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Congregational Life 

We visited a congregation a few 
weeks ago that has two comfortably full 
services on Sunday morning. All the 
traditional main-line church programs are 
available for participants.  The bulletin was 
filled with announcements of suppers, 
men’s breakfast, and women’s gatherings 
of all varieties. There was only one 
problem. Looking across the sanctuary on 
Sunday morning, all one could see was a 
sea of white hair. 

What that said to us is that this is a 
congregation in maintenance mode. It has 
had a history of being very involved in the 
community. There is a youth ministry with 
an active youth group. The budget is 
balanced. Most of us would say that 
maintaining a congregation with two 
packed services and a full plate of 
midweek activities is not bad. 

The only question is whether it is good 
enough, in the long run. What we see in 
so many congregations is that the 
maintenance mode that worked so well 
yesterday has turned into precipitous 
decline today. It seems to all be a matter 
of attitude. Congregations who are 
exploring new ways to share with their 
community cont inue to thr ive. 
Congregations that adopt a defensive 
“circle the wagons” posture and 
concentrate on caring for their current 
members are – or will shortly be – in 
decline. 

We like what Jim Collins has to say in 
his book Good to Great. What make the 
difference between a good organization 
and one that is great are leaders who 
work as a team and who are more 
concerned about the organization’s ability 
to meet the needs of those it serves than 
that it meet their own needs.  

Not that an outward perspective is all 
that easy. A number of congregations 

(Continued on page 2) 

They were visibly excited and felt 
that they were responding to God’s call. 

Over the years, the blue-collar 
neighbourhood had been in a state of 
decline. Most of the original congrega-
tion had moved to other areas of the 
city, but still supported the church. The 
question was – how to relate to the com-
munity that was there now. The congre-
gation’s strength was they were paying 
attention and prayerfully discerning what 
it was they should focus on. 

While exploring the possibilities for 
their future, they had become aware of 
the power and the talent for music that 
was there in the congregation. Music 
had always been a part of who they 
were. The icing on the cake that made it 
all possible was the arrival of just the 
right leadership to pull it all together. 

It didn’t mean that the congregation 
was going to explode in numbers or that 
the bank balance would grow. What it 
did mean is that children in the commu-
nity got an opportunity to experience 
what it felt like to create music – some 
with instruments, some with their voices. 
No one knows how many of these chil-
dren will grow up to be active partici-
pants in a congregation. What we do 
know is that the congregation provided 
each of these children with an opportu-
nity to develop their gifts and a sense 
that they were both loved and valued. 
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It was a dying congregation in a 
small town that was welcoming new 
young families. The building was in 
the centre of town and was providing 
ministry to its long-time members.  
How to cover the cost of keeping the 
building going was the question that 
pushed people to look at their future. 

They explored the possibility of 
tearing down one wing and using the 
land for housing, but the cost for do-
ing that was beyond their means. 
They really had no idea where to go, 
and yet were not willing to let go. 
They kept turning over the rocks to 
see what possibilities might lie be-
neath. 

Then the ingredients came to-
gether – their musical history, their 
desire to connect with the community, 
coupled with the arrival of the right 
person at the right time. The result 
was the launch of a new ministry of 
providing musical theatre that could 
be shared with all of the people in the 
community. 

The story is not finished. The 
connections they are making with the 
community will lead to the discovery 
of other ways God wants them to 
serve. 
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The leadership team knew 
that it was time to find new ways 
to connect with the people in their 
blue collar neighbourhood. They 
felt strongly that a small group 
ministry would provide opportuni-
ties for people to grow spiritually 
and make connections with one 
another. They found good lay 
leadership to partner with them. 
The clergy team did their research 
and learned all they could about 
this new form of ministry. In addi-
tion they developed a second ser-
vice with a worship format more 
suited to young families. Thus be-
gan the journey. 

Some months into the jour-
ney, at an Annual Meeting, one of 
the founding members of the con-
gregation stood up and chal-
lenged the direction the church 
was going. His protest not only 
stopped the process, but also cre-
ated conflict within the congrega-
tion. When firing the clergy team 
failed, some of the older families 
left. However, the vision of a con-
gregation that served its commu-
nity proved more powerful than 
the voices of the naysayers who 
would rather the church stayed 
the way it had always been. 

Six months later, after consul-
tations and many meetings, the 
leadership team of clergy and lay 
picked up the pieces and contin-
ued to look for ways to share 
God’s love in their wider commu-
nity. New people have taken the 
place of those who left. Energy 
and vitality is flowing into outreach 
activities that are meeting real 
needs of neighbourhood people. 

have given new ministry staff a 
mandate to bring in change. “We know 
we are in decline. We know we have to 
change!” Two or three years later, 
however, long-standing members 
become uncomfortable and the staff 
are asked to leave.  

Sometimes, however, the staff do 
not leave – rather it is those who 
oppose the changes that exit. Jim 
Colins says it is as important to “get 
the wrong people off the bus” as it is to 
recruit the right leadership. That can 
clear the deck for a outward approach 
that leads to real growth. 

Sometimes the outward focus 
takes the shape of meeting a physical 
need, like housing for seniors or 
special care for the disabled elderly. 
Sometimes it is a matter of developing 
the programs that serve the young 
families in the area – an exciting 
children’s ministry coupled with family 
events that give parents an opportunity 
for spiritual growth. Sometimes it 
involves moving out into the 
community with a carnival or street fair 
that models hospitality. It could be 
finding a special ministry such as 
Christian theatre or music for children.  

What makes the difference is that 
outward focus. The lawyer that won 
Jesus’ approval had it right. “Love God 
with all your heart, mind, soul and 
strength. And love your neighbour as 
yourself.” The business end of our love 
for God and our love for self is our love 
for our neighbour – our new neighbour. 
Whether or not you choose to open up 
to accept them may make the 
d i f f e rence  be tween  sp i r a l l i ng 
downward or soaring up. 
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If you are interested in moving your congregation 
from maintenance to growth, ask us for a 
consultation around what that would mean for your 
congregation. The initial consultation is free and 
there is no obligation. Just call us at 780-619-0386 
or 780-438-6016.  

                            Joyce Madsen & Clair Woodbury 
                         The Congregational Life Centre Staff Team 



In this church leadership resource, 
Kevin Martin examines the five aspects of 
congregational life that are key to the de-
velopment and growth of a strong congre-
gation:  

1. Build the Team,  
2. Pay Attention to the Generations 
3. Tend the Two Doors,  
4. Keep Healthy, and  
5. Raise the Stewardship Level.  
 
Martin spent ten years in the Episco-

pal Diocese of Texas as canon for con-
gregational development. During that 
time, as he puts it, “We figured out how to 
grow a mainline judicatory during a time of 
decline for most mainline congregations.”   

This book agrees with the best devel-
opment literature, and at the same time is 
very accessible. You can read it through 
in 90 minutes. It may be the best 90 min-
utes you have spent.  

The new pastor is a team leader – 
that’s the first key. You need partners to 
do ministry today. Martin comes down 
hard on what he calls the “myth of the 
CEO” – the belief that out there some-
where is a leader who can turn the con-
gregation around. What is required is a 
pastor who can develop “a guiding coali-
tion” for the future. It is very much a mat-
ter, as Jim Collins has told us, of getting 
the right people on the bus.  

The secret of an effective leadership 
team is that they share a common vision 
and goals for the congregation. They have 
a clear idea of the congregation’s mission 
— why it exists — and work together to 
achieve that.  

It is important to pay attention to the 
differences between generations; Builders 
born before 1945, Baby Boomers 1945-
64, Gen X 1964-78, and Millenials. He 
lists their characteristics, and what the 
church can do to meaningfully relate to 
these very different people. One message 
is that a particular congregation can no 
longer be “all things to all people”. It may 
well be necessary to choose carefully 
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where to put one’s resources in order to 
be effective.  

Key 3, “Tend the Two Doors” refers 
first to making the reception for new peo-
ple very welcoming. That includes events 
worth inviting one’s friends to. The best 
publicity is a word of mouth recommenda-
tion, but a church has to be good for peo-
ple to risk recommending it to their 
friends. A survey found that the average 
Episcopalian invites someone to their 
church every thirty-eight years. Not good 
enough. Closing the back door means 
finding out why people leave and fixing it.  

A healthy church attracts people. 
Folks can smell conflict or tension a mile 
away. That means dealing firmly with both 
“turf holders” and “emotional terrorists”. 
The book includes a checklist that meas-
ures congregational health and identifies 
areas in need of improvement.  

The fifth key involves developing a 
strong financial base to undergird the con-
gregation’s ministries. “All new members 
should receive information on how the 
church is funded and what the average 
gift is.”  

This book would be an ideal resource 
for a six week study – or for a Board or 
Vestry weekend retreat. This is a book 
you will want everyone on your congrega-
tion’s leadership team to read.  

 
Kevin Martin, 5 Keys for Church Lead-

ers. Building a Strong, Vibrant and Grow-
ing Church. New York: Church Publishing, 
2007. $15.95. Available at Revelations 
Book & Gift Cooperative, Edmonton. 780-
485-8744  
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Children receive a special 
welcome at the main entrance 
to the church. Loving, caring 
and sharing is what the 
Children’s Ministry is about.  

An alcove off the coffee 
area has been turned 
into a reading area that 
radiates peace and 
tranquility.  
 
A basket of lotions 
welcomes visitors to the 
immaculate women’s 
washroom.  

During a recent 
catering event, the 
Edwards Centre rated 
St. Paul’s certified 
commercial kitchen as 
one of the city’s best 
for organization and 
cleanliness.  

What could be more 
welcoming than a cup of 
coffee handed to you as you 
walk through the door.  

A casual corner invites sitting for a 
few moments of quiet reflection.  
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SHAPING YOUR DEEP GLADNESS is the ideal guide for a group who wish 
to explore their gifts. It is designed to be a workbook for each participant, and 
has proven very helpful for those going through a transition in their life - 
whether job related, retirement, or changing vocations. It 
contains an outline for eight group sessions. $14.95 
 
PRISMS was written to guide those who want to explore 
their gifts and use them in a meaningful, rewarding way. 
The book can be very helpful for individuals, but works 
very well in a group study situation. It contains a spiritual 
gifts inventory specially developed for use by members of 
mainline congregations. $14.95 
 
WINGS LIKE EAGLES has been updated and revised 
and is in its third printing. It contains the recipe for devel-
oping a thriving congregation - having a vision, develop-
ing leadership, connecting with the community, fostering spiritual growth, and 
a clear sense of its identify. John Ambrose, editor of Voices United, described 
the book as "a gold mine of insights, illustrations, very practical ideas, guide-
lines, and challenges." $19.95 
 
ORDER from Revelations Book & Gift Cooperative 780-485-8744. 
 
For a discount of 20% on eight copies or more, contact the Congregational 
Life Centre at 780-438-6016.  
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Joyce Madsen & Clair Woodbury, Centre Staff Team. 780-438-6016 or 780-619-0386 


