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A REPORT TO  ------------------------------ CHURCH

CITY,  STATE,

ABOUT ITS INTERVIEW SELF-STUDY OF 

CONGREGATIONAL MINISTRY AS IT PLANS FOR RENEWAL

from 

The Congregational Studies Reading Team 

convened by Patrick Keifert and Pat Taylor Ellison

Church Innovations Institute

How to Use this Report
This report gives the major findings of a self-study by members of the congregation about the character of worship, education, and general involvement of members, as well as the congregation’s responses to community and congregational changes.  It is based on 25 interviews, gathered in fall, 1999, by six members of the congregation.

We believe these findings should be taken seriously even though they are based on information from a moderate number of interviews.  Leaders should consider their own reflections and use common sense about the issues raised in this report.  The concern should be to build on the strengths of _____________ Church while addressing its problem areas as opportunities for further growth as a congregation.

We believe that both the interviewers and those with whom they talked have the best interests of _____________ Church at heart and gave information they hope will help the congregation.

Our recommended questions to consider are meant as suggestions, not to tell the congregation what to do.  We believe that ________’s continuing work in congregational vision, mission, and renewal may help it address some of the opportunities discovered in these interviews.  We also believe that the congregation’s leadership has the wisdom and ability to best address its own situation.

All of the people who took time to answer these interview questions, and most certainly those member of _____________’s Listening Leader Team who did so many splendid interviews, should be commended for their willingness to think seriously about ______’s members’ past and present experiences of worship, learning, change, and renewal.  Such careful and helpful work will be of dramatic value as we all consider what God is up to in this community and what God is calling _____________ Church to do here.  As we seek to build on strengths, we remember that God equips us for every good work and that we lead by the grace of God's gifts to us.

Findings and Recommended questions to consider
1.  Describe this congregation to someone new and tell how they would be nurtured here.

Here are the answers people gave to this question. The first few are followed by a number that indicates how many people mentioned them. 

warm and friendly -15, full age spectrum - 7, great youth program - 6, caring individuals will reach out to you - 5, comfortable and “at home” feeling - 5, active church – 5, mid- to upper middle class – 4, talented – 4, energetic - 3, great neighborhood program - 2, strong CE department - 2, if you make first step you find ways to meet your needs – 2, quite white –2. 

Here are some other observations mentioned once each: 

On variety: members with wide background of religious experience, good mix of new and old members, multi-aged bell choir, like an extended family with caring and sarcasm and nurturing and bickering, not close knit, people talk mostly with those they know, a suburban church through and through, diversity from liberal to conservative, fairly liberal, very conservative, traditional, business-oriented, somewhat intellectual, not diverse, difficult for years to figure out how to fit in and connect at deeper level. 

On what is offered to encourage : Thanksgiving Eve service welcomes visitors who return, good outreach program to those that are disadvantaged, groups for marrieds and singles, so-so adult education, marital counseling, evangelistic about both religion and involvement, fun, committed to faith, great music, invited by business contacts, mission oriented, roundness scary at first, great child care people, well-liked minister, true compassion, a nurse to help older folks through serving and prayer. 

On needs: more outreach to lower income people, more young families, more young singles, to pay attention to people’s real problems.  

A few specifically pointed to what nurtured them: encouragement to get involved - 8, sermons - 6, small groups - 4, worship in many styles - 3, choir - 2, pastors visiting homes, the dinners at **C.

Recommended questions to consider

· A major value to your members is community, where everyone has a name and a role, much like an extended family, a positive image.  However, your congregation is already too large for that image to be a reality.  Your size, growing diversity, and even number of worship services will bring strangers to you.  Which is God’s preferred future for you, to be a much smaller group behaving like extended family, or to serve a growing number of persons in God’s name whom you won’t necessarily get to know? The answer will be important as you envision your future.

· Many folks see the future of the congregation in young people, yet young people are a transient group. Exactly what is your congregation’s mission to these young people? 

· What is “mission” to your members?  How does mission relate to the involvement that so many members feel compelled to give?  What is your church’s meaningful job?

· Where is God in these descriptions? How do you move from myriad surface activities to deep abiding connections and work? What is God up to in your valuing of community?

.  

2. Tell how people participate in the life of this church.

People seem to participate in every way imaginable. Here were the most frequently mentioned ways to participate: committees –10, teaching –9, choir or bells or other music–9, **C –8, attending worship –6, PW group –6, deacons and elders –5, small groups –3, cursillo –2, serving coffee -2, leadership and decision-making by lay people -2, adult education –2, contributing money –2, neighborhood program –2, bus driving –2, with the youth or kids –2.  

Here are many items mentioned one time each: Sr. High fellowship, caring and sharing hands, alternative Christmas gift, strong mission involvement, men's breakfast, contemporary worship, 

serving at funerals, C. R. program, informal meetings to pass on the word, minutes for missions, sponsor for confirmed, representing congregation to the community, paint-a-thon, stewardship, potlucks, ushering, greeting, sharing faith and life stories, Bible studies, education, library, nursery, cleaning. 

Here are some comments about how people are involved or might become involved: no exclusion by anybody, after being formally asked rather than using talents unsolicited, often youths come without their families, need to invite some folks who aren’t involved, new members step in right away and help, lots of passive quiet participation, we respect when people want to participate and when they don't, as faith grows desire grows to be active in supporting church, people feel very free to choose what's important to them because there is such an array of things to do.

Recommended questions to consider

· You offer a wide array of service options, programs, and connecting points, to be sure. Which of these opportunities can you study, understand, and build upon as your main work?

· The most frequent response was serving on committees, yet we know that fewer than 15% of Americans are nurtured by committee work.  That small number are renewed and energized by such work. How do you presently match people with their gifts?  How are they nurtured?

· People in your congregation are centered on taking action. Who are the people receiving this action? How is it received?  In what programs or even in what informal ways does your nurturing really work well?   Can you intentionalize this work?

· Cursillo and other “retreat” type experiences renew folks very well.  How can your weekly worship and education and fellowship provide this same sense of renewal? The type of atmosphere that creates this continuous renewal needs to be systemic. It would have to pervade all of what you do, centered on a single focus. What or who would that focus be?

· The work that people do feels a little like filling slots.  How are your members’ gifts, talents, and passions discovered? How are those gifts then matched to particular service in the congregation or the community?  How does your congregation embody that organic (rather than organizational) image of the body of Christ, each part doing what it does best for the common good?

3. Tell about how you and others feel about the changes in this congregation in the past 3-5 years.

Some people were entirely positive about recent changes, others were entirely negative, and a few gave both positive and negative reflections.  

Negative notes about the changes: uncomfortable staff turnover (esp. pastors)–5, too much variety divides people –4, three services have meant I have lost contact with others –4, tension between those who seek change & those who don't –4, too much too fast makes us unstable –2, renovation money not well spent –2, youth program shifted from search for religion to joys and concerns and is now too sweet and not evangelistic –2, growth means stress or tension, first service has not enough time for reflection or meaningful participation, moved awkwardly to “pastor as CEO” approach, wish traditional service were still later in the morning, need regular Bible studies for adults.

Positive notes about the changes: our pastors have challenged us meaningfully in preaching –4, good renovation with good input –4, good young leaders in **C –3, great new younger and older couples –2, a place for both contemporary and traditional worship –2, stewardship positive, Christian education classes last six months smoothing out, an impressive congregation that gets things done, more variety in backgrounds and races now, this church wants to serve Christ, friendly atmosphere, love service and music at 11:00, great nursery, very positive changes with more new member groups growing the congregation.

Recommended questions to consider

· Your congregation has realistic ideas about change: it is inevitable if growth is occurring.  Changes that have happened in the past have not always made you feel better.  Stability is deeply desired.  How can your current planning process create more unity and cohesiveness and stability, rather than becoming yet one more de-stabilizing era?

· Safety and trust are real concerns that begin to show up here. There is a history of conflict and dissension.  Might you take a look at some of these past conflicts that still bubble under the surface in a way that would give you an fuller understanding of those issues?  Is there a need for healing and forgiveness?  Do you avoid taking long looks at these painful times until the pain goes away?  How might such a look lead you toward God’s preferred future for your congregation?  How might refusing to look there prevent you from moving forward?

· We are reading feelings of fracture and separation; for example, families are separated for worship and education, while they used to be together.  How might you build less broadly and more deeply, more corporately together?  How might you encourage the development of “communities” within your congregation?

· People, even in their chaos, are mostly willing to risk further change in order to meet and greet new people. But why? What is the thing you can offer to the neighbor? You have abundant activity, more than you can support, really.   It reminded your reading team of the Cat in the Hat, balancing all those cups and saucers one atop the other.  What would bring the Cat’s load into balance? What will bring you into balance?  

4.  Tell about the ways people fight in this congregation.  Tell about a situation where you and other people were involved in a problem at church and how it was handled.

How you fight: we do it silently and behind the scenes –7, people leave –5, we ignore conflict or controversy–3, by voting where majority rules –3, by not going directly to the central person and instead talking to others about it –2.  Some other ways people described “bad” fighting: stopping arguments that need to be completed, using personal opinions rather than letting the Holy Spirit lead our conflicts, not usually having consensus, people handling things the way they want and leaving others unhappy, issues not being addressed or enforced, telling untruths, not pledging, agreeing to listen and then ignoring others, grumbling.

There were several positive descriptions of fighting habits, too: positive confrontative behavior by strong professional people, pro/con meetings, people speaking their opinions and not avoiding disagreements, confidence in pastor’s abilities to see and solve problems, using the session as the ultimate decision body, accepting people’s wishes which allows them room to grow, disagreeing very civilly.

Seven people said they had not experienced conflict. 

What you have fought about: building project –3, inner controlling group vs. former pastor –2, inclusive language –2, ordaining gay/lesbian ministers –2, following the rules exactly, Sunday School curriculum, ego of pastor, finance, property, term limits for committee members, little stuff, how church programs are run, employee salary, homosexuality in general, third service youth not getting traditional confessions and creeds, endowment committee work, level of commitment toward youth group on Wednesday, former pastor not calling on the elderly, worship styles, multiple worship services, maintaining stable membership, kids misbehaving, conservative vs. liberal philosophies.

Recommended questions to consider

· Here are two activities, a remembering one and an imaging one. The remembering activity: how have we handled past conflicts? The imaging activity: what new behavior might we use to handle conflicts?  You truthfully acknowledge bad habits; how would you like those habits to change? How might you begin such new habits?

· You never name a specific underlying issue which distresses you at this time, yet your reading team feels that there is something simmering even now.  Is there a secret that no one can talk about?  Is it a staff issue of the past that has never been resolved but is still operating powerfully today?  Is there a present issue which people are afraid to address?  If so, until the present distress is acknowledged, it will be hard to build the trust you will need to discover and live into God’s preferred future for _____________ Church.

· What is the role of pastor in this congregation? 

· Your congregation has members who really want to discuss the tough questions of life. Is it a safe place for such dialogue? If not, how can you create such an atmosphere?

5.  Describe an experience of profound worship you have had.

Christmas eve services with lights & music –6, music in worship –6, Bible-related sermons –4, Lent and Easter services-4, funerals –3, sermons that feel tailored directly to me –3, old hymns –2, being struck by how important the people of this congregation are to one another –2, cursillo experience –2, darkness and light in sanctuary –2, worship services with silence in them –2, haven’t had one here, worship on retreats, national/international gatherings, **C school, communion, All Saints worship, organ preludes that help me center, good children’s services, sermons that role-play, own kids speaking of their faith in public, seeing spiritual growth in people, helping people with losses, miracle of getting an A around the time of confirmation, happier tone in worship, BSF, relational healing after prayer, choir musicals, things that happen when church members do "mission," every time I attend, reluctantly but miraculously leading prayer at my father’s funeral, finding a broken flower as I picked up trash, our Pastor’s stories.

Recommended questions to consider

· Some lovely images of worship were brought forward in these descriptions: these are pleasant, warm images, and highly personal.  Worship seems to be about comfort in the midst of busy, rushing lives. Is this your aim?  Are there benefits to fostering corporate, dynamic worship that is hospitable to strangers whom you are called to serve?

· A handful of these descriptions pointed to really transformative experiences.  How might your members be truly transformed in their worship? 

· Tradition and time for silence are sought by many of your people.  How does your worship format allow for deep connection to God and the neighbor through tradition and through time for still silence? 

· Your congregation is divided over the three worship services issue. It appears that this division is present mostly because people feel separated from one another.  Some actually object to the alternative worship styles, but most just feel bad about not seeing one another.  It may be time to decide what your congregation sees as its main work.  Is yours a congregation which seeks to know one another as extended family?  Is it one which seeks to act for the neighbor whether we know one another or not? Is it one which seeks the deep spiritual enrichment of each member?  Is it one which seeks to connect people into programs and activities?  Your answers to these questions will make a big difference to your mission and your vision for that mission, in terms of your worship schedules and in terms of all other aspects of congregational life.

6.  If  you were to leave this congregation for five years, without any contact, what would you expect to see when you returned?  What would you hope to see?

Expect: 

significant growth in numbers –11, same as today –4, same emphasis on worship and education –4, good small groups into serving others –3, building updating/addition done –3, a very different church—a collection of self-motivated groups making own decisions, no witnessing by current members, a little growth but not a lot, a lot of change, no dramatic changes, wide age range, loss of some people to death (sad), active and still struggling with our goals, new building campaign for sanctuary, to be everything for everyone.

Hope: 

Those who want more or a change in focus: more young families –5, next addition completed –5, growth in numbers –4, more outreach into community –4, more involvement in worship and teaching and programs –4, active young adult singles group –3, more people involved in mission outreach –3, the contemporary worship team having more people involved throughout our community –2, increase in our music ministry –2, more emphasis our personal relationship with the Word, more use of facilities by neighborhood program and others, more diversity, percentage of mission giving continuing as is, **C expanded, stronger emphasis on attracting people, second minister who complements current pastor’s gifts, new member group better informed about congregational life, be listed in the S. welcoming guide, discussions of serious issues, Halleluia Chorus on Christmas Eve, a Reformation Sunday celebration, more true denominational traditions, more blended worship style, pastoral home visit once every three years, more intergenerational activities, continued growth of activities for senior citizens.

Those who want the same or think less is more : same pastor –4, same worship and programs as when I left –4, youth becoming committed Christians –2, same people, same programs, people allowed to just come to worship and not be in many activities, a sense of unique identity built on our strengths, same greeter at door, hospital visitation continues, not so large as to lose community, no additional worship services, to be welcomed back.

Recommended questions to consider

· Your members place a high value on caring and outreach. Not everyone is heading in the same direction with this caring and outreach.  What will your focus be?

· You expect to grow.  This is scaring you.   Can you find hope in this enormous list of hopes?

· Your reading team noticed the variety of your activities. You perhaps have heard of good and successful ideas going on elsewhere and add them to your own collection of offerings.  Now is the time to see which of these many activities are the right match for your own members’ gifts and passions and the gifts and the needs of the community members that surround you.  God is an abundant giver of such gifts.  God’s preferred future for you will likely be built upon your own roots and history and out of your own abundant gifts.  What is the future you can grow upon your gifts?

7.  Tell a story about how you sense God's presence and activity in this congregation.

Comfort and help in times of need –10, daily ministry by many that makes a difference –5, when youth get involved especially in M. or Habitat –4 , sermons –3, 130 kids in **C –3, prayer and prayer chain –3, the “building to share” effort, connections with Russian group, pastors that God works through, in celebrations of life, in people’s responses in worship, in experiences directly with God, raising money and planning and building our gathering area, because things are going so well that reveals God’s presence, when kids join our church without their parents, reaching out to those in need in the community, our openness in lives and in building use, in junior high Bible study, conversations with pastor, I don't feel God's presence and activity in this congregation in worship (not reverent enough). One person asked whether Jesus would come to this professional and wealthy group.

Recommended questions to consider

· You experience God’s presence and activity in acts of kindness, in the congregation’s success in reaching goals, in doing ministry.  These experiences feel to your reading team like Martha in the Mary and Martha story.  Think about that: how are you Martha? How are you Mary?

· There is a tremendous incarnational sense of God’s presence.  That is, you understand God in the people around you in worship, in serving activities, in children.  This is a mighty strength to build upon. How might you celebrate that strength as you attempt to focus your mission?

· You are a busy congregation. Your reading team wrestled with this sense of bustle and why it might have developed.  Perhaps you are trying to attract people, trying by activities to thrive and grow, trying to cover nervousness or fear, trying to do what everybody’s is supposed to do: be involved.  We imagined taking the whole congregation on a retreat, to un-busy everyone, to get down to what’s really at stake. What really is at stake? A time of quiet, study, deep listening, discerning, asking why could reveal what is at stake.  And if you could discover habits for quiet discernment, how might that spill over into people’s busy lives outside of their time in congregational activities?

· What is God up to? What is God calling _____________ to do with the valuable gifts and passions of your members and the valuable resource of their time?

8.  Tell a memory that gives you anxiety about the future of this congregation.  Tell a memory that gives you hope.

Anxieties: no anxieties –5, youth group losing sight of what the church is for, pastor rushing to help, fear of being biblical, loss of community, unhelpful non-black-and-white ideas expressed about homosexuality, immature behavior of some persons, damaging problem in the early 60’s, fear of leading music, naiveté could lead to sexual abuse, some congregation and session thinking seems to go unheard by pastor, fear of change in some folks, some people fall through cracks or leave because we are too busy to meet them, people are so busy, clergy crisis, new sculpture, details of financing not public, anxious about the commitment of dollars to the church, people must grow in their time and income giving as a sacrifice, do I actually belong here even after so many years, changes are tough, growth separates people.

Hopes: devoted and open and caring people –4, building project impressive –2, supportive & loving persons –2, Holy Spirit is alive in our church, our welcoming greeter, recent resolution of an employee problem, doing this for young couples and families, amazing CE director, that congregation will accept all perspectives, **C class has been disciplined positively, speeches that say that that change is a good and normal piece of life helps balance out the climate, this process of interviewing for input of new mission statement, Hope Vision statement, moms doing a great job with their kids, my church is my other family who takes care of me, great sermons and fellowship, devotion to fulfill missions, the children sermons when the high schoolers come up and sit in to help.

Recommended questions to consider

· Among your anxieties, your reading team senses a nervousness centering on your pastor. Two issues are present:  where he wants to lead you and whether he will stay.  How widespread is this nervousness? What might your pastor do to address these questions? What is the job of the laity in discerning answers together?

· People long for stable relationship with a spiritual leader in your congregation, yet pastors’ and other staff members’ roles vary according to the mission of the congregation they serve. Some are connectors of persons, some vision-casters, some creators of systems which support entire communities.  Your congregation’s mission and vision will determine how your pastors and staff members will be in relationship to the members and to one another.  How can _____________ Church work for stability of leadership long term?  What relationships must be built to last so that the congregation’s work is grounded in permanence?  What in your spiritual life is lasting? 

· In these responses, your hope is rooted in your caring relationships with one another and the work that you do together.  God comes up only once.  Why is that, do you think?

· Many of the anxieties are about separation and loss. Press those anxieties deeper. What is your underlying fear? Fear of death? The death of relationships? Of people? Of  the church?  Yet it is hard to be honest about these root fears; it may not feel safe. That may be why you can’t talk about the issues that really bother you now.  If your habits of conversation are limiting you, what would free you up into speaking boldly about trouble? That freedom could also lift real sources of hope that you now posses in one another and in the many blessings that you claim in these answers.  
Your reading team is delighted to pray for you as you move ahead to discern God’s preferred future for _____________ Church.  
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