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OVERVIEW OF THE 
RESOURCE

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESOURCE?

Coal and Gas in your Community: A Mission Study Guide has been produced by Uniting Earth Ministry 
to help churches engage in mission in the context of proposed coal and gas projects. It is a response to 
congregations asking for help with resources to understand and respond to the significant increase in mining 
projects across NSW in recent years, and the conflicts these projects are causing in regional and rural 
communities. 

The purpose of the resource is to help churches to:

1. Examine their context in relation to coal/gas mining proposal(s) in their local area
2. Discuss the issues and explore the views in the congregation
3. Discern their mission as people of God in relation to these issues

WHO IS THE RESOURCE FOR?

 ● Churches whose communities face proposals for new or expanded coal or unconventional gas (e.g. 
coal seam gas, shale gas) mines, including communities where people hold opposing views.

 ● Small groups – such as church councils, justice groups, or other groups of interested people in 
churches that may form specially to discuss the issues.

Churches which are not in a mining region but are interested in engaging with issues related to fossil fuels 
can access more general resources from http://www.unitingearthweb.org.au/fossil-fuels 

WHAT APPROACH DOES THE RESOURCE TAKE?

This resource comprises four two-hour small group discussion sessions, which use the “See, Judge, Act” 
process from contextual/liberation theology.  This process helps churches and Christian groups to immerse 
themselves in a situation of concern, to analyse the situation in the light of Christian values and teachings, 
and to discern how to act in response. 

Please ensure that all group participants have a copy of this resource.

The “See, Judge, Act” process is made up of the following components1:

1  Image and text drawn largely from http://www.socialjustice.catholic.org.au/spirituality-for-justice/10-social-teaching/94-reading-the-
signs-of-the-times 



6

Uniting Church  -  Uniting Earth Ministry

SEE:
 ● Seeing, hearing, and experiencing the situation in your community.

 ● What are the people/stakeholders in this situation doing, feeling, and saying and how do they respond?

JUDGE:
The word “judge” is used here in a positive sense – to analyse the situation and make an informed judgment 
about it.  This involves two key parts:

 ● Social analysis – an examination of the economic, political, social, environmental factors that are at 
play in the situation.  This helps you to make sense of the reality that you saw in the “See” step.

 ● Theological reflection – in this part, you bring the social analysis into conversation with the Christian 
tradition, including Scripture, Christian values and church teachings/statements/resolutions.  
Theological reflection helps us to name our concerns in terms of our core values and beliefs, which 
guides our approach to action in response the issue or situation.

ACT:
Drawing on your analysis from the “Judge” step, you then plan and carry out actions aimed at transforming 
the situation.

Before, during and after we engage in this process, we also need to be clear about ‘who we are’. We are 
the people of God, sent out into the world to proclaim and demonstrate Christ’s loving reign. This Mission 
Study Guide is grounded in the Basis of Union and decades of the church’s discernment about its calling in 
response to a wide range of social, political and environmental issues. By engaging in contextual mission, 
we are ourselves transformed and our discipleship is deepened. Our actions bring us into contact with new 
realities, causing us to reflect again on who we are. The circle of praxis continues. 

This resource doesn’t make an assumption about what position your group will come to or what action you 
will decide to take, although it does suggest some possibilities to help you start thinking. 

This resource encourages your group to follow the See, Judge, Act process while being strongly grounded in 
who your church is in your local community.  The first session is therefore a refresher on your local church’s 
vision/purpose/mission and strengths. If you have been through this process recently you may not need do 
repeat it here.

The methodology employed in this resource can be used by churches in relation to other presenting issues of 
justice or concern in the local community.  Thus, it can easily be adapted to other contexts. 

OUTLINE OF THE SESSIONS

Session 1: MISSION: Who are we?

By the end of this session, you will have a clear appreciation of:

1) The purpose or vision of your local church, and
2) Your church’s strengths.

Note that Session 1 can be run as a stand-alone session for any church in any context – not only 
those that are facing issues concerning fossil fuel mining.

Session 2: SEE: What is our context?

By the end of this session, you will:

1) Have an understanding of the coal/gas mining proposal in your local community, and the positions of 
various stakeholders.
2) Have considered where your church membership stands in relation to the proposal and why. 
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Session 3: JUDGE: What values are at stake?

By the end of this session, you will have:

1) A deeper understanding of the situation in your community, including the values that are at stake, and the 
values that you want to uphold

2) Insights from social and theological analysis to draw upon in deciding how to act in response to the 
situation.

Session 4: ACT: How will we respond?

By the end of this session, you will hopefully have:

1) A clear idea of how you intend to engage missionally on this issue, and 

2) An initial plan of action stating who is doing what to get you started. 

Note that churches who are already clear about where they stand in relation to a coal/gas mining 
project in their community may wish to use Session 4 as a stand-alone, without doing the previous 3 
sessions.

GROUP PROCESSES

Here are a few tips for having respectful and meaningful discussions in your group:

 ● Assign a facilitator.  This could be one facilitator for the whole time, or a different facilitator for each 
session. This person will be responsible for guiding your group through the material, and help you to 
create a safe and productive space for discussion. 

 ● Prepare for each session. For most sessions, there is a small amount of pre-reading for the group to 
do.  Session 2 (SEE: What is our context?) requires at least one presenter to prepare a presentation on 
the coal/gas issues in your community (either from your group or a guest).

 ● Open and close in prayer.  Ask for guidance from the Holy Spirit in your discussions together, and in 
the time between each session as you reflect on outcomes from each session and prepare for the next.

 ● Provide a space for everybody to contribute.  Be aware of people who are contributing more, and 
those who are contributing less, and help create spaces for the latter.

 ● It is possible that your group will experience conflict as different views are being explored and 
value judgements are being made about the coal or gas industry coming to/expanding in your region. 
This does not need to be a bad thing – if the conflict is present ‘behind the scenes’, it is much healthier 
for it to be brought to the surface in safe and respectful ways so that it can be worked through together, 
in an attempt to address everyone’s genuine needs. 

 ● Practise respectful communication.  The Uniting Church RESPECT guidelines can help you to do 
this.

R = take RESPONSIBILITY for what you say and feel without blaming others
E = use EMPATHETIC listening
S = be SENSITIVE to differences in communication styles
P = PONDER what you hear and feel before you speak
E = EXAMINE your own assumptions and perceptions
C = keep CONFIDENTIALITY
T = TRUST the other to speak and listen with integrity
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A BRIEF NOTE ON ‘NEUTRALITY’

There is a famous saying that ‘what you see depends on where you stand.’ The modern quest for ‘objectivity’ 
and ‘neutrality’ has been largely discredited in science and philosophy in recent decades. This resource is 
designed to present you with a process to follow yourselves, and we have attempted to remain open to a 
wide range of possible responses, rather than prescribing a single ‘correct’ response for all congregations. 
Session 2  in particular is intended to be as objective as possible about the competing views concerning coal 
and gas mining. 

But we are aware of the many Uniting Church Assembly and Synod statements concerning environmental 
protection, most notably the 2013 Synod resolution on coal seam gas mining. Even more, we are aware of 
the consistent injunctions in the Bible to stand for justice, in solidarity with the marginalised, and to care for 
God’s good Creation. We are called to ‘see’ the world through the lens of the life, death and resurrection of 
Christ Jesus. This resource is grounded in this witness and tradition.

PLEASE GIVE US FEEDBACK

This is the first edition of this mission study guide. We would greatly value your feedback after using it 
in order that we can continue to improve the guide over time, so that it best meets the needs of local 
congregations.

Feedback can be sent to info@unitingearthweb.org.au
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SESSION 1
MISSION – WHO ARE WE?

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this session is to help you to have a strong foundation for engaging with coal/gas mining 
issues in your community, by being clear about who you are as a church. Who your church is affects how 
you enter into the See, Judge, Act process, whether you are aware of it or not. Making this explicit helps you 
to engage more intentionally with the process and move forward with a plan of action that is true to who God 
calls you to be. It helps you proceed through the ‘See, Judge, Act’ circle of praxis with your feet firmly planted 
in your church’s vision and sense of purpose about your role as ‘Christ’s ambassadors’ (2 Cor 5:20). 

Note: If you have recently completed a mission study process or planning day, you may not need to 
do this session. 

By the end of this session, you will have a clear appreciation of:
1) The mission or vision of your local church, and 
2) Your church’s strengths.

MATERIALS YOU WILL NEED

 ● Your church’s statement about its mission or vision, if you have one

 ● Paper, pens and textas

 ● Strengths exercise sheet (see Attachment for Session 1)

 ● Full copies of the Basis of Union – not essential, but useful if you would like to see focus paragraphs for 
this session in broader context.

PREPARATION

 ● No pre-reading is required

OUTPUTS TO TAKE TO FOLLOWING SESSIONS

 ● Brief statement about your church’s mission or vision

 ● List of your church’s strengths

 ● Drawings representing when your church was at its best

AGENDA

0:00 Prayer, introduction to the whole process (4 sessions), introduction this session 
0:15 Our purpose 
0:55 Our church at its best 
1:35 Our strengths 
1:55 Prayer, close and preparation/homework for next session
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SESSION GUIDE

Prayer, introduction to the whole process, and introduction this session   
(15 minutes)

1. Begin with prayer (and ideally a shared meal). Invite the Holy Spirit to guide your group through this 
process, helping you see with ‘Gospel eyes’. Pray that everyone is given a chance to share their 
perspectives and that people listen intently and respectfully to each other, modelling the ‘fellowship 
of reconciliation’ that the church is called to be.  Focusing on this session, pray for the group as you 
explore what it means for the church to participate in God’s mission in the world, that your community 
may be a sign, foretaste  and instrument of God’s loving reign.

2. Ask someone to read the following summary of the purpose and process of this mission study guide.

The purpose of the resource is to help churches to:

 ● Examine their context in relation to coal/gas mining proposal(s) in their local community
 ● Discuss the issues and explore the views in the congregation
 ● Discern their mission as people of God in their community in relation to these issues

This resource comprises four two hour small group discussion sessions, which use the “See, 
Judge, Act” process from contextual/liberation theology (sometimes called the ‘circle of 
praxis’ or the ‘pastoral spiral’).  This process helps churches and Christian groups to immerse 
themselves in a situation of concern, to analyse the situation in the light of Christian values and 
teachings, and to discern how to act in response. 

This resource doesn’t make an assumption about what position your group will come to or what 
action you will decide to take, although it does suggest some possibilities. 

This resource encourages your group to follow the See, Judge, Act process while being 
strongly grounded in who your church is in your local community.  The first session is therefore 
a refresher on your local church’s vision/purpose/mission and strengths.

3. Read or summarise the introduction to the current session (above)
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Our purpose (40 minutes)

4. By yourself: Read your church’s mission/purpose/vision statement. Read the Basis of Union breakout 
box. Highlight any words or phrases that stand out for you. (10 minutes)

The Basis of Union

The Basis of Union is the central theological document of the Uniting Church in Australia. Paragraphs 3 and 
4 make some clear statements about the foundations and mission of the church:

Paragraph 3. Built upon the one Lord Jesus Christ
The Church as the fellowship of the Holy Spirit confesses Jesus as Lord over its own life; it also confesses 
that Jesus is Head over all things, the beginning of a new creation, of a new humanity. God in Christ has 
given to all people in the Church the Holy Spirit as a pledge and foretaste of that coming reconciliation 
and renewal which is the end in view for the whole creation. The Church’s call is to serve that end: to be a 
fellowship of reconciliation, a body within which the diverse gifts of its members are used for the building up 
of the whole, an instrument through which Christ may work and bear witness to himself. The Church lives 
between the time of Christ’s death and resurrection and the final consummation of all things which Christ 
will bring; the Church is a pilgrim people, always on the way towards a promised goal; here the Church 
does not have a continuing city but seeks one to come. On the way Christ feeds the Church with Word and 
Sacraments, and it has the gift of the Spirit in order that it may not lose the way.  

Paragraph 4. Christ rules and renews the Church 
The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church is able to live and endure through the changes of history 
only because its Lord comes, addresses, and deals with people in and through the news of his completed 
work. Christ who is present when he is preached among people is the Word of God who acquits the guilty, 
who gives life to the dead and who brings into being what otherwise could not exist. Through human 
witness in word and action, and in the power of the Holy Spirit, Christ reaches out to command attention 
and awaken faith; he calls people into the fellowship of his sufferings, to be the disciples of a crucified Lord; 
in his own strange way Christ constitutes, rules and renews them as his Church. 

Sometimes people summarise para.3 into the simple statement that the church is to be a pledge [or sign], 
foretaste and instrument of the Reign of God. 

5. Reflect together on  your church’s mission through the following questions (30 minutes):

Discuss the following:

 ● What is the essence of what your church considers its purpose to be? 

 ● Where would you locate your church’s mission or vision with respect to the Basis of Union?

 ● What vision does your church hold for the neighbourhood and neighbours who surround it?

 ● Focus on the relational language of The Basis of Union Para 3,4. What does this way of speaking 
about the purpose of the church suggest to you? Can you give examples of times when your 
church has seemed to be a sign, a foretaste or even an instrument of the reign of God?

 ● If you don’t already have a statement about your church’s mission or vision, agree as a group 
to a short (couple of sentences) working statement and write it down to refer to in the later 
sessions. This might be something you want to come back to later, in collaboration with your whole 
congregation, in order to finalise a more formal mission statement.



Rio Tinto’s Bengalla coal mine, near Muswellbrook. Source: Lock the Gate Alliance. Image: D. Sewell
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Our church at its best (40 minutes)

6. Individual exercise (10 minutes)

Think of a particular instance in recent times (the last few years) when your church was at its best. 
Be as specific as you can – for example, think of a particular ministry, event, activity or occurrence in 
the life of your church. Ask yourself the following questions about when your church was at its best. 
Represent your responses on this on paper – using pictures, words or both. 

When your church was at its best:

 ● What did it look like? 

 ● How did you feel about it?

 ● How did it come about?

 ● How were members of the church contributing?

 ● How were you connecting with your others, your neighbourhood?

 ● What difference did it make to your church community and neighbourhood?

 ● How did your church being at its best relate to your church’s mission/vision?

 ● How was God at work?
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7. Briefly share your individual responses with the group. Stick your drawings up on a wall (15 minutes)

8. Read the Five Marks of Mission in the breakout box. Return to the stories that you shared about your 
church being at its best and discuss: (15 minutes) 

 ● In any of these instances, was your church acting out one of these five marks of mission? 

 ● Do you find any of the particular marks of mission dominating in the times when your church was at 
its best?

The 5 marks of mission

TELL  /  TEACH  /  TEND  /  TRANSFORM  /  TREASURE

The Five Marks of Mission were developed by the Anglican Communion. Churches of other 
denominations have also adopted them, including the Uniting Church Synod of NSW & ACT in its 
“Conducting a Mission Study” resource. The marks enable Christians of different countries and 
cultures, denominations and churches to have a common focus as they share in God’s mission in the 
world.

The 5 marks:
To proclaim the good news of the Kingdom                                                                TELL
Proclamation may be in words - effective communication of the Gospel - but also in actions, by living 
the Good News we preach.

To teach, baptise and nurture new believers                                                                TEACH
Christian discipleship is about lifelong learning, so we all need formal and informal resources for 
growing in faith, so that the Church is a learning environment for all ages.

To respond to human need by loving service                                                              TEND
Churches have a long tradition of care through pastoral ministry. Christians are called to respond to 
the needs of people locally and in the wider human community.

To seek to transform unjust structures in society                                                       TRANSFORM
Jesus and the prophets before him challenged oppressive structures in God’s name. Christians 
should not only press for change, but also demonstrate justice within Church structures.

To safeguard the integrity of creation, sustaining, renewing the life of the earth    TREASURE
The Bible’s vision of salvation is universal in its scope. We are called to promote the well-being of the 
whole human community and its environment, so that Creation may live in harmony.

Source: www.perth.anglican.org/about-the-church/anglican-communion/five-marks-of-mission/

Our strengths (20 minutes)

9. Having considered instances when your church was at its best, you are now in a good position to think 
about and discuss your church’s strengths more generally. (20 minutes)

 ● Discuss as a group: What are your church’s strengths?  Consider the types of strengths listed in the 
breakout box. 

 ● Make a list of your church’s strengths under each category, using the Strengths exercise sheet.



Miranda Community Garden. Source: Uniting Creative.

Prayer Vigil, Maules Creek. Source: Australian Religious Response to Climate Change 
(ARRCC). Image: Tom Jefferson.
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Strengths

The strengths of the Church are signs of the Church’s faithfulness. Strengths are not simply ‘positives’ 
– for example, a strength of your church might be creating a space where people can be open, 
honest and vulnerable with each other. Rather, strengths are grounded in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
Strengths are brought to life and nourished by the Holy Spirit. The strengths of the Church are the 
essential building blocks of its capacity to respond with deep faithfulness to God’s mission in the world. 

Strengths include:
 ● Gifts, skills, vocations and capacities of the people who are part of your church community, 

both individually and collectively. What are your people good at? What are they passionate 
about?

 ● Networks within and beyond your church. How does your church community live 
in relationship with each other and relate to other individuals and groups in your 
neighbourhood?

 ● The physical resources that your church has access to, e.g. buildings and money.

Further reading for those interested: 
 ● Asset Based Community Development Toolkit http://www.communitybuilders.nsw.gov.

au/91_2.html 

 ● “Lead With Your Strengths”, a framework for understanding and assessing personal 
leadership strengths, http://www.ncls.org.au/default.aspx?sitemapid=7075 



Gomeroi people protest outside Whitehaven offices. Source: Lock the Gate Alliance
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Prayer, close and preparation/homework for next session (5 minutes)

10. Close in prayer, giving thanks for your church and its many gifts and blessings. Pray for inspiration and 
faithfulness as your church continues to discern and progress its mission in your community, and for 
God’s guidance as you prepare to turn your attention in the next session to issues concerning fossil 
fuel mining in your region. 

11. Ask the group to do the following in preparation for Session 2:
 ● Read the Bulga Case Study (at http://www.theglobalmail.org/feature/bulgas-last-stand/798/) 

Pre-research on the coal/gas mining proposal in your area by any group members who will be 
presenting in Session 2; or invite 1-2 people with knowledge of the issues to your next meeting.

Acknowledgment:

This session has been inspired by the approach taken in The Synod of Victoria and Tasmania’s 
Towards Intentional Missional Communities study workbook.  The “Our Purpose” and “Our Strengths” 
sections have drawn particularly from TIMC.
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SESSION 2 
SEE – WHAT IS OUR CONTEXT?

INTRODUCTION

In the first session, you reflected on who you are as a church in your community. Having done that foundational 
reflection, the purpose of this second session is now to begin to explore a ‘presenting issue’ in your community 
– namely, what is proposed in terms of coal/gas mining in your area, and how people are responding. This 
will put you in good stead for a deeper analysis of the issues in Session 3, before moving on to planning your 
response in Session 4.

By the end of this session, you will:

1) Have an understanding of the coal/gas mining proposal in your local community, and the positions of various 
stakeholders.

2) Have considered where your church membership stands in relation to the proposal and why. 

Note for facilitators: This session is meant to be a more or less objective exercise of gathering and 
sharing information about what is happening in your region concerning coal/gas mining and how people are 
responding. However, your group should be aware that information is never truly “neutral”. Where a source of 
information stands in relation to an issue, their values and concerns and so on, affects what they see, what 
they communicate to others, and what they aim to achieve through such communications. You should bear 
this in mind in relation to the sources that you consult (e.g. if you invite a guest to share with your group in this 
session.)

It is possible that your group may experience conflict in this session as people express their support or 
opposition for a mining project in your region.  In preparation for this session, you may like to revisit the group 
process guidelines given in the overview of the resource to help your group to create a safe space for different 
views to be expressed.

MATERIALS YOU WILL NEED

 ● Stakeholder Matrix worksheet (see Attachment for Session 2)

 ● Paper, pens and textas

PREPARATION

 ● Group members to read “Bulga’s Last Stand”, http://www.theglobalmail.org/feature/bulgas-last-
stand/798/, a story about the proposed expansion of the Warkworth Coal Mine towards the town of 
Bulga in the Hunter Valley.  If group members would like to go into more depth and have time, “The 
Town that Wouldn’t Disappear” is also very good, http://bulga.theglobalmail.org

 ● Pre-research on the coal/gas mining proposal in your area, and preparation by group members to 
present.  Ask these presenters to address the questions listed under step 3 in the session outline below

 ● If needed: invitation to a guest to come and brief/speak to the group. 

OUTPUTS TO TAKE TO FOLLOWING SESSIONS

 ● A matrix of the stakeholders and their positions.
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AGENDA

0:00 Prayer, introduction to session 
0:05 Coal/gas in your community 
1:00 Where are we located as a church? 
1:45 What else do we need to know? 
1:55 Prayer, close and preparation/homework for next session

SESSION GUIDE

Prayer, introduction to session (5 minutes)

1. Begin with prayer (and ideally a shared meal), asking for attentiveness and an open mind as you hear 
and learn about the fossil fuel proposal in your region. Read or summarise the introduction to this 
session. (5 minutes)

Coal/gas in your community (55 minutes)

2. Briefly discuss the Warkworth Coal Mine story “Bulga’s Last Stand”, http://www.theglobalmail.org/
feature/bulgas-last-stand/798/ (10 minutes)
When starting to explore a situation in your community – a situation in which you are an insider – it can 
sometimes help to kick things off by first looking at other communities that are facing similar issues. 
Refer to the Bulga story and discuss any issues arising for your group. Are there similarities with your 
own situation?

3. Listen to presentation(s) on the basic facts of what is happening in your community. (25 minutes)
The purpose of the presentation(s) is to help you to develop a basic understanding of what is 
happening in your community regarding coal/gas mining.  Questions for the presenter(s) to address 
could be as follows:

 ● What is being proposed here (coal/unconventional gas exploration? New mine/extraction proposal? 
Expansion to existing mining operations?) 

 ● Where is the proposal up to? 

 ● What are the issues in the community?

 ● Who are the players (e.g. mining companies, farmers, environmentalists, traditional owners)? What 
are their positions?

The following are options for the format of the presentation(s):

 ● Group member(s) to do some pre-research and give (a) verbal presentation(s)

 ● Alternatively or in addition, invite guests who are knowledgeable about the situation to come and 
brief/present to the group

4. Prepare a stakeholder matrix (20 minutes)

 ● As a group, use the Stakeholder Matrix worksheet to draw up a matrix of stakeholders. Include the 
position held by each (level of support or opposition to the proposal – from strongly opposed to the 
proposal through to strongly supportive) and why they hold this position.  For example, some local 
business owners in town might be strongly supportive of an expansion to a coalmine, because they 
believe it will offer employment opportunities for locals and buoy the economy of the town.  Some 
local farmers may be opposed to the proposal because they are concerned that it may cause 
problems for groundwater which they rely on for farming.



The Hunter River and Rio Tinto’s Bengalla coal mine. Source: Lock the Gate Alliance
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Where are we located as a church? (45 minutes)

5. Discuss who is a part of your church/congregation (e.g. miners, farmers?). What do you think their 
positions are? Do their views align with any of the stakeholder groups you identified in your matrix in 
Part 4? (10 minutes)

6. Reflect on where you stand as individuals (15 minutes)

Reflect by yourself on where you sit as an individual in relation to the coal/gas mining proposal and why. 

On a scale from 1 to 5, are you: 
1 Strongly opposed to the proposal 
2 Somewhat opposed 
3 Neutral/unsure 
4 Somewhat supportive of the proposal
5 Strongly supportive of the proposal
Share your individual responses with the group. 

7. Discuss the following. (15 minutes)

 ● Does your group have a common position in relation to the coal/gas proposal, or are you in 
disagreement?

 ● How about your church as a whole – is there likely to be a common position? Or is your church split 
on the issues?

8. Add your church to the stakeholder matrix (whether or not your church is likely to be in agreement). 
Include the reasons underlying your church’s position(s). (5 minutes)



Gas field, Tara, QLD. Source: Lock the Gate Alliance. Photo: Moira McDade
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What else do we need to know? (10 minutes)

9. Discuss the following:

 ● What questions has today’s session raised for your group?

 ● Do you need to do further research about the mining proposal and the issues it raises?

 ● Do you need to talk with people in your congregation about the issues to find out what they think? 

Task people with doing further research or having further conversations prior to the next session.

Prayer, close and preparation/homework for next session (5 minutes)

10. Close in prayer, giving thanks for all the group has learned in this session, and particularly for the 
efforts of those who presented material in this session.  If relevant, name the conflicts or differences 
of opinion that came up and offer them to God with a commitment to embodying a ‘fellowship of 
reconciliation’ through the power of the Holy Spirit.  

11. Ask the group to do the following in preparation for Session 3:

 ● Read Coal and Gas Mining in NSW: A Social Analysis resource document    
(see Attachment for Session 3)

 ● Read Assembly and Synod statements and resolutions document     
(see Attachment for Session 3)
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SESSION 3
JUDGE – WHAT VALUES ARE AT 
STAKE?

INTRODUCTION

In the previous session your group will have explored what is proposed in terms of coal/gas mining in your 
area, and the range of responses in your community to the proposal.

In this session, you are going to analyse (‘judge’) this situation in greater depth, in order that you can better 
understand the situation and make an informed and considered judgment about the way forward for your 
church. The word ‘judge’ is used here in its positive sense, rather than ‘being judgemental’. The session 
will include a “social” analysis, examining the various social, economic, cultural, political and environmental 
issues at play, and a theological analysis, where you will reflect on the situation in the light of Christian 
values and teachings.  

By the end of this session, you will have:

1) A deeper understanding of the situation in your community, including the values that are at stake, and the 
values that you want to uphold

2) Insights from social and theological analysis to draw upon in deciding how to act in response to the 
situation.

Note for facilitators: it is possible that your group will experience conflict in this session as value 
judgements are being made about the coal or gas industry coming to your region. In preparation for this 
session, you may like to revisit the group process guidelines given in the overview of the resource to help 
your group to work through conflict and difference.  Depending on your group, naming the fact there are 
different views in the group in your opening prayer may be a helpful way to encourage all participants to be 
honest but also respectful of each other, speaking and listening in love, and open to alternative perspectives 
and seeking the wisdom of the Holy Spirit.

MATERIALS YOU WILL NEED

 ● Matrix of stakeholders and their positions (from Session 2).

 ● Coal and Gas Mining in NSW: A Social Analysis resource document (see Attachment for Session 3)

 ● Assembly and Synod statements and resolutions document (see Attachment for Session 3)

 ● Power Map exercise sheet (see Attachment for Session 3)

 ● Circles of Truth exercise sheet (see Attachment for Session 3) – if choosing to do this optional exercise

 ● Bibles

 ● Paper, pens and textas

PREPARATION

 ● Group members to read Coal and Gas Mining in NSW: A Social Analysis resource document

 ● Group members to read Assembly and Synod statements and resolutions document
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OUTPUTS TO TAKE TO THE FOLLOWING SESSION

 ● Statement from values discernment

AGENDA

0:00 Prayer, introduction to session 
0:05 Social analysis 
1:00 Theological analysis 
1:55 Prayer, close and preparation/homework for next session

SESSION GUIDE

Prayer, introduction to session (5 minutes)

1. Begin with prayer (and ideally a shared meal). This session is the most demanding of the four in terms 
of content for your group to work through. Ask for keen minds and passionate hearts as you analyse 
the issues in your community and bring Gospel values and teachings to bear. Read or summarise the 
introduction to this session. (5 minutes)

Social analysis (55 minutes)

2.  By yourself: Read the social analysis breakout box (5 minutes)

  

About social analysis:

Social analysis simply means investigating a situation in a systematic and analytical way. It involves 
going beyond the anecdotal or descriptive to explore causes and consequences. We move from 
describing what is happening to exploring why it is happening. 

Taking time for analysis stops us from making purely emotional responses or planning action without 
adequate information or understanding.  We are then in a good position to reflect theologically on 
what we have learned before moving forward to plan a response.

Social analysis involves looking variously at the economic (how resources are organised), social 
(relationships between different groups), environmental (relationships with the earth), political (how 
power is distributed and decisions are made) and cultural (how society makes meaning) factors at 
work in a situation. In examining these factors, social analysis prompts us to particularly attend to 
issues of justice:

 ● Who (or what) wins, and who loses?

 ● Who (or what) gains, and who suffers?

 ● What values are being affirmed, and what are being denied?

(adapted from http://www.faithdoingjustice.com.au/docs/SimpleTechniquesAnalysis.pdf, and http://
www.socialjustice.catholic.org.au/spirituality-for-justice/10-social-teaching/94-reading-the-signs-of-
the-times)



Who owns?

Who controls?

Who pays?

Who gets?

Why?

ECONOMIC
FACTORS

Who is left out?

Why?

Who is included?

SOCIAL 
FACTORS

What is the impact on 
the environment?

How is the environment 
impacting this situation?

ENVIRONMENTAL
FACTORS

What past events 
influence the 
situation today?

HISTORICAL 
FACTORS

What values (including 
environmental and 
theological values) 
are evident?

What do people 
believe in?

Who influences what 
people believe?

CULTURAL
FACTORS

Who decides?

For whom do 
they decide?

How do decisions 
get made?

Who is left out of
the process?

Why?

POLITICAL
FACTORS
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3. Discuss the Coal and Gas Mining in NSW: A Social Analysis resource document (15 minutes). 
 ● Ask questions like “what jumps out at you”, “which factors are particularly relevant in your 

community”, “what does this document reveal about who or what is marginalized in public debate 
about mining?”

4. Revisit the Stakeholder Matrix from Session 2. Taking the attached Power Map exercise sheet, write 
down the stakeholders in places that correspond to their position on the proposed mining project 
and the amount of power they hold in relation to the proposal. Add in your local political leaders if not 
already represented. Your Power Map doesn’t need to be perfect, just indicative, so don’t worry about 
perfect positioning (15 minutes).

5. Explore what are the justice issues at stake (20 minutes)
 ● Who or what are the losers?  Is anyone being marginalised or impoverished, etc? [thinking local & 

global, people & environment] 

 ● Are there any stakeholders that are not actually represented in your Stakeholder Matrix or Power 
Map (e.g. perhaps they are hidden, silenced or pushed to the margins)?



Clearing for the Boggabri coal mine, 2006. Source: Lock the Gate
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6. Bonus Option: Do the Circles of Truth exercise (see attached exercise sheet), using the Stakeholder 
Matrix from Session 2 as the basis for allocating roles (choose 5 that adequately cover the main 
stakeholders – or for a shorter version, choose 3 roles).

a. Debrief [questions on exercise sheet]

Notes for facilitator: This option will add an additional 30 minutes to Session 3.

Further reading about circles of truth:
http://peacebuilding.caritas.org/index.php/Pieces_of_the_Truth

See also http://forusa.org/programs/decade/circle-of-truths.html which explains the logic behind the 
exercise.

Theological analysis (55 minutes)

7. Read the theological analysis breakout box (2 minutes).

About theological analysis:

Theological Reflection explores the situation, and its deeper analysis, in dialogue with the religious 
tradition. From this conversation we gain new insights and meanings which we can draw upon in 
deciding how to act to transform the situation.

As we reflect on the situation in the light of the Gospel and Christian discernment, we ask ourselves: 

 ● How do the Scriptures speak to this issue or situation? 

 ● What has the Church had to say about it? 

 ● Are Gospel values being upheld or denied? 

Theological reflection helps us to name our concerns in terms of our core values and beliefs. It also 
helps us to set priorities, and it guides our approach to action in response the issue or situation.

(Adapted from http://www.faithdoingjustice.com.au/docs/ThePastoralSpiralFrameworkforAction.pdf)



Uncle Dick Talbot signs for the Gomeroi, traditional owners of Maules Creek. 
Source: Lock the gate
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8. Read and discuss Luke 10:25-37 (Parable of the Good Samaritan (15 minutes)
 ● Read the passage together.

 ● What does this parable have to do with your present situation?

 ● Byron Smith, a lay Anglican minister and climate ethics scholar, suggests that in the context of 
climate change caused by atmospheric pollution, we need to broaden our vision of ‘who is our 
neighbour?’ to include all other species who share Earth’s atmosphere, and future generations who 
will inherit the atmosphere we bequeath them. How do you respond to that?

 ● What might it mean to be ‘neighbourly’ in your context?

9.  Ask what other passages of Scripture come to mind for the members of your group when you reflect 
on this situation or issue. How do these passages speak to the situation? (10 minutes)

10. Discuss what the Uniting Church has said about these issues (15 minutes)
 ● Refer to the Assembly and Synod statements and resolutions document

 ● Invite people’s reactions, e.g. “what jumps out at you?”

 ● Also consider the theological principles and values that are articulated in these statements

11. Discern what values your church is called to uphold (15 minutes) 
So far in this workshop, you have examined the issues that are at stake in relation to the mining 
proposal, particularly questions of justice – such as who/what is suffering or marginalised. You 
have also reflected on Scripture and on Uniting Church statements and resolutions in relation to the 
environment and mining. 

Taking these insights into account, discuss what values do you as a church feel called to uphold? 
(leave discussion of specific actions to the next session, here the conversation is focussed on values). 

 ● It may help to try to write a single sentence statement about the response of your church to this 
situation, eg. “in our context (name your context), we are called to uphold the importance of X” or 
“we are committed to honouring Y”. 

Prayer, close and preparation/homework for next session (5 minutes)

12. Close in prayer, giving thanks for all the hard work that has been done by the group in this session. 
If relevant, name the conflicts or differences of opinion and offer them to God with a commitment to 
embodying a ‘fellowship of reconciliation’ through the power of the Holy Spirit. Ask for guidance in the 
time leading to and during the final session, in which your church will consider specific actions you 
might take as a missional response to the situation you are encountering. 
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SESSION 4
ACT – HOW WILL WE RESPOND?

INTRODUCTION

Over the last three sessions, your group has explored together the missional nature of the church, learned 
and shared perspectives on the ‘presenting issue’, in this case coal or coal seam gas mining in your region, 
and reflected theologically about your calling in response to this context.

This session will guide us through a process for discerning what God is calling us to do in response to the 
proposed mining activity.

This session is a first step into living out the Gospel in your context. 

By the end of this session, you will hopefully have

1. A clear idea of how you intend to engage missionally on this issue, and 
2. An initial plan of action stating who is doing what to get you started. 

MATERIALS YOU WILL NEED

 ● Statement from values discernment (from Session 3)

 ● Brief statement about your church’s mission/purpose or vision (from Session 1 or pre-existing).

 ● Summary of your church’s strengths (from Session 1)

 ● Drawings representing when your church was at its best

 ● Ways churches might respond to coal and gas mining document (see Attachment for Session 4)

 ● Paper, pens and textas

PREPARATION

 ● No pre-reading is required

AGENDA

0:00 Prayer, introduction to session 
0:05 Revisit insights from previous sessions 
0:25 Discuss what is God calling you to do now 
1:25 Plan next steps 
1:55 Prayer and close



O’Connor Uniting Church. Source: Noel Haberecht.
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SESSION GUIDE

Prayer, introduction to session (5 minutes)

1. Begin with prayer (and ideally a shared meal), seeking the wisdom of the Holy Spirit as you begin to 
decide on and plan your church community’s response to coal/gas mining. Read or summarise the 
introduction to this session. (5 minutes)

Revisit insights from previous sessions (20 minutes)

2. Revisit: ‘who we are’ (from Session 1) (15 minutes)

 ● Your mission statement and/or mission plan, if you have one
 ● Times when you were ‘at your best’ as the people of God in mission
 ● Your Strengths (including gifts, networks and resources)
 ● Note this is not meant to re-open discussion, just recall what was agreed in Session 1

3. Revisit the statement from your values discernment: “what values are we called to uphold in this 
context” from Session 3, Judge. (5 minutes)
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Discuss: What is God calling us to do now? (60 minutes)

There are many ways that churches, and indeed individual Christians, could respond to the controversy 
around coal and coal seam gas mining in places across Australia. To help you start thinking, we have listed 
some possible roles. It is not meant to be a definite list! We have deliberately left the last role blank, in full 
expectation that through careful discernment you might come up with something we have not. You may also 
want to take on multiple roles (although not all are easily combined) or find a hybrid. 

For each role we have provided a few example activities that you could undertake, named some of the 
mission themes and values that the role embodies, referenced biblical texts as a basis for further study 
and prayer, given one or two examples of churches (or other community groups) doing these activities, and 
located it into the 5 Marks of Mission.

4. Refer to the resource sheet, “Ways Churches Might Respond to Coal and Gas Mining”. Go through 
each example one at a time and invite initial feedback and reactions

Ask questions like “what jumps out at you?”, “does this sound like us?”, “what would we need to be able 
to do this well?”

5. Ask: is there another option for us, not in the resource sheet table?

6. Discern: which of these types of response will we take on, considering ‘who we are’ and ‘what values 
we are called to uphold’.

 ● People may have interest in more than one response,. If resources allow, that is okay. It is always 
better to follow people’s strengths and passions!

 ● One lesson from community organising is that it is important to ensure that people identify actions 
they are willing to commit to doing, not “things we think someone should do”. Emphasise this with 
your group

Plan next steps (30 minutes)

It’s not enough to come up with ideas, and even vague commitments to action. We need to plan how our 
ideas are going to come to fruition. This step is often deferred to a later time, but the result can be that 
energy dissipates, first steps are never taken, and nothing happens. Ensuring that you leave this session with 
some specific plans of action is vital.

7. Discuss what do we need to do right now to get started? Who will do it?

 ● Option: if more than one response will be explored, you might break up into interest-based small 
groups for this step and have a short reporting back time at the end

8. Be sure to write down any action items, who is responsible for each, and a timeline for completion 
(taking account of human and other resources, people’s strengths and passions, and reasonable limits 
on people’s time)

9. It may be that you can use some of this time to get started, eg. making calls or sending emails to 
people you want to connect with, looking up websites, etc.

Closing prayer (5 minutes)

10. Close in prayer, celebrating the journey you have begun, giving thanks for the hard work and 
commitment of the group, and asking for God’s guidance and encouragement as you act out in faith.
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Feedback 

Uniting Earth Ministry would be very grateful to hear from you about your experience using the Coal 
and Gas Mission Guide! Please send an email to info@unitingearthweb.org.au and let us know how 
you found the session guides, and especially what mission role you have decided upon. We can then 
help connect you with resources and contacts to assist you. We would also love to hear how your 
engagement on this issue unfolds.
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ATTACHMENT FOR SESSION 1 
STRENGTHS EXERCISE SHEET

Strengths include:

 ● Gifts, skills, vocations and capacities of the people who are part of your church community, both 
individually and collectively.

 ● Networks within and beyond your church. 

 ● The physical resources that your church has access to.

GIFTS, SKILLS, CAPACITIES NETWORKS PHYSICAL RESOURCES



30

Uniting Church  -  Uniting Earth Ministry

ATTACHMENT FOR SESSION 2
STAKEHOLDER MATRIX

STAKEHOLDER

POSITION 

Mark on the 5-point 
scale, where:
1= strongly opposed,
3 = neutral,
5 = strongly supportive

WHY THEY HOLD THIS POSITION

1 -- 2-- 3 -- 4 -- 5

1 -- 2-- 3 -- 4 -- 5

1 -- 2-- 3 -- 4 -- 5

1 -- 2-- 3 -- 4 -- 5

1 -- 2-- 3 -- 4 -- 5

1 -- 2-- 3 -- 4 -- 5

1 -- 2-- 3 -- 4 -- 5

1 -- 2-- 3 -- 4 -- 5
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ATTACHMENT FOR SESSION 3
COAL AND GAS MINING IN NSW:
A SOCIAL ANALYSIS

THE SCALE OF COAL AND GAS MINING IN AUSTRALIA

Mining has been integral to the development of Australia since European colonisation. Our country would not 
be what it is today – economically, politically, socially – without it.  The mining of fossil fuels – especially coal 
and gas, has been an important part of that that story.

There have been winners and losers in this story. Without fossil fuels, the industrial revolution and the 
increased life expectancies and human population growth that have accompanied it would not have been 
possible.  Mining has brought employment, money to government coffers and returns to investors.  Coal 
and gas have been used to generate electricity, make steel, heat homes and more, bringing a high quality 
of life to many people.  But mining has also destroyed ecosystems, impacted on the health of neighbouring 
communities, has often proceeded against the wishes of traditional owners, and mining wealth has accrued 
to some but not to others.  Fossil fuels are also the major contributor to human-caused climate change.

Today, the scale of mining for coal and gas is unprecedented. Australia has one of the highest per-capita 
carbon footprints in the world, and contributes further to climate change by exporting coal to other countries.  
Australia is also in the midst of massive increase in fossil fuel extraction.  Already the world’s second biggest 
coal exporter, with exported coal contributing more to greenhouse gas pollution than our entire domestic 
emissions, planned mine expansion could see Australia more than double its output by 2025.  If the proposed 
coal mines in the Galilee Basin in central Queensland were fully developed today, the annual carbon dioxide 
emissions caused by burning their coal alone would exceed those of the United Kingdom or Canada.  
Likewise, the rate of expansion of coal seam gas extraction is rapidly increasing.1

Mining exploration licences and applications now cover some 80% of NSW, affecting increasing numbers of 
communities.2

A shift away from fossil fuels is possible – particularly with recent developments in renewable energy 
technologies.  In its statements and resolutions, the Uniting Church has repeatedly asserted that this shift is 
an imperative.  However the transition is a tremendous challenge requiring political will and the mobilization 
of communities and societies. 

OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUES

The drivers and impacts of fossil fuel mining are complex, operating at a variety of geographical scales, and 
involving a diversity of stakeholders.  

The following is a brief overview of some of the factors concerning coal and unconventional gas3 (particularly 
coal seam gas).  The purpose is not to deal with them in any depth.  For the sake of clear presentation, 
they are broken into several types – economic, social, environmental and political.  However, the issues are 
strongly interrelated and strict delineation between them is artificial.

Economic factors:

 ● Employment: Fossil fuel mining makes a significant contribution to employment in Australia, although 
this contribution has at times been overstated by the industry.  In 2013/2014, the entire mining sector 

1  For figures and references about the scale of fossil fuel expansion, see http://www.unitingearthweb.org.au/fossil-fuels/31-go-fossil-
free.html 

2  https://www.landwaterfuture.org.au/the-problem/#three

3  Unconventional gas is natural gas that is contained within complex geological systems requiring innovative technological solutions for 
extraction.  Unconventional gas includes coal seam gas, shale gas and tight gas.
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accounted for 2.3% of the Australian labour force4.  New mining projects provide job opportunities 
in regional and rural areas – both through direct and indirect employment in supporting industries.  
However, mining can also have detrimental economic impacts on other industries – through wage 
competition for workers, as well as through land use competition e.g. if a mine displaces farms, those 
farms can no longer operate.

 ● Royalties: Our state governments collect royalties from fossil fuel mining.  However, the reliance of 
our governments on such royalties for the services they provide such as hospitals and schools, is 
often overstated.  In 2012/2013, coal royalties accounted for just 2% of NSW government revenues5.  
According to Paul Cleary, a public policy researcher at the Australian National University, mining 
royalties in Australia are low by international standards. 

 ● Returns to shareholders: Mining companies deliver returns to their shareholders, both in Australia 
and abroad. Coal mining in NSW is 90% foreign owned6. 

 ● Economic diversity: Healthy communities rely on a diverse economic base. Too great a dominance 
by one industry over others can cause problems. For example, mining booms have caused dramatic 
increases in housing costs, which impact on the cost of living, especially for workers in other 
industries and in services.  A downturn in the dominant industry can also be the death knell of the 
town.  Nationally, we are arguably also over-reliant on mining, where mining accounts for over half of 
Australian exports7, leaving Australia highly vulnerable to dropping resource prices.

Social, cultural and health factors:

 ● Landholder rights: Under Australian law, farmers and other landholders do not own the minerals 
and resources under the ground. Governments grant licences for exploration and extraction to mining 
companies and collect the royalties from those companies. Ultimately farmers do not have the right to 
refuse entry by mining companies to their properties, although they do have rights to compensation.  
Also, the NSW Mining Act requires mining companies to negotiate an access arrangement with 
landholders before exploration can commence.  If the mining company and landholder can’t agree 
to such an arrangement, mining companies may or may not choose to take the matter to arbitration 
as the next step of pursuing their access the land. For example in March 2014, Santos and AGL 
signed an agreement with the NSW Farmers, Cotton Australia and the NSW Irrigators’ Council to 
allow landholders to refuse coal seam gas activities on their properties. At the time of writing (early 
September), an independent review of the land access arbitration process in NSW has recommended 
major changes to the law to better take into account landholders’ and mining companies’ differential 
access to resources (e.g. money, legal advice, time).

 ● Traditional owners: As is the case for other landholders, traditional owners who hold native title do 
not have a right to refuse entry to mining companies.  NSW Aboriginal cultural and heritage laws do 
provide some protections for sites of importance to traditional owners.  Fossil fuel mines have at times 
proceeded against the wishes of traditional owners, however the situation can be more complex than 
this.  Aboriginal communities may themselves be split over mining proposals.  Over the last couple of 
years, the NSW Aboriginal Land Corporation has itself applied for coal seam gas exploration licences, 
for the expressed purpose of generating its own income as well as job opportunities for Aboriginal 
people.

 ● Fly-in fly-out and drive-in drive-out: Fly in fly out and drive in drive out options for workers enable 
them to earn a wage while not having to leave their home community.  However, shifts to non-resident 
workforces can alter the social fabric of communities – both in the communities from which workers 
are drawn, the communities where they work – e.g. through increased income inequalities.  Non-
resident workers may also increase the demands on services and public amenities in the places where 
they work, but may not spend their incomes there.  Other concerns include traffic accidents and the 
decreased time workers have for community involvement. 

 ● Community tensions: Many towns are proud of their mining heritage.  But while some communities 
may be united either in their embrace of (or stand against) fossil fuel mining, other communities are 

4  6291.0.55.003 - Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly, http://www.abs.gov.au accessed 28 August 2014.

5  Campbell, R. (2014) Seeing through the dust: Coal in the Hunter Valley economy, p.10.

6  Campbell, R. (2014) Seeing through the dust: Coal in the Hunter Valley economy, p.25

7   The mining industry’s contribution to total goods exported increased from 37% in 2006-07 to 58% in 2013-14.  The manufacturing 
industry’s contribution fell from 51% to 33% over the same period.  ABS, 1301.0 - Year Book Australia, 2012, http://www.abs.gov.au/
ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/1301.0Main+Features292012, and 5368.0 International Trade in Goods and Services, Australia, http://www.
abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/5368.0Jul%202014?OpenDocument
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split by the issues and in conflict.  This is a reality for some of our churches, where some members are 
employed in the fossil fuel industry while others campaign against it.

 ● Health impacts: Coal dust pollution from mines and coal wagons is linked to health problems such as 
heart and lung disease.

 ● Impacts of climate change: Climate change is already a reality for us today, impacting especially 
on the world’s poor, who themselves bear little responsibility for the causes and yet bear the brunt 
of extreme weather events such as droughts, storms and floods.  Australia is also on the frontline of 
climate change, with fire-prone regions, agricultural areas in south east Australia and cyclone-affected 
areas especially vulnerable.

Environmental factors:

 ● Water: A significant concern about mining proposals in NSW is the effects of mining on water.  Mining 
not only requires large volumes of water for its operations.  It can also have unintended consequences 
for surface water and ground water.  For example, underground coal mining in the Sydney Basin is 
damaging rivers and drinking water catchments.  Coal seam gas project development and extraction 
produces large volumes of waste water, has the potential to contaminate groundwater, and may 
compromise the geological integrity of aquifers.  The potential impacts of mining on water is one of the 
key reasons for opposition from communities to mining proposals.

 ● Biodiversity: Open cut coal mining has a devastating impact on ecosystems.  However, even less 
invasive forms of mining affect biodiversity.  For example, networks of coal seam gas wells and access 
roads fragment bushland, and coal seam gas extraction also impacts aquatic fauna in groundwater and 
surface water.

 ● Climate change: Human-caused climate change, driven largely by the burning of fossil fuels, is already 
a reality.  The International Energy Agency, World Bank and others now state that the vast majority of 
known fossil fuel reserves will need to remain untouched if the world is to have a reasonable chance 
of avoiding climate catastrophe.  Yet, the exploitation of fossil fuel reserves in Australia continues to 
accelerate.  Gas has been promoted by some stakeholders as a fuel with a lower greenhouse gas 
intensity than coal.  However, such arguments are drawn into question by the existence and potential 
of fugitive methane emissions from gas operations and infrastructure.

 ● Food security: In large tracts of eastern Australia, agriculture and mining are now in direct competition.  
At the same time as supporting increased exploitation of Australia’s energy resources, the Australian 
government also advocates for increases in agricultural production in the coming years. Some of 
NSW’s most productive agricultural regions, such as the Liverpool Plains, are increasingly impacted 
by coal and gas exploration and mining.  Moreover, the fossil fuel resources may only last for a 
relatively short period of time yet will have caused significant disruptions to other land uses.  However 
the implications of mining for farming is not only about direct competition for land.  It also has to do 
with other environmental matters including the integrity of water resources, healthy ecosystems, and 
favourable climatic conditions for farming.

Political and governance factors:

 ● Influence and corruption in the politics of fossil fuels: Former liberal staffer Guy Pearse has written 
extensively about the influence of the fossil fuels industry on government policy concerning mining 
and climate change.  Strategies used by the industry have included buying influence in government 
agencies, donating to political parties, and engaging former public servants and members of parliament 
as lobbyists or board directors.  Over the last few years, the Independent Commission Against 
Corruption has exposed corruption in the ranks of the NSW government concerning the granting of 
coal exploration leases in the Hunter Valley. 

 ● Environmental assessment: Mining companies commission environmental assessments of their 
own projects, and are able to choose their preferred consultants and to vet content.  There is also 
considerable discretion as to what level of detail should be included in an environmental assessment.  
There is no independent accreditation of environmental consultants.  There are also uncertainties 
concerning the impacts of mining activities – for example, the level of risks to groundwater of a coal 
seam gas operation may be difficult to assess.  The cumulative impacts at a regional scale of multiple 
mining developments may also be uncertain.  This gap between current mining practice and scientific 
understanding of its environmental impacts has been repeatedly noted in parliamentary inquiries into 
coal seam gas. Another problem is the poor integration of human health factors and NSW Health 
Department concerns with the environmental assessment processes.
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 ● Government regulatory and monitoring capacity: The Environmental Defenders Office has commented 
that the State and Territory laws regulating mining are deficient, particularly in respect of environmental 
impacts and access to land.  Legislation also limits the extent to which a decision-maker or court may 
consider environmental impacts when determining a development application for a mine.  These concerns, 
together with the sheer scale and expansion of mining and its cumulative impacts, call into question the 
extent to which our governments can exercise effective oversight of mining activities.  This also includes 
the capacity of governments to enforce conditions of development consent and associated licences.

 ● The framing of public policy: In an overview of CSG policy frameworks in Australia, United 
Theological College PhD candidate Chris Dalton says that the rhetoric surrounding CSG policy is 
overwhelmingly anthropocentric and utilitarian.  It is concerned with the benefits and disbenefits of 
CSG for humans, and with using and managing the environment to maximize the overall benefits.  The 
need to find a ‘balance’ between competing economic, environmental and social goals is a central 
feature, but minimal attention is given to the intrinsic value of the environment – or its value beyond 
what it offers for humans.  The development of environmental regulation is incremental and primarily 
reactive.  Dalton argues for a broader approach that recognizes the intrinsic value of the land and 
the other ways that Australians understand ourselves in relationship with the land – beyond simply 
dominating or taming it.

 ● The power to decide: The conflicts concerning mining proposals raise the important question of 
who should be able to make decisions (and/or have input into decisions) about whether or not a 
mining development should proceed and under what conditions.  Should landholders be able to 
decide?  Traditional owners?  Local communities?  Mining corporations?  Workers in the mining 
industry?  Environmental advocates from outside the host communities?  Local, state and/or federal 
governments?  State and federal matters?  Future generations?  People abroad who are affected by 
climate change?  What about the interests of the land and other(thanhuman)kind and how these are 
represented?  Future generations?
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ATTACHMENT FOR SESSION 3
COAL/GAS MINING POWER MAP

Directions: using pencil or post-it notes (so you can move them around), write down the stakeholders in 
places that correspond to their position on the proposed mining project and the amount of power they hold in 
relation to the proposal. Add in your local political leaders if not already represented.

High power

Low power

Somewhat 
opposed

Neutral Somewhat
supportive

Strongly 
supportive

Strongly 
opposed
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ATTACHMENT FOR SESSION 3 
CIRCLES OF TRUTH EXERCISE SHEET

MATERIALS

 ● Index cards
 ● Markers

PROCEDURE

1. Introduce the activity by reading the following text: 

“One of Mohandas K. Gandhi’s key principles is that no one possesses the entire truth. Rather, each 
of us possesses a piece of the truth and the un-truth. Nonviolent struggle seeks to reveal the pieces of 
the truth of both parties so that solutions can be constructed that incorporate them. This means that we 
need to acknowledge the truth of the opponent, even if we don’t agree with it. The following activity will 
help us explore this principle.”

2. Ask the group to choose 5 stakeholders from Stakeholder Matrix from Session 2 to cover a diversity 
of positions in the issues concerning mining in your community.  For a shorter version, choose 3 main 
stakeholders.

3. Divide the group into sub-groups of 5 people (3 people if doing the shorter version). Ask each group 
to choose one person as a secretary. Hand out index cards and ask the secretary to write one of the 5 
stakeholders on each card using a marker.

4. Ask the members of each sub-group to form a circle, pick one card and place it on the floor facing into 
the circle.

5. Explain that each person will role-play the stakeholder identified on the card for 30 seconds. Allow 
some time for people to get into their roles.

6. Start role-playing. One person for 30 seconds, then a second person/role for 30 seconds, and so on 
until all six have played their roles.

7. When the first round is over, ask everyone in each circle to move one place to the right. Each person 
now has a new role. Allow some time for people to get into their new roles. Then have everyone play 
their role.

8. Continue these rounds until everyone has had a chance to play all the roles. Ask members of the sub-
groups to try to reach a solution for the issue at stake.

DEBRIEFING:

The following questions are only suggestions. Omit, supplement and change them as you see fit.

 ● How do you feel about this activity?
 ● How did you feel about the other stakeholders before stepping into their shoes? And after that?
 ● What changed when you could see the issue from different perspectives?
 ● What were your insights?
 ● Where does the truth in the issue at stake lie?
 ● What did you learn?
 ● How can you apply this learning in your life and in the world?
 ● How can you see things from other people’s perspectives when in conflict?
 ● How important is seeing things from other people’s perspectives for solving social and political issues?

Acknowledgment: Adapted from Pieces of the Truth, http://peacebuilding.caritas.org/index.php/Pieces_of_
the_Truth 
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ATTACHMENT FOR SESSION 3
UNITING CHURCH ASSEMBLY 
& SYNOD STATEMENTS/
RESOLUTIONS

NSW/ACT SYNOD

The Synod of NSW/ACT has expressed its environmental concern over the decades. The Synod has 
adopted various resolutions, including several about renewable energy, energy efficiency, climate change 
and fossil fuels. In 2008, the Synod stated that “a commitment to ecological sustainability is an essential part 
of the church’s discipleship” and committed itself to “integrating ‘creation care’ into all aspects of its worship, 
witness and service”. 

The Synod passed two important resolutions in 2013 in relation to the fossil fuel industry. The first was that 
the Synod “call on the NSW Government to amend the NSW Strategic Regional Land Use  Plan so that it 
identifies and protects from coal mining and Coal Seam Gas exploration and mining: 

(a) areas which should be kept strictly for sustainable agriculture and food production; 
(b) irreplaceable water resources including underground aquifers; and 
(c) high conservation value areas including forests and wilderness areas.” 

The second resolution noted that: 
 ● the vast majority of fossil fuels will need to remain untouched to avoid the worst excesses of climate 

change; 

 ● Australian governments and the international community are not adequately addressing the threat of 
climate change; and 

 ● the rapid expansion of fossil fuel mining in Australia “is directly threatening agricultural land, human 
health and biodiversity”. 

The Synod therefore resolved to stop investing in fossil fuel corporations and move instead to investing in 
renewable energy stocks. 

In 2013, the Synod also passed a resolution about the Murray-Darling Basin. Although this resolution was to 
do with water reform rather than fossil fuel mining, it does provide some insights into how the Uniting Church 
might respond in a context where there are conflicting issues at stake. The resolution envisaged the church’s 
role in the Murray-Darling Basin debate to be in the areas of pastoral care for the people and a prophetic 
voice for the reconciliation and renewal of the whole creation.

See these resolutions and others at: http://www.unitingearthweb.org.au/synod-resolutions 
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WHAT DOES THE ASSEMBLY SAY ABOUT THE 
ENVIRONMENT? 

The Uniting Church has a longstanding commitment to the environment, both because social justice and 
environmental sustainability are linked and because the environment has intrinsic value. 

The church believes that God, as the Creator of the universe, calls humanity into a relationship of mutuality 
and interdependence with the creation. God’s will for the earth is renewal and reconciliation, not destruction 
by human beings. 

The church is particularly concerned about human-induced climate change, regarding it as a serious threat 
to the future and integrity of life on Earth. The church is especially worried about the impacts on vulnerable 
communities such as those in the Pacific. Over the last decade, the Assembly has responded to Pacific 
churches’ requests that churches throughout the world act in solidarity to reduce the causes of climate 
change. 

In 2006, the church adopted the statement “For the Sake of the Planet and all its People”, which lays out 
the church’s position on climate change and fossil fuels: “The scientific evidence on global warming and its 
potentially disastrous impacts is now indisputable. Also beyond dispute is that the burning of fossil fuels and 
subsequent creation of greenhouse gas emissions… is seriously exacerbating the problems we face.” The 
Assembly therefore called upon church members to reduce their own greenhouse gas emissions and to 
advocate for government to implement policies to reduce Australia’s dependence on fossil fuels. 

The 2009 statement “An Economy of Life” concerned inter-linked crises confronting human and ecological 
wellbeing. The statement named these crises (including climate change, militarism, the energy crisis, the 
food crisis, and the global financial crisis) as deeply rooted in our social, political, and economic systems. 
The Assembly called upon all parts of the church to participate in “a vision of flourishing, abundant life, 
of peace and reconciliation, justice and trans-formation, love and inclusion for all creation,” and upon 
governments to develop policies and structures that support human and ecological flourishing. 

These resolutions build upon the Basis of Union’s vision of the reconciliation and renewal of the whole 
Creation, and the 1977 and 1988 Statements to the Nation:

1977 STATEMENT TO THE NATION (EXCERPTS)

… a Christian responsibility to society has always been regarded as fundamental to the mission of the 
Church. In the Uniting Church our response to the Christian gospel will continue to involve us in social and 
national affairs.

We are conscious of our responsibilities within and beyond this country. We particularly acknowledge our 
responsibilities as one branch of the Christian church within the region of South-East Asia and the Pacific. In 
these contexts we make certain affirmations at the time of our inauguration.

We will challenge values which emphasise acquisitiveness and greed in disregard of the needs of others and 
which encourage a higher standard of living for the privileged in the face of the daily widening gap between 
the rich and poor.

We are concerned with the basic human rights of future generations and will urge the wise use of energy, the 
protection of the environment and the replenishment of the earth’s resources for their use and enjoyment.

Finally we affirm that the first allegiance of Christians is God, under whose judgment the policies and actions 
of all nations must pass. We realise that sometimes this allegiance may bring us into conflict with the rulers 
of our day. But our Uniting Church, as an institution within the nation, must constantly stress the universal 
values which must find expression in national policies if humanity is to survive.

We pledge ourselves to hope and work for a nation whose goals are not guided by self-interest alone, but by 
concern for the welfare of all persons everywhere — the family of the One God — the God made known in 
Jesus of Nazareth the One who gave His life for others.
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1988 STATEMENT TO THE NATION (EXCERPTS)

In co-operation with all fellow Australians of goodwill, we are committed to work for justice and peace, calling 
for honesty and integrity, encouraging tolerance and compassion, challenging acquisitiveness and greed, 
opposing discrimination and prejudice, condemning violence and oppression and creating a loving and 
caring community.

We recognise a widening gap between the rich and the poor, not only within Australia, but within the whole 
human community. We will strive to uphold the rightful claims of the poor on the resources of this nation and 
the world. We will seek to identify and challenge all social and political structures and all human attitudes 
which perpetuate and compound poverty.

We affirm our belief that the natural world is God’s creation; good in God’s eyes, good in itself, and good 
in sustaining human life. Recognising the vulnerability of the life and resources of creation, we will work to 
promote the responsible management, use and occupation of the earth by human societies. We will seek 
to identify and challenge all structures and attitudes which perpetuate and compound the destruction of 
creation.

See these statements and others at: http://www.unitingjustice.org.au/environment 
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ATTACHMENT FOR SESSION 3 
WAYS CHURCHES MIGHT RESPOND 
TO COAL AND GAS MINING

There are many ways that churches, and indeed individual Christians, could respond to the controversy 
around coal and coal seam gas mining in Australia. To help you start thinking, we have listed some possible 
roles below. It is not meant to be a definite list! We have deliberately left the last role blank, in full expectation 
that through careful discernment you might come up with something we have not. You may also want to take 
on multiple roles (although not all are easily combined) or find a hybrid. 

ROLE EXAMPLE 
ACTIVITIES

THEMES / 
VALUES BIBLE TEXT EXAMPLES

5 MARKS 
OF MISSION 

FRAMEWORK 

Host

Host ‘town hall’ 
meetings, panel forums, 
etc (as a neutral party)

Open Space Forum

Articulate and enact 
welcome of all people (?) 

Hospitality

Safe Space

Respectful 
Dialogue

Jeremiah 29:7 
“seek the 

welfare of the 
city”

Anglican Church Sth Qld 
Open Space Forum, (Focus, 

June/July 2013, p.24-25, 
http://anglicanchurchsq.org.
au/discover/focus-magazine)

TELL (by 
modelling 
grace and 
hospitality)

Mediator

Behind the scenes and/
or public mediation 
of conflict within the 
community (or even 
within the church), or 

between the community 
and the mining company

Conflict 
Transformation

Reconciliation

Matthew 18 
“If someone has 
wronged you…”

2 Corinthians 5 
“ministry of 

reconciliation”

Brian Brown (NSW/ACT 
Moderator, 2011-2014) led 

the consultation process with 
people across the church 

about water reform in the  – 
Murray Darling Basin, http://
www.unitingearthweb.org.au/

murray-darling

TRANSFORM

Pastor

Pastoral care/
counselling of farmers, 
landowners, activists & 

campaigners, 

Practical care 
for activists and 
campaigners eg. 

providing lunch, billeting, 
knitting beanies, 

fundraising

Care

Compassion

Healing

Matthew 11:28-
30 “Come to 

me you who are 
weary…”

The Knitting Nannas help 
keep protesters warm and 

fed at blockades, http://
knitting-nannas.com

TEND 
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Prophet

Speaking up (eg. 
writing letters to 

paper, calling in to 
radio, sermons, media 
releases, etc) – using 

the social power of 
churches and ministers

Joining a campaign 
(eg. OLOWOF, LTG)

Host campaign events 
run by campaign orgs

Hold your own 
campaign event (eg. 

film screenings)

Taking nonviolent direct 
action 

Justice

Advocacy

Speaking Truth 
to Power

Amos 5:24 
“let justice roll 
down like a 

river…”

Matthew 21:12-
14 (Jesus 
cleanses 
temple)

Gunnedah church leaders 
speaking out about mining 
http://www.insights.uca.org.
au/news/gunnedah-church-
leaders-comment-on-the-

mining-farming-issue

Liverpool Plains Resource 
Minister John Brentnall at 

the Maules Creek blockade, 
http://www.unitingearthweb.

org.au/news-events/66-
protect-the-planet-not-profits.

html

TRANSFORM

Mystic

Offering prayers for all 
parties 

Having a conversation 
about how we relate 
spiritually to the land 
and what values we 
hold regarding land 

(could include readings 
in theology if internal to 
church or bring range 
of traditions including 
Aboriginal elders if 

public)

Prayer

Other-focus

God’s love for 
all

Theological 
Reflection

1 Thessalonians 
5:17

Uniting Earthweb 

(www.unitingearthweb.org.au)

TEND

Pioneer

Install solar panels

Join/foster a 
community energy 
project via C4CE

Create a community 
garden

Reduce consumption 
and improve energy 

efficiency in your 
church and members’ 

homes

Solution-focus

‘Be the change 
you wish to 

see’

North Ryde Community 
Church, Wesley UC 

Canberra, O’Connor UC 
and others go solar: http://

www.unitingearthweb.org.au/
church-stories 

Coalition for Community 
Energy, http://c4ce.net.au 

National Energy Efficiency 
Network, http://neen.org.au

TREASURE

Other?
What else might you 

do individually or as a 
community?
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