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Years ago, several churches on the east coast within the Disciples of Christ
denomination, our sister churches in the United Church of Christ, were experiencing
aging congregations and declining membership, buildings requiring major repair and a
struggle to remain financially stable. It is from this time that New Beginnings was
developed by Hope Partnership and has been a tool for many different churches, to
include our own UCC, Catholic, Lutheran and others. The process is a guide to enable
a church to discern its current situation, why it exists, its strong and weak efforts, and
options available for consideration by the congregation to best serve the community and
God’s plan for First Congregational Church of Fresno for the future.

9/21/16

The process began this past April with a visit by an assessor to amass information
about our church regarding attendance, giving, space availability in the church campus,
the many uses of that space and the financial condition. The same evening, an
Appreciative Inquiry Session was held where 40 congregants gathered for 2-1/2 hours
to answer questions about memorable experiences - past and present, spiritual learning
and engagement, motivation to attend and be involved, relationships, and strengths and
weaknesses of our congregation. All of this information, along with demographic data to
encompass a sizable area surrounding our church campus, provided by an outside
professional source, were used to create a 69 page report which can be accessed for
reading from our website “www.bigredchurch.org”, then click on News/New Beginnings
Reports/Continue Reading/New Beginnings Report (1).

The next step involved a day long training session held in Stockton for the Facilitators
where information was received to enable the interpretation of the Assessment Report
during the small group meetings. A total of six meetings was held by each group, once
weekly from the first week in August to this past week, most lasting around two hours
each. Of particularly note was the realization that our church, like most mainline
churches are faced with the same problems described by the congregations who
requested help years ago in dealing with their decreasing and aging members and the
difficulty in meeting financial commitments. Typical of most is the lack of energy and
passion in church activities and the absence of younger couples to carry on the work of
the church and the teaching of Biblical stories and the ways of Jesus to our children and
youth to promote a strong foundation for “future members”. We learned that “church
worship” as many of us think of it, started to decline in popularity and attendance in the
1960’s and has reached all-time lows. However, that does not mean individuals believe
there is no God, on the contrary, a large percentage of people do express a belief in the
existence of and are in search of a relationship with a divine power. That spiritual
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exercise just may have a different format and setting compared to the style of traditional
worship which we find spiritually fulfilling.

The following charts will provide evidence that our congregation has experienced a
Plateau in several key areas with the most meaningful being Average Worship
Attendance (AWA) and Membership over the past 10 year period. The population of the
community in which the church serves has grown 3.4% during the period 2000 — 2015.
The charts reflect a possible disconnect to the community and should raise a red flag for
the congregation.

Membership/Average Worship Attendance

400
= Worship Attendance
300 21— —275— = Worship Attendance Trend
] .
% . = Members
g 200 = Members Trend
o " 120
99 - - >
100 >
0r !

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

1. [ S 11 s 0al s

In the area of giving we have basically also been flat line for the same 10 year period of
study. Compared to the Consumer Price Index, we have inched downward a bit over
the past few years as seen in the second chart below. This means that our dollars do
not stretch as far today. A more concerning curve is that reflecting the giving to
outreach. The conference has recommended this number should approximate 10% of
total budget, while our numbers have remained at or below 3% for the period.
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Giving vs. Consumer Price Index
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The next chart provides a pictorial look at the truth we all realize. Our congregation is
aging and is not being replenished with younger members. Part of this is due to the
years of the 30’s through the 60’s, where members shared both worship experiences
and social events together. There were many fewer distractions as we see today with
year round sport teams, instant news, both good and bad, and electronic devices which
have served to further separate us from close relationships and face to face interaction
and communications. You all understand the terms Boomers, whereas the Gen “Z” and
Millennium groups make up the youngest two generations. The last two are much less
likely to feel the need for worship service as we know it or may likely substitute with
group discussion settings.
Generational Populations

40 - R B
35 | = Congregation
30 m U.S. Average
o5 = Target Area

Percentage
n
o

Sl | | | | AR
Gen"Z" Mill. Sur. Boom Silent Build

The final chart depicts the Racial-Ethnic Populations comparing our congregation with
the U.S. average and with the target area surrounding our church. The target area is
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defined in the report, is quite large and became a question in most of our groups,
however, we have come to realize that it is, in fact, indicative of our surrounding
community.
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These are but a few of the indicators that are presented in the New Beginnings
Assessment Report of the present condition in which our church exists. Estimates
indicate there will be only minor changes in our surrounding population or in the wealth
held in the community, so we see that reconnection with our community definitely
presents many challenges.

We all understand that continuously doing the same thing over and over again while
expecting a different outcome never results in a positive way. We must discover,
together, how we can once again become a church of the neighborhood, affecting the
lives of those around us in meaningful ways. We will face change, we will be
challenged, but by having Faith in God and trusting Him to walk with us, we can identify
and pursue our New Beginnings and once again experience a renewed purpose and
success in our lives together at First Congregational Church of Fresno.

Our New Beginnings study this summer has included nine (9) small groups, which were
attended by around 75 participants and leaders. While not everyone was able to attend
all sessions, our small groups did have fruitful discussions and have performed a true
service to our church with their faithful participation.

Based on feedback from our leadership team, all groups approached this project with a
willingness to remain objective as the information unfolded each week, and to refrain
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from trying to address solutions prematurely, not an easy task. Our mission was to
become familiar with the facts as they are, today, and to decide on a broad direction in
which our church attendees can place joint efforts, tomorrow. There is general
agreement that change is needed and all express a positive feeling that our
congregation will be able to embrace what is required to visualize and implement
actions and programs that will enhance our ministry here in our neighborhood and our
community.

The Facilitators and record keepers will meet on September 25" to consolidate the
results of each small group meeting and will develop recommendations for the church
council to consider for presentation a special meeting within the next few weeks. This
first report on direction will then be introduced to the congregation as a whole at the fall
meeting on October 17, 2016.

We must be mindful that the process that has been entered by our church is not a short
term effort. There have been estimates of up to five years to fully develop a New
Beginning decision and bring it into fruition. We will trust our interim and senior pastoral
search committees to ensure candidates have received training in the transitional
church, as our church will require guidance throughout the process.
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