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SUMMARY OF REPORT

"What Have We Learned?"Administrative Commission 
January 2008 - September 2009
Studying the dissolutions of the Imani and Reaville congregations

What We Learned (section IV.A.4, p. 16):

· Symptoms of decline/ill health had been present for years.

· At important times, the congregations were not functioning according to our polity.

· The Presbytery/COM was aware of the decline and ill health of both congregations. 

· The Presbytery/COM made important decisions regarding pastoral issues and real property that facilitated the maintenance of the status quo.  

· The Presbytery/COM did not adequately respond to the decline and ill health of which it was aware.

· The Presbytery/COM finally acted when options had become few to none.  

· The opinion that the Presbytery/COM should have acted decisively sooner is prevalent.

· The final Administrative Commissions did the best they could under the circumstances.

What We Must Do:

Of the many factors contributing to these two dissolutions, two areas under the Presbytery's control require our attention:   


1. Cultural concerns: we must examine current assumptions about the lives of our congregations and our common life as a Presbytery and act constructively to build a shared understanding of our common purpose.  It appears that Presbytery staff,  pastors, sessions, and committees of the Presbytery have .had different assumptions about their roles and responsibilities in working as a Presbytery toward a common purpose, which in itself is unclear. As a result, frustration, mistrust, a reticence to openly discuss and act upon difficult truths, a reticence to intervene, a lack of necessary leadership, and a lack of understanding of our system of government and resulting problematic actions, have characterized certain relationships within our Presbytery.  


2. Structural concerns: we must address the needs and concerns of congregations and their pastors who face the realities of decline. We must fill the gap in Presbytery and COM structure that allows those facing such transitions to fall through without proactive adequate attention, support and challenge.  
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Foreword Regarding the Use of Certain Terms
We, the authors of this report, the Commissioners of the "What Have We Learned?" Administrative Commission, have chosen the words used in this report as carefully as possible.  There are no "safe" adjectives when speaking of congregational life, and none which are fully descriptive of the complexities of congregation life, much less of a congregation over time.  At the outset, we wish to state that the proper term in the Book of Order for the end of a congregation is its dissolution. However, as we describe more fully in II.A. The Reality of Death (p. 8), and as has been used in our Presbytery in discussions of  "the life cycle of a congregation", such a congregational dissolution is experienced by many as a death. We use the word declining as a broad umbrella to describe various degrees of congregational ill health--for instance, in some cases full-scale dysfunction, in some what may be seen as the inevitable result of a congregational transition--which depict a convergence of factors that may finally call the continued life of a particular congregation itself into question.  We do not use these terms in order to "label" individual congregations, but we believe we must use such descriptive terms in order to "speak the truth in love" (Eph. 4:15) and have a meaningful discussion of the health and wellness of our congregations and our Presbytery. We use the word Church to describe the church universal, in contrast to an individual congregation (which is often called "church").
I.
Executive Summary

Congregations, like people, experience cycles of growth, decline, and stability. When declining health is noted (in either people or congregations) steps may be available to restore health, but sometimes, sadly, “heroic measures” are not appropriate or do not extend life on acceptable terms. The theological foundations for this view of congregations are presented in Section II.  In Section III we examine the decline and dissolution of the Imani and Reaville congregations and note the similarities and differences in those situations, and what went well and not so well in the dissolution process. Most importantly, we feel the health of congregations needs to be monitored and steps taken before ill health progresses too far (see Section IV). Obvious signs of distress are declining membership, declining giving, and failure to maintain facilities. Less obvious, but very important to assess, are the sense of spiritual life and health, outreach beyond the congregation, and a willingness to transform in order to become vital. Diagnostic tools, such as the Natural Church Development survey and the Congregational Self-Assessment tool developed by this Commission, can and should be used, along with Triennial visits by the Committee on Ministry, to monitor church health and promote discussions and action. Congregations and on occasion pastors have been known to resist such assessments, and we discuss such issues in IV.B.1.

The more difficult question is how a presbytery can respond to a congregation's  decline so health can be realized.  In the last ten years, while the population within our Presbytery's bounds has increased by 170,675, weekly worship attendance in our congregations has decreased by 331 and membership by 384; our membership attendance ratio has fallen from nearly 45% to 39% (2008 Ten-Year Trend Report, Percept Report 2008). By certain measures, almost one half of our Presbytery's congregations could be said to be in decline. This trend is consistent with trends across our denomination and nation. 
More work is needed to identify the meaning of "effective witness" before we can accomplish the portion of our Commission's charge that we would “[determine] the opportunities and needs to promote an effective witness to the gospel in all parts of the Presbytery.”
We also note that our Presbyterian form of government has to be clearly understood by congregations in decline, so the truth can be told in love and honest evaluations can be made. We do not follow a Congregational model, where individual churches are solely responsible for their property and ministries. Our system is one of organic relationship, in which elders, clergy and congregations are responsible for one another. We believe there needs to be better education of our congregational leadership regarding our system and its implications within our Presbytery.

Finally, lengthy periods of congregational struggle do not serve to further the gospel or strengthen faithful Christians. We believe our Presbytery should establish general benchmarks for specific actions to be taken by the Presbytery as a result of congregational assessments (that when, for instance, a congregation is assessed to have declined on a certain number of scales, to a certain point, and has gone through a three-year period attempting to make gains toward health without success, the congregation should be formally dissolved by the Presbytery). Legal and pastoral considerations should guide the Presbytery’s response. A draft of a handbook to guide future Administrative Commissions faced with the task of congregational dissolution is provided in Section V.

II.
Overview of the Report
During the course of the Reaville Administrative Commission’s work, it became clear that this congregation had a very long history of struggle among members, with its pastors and with the Presbytery. The Commission kept wondering how it was that they were intervening only at that very late date,  and at the insistence of the current pastor, and in such extreme circumstances that the Commission felt it was left with no choice but to dissolve the congregation. A comment was made and reported regarding the Presbytery: “Didn’t we learn anything from Imani?” (The Imani congregation, a new church development which began out of the dissolution of the Prospect Street congregation in 1993, was organized later in 1993, chartered in 1994 and dissolved in 2004.) Thus began conversation within the Commission about ways to help prevent such circumstances from occurring again.  To this end, the members of the Reaville Commission moved that the Presbytery establish another Commission to look into how these two congregational dissolutions could and should instruct the Presbytery in the future. 

At the January 2007 stated meeting, the Presbytery approved the following commission:

 Create another Administrative Commission of seven members to be appointed by the Moderator in consultation with the chairpersons of the Committee on Ministry and the Committee on Evangelism and Church Development, the Executive Presbyter, and the Stated Clerk.  The administrative commission is charged with:
1)         Meeting with members of the Imani and Reaville commissions to learn and document the lessons learned, e.g., what might the Presbytery have done to re-vitalize those congregations; what steps in the closing worked well, what steps did not work well, etc.;
2)         Developing guidelines for the Presbytery and its committees for monitoring and evaluating the health of each congregation on a regular basis, determining the opportunities and needs to promote an effective witness to the gospel in all parts of the Presbytery;
3)         Developing a handbook to guide future administrative commissions that need to consider whether a particular congregation has reached the end of its life cycle.
This Administrative Commission should make a final report to the Presbytery no later than one year after its appointment.
Because of scheduling and participation issues, the current incarnation of this Commission began its work in January 2008.  Associate Executive Presbyter Greg Albert joined the Commission ex-oficio as it began its work.  

The Commission determined it would begin its work by interviewing as many members of the Imani and Reaville Commissions as possible, and that only Imani's second and final Administrative Commission would be interviewed (the one which recommended dissolution--see Imani timeline at Appendix D.)
The Commission decided to conduct these interviews by using:


1) an adapted survey tool (see Appendix A) and 


2) questions generated by #2 of its commission:  what was done well and what was not done well by the Session, the Presbytery, COM, and the (final) Administrative Commission?

These interviews were conducted in the winter of 2008 and collated at the Commission's February 2008 meeting. The results are reported in section IV.A. 1 and 2. 
The Commission further determined it would be helpful in assessing the results of the actions of the Commissions which dissolved the congregations to determine what had become of the remaining Imani and Reaville members (IV.A. 3).

Preliminary drafts of this report were circulated to various groups and individuals throughout the Presbytery, including:  Interim Pastors group; ECD; COM chairs; EP search committee; Ernie Kimmel, stated clerk and acting head of staff; and members of Presbytery Council. Feedback gained in writing or verbally was incorporated into the document as the Commission felt it advisable.

What follows is a story that we understand can be retold across the nation today--when over half of our denominations' congregations average less than 50 worshippers on a given Sunday, and when all mainline Protestant congregations across the nation face similar challenges. It is also the story of a need to renew our faith in the God of resurrection; to revisit our assumptions about earthly, human institutions of the congregation and the Presbytery; and to reclaim strengths of our Presbyterian identity, as told in the words, actions and inactions of members, elders, pastors, and Presbytery staff alike. 

III.
Foundational Documents

A.  Theological report


“The Church is called to undertake [its] mission even at the


       risk of losing its life, trusting in God alone as the author and giver

                  of life, sharing the gospel, and doing those deeds in the world that

                  point beyond themselves to the new reality in Christ.”









Book of Order G-3.0400
This statement from the PCUSA’s Constitution affirms our commitment to faithful discipleship, calling us to trust in God’s sovereignty and hold firm to the promise that, in Christ, we need no longer fear death as life’s final word.   Despite the inherent risk of following Christ, as his Church we attest Scripture’s claim that in our baptism, we have been joined to Christ in death so that we will be united with him in his resurrection.  We are a new creation, no longer having our identity in human models of success and meritorious accomplishments, but in Christ alone (Rom. 6:5-11; 2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 2:20).  It is from this theological foundation that this Commission undertook its task.  Scripture offers numerous and varied examples of both the risks and fruits of faithful discipleship, with specific texts too numerous for an exhaustive treatment.  However, in the interest of appealing to Scripture’s authority and trusting in the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we offer these few examples for theological consideration. 


Life of the Church

Since it is through the power of the Holy Spirit that the Church is given its life, we affirm our responsibility to humbly and obediently discern the work of the Spirit in and among God’s people.  We do not control the Spirit’s movement, for “the Spirit blows where it will" (John 3:8).  According to Acts, the earliest Church communities were marked by mutual sacrifice, sharing, frequent table fellowship, “glad and generous hearts,” and authentic goodwill among members (Acts 2).  While early Christians continued to worship in the temple, the life they engaged in outside the temple was the means through which God grew the church (Acts 2: 43-47).  The life to which the Church bears witness is a life lived in the world, embodying the fruits of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23); it is a corporate and individual proclamation of the good news that reflects the new creation in Christ. This life is not the "life" of mere survival, and within a congregation whose existence is organized around the perpetuation of its institution alone, which is not welcoming of the stranger or supporting of the weak, there will be a sense that another kind of "life" may be present, but it is not the Spirit's life. The life each congregation enjoys should be identifiable by its evidence of the Spirit's fruit, exhibiting those fruit among its members and to the world, and nourishing of those who join its communion. It is this life that we look for, and look to help flourish, in every congregation.

Mobility and Permanence

Throughout most of our faith’s history, God’s presence with God’s people has been experienced as free and mobile.  God’s call to Abraham was a call to move from one location to another (Gen. 12; Heb. 11:8-12).  God’s deliverance of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt required leaving the land of bondage and journeying to a new land which God had promised.  Throughout the wilderness years, God’s presence was manifest outside the tent of meeting (Ex. 33:7-11; Nu. 11:24-30; 12; Deut. 31:14-23).  Until the construction of Solomon’s temple, God was understood to dwell in the tabernacle, an impermanent structure that could be moved from one location to another (Ex. 26).  Even in the periods preceding and during the building of the temple, the words spoken through the prophet Nathan indicate that God’s preference is for mobility (2 Sam. 7:1-7). The words of Solomon’s prayer attest to the truth that no human-built structure can contain God (1 Kings 8:27).

Instead of structures housing God, we are guided by the reality of God’s incarnate Word, Jesus Christ.  Christ is the cornerstone of God’s household (Eph. 2:20) and we ourselves are said to be “living stones,…built into a spiritual house (1 Peter 2:5).”  Paul refers to the people of the Corinthian church as “a temple of God (1 Cor. 3:16).”  Although it has been said many times, this truth bears repeating: the Church is not defined by any building or piece of real estate. The Church is not a building or location, but a people, alive through the power of the Holy Spirit, and sent into the world to live the new reality in Christ (Mt. 28:18-20; Acts 1:8).  This being the case, individual congregations may legitimately consider whether or not to remain where they are or move to a new location, collectively or separately, in order to faithfully continue the ministry to which they have been called.


The Reality of Death

While human beings inevitably suffer a physical end, the lifespan of a particular congregation is not dictated by the same laws of nature. However, when the corporate life of a particular congregation ends, it is experienced by its members as death.  Our understanding of our life together as the Church eternal means that we choose to use the term dissolve or dissolution to describe the end of a congregation as an institution within our denomination.  But in terms of our experience of the end of a congregation's fellowship, a life once lived by a group of Christ's followers called together in love and service, we speak of death in the Biblical terms, in the context of our identity as resurrection people, with eternal life in Christ.  Jesus' death informs our understanding of all deaths, literal and figurative, individual and corporate; so our experience of the life which is ended in the death of a congregation must be informed by the hope of the resurrection. 
Scripture addresses the idea of a more intentional death in the disturbing parable of the fig tree (Luke 13:6-9).  The master waits patiently three years for the fig tree to bear fruit.  When he threatens to cut it down so that it not “waste the soil,” the gardener pleads for its life for one more year, committing to give it extra care and nurturing.  (There is a similar, more harsh episode in Mark 11, in which Jesus curses a fig tree with perpetual barrenness because it does not provide him with fruit when he is hungry).  In Luke’s parable, not only does the gardener commit himself to the care and tending of the tree, but the master’s argument for cutting it down is based on good stewardship of resources—an important consideration for any congregation.  The story suggests that while continued opportunities to “bear fruit” are not inexhaustible, the tree is not left to struggle on its own—the loving and attentive gardener will do all he can to assure the tree has a future. 

The historical record would indicate that the overwhelming majority of specific congregations do not last forever.  For the most part, the congregations of the New Testament and the communities in which they flourished no longer exist.  Regarding more recent centuries: while many of the buildings that housed worshiping congregations still stand, many are used for other than ecclesial purposes. Yet the Church lives on.  As Christ’s body, the Church can never die.  Individual Christians and individual congregations, though they pass away, belong to something bigger:  Christ's body, the Church universal.  Even in the course of discussing death and dissolution, this truth is an important affirmation of our eternal life. 


The Promise of Life

When presaging his own death, Jesus states, 


“Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain;

      but if it dies, it bears much fruit.  Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate

      their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.  Whoever serves me must follow me,

      and where I am, there will my servant be also (John 12:24-26a).”  

As followers of Christ, we must take seriously the truth of the cross: that sometimes death is necessary in order for God’s redemptive purpose to be realized.  There are times when death occurs not as a result of too little faith or a failure of some kind, but rather as a direct result of faithful trust and obedience.  It is incumbent upon every congregation and upon our Presbytery  to constantly be discerning what areas of our corporate lives may be released to the pruning of the Spirit in order for life to flourish more abundantly elsewhere. 



B.  What we already know about congregations in decline
As we began our study of the Imani and Reaville dissolutions, we looked at some of the church growth literature for guidance. We discovered that there is a substantial body of knowledge about congregational decline (and growth) that has been gathered in recent years. Indeed, our Presbytery’s Evangelism and Church Development Committee included some of this knowledge in a document entitled, “An Action Plan at the Dawn of the New Century” (adopted by Presbytery of New Brunswick, June 11, 1996).  The aforementioned document lists twenty “Signs of Need for Redevelopment,” divided into five categories:

 1.
Membership
· a decline in overall membership

· a negative comparison with regional trends in membership

· a decline in average attendance and in the percentage of attendance to membership

2.
The Congregation and Its Community
· congregation doesn’t reflect community demographically
· racial/cultural

· growth/decline patterns

· age, sex, etc.
· congregation is not ministering to the community

· lack of a clear mission and vision statement for future ministry

3.
Finances
· a decrease in overall giving

· in relation to inflation

· in relation to expenses

· reduction in pastoral compensation

· inability to meet Presbytery minimum for installed pastor

· decrease in mission/benevolence giving

· use of endowment or reserves for normal operating expenses

· drop in giving per family unit

· unhealthy imbalance between staff salaries and program expenses

4.
Leadership
· diminishing vitality of pastoral leadership

· lack of sufficient lay leadership involvement (pastor does everything/nothing)

· a limited educational program

· declining number of small groups in the congregation (choirs, committees, classes, support groups, etc.)

5.
Building/Facility
· failure to use it effectively

· failure to maintain it effectively (deterioration of facility)

· failure to make it available to community groups and agencies

W decided to convert these “signs” into questions to ask twenty-two interviewees close to the two congregational dissolutions (see Appendix A for sample questionnaire). The interview results confirm that many but not all of these signs were true of both Imani and Reaville, some were true for one but not the other, and some were not true of either.

It is important to note that most churches will display one or more of the signs at any point in time, but the congregation which displays many of the signs over a period of several years is probably in a phase of decline. 
IV.
Charge #1:  "...document lessons learnt"--the past and present


A.  Research Results: Imani and Reaville



1.  Survey

Our Commission established a process by which we would communicate with members of the Imani and the Reaville Commissions as well as Reaville's final pastor, who served on this Commission. We developed a list of 22 potential people to contact. A survey was developed as a tool of gathering information consistently (see Appendix B). The survey invited people to respond in the areas of membership statistics, ministry to the surrounding community, a vision for future ministry, the reality of finances, the presence of other activities in ministry, and the condition, cost, and upkeep of the building. Of the 22 possible contacts, 17 people were interviewed in person, by phone, or in one case, by e-mail. The commission then met to collate and analyze the answers given. The following trends were identified.

In both cases at Reaville and Imani:

*There had been a decline in overall membership in the last 10 years

*There had been a decline in average worship attendance in the last 10 years

*The congregation did not show signs of life, vitality, nor promise for the future.

*There had been a decrease in overall giving in relation to inflation.

*There had been a decrease in overall giving in relation to expenses.

*The educational program was minimal.

*The number of small groups (choirs, committees, classes, support groups) was declining

*There was a failure to maintain the building.

These particular trends were identified for Reaville alone:

*The congregation did not reflect the community in terms of growth patterns.

*There was a lack of a clear vision for future ministry.

*The congregation was unwilling to enter into a strategic planning process.

*There was an inability to meet Presbytery minimum for an installed pastor.

*The Officers did not have redevelopment skills such as conflict management, communication, and cross-cultural and intergenerational bridge-building.

*The building was not being used effectively.

These consensus answers were noted for Imani:

*The members were not attending worship services regularly.

*There has been a decrease in mission/benevolence giving over the last 10 years.

*There was a diminishing vitality of pastoral leadership.



2.  Comments by Interviewees



a.  Views and anecdotes.  The following were shared with members of this Commmission by members of both Reaville and Imani Commissions and Reaville's final pastor.


 (R= Reaville, I = Imani)
· there was both suspicion and gratefulness for the work of and presence of the Commissioners (R)
· there was anger toward the Presbytery for intervening (I & R)
· there was anger toward the pastor from certain members (I & R)
· some members felt churches should not need to be closed--there's always hope (R)

· some members felt buildings used for Christian worship should not be put to other use (R)

· the contrast between the founding pastor and the next called and installed pastor in terms of style and person was extremely great (I)

· pastors had been too concerned with keeping the doors open and not enough concerned with the spiritual development of the members (R)

· did pastors enable bad behavior to keep the peace, instead of loving the people enough to do hard things? (R)
· Presbytery needed to take a more proactive role, reaching out intentionally, before the crisis reached the point it did (I and R)

· as a Presbytery we are congregationally bound and don't know how to reach out to an entire congregation in trouble/conflict and hurting 
· COM is the only place to go for help (R)
· the congregation and session tended to look back instead of discussing the future (R)

· pastors gave up (R)
· the congregational dynamic needed to be changed (I & R)
· the area and its fabric is changing so much. Completely rural areas are being turned into developments. Lifestyles of the established folks are hard to mesh with newcomers, who can bring expectations of a church that smaller congregations with older members don't meet (R)
· the congregation was effectively a family chapel (R)
· we should stop giving these declining congregations money and let them die
· movement of the Spirit brings new people; if the young aren't being drawn, then something's amiss
· often one or two families are central to the trouble
· retired and tent-making pastors have a difficult situation; are often in need of the income.
· if one or two members can be reached who see something needs to be done, then that's 
good
· new pastors got the idea "this can turn around," which then became a holding pattern, 
then they hit a stone wall and resigned themselves to the church's dysfunction, leaving as 
soon as they could (R) 
· dollars are being bled into physical plants versus pastors and programs (I)
· we have too many congregations for the population
· we need a sense of urgency at the Presbytery level about helping churches grow. We need to help the successful be more successful and the healthy more healthy
· we are so tied up in our processes that we are not growing churches.  We hurt ourselves when we say we can't do something because it is "not the Presbyterian way"
· there was a general resistance to change (R)
· the decision was hard at the time and there was no way it wasn't going to be (I & R)
· the few who remained wanted to hold on to the church; even those who couldn't agree came together to try to save the church in the end (I)
· the congregation had not been operating as a Presbyterian congregation (functional Session, appropriate means of decision making, etc.) (I & R)



b.  What was done well  
· finally the Presbytery intervened; something was done (I & R)
· the Administrative Commissions worked well once they were in place ( I & R)

· once the Commission was in place, the pastor did not feel alone, that things were progressing, and that the Presbytery was being helpful (R)

· the pastor insisted on Presbytery intervention and persisted until intervention took place (R)
· because of frequent, often pastoral contacts with members of the congregation, all but one family came to see the wisdom of the dissolution, and expressed they felt cared for  and supported by the Presbytery (R)

· the Commission did a fairly good job of reaching out to all members. (R)

· we did our best. (I & R)

· worship services/other events held as part of dissolution (I & R)



c.   What could/should have been done differently 

· certain decisions made by the Presbytery were not helpful:  Imani-- setting up the Imani Center separate from the congregation, allowing Imani to remain without a pastor for over two years after the founding pastor left, making poor decisions in the sale of the building; Reaville--allowing the parking lot property to remand to the County if the congregation was dissolved before about 2030.  
· financial records should have been more closely examined by the COM before permitting a PNC to be formed. (R)
· irregularities in temporary pastoral leadership should have addressed (pulpit supply from other than PCUSA sources) (R) 
· COM and Presbytery leadership should have responded more promptly to calls for action once they were raised. COM needs to develop a strategy for moving in to such situations earlier. (R)
· COM must encourage pastors to share very specifically what their concerns are. The earlier the conversation takes place, the more honest the assessment from the pastor will be (R)
· COM must be able to confront members who are interacting in the church's life in a dysfunctional way (R)
· intervention should have occurred earlier. Reaville:  A decade or two earlier; it was often before the COM, and the COM had triennial visit reports and other reports of its dysfunction Imani:  COM knew of dysfunction at Imani beginning soon after the founding pastor's departure (1998)  
· a very close look at the community should have been taken when the first pastoral relationship was severed (1998), and possibly the placement of an Administrative Commission then (I)
· we should have been more forthright with them earlier than we were. We made it harder by taking so long to do what was necessary given the financial situation and the community conflict there which had been going on for years (I)
· there was great and justified sensitivity toward the congregation; being too sensitive allowed a situation to proliferate that should have been dealt with sooner   (I)
· it is possible that individual members needed to be disciplined (R)
· it was not made clear early and often enough that "paying the bills" was not enough to validate the existence of a PCUSA church (R)
· though members may not have desired it, other than a final worship service, it may have been constructive to discuss holding a ceremony celebrating the life of the church and lift up remembrances, etc. (I)
· members of the Presbytery were not kept aware of how the Administrative Commission was progressing (it worked for three months before the formal dissolution, Sept. - Dec.).  When the findings were brought to the floor of the Presbytery, many expressed shock and dismay. Findings should have been discussed once or twice at Presbytery before that, rather than placing only brief statements or changes to the Commission's charge within the Consent Agenda (R)
· much more attention must be given to pastoral care issues after dissolution. Pastoral care of members remaining on the rolls at the dissolution should have been clearly planned and made accountable to the Presbytery; members should have been tracked for an extended period (I & R)

· COM must take advantage of transitional times in a congregation's life to interview and check up with the congregation 

· we should recruit a team of non-clergy folks to help with pastoral care--ones in parish are on overload
· when it was clear someone other than the Session was controlling what was happening at the church, someone needed to step up
· maybe the Reaville Commission should have held the final worship service earlier, so that members would have worshipped on Christmas elsewhere and begun a better bonding process with others


3.  Where members of the congregations are today
In the best understanding of the Commission this is current information:

Imani:  two members at Westminster; three members transferred to First Trenton; one has left to join another congregation in Hamilton. One member has returned to Shiloh Baptist in Trenton; two others are members First Baptist Pennington; one worships at Beloved which meets at Covenant and one at Covenant. 

Reaville: one attends Kirkpatrick; one family (3 members) has bought the former church property and is holding services; four attend Mt. Airy, one family attends Larison's Corner.


4.  Summary of research results
Several common themes emerge regarding both congregations in the research presented above.

1)  Symptoms of decline/ill health had been present for years.

2)  At important times, the congregations were not functioning according to our polity.

3)  The Presbytery/COM was aware of the decline and ill health of both congregations. 

4)  The Presbytery/COM made important decisions regarding pastoral issues and real property that facilitated the maintenance of the status quo.  

5)  The Presbytery/COM did not adequately respond to the decline and ill health of which it was aware.

6)  The Presbytery/COM finally acted when options had become few to none.  

7)  The opinion that the Presbytery/COM should have acted decisively sooner is prevalent.

8)  The final Administrative Commissions did the best they could under the circumstances.


B.  Commission Opinion/Commentary

Through our interviews with commissioners in the Reaville and Imani closings, as well as other discussions within our group, members of the Commission determined that several items are important to be aware of and consider as the Presbytery moves forward. 



1.  Challenges facing our pastors, congregations and Presbytery




a.  Need for examination of assumptions: the lifetime of a congregation
The dissolution of these two congregations within in our Presbytery in the last five years brings to light an important assumption understandably held by many church members, officers and clergy: that a given congregation is necessarily intended by God to last forever. Correlate to that assumption are the following assumptions:  1) that a building constructed to serve as the home of a congregation at worship should perpetually stand, and 2) that it should always remain a place of Christian worship. We believe the coming-to-light of these assumptions is very important, and that they must be examined openly and carefully across our Presbytery, for the sake of the health and life of Christ’s disciples and the furtherance of the gospel. [ See Theological Statement, II.A. The Reality of Death, p. 8.]
We have had some moments of education regarding congregational development and decline. Then-Executive-Presbyter Joyce Emery, before the Reaville dissolution, made a presentation at a stated Presbytery meeting on the "life cycles" of a congregation. She illustrated that congregations, like other organizations, necessarily go through a cycle of birth, growth, stabilization, and then decline, unless other factors come to bear.  
In light of congregational difficulties within our Presbytery, the assumption that a congregation needs to continue to exist produces powerful and generalized emotions when the crisis of congregational dissolution comes to our focused attention as a Presbytery.   These feelings are evidenced by anger, isolationism, anxiety, fear of failure, and fear of truth-telling. Such reaction, unrecognized and unnamed, stymies the work of the Spirit among us. We must seek to give voice to these feelings within our Presbytery, proclaiming together: “perfect love casts out all fear” (1 John 4:18).


Our own Book of Order states:  “The Church is called to undertake this mission even at the risk losing its life, trusting in God alone as the author and giver of life, sharing the gospel, and doing those deeds in the world that point beyond themselves to the new reality in Christ.  The Church is called …to a new openness to the possibilities and perils of its institutional forms in order to ensure the faithfulness and usefulness of these forms to God’s activity in the world”(G-3.0400; G-3.0401c; bold ours). We are reformed and always reforming. 

We need to renew our understanding of a congregation in our denomination as an institution formed along certain lines, but at essence a gathering of Christ's followers--people who have agreed to order their common life in a certain way, constituting themselves as a congregation, with the purposes, mission, roles and responsibilities described in our Book of Order. In and of itself a congregation is nothing; it is the people together with the Holy Spirit who make a congregation what it is, who give it the quality of life it possesses, who between and among those people evidence growth or distress, and who are able to choose to continue to relate in this way or to dissolve their relationships, either as individuals or as a body. Because individual lives are always changing, so is the life of the congregation; the life of a congregation cannot be static. 



b.  Challenges facing Administrative Commissions

Commissions in these difficult and delicate situations tend to find that congregations and Sessions and even pastors perceive of and speak of the Presbytery as “other” or  "them.” Groups (such as an Administrative Commission) which are given power to intervene are sometimes seen as an enemy or even an evil authority. More to the point, the Presbytery is seen as “not us”: not related to or caring for the congregation and its members, and willing to exercise extreme power to do its will over against the will of the congregation. As has been described in our research above, and as this Commission has heard through other venues, there have been times the Presbytery’s actions or inactions did not help to correct or improve this perception. This Commission has also heard of occasions on which the pastor him/herself has had an active role in fostering this attitude. Again, we may trace this occurrence at least in part to views and emotions that understandably develop in any circumstance in which change is being contemplated or planned.




c.  Need for greater understanding of our system of governance

We can also trace these views and feelings to either a lack of understanding of our system of governance, or a desire not to abide by it. The way we order our lives together as Presbyterians is different from other denominations. We consider ourselves each part of a whole, and our obligations to one another across congregational lines are reflected in our methods of calling clergy, of conducting common mission, of doing finances, of sharing in real property matters, etc. It has become apparent to this Commission in its conversations that some within our Presbytery have preferred to think of our denomination as merely “connectional,” in the sense that we can “connect” and “disconnect” from one another at will, as if we were plugging in and out of an electrical outlet, and that pastors and Sessions might do so when and as they  desire, arguing that this is done without detriment to anyone. But this describes a congregational, not a Presbyterian model of church governance. In fact, our relationships are so intertwined that the offering put in any church’s plate on Sunday morning helped to pay for the repair of the Imani building after the robbery of its copper pipes and subsequent flooding, for instance. The extent of our dependence upon and obligation to one another needs elucidating in our Presbytery, at all levels, among members, officers, clergy, and Presbytery staff. 




d.  A pastor’s special fears and concerns

The generalized anxiety around congregational dissolution or even simple conversation about decline takes on special repercussions for a pastor in this situation. S/he may feel threatened not only in terms of his/her current call, but also as to what such intervention by the Presbytery might mean to those looking to call the pastor to another position in the future, or to his/her pastoral “legacy.” A pastor’s livelihood, reputation, sense of self and future employability can be seen to be at stake. Pastors’ concerns must be addressed in such instances, and the Presbytery must encourage clergy to give voice to their fears, and to seek wise counsel in order to take healthy, faithful steps both for themselves and their congregations.




e.  Need for improved relationships within our Presbytery, including accountability, transparency of procedure, full reporting and truth-telling
We must therefore be concerned with the relationship of our congregations and pastors to the body we call Presbytery—that is, to one another. The Presbytery gathered at any given meeting for decision-making is of course each minister member and commissioner, given power of voice and vote. But between meetings,  the Presbytery consists in all of us, at work and worship in the name of Christ. We need to build within our Presbytery a sense that “Presbytery is us”: that there is no “Presbytery” out there to become an enemy or antagonist, but only fellow followers of Christ with whom we have so ordered our lives that if the need arises, we together determine to intervene in a particular ministry for the good of all, in witness to the gospel, prayerfully, with sensitivity, kindness and courage.


We have further noted that our Presbytery is perceived as a “harmonious” place. We believe that conflict is a necessary and healthy part of any body, and we find ourselves wondering if struggles over hard truths have not occurred or hard truths have not been brought into the open; if the realities of congregational difficulties have not been openly discussed, and if problematic issues though perhaps examined have not been engaged head-on. From the record, it is clear there has been a lack of willingness on the part of Presbytery entities to intervene unless a full-blown and urgent crisis presented itself—using a medical metaphor, there has been little preventive medicine and mostly emergency room work. 


We now find ourselves in the place where, depending on the criteria we use to describe a congregation in decline, over one half of our congregations could easily be so described.  Larger cultural and societal forces are also at work here, and our Presbytery and larger denomination is not alone as such decline is also true of congregations in mainline denominations across the nation.


Within our Presbytery, we wish to further an attitude of open and honest shared ministry instead of ministry in "connectional" isolation. We must engender trust and be able to take on the difficult tasks that surely lie ahead when we conduct ourselves along our agreed-upon lines of mutual accountability, with full reporting and fair and informed voting, and when we come to know and care about each other in such ways that we are able to “speak the truth in love [so that] we may in all things grow into the head, that is Christ” (Eph. 4:15).  




2.  Role of the Presbytery Executive/Presbytery Staff

The effectiveness and implementation of any actions to be taken by our Presbytery will depend upon strong leadership from the Presbytery staff. In particular, the executive and associate executive or any future configuration of leadership must work with the named committees and the current Presbytery officers to create a high level of accountability  and reduce the tendency of the governing body to avoid this particular difficult conversation. In an organization dependent upon volunteers, the executive staff must be willing to lead the way when it comes to hard discussions and a willingness to engage in truth- telling to congregations in decline or ill health.

V.  Charge #2:  "...develop guidelines...for monitoring and evaluating the health of each congregation"--the future


A.  Immediate action:  Congregational Self-Assessment
As a result of conversations with Presbytery leaders as this Administrative Commission worked, this  Commission and the Presbytery Council met and discussed the need for immediate action to address the health of the Presbytery's congregations at the Council's regular meetings in  February and March 2009.  The Council then determined to implement the following self-assessment plan in all Presbytery congregations in the immediate future (2009).  This plan has since been revisited with the arrival of our new Interim Executive Presbyter. To the knowledge of the Commission, the Council has not yet taken action to rescind or revise this plan.
 Congregational Self-Assessment Initiative (CoSAI)
Purposes - to enable Sessions to assess their congregation’s vitality using the Worksheet developed by the What Have We Learned Administrative Commission.

· to gather preliminary information to guide Presbytery Mission Study
Target – all 41 congregations of the Presbytery of New Brunswick.

Initiative Leadership – about 40 volunteers will be recruited from the Council and elsewhere in the Presbytery structure. These volunteers will be trained and coordinated by the Associate Executive Presbyter.

Ratio – volunteers will work in pairs. Each pair will visit two congregations.

Training – volunteers will be asked to attend one of four training events (Trenton, Princeton, Flemington, New Brunswick.  Two will be day-time and two in the evening.

Duration – the Initiative will run ...
Promotion – the Initiative will be explained at the May and June meetings of Presbytery and an article will appear in Monday in Ministry for several weeks. 

Strategy – 

1. An introductory letter will be sent to every pastor and clerk of session from the Council Moderator. 

2. One of the volunteers will make contact with the pastor to give an overview of the Initiative, schedule a Session visit, and work out other details.

3. The Worksheet is divided into two parts: Part I – Quantitative Assessment, and Part II – Qualitative Assessment.

4. Part I – Quantitative Assessment – and the “Presbytery Ten Year Trend Report” for the congregation will be sent, completed, and copied prior to the volunteers’ visit.  

5. Together, one of the volunteers and the pastor will decide if Part II – Qualitative Assessment – will be completed by the Session before or during the visit by the volunteers.

6. If Part II of the Worksheet is to be completed before the volunteers’ visit, one copy of Part II will be sent beforehand. The pastor or clerk will make copies for each Session member. The volunteers’ visit, which will cover both Parts, will take about one hour.

7. If Part II of the Worksheet is completed during the volunteers’ visit, they will bring multiple copies of Part II with them. The volunteers’ visit, which will cover both Parts, will take about two hours.

8. In some cases, a follow up visit may be necessary.

9. After the visit, the volunteers will complete a brief report form and send it with a completed Worksheet (both Parts) to the Associate Executive Presbyter.

10. At their October 2009 meeting, the Council will review the Worksheets and decide where there are short-term opportunities for the presbytery to assist particular congregations.

11. The information from the Worksheets will be consolidated so                                                                                                   as to give an overview of the vitality of the Presbytery and the needs perceived by constituent congregations. This will be used by Council to develop a presbytery mission study with the new Interim Executive Presbyter.

Follow up – the Council will refer those congregations needing assistance to the Evangelism & Church Development Committee and/or Committee on Ministry. ECD and/or COM will report back to the Council within six months with a plan of action for each of these congregations.

B.  Next steps:  Adopt Core Presbytery Initiatives to Address Presbytery culture and structure. 
This Commission has come to the conclusion that the Presbytery must address the needs of its congregations at two levels: culture--the ethos, unwritten rules, general practice and expectations of all within the Presbytery (members of congregations, church officers, pastors and clergy, Presbytery committees and Presbytery staff)-- and structure, in particular as concerns addressing congregations and pastors, their relationships, and the health of those relationships.  


1.  Addressing culture.

We believe that in adopting the Congregational Self-Assessment tool and Initiative plan, the Council has taken first steps in this vein.  We believe further action should be taken in the following areas:


a.  Conversation about what is really going on in our congregations must be fostered.  What must be discussed openly and truthfully, in love, are the realities of particular congregations in every area:  worship, education, fellowship, mission, finances, property.  The Council must come up with some way for us to have these difficult conversations so that the Spirit may lead us through present reality into the future.  For example, congregations and the Presbytery need to find a way to let go of any focus that we may have on survival, and nurture and encourage our focus on faithfulness. A focus on faithfulness, even at the cost of our survival, may influence decisions about outreach, generosity with our buildings and other assets, maintaining our traditional models and structures for "church", building use and pastoral and supporting staff.


b.  We need to help each other see ourselves as living and serving together, not merely as individual congregations but as a larger whole, which is our Presbytery.  We must educate or re-educate ourselves and our people in how our way of living and serving together as Presbyterians is a shared expression of our common faith.



c.  We need to foster awareness of the language we use and its implications for our understanding of ourselves and our common life. Our choice of language shapes our reality, and our predominating perspectives are reflected in our language. 



i. We should reflect on our constitution's language which speaks of  the use of the term "congregational dissolution" as opposed to "church closing" and attempt to use the constitutional language whenever possible.




ii.  Reflected in the use of the pronoun "they" or "it" in referring to Presbytery, those in the Presbytery can be reminded to say "we." The Presbytery is a "we", a living, breathing institution made up of its members. Like an individual congregation, the Presbytery does not exist apart from its people--the Presbytery is the people. We are able to change how Presbytery is structured, how Presbytery works, what Presbytery values, how Presbytery conducts business; this is not the purview of some "other."



d.  We must address the issue of building trust among constituents of our Presbytery by building basic relationships among congregations, individual members, officers, Presbytery entities and Presbytery staff.



e.  We must seek to build a culture of  life. Presbytery-wide, we want to encourage and foster life in abundance in worship, education, fellowship and mission. This will mean determining if there are aspects of our Presbytery's institutional life which need to be pruned off, and addressing the use of Presbytery meetings to further these goals. 


f.  We must insist on leadership that furthers these goals.


B.  Addressing structure.

It has also become clear to the Commission that congregations needing intervention did not receive it early enough, if at all. Our Presbytery has been reticent to make difficult decisions and take necessary action. Part of the collective struggle is the apparent hole in the Presbytery’s structure of oversight and support. While at times a small group of leaders have been mobilized to respond to a crises, the Presbytery has no put structures in place to address the conditions which precipitate such crises before they occur. On occasions when the Presbytery should have been, and often was, aware of rising problems, steps were not taken.

Triennial visits conducted by COM have been cited as a means by which the Presbytery can keep a finger on the pulse of congregations. Such visits have not been done regularly or effectively. Under current practice, COM members spend inordinate amounts of time working with PNCs and churches in transition. It is evident that a fresh strategy is necessary for COM to reorient the use of human resources and time. Investment of time in the transition of a thriving congregation obviously takes time away from COM’s ability to assess congregational/pastor relationships in all of our congregations and to respond to issues that can be discovered before they rise to the level of a crisis.

The commission is aware that our constitution clearly states the many responsibilities of COM. (see Book of Order, G-11.0502i-j).  However, the Commission believes that current structures and practice must be revisited. This concern extends beyond COM to the other committees of Presbytery that work with congregations in their various stages of health and vitality. The clearest example is the Evangelism and Church Development committee. Two distinct committees working on matters of church development has not proven effective in the Presbytery. A new structure must provide a more efficient means of addressing the growing concern of congregations in crisis.  

VI. 
Charge #3: "...a handbook to guide future administrative commissions"

This portion of this report is what we believe to be a work in progress. Each Administrative Commission which is required to act in this way may find details which need to be adjusted or added, or items which do not apply in their particular case. This Commission strongly urges that those changes/additions/corrections be made and published to the Presbytery for the benefit of those who will follow.


A.  Narrative:  
"Dissolving a Congregation:  Steps"
The Presbytery must establish the regular review of Congregational Self-Assessment worksheets, determining who will be responsible to do so. The Presbytery must further develop criteria for determining when intervention is called for which may result in the formation of an Administrative Commmission which determines a congregation must be dissolved. The process of dissolving a congregation should take place only after other reasonable attempts by the Presbytery working in concert with the congregation and its leadership to see it "bear fruit"  have been unsuccessful. The Presbytery needs to determine in what those "reasonable attempts" will consist (for instance, a three-year period of attempted turn-around with clearly established goals; if at the end of the second year progress is not seen, a Commission to dissolve the congregation at the end of the third year is formed.) The entire Presbytery and all its congregations and pastors must clearly understand and agree to abide by these plans. 

The following steps should start, if possible, at least six months before the dissolution so no stakeholders feel railroaded and people (who may have been in denial) are given time to grieve, separate, etc.  (Naturally, all involved should remain open for miracles and/or a new word from the Holy Spirit, even while trusting in God's wisdom to be granted in the making of difficult decisions addressing present circumstances. In all dealings with invested individuals and groups, a caring and pastoral approach should take precedence over achieving “progress” through these steps. Mourning will occur and mourners must be respected and supported.) 

Step 1:  A Presbytery Administrative Commission (PAC) is appointed, in accordance with the Book of Order, with a charter to dissolve the congregation and “dispose” of the property. 

Step 2:  Status reports should be given at every subsuquent Presbytery meeting.  Simply including these in the Consent Agenda is discouraged; time should be provided for updates and the answering of questions from the floor.
Step 3:  Adequate minutes should be kept of all formal meetings, and notes taken of any other actions during this process. These should be turned over to the Presbytery office for archiving when the actions are complete.

Step 4:  The PAC meets with the Session (or congregational“Decision Makers,” if a Session is not functional) to outline the process and the schedule. This includes the need to acquire Session Minutes, financial and attendance records, deeds, and any other important information or objects for safe keeping by the Presbytery. The PAC must find ways to communicate with all members, such as e-mails, telephone numbers, and mailing addresses.

Step 5: Any staff,  including the pastor(s), should be given formal notice. If they have a contract that extends beyond the expected closing date, some settlement should be negotiated, possibly including severance pay. If essential staff leaves before the closing date, arrangements should be made for coverage, such as supply preaching or building maintenance.

Step 6:  A Congregational Meeting should be held to let the Congregation know what will be happening, what has brought them to this point, that congregations have life cycles, etc. The need for continued stewardship should be made clear.  Requests should be solicited for property dispensation and for ideas about how the building should be used in the future. Exploration should be made of the possibility of forming “support” groups, such as prayer or Bible study groups, through the transition.
Step 7:  PAC members, and, possibly members of nearby congregations, should be encouraged to worship at least occasionally at the church, perhaps hold a pot-luck dinner, etc., to support the members, and learn of additional issues that may need to be dealt with.

Step 8:  The PAC should encourage the development of a team to plan a celebration and/or closing ceremony and attempt to notify former members and other interested individuals of this. This should include a notice several weeks in advance in the local newspapers and in Presbytery minutes, e-mails, etc.

Step 9:  The PAC should inform nearby pastors and congregations of the situation and explore ways to help members get plugged into other congregations.

Step 10:  Three months after the initial Congregational Meeting, another meeting should be held detailing the shutdown schedule and disposition of the property.

Step 11:  If the property will be sold, the PAC should turn the responsibility over to the Property Committee of the Presbytery, and/or have another Presbytery Administrative Commission constituted to manage the property and disposition issues until the property has passed on. The PAC should make sure any hopes expressed by “stake holders” for future use of the building are passed on to the new caretakers. 

Step 12:  The PAC should have someone contact former active members within 3 months of the congregation's dissolution to see how they are doing, if they have questions about alternative churches, etc. 


B.  Checklist

· Gather all legal documents, including deeds, surveys, insurance, encumbrances, stipulations on designated gifts, records of memorials, etc. 
· Obtain signatory privileges on all financial accounts, and name a member of the PAC to work with the Treasurer/act as Treasurer.
· If cemetery management has been handled through the church, other arrangements must be made to continue this, through a company with a contract directly with the Presbytery, the formation of a new supervisory group, etc. 
· Enlist a real estate lawyer, or volunteer who is knowledgeable about real estate legal issues. Have them look over all relevant documents and get an appraisal of the property.

· Get keys/combinations to all locks. Assign the keys to one or two members of the PAC.
· Take an inventory of all property worth more than $10 and secure any valuable objects.
· Make sure insurance is adequate, and ensure that a plan is in place to keep up payments. Similarly, ensure utilities will be paid until the property has passed on. If church funds are not available for this, the Presbytery should be consulted.

· Notify any groups using the building of the schedule for changes in use. Assure that insurance coverage, and utility and maintenance plans are consistent with this use. 
· Take down any identifying signage on church property visible from the outside.
VII.  
Commission Suggestions for Accomplishing Core Initiatives

A.   Awareness training throughout the Presbytery

1.  Establish a plan for awareness-raising and educating of pastors, officers, members of our congregations and all members of the Presbytery in the issues surrounding declining congregations. Use ideas below to accomplish this plan. 
2.  Invite pastors and leaders of smaller congregations to share and discuss the realities of life and ministry in their contexts.
3.  Establish visitation of every congregation by trained program leaders.
4.  Establish pastor-only events at which issues are discussed openly.
5.  Hold Minutes for Awareness at Presbytery meetings, addressing theology, polity, finances, etc. as they relate to this pressing issue, e.g. “Presbyterianism vs. congregationalism”---we are not connected, we are organic; “Presbytery is us”—we are the presbytery, not someone out there--how our system works; “Financial and real property realities” – what happens when a church closes, what happens to the property, putting New Brunswick Presbytery on deed of church property; how costs of congregational dissolution come back to us and our gifts given in our home congregation;“What does it mean to be Presbyterian?” talks—that address the points above and invite conversation.
6.  Establish a campaign for Recommitment to Work and Witness to the Gospel in the PCUSA, which could include events such as a mission fair, choir festival, Presbytery-wide worship service.
7.  Hold education sessions re. life cycles of a church—generational shifts, need for new leadership, etc. 
8.  Provide materials for Biblical and other studies (e.g. Book of Order) on congregational life. 
9.  Hold a Property Seminar on Leadership Development Day to instruct elders in property issues:  that the PCUSA owns church properties; presbyteries are charged with care of the property.
10.  Develop a plan to educate Commissioners to Presbytery better.  So many come to us from other denominations. Especially if elders are reporting to their Session, they need to be well instructed.

B. Building relationships across the Presbytery
1. Expand "Best Practices" idea now being used in Presbytery  meetings by the Evangelism and Church Development Committee, to include a regular focus of each meeting on the life of several congregations.  Each congregation scheduled would be given 15 minutes docket time (for example), in which they were asked to tell the rest of the Presbytery about their ministry, introduce the Presbytery to their leadership, and describe their special strengths and challenges as they look toward the future.

2.  Member Holidays/Exchanges.  Place on the calendar a certain Sunday on which all members and friends of our churches are invited to worship at a different church in our Presbytery. Only that leadership which is necessary to provide for worship in a given location will be asked to remain at their site; all others will be encouraged to attend worship elsewhere. No special meals, coffee hours, or other events will be planned at a given church in order to free people to worship together where they choose.  The objective: to expose our members to worship and all that entails in another location, so that they might gain perspective on their home church, be enriched by exposure to worship in another setting, share in worship and fellowship with other Presbyterians with whom they might otherwise not come in contact, be freed to explore the riches of our Presbytery on a Sunday morning. 
3.  Pulpit exchanges. Place on the calendar a certain Sunday on which pastors will preach in another's pulpit.

4.  Elder/Session visits.  Encourage and facilitate the visitation of other congregations' sessions by elders in active service.

5.  Focus attention on seeking to build relationships between presbyters and those congregations which infrequently send pastors/elders to presbytery meetings. 
6. Establish and publicize a tracking and follow-up plan for those congregations/pastors who do not regularly send commissioners/attend presbytery meetings.

7. Promote/encourage/facilitate opportunities for shared ministry throughout the Presbytery.

VIII.
Appendix A

Presbytery of New Brunswick Admin. Commission

Survey Tool for  Imani and Reaville Closings

January-February 2008
Please circle the answer using the following key:

V= Very True      S = Somewhat True      N = Not true       UK = Unknown
MEMBERSHIP

1.   V   S   N   UK
There had been a decline in overall membership in the 




last 10 years.
2.   V   S   N   UK
There was a negative comparison with trends in membership of nearby Presbyterian congregations.

3.  V   S   N   UK
There had been a decline in average worship attendance in the last 10 years.

4.  V   S   N   UK
The members were not attending worship services regularly.
5.  V   S   N   UK
The members were not committed to seeking spiritual growth.
COMMUNITY

6. V   S   N   UK
The congregation did not reflect the community in terms of race and/or culture. 

7. V   S   N   UK    
The congregation did not reflect the community in terms of growth patterns.

8. V   S   N   UK
The congregation was not ministering to the community. 

FUTURE MINISTRY

9.  V   S   N   UK
There was a lack of a clear vision for future ministry. 

10. V   S   N   UK
The congregation did not show signs of life, vitality, nor  promise for the future. 

11. V   S   N   UK
The congregation was unwilling to enter into a strategic planning process
12. V   S   N   UK
There was an unwillingness to enter into a covenant agreement with the Presbytery for redevelopment.
FINANCES

13. V   S   N   UK
There had been a decrease in overall giving in relation to inflation. 
14. V   S   N   UK
There had been a decrease in overall giving in relation to expenses.
15. V   S   N   UK
There had been a reduction in pastoral compensation.
16. V   S   N   UK
There was an inability to meet Presbytery minimum for an installed pastor.
17. V   S   N   UK
There had been a decrease in mission/benevolence giving over the last 10 years. 

18. V   S   N   UK
The endowment or reserves were being used for normal operating expenses.

19. V   S   N   UK
There had been a drop in giving per family unit over the past 10 years.

20. V   S   N   UK
There was an imbalance between staff salaries and program expenses (Healthy = 50-55% for salaries and leadership, 10-15% for ministry within the church, 15-20% for buildings and facilities, 10-15% for ministry beyond the church).

21. V   S   N   UK
There was an unwillingness to develop a comprehensive stewardship program.
22. V   S   N   UK
There was an unwillingness to realistically assess the church’s overall potential for mission/benevolence giving.
23. V   S   N   UK
There was unwillingness to take seriously a tithe (10%) to share mission support.
LEADERSHIP

24. V   S   N   UK
There was a diminishing vitality of pastoral leadership.
25. V   S   N   UK
Lay leadership involvement was insufficient (pastor was doing everything).
26. V   S   N   UK
The pastoral leadership either was not interested in or did not have the strengths appropriate for redevelopment.
27. V   S   N   UK 
The officers were not committed to seeking spiritual growth and attending worship services regularly.
28. V   S   N   UK
The officers were not committed to redevelopment and were unwilling to be trained. 
29. V   S   N   UK
The officers did not have redevelopment skills such as conflict management, communication, and cross-cultural and intergenerational bridge-building.

OTHER ACTIVITIES

30. V   S   N   UK
The educational program was minimal.

31. V   S   N   UK
The number of small groups (choirs, committees, classes, support groups, etc.) was declining.
BUILDING

32. V   S   N   UK
The building was not being used effectively.
33. V   S   N   UK
There was a failure to maintain the building.

34. V   S   N   UK
The building was not being made available to community groups and agencies.
35. V   S   N   UK
There was an unwillingness to invest financially in building maintenance and restoration. 
36. V   S   N   UK
There was an unwillingness to assess the building’s optimal use.
37. V   S   N   UK
There was an unwillingness to design a building plan which sought to meet the needs of both congregation and community.
IX.
Appendix B 

Congregational Self-Assessment Worksheet

Name of congregation ___________________________________Date____________________
PART I- QUANTITATIVE ASSESSMENTS

1. Regarding validated mission expenditures (Table 9 of the latest Presbytery Ten-Year Trend Report), what is the trend of your congregation both in terms of amount and presbytery ranking? (circle one)
· amount:   declining    
 increasing    
 steady
· ranking:    declining
increasing
steady

2. Regarding total receipts (Table 10), what is the trend of your congregation both in terms of amount and presbytery ranking? (circle one)
· amount:   declining    
 increasing    
 steady
· ranking:    declining
increasing
steady

Is overall giving keeping up with inflation?  (Inflation rate estimated at 3 % per annum between 1997 and 2007.)

yes

no
3. Regarding per member giving (Table 11), what is the trend of your congregation both in terms of amount and presbytery ranking?

· amount:   declining    
 increasing    
 steady

· ranking:    declining
increasing
steady


 How does the amount compare to the Presbytery average ($885/member)?  (circle one)


below average
 
average
above average


 If below average, is there a special reason?

4. Regarding membership growth/decline (Table 16), what has happened over the past six years? Is this a small (less than 5%), moderate (6-10%), or large (more than 10%) increase/decline?

· growth/decline: 
 increase

decrease 

· percentage:  

less than 5%

6-10 %

10%+

5. Regarding worship attendance growth/decline (Table 16), what has happened over the past six years? Is this a small (less than 5%), moderate (6-10%) or large (more than 10%) increase/decline?

· growth/decline: 
increase

decrease

· percentage:  

less than 5%

6-10 %

10%+
6. Do your congregation's statistical reports appear in the Ten Year Trend Report?


yes
no



Number of years not submitted (blank) or incomplete ( - ):_____

PART II -- QUALITATIVE ASSESSMENTS
7.
Is congregational giving covering current expenses? ___yes  ___no 

 If not, what percentage of current expenses is covered by congregational giving? ___%

 If not, what are the other major sources of income, and what are the trends?

· income sources:

· trends:
8.
What percentage of last year's budget went to mission? _______%


What portion of that amount went to PC(USA) mission (Per Capita Shared Mission, Directed Mission, special offerings [One Great Hour of Sharing, Joy Offering, Peacemaking Offering, etc.])? _______%
9.
Has your congregation participated in a Natural Church Development or U.S. Congregational Life survey recently? 

yes
no 
circle one:  Natural Church Dev. or U.S. Cong. Life Survey

If so, what were the results?
Score/s:__________________________________

10.
Does your congregation show signs of life, vitality, or promise for the future? If yes, in what ways?

11.
In what ways is your congregation engaged with its local community?
12.
What does your congregation offer in terms of Christian education? Is this more or less than was offered ten years ago? (circle one) 
 more  

 less
13.
What does your congregation have in terms of small groups (choirs, classes, support groups)? Has the number of small groups been increasing, decreasing or staying the same in recent years?


· number:  
increasing 
decreasing
steady
14.
In what condition are your congregation’s building/s, manse and grounds? How are parking and accessibility? If poor, what would be the approximate cost of bringing them up to par?

· building(s)/grounds: 
 excellent
 good

fair

poor
· manse:


excellent
good

fair

poor
· parking:

excellent
good

fair

poor

· accessibility:

excellent 
good

fair

poor

15.
What pastoral transitions have occurred over the past 10 years? Why did they occur? 

16.
What is your congregation's  website? When was it last updated? 
17.
What are the challenges facing your congregation at this time?
18.
 What is your congregation's mission?

19.
Based on what you've learned about your congregation in this assessment, where do you see your congregation ten years from now? 

This worksheet was completed and approved by the Session of __________________________on (date)_________________________.Signed, _________________________________, Clerk of Session

X.
Appendix  C:  Imani Commission Report
The following is taken from the permanent minutes of November 9, 2004 at the First Presbyterian Churh of Trenton regarding the dissolution of the Imani Community Church:

REPORT OF THE ADMINISTRATIVE COMMISSION TO IMANI CHURCH

Rev. David Davis highlighted the recommendations in the report previously presented to Presbytery on October 12th.  Those recommendations are reproduced below.

  RECOMMENDATION TO THE PRESBYTERY

      With prayerful regret, this Administrative Commission unanimously recommends that the presbytery dissolve the Imani Community Church in accordance with the responsibility described in G.-11.0103i. Additionally, the commission recommends that any relationship, perceived or established, between the church and center be dissolved as well. Any indebtedness toward the center of the presbytery incurred by the congregation related to the use of the Prospect Street building shall be forgiven.  

In an effort to provide proper pastoral care to the individual members of Imani, the commission suggests that the active membership role of Imani be divided along geographical lines among greater Trenton-area Presbytery clergy.  Clergy assigned to individual members would then be asked to telephone members, pay a home visit, and request that deacon care be provided as per particular church protocol.  Invitations to worship would be extended Imani congregants for a substantial length of time.  Should Imani members convey an interest in attending a church of another denomination, the Presbytery will assist those persons by notifying clergy or judicatories of their interest.  [Note:  This process was begun following the October meeting of Presbytery.]
Because the provision of ritual is an important component in a healthy grieving process, the commission recommends that the Presbytery organize a service for December 2004 that would:  a) celebrate the life and work of Imani; b) recognize the pain of congregational dissolution; c) offer hope for renewal within the care of the larger church (namely the Presbytery); d) acknowledge shared culpability among the church, the Presbytery, and the center; e) provide a context in which the extension of pastoral care by Presbytery clergy can be readily accepted by Imani congregants.  

As the Presbytery itself is, in part, responsible for Imani’s circumstances, the commission recommends that a period of time be allowed to pass (no less than three years) before discussing future congregational ministry in this location.  This time will not only provide space for healing on the part of the Presbytery, but will allow Presbytery to examine its successes and failures with regard to the Imani church.
After hearing the recommendations from the Imani Commission and allowing time for discussion and insight from Rev. David McAlpin, moderator of the session of the Imani Church, Rev. Davis offered prayer:

Almighty God, wholly dependent upon your grace this night we look to you for guidance and for strength. Thankful in our hearts for the life and the witness of the Imani Community Church and for the vision of this Presbytery that gave it birth; For the leadership of that congregation, for its founding pastor Jacqui Melsness, for pastor John Howard and for the women and men and children of the Imani congregation through the years.   For their witness of faith, for the celebrations of worship, for their service to the community, for the uniqueness of their life together.   Celebrating their heritage, their culture, their faith. We give you thanks this day for the lay leadership for Imani Church. And yet we are mindful, O God, that in the frailty of our being as an institution mistakes have been made, that relationships have been broken, that vision has become clouded. And so empower us as your people, even on this night, empower us to know your will and to yearn for your mercy and to live for your justice and so, in coming to this proposal before us, we humbly beseech your presence here with us that the action we take might be in keeping with your will, even as our hearts break and our hearts are with the people of the Imani congregation. Watch over us with your Spirit and watch over all who are part of the Imani history. In that same Spirit we would fervently expect that our young men and women will still dream dreams and proclaim prophecies and live for you. So we lift this Presbytery up to you this night in the name of Christ our Lord to whom be all praise and honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.

Presbytery voted to dissolve the Imani Community Church with regret, effective November 9, 2004 and to adopt the other recommendations of the Commission.

Presbytery voted to dissolve the Administrative Commission to the Imani Community Church effective November 9, 2004 with gratitude for their commitment and hard work.

XI.
Appendix D:  Imani Timeline
 August 1993  

Prospect St congregation dissolved
November 1993 
New Church Development established; J. Melsness called as organizing pastor
November 1994  
Presbytery approves Mission Council recommendation that Imani NCD and a 



Community Center be formed separately, but with "common mission"; a 




Presbytery-appointed Board of Directors will be responsible for the Center; that 



Presbytery retain ownership of building until congregation financially able to 



assume ownership.
December 1994

Chartering Administrative Commission established
May  1995  

Congregation chartered
October 1998

Brian Blount named moderator
November 1998

Pastoral relationship with J. Melsness dissolved; Presbytery does not insist on an 



interim
September 2000

John Howard installed as pastor
November 2003  
Administrative Commission nmaed to work with officers; Peter Henry, chair
February 2004

Pastoral relationship with John Howard dissolved effective Dec. 31, 2003; David 



McAlpin named moderator
May 2004  

COM recommends to Mission Council that dissolution of cong. begin
June 2004  

Presbytery constitutes a new Administrative Commission; Dave Davis, chair
November 2004  
Presbytery votes to dissolve Imani
June 2005  

Presbytery constitutes AC to dissolve Center and sell property

XII.
Appendix E:  Reaville Commission Report 

The following is taken from the permanent minutes of November 14, 2006 at Christ Presbyterian Church, Hamilton, regarding the dissolution of the Reaville Church:

MOTION to Presbytery: With prayerful regret, this Administrative Commission, formed on September 12, 2006, unanimously recommends that the Presbytery dissolve the Amwell First Presbyterian Church of Reaville (incorporated as The First English Presbyterian Church of Amwell, at Reaville, New Jersey) as of December 31, 2006 in accordance with the responsibility described in G-11.0103i and assigned by the Presbytery of New Brunswick on October 10, 2006.

“But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.”   Ephesians 4:15–16

Rationale:

For many decades, the Reaville congregation has functioned with difficulty, struggling with growth, urgently needing new leadership, hoping but failing to attract the younger families moving into new surrounding developments, and dealing with a number of internal conflicts among its members. Beginning in the 1920’s there was a notable falloff of membership, from which Reaville has never rebounded. Nonetheless, in those decades, some significant ministry has taken place: the Word has been preached and the Sacraments celebrated, the members of the this small flock have received nurture and pastoral care in times of crisis and loss, the church has provided a presence in and fellowship events for the community, and the mission of Christ’s Church has been supported at the level of this congregation’s ability. We celebrate all ministry that God’s grace has enabled through this congregation.

Since 1976 six pastors have served this congregation in some part-time capacity, each one hoping that he or she might be midwife to the birth of a vital, growing ministry; but each has left with a sense of frustration feeling that something was here that inhibited the healthy growth of this congregation both in its spiritual life and in its membership. In conversations with several of these pastors and in reviewing reports related to Reaville in the Presbytery office, we discerned a history of conflict. It must also be said that the Presbytery did not take advantage of opportunities to aid this congregation during its struggles.

While several Reaville members expressed genuine appreciation for the friendship of members, the commission heard from some and learned of others who had experienced a closed church community, i.e., a lack of inclusive hospitality. We recognize individual members of Reaville as persons of faith and caring Christians, yet the sense of communal unity is missing. We detect an inability in the corporate life of this congregation to build up the body of Christ. 

We also became conscious of a leadership crisis at the first session meeting we attended as two of the three members resigned. At that point the session of three was reduced to one and thus no longer a session. The nominating committee had not been able to secure nominees beyond the three who were serving before the resignations (they were already down three elders). Participation in general has been low: average attendance at worship the last several months has averaged approximately 15–20, and at three congregational gatherings to discuss their future, attendance has been about a dozen members at each. When a plea was made by one of the active members at a congregational gathering for members to indicate their willingness to serve on Session, no one volunteered. Later, three said they would serve in addition to the one remaining elder. However, of these three volunteers, two specified conditions for their service, one had not participated in the congregation for two years, and one was a close relative of the elder whose term would continue. While these volunteers clearly wanted the church to survive, we determined that a session of this nature could not lead this church forward in a healthy and harmonious way. 

Our conclusion is that there is neither the leadership here to carry on a vital ministry nor the vision to inspire congregational renewal. In terms of the life cycle of a congregation, we definitely see Reaville as being in the Death phase. The only way a congregation can spin itself out of this phase is through a resurrected ministry and a radically new vision – and because the overarching message we have heard from the congregation is about survival, rather than vision, and because among the congregation we have experienced a lack of consensus on which to build, we have determined that this congregation must be dissolved.

We do believe, however, that there is hope and spiritual opportunity for God’s people who are presently members of the Reaville congregation. Out of the end of a particular church can come the resurrection of renewed spiritual life for these children of God as they affiliate with other congregations of the one Christian church- congregations in which they can worship and be fed by God’s word; find a healthy fellowship of believers; receive mutual care from other members as well as pastoral care for seasons of illness, loss, or transition; and be freed to use their gifts and energies for ministry and mission rather than for merely surviving and dealing with broken relationships. We want to be certain that all of God’s children at Reaville are encouraged and assisted in finding new church homes nearby. We will give the names of members to Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) pastors in the area, unless directed otherwise, so that those pastors may be in contact, both for invitations to their churches as well as pastoral care.

XIII.
Appendix F:  Reaville Timeline  

1738 

Congregation founded

1810 

United with German Church at Larison's Corner, renamed United First Presbyterian 


Church of Amwell; Jacob Kirkpatrick called as pastor; services are held in both buildings

1818

Dissolved union; Kirkpatrick continued as pastor of Larison's Corner & Mt. Airy

1883  

Current structure built

1968 

Steve Bodnar installed first Pastor of yoke with Larison's Corner, full-time
1971

Steve Bodnar leaves; Linda Jaberg, Stated Supply, full-time  
1972

John Ginter, Stated Supply, full-time; d. 1975
Aug. 1976  
John Potter, Pastor, full-time
May  1983  
Presbytery votes to give permission to congregation to purchase 1.8 acres from church
 

member (used for parking lot), with the encumbrance that the land remands to the County 

of Hunterdon if the congregation ceases to exist or if the
land is used for other than the 


congregation's purposes within 50 years (2033).

March 1990  
Reaville and Larison's Corner congregations vote  r.e. breaking yoke

July 1990 
John Potter leaves 

April 1991  
Jean Pinto, Stated Supply, part-time
Dec. 1993
Jean Pinto leaves

July 1994  
Judith Thomas, Stated Supply, part-time
April 1996
Judith Thomas leaves; Steve McClelland named Moderator

Feb. 1997
Monica Elvig, Stated Supply, part-time
June 1999  
Monica Elvig leaves; Floyd Fletcher named Moderator in August
Oct. 2000
William Shaub, Interim Pastor, part-time
April 2005
William Shaub leaves; John Heinsohn named Moderator
Sept. 2005
Dawn Adamy, Designated Pastor, part-time 

Sept. 2006
Administrative Commission formed by Presbytery
Nov. 14, 2006
Presbytery votes to dissolve congregation effective Dec. 31, 2006
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