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Regions East  
Joint Initiative under the Institute of Health, Joy and Excellence in Leadership 

 
 
This document will take you through the following information: 
1.    Why are we undertaking this Initiative? 
2.    How will the Initiative be rolled-out? 
3.    Where are we now in the process? 
4-8. What are the results from the focus groups on: priorities for development; activities/events that 
have been helpful; important linkages; how to consult more broadly; how to get feedback on  
activities/programs developed? 
9.    What are the next steps? 
 

 
1. Why are we undertaking this Initiative? 
 
It is the responsibility of Regions to operationalize the goal of the Institute of Health, Joy and 
Excellence which is “to provide leaders and communities with opportunities for learning and 
environments of sharing to enhance their skills, focus their energies and celebrate their practice”. 
 
Regions are very aware of the stresses Pastoral Charges are facing and the responsibilities that fall on 
lay leaders and their ministry personnel. Targeted developmental opportunities and supports will 
help ministry personnel and communities of faith better manage these challenges. While each of the 
three Regions may have different strategic priorities, there are areas where their cooperative efforts 
will help maximize the benefits that can be gained from their individual resources, expertise and 
diversity. 
 
 

2. How will the Initiative be rolled out? 
 
2.1 Management Structure: This initiative will be coordinated by Regional Ministers of Regions East 
with resources allocated and task groups established as required. 
 
2.2 Target Group: The initial focus will be on ministry personnel. Once offerings are designed for this 
target group, each will be assessed for its benefit to the broader group (e.g. Board Chairs, Elected 
Members, Pastoral Charge Supervisors) and sessions arranged for their participation where 
applicable.  
 
2.3 Assessment Phase I: The first phase of this joint Initiative will be to identify the types of skill 
development and support services which would be most beneficial by engaging the target group and 
seeking input from Pastoral Charge Boards and committees at both the community and regional 
levels.  
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2.4 Resource Research Phase II: The second phase will be to research the types of 
approaches/strategies that could best address the priority areas identified during the Assessment 
Phase. This will ensure we are not duplicating something that is already available. 
 
2.5 Development Phase III: Based on the first two phases, we will start small by selecting for 
development a few priority areas that are the most doable and useful. The overall objective is to have 
a structured coordinated approach, which is part of our ongoing administration, to ensure we are 
providing professional development and supports on a consistent basis. Some events may become 
regular offerings and some may be one-offs depending on the needs. Delivery could include: written 
information; peer support/mentorship; structured course offerings; speaker series; retreats, 
symposiums and tapping in to educational opportunities on an individual or group basis which are 
offered outside the Regions East administration (e.g. community colleges). 
 
2.6 Linkages: Each of the Regions have individual projects they are implementing (e.g. strategic 
planning, retreats) where there may be an opportunity to link to this Initiative and regional partner 
will be kept informed of our plans to ensure we identify opportunities for working together and avoid 
duplication. 
 

 
3. Where are we now in the process? 
 
3.1 Communication: Ministry Personnel and Pastoral Charges have been advised of the Initiative. 
 
3.2 Focus Groups: A focus group approach has been developed and implemented to gather 
information from the target group.  
 
Six participants from each of the three regions were selected by Regional Ministers to represent a 
broad range of perspectives, gender, work experience, abilities, culture, age etc. During the spring 
and summer each group of six met twice within their own regional group with their Regional Minister 
and then all three groups met once jointly with Reverend Faith March-MacCuish. All sessions were 
facilitated by volunteer Sheree MacDonald. 
  
3.3 Information gathered: These focus group discussions concentrated on the following areas. 
 
- What is required to perform the work with respect to: knowledge and skill; information/clarification 
on expectations and goals; as well as spiritual and other types of supports. 
 
- What types of development opportunities/supports have been beneficial in addressing these needs? 
 
- What should be the priority if we can only target one or two items in the next couple of years? 
 
- How could this Initiative (i.e. the selection, development and delivery of activities to address the 
needs identified) be regularized to become part of our yearly/bi-yearly process? 
 
- How should we consult with members of this target group more broadly in a way that allows for 
meaningful input without significantly delaying the development phase or making it too much work 
for them to participate? 
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- How do we continue to get feedback to ensure the relevance and value of the activities/programs 
offered? 
 
- Where do we need to maintain linkages internally and externally to assist in this Initiative? 
 

 
4. What were the results: priorities for development? 
 
A summary of the individual and joint focus group discussions related to priorities for development is 
provided in this section and reflects consensus on the most significant issues.  
 
Separate documents are available on each of the two meetings regions held individually. The 
approach in the focus groups was to seek input on all ideas broadly and then gradually drill down into 
the issues to converge on the most important concepts and areas of agreement.  Consequently, while 
this summary is important in the focus it provides, there is a lot of detail in the other six documents 
that provide context and will continue to provide direction to this Initiative. For access to these 
documents please email Jennifer Taylor at jtaylor@united-church.ca 
 
 
An important truth that helped form the ideas presented below is that the job requirements for 
ministry personnel have shifted radically in the last thirty years. The application of technology 
requires specific technical skills and a set of principles for its use (e.g. to protect privacy). There are 
cultural and diversity sensitivity that require new learnings and skills to help people confront 
unconscious bias or out-right racism. And we need to structure ourselves in a way that allows us to 
respond quickly to crisis or new challenges (e.g. pandemic). These are just a few of the issues that 
move us beyond our traditional roles and necessitate that we be more sensitive to the specific needs 
of the community so that our work is relevant. In particular, ministry personnel are being called on to 
provide a leadership role in a number of areas. 
 
Key topics for the development of opportunities and supports under the Initiative are listed below. 
While they are all interconnected and important, they are for the most part listed in order of priority, 
as expressed by the focus groups, to provide direction to Regional Ministers on what to target first for 
development. They include: 
- nurturing our calling/our why; 
- growing our understanding of the theological framework; 
- building our skills in leadership and development of other leaders; 
- enhancing our approach to spreading the good news; 
- refreshing our knowledge and skills to support work on the living faith categories; 
- increasing our people skills; and 
- establishing good human resouces management practises. 
 
4.1 Nurturing our calling/our why and having time for spiritual reflection to guide our work.  
 
Being grounded in spiritual awareness is the first priority; understanding “why we are here” and “why 
we are doing this” … not just knowing the mechanics of “what, when, where and how” we are doing 
the work.  
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Often, we can articulate what brought us to the Church but not our spirituality. In our formal 
education this seemed to be left to each individual student to address. We need to start looking at 
this early in our journey (e.g. at school and during discernment) so that it becomes part of our habit 
“to nurture our spiritual being”. Sometimes we need reminders to help wash of the layers to find 
what’s important … getting back to our touchstone, our why and the fire in our belly. Spiritual 
grounding needs to be an ongoing thread; a continuous and regularized process that helps us nurture, 
explore, renew and reorient our spirituality. This requires a sustained commitment to making this 
part of our regular process. 
 
At times there can be a feeling of guilt because we need to explore our spirituality or recharge, but 
this is an absolute necessity. We need to be able to articulate and feed our own spirituality in order to 
do ministry: share the good news; understand the theology of the Church; and translate that 
theology/teaching into our worship in this changing world. We also need to use that grounding in 
spirituality to heal through spiritual care, seek justice through spiritual care etc. A strong spirituality 
helps us focus on what’s most important and can facilitate our self-care.  
 
While it is different for everyone … what we need and what it means … here are some activities and 
people who can provide support to us in our spiritual journey: 
 
- peer support groups can act as sounding boards for us on important questions and can provide a 
safe space to share reflections;  
 
- Con Ed. time can be used to provide time for reflection and rest; 
 
- retreats specifically dedicated to this topic can be useful when designed to facilitate reflection and 
presentations by people with differing perspectives can encourage exploration. There are models 
used by other regions where one year there is a focus on business/proposals in the annual meeting 
and the next year is focused on learning and/or exploration opportunities; 
 
- mentorship programs which establish real, ongoing connections with clear expectations of the 
program objectives can be successful if they are supported by a good selection process for mentors; 
 
- resources for self-directed exploration may work best for some people; and 
 
- we also just need to make space for reflection in our regular meetings and processes. 
 
Resources are an issue in planning and implementing these approaches and it may require a 
dedicated staff person whose soul job is to facilitate spirituality of ministry personnel and 
congregations. 
 
 4.2 Growing our understanding of the theological framework and how to apply it in our changing 
world. 
 
The keystone of our work is our spiritual grounding which holds up all the other components. Next 
comes the framework provided by the Church and theology. We need to have a strong foundation in 
our knowledge of the Church’s teachings and positions on issues. 
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The Church is always forming and transforming. There are new developments or understandings that 
we need to be kept apprised of in theology and in how the role of the Church is changing. We need 
this knowledge so that we are able to connect the theology of the Church and what’s going on in the 
world, to our worship and work.  
 
Here are some activities and people who can support development of theological knowledge: 
 
- information on the policies and positions of the Church, as well as new ways of thinking with respect 
to theology, could be built into early training; 
 
- ongoing knowledge development could be done through on-line sessions; 
 
- this could be part of Con Ed.;  
 
- annual symposiums could provide sessions on this topic; 
 
- national events are a good opportunity to clarify our knowledge in this area; and 
 
- mentors or specifically identified resource people could support knowledge exploration and 
development in this area. 
 
4.3 Building our skills in leadership to support planning and development of other leaders 
 
In these uncertain times many in the Church look to us to provide leadership in a crisis or around 
difficult decisions, however we do not have any specialized skills in the area. Our skills have been 
focused on doing “church stuff”. While sermons and pastoral care stay mostly the same, the dynamics 
around leadership and how you help congregations move forward, has changed.  
 
How do we help people with their visioning and determining “what a successful ministry would look 
like”, rather than having them stay in “maintenance mode” which focuses on sustaining current 
membership and practices? We need to be able to help Pastoral Charges plan for the future, as well 
as congregation rejuvenation. Additionally, we need to help create good endings for those Pastoral 
Charges that cannot maintain their current structure.  
 
Beyond envisioning their future, we need to also help Pastoral Charges develop a plan to get to that 
future by setting specific goals and measurements to know when they are being successful. Planning 
targeted on success can help communities of faith focus on what’s most important in the here and 
now … their “call to action”. While we have avenues for articulating our living faith story in mission 
statements and annual reports, we need to be able to translate that into the specifics goals we are 
trying to achieve so that we can focus our energy, time and talents on the things that will help fulfill 
our purpose. 
In the mist of Church activity and demands, it is often difficult to take the time to stop and think 
about goals and what we want to attain, but it is a necessary component if we are to have success in 
our mission … or even know if we are being successful. 
 
In this new era, ministry personnel don’t need to have all the answers, however we do need to be 
able to help people through these challenges; to suggest a process, a resource or questions that may 
help them find the answers. To do this we need more advanced training in planning skills. 
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In addition to performing this leadership role in planning, we need to have the ability to help 
“intentionally develop leaders and lay people” in our communities of faith. Particularly with respect to 
volunteers, we need to be able to accurately help them discern their gifts to ensure we have the right 
people as leaders so they can flourish and bring value to the organization.  
 
Here are some activities and people who can support leadership development: 
 
- key resource people could be developed that we could reach out to on specific topics. The resource 
pool for the Maritime Conference was a good example; 
 
- sessions/workshops on strategic planning in the context of a Pastoral Charge could be offered; and 
 
- a structured approach could be designed for ministry personnel and Pastoral Charge Boards to help 
in identifying and supporting leaders in our communities of faith;  
 
We may not need to reinvent the wheel in these areas as there are lots of people addressing these 
issues in Regions East. Perhaps each region could take on the development of an activity that could 
be used for all regions and this would mean less work individually. These are fundamental 
components of our work so it will be important to provide dedicated time for this development as 
opposed to assigning another task to busy people or establishing another committee. Perhaps people 
could be selected to support this work on a term basis e.g. 1 to 3 years. 
 
4.4 Enhancing our approach to spreading the Good News 
 
We need clarification on our fundamental role in evangelism/discipleship. While spreading the Good 
News has to be one of our primary goals, how do we make this area a priority within the current 
context where most of our time is spent serving the structured activities of our Pastoral Charges?  
 
The future of the Church is in engaging youth and new adults who may not have grown up in the 
Church. New theologies and insights are required for this and we need to ensure we set a high 
enough bar for baptism.  
 
People within and outside the Church are exploring faith again and we need to have ideas on how to 
help them in this exploration. A good foundation in our spirituality and theology, as referenced above 
is essential, and we need to be able to translate what these mean at this time in our history and 
figure out how we can spread the good news successfully. For example, how do we do outreach using 
the internet to communicate and create communities on-line? How can we build fellowships that are 
meaningful (i.e. not just be about fund raising) and how do we help congregations rejuvenate? 
 
The key activity to support us in enhancing our approach to spreading the Good News is to provide 
space for discussion with other ministry personnel at various levels of the organization. We are all 
struggling with this individually and joint efforts, as well as input/ideas from key resource people 
would be helpful. 
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4.5 Refreshing our knowledge and skills to support our work on the Living Faith Categories  
 
The Living Faith Categories are the building blocks of our ministry and are the basis for many 
ministerial position descriptions and Pastoral Charge faith stories. While these categories may have 
slightly different names and meanings in different Pastoral Charges, they are the key 
practices/activities we undertake in our ministry. One example can be found in the Ethical Standards 
and Standards of Practice for Ministry Personnel (available on www.united-church.ca). For the 
purposes of this document the Living Faith Categories are defined as follows: 
- Leadership … identifying, developing, empowering and supporting lay leadership; 
- Discipleship … providing opportunity for faith exploration, dialogue and formation in discipleship; 
- Worship … communal expression of our faith in public ritual which is fulfilling, reflects the United 
Church of Canada values and is welcoming and accessible; 
- Stewardship … faithful living through use of time, talent and resources as well as care of creation; 
- Pastoral Care … compassionately supporting people and transforming lives; 
- Justice and Outreach ... reaching out to the vulnerable and marginalized, striving for equity and 
justice as well as living in good relationships. 
- Ministry Partnerships … connecting with other levels of our own Church, as well as other churches 
and community organizations; 
 
Two Living Faith Categories have already been addressed: Leadership in Section 4.3 noted above and 
Discipleship in Section 4.4. This section highlights the needs in the remaining five categories. 
 
Most ministry personnel have the skills/knowledge to help them perform their duties with respect to 
Worship, Stewardship, Pastoral Care, Ministry Partnerships as well as Justice and Outreach. However, 
the changing environment requires we revisit these and look for creative ways to approach achieving 
our goals in each category. We need new ideas and skills to help improve performance in these 
fundamental roles. The challenges we face today dictate that we look at these roles differently. For 
example, while the Church has taken some good stands on justice, inclusion, diversity etc. not all 
Pastoral Charges are at the same level. 
 
Refresher courses or sharing approaches that have worked are key strategies for developing 
knowledge and skills in these area. 
 
4.6 Increasing our people skills 
 
Knowing how to work with people to support them and help them work together is key to our 
success. We need practical skills on a number of levels, first and foremost being counselling. While we 
are not trained as counsellors, we are often called on to use this skill and know when it is appropriate 
to refer the individual to a therapist or other qualified provider. In addition, we often participate in, 
or facilitate, planning or decision making processes where skills in the following areas would be 
beneficial: conflict prevention and resolution; consensus building and negotiating; and volunteer 
management. As part of developing our people skills we also need to be knowledgeable about, and 
sensitive to, issues related to diversity, culture, racism, ability, gender, ageism etc.  
These areas could be addressed through specific: training modules; events/seminars; and peer 
support/mentorship. 
 
  

https://www.united-church.ca/
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4.7 Establishing good human resouces management practises 
 
Templates for developing good job descriptions for ministers and for half-time positions are a must. 
These form the basis for what will be expected of ministry personnel and assist in selecting the best 
candidate for those particular needs. Once hired, a structured planning process needs to be in place 
where ministry personnel, together with the Ministry and Personnel Committees, can set objectives 
and priorities for the work of all parties, along with a way to measure success. Regular reviews and 
renewals then need to be built into the process. Doing this as part of an annual discussion between 
ministry personnel and their Pastoral Charges can help us understand, and keep in focus, priorities in 
the mist of unending demands/needs. It can also help manage expectations, set boundaries and put 
the “salt in the soul and fire in the belly” because we know what we are trying to achieve. 
 
In addition, we need to have a mechanism to bring forward and address personnel issues raised by 
current and retired ministry personnel such as EAP and medical supports. 
 
We need more information on the new structures and committees and how we fit into the regional 
piece which could be provided through timely short information sessions. We also need good 
committee structures at the Pastoral Charge, Regional and National levels to support our work along 
with regular updates on what resources are available. 
 

 

5. What were the results: activities events that have been helpful? 
 
5.1 List of ideas generated by the focus groups: 
 
- EFAP Program through Life Works; 
- symposiums educational (knowledge and skills); 
- United Fresh Start; 
- lunch and learns; 
- retreats for faith and theological exploration; 
- business meetings; 
- training provided to interim ministers could be beneficial for all ministry personnel at some point as 
a refresher; 
- spending time with key leaders, as well as matriarchs and patriarchs, to help define our role; 
- pre-packaged worship services for summer or special occasions; 
- webinars; 
- workshops; 
- reading lists and material on key topics; 
- Association of Ministers’ Conference; 
- sabbaticals are helpful but are often put off during a crisis, such as the pandemic; 
- conferences can be helpful, such as the Revitalize Conference in Edmonton; 
- weekly emails are a great way to keep contact; 
- Festival of Homiletics (on-line); 
- similar to the Festival of Faith, each region could take a leadership role on a topic to develop; 
- coaching; 
- mentorship program; 
- clergy clusters; 
- peer support groups; 
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- intentionally built support networks; 
- events targeted at youth and young adults; and 
- solo experiences. 
 
5.2 Key Strategies 
 
While there is support for sabbatical planning (i.e. conversations and sabbatical planning resources), 
there is very limited, to no, support or resources for our annual three week educational leave 
planning process. The development of these types of resources within the Institute could be a great 
service to our leaders in Regions East, as well as across the Church.   
 
The website of the Institute itself could be a portal to reflection. It could offer an invitational message 
and images that would encourage reflection.  
 
It could also provide space where ministry personnel could review honest reflective statements from 
leaders who have found resources when they reached out for assistance and where ministers could 
speak truthfully about the joys and the struggles of vocational leadership. In this respect, the website 
would be more than simply a list of possible events. It could: share resources that have been 
beneficial to leaders; suggest possibilities for spiritual direction and ideas for peer support; have clear 
information about our mentoring program; offer resources for leaders to use who are looking to set 
more concrete goals for their ministry; and provide assistance to those who want to develop a 
“vocational ministry plan”. As well, contact information could be provided for people who are 
available to offer assistance. The website would also be a place to go to find reading lists around 
particular topics of leadership and we could host online conversations and book studies on any 
variety of topic. 
 
Emphasis was placed on the need for a mentoring program which is intentional and structured: 
- ensuring a process to select the right people; 
- providing mentors with training and supporting them when they need help to mentor others; 
- developing a long term plan to build mentoring capacity for the region … this may include people in 
the region or may go beyond; 
- recognizing that mentoring may need to be different for different situations; 
- building it to be a meaningful, longer term support system … not just a welcome wagon; 
- regularizing the process so that you don’t feel you are imposing on busy people … clarifying the roles 
and expectations; and 
- incorporating the use of zoom, as this can work for many situation. 
 
The development of a mentoring program would be a support for those new to ministry, new to 
ministry in our geographic region or when requested related to particular issues or explorations. This 
would be a program in which we could train-the-trainer in mentorship. We would have a clear 
guideline for what is expected from our mentors in a formal covenant between those in the 
relationship. It would match the gifts and style of the mentor to the minister.  It would be a formal 
process of support that could assist in a less stressful start in the ministry and the ability to stay better 
grounded in vocational exploration. 
With respect to symposiums and retreats it is important that these not be held too close together 
since this interferes with the time needed for reflection. 
 
Most important is that we start to regularize our approach to continuous learning and development.  
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Using zoom or some other technology, the spring annual meeting could be focused on dealing with 
regular business/proposals in a much more production way, thereby leaving time in the fall for a face-
to-face event that provides development opportunities. In this regard, we need to be conscious of the 
fairness in how accessible events are for different ministry personnel and implement strategies to 
facilitate participation. 
 

 
6. What were the results: important linkages? 
 
Some important linkages noted by the focus groups include: 
 
- Divinity School of MUN, Queen’s College St. John’s; 
- Atlantic School of Theology, Halifax; 
- Ecumenical Partners; 
- Association of Ministers; 
- our committee structures are important linkages to keep as we develop ideas on priorities for 
supports and developmental opportunities. As well there are a number of groups/projects currently 
working on similar types of issues, such as the leadership development committee. Cross pollination 
with such group is important to help build consistency when we are looking at the same issues and 
cooperation can help advance all issues faster;  
- other denominations also have useful ideas and mechanism that we could learn from and/or use; 
- Tatamagouche Centre; 
- IM Ministry Network; 
- Nationally Planned Events; 
- Atlantic School of Theology, Camino Nova Scotia; 
- The Prayer Bench; 
- Hem of Light; 
- Six Oaks Consulting; 
- Credence & Co.; and 
- also must align any development work in this area with Profile/Living Faith Stories/MAP. 

 
 
7. What were the results: how to consult more broadly? 
 
The invitation to have input is important, even if people don’t respond they need to know their input 
is valued. In recognition of the time constraints ministry personnel are under we may need to allow 
for different methodologies and depth in the response process.  
 
For example, a short survey which outlines possible priorities for development and methodologies for 
delivery, could be provided along with an invitation to provide more substantive feedback either in an 
email to the Regional Minister or to speak to them directly. 
 
Before the survey is administered, it would be beneficial for ministry personnel in each of the three 
regions to have discussions during their regular meetings concerning this Initiative.  
To assist with these discussions, this summary document and access to the individual focus group 
session reports could be provided in advance and focus group participants could share their ideas in 
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the meeting. In addition, the weekly newsletter could be used to get information out there. These 
strategies would give people an opportunity to think about these issues within some context before 
responding to a survey. 
  
In any survey, collecting some “tombstone” data (e.g. age, years of experience) would be useful. 
Beyond these initial discussions and the short survey, we may want to look to existing structures … 
such as the Association of Ministers and clergy clusters … to have discussions about priorities with  
respect to the supports and developmental opportunities which are needed. As many may be 
experiencing “zoom burn out”, picking hubs for face-to-face meetings may be beneficial. Also 
inserting this into our regional meetings, annual events etc. could provide useful information. 
 
People can get overwhelmed with too many surveys, consequently a number of polls over a period of 
time which ask a couple of basic questions may work better than a larger survey and tabulation would 
be much less onerous. 

 
 
8. What were the results: how to get feedback on activities/programs developed? 
 
Feedback is very important for future planning and it should be built in to any offering or event. It 
would be useful if this was done before the end of the event when people are rushing to leave. For 
example, when people come back from the last break. If we provided people with the objectives for 
the event at the beginning of the session and then asked them to take a few minutes to jot down any 
expectation they had for the day and what they felt would be useful, they could than easily use this 
for context to provide feedback at the end of the session. 
 
 

9. What are the next steps? 
 
9.1 Phase I: Complete an Initial Assessment 
 
The Initiative is not a quick fix, but a long term process to better identify and address the priority 
needs. A formalized assessment of needs will be an ongoing process that is implemented on a regular 
basis such as every three years. In addition, a process will be required to identify and address “just in 
time” training/information needs for special issues that arise (e.g. pandemic).  
 
To complete this initial assessment the results of the focus groups will be shared and input requested 
from all ministry personnel and Pastoral Charge Boards to further refine and focus the key targets for 
the first steps in development under the Initiative. 
 
9.2 Phase II: Undertake Research 
 
Research will be completed on the key priorities selected to ensure we benefit from programs and 
resources already available and undertake the best strategies to address our needs. This could include 
a literature search and consultations with other regions, our national structure and relevant partners. 
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9.3 Phase III: Start Development 
 
While the initial assessment needs to be completed to ensure the focus for development is accurate, 
we do not need to wait for all areas to be researched before commencing development on some 
activities. Once we receive information from the survey, which will tap into the broader ministry 
personnel membership and other stakeholders, work on development can commence. If the top 
priorities remain “nurturing our calling/our why and understanding the theological framework”, an 
approach to these can commence in the upcoming year. A detailed work plan will be provided as the 
assessment and research phases are completed and updates will be ongoing. 
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