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Introduction 
  
Two years ago, during January 2007, First Presbyterian Church of Natchez began a 
journey. It is a journey not unlike the one the founders of the church began two 
hundred years before.  At that time, the founders lived on the Western frontier of a new 
country in a new century. The land across the river had just become a part of this new 
country.  In similar ways, our church is in a new world as the new century unfolds.  The 
journey initiated two years ago began with a Session retreat followed by a Congregation 
luncheon and discussion.  During our discussion we discovered that family, history, 
community and leadership are the important identifying values for members of First 
Presbyterian Church of Natchez.   At that time, we began a journey of discovery to see 
what God is calling our church to be and do in the 21st century.  Today, we can look 
forward into the future with hope and enthusiasm as we continue to discover how the 
love of God has inspired and guided our church for two centuries. 
  
The theme of that first weekend was drawn from the Genesis 12 account of God's call to 
Abram. 
  

The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's 
household and go to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation 
and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing."     
Genesis 12:1‐2 

  
The call was not just to Abram, but to his whole family.  In the same way, the journey of 
discovery that the church has been on the past two years is for the whole family of the 
church. Later, that year, the congregation came together in a retreat setting to consider 
how God calls us through our gifts and talents.  
  

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be 
evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for 
works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity 
in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining 
to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.   Ephesians 4:11‐13 

  
We discovered that the church is alive through the gifts of service and worship of its 
members.  At this time a planning team was formed and began to meet regularly with 
Ed Brenegar, our planning consultant.  
  
During the past year, the future of First Presbyterian Church of Natchez has begun to 
come into sharper focus through our work together.  We learned a number of things 
about our church and its people through surveys and group meetings.  The key findings 
are appended to this report.  We began to see that our church is a place where people 
can discover how much God loves us. Through our church, we began to see how we 



share God’s love with one another and our community.   As this vision emerged, we saw 
similarities in how the early church is very much like we are becoming. 
  

They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders 
and miraculous signs were done by the apostles.  All the believers were together 
and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to 
anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple 
courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere 
hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added 
to their number daily those who were being saved.  Acts 2:42‐47 

  
First Presbyterian Church of Natchez is the church of Jesus Christ as we discover and 
share God's love. We do this in many ways. The founders of our church did so in a 
congregation on the Western frontier of a new country and as did the first Christians 
two thousand years ago.  We stand in a long line of followers of Jesus Christ whose lives 
are touched by God and who out of gratitude touch others with the love that we have 
been given. 
 
While the love of God in Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever, the ways 
we experience his love changes. New ways develop to help us realize just how great 
God’s love for us is. These new ways mark a shift from a church many of us knew in the 
past, to one that is distinguished by both familiarity and freshness in expressions of 
faith, worship and service. 
 
This shift can be seen in three ways that are similar. There is the shift from being a 
Member of a church to having a Personal Call to serve Jesus Christ. There is the shift 
from the church as an Institution that provides security and continuity to the church 
that is a community of people who share a common call to worship and service in Jesus 
Christ. A third way to understand this shift is from members as Consumers of church 
programs to Contributors to the ministries of the church.  We experience these shifts 
from being passive, receivers of the church’s services to active participants and 
contributors to life of the church as a community. These shifts mark not only what is 
happening in churches throughout North America, but are the determining factors for a 
church to sustain its vitality into the future. 
 
In many ways, these shifts are a renewal and a rebirth of the way the church was 
generations ago when the church was the heart and soul of the community. It is this 
vision of the continuity of the past growing into the present that the planning task force 
sees for the future of First Presbyterian Church of Natchez.  
 
The plan that is attached to this letter may seem simple, even obvious. If so, then it 
means that we know what the future can be if we each decide to contribute to its 
fulfillment. What we have discovered as a planning task force is that the future is not 



this program or that program. Rather, we have discovered that the future is in 
discovering how great God’s love is for us, and then sharing that experience through 
these programs. All our efforts to strengthen the church in the future are focused upon 
this simple, yet profound belief that God in Jesus Christ calls us to faith and service so 
that we may discover each day how great his love is for us.  



Appendix A - Survey and Group Meeting Observations 
and Information 
  
Over the past two years, the congregation has had several opportunities to share their thoughts 
and opinions about the church.  The most recent opportunity was this past fall when a survey  
and small group conversation groups provided a means for members to share with one another. 
  
The planning committee learned that the congregation loves their church. It has been an 
important place of support and inspiration over the years.  We found that you care for each 
other and are open to new people joining.  You support an openness to a variety of ways of 
understanding what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ. We are heartened by the number 
of you who pray daily.  The church, for many of you, is your family.  Your financial support is 
generous accompanied by an expressed willingness to give more.  
  
We also learned that you feel that your depth of faith and confidence to serve is not as strong as 
you wish.  We found that for many members the church has become just a place to meet 
friends. And for some of you this is not as satisfying because you desire to know God's love 
better.  We also discovered that many people believe the congregation is not welcoming to 
outsiders.  After discussion, the committee determined that this is not the case.  This is indicator 
of a lack of a clear understanding of what it means for a church to be open and hospitable to 
people.   
  
One of the critical needs to address is the congregation's perception of the church.  For many 
the church remains what it was a generation or more ago.  What worked then can not sustain 
our church today.  We are no longer a large church, but a small to medium size church.  This 
means that our approach must be different. 
  
Your opinions, thoughts and love for First Presbyterian Church of Natchez  has guided us 
through this process.  We have listened to you and the plan we present is a reflection of that 
process. 
  
We have included statistical results from the survey to give a sense of the congregation's 
perception of where the church is today. 



First Presbyterian Natchez Congregation Survey - September, 2008

1. I have been a First Presbyterian Church Natchez member for … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 90

 skipped question 5

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Less than 3 years 4.4% 4

Up to 5 years 8.9% 8

Up to 10 years 14.4% 13

Up to 15 years 3.3% 3

Up to 20 years 6.7% 6

Up to 25 years 6.7% 6

More than 25 years 34.4% 31

Life long member 21.1% 19

2. I have been a Presbyterian … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 88

 skipped question 7

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

All my life 46.6% 41

Since joining FPC 28.4% 25

Since I married a
Presbyterian 17.0% 15

Since joining another
Presbyterian church 8.0% 7

l
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3. Growing up, I was a … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 93

 skipped question 2

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Presbyterian 46.2% 43

Baptist 15.1% 14

United Methodist 17.2% 16

Roman Catholic 9.7% 9

Episcopalian 4.3% 4

Other (please specify) 7.5% 7

4. The reasons I joined First Presbyterian Church Natchez are … (Mark ALL that apply.)

 answered question 84

 skipped question 11

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Location 20.2% 17

Denomination 35.7% 30

Family 59.5% 50

Worship service 23.8% 20

Pastor 20.2% 17

Music 25.0% 21

Community involvement 13.1% 11

Playschool 3.6% 3

Theological tolerance 15.5% 13

l
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4. The reasons I joined First Presbyterian Church Natchez are … (Mark ALL that apply.)

 answered question 84

 skipped question 11

Other (please specify) 26.2% 22

5. Tell us your connection to FPC. I am … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 91

 skipped question 4

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

An adult member 86.8% 79

A youth member  0.0% 0

An affiliate member 1.1% 1

Not a member 11.0% 10

Other (please specify) 1.1% 1

6. Rate the strength of the following aspects of the church.

 answered question 86

 skipped question 9

 Weak OK, But Needs
Improvement Strong Rating

Average
Response

Count

Worship 12.2%
(10) 48.8% (40) 39.0%

(32) 2.27 82

Sermon 30.5%
(25) 46.3% (38) 23.2%

(19) 1.93 82

Music 2.3% (2) 9.3% (8) 88.4% (76) 2.86 86

Choir 1.2% (1) 7.1% (6) 91.8% (78) 2.91 85
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6. Rate the strength of the following aspects of the church.

 answered question 86

 skipped question 9

Fellowship 4.7% (4) 47.1% (40) 48.2% (41) 2.44 85

Education 19.7%
(14) 46.5% (33) 33.8%

(24) 2.14 71

Outreach/community
service

26.9%
(21) 46.2% (36) 26.9%

(21) 2.00 78

Youth 60.0%
(42) 30.0% (21) 10.0% (7) 1.50 70

Small group 33.9%
(21) 41.9% (26) 24.2%

(15) 1.90 62

Presbyterian women 3.1% (2) 41.5% (27) 55.4% (36) 2.52 65

Visit by pastor 16.9%
(12) 26.8% (19) 56.3% (40) 2.39 71

Sunday worship 6.5% (5) 58.4% (45) 35.1%
(27) 2.29 77

Together on Tuesday 14.8% (8) 38.9% (21) 46.3% (25) 2.31 54

Men’s Prayer Breakfast 1.7% (1) 17.2% (10) 81.0% (47) 2.79 58

Organ concert 0.0% (0) 12.7% (8) 87.3% (55) 2.87 63

Church picnic 1.4% (1) 20.3% (14) 78.3% (54) 2.77 69

Fellowship dinner 1.5% (1) 41.2% (28) 57.4% (39) 2.56 68

Local mission 33.8%
(22) 49.2% (32) 16.9%

(11) 1.83 65

Foreign mission 6.0% (4) 32.8% (22) 61.2% (41) 2.55 67

Playschool 1.7% (1) 18.6% (11) 79.7% (47) 2.78 59

Comments: 23
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7. Please rate the aspects of the church that are most personally meaningful to you …

 answered question 85

 skipped question 10

 Not
Important

Somewhat
Important

Very
Important

Rating
Average

Response
Count

Worship 0.0% (0) 3.5% (3) 96.5% (82) 2.96 85

Sermon 2.4% (2) 12.0% (10) 85.5% (71) 2.83 83

Music 0.0% (0) 20.0% (17) 80.0% (68) 2.80 85

Choir 1.2% (1) 21.0% (17) 77.8% (63) 2.77 81

Playschool 33.3% (23) 31.9% (22) 34.8% (24) 2.01 69

Fellowship 1.3% (1) 28.2% (22) 70.5% (55) 2.69 78

Education 3.9% (3) 46.1% (35) 50.0% (38) 2.46 76

Outreach/community
service 5.3% (4) 38.2% (29) 56.6% (43) 2.51 76

Youth 16.4% (12) 27.4% (20) 56.2% (41) 2.40 73

Small group 16.4% (11) 49.3% (33) 34.3% (23) 2.18 67

Presbyterian women 21.7% (15) 39.1% (27) 39.1% (27) 2.17 69

Visit by pastor 23.6% (17) 37.5% (27) 38.9% (28) 2.15 72

Local mission 5.6% (4) 33.8% (24) 60.6% (43) 2.55 71

Foreign mission 16.0% (12) 36.0% (27) 48.0% (36) 2.32 75

Men's prayer breakfast 24.2% (16) 37.9% (25) 37.9% (25) 2.14 66

Comments: 7

8. During the past year, I have attended… (Mark ALL that apply.)
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8. During the past year, I have attended… (Mark ALL that apply.)

 answered question 84

 skipped question 11

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Sunday worship 96.4% 81

Together on Tuesday 34.5% 29

Men’s Prayer Breakfast 15.5% 13

Presbyterian Women 27.4% 23

Organ concert 47.6% 40

Church picnic 40.5% 34

Fellowship dinner 67.9% 57

Other (please specify) 22.6% 19

9. During the past year, I have taken an active role in … (Mark ALL that apply.)

 answered question 65

 skipped question 30

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

The worship service 70.8% 46

Visiting at the hospital 16.9% 11

Visiting a homebound
member 33.8% 22

The youth program 4.6% 3

An outreach program 12.3% 8

An education program 20.0% 13

Sunday school 36.9% 24
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9. During the past year, I have taken an active role in … (Mark ALL that apply.)

 answered question 65

 skipped question 30

Serving on an FPC
committee 46.2% 30

Local mission 10.8% 7

Foreign mission 16.9% 11

Other (please specify) 12.3% 8

10. During the past year, I have attended or participated in … (Mark ALL that apply.)

 answered question 74

 skipped question 21

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

A non-FPC Presbyterian
event 58.1% 43

A friend’s church 52.7% 39

A youth athletic league
event 25.7% 19

A non-profit organization
fund raising event 63.5% 47

A Presbytery meeting 13.5% 10

A community worship
service 36.5% 27

Other (please specify) 10.8% 8

11. I participate in congregational activities (other than Sunday) … (Mark only one.)

 Response
Percent

Response
Count
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11. I participate in congregational activities (other than Sunday) … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 81

 skipped question 14

Weekly 25.9% 21

2 to 3 times per month 25.9% 21

4-6 times per year 25.9% 21

Seldom or never 22.2% 18

12. I attend Sunday worship … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 79

 skipped question 16

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Usually every Sunday 68.4% 54

at least once a month 10.1% 8

2 to 3 times per month 15.2% 12

Seldom or never 6.3% 5

13. I am currently … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 84

 skipped question 11

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Single 4.8% 4

Married without children 6.0% 5

Married with children at 9.5% 8
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13. I am currently … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 84

 skipped question 11

home

Married with children not
at home 58.3% 49

Married with adult children
or grandchildren at home 2.4% 2

Widowed 10.7% 9

Widowed with children at
home  0.0% 0

Divorced 6.0% 5

Divorced with children at
home 2.4% 2

14. The following are important aspects of my life of faith.

 answered question 82

 skipped question 13

 Disagree Not Sure Agree Rating
Average

Response
Count

Daily attention to faithful
living in Jesus Christ 1.2% (1) 6.2% (5) 92.6% (75) 2.91 81

The experience of God's
love 0.0% (0) 8.5% (7) 91.5% (75) 2.91 82

God's calling in my life 0.0% (0) 11.1% (9) 88.9% (72) 2.89 81

Opportunities for Christian
service 1.3% (1) 23.7% (18) 75.0% (57) 2.74 76

Prayer 0.0% (0) 3.7% (3) 96.3% (79) 2.96 82

Fellowship with the people
of FPC 3.9% (3) 20.8% (16) 75.3% (58) 2.71 77
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14. The following are important aspects of my life of faith.

 answered question 82

 skipped question 13

Worship 0.0% (0) 3.7% (3) 96.3% (78) 2.96 81

Mission 7.0% (5) 31.0% (22) 62.0% (44) 2.55 71

The reading of scripture 5.4% (4) 18.9% (14) 75.7% (56) 2.70 74

Opportunities to share my
faith experience with others 4.0% (3) 29.3% (22) 66.7% (50) 2.63 75

Comments: 3

15. I generally pray … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 81

 skipped question 14

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Regularly 84.0% 68

Occasionally every week 12.3% 10

Irregularly  0.0% 0

Never 1.2% 1

Other (please specify) 2.5% 2

16. What does it mean to you to be a Christian today?

 answered question 58

 skipped question 37

 Response
Count
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16. What does it mean to you to be a Christian today?

 answered question 58

 skipped question 37

58

17. What has been your most satisfying contribution to the life of FPC?

 answered question 61

 skipped question 34

 Response
Count

61

18. What is your greatest concern as a Christian today?

 answered question 62

 skipped question 33

 Response
Count

62

19. In your opinion, what is the purpose of FPC's life and ministry?

 answered question 61

 skipped question 34

 Response
Count

61
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20. How best can we fulfill that purpose?

 answered question 56

 skipped question 39

 Response
Count

56

21. What skill, knowledge, or discipline would you like to develop to better the church
during the next year?

 answered question 42

 skipped question 53

 Response
Count

42

22. Over the next few years, FPC will growing in new ways and going through various
points of transitions, what would you like to see as a positive result from these changes?

 answered question 59

 skipped question 36

 Response
Count

59

23. My gender is …

 answered question 79

 skipped question 16

 Response
Percent

Response
Count
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23. My gender is …

 answered question 79

 skipped question 16

Female 67.1% 53

Male 32.9% 26

24. My zip code is …

 answered question 77

 skipped question 18

 Response
Count

77

25. My age is between … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 80

 skipped question 15

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

80+ 17.5% 14

70-79 8.8% 7

60-69 26.3% 21

50-59 35.0% 28

40-49 10.0% 8

30-39 2.5% 2

20-29  0.0% 0

15-19  0.0% 0
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25. My age is between … (Mark only one.)

 answered question 80

 skipped question 15

10-14  0.0% 0

26. My current stewardship pledge to God's work through FPC is ...

 answered question 71

 skipped question 24

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Less than $100 per month 12.7% 9

$101 to $200 29.6% 21

$201 to $500 per month 29.6% 21

$501 to $1000 per month 5.6% 4

more than $1000 per month 5.6% 4

I don’t pledge 16.9% 12

Comments: 11

27. I would consider increasing my annual stewardship commitment if additional well
planned programs, services and/or ministries were undertaken by our church.

 answered question 72

 skipped question 23

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Yes 38.9% 28

No 22.2% 16
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27. I would consider increasing my annual stewardship commitment if additional well
planned programs, services and/or ministries were undertaken by our church.

 answered question 72

 skipped question 23

Let me think about it. 38.9% 28

28. My current annual income is …

 answered question 61

 skipped question 34

 Response
Percent

Response
Count

Under $30,000 21.3% 13

$30,000 to $75,000 42.6% 26

$75,000 to $150,000 23.0% 14

$15,000 to $250,000 8.2% 5

More than $300,000 4.9% 3

29. If you could pass along one idea or comment to the Planning Team about the future
of FPC what would that be?

 answered question 60

 skipped question 35

 Response
Count

60
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Appendix C 

The Missional Shift, by Ed Brenegar 

January 7, 2009 in Missional, Transition by edbrenegar | No comments

We are all in transition. We are moving from where we are today to where we will be 
tomorrow. We’ve put many different words on this transition. Chaos. Change. Journey. 
Exile. The reality is that none of these words captures precisely what is happening. Chaos 
seems to lack order or purpose. Change seems too random. Journey is too linear. Exile 
seems too lost. 

I see and experience these shifts as a minister who lives in the world of organizations as a 
leadership and planning consultant. In my estimation, we are presently at the beginning 
of a transition of monumental proportions. This transition affects us personally. It affects 
us spiritually. It affects us organizationally.  Ultimately, this will be an experience of total 
transformation. I am convinced that God is in the midst of this transition.  We need to ask 
for his guidance as we seek to understand what is happening in our world 

As a consultant who works with churches in a planning context, I am seeing how the 
transitions we are experiencing are manifested in specific shifts.  I believe that the most 
significant shift taking place in the church is a missional one. Let me outline a few of 
these congregational shifts. 

MEMBERSHIP Shift 
From Membership to Personal Call 
From Institution to Community 
From Consumer to Contributor

The most significant shift is from a Membership identity to a Personal Call to faith and 
service.  As members participate more, their interaction becomes more personal, less 
formal, and the church becomes less an Institution representing certain historic spiritual 
and cultural values, and more a place where I find people with whom I can share my life. 
Faith experience becomes a genuine experience of learning and exploration.  As a result, 
the church becomes a place that is more personally meaningful and socially fulfilling. 
While there is plenty evidence that consumerist membership remains the prevailing 
model, I see evidence that being a member of a church is becoming more contributor 
focused.  A shift is taking place where church membership is being experienced as a 
personal call to faith and service, as participation in a faith community through as 
contributions that are personally meaningful and socially fulfilling. 

WORSHIP Shift 
The current debate places the dividing line in worship between Contemporary and 
Traditional forms. The way we worship is the way we do church. Everything follows 
from how we understand what takes place in worship.  More than anything else we do in 
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the church, how we worship establishes our self-identity as the church. From my vantage 
point, I see a complex picture of the church’s worship in transition. 

I see a shift away from a Sermon-centric, Music-centric, Sunday-centric & Performance-
centric types of Worship.  I’ve seen each of those types emphasized in churches where 
I’ve been involved over the past thirty plus years. I don’t believe any of these fully 
represents the way we worship in the church. 

I see a shift toward to a more integrated worship where the liturgy of music, arts, prayer, 
scripture, sermon and congregational response all fit together into a unified experience. 
The traditional parts of a worship service are now integrated and reformatted for fostering 
an experience of God’s presence and communal unity. The worship service represented 
in this shift isn’t about self-consciously creating an experience for an audience. Rather, 
the experience is a by-product of the integration of the elements of worship where Jesus 
Christ is lifted up, the Holy Spirit called upon, and God the Father honored. The service 
provides an experience of God’s presence that fulfills the desire for worship to be 
personally meaningful, and as a shared experience of communal unity that is socially 
fulfilling. 

COMMUNICATION Shift 
Most of my interaction with churches has come through planning processes.  If we 
understand these processes as a means of the congregation communicating with itself, 
then we can identify another important shift taking place.  In the past, planning was done 
by an elite committee of leaders, typically all male, who wrote a long range plan that was 
adopted and thrust upon the congregation with very little prior input. Today, planning 
processes are much more conversational. The significance of this shift is as much 
spiritual as it is organizational. 

The shift is from a One-Way, Formal Distribution of Information to a Multi-directional, 
more informal Conversation as a Community.  From this perspective, communication 
happens within the church’s social context through the Holy Spirit’s guidance.  What I 
have learned through these projects is the importance of recognizing the relationship 
between members of the church and those ordained to leadership. More specifically, 
when a congregation wide conversation is conducted, we are affirming our belief and a 
spiritual truth that Christ’s Spirit lives in each believer. No one person speaks for the 
whole church. Rather those ordained to leadership roles function as listeners and 
discerners of the Holy Spirit’s leading.  The shift is an elevation of the member as a 
participant and contributor to the whole life of the church, and a more focused role of 
leaders as servants of the Holy Spirit. 

From the mundane notion of communication through conversation, I see congregations 
experiencing for the first time what it means live a shared community experience.  It is 
significant enough to say that all change begins in conversation. 



MISSIONAL Shift 
The most significant transition in the church is a missional one. It is simple. It is a shift 
from the church as a place for spectators to a place of participants. I saw this coming 
twenty years ago where the church I served simply wanted me to be the curator for their 
museum of memories. They worshiped the past, and that past wasn’t worth celebrating. 
As with many churches, they are backing into future how to preserve their comfort and 
security as believers. 

The Missional impulse is outward, out the door, into the streets, homes, businesses and 
playgrounds of communities near and far.  It is a shift marked by greater integration of all 
aspects of the life of the church.  It is a shift toward a greater experience of God’s love 
and grace in the context of communal unity and service. It is a shared experience of 
personal meaning and social fulfillment.  At its heart, it is the church giving itself away. 

This Missional Shift is not an organizational movement like so many. It is rather a way to 
represent the internal change happening in churches by God’s spirit that is expressed in 
action. 

As I have sought to understand what I am seeing and experiencing as a professional 
consultant, a minister and a Christian believer, I come to understand that there are three 
actions that we must take for this missional impulse to take root in our individual 
churches. 

First, accept the responsibility to take personal initiative to live one’s life for Christ in 
acts of worship and service. 

Second, to enter into conversation with one another that opens up our perceptions of who 
we are, and what God is doing through us. 

Third, respond daily, with discernment and passion, to the needs of the world that God 
places in our path. 

Too much of our lives are caught up in debating non-essential questions about whether 
the church is a business or not, or whether one denomination is more righteous or damned 
than another. 

At the end of the day, all that matters is how has my life reflected in action the love of 
God that I have received in form of the grace of Christ’s forgiveness. From this attitude 
of the servant, a missional ideal will grow and achieve its impact in our churches and our 
world. It cannot simply be another campaign or movement. Rather, it must be a transition 
that marks the transformation of our hearts.  This is the missional shift that I see growing 
in our world today. 



Appendix D 

Myths about Communicating Congregational Identity 

Original Link 

by Lynne M. Baab 

Conveying a congregation’s identity and values clearly and through a variety 
of means of communication will help the congregation connect to the 
community around it. At the same time, clear expressions of values and 
identity will also have a deep impact on the congregation itself. The people 
involved in a congregation are shaped by what they hear about that 
congregation. Their expectations for the life of faith and for their involvement 
in the community are influenced by the ways in which the congregation talks 
about itself and its values. 

For decades congregational leaders have been making decisions—both 
consciously and unconsciously—about identity and values and how they are 
communicated. The nine myths below lay out some of the underlying issues 
that may influence these choices and their effectiveness. 

Myth 1: We’ve got a mission statement, so we’ve figured out who we 
are. 
Mission (or vision) statements can be helpful to congregations in expressing 
who they are and what they care about. Leaders and members are tempted 
to believe that once a mission statement is in place, the congregation can get 
on with doing ministry. A mission statement, however, is simply one small 
way among many that a congregation can communicate its heart and soul. In 
fact, everything about a congregation communicates. Its bulletin, newsletter, 
and website may include its mission statement, but the photos, layout, and 
additional text also contribute to the reader’s perception of who the 
congregation is. The actions of a congregation—its worship style, preaching, 
ministries, and mission activities—speak of its DNA, its story. Because of its 
power to influence, all of the congregation’s communication needs to be 
evaluated from time to time to see if it reflects the values and identity of the 
congregation. 

Myth 2: Our identity is rooted in our faith. 
Leaders and members are tempted to believe they don’t need to spend time 
considering the specific identity of their congregation because they assume 
their faith values provide the DNA for their congregation. And it is absolutely 
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true that in communities of faith, identity comes primarily from the 
congregation’s faith tradition. Faith communities are not businesses or other 
organizations that need to create an identity from scratch. However, in the 
same way that individuals within any faith tradition bring specific gifts in 
service, so faith communities have particular values and emphases. One 
might have a strong commitment to justice, another to outreach within the 
local community, and another to ministry with seniors or teenagers or 
adoptive families. Sometimes it appears that megachurches can do it all, so 
congregational leaders might think their congregation should do everything, 
too. But even megachurches have particular emphases and priorities. 

Myth 3: If we focus too much on figuring out our own identity, we 
may become self-absorbed. 
This is another statement with some truth to it, but not the whole truth. 
Congregational identity is only part of what congregational leaders should be 
attending to. While focusing on it all the time would definitely cause an 
imbalance, many congregations are already out of balance in that they focus 
too little on the way their actions, publications, and use of symbols 
communicate their priorities and the distinctiveness of who they are. “Who 
are we and what are we about?” is a key question that needs to be front and 
center for all congregations. 

Myth 4: We don’t need to think any further about the implications of 
new communication technology because we already use it well. 
A number of congregations have mastered necessary skills related to new 
forms of communication in admirable ways. Many congregations offer 
podcasted and streaming video sermons on websites, have wonderful teams 
of people who run the data projectors on Sunday morning, and embrace new 
communication technologies as they emerge. But that doesn’t mean they are 
communicating wisely. In some congregations, the message communicated 
about values differs from one mode of communication to the next because 
the various forms of communication haven’t been evaluated well. In other 
congregations, the message is so unified that the congregation’s diversity is 
not represented well. Focusing on the deeper questions, the issues that lie 
behind the use of new technologies, is important. Congregational leaders 
need to consider how everything the congregation does—communication 
technologies as well as things like programming and the use of physical 
space in the building—speaks about the congregation’s priorities. 



Myth 5: We’re a traditional congregation, and we have chosen not to 
use most of the new communication technologies. We’ve figured out 
our identity; it’s the same as it’s always been, so why complicate 
things?  
All congregations need to periodically rethink and explore who they are and 
what they value. Even if all the people attending a congregation stay the 
same over a decade, each of those people would undergo personal changes 
in that time, and those personal changes would change the priorities and 
emphases of that community of faith. And, of course, no congregation is 
composed of exactly the same members over a decade or more. The flow of 
people in and out of a congregation, and in and out of leadership roles, 
shapes the values of each congregation. And while I do think new 
communication technologies offer some wonderful opportunities for 
congregations, I would never suggest that congregations need to use all of 
them. I do argue, however, that everything congregations say and do 
contributes to their identity. Therefore paying some attention to the issue is 
wise, no matter what forms of communication are used. 

Myth 6: We avoid the new technologies because we’re leery of the 
consumer culture, and we don’t want our congregation and even our 
faith to turn into yet one more consumer item.  
I am concerned that communities of faith have become consumer items and 
that people looking for a congregation are engaged in a form of shopping. 
However, I see congregational identity as an issue that relates to much more 
than selling something. Very simply, everything we say and do 
communicates what we consider to be important, and what congregations 
communicate about faith values shapes how members act on their faith. 
Therefore, from time to time, congregations need to stop and evaluate what 
they are communicating. Congregational leaders will likely choose not to use 
certain forms of communication that don’t fit the ethos of that congregation. 

Myth 7: Our congregational values are being communicated 
effectively through words. Our pastor and leaders preach the 
sermons and put a lot of thought into the words used in our 
newsletter and on our website.  
People are increasingly influenced by images as well as by words. According 
to communication research, the images projected on a screen during worship 
and the images used in newsletters and on websites often have as much or 
more impact than the words associated with them. Much of Jewish and 
Christian tradition is strongly word oriented, emphasizing the significance of 
words over images. With the move away from a word-based to an image-
based culture, leaders of congregations need to do some careful thinking 
about the role of visual communication in our time. 



Myth 8: We’ve got a great Web designer and newsletter editor, and 
our newsletter and website are terrific. 
In many congregations, one person creates most of the publications. Often, 
congregational leaders supply the text, but the Web designer or newsletter 
editor decides on the layout, photos, and graphics. In this increasingly visual 
culture, forms of visual communication such as layout, photos, and graphics 
need to be evaluated to see if they communicate the desired message, 
particularly if one person is choosing most of them. I believe that all the new 
communication technologies have created the necessity for “critical friends,” 
people who understand the importance of the new forms of communication 
for congregations and, at the same time, are willing to look at those forms 
with a critical eye. These critical friends pay attention to the congregation’s 
websites, blogs, projection screens, and other forms of communication that 
have a large visual component to see if the visuals harmonize with the words 
used and whether the verbal and visual components together communicate 
important values about the congregation. 

Myth 9: If your heart is in the right place, communication takes care 
of itself. 
I agree that the single most important thing for congregations is to worship 
and follow God in a way that engages hearts and minds. Without faith as the 
center of its life, a congregation has nothing to offer its members or the 
world. Faith values cannot be communicated if no faith values are present. 
But I do not agree that the result of a vibrant faith is that all communication 
will automatically be okay. Just as individuals with good intentions can 
benefit from learning listening skills for their personal relationships and 
speaking skills for their oral communication, so congregations can benefit 
from considering the implications of the ways they communicate and what 
they are communicating. In this age of rapidly proliferating communication 
technologies, this task of evaluation is even more urgent. 
 
_______________________________________ 

Adapted from Reaching Out in a Networked World: Expressing Your 
Congregation's Heart and Soul by Lynne M. Baab, copyright © 2008 by the 
Alban Institute. All rights reserved.  
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