Summary notes from Nov 16th Synod Mission small group mtg at First Lutheran
(looking at trend stats in the synod)
Present: Richard Peterson, Dick Warber, Barbara Rasmussen, Fred Marks, Ann Strickert, 
John Gruber, Gary Grindeland, Amy Lawrence, Pat Bialzik, Jay McDivit, Kristin Nielsen
1. What was/is your reaction when you look at this data…both the trend spreadsheet and the map?
a. Numbers are helpful. If you look at stats long enough you might find patterns and take an objective look at what is happening.
b. Wasn’t surprised, yet it is depressing to look at all the red ink (declining trends)
c. Was surprised that decline in attendance is happening in every size category. 
d. This information speaks to the need for radical change in our churches
e. I found it quite alarming, yet we know some of the things that keep congregations from growing are our church cultures. If we are alarmed enough by these numbers, perhaps we will seek to change the church culture. 
f. For the first time that I can recall, we are willing to look at some numbers and begin to address what realities are out there.
g. There is an issue of sustainability and critical mass in our congregations. We don’t all have to have the same programming.
h. This is extremely depressing. We have looked at other options for structuring churches in the past and it seems a successful church needs staff and a building, and that means there needs to be a critical mass of people.
i. We have a lot of churches in a small geographical region, and yet there are some areas where we are not present.

2. What is hopeful in the data? 
a. The partnerships that have formed in the past year because of these trends.
b. We are not the only ones, struggling with sustainability.
c. Hopefully there is a way for us to see the urgency and take some action together. As a group we can come up with some solutions.
d. We can find out from stable or growing churches more about their stories and best practices in their context. 

3. What concerns you?
a. Lack of growth in church attendance is a sign of ill health.
b. That we find ways to do something about these declining trends
c. If you let the data interpret the future in terms of the ELCA in this area, the future is bleak.
d. We need to be sure that our congregations are focusing on God first, not numbers and money first.
e. Concerned that we are paying attention to what is going on in our communities. In some of them, people have simply left and yet we retain the same amount of physical facilities.
f. It seems that we have lost our passion for people and their salvation
g. The ELCA doesn’t seem to be proud to be a larger church. We seem to be kingdoms unto ourselves versus having a sense of being one body.

4. What questions are raised for you when looking at the data? What else do you want to know? 
a. What is the way forward?
b. What is the purpose of being the body of Christ?
c. Are we more focused on numbers than on people?
d. What can we do to help two congregations who have decided to yoke become stronger together and increase members?
e. Why start new missions when there are so many churches in need of redevelopment?
f. Why has God placed us where we are?
g. What does it look like to claim a missional identity?
h. How can we change the church culture to be open to the community culture?
i. How do we partner around sustainability?
j. How do we share best practices at the different church size levels?
k. How make decisions around where we have facilities and where we commit resources in order to develop strength and viability to perpetuate ministry?
l. How do we get beyond the fear that we will lose too many members if we change?
m. What other data is available to us?
n. What does this data look like resorted by geographical location?
o. What is the average income in the different locations of our congregations?
p. How much do we change and be open to cultural differences? What is Lutheran identity?
q. What are people finding in our churches when they come for the first time?
r. How much do we include the people in our community in our planning and discernment of what our ministry will look like?
s. What are people hungering for?
t. What is responsible use of the financial and building resources we have?
u. What does it mean to be missional?
v. How do we talk about the ministry that is happening during the week that is not reflected in the weekly worship attendance numbers? What numbers really count?
w. What are the needs in the community? How make our buildings more accessible to the community?
x. What is our mission? Are we confused about whether it is our mission or God’s mission?
y. What is it that is happening in these numbers? What are we called to be doing? How do we listen to what God is asking of us?
z. How do we let our social ministry come out of our corporate worship?
aa. What are we going to be good at? How do we identify our focus and be intentional about our ministry outreach?
ab. Do we need as many churches as we have?
ac. What things can we do together?
ad. When is it fiscally irresponsible to have the pastor’s salary be 70% of the budget?
ae. What needs to shift about who we are and what we are doing?
af. What might it look like to form “parishes” between our churches?
ag. What action steps do we want to take next? What is within our capacity to do?

5. What meaning statements can you make from looking at the data? (ie: The trend of decline in average worship attendance is affecting churches across the synod regardless of location and size, and this trend started before the 2008 economic downturn.) 
a. The context in which we do ministry has changed. The numbers reflect this reality. Peter Steinke (Alban) just wrote a book called “A Door Set Open” that talks about this change.
b. We need to ask ourselves what is our purpose.
c. There is a larger issue of clarity around how we use the resources available to us for ministry.
d. A church can be missional at any size, however if we want to have a roster of professional clergy, then we must talk about how churches will have sustainable ministry that includes a professional roster.
e. The Lutheran culture is not the culture of the community anymore.
f. ELCA churches were built when many walked to church, and there was a focus on language and heritage differences, therefore churches were built blocks from one another.
g. There are many other churches in the areas of our ELCA churches. We cannot compete with some of the really large churches in the area near smaller churches. We need to decide what our focus will be.

6. How does this data inform our goal of creating a mission strategy in the synod?
a. We need to have some action plans for addressing these issues as a whole. Some need to be immediate, some middle range and some long range action plans
b. We need to think and act “out of the box” of what it means to be and do church.
c. We need to look at places where partnering can happen
d. It is time for urgency in addressing our understanding of how we do and be the church
e. It is not too late. We have many resources to work with if we work together.
f. Pastors (and congregations) need to be courageous and willing to try new things.
g. We need to remember this is God’s church and our mission is about Jesus first.
h. We need to be intentional in our work and focus.
i. We need to create a united identity as a synod. We cannot operate alone. 
j. They synod and the congregations have responsibility in leadership regarding mission and ministry renewal in the synod.
k. Context for doing ministry has changed. Still 50% of the population is unchurched. So where is the growth coming from in churches on the incline? From other ELCA churches? Other Christian denominations? Or are they new to the faith?
l. Another shift in the context is the reality that people do not come weekly anymore. Many members now attend every other week or once a month. How help churches to adjust to what this means in our expectations of participation?

Some additional thoughts from Kristin after our conversation on November 16th: 
1. I found myself wondering about the base assumptions out of which we operate… For example…How do we understand God at work in the church? Someone said that God put the churches where they. Another person said people put them where they are. What process do we use to discern God’s will and therefore the direction we take in our mission?

2. What unique perspective does the ELCA offer the larger community in proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ in our world today? In other words, why does it matter to you that ELCA churches continue to exist? 

3. Healthy ministry can be happening at any congregational size level. Declining attendance does not always mean an unhealthy system. If the system is taking steps towards healthy interaction, sometimes people leave who don’t want to be part of the change, and it can take a couple years to rebuild after such moves.

4. Do not forget: The numbers are only an entry way into the narrative of a single congregation as well as the synod as a whole. Be careful not to make assumptions about what the numbers mean regarding healthy or unhealthy ministry and missional direction of a particular congregation. Every congregation has faithful and dedicated people who have inspired and served others selflessly. Each congregation has been part of the larger story of sharing the good news of Jesus Christ in the world. The numbers hopefully help us to care about entering one another’s congregational stories with openness and curiosity, urgency and intentionality so that we are more aware of the larger story of God at work in our world and the call we have to proclaiming the gospel in our world today. 

5. I picked up Peter Steinke’s new book “A Door Set Open” (the excerpt that Barb handed out at our meeting came from this book). Perhaps there are books that we can read together to help us understand the culture changes that are affecting all our congregations regardless of sizes, trends or denominations.
Our next meeting is Thurs, Dec 2nd at First Lutheran, West Allis (7400 W. Lapham) from 1:30-3:00pm. Please come with some action ideas for next steps to share with the group. 
Thank you all for your time, reflections and passion to work towards building capacity for mission and renewal in our synod congregations. 

Peace to you,
Kristin Nielsen,
Good Shepherd, Milwaukee
pastorkristinnielsen@earthlink.net
414-875-9407 


