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I was interested to read in the paper yesterday that NSW Deputy Premier, John Barilaro, said that 
the state government was supportive of the NRL’s “boutique stadia strategy,” backing a push for 
“as many as four or five new 20,000-seat stadiums in Sydney.”1 
 
This caught my attention not only because I’m interested in the football, but more because I’m 
interested in the church. And the underlying shift in assumptions that seems to be driving policy 
here is something that I’ve seen happening in churches too. 
 
You see, for a while now the only good stadium has been a big one. Build fewer and bigger 
stadiums, and encourage all the teams to play at this big stadiums rather than at their traditional, 
small, local stadiums (or is it stadia?). So the Dragons, for example, have had the number of games 
they play here in Wollongong slowly whittled away, and they’ve played more and more games at 
places like Stadium Australia and the Sydney Football Stadium. The latter, in fact, has been 
demolished (having only been built in 1988), and is being rebuilt as a “modern, world-class 
venue.”2 The former, also known as ANZ Stadium, was also scheduled for redevelopment, but that 
seems to have been abandoned. 
 
That push by both the NRL and the state government to move everything into bigger stadiums and 
ignore or downplay the small local grounds now seems to have changed. With this “boutique 
stadia strategy,” the local ground is back. They’re talking about “taking the game back to the 
suburbs,” and “going back to basics, back to the past where that tribalism is.”  
 
As I said, this interests me because we’ve seen similar trends happening in the church. There was a 
time when the small local church was the key strategic approach. The aim was to have a church in 
every suburb, so that the locals could walk to church and meet and worship together. And then 
there was a move away from this. Build fewer and bigger churches, and encourage people to drive 
to the big central church rather than walk to the small local one.  
 
But in recent times, I’ve seen a renewed interest in the smaller, local church. Just one small 
example: the church Janine and I got married at in Sydney used to have three smaller “branch” 
churches, which were closed down years ago and sold off to build the big central church. In recent 
years, however, they’ve been busy “replanting” small congregations back in the suburbs where 
they used to have branch churches! 
 
Why is the small local church making a comeback? I think (and of course I’m biased here!) it’s 
because there’s something that a small congregation can offer that a big mega-church can’t. Yes, 
we don’t have all the magnificent resources, and the budget, that allow us to offer big programs. 
But what we do have is an intimate community where everyone knows each other, is aware of 
what’s going on in each other’s lives – and where everyone has an opportunity to use the gifts and 
abilities to serve each other.  
 
I’m not knocking the big central churches. But, just as the government has rediscovered the value 
of “boutique stadia,” so I believe there’s great value in “boutique churches.” 

 
1 https://www.smh.com.au/sport/nrl/more-bankwests-barilaro-reveals-government-will-back-nrl-

suburban-stadiums-20200810-p55kdy.html 
2 https://www.scgt.nsw.gov.au/allianz-stadium/ 
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