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Have you come across room re-arrangers. You know when they have something on their mind
because there will be a new arrangement of furniture. It’s not an uncommon thing. Many people
with concerns or issues on their minds will find ways to occupy themselves while they work out
things in their minds. It’s good. It’s healthy. It serves a purpose. But not all rearranging is helpful.
Sometimes we move to change things because we sense despair and failure, and we think that
moving the furniture will drive the dark of doom away. A veritable shifting of the deck chairs on the
Titanic.

There is no doubt that a similar scenario is playing itself out among our Anglican dioceses. It seems
that the last few decades has wrought an epidemic of restructuring within our mainline churches. If
one listens, the sounds of moving furniture can be heard across the landscape with seagulls in the
distance. Everywhere there is deconstruction, reconstruction, and rearrangement. Reviews, strategic
reviews, corporate restructures, task forces, process teams; new departments with all too familiar
secular corporate names and activities: Compliance, Health and Safety, Information Technology,
Finance and .... drum roll.... People and Culture! And the best of all, the jargon!....win win,
synergise, reimagine, due diligence, move the goalposts, empower, ducks in a row, game changer,
mission ready, take this offline, the helicopter view, low hanging fruit, the strategic staircase,
elephant in the room, we have decided to pivot.... Registrars to General Managers to CEO’s plus
CFO’s and bishops and wannabe bishops passing the Australian Institute of Company Directors
Course-wearing it like a badge of honour. Quoting from their website: You can learn the principles
of governance anywhere. But if you've got your sights set on a future seat at the table, you need a
reputable governance education focused on strategic leadership—a course built especially for the
boardroom. WOW. and that’s just in the Melbourne Diocese in the last few years- the furniture is
being moved at ever increasing rates eating up vast amounts of energy and resources which in the
main are our resources handed over in good faith by hapless parishes.

Corporate obsessed, well-meaning groups are coming up with a myriad of organisational options in
the frenzied vain hope that structural change will stop the haemorrhage of resources and vision that
most communities are now experiencing. This will be the main focus of the Diocesan clergy
conference in July.

To quote Monty Python: And now for something completely different.

Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and proclaiming the
good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and every sickness. When he saw the crowds,
he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a
shepherd. Know the feeling?

Twelve is one of those rare numbers to which people have for centuries attributed special significance.
We give a special name for twelve — a dozen. More interestingly for us, it is a very significant number
in the Bible, used around 187 times. Think about the twelve Minor Prophets of the Old Testament,
Jacob’s twelve sons, the twelve tribes of Israel, twelve governors of Israel appointed by Solomon, and
Revelation’s tree of life producing twelve fruits.

And, of course, the twelve disciples become apostles.
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Jesus’ primary followers were an unusual group, somewhat like the “dirty dozen” soldiers in a 1967
movie of the same name. Based on a true story and framed against the World War II D-day invasion, it
portrays a special military operation designed to kill high-ranking Nazi officers. The American high
command ordered an unorthodox officer to select a twelve-man squad for a mission with a very high
probability of failure and the likely death of most of the combatants. Surprisingly, the officer did not
go after the best soldiers in his outfit but instead visited military prisons. Among those he chose were
renegades, murderers, and mutinous ratbags. The commander took them apart and moulded them into
an effective team. Later, the wisdom of his selecting this “dirty dozen” became clear as their
unorthodox skills proved perfect for the demands of the risky mission. In the end, this highly unlikely,
rag-tag band of brothers got the job done, and the audience and history cheered the demise of a
dreaded Nazi enemy.

Of course, it would not be appropriate to affirm the behaviour of criminals, but the story presents an
interesting plot about a dozen men whom the world did not regard with honour. They seemed ill-
suited for such a critically important task. However, as the story goes, in the right situation, with a
unique sort of guidance, they became heroes in the midst of an assignment that demanded an
unconventional solution.

Another unconventional leader, in a more extraordinary era, called together his own unconventional
dozen to take on the most important mission of all time. This story, told in today’s Gospel reading, is
not about a “dirty” dozen, but about an equally unique and unorthodox one.

When Jesus picked out his twelve leaders, he obviously did not demand a substantial set of
qualifications and training. (Please note Diocese of Melbourne). He didn’t seem to care whether they
had unusual spiritual insight or proven ability. He didn’t seek the best and brightest but the ordinary.
He selected a group of mostly lacklustre and untested, some of whom seemed failures by modern
worldly standards. One was young and inexperienced. Some were unexceptional fishermen. Many
grew up in the rocky upland region of Galilee. One was a fanatical Jewish Nationalist. Several argued
among themselves about who was the greatest disciple. Matthew was a despised tax collector. Peter
denied even knowing Jesus when the chips were down. And then there was Judas — the betrayer.

It is hard to avoid concluding that Jesus wanted, for his dozen, leaders who were not special. He
picked twelve ordinary people with no particular qualifications for transforming the world. Still, he
trusted them to spread the kingdom of God. He sent them out to do the very work he had been doing
and for them to continue after he was gone.

The mission on which Jesus sent his twelve was at least as risky as that of the “dirty dozen.” He
described it in familiar imagery as going out “like sheep into the midst of wolves.” He warned them of
the likelihood of their being flogged and “dragged before governors and kings” as a result of
accepting Jesus’ call to mission. In the most frightening of Jesus’ warnings to his dozen, he suggested
that the field of spiritual battle would be one in which “brother will betray brother to death, and a
father his child, and children will rise against parents and have them put to death,” and that others
would hate them for following Jesus.

Perhaps Jesus knew better than to invite conventional characters for exceptional circumstances. He
needed down-to-earth, vulnerable, and ordinary people — a kind of dozen who were representative of
the general population and understood their pain and fears. Furthermore, who else would have had the
courage or naiveté — or the foolishness — to join such a band of brothers on such a dangerous mission?

Page 2 of 3 Page 2 of 3



The officer in the World War II drama and Jesus in the first century saw in their dozens a potential
those people could not see in themselves. Where have all the ordinary and unconventional clergy I
knew as a boy and some I trained with gone?

I believe God’s perspective is that, what needs doing in the world requires people, like most of them-
unconventional people for exceptional circumstances. Recruitment to ministry now seems
increasingly aimed at those who are naturally pushy (mission orientated) confident and academic.
Managerialism, salesmanship, numbers. Our congregations have absorbed this from the culture and
now reinforced by the hierarchy and performed by eager, anxious, nervous, edgy and ambitious new
clergy- who to my old eyes all look and sound the same. I think the next few years we are going to see
a super acceleration of this model.

However Jesus delighted in taking ordinary, everyday people, some might say a bit quirky — those
who did not seem to possess great qualifications, training or credentials — and calling them to become
his Apostles. In the midst of the frantic pace of reorganisation and restructuring in our churches,
there is an unspoken truth illustrated by today’s Gospel passage. We do not need restructuring. We
don’t need vanilla clergy. We need spiritual and pastoral leadership not corporate geniuses,
consultants, governance gurus or dare I say even lawyers. And the key to this is to keep the main
thing the main thing which after all is Christ’s Mission! You know, it worked pretty well for 2,000
years- but apparently no more- we are so clever these days.... Sisters and brothers, we don’t need
restructuring. We don’t need strategic planning or reviews. We don’t need reorganisation. We even
don’t need Phd’s.We need pastoral and spiritual leadership. The harvest is plentiful! The
membership of our churches may be waning, but there is a spiritual hunger out there, which is near
famine proportions.

The ministry to which we are all called is a powerful and world- transforming task. It is a gift of a
wonderful God. Let us not squander this incredible gift in a haze of institutional reorganisation,
compliance upon compliance, a throwing out of the baby with the bath water, slick smug marketing,
wokeness and corporate gobbledegook. Let us not force our people to jump through ever smaller
hoops of compliance and “training”. Please, dear Father, free us so that we might lift up new
pastoral and spiritual leaders for your sheep, new leaders for your people, new visions for your
Church. In Jesus’ name and for Christ’s sake. Amen.

Fr Robert Newton
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