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AGENCIES AND 
CONGREGATIONS - WHO IS 
THE ‘OTHER’ IN OUR 
RELATIONSHIP AND WHY? 

 
BY REV. DR LUCY MORRIS 

 
“The greatest temptation to which world religions frequently 
succumb is to devolve either into mere instruments of procuring 
bread or into weapons in worldly struggles which are largely about 
bread as well.” (Volf 2015:23). 
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CONTEXT  
 
I remember sitting in a board meeting a couple of years ago, and having a 
particularly challenging discussion about the agency’s asylum seeker and 
refugee advocacy policy.  We were discussing the way we needed to ‘be’ in 
the role of advocate as a faith based and non-violent activist organisation: 
and finding it complicated to come up with a shared way.  Each person 
around the table had their own perspective, preferences and abilities and 
levels of willingness about taking a risk. It was more than simply developing a 
fresh policy for the organisation, instead it was about relationships. 
 
I have also spent time looking at and practicing the non-violent activism work 
of Martin Luther King and Gandhi and their relevance to both congregational 
and agency work; because as one of my favourite authors Arundhati Roy, 
has said: “Once you’ve seen it, you can’t unsee it”. This reality of what we 
see and how we respond is at the heart of my discussion with you today.     
 
In my talk this morning, I am going to take you through my reflection about 
what I have seen both as CEO working in Anglican, Roman Catholic, Baptist 
and secular NFPs and as an Anglican priest, in what is occurring at the 
moment in our service and faith worlds.  
 
In this particular board discussion, passions, practice and roles, risk and 
capacity, strategy, vision and faith all came together in a glorious debate that 
was never quite resolved as we look to co-create a new future and fresh 
responses to the world’s needs, rather than simply settling, using custom and 
practice to determine the way ahead.  
 
It is this mixture of visioning and hope, resistance and engagement, 
pragmatic service obligations to customers and stakeholders, faith 
expectations and current economics which offers us this ongoing, 
unresolvable, productive tension.  
 
As a consequence, I don’t think there is a definitive answer about who is the 
‘Other’ at any point in time, simply a constantly evolving debate that stretches 
and tests the network of relationships and as they concern the issues.  
 
I have also frequently heard it remarked by my colleagues in the community 
benefit sector that the additional web of relationships embedded in the heart 
of faith-based organisations with their auspicing or sponsoring congregations, 
can be among the most precious but they can also be the most fractious, 
resented, tense and misunderstood.  They can be dysfunctional, incapable, 
abusive, discriminatory, completely mis-aligned and blind; they can be 
supportive, alive, relevant, courageous, hope-filled, companioning and 
engaged even to death.     
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GLOBALISATION 
 
These critical relationships are framed within the context of today’s 
globalised, connected world, with our current cultural, social and economic 
contexts, including the essential one of ‘good governance’.  We automatically 
recognise and accept the constraints and opportunities arising from this 
broad context, along with the myriad of definitions and agreements on the 
identification of the ‘Others’ determined by our governments, business, civil 
society and our congregations.   
 
This postmodern context has also determined we are individual, autonomous, 
personally responsible for our ‘selves’, our futures, our successes and 
failures.  It is our default position in how we understand our faith, our 
privileging, our God and God’s creation.   
 
This context drives agencies into becoming outsourced agents of 
governments.  It defines what services we will deliver, our structures, 
systems, the character and expectations of our leadership, our business and 
working relationships and the identity of the ‘Other’.     
 
It is a world that appears vastly different to anything ever seen before.  Our 
language, our business analytics, our communications and our methods and 
types of employment have all changed and are continuing to change at a 
rapid pace.  Jobs previously reliably embedded in our agencies and in society 
are disappearing without trace.  New skills, new economic realities are 
emerging.   
 
Priorities are changing.  Work is changing.  Labour and employment are 
changing, contracts are shifting, human dignity has a price which even faith-
based systems can find hard to resist.  What is emerging from the shadows 
are micro contracts, bonded labour deals, below minimum wages and highly 
profitable contracts and business models for companies.   
 
These are leading to a pragmatic acceptance of human trafficking and 
slavery as a consequence of the drive for bigger profits and agreements, and 
acceptance about the use to which surplus humanity can be put, with abusive 
contracts such as managing off-shore detention centres, or environmentally 
destructive extractive industries.   

 
FEAR, FAITH AND MONEY 
 
It is a world divided into ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ as our capitalistic practices 
entrench difference and divides.  Once again fear is a predominant driver for 
decision-making politically, socially and economically.   
 
I also think this is applied in our faith decisions.  Money appears to be the 
most accepted criteria for defining success, along with youth, race and 
gender, the big privileged categories.   The ‘Other’ by contrast, comes to be 
what we fear most and what is also most easy to label in order to maintain 
control, confine and exercise power. 
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Narrow performativity capacity and professional technocratic management is 
emerging to comprise the sum total of the new leadership aspirations and 
character in agencies, reducing our expectations of leaders to those who can 
claim to be capable and competent in exclusively measurable ways.  
 
Our management leaders are frequently lacking in soul or substance, merely 
reflecting back into society, the narrative we have been taught.   
 
This has become a key challenge for boards as they choose their CEOs and 
watch their levels of risk aversion rise while the costs and risks emerge 
differently from the past and without a proven recipe for the future. As 
Governments pass on the risk by constantly outsourcing services, it is 
initiating the death throes of small agencies and single purpose agencies 
which have limited resources and capacity and are unable to respond.  

 
COMMUNICATIONS 
 
To cope with the rapid changes and the demands being made upon them, 
agencies have retreated into telling simplistic stories to engage with our 
social, cultural and economic constructs.   Both congregations and agencies 
are distracted with the need for survival and measuring the current indicators 
of success, while occasionally, and spectacularly losing their way with 
decisions made about survival and growth at any cost such as chasing after 
contracts and service options against the original mandate, vision, mission 
and values. 
 
However, the need to survive is no joking matter for boards given the 
corporate penalties and governance standards steadily being implemented 
for professional Board Directors, CEOs and in the expectations from their 
customers.  The changes facing the community sector are so profound as to 
constitute a paradigm shift in our globalised world. It must be recognised that 
the current structure of charities and faith-based systems is not assured and 
the changes are already upon them, whether or not they are prepared or 
understood. So different constitutions and ways of maintaining independence 
and generating funds are now essential. New organisational structures are 
essential.    
 
However, on a very positive note, understanding and accepting these 
changes will open up new opportunities. So ‘now’ is the ideal opportunity for 
change. It is time for agencies and congregations to redefine and refresh 
their relationships for the next chapter in the twenty-first century. 

 
A NEW WORLD… 
 
Arundhati Roy said, in a speech called ‘Confronting Empire’ 13 years ago at 
the World Social Forum in Porto Allegre:   
 

“Another world is not only possible, she's on the way and, on a 
quiet day, if you listen very carefully you can hear her breathe.” 

  
I can occasionally hear her breathing when I come at this challenge from a 
faith perspective, because it is that which will unite us and strengthen us as it 

http://izquotes.com/quote/263275
http://izquotes.com/quote/263275
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always has; and if we don’t it will be what reduces us to the divisions of 
‘Empire’ - to use Arundhati Roy’s terminology – colluding in and colonised by 
Empire.   
 
In other words, it is this point of agreement which will enable us to change 
from being the third arm of government where we have been residing for the 
last thirty or forty years, as we swallowed, like the python eating an elephant, 
the certainty of funding and traded in our independence and advocacy, giving 
ourselves almost terminal indigestion along with the ephemeral belief of 
certainty of funding; meanwhile steadily removing God from the marketplace 
and relegating God to the ranks of the ‘Other’, the alien, the stranger, the 
scapegoat.  
 
These changes now enable us to speak directly to those purchasing services 
and working with those who can’t access the system, in other words, those 
individuals who are only able to work for the gleanings of the fields.   Instead 
of the Government always claiming the role of customer, we can work with 
service users as the rightful customers.   
 
It will allow all of us to keep our priorities clear and not be absorbed by those 
with other agendas.   We are able to take a longer-term, generational view of 
world, going beyond governments into a more personal and inclusive civil 
society.   It allows a very different quality of decision to be made than one 
determined simply by business and economic criteria.   
 
Any refusal of ours to see or accept this challenge is what will bring us as 
agencies and congregations, both undone or reduce us to invisibility and 
irrelevance. As agencies we will come to an end in our current structure and 
systems if we respond to the world in the way today’s powers and authorities 
expect and desire, suiting their own purposes.  It is a short-term perspective 
with quick fixes and in the longer-term, it means dilution and diminishment. 
 
It is interesting to debate this in a purely secular environment, where faith is 
privatised and the language of faith and religion is no longer recognised, 
understood or accepted.    
 
However, it seems to me we have an extraordinary advantage when we work 
in faith-based agencies and are able to companion both our brothers and 
sisters in the congregations and our customers.   
 
I see an absolute and urgent need for a far closer relationship rather than a 
more distant one which is where the rhetoric is leading us.    
 
The challenge presented by this position for people who are not faithful or 
who have had no experience of faith should be our starting point in the 
relationship, not the point of rejection.   
 
In this complex space, seeing into a relational future of a shared, faithful 
community comprising both agency and congregation is essential I believe 
for survival and flourishing.   It is where the most hope emerges.   
 
For our congregations and agencies to be active in enabling humanity to 
flourish in God’s kingdom, once again we must be prepared to take risks and 
see and do things differently if we wish to join the harvest.    
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OUR SHARED RELATIONSHIP 
 
When I reflect on the relationship between agency and congregation at its 
most fraught and tense, when people are most despairing and disbelieving, it 
is easy to see the deepest fear in the relationship concerns the issues of 
power and control over the services, the messages, the people who are 
employed, the assets, the services, the reputation and the contribution to the 
kingdom of God and their implications for the religious institutions, the faith 
and the faithful.    
 
Arguments over theology and politics break us asunder.  We seem to be 
locked into some eternal embrace that has us forever in a grip that we are 
neither able to accept or reject, escape or embrace.     
 
For some, the image of Adam barely touching fingers with God, on the ceiling 
of the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican, defines and frames a better relationship, 
sort of ‘there’ and visible, but not too close; within touching distance but not 
involved or inter-dependent, in fact, barely companioning.  
 
We must be prepared and be able to point to a different way of being, doing 
and measuring success that is also qualitative, outcomes-based, relational, 
just, compassionate and humble, so it demonstrates the incredible extent of 
our counter-cultural narrative.   
 
It shifts the use and understanding of power and reduces the surplus 
powerlessness that is driving all of us into disengagement, anger, frustration, 
fear and violence.   I think this difference, this opportunity to speak and be so 
different in our services within this post-modern autonomous narrative, will 
ensure the future of both agencies and congregations into the future.  We 
need to point instead to a future and practice of reconciliation and justice, 
forgiveness, compassion, and hope.  

 
BOARDS AND LEADERS - GOOD GOVERNANCE 
 
In our relationships with Boards of faith-based entities; frequently there is a 
constitutional obligation and relationship spelled out, some closer than 
others, some entities are indeed, still owned by the church itself, which has 
remained as the employer.  Quasi-independent ‘boards’ have been 
established which still report to and is accountable to the congregation or 
diocese.   
 
Those who are truly responsible as the religious head of the structure, 
whether Bishop, Archbishop, the Assembly, Synod, Union, each has authority 
in theory, to approve the appointments made to the particular agency board.  
The challenge for the Chairperson and the relevant Congregational leader is 
to bring in people with business capacity and good intellects, but also people 
who have the vision, mission and values of the organisation in their hearts as 
well as their minds; who are active in the faith, to find people who are willing 
to become personally involved in the agency and who will never compromise 
on the demands of Empire at the cost of God.  Holding that balance both in 
congregational and agency leadership is the challenge in a secular 
environment. 
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Today, we have moved significantly beyond novel or new practice, or the 
simplistic acceptance of ‘best practice’ or even into complicated practice; 
instead we have become practitioners in what is called complex and 
emergent practice, essentially the identification of wicked challenges that are 
always relational, between the key stakeholders, without a right or wrong 
answer, aiming always to move the conversation and issues along, working 
with what works while it works.  In our relationships between congregations 
and agencies, there is a never a point at which we have arrived. 
 
The Acts of the Apostles tells stories of dissension, debate and agreed 
difference which remind us why it is so hard to build community in life 
sustaining ways when we become fearful and colonised as part of the 
empire.  Difference also leads to a focus on those matters that divide rather 
than on what unites.  Being unwilling to walk in the shoes of the ‘Other’, as 
congregation or agency, also leads to separation rather than companionship.    
 
The willingness to live and work outside the circles of power on a regular 
basis I think is essential in both groups as it means the stories of the 
marginalised are never silenced and they continue to inform practice and 
passion for change, for justice and hope.    
 
Agencies are frequently challenged when their prophetic witnessing comes 
into contact with the hard realities of Government contracts, theological 
positions at odds with community expectations of services, and the political 
influence determining theology rather than the other way around.  Enabling 
the difference to flourish with inclusive diversity and genuine love for the 
‘Other’ is the way to transform organisations and congregations.  Managing 
the financial risk is essential in both spaces.  The privatisation of faith and the 
removal of religion from politics and the marketplace make it increasingly 
important to break this assumption down. 
 
We find it so hard to believe God’s will is being done on earth and we 
continue to behave and act as though this time is God-free and so we must 
hang onto what we’ve got before we can respond to God.  Our survival 
instinct responds to the threats we see and so we live our lives without faith 
and hope in spite of what we might say.   

 
TEMPTATION 
 
Miroslav Volf, another of my favourite authors, said:  

 
“The greatest temptation to which world religions frequently 
succumb is to devolve either into mere instruments of procuring 
bread or into weapons in worldly struggles which are largely about 
bread as well.” 

 
Congregations have been enormously influential in the founding stories of 
faith-based agencies, providing the means for delivering essential services 
which were not provided by governments or which were at odds with 
government policies of the day such as people who are refugees and seeking 
asylum, or HIV/AIDS sufferers, or until recently, family and domestic violence 
victims and perpetrators.   
 
People’s lives have been changed forever as a consequence.  God has been 
present in the work, in the unfolding of the changes, prophetic witness has 
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taken place with the staff, volunteers, customers, families, communities, and 
governments; and, over time, growth has occurred.  
  
The agency system has then grown, absorbed, shaped and controlled the 
future responses, and has driven them into a way of being that is sometimes 
almost antithetical to their original mandate.  In Australia in particular in spite 
of our best intentions, our charities frequently become very white, male, 
middle class, privileged responses to poverty and need.   Our willingness to 
be the ‘Other’ is squashed out of existence. 

 
KEEPING A BALANCE - AS THE WORLD CHANGES 
AROUND US 
 
The notion of operating in the margins, among the gleanings of the field has 
become marginalised in our own structures and systems as we struggle for 
funding, recognition, survival and to give hope for the future in ways the world 
understands.   
 
Persuading governments to allow policy space and capacity for NGOs to 
operate with a faith and social justice licence in the gleanings of the fields is 
becoming harder and harder.  And change is upon us again!  
 
In the last 30 to 40 years, the changes in the community benefit sector in 
Australia have been profound.  We have been a sector with a significant, 
visible, strongly preferred church presence in the wide range of social 
services significantly funded by the congregations, embedded in 
communities, with large volunteer support systems and employees working 
for minimal wages.  Over time, agencies became funded predominantly by 
Government. They became a ‘de facto’ third arm of Government, 
constrained, restricted and controlled by a Government who has been the 
customer.   
 
Agencies provided a very cheap alternative to the more expensive option, 
where Governments provided direct delivery of human services. Commerce 
was unable to compete with the low wages and cheaper choices.  By the 
mid-90s, Government funding was meant to cover 75% of the costs with the 
rest volunteered, fundraised and donated by the church and its supporters. It 
was a good deal for governments and congregations.   
 
This system, structure and policy settings were supported by a welfare 
system that kept women marginalised, accepting lower work status, 
opportunity and unable to argue about the quality of services being provided.  
Services were provided to those who were unvalued economically, the poor, 
unemployed, homeless, disabled, sick and dying, the elderly, children and 
those imprisoned.   
 
It was precisely where the congregations’ mandate drove us and Jesus’ 
direction to his followers.   It was a partnership in which ‘church’ and state 
both benefitted.   
 
In more recent times as funding from Governments has increased and 
expectations from society have changed, human services have become far 
more professional, with extensive training, management expertise, financial 
acumen and risk management being brought in-house in response to 
successive Governments’ complete outsourcing of all risk.  This has occurred 



 

Pa
ge

   
9 

alongside the almost silent and unacknowledged fight for gender equality 
within this system.   
 
This context is also being supported by the increasing interest of those 
working in government and the corporate sector, as wages rise and status 
and reputation increase, the rewards and promises being made to 
professional employees are very different to that promoted thirty or forty 
years ago.  More people are now looking to the NGO sector for career 
opportunities.  It is a similar story with boards and board membership as the 
sector is looking more economically profitable and therefore has political, 
social and cultural value.   
 
And now, as we think about what next, we know we are in the process of 
another revolution, as agencies turn themselves into human service retail 
operators, preparing to compete within a rapidly emerging marketplace where 
commerce and trade now occurs within, around and through human services.   
 
Our capacity to be competitive in this space has become the number one 
priority, drowning out any other message or memory of lessons learned from 
previous changes. Whether we go as far as becoming Uber’s equivalent in 
the evolving of services providing seismic shocks to existing service models; 
or becoming truly innovative and new, the messaging is the same.  
 
Flexibility, innovation, entrepreneurship and user pays represent the drum 
beat of the new message. This means almost all human services are subject 
to the impact of commerce, trade and profit demands. There is money to be 
made out of poverty and misery, directly and indirectly as we have seen 
through the large multi-national corporations which are stateless, virtual and 
sovereign, able to achieve economies of scale previously only dreamed of, 
beyond the reach of accountability to local stakeholders and governments.   
 
Governments are preferring such options as it removes and outsources the 
risk and accountability and helps to keep prices down. 
 
As markets are created and opened up to the winds of competition, it feeds 
the self-fulfilling belief in our own autonomy, self-reliance, and entitlement.  
As a consequence, there is no understanding and knowledge this is all God’s 
creation or that the rewards of our efforts and the opportunities from which 
we benefit all come from God and go back to God, continuing to flow on to all 
God’s people.   
 
In this self-contained world, I’m told I succeed or fail on my own efforts and 
merit.  My carefully managed brand and capacity to self-advertise are critical 
in establishing a small space in which I might be seen, to enable me to 
achieve employment, create a career, wealth to live, a recognisable 
reputation, with a wealthy successful life.  This definition of life and living is 
translated into agencies’ survival stories, character, values and visions. 
 
For faith-based agencies, the temptation and practise is for God also to be 
privatised and marketised. God’s brand is not always seen as being helpful or 
easy to understand.  It is far better to change the name of the agency to 
something less religiously identifiable either with God or with the Church, 
something less controversial, to buy some distance in case there’s blow-back 
from the churches’ poor handling of human relationships, people’s lives and 
choices and judgement, and the appalling abuse scandals.    
 
It is easier to change the look of the agency and make it more modern and 
accessible, make God an optional choice, along with the option of preferring 
the poor, with or without religion or more acceptably, spirituality, either seen 
as added value, or added risk, at a price.    
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Telling people we actually believe in God is a real risk and not really 
acceptable anymore in modern work places and in the modern world it now 
borders on the politically incorrect. Having a brand pointing to a belief in God 
rather than humanity is consistently challenged.  I hear it regularly within faith 
based organisations as an insistent marketing mantra brand managers 
advise – change the name, people are put off by it, don’t identify with it, its 
old fashioned and irrelevant. It’s not inclusive and not welcoming.  
 
Isn’t it interesting what it says about how we as agencies and congregations 
have behaved and spoken that it has evoked such a response from them, 
from staff, the community and customers.   
 
What have we taught them about our relationships with God, the 
congregations as ‘the other’ such that this is the conclusion to which they 
have come? 
 
But what are the other experiences for faith based agencies living and 
working in the edges of the fields, helping to glean, helping to stand in 
solidarity and witnessing to the state of the nation and the world?  

 
COUNTER CULTURE… 
 
Those experiences are able to tell a counter-cultural story to enable people to 
step into the future with optimism, providing strong brand recognition, 
relevance and funding in response to the courage and reconciliation that is 
offered.  It is those agencies that are hand in hand with congregations that 
will last. 
 
So when I look at what binds or breaks us apart, it is how we see ourselves, 
our profile and practice within the faith community both as an agency or as a 
congregation.  The ‘faith identity spectrum’ (Sider, Unruh 2009) which has at 
one of the spectrum being a completely secular agency through to the other 
end, being totally faith permeated.    
 
Most faith-based agencies land somewhere in between having a faith 
background which is honoured as part of the tradition and founding story but 
which has retained little influence on the current and future practices; through 
to agencies with a more practiced and identified faith affiliation where staff 
are not expected to be Christian and are more likely to be humanistic, and 
where generosity and acts of kindness is the lens through which the values 
are practiced.   
 
It is a stretch for such agencies to consider themselves faith-centred, and at 
best, it’s the congregations that would see themselves as faith permeated.    
 
At its most distant relationship, we find as a consequence, congregations 
looking sideways at the agency in question as possibly at risk of diluting the 
faith profile and their ‘brand’ and so being a less useful companion and 
partner, and perhaps, as a consequence being a little less reliable and 
trustworthy.   And this works both ways.  The response is then to manage the 
risk and either seek a wider separation or more control; both of which don’t 
deal with the presenting issues of a shared vision and story.  At that point, 
either the agency or the congregation has joined the ranks of the ‘Other’, 
along with God.  
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In this space, congregational understanding and societal acceptance of the 
faith profile of agencies is blurred.  From my perspective working as a leader 
in both environments as priest and CEO, I expect to see the wide range of 
faith profiles in both contexts.   
 
What I see in congregations is mirrored in faith agencies and vice versa.  Not 
only is faith not always present, the distinctive character of the faith and its 
overall belief structure is varied.  An agency should be the mission arm of the 
congregation, which is auspicing and sponsoring the agency and supporting, 
companioning, sharing and co-creating alongside and with them.   Neither 
group should ever move away from the other. 
 
Boards, leadership, management and the faith-based agency should always 
be actively participating and influenced by the faith journey – needing 
approximately 30 % of those in leadership and key influencing roles to be 
active, one third of the community to be faithful in order to affect permanently 
the culture, vision, mission and values.    Clarity and agreement about roles 
and responsibilities to allow the agency and congregation to work helpfully 
together is essential and needs to be renegotiated regularly.    
 
The new world for both congregation and agency is one of networked, 
interdependent and intra-dependent relationships.  Issues of power, 
influence, language, and communications are what will make or break the 
future well-being of both.  The vision and story-telling of the Gospel, 
discipleship and the work of those who walk in these footsteps will provide 
the cradle for these conversation and understanding.  If there is no larger 
vision, there is no reason to remain close.  If there is no reason to remain 
close, issues of policy such as that which I mentioned at the start, become 
the rocks on which the relationship founders.   I think it is as simple as that.  
  
 
TH A N K  Y O U.     
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