A Future for United Church Ministry in the Fraser Valley

LEADERSHIP SURVEY
Analysis of Input
1. IDENTIFICATION

A total of 42 survey responses were received, and six follow-up interviews were held upon request.  Responses were received from all congregations in the Presbytery except Colebrook and Northwood.
The respondents were fairly evenly split between Board Chairpersons and persons in Paid Accountable Ministry.
In general, Board Chairpersons tended to be relatively new to church leadership, and considered themselves to have very little or moderate awareness of Presbytery matters.

In general, Persons in Paid Accountable Ministry tended to have more than 15 years experience in church leadership, and considered themselves to have very much information about Presbytery matters.
2. CONGREGATION
2.1 Mission Statement
Almost all congregations reported having a clear and readily available Mission Statement.  Although each is unique and they reflect a moderate level of diversity, the following characteristics may be considered as the core elements which are widely shared:
· A caring, intimate community

· Dedicated to spiritual nurture
· Practicing Christian worship and music
· Seeking to be welcoming and inclusive

· Concerned with social justice and community service
The Mission Statements are generally focused internally, expressing the congregation’s intentions about what it seeks to BE in relation to its own members.  With one or two exceptions, none of Mission Statements indicate what the congregation seeks to DO in relation to the world in which it functions.
This raises a fundamental question: except in relation to the existing members (currently 4,480), does it matter whether there is a United Church in the Fraser Presbytery region?  If it does matter, how and why?
2.2 Characteristics pro-Mission
Respondents readily identify a wide range of characteristics or activities that promote the fulfillment of the Mission of their congregation’s Mission.  These include:

· Mutual support for members in need

· Strong worship and music

· Ability to be welcoming and inclusive

· Financial health and stability

· Participation in community events and service

· Lay involvement in ministry and leadership

· Deepening spirituality and spiritual practice

· An intimate sense of a caring community

These responses suggest that the respondents’ primary basis of the experience or definition of “church” is a small, intimate set of relationships.  Further, these are set within a framework that is able to provide an experience of high quality worship/music and spiritual nurture.

Baseline data indicate that the current model of the United Church – as a neighbourhood-focused, program-oriented church – is not tenable due to the relatively small support base and high infrastructure costs required.  This raises a significant question: is it possible to design and support a model that can deliver high quality worship together with intimate communities of spiritual support in a manner that is coherent and satisfying? 

2.3 & 2.4     Challenges to Mission
Respondents readily identify a wide range of characteristics or activities that impede the fulfillment of the Mission of their congregation’s Mission.  To a large extent, these coincide with the perceived major challenges facing the congregation, underlining the immediacy of these issues.  These include:

· Lack of financial resources or flexibility
· Lack of human resources / critical mass

· “Huge amounts of inertia” and fatigue
· Inability to attract younger members and new members

· Decreasing and aging membership

· Reluctance to promote ourselves

· Fear of conflict and/or new ideas

· Busyness of work and home life

· Lack of diversity

· Mortgage and building maintenance and renovation needs

2.5 – 2.8    Future prospects
A number of respondents reported frankly that they were “unable to identify a growth opportunity”, and about 25% indicated that the most likely scenario for their congregation was some form of closure.  Another 25% or so anticipate that their congregation will maintain the status quo, continue more or less as it is currently or along the same baseline trend.  Priorities envisioned on the basis of new, additional resources at the congregational level tend to reflect the needs and perspective of these scenarios: pay down the mortgage, fix the building, extend the hours of the minister, fund some local program initiatives.
Others, perhaps a majority, recognize in the regional demographic trends a major opportunity to foster “genuine Christian community in an increasingly depersonalized culture.  We see new housing development & population growth giving possible opportunity for outreach.”  
This latter view depends on a number of critical factors, each of which represents a major capacity or developmental challenge for the United Church.  These include:

A. An approach to planning and congregational development that is integrated and coordinated, including in relation to financing, facilities and staffing;
B. The development of a capacity for multi-cultural outreach and ministry, as distinct from the traditional segregated approach to ethnic ministries;

C. The development and implementation of a public outreach and promotional strategy based on projection of a clear and distinctive United Church identity;
D. The provision and support of ministry personnel skilled in and dedicated to youth and family ministry;
E. The ability to mobilize resources from the existing asset base of the United Church in the Presbytery for reinvestment in support of a comprehensive, mission-focused, strategic approach.

3.  COMMUNITY
3.1      Relationships 
In general, responses indicate that relations with other churches are minimal and, at best, “casual with other United Churches, indifferent with other denominations”.  Many congregations report a practice of a limited number of shared events at a community or denominational level, but these generally appear to be formalistic – that is, they are delimited by the event and are not intended to extend or deepen a relationship or shared ministry.  The only shared ministry activity reported is refugee sponsorship and support.
Relations with the predominant Christian groups (evangelical and fundamentalist churches) are largely “non-existent”.  Relations with non-Christian religious groups are predominated by rental contracts (landlord-tenant) for what the other groups appear to regard as “secular” space.  Most of the inter-church or inter-denominational relations is mediated and managed by the clergy.
3.2     Competition
With local variations of emphasis, the responses indicated a very clear and consistent perception of the primary competitors facing the United Church and its competitors in the Fraser Presbytery region.  These are:
A. Churches, generally evangelical or fundamentalist in orientation, that exhibit a willingness and ability to invest significant resources in programs directed toward youth and families, and supported by multiple, specialized ministry staff;

B. Churches, generally evangelical or fundamentalist in orientation, that publicly articulate a clear theological perspective and visibly demonstrate their commitment to social outreach and service;

C. The secular, consumerist culture in which work demands on families have substantially increased, volunteer time is increasingly constrained, Sundays are highly committed to youth sports and other social/civic activities, and generalized distrust of institutional religion;
D. The prevalence, proximity, and lack of identity of United Churches in the region, together with demographic trends emphasizing retirement out-migration of the main United Church membership cohort to other regions (Van. Island, Okanagan) and in-migration of non-traditional United Church population groups (Catholic, Muslim, Sikh).  

It is clear that the United Church faces major competitive challenges in relation to both its internal and external “markets”.  While the United Church has places a high value on its ability to be welcoming and inclusive, there does not appear to have been a parallel investment in strategies to visibly project its identity or to attract/invite public participation.

A number of respondents note that the United Church represents an “alternative” form of Christianity in a context in which the “mainstream” is now defined by the evangelical or fundamentalist churches.  Indeed, in this context, the Christianity represented by the United Church may be judged by the new mainstream as essentially “heretical” or even non-Christian. 

This raises a “fundamental” question: Is the United Church willing to visibility project its identity as an alternative Christian community that is proactive in its inclusion?  As one respondent commented, “We need to move beyond our self-satisfaction with our insights about a loving God and a caring community.  If you’ve got it, flaunt it.  If you don’t flaunt it, you have to wonder if you’ve really got it!”

3.3 & 3.4     Unmet Ministry Needs

There was little distinction evident between perceived ministry needs at the local and regional level, and a general convergence on the key concerns:
· Homelessness and affordable housing

· Care for seniors

· Care for the poor

· Support for youth and families under stress

· A welcoming, non-judgemental spiritual home.

An important question arises: to what extent do the United Church congregations in Fraser Presbytery currently invest their human and financial resources in addressing these, either through direct service or through public advocacy?   And to what extent does the United Church feel called beyond concern to address these ministry needs as priorities for the future.
4.  PRESBYTERY

4.1 & 4.2     Role of Presbytery

For many, especially Board Chairpersons, the role of Presbytery is either negligible to the life and work of the congregation, or limited to a periodic role in relation to changes in pastoral relations.  To some extent, Presbytery is seen as more relevant to the needs of persons in Paid Accountable Ministry than to congregations.  Although not universally the case, the contribution of congregations to Presbytery is seen primarily as the payment of assessments and the provision of the time of ministry personnel for committee and other work.
To some extent, Presbytery is seen as a source of information, especially in relation to national church policy and procedures.  Presbytery is not generally regarded as a resource for education or program, except to a limited extent in relation to YAYA (localized – seen as present or active in some parts of Presbytery but not in others).  In no case was Presbytery seen as an agency promoting collective action or strategic planning and development.  Expectations of Presbytery are low in recognition of its limited capacity.
4.3     Presbytery Ministries

There is considerable disparity with respect to support for and participation in the four Presbytery ministries.  A substantial minority of congregations, perhaps 25%, indicate no involvement in relation to any of the ministries.  This appears to derive from a congregational lack of basic capacity and diminished children and youth rather than any issues related to the ministries themselves.

YAYA appears to enjoy the most general and widespread involvement – a clear majority of congregations – but this is often referenced to the past and is somewhat localized.  Congregational engagement is expressed primarily through supporting youth to participate in events.  CLC is also widely supported, especially in the central part of the Presbytery.  Congregational engagement is expressed primarily through the provision of volunteers and financial support.  Very limited involvement is indicated in relation to the RC or OAM, and engagement is generally passive in nature.  
4.4 & 4.5     Emergent Priorities
Respondents were not asked to assess the relevance or priority of existing ministries, but to indicate where new, additional resources should directed.  Five needs emerged as clear and common priorities:
· Regional youth workers 

· Congregational ministries with children, youth, and young families
· Spiritual care for clergy and lay leaders

· Presbytery staff and financial support for congregational redevelopment
· Presbytery staff for communications and personnel.
A number of issues were identified as proposals suggesting reform or development of the role, practice and profile of Presbytery itself.  
· Increased professional capacity (executive, personnel, spiritual direction, planning and promotion)
· Increased programmatic capacity (retreats, leadership training, support for youth and family ministry)

· Reduce the number of persons (volunteers) required to attend Presbytery or carry out its functions, and specifically the level of demand on clergy
· Increased coordination and interaction among the United Churches in the Presbytery, and work with congregations to understand their situation and rationalize resources and energies
· Greater scope or flexibility for church development grants and loans.
These priorities and proposals were premised on the availability of new, additional resources.  However, it is important to note that they do not represent simply an appeal for “more”.  Rather, they arise very concretely from the widespread situation and experience of a critical lack of basic capacity (finances, time, and skills) at the congregational level.  That is, the base constituency is unable to support and maintain the prescribed infrastructure, apparently at both congregational and Presbytery levels.  Further, the system demands volunteer time dedicated to those activities that least attract or motivate members. 
The priorities and proposals indicate the need for more than a reform of current organizational arrangements.  They suggest the need to be open to a more fundamental shift in relation to some of the core characteristic of the existing model, notably:

A. Away from relatively autonomous congregational units and toward a more integrated and coordinated denominational presence across the Presbytery;
B. Away from a system of oversight and direction that is volunteer based and human resource-intensive and toward more stream-lined systems and professional management;

C. Away from dispersed, generalized staff resources and toward a more strategically focused specialized and programmatic capacity.
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