.
¥ A mission or purpose needs to be backed by a compelling vision that states what United 

Church people are being called to do in God's world.
¥ A mission or vision needs to be kept alive by an Executive or Leadership group primarily 

responsible for lifting up the vision and keeping it before the people.

ii. The meaning of the vision - Òthat all may be oneÓ  - needs to be redefined for todayÕs changing 
context and tomorrowÕs generations.

b.  The following working mission statement should be adopted by both Presbyteries in the 
meantime: 

ÒTo equip and encourage congregations and ministry personnel to 
discover and act on our call to participate in the transformation of God's world.Ó 

c. The next recommendations flow our of our belief in that mission statement.

2. TRANSITION &  REDEVELOPMENT  OF EXISTING CONGREGATIONS

a. We recommend that Presbyteries take a leadership role in challenging and inspiring existing 
congregations to reconnect with their part in God's call to participate in the transformation of the 
planet.  

i.Each Presbytery should develop a definition of what is meant in speaking of congregational growth, 
strength, and success and this definition should be included in all discussions regarding 
congregational development, reassessment or transition. 

ii. Each Presbytery shall establish full-time ministry as the optimum ministry for each Pastoral Charge. 

iii. Each Presbytery shall develop a process for congregations in transition to look at their particular 
situation to discuss viability and sustainability.

iv.Each Presbytery shall review existing ethical standards for part-time ministry from elsewhere in 
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The United Church of Canada (for example Cambrian Presbytery), adapt those standards and 
implement them as adapted.  

v.Each Presbytery shall prepare for closures and amalgamations by developing a policy and process 
for future closures and amalgamations, that includes the provision of pastoral care in such situations.

vi.Each Presbytery shall assign that work to a New Church Development & Transition Committee 
(see recommendation #3) which shall work in conjunction with Ministry and Personnel and other 
Presbytery committees where appropriate.

b. We recommend that Presbyteries reconnect congregations with the total mission of the United 
Church in the Capital Region and with The United Church of Canada in general.

i. We recommend that Capital Region Presbyteries reclaim their leadership role in asking for a more 
strategic use of the Joint Needs Assessment Committee (JNAC) process.

ii. We recommend that each JNAC shall include an examination of how the congregation's ministry 
fits within the total ministry of the United Church in the Capital Region.  

   
iii. We recommend that each Presbytery ensure all congregations are regularly encouraged to have 

conversations about their particular mission and how it interacts and adds to the total United 
Church ministry in the Capital Region.   

c. That both Presbyteries commit to supporting congregations that are already on the road to 
positive congregational transition.

i. This support could come in the form of dollars, resource people, or paying down mortgages so 
that monies can be reallocated toward real ministry and mission, or it could come in the form of a 
specific Presbytery Redevelopment Project established to further congregational transitions.  

ii. Such a project could be time limited and application based.

iii. This support of such a project, or any support for congregational transitions, could focus on 
assisting congregations developing ministries which meet the following criteria: 

¥ Rooted in United Church Values
¥ A ministry of the United Church 
¥ Developed to include a faith/values component
¥ Involve partnerships or joint projects with other United Church congregations or other 

faith or secular organizations or programs
¥ Directed at contributing to the common good of the neighbourhood, Capital Region or 

World Community 
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¥ Sending clergy, staff and lay leaders to United Church supported Leadership Training 
Events  

¥ Creating new mission and ministry focus or enhancing existing focus
¥ Maintaining or increasing Mission Support Fund contributions 

iv. These above criteria should be reviewed and developed further.

iv. This support shall not be given for building maintenance projects or facility repairs.

v. A Redevelopment Project may well concentrate resources on redevelopment of two or three 
existing congregations who are eager to participate in the Redevelopment Project with the specific 
criteria outlined, but who on their own could not undertake such a project.   

vi. Presbyteries should seek out and identify resource people who can assist with the transitional 
process.  

3. NEW MINISTRY DEVELOPMENT

a. We recommend that Capital Region Presbyteries affirm that planting new ministries is indeed 
part of the churchÕs engagement with the world.

b. We recommend that Presbyteries reclaim a proactive leadership role in developing new United 
Church ministries in the Capital Region.

i. Edmonton Presbytery shall re-establish a separate committee for this work, which shall be 
called a New Church Development and Transition Committee, and which shall report to 
the Executive.

¥Committee membership shall consist of no more than seven members who have 
the capacity to carry a long term vision and mentor it to completion.  Members 
should have a variety of gifts which balance functional tasks with visioning ability.

ii. Yellowhead Presbytery shall develop a similar committee to address congregational 
transformation and new church development.

b.  We recommend that one of the first tasks of the Edmonton Committee is to review policies 
around current funding guidelines for existing church development funding.

i. Policies should address  providing financial support to new church development in the 
form of up front gifts of money for staff and other program resources.   
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c.  We recommend that Edmonton Presbytery, within the next 6-12 months, purchase land for 
providing buildings for new congregations/ministries, one in the Southeast and one in the Southwest 
Sectors, such land to be at least 4 acres of raw land, with consideration to gifting the land to the 
congregation. Priority shall be placed on the Southeast purchase (Ellerslie Road and 50th Street 
vicinity) on the basis of the current rate of development of raw land.

i. The New Church Development and Transition Committee of Edmonton Presbytery shall oversee 
this purchase.

ii. The  committee should work with a realtor with experience in commercial real estate and The 
United Church of Canada.

d. We recommend that  Edmonton Presbytery, jointly with Yellowhead Presbytery wherever 
appropriate, develop new congregations/ministries in the Southeast & Southwest Sectors within 
5 years after land is purchased.

i.That Edmonton Presbytery, working jointly with Yellowhead Presbytery, engage Millwoods 
United Church, Beaumont United Church, and St. David's United Church in Leduc in 
discussions about new ministry development in the Southeast Sector rooted in a sense of 
United Church mission in the area.

ii. That Edmonton Presbytery engage Riverbend United Church, Southminster-Steinhauer United 
Church, Spirit West United Church and other interested Edmonton Southside congregations in 
discussions about new congregational ministry in Southwest Edmonton rooted in a sense of 
United Church mission in the area.

 
iii. That formation of new congregational ministries consider a wide variety of strategies such as:

¥ Deliberately inviting people in other congregations living in growth areas to become 
the seeds of the new congregation.

¥ Deliberately inviting an existing congregation to move into a new growth area of the 
city, using resources from property sales to finance the church development.

¥ Or other approaches as may be developed during the process.
¥ That construction of facilities for new ministries shall follow models suited to those 

ministries and not necessarily in the format of a traditional church building or model.  

iv.That financial support from Presbytery sources for the provision of a full complement of 
staffing be built into the new church development plans, including financing for ministry 
personnel to develop community events and programming well before facility construction 
begins. 

¥ Community programming may include afterschool programs, midweek 
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programming, occasional worship events such as Easter or Christmas, concerts, 
human interest events, and so on.

¥ The focus of such staffing shall not be on the management of a facility construction 
project but shall be a key part of any planning for the region.

¥ Presbytery shall put in place appropriate mentoring and accountability mechanisms 
along with operations/programming budgets.

e. We recommend that Presbyteries, under Edmonton Presbytery leadership and jointly with 
Yellowhead Presbytery where appropriate, implement new ministry development in conjunction 
with existing ministries/congregations in the Northeast  and Northwest Sectors.

i.Establish non-traditional hub-and-spoke satellite ministry projects in the Northeast based on 
community needs. 

ii. Such ministries shall focus on meeting community needs in locations away from the primary 
congregational site. 

 
iii. That ÒspokeÓ ministries shall focus on meeting community needs in non-traditional locations, 
examples being: afterschool care, respite care, midweek programming, English as a second 
language classes, etc.

¥ Edmonton Presbytery together with Yellowhead Presbytery, shall open up a 
conversation with Northeast Sector congregations - Patricia (Namao), McLure, 
Pilgrim - about being the home hub for community satellite ministry projects.

¥ Should a home hub not be found for satellite ministries, Edmonton Presbytery shall 
undertake a Presbytery-directed outreach project providing satellite ministries in 
the Northeast.

¥ Presbytery shall finance staffing resources for 3-5 years to implement and carry out 
this project

iv. That ÒhubÓ ministries shall function as the Òhome-baseÓ out of which ÒspokeÓ ministries shall 
be launched.

v.That all such hub-and-spoke ministries integrate United Church faith components into their 
content.

vi. Edmonton Presbytery together with Yellowhead Presbytery shall initiate conversations about 
developing a Larger Parish model in the Northwest which could include St. Albert United Church. 
Morinville United Church, Chalmers-Castledowns and Namao.
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4. LEADERSHIP EDUCATION 

a. We recommend that Edmonton and Yellowhead Presbyteries develop coordinated leadership 
education which equips ordered ministry and lay leaders with leadership skills for a new and 
changing context.  

i. Either expand an existing committee in each Presbytery, create a new committee in each Presbytery, 
or form a joint ad hoc committee, to include education for leadership in its mandate.

ii. Partner wherever possible with each other and quite possibly with other Presbyteries in the 
Conference. 

iii. Intentionally partner with a continuing education program provider, for example:  the Alban 
Institute, St. Stephen's College, the Faculty of Extension, King's College, etc., to pro-actively develop 
continuing leadership training for clergy and lay people according to our needs.

iv. Focus on developing ongoing training for adaptive leadership skills, including size transition 
skills, conflict management skills, emerging church worship, radical hospitality, intercultural and 
interfaith dialogue and cooperation, models of governance, evangelism United Church style, and 
transitioning boards from management to visioning, in order to enable leaders to lead congregations in 
a time of transformation.  

5. GOVERNANCE

a. We recommend that Capital Region Presbyteries undertake a governance review with a goal to 
streamline and to redirect governance structures and processes, and redirect the energy of 
Presbytery members, Executives, Committees and congregations toward mission and development 
work.  We further recommend that Presbyteries look for areas of governance where Presbyteries 
can cooperate.

i. Create a Presbytery project to seek consultation and mentoring with a governance specialist 
like Dan Hotchkiss, Alban Institute.

ii.Mandate the consultant to work with each Presbytery singly and jointly to conduct a 
governance review, make recommendations and mentor Presbyteries through 
implementation

iii. Commence the review within six months.

b. We recommend that the Executive of each Presbytery action this recommendation.
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6. Financing

a. We recommend that new church/ ministry development be in part financed by Presbytery 
dir ectly, so that the investment is shared as a community.

ii. Edmonton Presbytery should review and revise policies for use of current development funds to 
meet the needs expressed in this report rather than limiting actions to the scope of existing 
policies.  The following should be included in the revised policy:

¥ Place a priority on using and freeing up available Council monies to finance or leverage 
financing for the purchase of new land.

¥ Revise expectations around debt financing which, given today's realities, places an 
enormous burden on congregations and takes resources away from development of 
ministry/programs.

b. We recommend that each Presbytery establish a Legacy Fund so that  congregations or 
individuals can invest in the development of new congregations and other new congregational or 
outreach ministries:

i.Put 50% of any Presbytery budget surplus each year toward new Church Development in the 
Legacy Fund.

ii. Recommend to Conference that the future sale of properties from closures or amalgamations 
(cease to exist, disband or amalgamate as per Section 334 of the Manual) allocate proceeds from 
sale toward new church development and ministries, to be held in the Legacy Fund of each 
Presbytery 

iii. Seek opportunities to pool resources jointly between Presbyteries where appropriate and as 
congregational/new ministry projects present themselves

iv.To find alternate ways of fundraising.

v.Assist existing congregations with mortgages and seek opportunities to help pay down those 
existing mortgages as a gift, as long as freed monies are used to develop new mission or ministry 
in communities.

c.  We recommend that  approvals for all funds used for new church development rest with the New 
Church Development and Transition Committee.

d. We recommend that both Presbyteries keep abreast of any action in future years around funding 
of new church development by General Council and uphold the concept of General Council 
addressing funding sources for New Church Development.
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V. Implemetation Steps
(Refer to Implementation Steps provided under separate cover)
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VI.  Afterword
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One of the key questions asked of the New Possibilities project related to whether or not to add new 
facilities for congregations or ministries in suburban growth areas.  Appendix B provides a description 
of those growth areas.  There is always a lot of discussion about whether or not investing in new 
buildings to house ministries makes sense.  Here are some of the answers to questions about why 
facility construction is included in the recommendations in this report.6

Question #1
ÒSo I hear that this New Possibilities Group wants to build new United Churches in Edmonton.  

That seems crazy! We have lots of existing churches already, and new churches are expensive to 

build. Surely the new people living in the suburbs will just drive to where we do have existing 

United Churches.  Change is hard, letÕs do nothing.  LetÕs just hold the status quo.  So whatÕs the 

worst that will happen to us if we donÕt build new churches?Ó

a. Loss of United Church presence and market share

Building new churches in the suburbs where the young families are moving gives us a United Church 
presence in these areas.  If none of the other denominations were building churches in these areas, it 
wouldnÕt matter Ð suburban people in the new areas would be forced to drive to existing churches in 
the old areas.  However, that is not the case.  Almost every other denomination in the city except the 
United Church has built new church buildings in the suburbs, posted signage and billboards and 
become involved in these communities.  There have been approximately 100 new church building 
projects in Edmonton in the last decade, and not one of them is ours. (Southminster Steinhauer was 
the last church built in Edmonton Ð Spirit West is under construction. Devon has rebuilt their facility.)   
As a result, we have lost significant market share in these new regions, as demonstrated by Environics 
and other reports. There is little denominational loyalty anymore.  As a wild guess, a 1% drop in 

United Church affiliation probably costs our Presbytery half a million to a million dollars per year.   
And once people change to another church or denomination, they are unlikely to return.  

b. Massive church building program underway in North America

The building of new churches is being played out all over North America, particularly the United 
States. Church planting has become an avalanche.  The number of new churches has increased in the 
United States from 1500 new churches per year in the 1900Õs to 4000 new churches per year today.  
To put that in perspective, with Canada about 10% of the population of the USA, and the United 
Church with 10% of the population, that would translate into the United Church of Canada building 
40 churches per year!  In actual fact, we probably build a couple of churches per year.   So are all 
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these other denominations misguided?  Why build new church buildings when there are already lots 

of existing churches? 

c. Long term investment Ð People can eschew the importance of finances all they want, but the fact 
remains that the building of new churches must still make financial sense, unless a denomination has 
very deep pockets.  

Part of the reason that other denominations continue to build new churches is that they make financial 
sense.  While denominational loyalty has lessened over time, Òbuilding loyaltyÓ has not lessened.  
People love their buildings.  When a new church is built, the cost always seems high, but over a 
generation of so, the mortgage is eventually paid off, and the national organization has a significant 
asset in a building.  In the meantime, in most cities, the land value has appreciated substantially over a 
few generations, and all of it tax free. The reality remains that church property has been a significant 

investment for denominations across North America in the last few generations.  Today the United 
Church of Canada is apparently worth something like $4 Billion, much of that in buildings and 
property.

d. Extreme Makeover Ð New Church Development is the new evangelism.  

New churches are often the engine of numerical growth.  Research has shown that it is hard to grow 
existing churches in size, because of resistance to change by existing congregational members.  Many 
people are content with the status quo or fear the losses due to change will be greater than the gains.    
The building of new churches can account for as much as 50% of the numerical growth in new 
members in some jurisdictions.   Apparently some denominations are even abandoning the strategy of 
trying to transform existing congregations - they are creating new congregations instead.   Church 

planting has come a long way from being a Òlast resortÓ to becoming a preferred ministry option. 

e. Innovation - New churches become a major source of innovation for the jurisdiction.  They typically 
behave in new ways and do new things.  Other congregations see and hear about what they are doing, 
and see that it is working, and this then inspires them to try some of the ideas themselves.  

f. New source of Presbytery allocations - As new congregations grow, they become a significant source 
of Presbytery allocations, helping to keep allocations lower to other congregations than they would 
have been otherwise if the church had not been built.

g. Diversity Ð Church planting is more varied than in the past. Today we see house churches, emerging 
churches, purpose driven churches, ethnic churches, college dorm churches etc.  Many of these new 

church plants begin in a home or rented space.  Surprisingly, research has shown that few churches 
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survive for very long without their own building, although there is a small percentage that are able to 

grow and thrive without their own space.  There seems to be some psychological need for people to 
have a physical home.  Perhaps it is something to do with the human psyche Ð a need to name some 
place as ÒhomeÓ.  While we have some wanderers in society, the vast majority need a home.  

Question #2

ÒSo, OK it sounds like maybe we should plant some new churches. But I donÕt want to spend the 

money now.  LetÕs just wait, and do it someday in the future. Hopefully, IÕll be dead and buried 

by then, and it will be someone elseÕs problem.  

In the short term, if we donÕt plant new ministries and undertake facility development, we wonÕt 
notice the effect immediately.  But, our market share will continue to decline.  Our churches will grow 
greyer and greyer. It will get harder and harder to make needed changes in the future.  Congregations 
will become even more insular and inward looking, fearing for their survival.  Every day that happens, 
it makes it more difficult to attract the new generations to the United Church in Edmonton.  We will 
become labelled as the old church. We already are.  Change will get even harder.  Like the movement 

of a ship, a small change in direction now can have a big impact in the future.  We can be an Òostrich 
peopleÓ with our head in the sand, ignoring the changes in the world around us.  Or we can take bold 
action now and create a new future for ourselves in faithfulness to our call from God. 
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Appendix A- Background Information

 
I. Capital Region History7

Human habitation of what is now the Capital Region of Alberta existed for 500 generations prior to the 
arrival of European explorers in the area.  The area was known by the original inhabitants as ÒPehonanÓ, 
meaning gathering place.  Pehonan was connected to the transcontinental trade corridor called the Wolf 
Trail.  The arrival of the first European, Anthony Henday, in 1754, was followed in the late 1700Õs by the 
establishment of fur trading posts by the HudsonÕs Bay Company and the Northwest Company in the area.  
In 1821, after the two companies amalgamated, the HudsonÕs Bay was granted sole trading rights to the 
area and to the entire territory of RupertÕs Land by the British Crown.  At its height, the HudsonÕs Bay 
Fort at Pehonan, called Fort Edmonton, had trade relationships with some 7,000 Aboriginals.  Estimates at 
the time were that there were some 55,500 Aboriginals living in RupertÕs Land, as the territory was then 
called.

In 1867, the British North America Act was signed by the British Parliament, and the Dominion of 
Canada came into being. The Dominion of Canada then purchased RupertÕs Land from the HudsonÕs Bay 
company for $1.5 million, ending the era of commercial trade relationships with Aboriginal Peoples.  In 
1869, a small pox epidemic resulted in the deaths of  as many as 9 out of 10 Aboriginal People in western 
Canada.  Additionally, bison herds began to diminish, both from over-hunting to produce hide for new 
tanning industries in the Eastern United States and Europe, and from mass slaughter for pleasure.  Finally, 
Canadian interests began to shift toward national consolidation of territory through settlement, cultivation 
and resource extraction of ÔunclaimedÕ land in western Canada.  In 1877, Aboriginal People in the Capital 
Region, represented by their chiefs, signed Treaty Six and were subsequently removed to the reserves 
they still occupy today:  Enoch, Alexander and Paul First Nations as well as in the four reserves in 
Hobbema Ð Samson, Ermineskin, Montana and Louis Bull.

The development of the lands in the Northwest Territories proceeded somewhat slowly after this, but with 
the arrival of the Trans-National railroad in the West in 1883, the pace accelerated rapidly.  As of  the 
1890Õs the population of Edmonton stood at about 700 people.  By 1901, it had tripled to 2,500 residents.  
By 1910, it had reached 25,000, and doubled again in 1912 when it amalgamated with the City of 
Strathcona to the South.  From 50,000 it jumped to 75,000 and and then dropped back down to 50,000 
again in one year.  The population stayed at around 50,000 for some time.  This fluctuating population 
growth occurred in connection with a variety of economic and political events:  the large-scale arrival of 
European immigrants,  the Klondike Gold Rush of 1897, the formation of the Province of Alberta in 
1905, the establishment of Edmonton as the Provincial Capital in 1906, an overheated real estate boom in 
1913, World War I, increased participation by women in the workforce during WWI, the flu epidemic of 
1918 and women being granted the right to vote nationally. 
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Shortly after 1918, the Capital Region began to take on a pioneering role in the development of new 
modes of transport to Northern Canada. The focus was on the development of air freight services. For this 
reason, during the time of the market crash in 1929 and the Great Depression of the 1930Õs, the Capital 
Region was not hit as hard economically as some regions of the Canadian prairies.  In 1939 World War II 
broke out in Europe, and Edmonton and area became a major base for training troops going overseas.  
The first major oil discovery in Alberta took place in Leduc in 1947, and additional new oil reserves were 
discovered in the 1940Õs and 50Õs near Redwater and Pembina. The Capital Region subsequently became 
home to much of AlbertaÕs oil refining and production.

During the 1950Õs the population of Edmonton proper nearly doubled from 149,000 to 269,000.  
Sherwood Park came into being as a planned suburban community, and other new suburbs grew up in 
areas in and around Edmonton.  Because of the level of new housing, Edmonton became the fastest 
growing city in Canada.  Multi-storey buildings began to appear on the Edmonton skyline and the first 
shopping mall in the city, Westmount, was built.  In the 1960Õs the towns of Beverly and Jasper Place 
were amalgamated by the city of Edmonton.  By the 1970Õs, oil prices reached a new high due to a world 
oil crisis, triggering  another burst of growth in the Capital Region.  By the 1980Õs the population reached 
521,000, but did not grow again significantly until the late 1990Õs.  World oil prices collapsed in 1986 and 
economic recovery was slow to take place.  Still, in typical fashion for its history, a new boom era of 
growth and expansion came about for the Capital Region in the late 1990's.  The boom this time began 
largely due to oil and gas exploration and investment in the Alberta Tar Sands in Fort McMurray.  
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II. The Capital Region Today8

The Capital Region population is on average younger, more mobile, more educated, more wealthy and 
more often employed compared to other regions in Canada.  The average age of the Capital Region 
population is 35.6 years.  The average annual income is $72,800, one of the highest in the country and the  
unemployment rate is one of the lowest in Canada.  Approximately 65% of the population aged 25-64 
have post-secondary education.  

The Capital Region is also one of the fastest growing municipalities in Canada.  Population growth 
predictions continue to average 23% over the ten years between 2006 and 2016. A mini-baby boom has 
resulted in a 10.9% growth rate in the 0-9 age category.  Population growth due to immigration is also 
high, with 21.5% of Edmontonians in 1991 having been born in other countries.     Edmonton is also soon 
expected to have the largest urban Aboriginal population in Canada.    The greatest population growth in 
the region is forecast to be in the suburban areas, with the highest 10 year growth rate predictions being 
for Fort Saskatchewan (50%), Beaumont (32%) and St. Albert (27%). The lowest growth predictions are 
for Edmonton (17%), Stony Plain (19%) and Devon (20%).  Nevertheless, these lower growth rates far 
exceed the growth rates of many communities in Canada.

As of 2007, economic and population growth began to slow slightly.  For the first time in years there was 
net outmigration from Alberta to other Provinces, especially Saskatchewan. Additionally, gasoline prices 
have been unpredictable and while they have not yet affected commuter lifestyles, they may well do so in 
the future.  This is an especially crucial point since the Capital Region has the highest automobile use rate 
per capita in Canada. In recent months, a mounting international financial crisis leading to a global 
recession has created a large amount of economic turmoil in Canada and around the world.  In the Capital 
Region, upgrader projects northeast of Edmonton and in Fort McMurray have been put on hold for the 
near future, and real estate prices have begun to drop.  As of early 2009, however, Edmonton remains one 
of the few places in Canada still experiencing growth in the employment rate.

Social concerns which need to be highlighted for the Capital Region are:  the increase in homelessness 
rates along with high rental rates, the lack of affordable housing, the low income rates of seniors, single 
families and recent immigrants, increasing rates of family violence, the rising number of children living in 
families with incomes below the poverty line, the low high school completion rate of Alberta students 
when compared to other provinces, concerns about the encroachment of development on agricultural land 
and environmental concerns arising out of oil production and consumption. Another way to capture the 
current social situation for people in the Capital Region is to look at commonly occurring social values, 
values which offer insight into people's life issues and lifestyle choices.   

In the Capital Region, the most frequently occurring social values can be described as being the ÒNeed for 
EscapeÓ, ÒEquality of the SexesÓ, and ÒRejection of OrderÓ.  The second most frequently occurring social  
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values include ÒHaving a Canadian IdentityÓ, ÒAdaptability to 
ComplexityÓ, ÒEnthusiasm for ConsumptionÓ and ÒAttraction 
to Violence.Ó  The least often occurring social values are 
ÒEnvironmental ProtectionÓ and ÒEnvironmental AlarmismÓ, 
ÒAttraction to Nature, ÒIntuitionÓ, a ÒSpiritual QuestÓ, and 
finding ÒFulfillment through WorkÓ.   Each of these values will 
affect the ways in which people are likely to act, either 
spiritually or practically.  These values reflect both the complex 
and fast moving nature of life in the urban/suburban Capital 
Region, as well as the tendency to prefer more relaxed, less 
institutional and more individualistic forms of activity, 
including consumption.   Additionally, work is not the source of 
people's primary personal satisfaction. In the Capital Region, 
with its younger, more mobile population, it could be said that 
people Òwork to liveÓ rather than Òliving to work.Ó

All that being said, it is important to note that the Southwest 
Sector of the City of Edmonton is uniquely different in terms of 
social values compared to other areas of the Capital Region..  
ÒControl of DestinyÓ, ÒAestheticsÓ, ÒCultural FusionÓ, ÒEqual 
Relationship with YouthÓ, ÒRejection of OrderÓ and ÒGlobal 

Ecological ConsciousnessÓ are the most frequently occurring social values in the Southwest.  Suburban 
communities around Edmonton also each represent a unique values profile.  For example, the top two 
values in Ardrossan are ÒPursuit of OriginalityÓ and ÒNeed for EscapeÓ while the top two values in 
Redwater are ÒAttraction to NatureÓ and ÒAttraction to Violence.Ó9

Social V alues in Decreasing Strength

1. Equality of the sexes*
2. Need for Escape*
3. Rejection of Order*
4. Importance of Price**
5. Having a Canadian Identity**
6. Adaptability to Complexity**
7. Enthusiasm for 
Consumption**
8. Attraction to V iolence**
!  !  !  !
99. Fulfillment Through W ork**
100. Spiritual Quest**
101. Intuition**
102. Attraction to Nature**
103. Ecological Alarmism*
104. Environmental 
Protection*

Source:  Environics Analytics  
*indicates occurrence in all sectors

**indicates occurrence in all but SW Sector
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III.  United Chur ch History in the Capital Region

In1840 Robert Rundle, the first Methodist Missionary in Rupert's Land, was hired by the HudsonÕs Bay 
Company to act as the official chaplain to the people of Fort Edmonton.  At the same time, Rundle 
established an expanded ministry among the surrounding aboriginal population.  In 1871, George 
McDougall, also a Methodist Missionary, came to the area.  In 1873 a Methodist Church was built outside 
of Fort Edmonton, to be replaced later by McDougall Methodist Church, built at a cost of $3,000.  

The first Presbyterian Minister arrived in the area in 1881.  A small Presbyterian Mission, the McQueen 
Institute, was opened in the Boyle Street area of the developing town-site of Edmonton.  In the 
communities around Edmonton, other churches, both Methodist and Presbyterian, were also being built, 
including churches in Leduc, Namao and Salisbury Corner in the late 1880Õs and Fort Saskatchewan, 
Stony Plain and Ardrossan in the early 1900's. Land was easily available and was often donated as were 
hours of volunteer labour.  These rural churches often functioned as de facto community churches and 
served as gathering places for their entire area.

In the early decades of the 1900Õs, and with the expanded growth of the region, the Methodist church 
established a seminary on the University of Alberta campus, a hospital and nursing training centre in 
Lamont, and an inner city Mission in Edmonton geared to respond to an influx of Slavic immigrants.  
Additionally, in 1923, the Methodist Church became a partner with the Federal Government in the 
opening up of an Indian residential school, the Edmonton Industrial School, located in St. Albert. As a 
participant in this venture, the Methodist Church was responsible for suggesting potential principals to the 
Government, and for providing teachers, educational services and instruction in Christianity.  

In 1925, the Methodist Church, Congregational Church and the majority of Presbyterian Churches in 
Canada became The United Church of Canada by an Act of Parliament.  This created the largest 
protestant denomination in Canada, made up of some 7,467 United Church preaching places with the 
founding vision taken from JesusÕ prayer about his disciples, Òthat all may be oneÓ.   The total 
membership just after union was 636,755, with 619,570 children registered in Sunday School, and total 
revenue of $16,831,717.  Shortly after the birth of The United Church of Canada, its formation was hit by 
the impact of the Great Depression.  In the Capital Region during this time, the All People's Mission, 
formed out of the merger of former Methodist and Presbyterian inner-city missions, began to shift its 
services away from support for newly arrived Slavic immigrants, toward support for people living on low 
incomes, providing mats for sleeping on, meal services and help with clothing. Nationally by 1935, 
overall church revenues fell by one-third to $11,260,427.  Nevertheless, the new denomination created the 
Book of Common Order and the Hymn Book to provide shared denominational formats for worship, and 
in 1936 ordained the first woman in a Canadian mainline Protestant church, an act which was not without 
its controversies.

During the 1940's, total United Church membership remained within the 7Ð 800,000 range.   During this 
time, the National Church issued a rearticulation of the Statement of Faith found in the Basis of Union, 
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stating that ÒChristians of each new 
generation are called to state [their] faith 
afresh in terms of the thought of their own 
age and with the emphasis their age needs.Ó  
During the 1950's, as the period of the Post-
war Baby Boom got underway, church 
membership growth began to accelerate, 
reaching a peak of just over 1,000,000 in 
1965.  The largest growth occurred in terms 
of Sunday School membership, reaching 
800,000 at its peak in the mid-60's, along 
with growth in numbers of the population 
looking to the United Church for Pastoral 
Care.  By 1965 just over 2,500,000 
Canadians looked to The United Church of 
Canada for pastoral care.                              

With post-WWII population growth, and 
with a large and growing surplus of new 
families moving into suburbs around the 
City of Edmonton, many new construction 
projects were undertaken beyond the core areas of the city, including  Pleasantview United Church, 
Sherwood Park United Church, Trinity United Church, and Strathearn United Church. One example of 
church construction costs from this era would be Sherwood Park United Church, which moved into a 
$40,000 church hall in 1960, added a second hall in 1974 for $44,000 and finally built a church sanctuary 
in 1982 for $650,000.  This same pattern of church starts focusing on building construction was repeated 
across the United Church of Canada during the late 1940's, 1950's and into the 1960's.  The energy and 
optimism of this time of growth also brought about a number of new ventures within the United Church:  
affirmation of religious marriage for divorced persons, the New Curriculum which integrated evolution 
into the teaching of the creation story, a New Creed, union with the Evangelical Brethren Church, a 
national ÒStatement of PurposeÓ for the United Church, and discussions with the Anglican Church in 
Canada regarding possible union. 

During the 1970's, 80's and 90's inclusive language, the meaning of human sexuality, the interpretation of 
scripture, the ordination of gay and lesbian persons, Jewish/Christian dialogue, the Apology to Aboriginal 
people and addressing United Church involvement in residential schools were all issues that were tackled 
in national church courts.  Existing congregations in the Capital Region undertook a number of building 
development or redevelopment projects.  Typical costs of such recent property development ventures have 
been $1.8 million in Devon for development of a new building on existing land, and over $3.8 million at 
Spirit West for land purchase and building construction. During this same period a few brand-new 
congregations arose and some flourished and grew, others amalgamated and a few did not continue. By 
1980 United Church Sunday school enrollment across Canada was half that of enrollment at the time of 
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Union and the number of people looking to the United Church for Pastoral Care also dropped to near 
1925 levels
 
In the New Millennium, The United Church of Canada accepted and approved A Song of Faith (a new 
Statement of Faith) and  launched the Emerging Spirit initiative.  United Church Bookrooms across the 
country were closed and lawsuits arising out of past involvement with residential schools came to the 
fore.  In 2008, General Council resources were reallocated in light of various funding realities.  Included 
in these reallocations was closure of the loss of a program desk dedicated specifically to childrenÕs 
ministries. Additionaly, funding to various overseas and local partners receiving Mission and Service 
Fund support was reduced, including funding for Mission Support grants.  Such grants have been 
typically used to support congregational ministries which would otherwise not be fully self-supporting. 

In the Capital Region, congregations began trying a variety of new programs and initiatives in order to 
meet the changing context of ministry, among them:

¥Southminster-Steinhauer and the Earth-Charter
¥The Pathways Seminars by Robertson-Wesley United Church
¥Cell groups at St. Paul's United
¥Ritchie United and their Jazz series
¥St. Andrew's United and the One World services at 9 am, with 
   organ and choir services at 10 am
¥Youth and Young adult ministry at St. Paul's
¥Youth ministry at Riverbend
¥3 Affirming Congregations
¥2 congregations have parish nurses
¥Participation in the Greater Edmonton Alliance
¥McDougall United developing an urban city-centre ministry focus
¥Grizzly Trail Pastoral Charge adopting a parish approach to ministry, 
 with a combination of clergy and licensed lay worship leadership

At the same time, the availability and employment of ministry personnel began to change in the Capital 
Region such that by 2008 one-quarter of positions for urban ministry personnel in the Capital Region 
were for part-time ministry, mirroring a trend toward part-time ministry throughout the United Church. In 
response to the growing numbers of part-time ministry requests, Yellowhead Presbytery affirmed at its 
February 2008 meeting the value of full-time ministry as a guiding principle when creating, assessing or 
realigning Pastoral Charges.    Also during these early years of the New Millennium, the Property and 
Development Committee of Edmonton Presbytery raised a number of significant issues for Edmonton 
Presbytery to consider: 

¥ Whether it was time to support the development of additional congregations in new areas, regional 
congregations, or some other kind of combination of ministries.

¥ The continued viability of some churches.
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¥ Should Presbytery have a role in the regionalization or specialization of congregations?
¥ How can Presbytery deal with growth areas?
¥ Is there a need to consult with Yellowhead Presbytery and find joint actions in growth areas?10 

These questions reflected an awareness of the gap between the physical growth of the capital region and 
the lack of United Church presence in those growth areas.  They also reflected a greatly changed context 
for ministry within the Capital Region. 

Finally, with respect to new ministry development, the Congregational Life Centre made a number of 
observations in their New Possibilities submission to the joint Presbytery Strategy Team: 

¥The United Church of Canada tends to expect new ministry development to follow a one 
congregation, one building, one clergy format, organized and financed by local groups and 
congregations. 
¥Getting the right staff, lay leadership and governance structures in place is crucial  for a 
developing congregation.  The assumption that the same leadership or governance structures 
that have worked in established congregations can be successfully applied to new 
congregations or ministries is a mistake.    
¥Financing needs have changed greatly over the years.  Today, at least $4 million dollars is 
required to purchase land and build a building. Financing for adequate leadership resources 
also becomes a key issue in new development churches.
¥The 2001 discussion paper "A Review of New Church Development in Edmonton 
Presbytery" suggested that "Presbytery did not have a broad understanding of [the needs of] 
new churches in the past, did not monitor their performances closely and did not or could 
not provide support at critical stages in their journeys."  The 2001 discussion paper proposed 
"that Presbytery research and develop new models for new church development that 
emphasize the development of new communities of faith rather than buildings." We take this 
to mean it is no longer a case of "build it and they shall come." 
¥Presbytery governance structures still operate along lines that are similar to when the 
Presbytery began in 1974. 
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IV. Curr ent United Church Situation in the Capital Region

As of 2005, there were 558,129 people in Canada who were members of The United Church of Canada.  
1,494,448 people looked to the United Church for Pastoral Care.  Sunday School enrollment shows an 
87% drop from 1965 levels, and an 83% drop from levels at the time of Union.  Nevertheless, The United 
Church of Canada is a church which still has a large number of affiliates. According to the 2001 Federal 
Census, 10% of the Canadian population identify themselves as being United Church affiliates.  In the 
Capital Region, this means that 100,000 people affiliate with the United Church.  This affiliation does not 
necessarily translate, however, into attendance and active participation in church management or 
programs.11

Currently there are 42 United Church Pastoral Charges in the Capital Region, 30 in Edmonton and 12 in 
Yellowhead Presbytery. The total value of all church land held in the Capital Region, according to reports 
provided in annual statistics submissions by congregations is $34,029, 216, a figure which in no way 
represents true current market values of urban land. One estimate would more realistically place those 
land values closer to $150,000,000. As of 2005 the insured replacement value of all church buildings and 

contents in the Capital 
Region was 
$81,362,000.  
Additionally, the United 
Church has 44 places of 
worship, or one place of 
worship for every 2,300 
or so affiliates, the 
largest number of any 
one denomination in the 
Capital Region.  The 
next highest count in 
terms of places of 
worship are the Roman 
Catholic Church at 42 
fixed worship locations, 
or one place of worship 
for every 6,000 
affiliates.  Given United 
Church ratios of worship 
locations to affiliated 
populations, it should 
come as no surprise that 
the United Church tends 
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to be a church of small to medium 
sized congregations. According to 
2005 United Church Yearbook 
Statistics, one third of Capital 
Region congregations have an 
average worship size of up to 75 
people on a Sunday, and three 
congregations have an average 
worship size of over 200 people at 
worship on a Sunday.  The 
majority of congregations in the 
Capital Region are obviously 
clustered between 75-200 in terms 
of Sunday worship attendance. Clearly, the United Church has invested heavily in maintaining a large 
number of smaller sized neighbourhood churches in the Capital Region.  

In the fall of 2006, the Congregational Life Centre completed a survey of Capital Region congregations. 
Approximately 6,000 people were in attendance at United Church worship in the 27 participating 
congregations in the Capital Region.  This statistic suggests a participation rate of 8% of people indicating 
United Church affiliation on Federal census forms.  The survey results also revealed a demographic in 
participating Edmonton and Yellowhead congregations that is almost opposite to that of the demographic 
of the Capital Region itself.  Within the United Church, 45% of people completing surveys were over the 
age of 65, 34% were between 46-65 

8%

13%

34%

45%

Age Breakdown, Capital Region United Churches
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and only 13% were between 26-45.  The ratio of women to men attending worship was two to one. Of all 

the reporting congregations, only five had more than 20 children in Sunday school on the survey date. 
Additionally, there were 12 congregations with youth participation.   Collectively in those 12 
congregations, 245 youth were present at worship across the Capital Region.  There are were also 79 
young adults (ages 18-30) participating in the nine young adult groups present in the Capital Region. 

At a gathering hosted by the Congregational Life Centre in February 2007,  United Church people in 
attendance were asked how they saw themselves as being unique and different from other churches.  
United Church people answered the question by identifying themselves as having a unique  spirit and set 
of values compared to other Christian denominations:

¥ We are people who act on our concerns about justice issues.  
¥ We are free to question, explore and learn about our faith.  
¥ Our theology is diverse, but solidly on the liberal side.  
¥ We are a church that encourages people to ask hard questions without giving pat answers.  
¥ We call ourselves tolerant, welcoming, accepting, inclusive and open. 
¥ We value other faiths and are willing to learn from  them.
¥ We have developed congregations that are strong centres of community - that have a 

"family" feeling. 
¥ Ours is a church that wants to serve the community. 

These values are also unique when compared to the general social values of the Capital Region such as 
ÒNeed for EscapeÓ, ÒRejection of OrderÓ or ÒEnthusiasm for ConsumptionÓ highlighted for the entire 
Capital Region earlier in this report.  What is clear from such a comparison is that United Church people 
do not today express the general social values of our time.

V. Global Transitions

Not only is the United Church in the Capital Region part of the many shifts and changes taking place 
locally, but  it is also part of a much larger changing global context.  This changing global context was 
highlighted in the recently received ÒA Song of FaithÓ, the new Statement of Faith approved by General 
Council.  At least five influences on the prevailing spirit of our times were identified:  a hunger for 
relationship, a decentred church, changing notions about the nature of universal truth, the dominance of a 
culture of consumption, a climate of terror and growing awareness of the fragility of the earth.  The six 
influences can be further condensed as falling under three broad paradigm shifts: 

¥ a generational transition
¥ a philosophical transition
¥ a sociopolitical transition.

65+ 46-65 26-45 0-26
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a. Generational Transition

One way to think about today's changing context is to speak in terms of generational transitions.  One 
way to talk about these transitions is to talk about generational 'waves' which move forward over time, 
carrying with them the prevailing spirit of a new generational era. 

According to this view of generations, we live today at the end of one generational wave and the 
beginning of the birth of another generational wave.  The previous wave has had its dominant economic, 
political, social and religious forms.  Yet these forms are now beginning to change toward something new.  
The old form of things is less and less able to meet the challenges of life for newly emerging generations, 
life which will also have its own unique economic, political, social and religious forms. Many of these 
new forms are not yet realized.  This is instead the time lived between forms of one kind or another  - a 
time of change, upheaval and uncertainty.  

In terms of the current receding generational wave, the Great Depression followed by World War II were 
experienced as the key formational events for a generational era typically described as a being made up of 
the Civic, Silent, Baby Boomer, and X generations.    Taken together, these four generations have 
provided the backdrop for the past 80 or so years of North American history.  Coincidentally these 
generations have also formed the backdrop for the last 80 or so years of United Church life.  Essentially, 
the United Church has up to now been a Òone generational waveÓ church.  We have no collective history 
of living through the upheaval which precedes the arrival of a new generational reality, or of reshaping 
ourselves to meet the demands of a new generational context.  Nevertheless, all generations alive today 
are being challenged to face-up to a coming generational transition, the formational event which will give 
it birth, and the resulting spiritual, economic, political and social opportunities and dilemmas it will 
create.

b. Philosophical Transition

Not only has the United Church largely been shaped by a single generational paradigm, but it has also 
been shaped by a single philosophical paradigm, called Modernism.  Modernism is essentially the search 
to reduce complexity down to its basic essential components so that all underlying truths can be fully 

Illustration: Generational Transitions Over Time
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known and explained.  Modernism is based on a view of reality which says that there is one underlying 
single reality within which we all live.   Modernism has had a huge influence on shaping churches for 
several centuries and many churches today still structure themselves as though they were living in a 
Modernist context.

Modernism is reflected in the church  -- whether or not the church is liberal or conservative, large or 
small, rural or urban, contemporary or traditional -- whenever the church lifts up one way to correctly do 
things: one way to read or understand scripture, one way to state belief or faith, one way to correctly 
speak about God, one human identity underlying our differences.   Modernism finds its expression in the 
motto of the United Church, ÒThat all may be one,Ó whenever it is interpreted to mean that there is one 
way of being the church toward which all United Church people must strive.  

Post-modernism, which is the emerging philosophical paradigm, is directly at odds with Modernism.  
Post-modernism challenges the church to think about reality in a whole new way. Essentially, there is no 
such thing as one truth, one absolute, one basic unifying component to everything.  Rather there are many 
realities existing side-by-side and the challenge for the church today is to learn to live within that 
complexity, acknowledge it and find meaning within it.    For example, Post-modernism might find its 
expression within the United Church if its motto, Òthat all may be oneÓ, were interpreted in terms of 
relationships rather than structures or functions.  How to relate to one another and embody our particular 
witness to the gospel of Christ while living with respect and integrity in a diverse world would be one 
question to ask ourselves in terms of post-modernism.  

c. Socio-Political Transition 

For nearly 1,500 years the predominant socio-political paradigm in the Western World was the 
Christendom Paradigm.   Christendom is usually interpreted to mean that church and state worked hand in 
hand to establish and maintain key social institutions. Key civic leaders were seen in church and key 
church leaders were seen in civic arenas.  Formal participation in church structures was socially 
normative and was also equated with participation in society as a whole. In terms of the spiritual journey, 
the experience of God was in large part mediated by formal participation in the church.  For this reason, 
Christendom churches usually Òfront-loadedÓ their educational resources and expectations, providing 
booklets to explain congregational heritage or denominational polity at the front door, and offering classes 
about baptism and membership, all meant to lead people toward a deeper religious commitment.12

For the last one hundred years or so, however, a new Post-Christendom paradigm has been emerging.  
Reflective of that new paradigm is the growing number of people who select `no religion` on census 
counts in various Western countries.13  This is true even in the United States where a recent CNN survey 
predicted that 3 times as many Americans are now dropping out of faiths as are moving into them.14   

New Possibilities: Final Document                                                                                           Page 48

©All rights reserved:  Edmonton Presbytery, Yellowhead Presbytery and Mountain
                                    Born Communications Inc.   

12! ÒThe Transformational JourneyÓ, Thomas W. Bandy, March 10, 2004.
13! www.wikipedia.org
14! Americans Switching Faiths, Dropping Out, CNN.

http://www.wikipedia.org
http://www.wikipedia.org


Additionally, fewer and fewer people are aware of the church and fewer and fewer people target Sunday 
morning as church-time.  In fact, if people do become aware of the church for some reason, they tend to 
resent it. The church for many people in a liberal, entrepreneurial, and diverse culture is increasingly 
viewed as representing judgment, control, and exclusiveness.  The church is also generally viewed as 
irrelevant to the journey of faith, a journey which no longer begins with information, but rather with 
experience and which people do not expect to have to fit within pre-set schedules of worship or 
education.15 

For people living in the Post-Christendom era, faith is about being on a personal journey, which touches 
the heart. One does not first receive education, understand God, become part of an institution and then 
believe. One first experiences the intervention of a Higher Power and then asks who this God is."16 As a 
result, emerging Post-Christendom churches deploy leaders amid the public as listeners, rather than as 
educators. They will offer more relaxed, interactive styles for worship, using local forms of music and 
language to convey something of the experience of the Holy. They will also offer worship and faith 
exploration at times and in places considered to be Ònon-traditionalÓ.  When people do have a 
transformative experience of God, they want to understand the experience so that they can fathom this 
experienceÕs implications for their daily lives.17

VI.  Theological Reflection 
We who make up the community of the United Church in the Capital Region, are the inheritors of a story 
of faith that is rooted in the experience of life rising out of death and disorder.  Many of the basic stories 
in the Bible carry that same theme:

¥ The creation of life from primordial chaos and non-life
¥ The reconciliation of Joseph and his brothers after attempted murder
¥ The escape from slavery in Egypt by the people of Israel
¥ The life story of Jesus leading through ministry, death and resurrection.
¥ The feeding of the five thousand out of a scarcity of loaves and fishes
¥ The birth of the church at Pentecost when the Spirit calls the disciples out from  behind 

closed doors into the world

We are also inheritors of a foundational denominational vision rooted in the prayer of Jesus for his 
disciples, Òthat all may be one.Ó 18  

As has been stated in many different ways in this report, we live in a world which is full of change and 
upheaval.  Individualism and consumerism have almost become the new institutions of our time.  The old 
institutions of church and state are no longer experienced as fulfilling the basic roles of institutions, 
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namely providing laws, protection and basic social structure for the benefit of the common good.   
Additionally, the longing for escape, for meaningful social networks and for deeper relationships also 
play a significant role in how people structure their lives. Mobility, complexity and violence are also 
interwoven into the experience of everyday life. Financial turmoil looms on the horizon and the 
environment is increasingly at risk. Additionally, people do not live according to old patterns of work, 
leisure and church attendance.  The world is available to people 24 hours a day/seven days a week .   

In terms of The United Church, it no longer has a close partnership with the aspirations of current culture. 
Some United Church people might say that this turn of events is a good thing, since we are largely freed 
from being agents acting for aspirations other than those of God's vision for humanity.  At the same time, 
and in the aftermath of this loss of importance to Canadian society, there is a sense of dislocation and 
uncertainty as to how to relate to Canadian society as a non-institutional church.  Ultimately there is 
uncertainty about purpose and identity, and such uncertainty can lead to a sense of longing for what has 
been lost as well as a fear of the pain of losing even more in the future. Such a longing can in turn lead to 
a desire to shore up resources in order to hold on to what we have. Yet the lessons of history teach us that 
history will continue to unfold whether we want it to or not.  The choice which lies before us at any given 
moment is therefore whether or not we will strive to find a new place to stand in the current wave of 
history, living out of a confidence that life is God's final answer to the upheaval and dislocation we are 
currently experiencing. 
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Appendix B
Social Values Glossary19

Social Values Definitions

Attraction to Natur e Believing that the rural lifestyle is more satisfying than city life.  
People strongest in this trend are concerned about ecology.

Attraction to Violence Taking pleasure in watching violent movies, TV programs and from 
the rush of violent emotions inside.  People strongest in this trend 
seek intense experiences that let them feel and share strong emotions. 
Many feel aimless.  Feeling somewhat excluded, they tend to 
contravene laws and regulations to achieve their goals.

Canadian Identity The tendency for people to consider the fact of being ÒCanadianÓ an 
important part of their identity.

Control of Destiny The desire to control all aspects of one's life, even those determined 
by forces over which one has little control.  Not everything is 
predetermined. One can influence the course of events.

Cultural Fusion The view that other cultures have a great deal to give us. Measures 
people's inclination to incorporate some of these cultural influences 
into their own lives.  The meeting and fusion of totally different 
cultures produces rich and varied micro-cultures.  This phenomenon 
is already apparent in many areas such as music and cuisine. People 
strongest in this trend consider themselves part of the 'global village'.

Ecological Alarmism. Tendency to believe that today's environmental problems are leading 
the planet toward catastrophe, that we are headed toward major 
ecological disaster.  Conviction that industry is in the process of 
destroying the planet through a total disregard for the environment.

Enthusiasm for 
Consumption.

Displaying an enthusiastic attitude toward consumption. Consumers 
strong on this trend intend to buy as much or more than they did 
before.  They like to explore the marketplace and are always on the 
lookout for whatever is new on the market.

Equal Relationship with 
Youth

A desire to reverse the traditional hierarchical and patriarchal 
relationship in the family.  Approval of young people having as much 
freedom as adults.  This trend also indicates a permissive attitude 
toward pleasure in general:  giving priority to individual needs, 
tolerance, favouring freedom over discipline.  By contrast, those who 
are weak on this trend tend to see adults as guardians of youth, and 
generally values discipline as a guiding principle.

New Possibilities: Final Document                                                                                           Page 51

©All rights reserved:  Edmonton Presbytery, Yellowhead Presbytery and Mountain
                                    Born Communications Inc.   

19! Social Values deÞnitions as developed by Environics.  There are 105 social values deÞnitions as developed 
by Environics.  DeÞnitions provided in Appendix B are only those deÞnitions used in this report.  For all deÞnitions, 
refer to the full Environics Reports available with permission to members of Edmonton Presbytery and Yellowhead 
Presbytery.  



Equality of the Sexes Tendency to attach no importance to traditional sexual roles and 
images.  A desire to transcend sexual stereotypes and to see an end to 
discrimination.  The people who are strongest on this trend desire to 
eliminate all differences between men and women in the family, the 
economy and the culture.  They also favour establishment in society 
of the principle of equal opportunity for all citizens, no matter what 
their sex, ethnicity, religion, or physical or mental abilities.

Fulfilment Thr ough Work A need to invest one's professional life with meaning and to find 
personal fulfilment through one's work.  Also, a need to feel that one's 
work is useful to others and has some social value.

Global Ecological 
Consciousness

Tendency to believe that all environmental phenomena on earth are 
interrelated.  A conviction that ecological problems in one area of the 
world can have an impact on distant regions.

Importance of Aesthetics Tendency to base purchase decisions on aesthetic rather than 
utilitarian considerations.  Measures the attention given to the beauty 
of objects and products purchased.  People strong on this trend often 
buy products purely for their appearance.  Aesthetic, in this case, is a 
form of personal expression.

Importance of Price Giving great weight to price as a purchasing criterion.
Intuition Apprehending life in a much more intuitive manner.  Emotions, the 

senses, dreams, mystery and creativity are dominant elements among 
these people, who also evidence a strong desire to live intensely and 
to share these elements with others.

Need for Escape The desire to regularly escape the stresses and responsibilities of 
everyday life.

Primacy of Environmental 
Protection

Sensitivity to the issue of environmental protection.  A personal 
attitude that places a high priority on protection of our environmental 
heritage, a willingness to support strong policies, to do one's part and 
to pay the costs of environmental protection, and a belief that the 
environment is more important than jobs or the economy.

Pursuit of Originality Need to feel different from others.  A preoccupation with 
demonstrating one's individuality through original touches.

Rejection of Order Living with a certain amount of disorder as an expression of self.  
Also, a desire to distance oneself from society's ethical code 
governing 'good manners' and 'correct principles' in favour of a more 
informal and relaxed approach to life.

Spiritual Quest Questioning the meaning of life.  Aspiring to a more spiritual, richer 
inner life.  A sceptical attitude toward the infallibility of science and 
the secular values of today's world.  This trend borders on religiosity 
but is expressed without an association to a particular religious 
institution.
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Appendix C
Curr ent Growth Ar eas

For the purposes of this report, there are five identified growth sectors in the Capital Region:  North & 
Northeast, Southeast, Southwest & West, Northwest and Surrounding Areas.  Brief profiles of each of 
these five sectors are presented, as summarized from the much more extensive reports provided by 
Environics Analytics.

1. North & Northeast Sector

For the purposes of this report, the North and Northeast Sector will be that defined by the following 
boundaries:  Yellowhead Trail to the South, Highway 21 to the East, 97 Street to the West and the City 
boundary to the north.  

This northeast growth sector is made up of a highly mobile population, a large proportion of which are 
young families.  Income levels are slightly below the city average.  This sector also has the highest 
Aboriginal population of any sector in the city.  There is also a large immigrant community and the 
second highest population of single parents.  In terms of social values, the least often occurring social 
values from the Environics study were those relating to environmental protection and pessimism, the 
search for personal meaning and spirituality, and the enjoyment of nature for its own sake.  The most often 
recurring social values are related to escape from life's pressures, consumption and price, national identity 
and personal freedom.  In terms of religious participation, United Church affiliation is slightly less than is 
average for the Capital Region.  Charitable givings for religious purposes represent $446 annually, 
actually the lowest such expenditure of all the sectors.  

2. Southeast Sector
For the purposes of this report the Southeast Sector of the City of Edmonton shall be considered to be 
bounded by Whitemud Drive to the North, the Edmonton City Limits to the South, Gateway Boulevard to 
the West and Range Road 231 to the East.  This area encompasses Millwoods, now an established area of 
Edmonton, along with new growth areas such as  Summerside and Ellerslie. 

The people of the Southeast Sector of the City include the highest immigrant population of any sector and 
the highest labour force participation by women of any sector.   Frequently recurring social values 
include a focus on escape from pressures of daily life, personal freedom and price-based consumption.   
The least important social values relate to environmental pessimism and protection, and to spiritual 
adventure.  In terms of participation in religion this sector has the lowest United Church affiliation of any 
sector, yet with a population of just over 100,000, and with the planned future growth of the southeast, 
there is still a large pool of affiliates without a current active United Church connection.  In terms of 
charitable givings, this population sector gives the least percentage of annual givings to charity, but gives 
the highest proportion of charitable givings to religious purposes.  There is one United Church in 
Millwoods to serve the entire Millwoods population.

New Possibilities: Final Document                                                                                           Page 53

©All rights reserved:  Edmonton Presbytery, Yellowhead Presbytery and Mountain
                                    Born Communications Inc.   



3. Southwest & West Sector

The Southwest and West Sector of the City encompasses Whitemud Freeway to the North, all the way to 
Ellerslie Road in the South, and as far west as the Edmonton City Limits, then East as far as Calgary 
Trail. The West area of this sector is set apart by the North Saskatchewan River.

This growth sector represents a population and social values profile that is quite different from the other 
growth sectors of the Capital Region.  This Southwest  & West Sector has a population with a very high 
educational level as well as the highest income levels of all the growth sectors.  It also has the highest 
population of young singles.  In terms of social values, the people in this sector place a high emphasis on 
environmental and cultural consciousness as well as personal  control and individualism.  They do not 
value environmental pessimism, crass commercialism or the influence of fear or risk in life choices.  In 
terms of religion, the people in this sector have the highest affiliation levels with the United Church 
compared to other sectors.  They also have the highest "no religion" affiliation of any sector in the city.  
The high stress on aesthetics, cultural and environmental consciousness, equality of the sexes and  
spontaneity all have implications for the kind of spiritual experience they might seek.  The same could be 
said for the low value placed on ritual, fatalism, fear and violence and the low influence of material 
possessions on the sense of life's meaning.   There are three United Churches in this Sector, one of which 
is currently being built in the West portion of the Sector.  The people in this Sector have the highest 
annual financial givings to religious organizations compared to the givings in the other sectors.
 
4. Northwest

The Northwest Sector of the city shall be considered to be the area bounded by 97 Street on the East, 
Yellowhead on the South, 180 Street on the West, and the City Boundary on the North.

The people of this Northwest Sector of Edmonton possess the second highest immigrant population in the 
city, the second highest Aboriginal population in the city, and the highest level of low income population 
in the city. It also includes the highest number of single parent families of any sector.   Prevailing social 
values centre around issues of consumption and money, national belonging and personal freedom.  The 
social values which do not predominate centre around ecologically-oriented action,  non-rational 
experiences and global relatedness.  In terms of spirituality, this sector has the highest Roman Catholic 
population of the City, but also has quite an interfaith mix of people.  There are as many Muslims, 
Buddhists and Sikhs combined as there are United Church people.  There are as many Muslims as there 
are Anglicans or Lutherans.  There is one United Church, currently with part-time ministry, in this sector, 
and two larger United Churches nearby, one to the North and one to the South.
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5.  Surrounding Capital Region Ar ea

The growth around the City of Edmonton is indeed remarkable. In general, the wider Capital Region area 
is characterized by high commuter lifestyles and a rapid shift from a rural to a more urban orientation.  
The population profile is by-and-large young to mid-age and ethnic diversity is much lower than in the 
city proper.  In terms of values, social values are wide ranging but generally the "Desire for Escape, 
"Equality of the Sexes" and various values dealing with personal control of life are highly ranked just as 
they are in the city.20 Other values such as the "Attraction to Nature", the "Attraction to Violence" or 
values emphasizing the importance of family can be found often more than in the city proper.  Lowest 
ranked social values, as in the city, relate to "Environmental Alarmism", "Intuition and "Fulfilment 
Through Work."  Each community however, as with each sector in the city, is also unique and no one 
description can be said to apply to all sectors or communities in the Capital Region.  Amidst common 
themes there is great diversity between populations and areas.

In terms of anticipated population growth in the Capital Region, the greatest growth from the city 
outwards is expected Southeast and Southwest.  Southeast there is an opportunity to purchase land and 
engage in discussions involving Millwoods United, Beaumont United and Leduc United as to how best to 
go about new congregational development between Millwoods and Beaumont.  Southwest, there is 
potential for new congregational development and for discussion with Riverbend, Southminster-
Steinhauer and Spirit West about new congregational development.  Northeast growth is anticipated but 
not perhaps as quickly as once thought.  There remain however many opportunities for United Church 
ministries operating out of a base of United Church values that would make a real contribution to 
community needs.  Northwest there will be growth but less so than in the other sectors.  
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20! See social values discussion in previous section of this report Ð ÒCapital Region TodayÓ


