BRIDGE TO SOMEWHERE

First Presbyterian Church, 

Connersville, Indiana

2011 Mission Study  

[image: image1.jpg]



Choluteca Bridge in Honduras

In 1998, the Choluteca Bridge in Honduras was one of 150 bridges there.  It had been donated by the Japanese.  

Hurricane Mitch changed all that.  One of the deadliest and most powerful hurricanes on record, Mitch dumped winds in excess of 180 mph and strengthened to a Category 5 hurricane.  From October 29 until November 3, it dumped over 75 inches of rainfall on Honduras.  5,600 people died.  12,300 were injured and 8,600 disappeared.  Gone were all 150 bridges throughout Honduras – except the Choluteca.  It survived intact with no visible damage.  But the Hurricane had changed the course of the Choluteca River so that the river no longer has any connection to the bridge.  Honduras has one perfectly good bridge that is now irrelevant in serving any useful purpose.

*Our community has changed drastically.

*Our church has been dramatically affected.

*How can we avoid becoming a perfectly good church that is irrelevant to the community in which we stand?

History  


In 1824, the Cincinnati Presbytery of the “Old School” Presbyterian Church sent Rev. Daniel Hayden to preach and, if practicable to form a society in the village of Connersville.   Rev. Hayden first preached on Sunday, October 3, 1824 in the Court House, and the next day organized the society, which is the forerunner of our church.  For a number of years the organization was without the services of a regular pastor, but was supplied from time to time by ministers sent out by the Presbytery.  In 1833, after the congregation increased in size, a lot was purchased and a small brick building was built facing west on the present location of the Fifth-Third Bank parking lot.  This building was used until 1845 when a new brick building was erected on West Fourth Street.


In 1851, a “New School” church was organized in Temperance Hall.  As the congregation increased, they erected a new building in 1855 on Central Avenue at Seventh Street.


In 1869 the two schools united in Pittsburgh, and the two Presbyterian Churches in Connersville united in 1870.  They utilized the building at Central Avenue and Seventh Street for the merged congregation.  


The church congregation grew and the present Sanctuary was built east of the original church in 1891.  The older portion was used for Sabbath school.  The present Estey Pipe Organ was dedicated in 1916.  The central vacuum cleaning system was installed in 1919, and the present ceiling lanterns were installed in 1939.


In 1950 the chancel was remodeled by making the choir loft into one section, rather than two sections and a new pulpit was installed to align with the south aisle and a lectern was added to align with the north aisle.  At the same time, the organ received a new electric console to replace the former pneumatically controlled unit.


A new manse was built in 1952 at 1529 Westwood Boulevard to replace a large two-story manse located just north of the church.  The Westwood Boulevard manse was sold in the late 1980’s and a manse allowance was given to future pastors to cover lodging expenses.


In 1957 the original Sabbath school section was remodeled to install a parlor, chapel, and conference room on the first floor; and a cry room, separate church school class rooms and children’s rest rooms on the second floor.


In 1972 an epoxy-resined faceted glass window replaced the south stained glass window.  The two central panels were salvaged from the stained glass window and were placed in the smaller windows at the rear of the sanctuary.


In 2000 the addition of Fellowship Hall and a parking lot were constructed on the north side of the church.  The architecture of new structure matched that of the original church.  Two stained glass windows salvaged from the 1855 section of the church were installed in the west wall of Fellowship Hall.  The new construction has rest rooms, large kitchen and storage room, in addition to the large hall.  This portion of the church has its own utilities.  A three year fund drive, with an anonymous member matching other gifts by the congregation, plus a modest withdrawal from reserve funds, paid for this new addition.

DEMOGRAPHICS OF COMMUNITY AND CHURCH

 Community Demographics

               First Presbyterian Church at 700 Central Avenue in Connersville, Indiana, is part of a county of about 23,000 people. The largest single employer, Visteon, closed on September 1, 2007; however, another business announced in May 2009 that Connersville would be its headquarters. Several other smaller plants are thriving at the present time, and the city leaders have stated that there is interest in this community from other small industries. The average household income and number of college graduates are below the national average. The largest group is represented by those born between 1961 and 1981. People in the area respond close to the national average in choosing to be involved in some kind of faith activity with equal preference between traditional and contemporary styles of worship. There are 75 churches in Fayette County and another 34 within about a 25 mile radius. First Presbyterian is the only PCUSA church in the county.

　

First Presbyterian Church Demographics

               Membership of FPC is at 111 with a decline in the last ten years. Membership age percentages for the church are as follows: 

  Under 20 = 3%

21-40 = 14%

41-60 = 29%

61-80 = 34%

 81 & older =20%

              The congregation’s gains were less than the denomination’s and the losses were more. Losses are largely attributed to transfer, death and 19 to “other” in 2009. A large number of the attendees are now retired and find the flexibility they have for travel, visiting out of town children and grandchildren, etc. more desirable than the committee and board commitments of the church. Few members are in the under 40 group with families and those are not committed to attendance or committee obligations on a regular basis. After a significant decrease, the congregation’s attendance has held steady at about 35-40, which is 31%-37% of the membership. Special services, i.e., Christmas or Easter enjoyed attendance over 100. The congregation that attends appreciates a traditional worship service. Christian Education involvement is at about 8%. Prior to the departure of the last installed pastor CE activities included: Bible studies with a variety of themes and approaches offered at times to meet the congregation’s schedules, Sunday School, Vacation Bible School, and Communicant’s classes. The investment funds are regularly tapped into to meet operating expenses. Contributions from the existing congregation remain fairly steady, although there are less people to contribute. Church giving is at 6% for the denomination commitments, and about 1% each for local mission and other designated mission offerings. 

MISSION AND MINISTRIES

First Presbyterian Church conducts traditional worship services on Sunday mornings led by one full-time pastor and a lay leader.  Worship includes prayer, scripture, a sermon, hymns and a special choir anthem.  A small, musically gifted choir plays an integral part of the service.  Sunday School classes for children aged Preschool – Gr. 6 are offered after the Children’s Time until the conclusion of the service.  These classes are taught by volunteers.  Due to the small number of participating children, Sunday School is only offered twice a month during the winter months.

Communion is typically shared on the first Sunday of the month.  Elders help serve the sacraments that have been prepared by the Deacons.  There are currently 6 ordained Elders and 8 ordained Deacons serving three year terms.  

Members and friends of the church enjoy many opportunities for interaction and growth through several Fellowship activities:  our after service coffee and refreshment time each Sunday, potluck dinners, an All Church Birthday Party, and our annual September Rally Day to jumpstart the new fall schedule. These are all opportunities to celebrate and interact in our beautiful Fellowship Hall addition which was built in 2000.  The church lends its support to grieving members by offering funeral dinners for their families.

In addition, the Deacons visit our shut-ins and those on our Prayer Concern list and offer encouragement and an opportunity to maintain a connection to the church while they are unable to attend.  While visiting, the Deacons share the Weekly flowers as well as Easter lilies and poinsettias to help lift their spirits.  Cards are sent to members celebrating birthdays and anniversaries as well as for those needing sympathy, encouragement, and well wishes.  Our pastor accompanied by a Deacon or Elder serves communion to our homebound members.  Members of the church are kept informed of church activities, members needing special prayers, celebrations and meetings through the monthly newsletter, weekly bulletin, emails, and announcements on the bulletin board.  

Our church holds special services on Ash Wednesday, and Maundy Thursday.  A Hanging of the Greens service begins the Advent season and a Candlelight Christmas Eve service is held each year.  During the summer months when our choir does not meet, special music is provided by church members and local community talent to enhance our worship.

Due to our declining and aging membership, local economic hardships, and the resulting financial downturn, we have had to streamline our community outreach.  We continue to serve the Connersville community in many different ways.  Together with the downtown Methodist and Christian churches, Vacation Bible School is offered each summer.  This collaborative effort encourages the attendance of children of those churches as well as children from the neighborhood.  The first Saturday of December traditionally brings the celebration of Christmas with our Breakfast with the Christmas Angel, a morning that includes not only breakfast but the telling of the Christmas story, a craft, songs, and a Good News remembrance bag so that the children can share the story with others.


Because of the declining economic status of Fayette County, there are many citizens in need of assistance.  To help minister to these needs, First Presbyterian Church collects nonperishable food and supplies, which are donated to the Community Sharing Foundation and Salvation Army for distribution to the community.  The Salvation Army’s Lord’s Table serves meals 6 days a week.  Our church provides volunteers and meals for the community through that facility once a month.   After receiving information from the Fayette County Division of Family Services, the Deacons put up our “Giving Tree”.  Members of the congregation sponsor a child(ren) by generously supplying monetary donations, new clothing and toys so these children have gifts for Christmas.

The “Bag Ladies” of our church sew and provide tote bags to agencies such as CASA and the domestic violence safe house as another outreach opportunity.  Members of the church supply monetary and food donations in a partnership with the Family Video store across the street to complete 42 food baskets during the Thanksgiving and Christmas Seasons. The store provides the meat while we supply the rest of the meal.   Habitat for Humanity and the local Hope Pregnancy Center also receive our support.


In the broader community, we give financial assistance through the Pentecost, Peacemaking, Christmas Joy and One Great Hour of Sharing offerings.  The youth of the church collect a special Souper Bowl offering on Super Bowl Sunday.  The church has also provided scholarships and offerings for Pyoca Church Camp.

Commission Of The Mission Study

The Mission Study process was commissioned by the Session of the First Presbyterian Church, Connersville in September 2011 as a beginning step in the pastoral search process.  A mission study is appropriate at this juncture to allow us, the church to assess our identity, purpose and function as the body of Christ serving as a PC(USA) congregation in the Connersville community.  

A Mission Study Task Force was selected by the church Nominating Committee and consisted of Will Rose, Roger Doty, Lisa Hazelrigg, Jill Yaryan, Kathie Matney and Rev. Mitch Coggin, Interim Pastor.  The Task Force worked five months to assess and clarify the mission, interests, challenges and possible directions for the church.  The final Mission Study was approved by Session and reviewed by the Whitewater Valley Presbytery Committee On Ministry.  

MISSION STUDY PROCESS

A Mission Study is a tool that our congregation has used to assess our identity based on our history, our purpose based on our assets and resources and our mission based on our community and aging congregation.  We chose a mission study process which was conducted during three Sunday town-hall meetings during three successive months.  Following worship, members provided a covered-dish meal, which led into large group sessions designed to give members an opportunity of celebrating our past, clarifying our present and designing our future.  

Some of the tools used to assist us were as follows:


*FAITHFUL LISTENING DISCERNMENT PROCESS - This process enabled us in small groups to practice listening to God and each other.  The goal of the groups was to hear surprising and unexpected messages that God might reveal through another person by listening differently than the way we normally might listen. Some of the questions and listening points were:

   *What is my favorite memory of my church? – Answers consisted of key weddings and funerals, Christmas and/or special musical programs, building of the Fellowship Hall, and the various and many community outreach programs in which the church has participated.

   *Why specifically did you join this church and/or have continued to attend. – Answers included childhood memories of camp, Sunday School, VBS and musical programs.  Participation in the music program – from choir to special instrumental ensembles was paramount.  Everyone, including those from differing faith backgrounds reported a warm welcome into our church family.  

The Faithful Listening exercise was a key exercise to begin the intentional manner in which our church hears the stories of each other from our past.  


*SHOW AND TELL SHARING FROM A SPECIAL CHURCH-RELATED OBJECT – Each person was asked to bring a memorable picture or object by which they might relate a story important in the life of our church and significant to that person’s memory of our church.  Wedding pictures, church youth and/or choir group pictures, Mariner’s Supper club mementos, and special family events in/around church were all warmly shared and remembered with nods of agreement and laughter.  This exercise gave us the opportunity to continue to hear the stories from the life of our church and congregation which continue to live and inform who we are and will continue to be.


GREMLIN EXERCISE – This exercise allowed us to express nagging thoughts not often stated aloud. The purpose of this group exercise was to give voice to those fears not often put into words but certainly those that live in the mind and psyche of our members.  One example from this exercise was the expression of the greatest fear of closing our doors due to diminished participation and operating funds.  Another fear expressed was the anxiety of changing from a traditional worship format to a more contemporary style which is not the preference of most within our congregation.  Members were then asked to consider alternatives to these fears.  This brought about a discussion of the pending startup of a major manufacturing company in the large vacated Visteon plant which could result in new members and local businesses. The consideration of these possibilities in place of our fears gave rise to new ideas and possible ministry programs.


*WORLD CAFÉ EXERCISE – With a large segment of butcher paper stretched across the church wall, participants were asked to engage conversation around two questions from the book Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning As A Spiritual Practice For Congregations.  Focusing on two of the most basic questions posed by the authors, “Who is Our Neighbor?” and “What Is God Leading Us To Do?” provided the group with opportunities for discussion of the following questions:  


*“Who is our neighbor?” – the homeless man met this week at the hot meal site, those who need a ride to church, those at the park for a family picnic, attendees at community sporting events, and those for whom Habitat for Humanity is building new homes. 


*”What is God leading us to do?” – to go outside our building and find out who people are, to engage the community in a different way through different conversations than we currently engage in, reconnecting with those absent from church for a long while, by offering new programs (musical and otherwise) which will provide opportunity for others in the community to discover First Presbyterian.  


ASSET MAPPING EXERCISE – Asset mapping is a process by which a church or organization may identify current resources.  Assets include physical assets (buildings, pews, etc.), individual assets (members, friends), associational assets (other professionals in the community), institutional assets (those organizations with which we have connections), and economic assets (that we often begin such a list by naming). 

This exercise gave us the opportunity of enumerating our church’s assets (or strengths).  By dividing the larger group of 25 into smaller groups of five or six, each group was asked to list the assets of our church and community and begin to link assets which may not have previously been linked.  Through an abundance of colorful sticky notes and noisy conversation, the groups were challenged to consider possible projects that these new linkages might uncover.  

 Of the assets brainstormed, they included the following:

Physical Assets                

Church building

Fellowship Hall

Grand Piano 

Music Library

Organ

Meeting Rooms

Stained Glass Windows

Chapel

Spacious Kitchen

Downtown Location

Close to Post Office and Library

Unused choir robes

Angel costume

Church Library

Close to Hospital

Economic Assets

Holiday Baskets

Local and Denominational Missions

Giving Tree Gifts

Rental of Fellowship Hall

Sale of Unused Assets

Clothing Drives

Community Sharing

Pastor’s/Secretary’s Salary

Insurance

Mutual Funds

Day Care for Elderly
Individual Assets

Numerous teachers in congregation

Financial skills

Musically trained members

Artists

Computer experts

Sewing talent

Gardeners

Excellent cooks

Organizational Skills

Public Speakers

Institutions

Central Christian

First Methodist

Salvation Army

Lord’s Table

Community Sharing

Hospital

Red Cross

Schools

Local Government Connections

Chamber of Commerce

Economic Development

Community Foundation

Ministerial Association

Associations

CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocates)

Lord’s Table (Hot Meal Site)

Habitat For Humanity

Delta Kappa Gamma

PTO’s

Band Boosters

Civic Clubs (Kiwanis, Rotary

Athletic Teams

Numerous Extended Care Facilities 

Relay For Life

Boys and Girls Clubs

Scouts

County Fair

Psi Iota Xi

Masons

American Veterans

Eagles

Teacher’s Organization(s)

The above lists led to a spirited discussion of new clusters of assets listing possible projects, events, performances, campaigns, protests, celebrations, demonstrations, and or making/growing/fixing something.  Of the new and possible linkages, they included:

*A Public Ham and Beans Dinner followed by a Talent Show to bring new people into the church.

*A Concert featuring Church Musicians proceeded by Dinner to benefit local missions.

*A Farmer’s Market held in the church parking lot to benefit local missions and to bring new people to the church.

This exercise gave our members new ideas to try new connections within the church and community for missions and ministry.  They discovered a creative power within themselves to brainstorm new possibilities, community partners never before considered and fresh ideas to use their assets to assist others in need.  
MOVING FORWARD INTO OUR FUTURE:

First Presbyterian Church of Connersville is ready to engage the future.  We are ready to move forward into the search and call process.  We are ready for the person that God has and will choose to lead us as our next pastor.  In anticipation of our next pastor, we conducted a survey using some of the information from the Church Information Form (CIF).  In this survey, conducted on successive Sundays as well as online, members were asked specifics about the potential candidate they feel would be successful as the next pastor of First Connersville.  A majority, over 75%, indicated an interest in calling a pastor with an excess of 4 years experience.  They feel such seasoning is necessary for the challenging economic situation now faced in Connersville.  Specific skills which garnered the most interest were as follows:

   1. Preaching – defined by 77% of respondents.

   2. Congregational Home Visitation – defined by 59% of respondents

   3. Hospital and Emergency Visitation – defined by 55% of respondents 

   4. Pastoral Care – defined by 50% of respondents

   4. Spiritual Development – tied with Pastoral Care and defined by 50% of respondents 

   5. Small Membership Church Ministry – defined by 45% of respondents

   6, Congregational Communication – defined by 40% of respondents 

   6. Older Adult Ministry – tied with Congregational Communication and defined by 40% of respondents

   7. Communication (Written/Oral) – defined by 36% of respondents

   7.Congregational Redev./Revitalization – tied with Communication and defined by 36% of respondents

Other important skills that ranked higher included Evangelism, Family Ministry, Adult Ministry and

Public Relations. 

Our prayer is that a Pastor Nominating Committee may soon be commissioned to begin their work as we have a firmer grasp of who we are and whose we are due to the challenges we have faced and continue to face as a church and community.  

SUMMARY:

The entire mission study process reminded us of the formidable challenges facing our church and community.  We could be immobilized by those challenges, but instead, choose to believe and act as if God continues to call us to serve this community through our building, our gifts and our ministry.  We will continue to seek new ways to serve God in our church and in our community.  We remain open and excited about those possibilities.

