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Comprehensive Review: “Fishing From the Other Side” 
Response from the Executive of BC Conference 

March 15, 2014 

 

The BC Conference Executive spent time at its March 13-15, 2014 meeting discussing the “Fishing from 

the Other Side” document from the Comprehensive Review Task Group and responding to its questions 

which we will send to the Task Group. In addition, we also wanted to make a preliminary response in a 

brief and narrative way to the report. 

1. We wish to affirm that we recognize much of what the Comprehensive Review Task Group reports 
as being heard from the church. The Task Group has listened well. 

2. We can see how some of the ideas being presented by the Task Group have emerged from what it 
heard; however it is difficult to see how some other ideas follow. 

3. We were generally in favour of pursuing serious discussion about the College. While there were 
many questions and concerns about it, we also felt it deserved more consideration. 

4. We had mixed feelings about the Association but felt that it, too, deserved more consideration. 
From the brief description of it we had doubts it could be effective but we were willing to explore 
the idea further. 

5. We appreciate the idea that communities of faith might be empowered by being respected for their 
strengths and independence while also being able to call upon broader resources when needed. 
However, we do not see how the ideas proposed actually increase the authority of the congregation 
except in a small number of ways that we are not sure we approve (ie. no oversight; possibility of 
disposing of property). The promise throughout the report that these new ideas will help 
communities of faith be more vibrant does not seem acted upon. With little (if any) new power and 
with little (if any) new freedom for communities of faith, it seems clear that the main thrust of the 
whole Comprehensive Review report is not on empowering congregational life but on revising the 
four court system of the church. We are not sure this emphasis is warranted… but quite sure that it 
will not (except, perhaps, in very peripheral ways) improve congregational life. 

6. We did not see how property deserved the prominent place it received in the Task Group document. 
While all recognize that some of the bureaucracy and restrictions around property need change, we 
appreciate the present ability of the Presbytery (or similar structure close to the situation) to be the 
“gatekeeper” on major property transactions. We believe all property rightly belongs to The United 
Church of Canada, that local communities of faith should not be able to dispose of property without 
broader church agreement, and that the best level  of governance to serve as gatekeeper is not a 
national one but one comparable to a Presbytery. 

7. We do not think that all governance functions between the local level and the national level should 
be eliminated. We feel there is great value in having some governance decisions located much 
closer to the local level. The Comprehensive Review ideas lead to a highly centralized church. We 
still believe that the division of powers between several different levels of the church is an effective 
way of distributing authority to the greatest number in the church. We were of mixed opinion 
whether the church should maintain four courts or move to a three court system but we all agreed 
that there needs to be at least one intermediary court between the local and the national bodies. 
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8. It appears as though the Task Group has equated “bureaucracy” with “governance.” The legitimate 
and recognizable plea in the church for less bureaucracy has been interpreted as a plea for less 
governance and, in particular, fewer courts of the church. Bureaucracy, however, exists 
independently of governance; it is tied more closely to management. We believe bureaucracy can 
be quickly reduced to acceptable levels by changing the principles and practices of decision-making 
in the management systems of our church. 

9. We are not convinced that the Connectional Space between the local and national levels, as 
proposed by the Task Group, is workable and sustainable. While the promotion and encouragement 
of networks is commendable, these, by their very nature, are short-term and ad hoc. We believe 
that without possessing any authority (governance ability) and, in particular, the ability to assess 
(“tax”) communities of faith, the ability to create and sustain effective networks will be minimal. The 
Task Group seems to believe that the national level of the church will provide enough resources to 
support sustainable and meaningful connections in this area and/or that the ad hoc networks can 
find their own sources of funding and support. We are not confident that either will end up being 
true. We believe that having connections that last and that matter will depend on the existence of 
some governing body which has close connections to the local level, authority, and legitimate 
decision-making standing. 

10. We note that the Task Group report assigns to the Denominational Circle the present responsibilities 
of the General Council plus property matters and the task of ordaining, commissioning, and 
designating ministers. It also seems clear that it would be this Circle that would staff and financially 
support ongoing activities in the Connectional Space. In short, the Denominational Circle would 
maintain all the powers of the General Council while also taking on the authority of present 
Presbyteries and Conferences. Presumably (although not mentioned in the report) it would assume 
the power to ask for allocations from communities of faith and would take over the assets of 
present Presbyteries and Conferences. This centralization of power seems to be at odds with the 
general trends and directions of our church and other organizations which are decentralizing power. 
While sometimes there are compelling reasons to consolidate or centralize power, it appears that 
the ideas presented will create centralization by default, simply because without other courts there 
will be a vacuum of power. This kind of centralization is not a direction we favour. 

We do not pretend to have a comprehensive vision for moving the United Church forward but we do 

want to leave some positive ideas for the Comprehensive Review Task Group and others to consider. 

1. First, we prefer to move forward organically. We think that we should not pursue removing any of 
the present governance levels of the church at this time but, instead, enable changes that could 
make them more functional and empowering. We think that by doing so, we may organically move 
more into a three court system and, if not, it would be for good reason. 

2. Conferences and Presbyteries should be freed to make alterations in the distribution of powers 
between them as agreed upon locally. Create change by creating freedom. 

3. Presbyteries, Conferences and the General Council should move more toward a service orientation 
and away from a regulatory orientation. The major work of the courts of the church could be to 
serve others. Each level would emphasize connection, service and mutual growth rather than 
regulating behaviours. Holding one another accountable would still play a role but to a diminished 
degree, possibly in a more collegial and less judgmental manner. 

4. With a service orientation, all courts can examine their management systems and develop ones that 
are less bureaucratic. Decisions that presently require due diligence and approvals at multiple levels 
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of the church can be identified and reduced. Decisions can be principle-based rather than 
committee-based. Each level of governance would focus upon its own responsibilities and not 
expect duplication within the other levels. 

5. We strongly support having a national United Church. The General Council level should affirm its 
central and important role in the areas of United Church identity and connection and organize the 
General Council’s life accordingly. Identity means having a clear voice that articulates what it is to be 
The United Church of Canada in mission and ministry. Connection means ensuring the church across 
the country has opportunities and reasons for joining together to discern God’s will together and for 
joint ministry, particularly in relationship to the world. 

6. While not all the members of our Executive were sure this idea is workable or achievable, we all feel 
the General Council should explore replacing the Mission and Service Fund as a way of getting 
income with an allocation of Conferences or Presbyteries. A separate fund could be established for 
world relief and development work and special appeals. 

7. Continue to explore the idea of a College and Association. In the meantime, continue and improve 
the work of Effective Leadership to see whether what it results in might be a better way forward. 


