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How well do we understand the value of our ministries and programs? How can we make them stronger 
and elevate their impact? These were the underlying questions for attendees at the Greater Sydney 
Conference Think Tank 2022. 

Are we effectively connecting people with God? Are we connecting with each other? How can we 
demonstrate to our young people and community, who are questioning the value of religion, that our 
message of hope and inspiration is valuable and relevant? How do we plan for impact, deliver for impact, 
and pray for impact in the lives of every believer and every person we encounter?

Think Tank 2022 was attended by over 380 strategic thinkers from over 100 churches and schools in the 
Greater Sydney Conference. At least one person under the age of 30 also attended from each church. 

Only the third Think Tank since the first ever in 2018, and the first since the pandemic started, this was 
a perfect time to examine the new social and spiritual landscape and refresh our collective vision for the 
future. 

Think Tank builds bridges between churches and facilitates the sharing of ideas and resources to achieve 
our objectives and increase our impact. This is strategy envisioned for the people of the church and 
community, created by the people of the church. 
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“Above all, we should focus on people,” said Greater Sydney Conference President Pr Alban Matohiti 
in worship time that launched Think Tank on Friday night. “Connecting with people should be above 
everything else that we do, above everything that attempts to distract our attention.” 

In addition to worship segments each day, guest speakers delivered plenary presentations along 
specific themes: 

1. Spirituality: What does it take to raise our spiritual temperature?
2. Member Empowerment: Keys to Successful Disciple-making 
3. Community Engagement: “If you can eat and if you are thirsty” 
4. Growing Together: The reality of our community in Sydney and Generation Z 

Each successive presentation built on the one before. Elevating spirituality and empowering 
members enable churches to engage more effectively with community around them while also 
contributing to making stronger the community of believers within the church. Particularly, it builds 
better, more lasting relationships between young people and connections between generations. All 
this activity further raises the spiritual temperature and leads people closer to Jesus Christ.

Each plenary session was followed by group discussion led by David Jack, a member at Mile End 
Community Church. David facilitated the discussions in his role as Principal Advisor at Impact Institute. 

program

Think Tank was held at Sydney Olympic Park on Friday evening and Saturday, 18 and 19 February 
2022. Central to the city, this location sees many thousands of people attending sports, concerts, 
and other cultural events every year. Think Tank 2022 was held here, intentionally, in the very heart 
of our mission field.

location



spirituality:
Raising the spiritual temperature

Dr Darius Jankiewicz spoke about the three stages to raising our spiritual temperature:
1. Know
2. Understand 
3. Share

Know God
What kind of God do you believe in? He put to the group. Using research from America’s Four Gods: 
What we Say About God and What That Says About Us, Dr Jankiewicz showed the impact of American 
religious beliefs about God. Authors of the book found that Americans believe in four distinct ‘gods’ and 
that their belief about the nature of God forms the basis of their worldview:

1. An autocratic God
2. An indulging God
3. A critical God
4. A distant God

These pictures of God are powerful predictors of an individual’s feelings on contentious issues. 
Consequently, they have a direct impact on connection with others. 

Instead of any of these four gods, Dr Jakiewicz presented God as servant; one that did not come to be 
served but to serve, and to give His life in ransom. (Mark 10:45)

“In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus, who, being in very 
nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he 
made himself nothing by taking on the very nature of a servant…” Philippians 2:5-7. In the same way, 
this should influence our worldview and bring us humbly into connection with others.

Understand Grace
The message is clear: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from 
yourselves. It is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” Ephesians 2:8,9. Ellen White 
backs this up: we don’t earn salvation. It’s a gift, received by faith. “But obedience is the fruit of faith.”

Share
When we receive a gift like this, the natural expression of gratitude is to share: “In the same way, let 
your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven” 
Matthew 5:16.



member Empowerment:
Keys to Successful Disciple-making 

Pr Gary Webster looked at how Jesus made disciples and discovered the following principles:

1. Connect with God—be Spirit filled 
This requires us to trust in Christ and Him crucified (John 7:37-39); pray for the Spirit (Luke 11:13); 
and obey God out of love (Acts 5:32 and John 14:15-18).

2. Focus on a ‘Helping’ ministry—especially health and healing
This is reiterated by Ellen White who says that ‘medical missionary’ work should be part of the work 
of every church (Testimonies 6 p289). God anointed Jesus and then he went about doing good and 
healing all who were oppressed (Acts 10:38).

3. Teaching and preaching ministry—public and private
The Bible says that Jesus went through all cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, 
preaching the gospel, and healing sickness and disease (Matthew 9:35).

Based on Surprising Insights from the Unchurched by Dr Thom S Rainer, Pr Webster presented three 
aspects that draw unchurched people to Adventism: 

i. Preaching
ii. Doctrines (specifically those based on Bible prophecy)
iii. Sabbath School. 

Adventists should feel confident, he says, in their prophetic message as something that is still 
relevant to unchurched people. 

While Revelation 10:11 says, “You must prophesy again to many people,” prophetic gospel preaching 
is, in fact, modelled throughout the Bible. For instance, when Noah was warning about the flood, 
when Jonah preached about the judgement to come, when John the Baptist foreshadowed Jesus, 
when Jesus preached the gospel prophetically, when Peter preached Christ prophetically, and when 
Paul did the same.

Prophecy produces important realisations in the secular-minded:
i. Prophecy produces belief in God. “Now I tell you 
before it comes, that when it does come to pass, you 
may believe that I am.” John 13:19
ii. Prophecy produces belief in God for 
salvation. “For I am not ashamed of the 
gospel of Christ, for it is the power of 



God to salvation for everyone who believes…” Romans 1:16,17. Ellen 
White says in Testimonies 6, p.11 “To present these truths is the work 
of the third angel’s message. The Lord designs that the presentation 
of this message shall be the highest, greatest work carried on in the 
world at this time.” 

4. Evangelistic Small Groups—Growing and Training
Pr Webster presented case studies from Peru, New Zealand, and the Greater Sydney Conference to 
show the effectiveness of small groups and small group public evangelism. Small groups and home 
evangelistic meetings have always been effective but since COVID, zoom seminars, live streaming 
and YouTube have also been utilised to great effect.

Other vignettes throughout the two-day program showed how church community digital media 
programs that have resulted in growth through the COVID period.  

Community Engagement: 
“If you eat and if you are thirsty”

Pr Peter Roennfeldt looked at what it means to be a Christian sharing their faith in a complex, multi-faith, 
and no-faith community. 

He demystified evangelism by describing Jesus’ method for engaging with community as described in 
Luke 10:1-24—sending out believers in small groups to meet people where they were. Jesus gave his 
disciples precise instructions:

1. Eat the food offered to you and listen to their story
2. Heal them and share your story
3. Tell God’s story

When the time is right and someone wants to learn more about Jesus, Pr Roennfeldt suggested not 
offering Bible studies. This surprised everyone. In this post-modern world, he explained, most people don’t 
respond positively to that offer. Added to that, it can be daunting for the person offering the Bible studies, 
to think that they will need all the answers to an almost inexhaustible list of potential questions! 

Instead, Pr Roennfeldt suggested reading a 20-page ‘booklet’ together from the Bible. Using Bible 
Discovery, a simple, reproducible approach to exploring the short gospel of Mark, you can confidently 
show them who God is.

If you are thirsty, you can be Spirit-filled 
To be effective in sharing our faith, we must spend daily time in His presence, said Pr Roennfeldt. Just as 
Jesus did, at a festival, he said: “Let anyone who is thirsty come to [Jesus] and drink. Whoever believes in 
[Him]… rivers of living water [the Spirit] will flow from within them” (John 7:37-39).



Growing Together:
The reality of our community in Sydney and Gen Z

One of the fundamental considerations for engaging community is about growing together: healing 
issues between generations and within our own generation and building young people into leaders 
who will take responsibility going forward.

To understand this better, McCrindle Research’s Social Researcher Ms Ashley Fell discussed the 
biggest trends transforming Australian students, society and institutions using sources such as 
Census data. 

She showed how, over the past half decade, we have morphed into the post-truth era, have seen the 
rise of fake news, and felt the terror of conflicting ideologies and climate emergencies. In the first six 
months of 2020 alone, a string of world-shattering events occurred for many individuals: bushfires, 
coronavirus, Covid lockdowns, cancel culture. 

As a result, Ms Fell explained, we are all experiencing change fatigue and change apathy. But the 
reality also is that the nature of the world is shaping our children—and it’s still a bit of a mystery to 
parents, educators, churches, and business leaders. 

What may surprise some is that the biggest negative impact of the recent tumultuous COVID years 
has been social:

1. 13% feared for their health and safety and got less exercise and sleep (physical health)
2. 17% felt increased levels of anxiety or depression (mental health)
3. 28% experienced reduced or loss of income (financial health)
4. 42% reported missing family and friends (social health)

How does God and Christianity remain relevant in changing times? What assumptions do we need 
to rethink about young people, and how do we develop a deeper appreciation, understanding, and in 
turn, better connection with them?

Disillusioned but spiritually hungry 
Interviews with 30 Australian pastors carried out by McCrindle Research revealed that Australians 
are disillusioned with the church but spiritually hungry.

One contributing factor, results found, is that church culture has become detached from the everyday 
Australian experience. Another contributing factor is that many Australians have witnessed poor 
examples of leadership from the church.

However, McCrindle Research also reveals that while Christian identity is declining, churchgoing 
is steady. Around 15 or 16 percent of Australians go to church at least monthly. Added to this, almost 
seven in ten Australians have a spiritual perspective in life.



The truth about hard times
The truth is that times of hardship cause us to think 

about what really matters. During COVID-19:
1. 47% thought about their mortality more
2. 47% thought about the meaning of life more
3. 28% have been praying more

Data also reveals that younger generations are more spiritually open 
and, as Ms Fell concluded in her presentation, this is a call to rise—not 

retreat. Rising, however, requires us to reach out in a different way to the ways 
we’re comfortable with.

Digital opportunities in engaging emerging generations
The children of Generation Z are the greatest digital integrators of all time. Census data found that 
74% of their average time is spent online outside of school or work (let alone the time they spend 
online at work and school!). They are mobile, visual, multiplatform users who are connected globally. 
Just as importantly, they have information at their fingertips.

What’s the answer to how we should respond as leaders to what could be the greatest evangelistic 
tool of our time? We should 1/ rewrite our internal narrative about Gen Z-ers and their use of digital 
platforms, 2/ reach out to them relationally in ways that they are comfortable with relationally, and 3/ 
raise up the next generation of leaders.

The urgency of the church’s mission in Sydney became even clearer when, on Saturday morning, AUC  
Director of Personal ministries Pr Nicu Dumbrava announced the 2023 Year of Evangelism initiative, and 
Ministerial Secretary Pr Andre Vieira spoke about the reality of change in our world and the corresponding 
importance of adapting and being agile as a church. 

Led by David Jack, groups met for discussion and planning sessions after each of the four speaker topics, 
defining ‘impact’ on people’s lives as long term, sustained, positive change, and reminding attendees that 
this should apply to every believer, member, and person in our community that we are connecting with. Each 
discussion ended with attendees being asked how the topic has been experienced in their church since the 
last Think Tank in February 2020, and how it could be a stronger experience going forward. 

Discussion following “What does it take to raise our spiritual temperature?”
What raises our spiritual temperature?

1. Prayer
2. Studying the scriptures and spiritual books
3. Walking and talking with God' - personal time, reflection and accepting God's grace and leading
4. Biblical / spiritual discussions, small group discussions

discussion Sessions



5. Spending time with others, fellowship, sharing, building relationships, and encouraging each other
6. Loving, serving, and supporting others.  Outreach programs, community service
7. Sharing God's love with others - witnessing
8. Spiritual / worship music
9. Inspirational sermons / messages / stories
10. Seeing God's power, grace, and mercy in action - personal testimonies
11. Spending time with God in nature, slowing down

How may our view of God impact our spirituality?
1. Understanding that everyone's spiritual journey and relationship with God is different - being more 
tolerant and forgiving
2. Your relationship with God shapes how you see, relate and respond to others
3. Understanding and knowing God reveals his love and grace, changing our hearts and spirits, and 
providing greater meaning for our lives
4. Seeing Jesus as a slave is humbling and inspirational
5. Viewing God as a servant influences how we show God to others

When asked how plans from the 2020 Think Tank had raised the spiritual temperature of churches in the 
intervening time, the common thread was that plans had been disrupted by COVID. However, COVID had 
also inspired new digital ministries, enabling greater access to content, and practical outreach opportunities. 
Overall, relationships had strengthened by dealing with COVID because of greater involvement in online 
groups. 

Going forward, the consensus was that the spiritual temperature could be stronger by exploring other 
activities and ways of worshiping and connecting online. Digital ministry could be used in more creative ways 
to engage and involve other members, including youth. This might look like outreach and regular prayer 
groups/sessions online. However, with less risk meeting face to face again, these could also include more 
in-person interactions.

Discussion following “Keys to Successful Disciple-making”
What does your church need to do to unleash the power of the Holy Spirit in its midst?

1. Intentional prayer/prayer groups seeking the Holy Spirit
2. Unity—collaboration and greater involvement of members towards a shared purpose and plan
3. Fellowship and care for others. Nurture and trust each other, build relationships
4. Encourage young people to be more active and involved
5. Mentor new leaders
6. Evangelism-focus
7. Inspirational preaching

Do you have an evangelistic small group ministry?
1. A small portion of respondents have active evangelistic small group ministry
2. Some have been impacted by COVID

What can you do to either start or improve small group ministry?
1. Talk about the importance of evangelistic small group ministry 
2. Start with prayer, planning, and commitment



3. Discuss with church members the ways to improve, opportunities, and what to do 
4. Train/mentor and develop access resources for group leaders
5. Seek advice from others who have successfully run evangelistic small group ministry 
6. Establish connection—consider intersection of church and community needs/interests such as: 
bible studies, health seminars, cooking, playgroups, babysitting, basic computer skills, woodwork 
classes, soup kitchens, language classes, support groups, online health & wellness groups, walking/
outdoor groups
7. Consider location, atmosphere, time, and convenience of small groups to attract people

When asked how member empowerment for evangelism has been experienced since the 2020 Think Tank, 
COVID played a big part. However, training and mentoring of younger members has been a feature due 
to their expertise with technology. The opportunities throughout COVID have led to identifying new groups 
of members with interest and skills to be involved. It has seen a rise in collaboration, sharing ideas and 
experiences and willingness to listen. New activities such as Pray & Feast and Table Talks have emerged.

Next steps must include more unity, with church members working together, listening to, and understanding 
each other, discussing issues, and accepting change and new ideas. Opportunities for members to be 
involved should be a priority, as should mentoring, support and resourcing for new leadership positions. 
Often forgotten is one last action that should be ongoing: no one should be forgotten! Communicate, 
encourage, and follow up with people. 

Discussion following “If you can eat and if you are thirsty” 
Would you consider to be the strengths of Discovery Bible Reading as a process for sharing faith? Who do 
you think you could try it with?

1. This is a simple approach to share with others, easy way to study, easy to understand, not 
intimidating
2. Everyone is equal. People discover together
3. Allows for conversation, questioning, sharing ideas and perspectives, and leads to spiritual 
discussions and a better understanding of the gospel
4. The conversation can be with any age group
5. Empowers those who do not have in-depth knowledge of the Bible

Who would you try it with?
1. Family and friends
2. Children 
3. Neighbours, workmates, non-believers who are open to exploring the Bible
4. New church attendees
5. Small groups within/outside of church

How do you experience the Holy Spirit’s presence and power?
1. Through regular prayer and connection with God, intentionally asking for the Holy Spirit, trusting, 
and listening, seeking guidance, and having faith
2. Through studying the Bible and sharing faith/testimony
3. Through people—how we love, care, and relate to each other. The Holy Spirit guides and inspires 

us to love others unconditionally, empowering us to 
share the gospel with others



4. Fellowship and unity—prayer and Bible study
5. Changes our character. Our attitudes and actions reflect the presence of the Holy Spirit, draws us 
close to God, prompts us into action 
6. By reflecting on the past—seeing answers to prayer, miracles, and how the Holy Spirit has led in 
people's lives
7. Providing a sense of calm, positivity, and clarity through challenges and crisis

When asked how engagement has been experienced since the 2020 Think Tank, attendees again 
reported that plans were disrupted by COVID; however, also out of COVID came a stronger media ministry 
with online programs and livestreaming of church and Sabbath School, which provided opportunities for a 
broader audience.

The social and existential crisis has also shaped community programs such as health lectures, women’s 
ministries, evangelism programs, and food banks, playgroups, kids’ clubs and choirs, practical aid to the 
community, small online Bible study and school engagement.

Next steps include being more connected in the local community, tailoring engagement to support community 
needs, and the continuation of online activities and small groups.

Discussion following “The reality of our community in Sydney and Generation Z”
How are members of Gen Z different to church members of the past?

1. More mobile and willing to 'shop around'—less loyalty
2. More inquisitive due to greater access to information and can be influenced by misinformation
3. More focused on experiences and relationships
4. Seek deeper meaning in life. Have an interest in social connections and issues
5. More technologically advanced and socially connected. They can multi-task (always on their 
phones)
6. More decisive, shorter attention spans and desire immediate gratification
7. Tend to think more creatively, less traditionally. They seek new ways of doing things

What do you see as the biggest block to Gen Z engaging with the gospel?
1. Traditional structure/old ways of doing ‘church’. An unwillingness to change, or discuss or listen to 
new ideas
2. Generational differences. The older generation is judgmental, it doesn’t embrace, trust, or involve 
the younger generation

3. They have constant distractions. Lead busy lives, and technology/social media competes 
for their attention

4. Short attention spans
5. Relevance—the way the gospel is presented is not relatable or engaging 

for them. Gen Z are hesitant to accept rigid beliefs and are seeking 
authenticity

6. Feel a lack of 'belonging' and connection with the church
7. Language barriers and cultural backgrounds

8. Lack of technology and resources to support Gen Z 



When asked how churches have engaged younger generations since the 2020 Think Tank, attendees 
reported that youth had been engaged through Pathfinders and social programs. They had been mentored 
and involved in production of online content/media, particularly utilising their knowledge of social platforms 
and technology. They had also been more involved in online groups and activities such as discussion groups, 
Bible study, Sabbath School, and online social/games events.

Connecting generations has perhaps occurred more naturally because older generations have needed the 
young people to bring their expertise to more church roles and activities. The emphasis has been on Growing 
Together and intergenerational involvement with social gatherings targeted at full member involvement.

Next steps include empowering youth to take on more leadership roles and providing intentional mentoring 
and coaching. Online services and activities reach youth where they are and that they have creativity when it 
comes to engaging community in mission-focused activities. A conference-initiated youth program supporting 
local leaders is welcome and being more intentional about considering the needs of the different generations 
when it comes to programs and activities is a must.

conclusion
Pr Matohiti concluded Think Tank 2022 by summarising key points and reminding everyone that we need an 
enhanced spirituality to connect and empower people for ministry. 

Think Tank will next convene in February 2024. We are looking forward to reconnecting and seeing how people 
have come together to do His work and how God has moved and inspired churches in the intervening time. 

NEXT Steps
To enable churches and their leaders and pastors to consider the feedback from Think Tank 2022, several 
engagements have taken place and are planned: 

• Greater Sydney Conference ministers met on Monday 7 March to discuss the outcomes of Think 
Tank 2022 and to prioritise initiatives and plans. 

• Church Elders are meeting with Greater Sydney Conference leaders during the month of March 
to consider issues and next steps for local churches following Think Tank 2022.

• Greater Sydney Conference Executive Committee will discuss a Think Tank 2022 report that 
includes feedback from church Elders and Ministers. 

• Greater Sydney Conference Ministers will develop action plans for recommendation to the 
Session at the Ministers Retreat to be held in April 2022. 

• Greater Sydney Conference membership will consider recommendations and proposed 
initiatives at its Session in August 2022. 
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“As the steward of the finances for the Greater Sydney Conference, I’m very encouraged by the Think 
Tank process which enables us to invest our resources in the very best way to achieve really great 
outcomes for our churches in Sydney.” Colin Raymond, CFO, Greater Sydney Conference.

“It’s great to see the focus on connecting the younger generations and ensuring our conference is well 
led now and into the future,” Pr Cheonneth Strickland, Secretary, Greater Sydney Conference.
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