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Introduction to the Third Edition 
 
 
Since the release of the Second Edition of The Church Has Left the Building (the first edition 
having been spiral-bound), much has continued to happen in the life of South Presbyterian 
Church in Rochester, NY.  

We have stabilized our staff with three full-time employees: two pastors and a Director of 
Operations. We learned that church members still needed to have a touchstone for 
scheduling and identity. Without a building, that anchor falls to the staff which, in our case 
is the three of us plus a part-time Minister of Music and volunteer Evangelism Coordinator. 
Having a Director of Operations (DirOps) is a little different from most churches – 
especially most small churches – but as of this writing in the summer of 2019, South is 
maintaining two identities simultaneously: local ministry and sharing the Acts of Faith 
Model of Ministry with other churches and judicatories around the country. Our DirOps is 
responsible for all things not spiritually related. In addition to all of the typical Church 
Secretary responsibilities, he heads up our IT presence and needs, coordinates our 
marketing and publication needs, and keeps everything on an even keel.  

In 2018, South fielded 53 PC(USA) members through our five worshiping communities, and 
an additional 20 who have joined us as either Affiliate Members or Constituent Members. 
That last category does not require a profession of faith but merely a willingness to align 
with one of our Acts of Faith and espouse our values. 

This spring, we had approximately 250 people involved in our 16 Acts of Faith every week. 

Additionally, in the course of 2018, just over 1,700 different individuals attended one of our 
Acts of Faith on at least one occasion. (We liken these to the people who come only at 
Christmas and Easter in most of our churches.) 

And, if we look at the number of contacts our merry little band of believers had during that 
year, i.e. the number of times that people “bumped up against Jesus” through us just 
because we were doing our Acts of Faith out in the neighborhoods, it is just under 13,000. 
Each one of our members would have had to engage 248 people individually in order to 
accomplish that feat. 

We took in seven new members during Advent and will welcome another five at Pentecost, 
2019 (most are Affiliate Members), so with deaths and families moving, we are holding 
right around 50 PC(USA) members. 

Two of our Acts of Faith are part of the 1001 New Worshiping Communities initiative of the 
national denomination and a third will apply for that status this year.  



Increasingly, our story is being told (hence the need for this Third Edition), and we have 
welcomed guests from New Jersey, California, and Kentucky who came to experience 
what God is doing here through this innovative model of ministry. As of this writing, we are 
starting conversations with others around the country who might wish for us to come and 
lead workshops, seminars, etc. in their locations. 

Needless to say, we are humbled to find ourselves in this position since, as you will read in 
the pages ahead, we certainly didn’t start out with any grand vision in mind. That having 
been said, however, we recognize that part of South’s call is to document and share what 
is unfolding here because that’s what it is to be part of the Body of Christ. We are all 
needed to usher the Church of Jesus Christ into the 21st century. Many of us feel that we 
are experiencing another great Reformation in the life of Christianity, and that our 
experience is one expression of that re-formation of the church. 

To facilitate our sharing with others, the Session (the Church Council) voted in  
May 2019 to form a separate not-for-profit corporation, Firebird Spirit, Inc. We expect that 
process to be completed by the fall and are excited for the possibilities such a move will 
create in allowing us to seek funding and separate the global aspects of our call from the 
local congregational expressions of it. South Church and Firebird Spirit will remain 
partnered in this endeavor because, after all, South Church is the “test kitchen” where the 
Holy Spirit is trying out these new ideas. Teasing the two apart through a separate legal 
entity, though, will allow staff and our resource teams in the broader community to focus 
their time and attention on assisting other churches as well as South. As always, we ask 
your support (both prayerful and financial) in these endeavors.  

Commencing in the 2019 summer, we’ll begin developing the Firebird Spirit website 
(www.firebirdspirit.org). Both before and after the launch of that website, you will be able 
to learn more about the Acts of Faith Model of Ministry and what is currently happening 
with our wee kirk at www.SouthPC.org/Welcome. All of our staff can be reached through 
the CONTACT tab on the website. 

Leadership has continued to grow at South through this model. We were asked by one of 
the visiting groups about leader fatigue and burn-out, but our AoF Leaders truthfully 
answered that we just don’t have much (if any) of that because whenever we lose Energy & 
Excitement, people feel free to step away for a time. That dynamic, as you will see in the 
pages that follow, is built into the model.  

We continue to use Energy & Excitement as the only markers for success. If they are 
present, the Act of Faith continues; if not, we “drop it like a hot potato” with no post 
mortem, no studies, and no regrets. If it is meant to resurface in a different incarnation, it 
will. 



When we started this journey in earnest in 2010, we knew that there were three areas that 
we would have to address: Membership (how do we deal with people who are not 
Presbyterian members but who want to join our Acts of Faith), Organizational Structure 
(how to keep 15+ disparate groups connected and how to prioritize pastoral care … 
especially in groups where many of the members want nothing to do with a church), and 
Finances (how to have a stewardship drive without a centralized activity or worship 
service, and how to pay for the three full-time folks on staff). 

The Membership solution is outlined in the book, and in 2018, we were finally able to see 
how the Organizational Structure was emerging. (The thing about grass-roots, organic 
groups are that we have to wait and see what comes from them naturally and not try to 
impose a structure that we think they should have.) 

The result was to realize that there are just some AoF’s that are core to our Presbyterian 
identity (worship services, Bible Study, etc.), and there are some that could not exist 
without partner organizations (like our worship services at the Rochester Psychiatric 
Center). But there are also groups that have little, or no, church-related identity (the youth 
running group and the community choir, for example). The pastoral and administrative 
roles vary greatly depending on which kind of ministry it is. 

We suspect that this kind of natural alignment will happen with you as you implement the 
Acts of Faith Model, as well. Precisely for these reasons, it is incumbent upon churches to 
figure out why they are doing ministry – in any model. If it is solely to bring in members, 
then what does that mean? Who are the members? What does it mean to “bring them in?” 
If, on the other hand, it is to be ambassadors of Christ in the world, to share the Good 
News (because if we didn’t, then even the rocks would cry out) then you have to define 
“church” differently. The former is an attractional model; the latter is a missional model. 
South Church has been a 100% missional church since 2014, but you do not have to sell 
your building to be missional. It just happened to be part of our journey. 

There is no single, right way to do ministry in the 21st century. There is only the way that is 
right for your situation… and that becomes apparent through your own prayerful 
discernment. 

The third challenge, however, Finance, has been the hardest to tackle. What does a 
stewardship campaign look like when there is no Sunday worship where everyone comes 
and fills out a pledge card? Do we move to a PBS-style “pledge drive” at various times of 
the year? Do we sell candy or T-shirts as fund raisers? We can write grant applications, but 
how realistic are they for long-term sustainability? 

We don’t have this challenge solved yet. 



So far, we are still operating off the sale of our campuses with some tithes and pledges 
assisting our periodic grant awards. We are doing many ministries with populations which 
will never be able to support themselves (like the person who wraps their pennies in paper 
every week to place them in the offering). We are continuing to explore options for long-
term sustainability, and we hope that launching Firebird Spirit, Inc. may assist by 
eventually taking two-third of the paid staff and placing them on the payroll of the not-for-
profit. But it’s in God’s hands. 

The Session of South Church continues to recognize that “we may go out in a blaze of 
glory … but it will be God’s glory,” and “we are not going to operate out of a scarcity model 
when we are supposed to be demonstrating God’s radical generosity.” 

We are no more secure with knowing what our future will be than we were when we started 
this journey nine years ago, but we are a little more used to the uncertainty and 
impermanence than we were when we first considered selling our building. 

Our members remain adamant that they do not want to ever own property again.  

Each one of them says that their spirituality has never been more alive and meaningful to 
them than it is right now. 

We continue to pray “the dangerous prayer” of “Put us where you want us, and show us what 
to do” on a regular basis, and we are grateful beyond words for God’s Grace. 

The Acts of Faith Model is still showing us advantages that we never dreamed of in the 
beginning, and we are thrilled when we see other churches around the country adopt this 
model because we watch their Energy and Excitement blossom with each new ministry. 
We have learned that pioneering this new way of doing church is like birthing a child: once 
it stands on its own, it can teach us things that we never anticipated, and it interacts with 
others in ways that we never expected.  

One of our underlying messages for you as you begin this book is to just pay attention. 
Pay attention to where you feel God leading you; pay attention to what gives you Energy & 
Excitement; pay attention to the invitations to step out in faith – because they will be 
many. And they will transform your life forever. 

Blessings on your journey, 

Rev. Deborah Fae Swift, Pastor 
June 1, 2019 
Rochester, NY 
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Roadmap for the Journey 
 
 
When so many churches are in decline and closing, this is a case study of transformation and hope. Faced 
with dwindling membership and funds, South Presbyterian Church in Rochester, New York, engaged in 
methodical introspective prayer and deliberate clarifying exercises to map out its future. 
 

From the Pastor lays out Reverend Swift’s background that led her to South Church: community organizer and 
public-school teacher. From these unique professional experiences emerged skill sets that now ground her 
administrative style as she brings the lens of her theology to every decision facing the church in transition. 
 

In the Prelude, readers are introduced to two long-time members of the congregation through whose eyes we 
see and experience the changes taking place/experience the changing church. 
 

Grouped by years, each chapter does two things: /each chapter both outlines the events that occurred as well 
as explores what was going on in the leader’s mind and heart. The first half of each chapter is a chronological 
narrative of events, but it is the second half that opens up the mind of the Pastor, the woman at the helm of 
this journey. Exploring her thoughts and theological reflections on the process of moving through those 
events provides a unique view into the process of intentional and Spirit-led innovation. Included are exercises 
for planning and executing deep, systemic and strategic change. Each chapter ends with thought-provoking 
questions designed to help the reader explore their own beliefs as they develop their own personal transitional 
leadership style.  
 

The major topics in each chapter include: 
 

2008 – 2010 
 
 

Organic Reality 
Who are we really? Where did we come from? What’s really going on around us?  
What’s our context? 
The process by which South Church claimed its core beliefs. 

2011 
 

Identity  
How connection affects the growing identity. 
What does Jesus require of us? Evangelism when you hate “The ‘E’ Word.” 

2012 
 
 

New Beginnings 
Changing the locus of thought. Learning to think outside the box. 
New Strategies, New Definitions. 
Changing self-concepts and expectations. 

2013 
 

Designs & New Images 
Social media, Guiding Principles, Logos and Websites. 
The Acts of Faith Model emerges. 

2014 
 

On the Move 
The importance of ritual and symbol.  
Walking out of the building and embracing new life. 

 
Postlude brings the reader up-to-date on developments since South left the building, including: starting new 
ministries; the challenges facing them/the members and friends of the church on how to handle membership 
and finances; and shepherding another local church that adopted the Acts of Faith Model of Ministry. 
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From the Pastor 
 
It has been my honor and privilege to serve South Presbyterian Church throughout 
a pivotal juncture in the life of this congregation. I’m not sure if it’s God’s wisdom or 
God’s quirky sense of humor that placed us together at this time. That remains to 
be seen. 
 

My children – both immediate and extended family – would want me to point out 
that I am a single mom and that I owe my success to their constant faith and 
abiding love. They are right, of course. It is also true that I am shaped by being a 
middle class, single, white, educated woman doing ministry in the urban center of 
the fifth poorest city in the nation (behind Detroit, Cleveland, Dayton and Hartford). 
 

I came to professional ministry as a second career after having taught public-
school music for almost a decade. Seminary brought me to Rochester, NY, where I 
attended Colgate Rochester Crozer Divinity School. There I was educated in the 
strong tradition of the social gospel – Walter Rauschenbush, Helen Barrett 
Montgomery, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Howard Thurman, and others – and upon 
graduation in 1990, I served a one-year position as an Interim Pastor of a small, 
rural parish before embarking on a nearly twenty-year voyage as a community 
organizer in downtown Rochester. 
 

During those twenty years I merged my musical background and my ordained 
status, serving as both Minister of Music and Parish Associate at an urban 
Presbyterian church in Rochester. My full-time job in those days included working 
as the Associate Director for two different Neighborhood Preservation Companies 
and Director of Operations for a ministry of the Sisters of St. Joseph that provided 
medical care and counseling to the un- and under-insured.  
 

Those involvements – forming neighborhood and business associations, working 
with city planners, coordinating citizen response to proposed changes in housing, 
traffic, mass transit, and zoning proposals, working with citizen groups and first 
responders in both crime prevention and community emergency response teams – 
provided invaluable networks and rich experiences upon which to draw when South 
Church was faced with a series of events that challenged its ongoing existence. 
 

I tell you this not because I am unique but because each of you reading this book 
brings your own set of experiences to your current situation.  
 

This book is not meant to lift up South Church … it is meant to share our incredible  
journey with God in the hope that it might help guide you and your church as you 
write your own incredible story of your journey with God.  

 



I say “church,” but this book is not just for church people. I believe that there are 
insights and lessons to be gained for anyone engaging in transformational 
leadership and organizational change at any level, but especially in grass-roots 
settings. 
 

My experience tells me that it’s easier to start something new than to transform 
something that already exists. In the first case, you lean on creativity. The second 
requires not only that creativity but shifting archetypes as well. That shift demands 
change at the very core of both the individual’s and organization’s identities. 
Working with a pre-existing entity brings with it the dismantling and reassembling 
of who/what that entity has been.  
 

But it’s precisely this challenge that speaks to some of us. Perhaps nowhere is this 
more evident than with the Christian Church in the United States in the twenty-first 
century: new fellowships seem to spring up daily, while established churches 
founder. South Church was called to create something new from a long-established 
traditional church, and this is the story of our journey – a case study of one little 
piece of the Body of Christ as it seeks to faithfully be “reformed and always re-
forming.” 
 

To change the church in the third millennium requires Second, not First, Order 
Change. First Order Change is like shifting the chairs on an ocean liner and moving 
the tennis courts where the pool used to be. It calls for changing the schedule for 
dinner and the seating charts for who sits at the Captain’s Table.  
 

Second Order Change is like changing an oil tanker into a luxury ocean liner but 
keeping the same crew, who has to learn and embrace a new philosophy of their 
purpose. Too many church leaders prefer to engage in First Order Change when 
what’s often needed/required is Second Order Change. But Second Order Change is 
scary because to be a successful luxury liner, there can be no connection to the oil 
tanker beyond the corporate memory of its existence. 
 

At the core of my being, I am a teacher and, I pray, a woman of faith. My own 
theology and spirituality have been challenged, deepened and refined as a result of 
these last years at South. But I must underscore that all that has happened was not 
because of anything I did alone; it is essential to remember these three principles:   
 

1. Jesus Christ alone is Head of the Church, and by that we mean every church, 
every little grouping where two or more are gathered in his name. I have a 
colleague, and every time we get together for lunch, we remind ourselves that this is 
the Kevin & Deb Church. We are all the church, all the time. 
 
2.   As Presbyterians, the Session (the local church council) holds all of the 
decision-making power, and all of the responsibility for the spiritual and fiscal well-
being of the congregation. I prefer to err on the side of sharing too much with the 
Session as opposed to not enough. Our elders are fond of telling those coming onto 
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the board that they better check their email at least once a day if not twice to keep 
up with my information dissemination. 
 

3.   There is a prayer that we, as believers, are all invited to pray ceaselessly if we are 
truly Jesus-followers. This prayer must not be taken lightly, though, because it holds 
the potential to change everything. Partly because of its broad impact, we at South 
now refer to it as “the most dangerous prayer.” Yet if the church is really ever to be 
the church, we all must pray earnestly: 
 

”Put us where you want us, and show us what to do.” 
 

What South Church has done (and is doing) is amazing. Our ongoing transition and 
transformation are humbling and awesome (in the true sense of being in awe as we 
stand before God), but it is not the only way to respond to the challenges facing our 
churches today.  
 

There are as many “right ways” to do church transformation with faith and integrity 
as there are individuals seeking the will of God. This just happens to be the way that 
our “wee kirk” felt led to answer God’s call to ministry.  
 

This is not a sad story of the demise of yet another small church at the beginning of 
the third millennium. This is the account of a positive redefinition of “church.” Some 
argue that it is a blueprint for returning to the first-century church in Palestine. For 
those of us living through the experience, it has been an opportunity for us to live 
out our faith. Every one of us has grown in both our personal and corporate 
relationships with God in Her/His many forms and incarnations. 
 

In hindsight, our journey may look rosy and as if we had everything carefully 
mapped out in advance. Nothing could be further from the truth. When we were in 
the thick of things, it didn’t feel rosy. It felt scary and overwhelming. But those 
times were punctuated by moments of clarity and comfort … times of great 
excitement and exhilaration as we began to let ourselves believe that God really did 
know what God was doing! Those were/These are moments of sheer Grace.  
 

We knew that eventually we would have to sell our building because of finances, but 
during our process we experienced a shift of impetus; somewhere along the line, we 
realized we needed to sell our building, not because of finances, but to be faithful to 
God’s call to share the Good News. That shift in understanding brought with it great 
joy, a sense of purpose and the eventual ability to let go of the physical church? 
 

In hindsight, we believe that God used our financial situation to realign our mission 
and, in so doing, to guarantee the ongoing life of our congregation. We moved from 
thinking we were dying, to embracing our many strengths and gifts. 
 

In the course of the process we developed a new way of doing church – the Acts of 
Faith Model of Ministry APPENDIX I – which has components that can easily be  



replicated in large congregations and small, by those with buildings and those 
without, and by people in urban, suburban, or rural settings.  As one member 
recently remarked, “Jesus was telling us to go out and be the church, to live as 
disciples making disciples. Maybe other churches are called to keep their building 
as they redefine ‘church’ in their setting. We were not.” 
 

“Church” has become an action verb to us. What others might call “outreach 
ministries” have the same importance to us as Sunday worship. We believe that 
every Act of Faith is just a different manifestation of the same acts of praise. Every 
Act of Faith – whether a book study, a walking meditation group, an on-line class, 
praying together, worshiping together or using music to create community – is a 
form of church: praising God through faith and works. 
 

I have to say that in 2008 when I began my pastorate at South, I only used phrases 
like “Body of Christ” and “the will of God” in programmatically religious or 
theological settings. And, I dare say, most members of South Church rarely, if ever, 
used phrases like that themselves. After the extraordinarily transformative 
experience of these years together, however, virtually all of our members think in 
those terms; faith (and its attendant language) has come alive within us. 
 

As Presbyterians, we tend to be a little heady. Why say things with five words when 
you can say them with twenty? For some, this book will fall short of their 
expectations because it is not meant to be an academic approach to a systemic 
challenge. I have purposely tried to keep this account informal and conversational. 
After all, I began life as a public-school music teacher. Any teacher worth her salt 
should be able to explain the most complex things in language that her class can 
understand and make it look easy. That is my goal.  
 

I have changed the names of people within the congregation because we work as a 
single unit of God. Occasionally the people mentioned are composites of more than 
one person, with a few notable exceptions. Reggie and Katherine Young are a real 
couple but with different names. All of the details about them, their family, their 
participation and their gifts of ministry are true and accurate. Paula, our resident 
evangelist and Mimi, one of our Acts of Faith leaders, are also real people, and really 
did say and do the things attributed to them.  
 

The names outside of the congregation have not been changed as it just feels right 
to honor our many partners and lift them up with thanksgiving, knowing that you, 
too, might be able to use them, or their counterparts, in your own journey. 
 

What is different about this book for me is the second half of each chapter. After 
summarizing the events that occurred each year in the opening part of a chapter, I 
called myself to authentically share with you what I was going through as the 
pastoral leader of this process. It has been an intense experience to review hundreds 
of pages of Session minutes, eNews and printed newsletter publications, Annual 
Reports and thousands of emails in piecing together this roadmap of our journey. 
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My personal journal and reflections have underscored for me that great changes 
also occurred in my own mind, heart and spirit as well as that of the congregation. 
 

This second half is designed to give you a window into both my personal and 
professional thoughts, prayers, fears and processes.  
 

Sometimes it wasn’t a pretty sight, but what’s here is real and, again, I offer it to you 
because I believe we are all in this together, and when I was going through this 
process, I was unable to find anyone else’s description of a similar process as 
reference points.  
 

If you are part of a leadership team dealing with a similar situation, maybe it will be 
helpful to know you’re not alone; if you are not part of a leadership team but are 
dealing with a similar situation, maybe it will be helpful to know what others around 
you might be experiencing. We are all part of the Body of Christ; what affects one 
affects us all. Hopefully you will find here what feminist and womanist writers refer 
to as the universality of particularity, i.e., the more specific I can be about my 
situation, the more you will be able to connect with something(s) in your own. 
 

At the completion of each chapter are Questions for Reflection. It is our hope that 
these will help open possibilities and new thought lines for you in your situation. 
 

As a literary convention, whenever I refer to the governing body of the congregation, 
the Session, I have capitalized it. If “session” is not capitalized, it refers to a 
meeting or other such occurrence.  
 

And finally: We expect this book to be constantly evolving – at least for the next few 
years – because WE are constantly evolving. If our story is helpful to you in your 
setting, we rejoice. If we are able to be a sounding board for you as you work to 
discern where God is leading you, we stand ready to do so. Give us a call or contact 
us through our website (www.SouthPC.org)!   
 

In the future we plan to launch a website entirely devoted to the Acts of Faith Model 
as it unfolds around the world, www.actsoffaith.life.  
 
For us at South Presbyterian Church, ours was, and continues to be, an exciting, 
scary, wonderful, challenging, faith-filled path that has brought us new life and new 
energy for ministry and mission. And we are all very clear that to God be the glory. 
 
 
 

The Rev. Deborah Fae Swift, M.Div., M.S.  
Pastor, South Presbyterian Church 

November, 2017 
 



Questions for Reflection 
 
 
Look at your own life up to this point. Whether you are a seasoned professional or a 
student about to embark on a new career, you arrived at the threshold you are 
standing on through life experiences that provided you skills you might not even be 
aware of.  

What are 10 skills that you bring to where (or who) you are today? 

 

1.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

2.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

3.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

4.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

5.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

6.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

7.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

8.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

9.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  

10.  ____________________________________________________________________________________  
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Prelude 
 
Grandmother took his small seven-year-old hand and led Reggie down the three 
blocks to the brick building. It was 1939 and the first time that Reginald Young 
entered South Presbyterian Church. 
 

This is the church he would join in 1945. This is the church where he would meet his 
beloved Katherine and take her as his bride. This is the church that sent him off to 
war and welcomed him home. This is the church that baptized their two sons … both 
of whom were later married in this church. This is the church where he and Katherine 
have sung in the choir for over one hundred and twenty years, total. This is the church 
where he would be responsible for the boiler for 50 years until he received the 
honorific title, Bishop of the Boiler, upon completion of his service. This is the church 
where they both served on committees, attended classes and were both ordained as 
Ruling Elders and Deacons. 
 

In the 165-year history of this church, this is the man who has been an active 
participant, mainstay and pillar for 77 of those years – almost half the life of the 
church itself. 
 

So, how is it that on Easter Sunday, 2014, Reginald Young stood to his full 6’1” frame, 
smoothed back his silver hair, and at age 81 joyfully spoke these words at a Special 
Meeting of the Congregation: 
 

“Madam Moderator, I move that South Presbyterian Church accept the purchase offer 
of the Community of the Savior as outlined in the accompanying document before 
us.” APPENDIX A 
 

The motion, having been made by the longest-serving member of the congregation, 
was then seconded by the newest member of the congregation, who had joined 
within the last six months. And when the vote was tallied – approved by 32 of the 33 
voting members present – this was the couple that led the move out of the brick 
structure. 
 

What is it that allowed and empowered a 40-member, urban congregation that had 
boasted 900+ members fifty years earlier to excitedly embrace such a radical step? 
And how did this “merry little band of believers” establish themselves as those who 
were proud to wear T-shirts saying “The Church Has Left the Building”? 
 

What follows is a case study in group transformation, recounted by the leader who 
spear-headed the movement. It includes both chronological and reflective 
information from the Pastor – reflections on this extraordinary journey – a time of 
great prayer and discernment for a bunch of ordinary people. It is an Exodus journey 
about building community, growing to welcome change, and embracing 
transformation as its members strive to be the Church of Jesus Christ in this time 
and in this place. 
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PART 1: 2008 – 2010 
Highlights of Events 

 
 

An Organic Reality 
 

Online Outreach 
 

Joy Group 
 

Money, Fears 
& Mistakes 

 
Claiming Our Identity 

 
Confirmation Class 

 
 



An Organic Reality 
 

Self-transformation often begins with small incremental steps. Lifestyle 
changes generally happen when we are able to correctly assess our readiness 
to change and then follow a clear process of incremental refinement of the 
behavior we have decided to alter. The word ‘transformation’, on the other hand, 
indicates a change that is so fundamental that our entire sense of self 
undergoes a radical shift. Such a shift may seem to occur suddenly but is often 
the result of many years of steady, perhaps indiscernible progress. 
 
For many of us, a profound self-transformation is most cherished when it 
reflects an ongoing realignment with deeply felt spiritual values for which we 
have long aspired. Effecting such a practical realignment with our deepest 
aspirations can sometimes generate such a profound impact on our sense of 
self and our behaviors that we in turn begin to have a positive impact on our 
closest relationships, on our communities, and in some cases, the world.1 

 

 
Although Dr. Newell wrote the above about 
personal self-transformation, it strikes me 
how apropos it is for a church.  

Prior to calling me in 2008, South 
Presbyterian Church had been without a 
pastoral presence for a year. Because of 
fiscal constraints and the fact that South 
had a member who was seminary-trained 
and could preach most Sundays, they had 
chosen not to go the route of an Interim 
Pastor. And they weren’t too clear on 
whether they wanted a full-time or part-time 
Stated Supply, which ended up being my 
role.  

The last time there had been a called-and-
installed permanent pastor at South was in 
1990, and one thing I learned once I got on 
scene was that many members weren’t too 
sure what it meant to be Presbyterian – 

though I doubt that anyone would have 
agreed with that statement in 2008. 

When South called me, the Session asked 
me to do three things in addition to leading 
worship: improve communication among 
members; begin a Christian Education 
Program for adults; and meet the pastoral 
needs of members who were increasingly 
finding themselves part of the “sandwich 
generation,” i.e., those with responsibilities 
to both their college-aged children and their 
aging parents. 

The day I started, I began the Pastor’s 
eNews, sharing online prayer requests, 
committee work, and news of the larger 
church with our members and those who 
were listed in the Directory as “Friends of 
South.” This happened several times a 
week which, I was told, was the first time in 



their lives that some of them had felt 
connected to their faith community on non-
Sundays.   

Most of the parishioners met this with 
excitement and enthusiasm, though some 
objected to individual prayers being listed.  
Now, mind you, these weren’t the people 
the prayers were for… these were others 
who later admitted to feeling 
uncomfortable. They did not want to know 
about the challenges others were facing. 
After a couple of months, though, a new, 
open sense of sharing unfolded. 

Two months after I started as Stated 
Supply Pastor, we launched a summer 
Bible Study. Reggie and Katherine were 
among the class members. In fact, almost 
one-third of the congregation attended and 
through those classes, a New Member 
Class began to emerge. Studying scripture 
gave way to exploring spirituality.  

The year before, many churches in our 
Presbytery had participated in the Natural 
Church Development survey which showed 
that virtually all our members tested out to 
be low in spirituality, i.e., not very spiritual! I 
couldn’t believe it. Those results were so 
not in keeping with my experience of the 
people at South. As I continued to engage 
them, I challenged them to pray to a 
different member of the Trinity than they 
usually did. For instance, saying Jesus 
instead of God, or Holy Spirit in place of 
Jesus. I came to believe that their test 
scores were less about not having a sense 
of spirituality and more about not 
recognizing and naming their spirituality. 
These folks were innately spiritual. They 
engaged in centering prayer, relying on 

God’s presence and believing that the Spirit 
was at work without even realizing that 
their thoughts constituted spirituality or 
“being spiritual.” Embracing their spiritual 
dimension was such second nature to 
them that it did not warrant a title.  

During that first year, the Session and I 
focused worship and adult classes on 
naming things as spiritual: talking with God 
in the checkout line? Spiritual. Eating at the 
diner after service and rehashing the 
sermon? Spiritual. Skiing down the slope 
and acknowledging the beauty of creation? 
Spiritual. Praying for your grandchildren?  
Spiritual. Pondering a PBS special on the 
Holy Lands? Spiritual.   

In hindsight, I believe that God was leading 
us to develop our own spiritual habits and 
gifts because we surely would need them in 
the near future.  

Whatever we did that year paid off. The 
next time we took the NCD survey, 
Spirituality was one of our highest 
categories. It proved that sometimes we all 
just need to name what we are doing in 
order to give it the power it deserves.  

 

SMALL GROUP CONVERSATION 
 

Question:  When do you do your 
praying? 

 
Woman:  I pray when I’m driving … 

especially at the stop lights. 
 

Response from the Group:  That’s 
good, Ursula … we all pray when  

you’re driving, too. 
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Another focus for us in 2009 was stating 
our priority for Christian Education, 
especially CE for children. Although some 
Sunday school classes had always existed, 
there were only five children eligible at that 
time, and lessons were hit-or-miss. The 
Session formed a task force (because after 
all, we are Presbyterian) to look at 
curricula. We found one that was a good fit 
for us, and everyone in the church came on 
board because each week the curriculum 
paralleled the lectionary and offered 
material for all ages, including adults. 
Finally, we began to develop a cohesive 
vision of education where everyone was 
studying the same themes at the same 
time. 

Suddenly we had grandchildren of people 
who hadn’t been active in the church in 
twenty or more years attending services 
and Sunday School, preparing religious 
pageants and often doing impromptu skits 
during the weekly coffee hours in 
Fellowship Hall. We were on fire with 
learning: the children focused on Bible 
stories, and the adults tackled everything 
from the Bible to contemporary issues. 

This focus strategy was vital because it 
brought with it a sense of purpose, a sense 
of hope and a sense of possibility for 
everyone in the congregation. Sunday 
School was familiar. We could all 
remember growing up with a Sunday 
School program and now we were offering 
it to our children and grandchildren. 
Stability was returning to Sunday morning, 
and it was an image of church that most of 
us could identify with. 

 

ONLINE OUTREACH 

When the program year ended in June of 
2009, there was a real thirst for further 
spiritual study, but people were tired of 
coming to adult classes all the time. We 
needed a break. It was at that time that The 
Thoughtful Christian (part of the 
Presbyterian Publishing House and from 
which we often downloaded adult studies) 
came to the aid of our little gathering. For 
ten weeks during the summer of 2009, 
almost thirty people – both regular 
attendees and a couple who lived out of 
state but who were loosely connected to 
South – engaged in readings and online 
discussions that I established. We titled the 
study “Sizzling Summer Spirituality,” and 
for each week in July and August, we read a 
common lesson from The Thoughtful 
Christian (www.TheThoughtfulChristian.com) 
and answered questions that I developed 
relating the lessons to our life at South. 

Group members engaged each other online. 
Through the study they were exposed to 
varied spiritual practices, and they learned 
that engaging the Spirit was possible 

 

PRESBYTERIAN PROUD. 

As one long-time member said,  
“I never knew we believed all this 

stuff. And I’m so glad to know it now 
because if I had to choose what kind 

of a church I’d want to belong to … 
this is it!” 

 

 



through many venues. Many were amazed 
that while some people resonated with 
formal spiritual discipline and written 
prayers, others preferred a walk in the 
woods and spontaneous prayers. While 
some preferred dancing as prayer, others 
enjoyed reading from the Book of Common 
Prayer. We may not have been gathering 
weekly in the church building, but we were 
gathering weekly online, and members were 
beginning to open up and share things with 
each other that they had never thought of 
sharing before.  

The continuing exploration of spirituality 
and Christian Ed was not the totality of 
what was happening, however. The 
handwriting on the wall was becoming 
increasingly legible: sooner or later we were 
going to run out of money. Membership 
was aging and dwindling, and even with an 
influx of three or four children and their 
families, it wouldn’t be enough to 
financially support the ministry and 
mission of South.  

It was in 2008 and 2009 that individuals 
first started having conversations with me 
about our future and our money situation. 
Some carried greater urgency than others. 
One elder in particular raised the clarion 
call that we were going to run out of money 
in the next couple of years. Reggie was 
concerned, and more than once he took me 
aside to offer options.  

“But we must never sell this land,” he said 
frequently. “It’s our greatest asset. When 
they develop across the street,” which was 
the location of the University of Rochester, 
“we will be ideally placed. We must never 
sell this property.”  

JOY GROUP 

At the same time South was wrestling with 
an increased awareness of our financial 
vulnerability, the Presbyterian churches 
within the city of Rochester formed a 
coalition – Urban Presbyterians Together 
(UPT). Designed to provide mutual support 
and a safe place to talk about the issues 
facing our ten parishes, UPT clergy began 
holding monthly meetings. It was 
suggested to us that for our first five years, 
UPT should focus on building relationships 
among ourselves. Slowly the friendships 
took shape. Many of us longed for the 
monthly meetings as an opportunity to be 
with colleagues who were facing similar 
issues. Part of what we did was intentional; 
much of it just flowed naturally as we let go 
of our “silo mentality” and began to 
actualize our inter-connectedness.  

When UPT was ready to move beyond just 
monthly clergy luncheons, we invited a 
guest speaker, the Reverend Joy Douglas 
Strome from Chicago, to share the story of 
her ministry at Lake View Presbyterian 
Church (www.lakeviewpresbyterian.org/). 
Once on the verge of closing, it had become 
a thriving part of the neighborhood in a 
matter of a few years.  

Members from each of the UPT churches 
were invited to attend Joy’s talk, and South 
fielded almost twenty people for the 
presentation. (This was about one-third of 
our membership at that time and close to 
half of our weekly worship attendance.) 
Sparks of inspiration ignited. Joy shared 
two important ideas that we took to heart:   

(1) Do something right away that shows 
people you’re not dead. Slap some paint on 
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the walls, buy some banners … do 
something noticeable so that people in the 
community see that the church is still alive 
and that church members live in the 
changed space.  

(2) Create a procedure for starting new 
programs. (For us, this later became a 
process for starting new Acts of Faith.) 
South adopted Lake View’s practice: if two 
people wanted to start a program, the 
Session would support them for three 
months. After that time, all would evaluate 
and determine if the program was 
generating energy and excitement or not. If 
it was, we would continue to support it with 
all of our resources. If not, we’d drop it like 
a hot potato, without sorrow or sadness, 
because it wasn’t the right program at the 
right time. 

Our members who attended the UPT talk 
were so fired up that they formed a group 
to meet monthly at the diner across from 
the church. During these meetings, folks 
brought forward new ideas for making 
changes. Named “The Joy Group,” (after 
our Chicago sister), that task force oversaw 
both the purchase and hanging of banners 
and the beginnings of programs that both 
succeeded and failed. South was busy 
trying new things while our awareness and 
excitement were growing.2 

MONEY, FEARS & MISTAKES 

But there were some rumblings: “Money is 
short, we can’t continue like this!” “We need 
a faster fix. Why are we dragging our 
heels?”  “Pastor Deb is making a lot of 
changes. She’s taking over!” “The Session 
is making decisions, not the congregation.” 

 

The financial fear, coupled with discontent 
about my leadership boiled over at the 
Annual Meeting, and my lack of experience 
as a Pastor only made matters worse. Case 
in point: All six disgruntled members – all 
genuinely concerned for the future of their 
beloved church – came to the Annual 
Meeting. It was the first that three or four 
of them had been in worship in months. 
When a member of The Joy Group was 
giving its report, they interrupted with 
protests about “Where’s the money coming 
from?” and “Who does this group report 
to?” 

The questions were answered, and I held 
control of the meeting at that point. The 
meeting moved forward.  

Then it came time for the Nominating 
Committee’s report and the election of 
officers. A slate was presented and then 
from the floor came the nomination of one 
of the six for Session. I totally botched it, 
forgetting that Presbyterians will always 
receive nominations from the floor. I said 
no – we had a slate before us. The slate 
was elected; four of the six dissenters 
stormed out and, fortunately, I came to my 
senses immediately following the meeting 
and called our Presbytery’s Stated Clerk 
(our local parliamentarian expert), who told 
me how to fix this with another duly called 
meeting of the congregation. 

Sometimes we all just need to 
name what we are doing in order to  

give it the power it deserves. 



Later I realized how good it was that I had 
called the Stated Clerk because a matter of 
moments following my call, one of the four 
who left had also called the Clerk to 
complain about the irregularity that had 
occurred. Thankfully, the Stated Clerk could 
say that I had already called and that a plan 
was in place to rectify the situation. 

The next week, before announcing the 
second congregational meeting that would 
re-open elections, I asked the choir to join 
the congregation, and I came down from 
the chancel and stood before the 
congregation. I knew that I needed to own 
up for what I had done. The fact that I 
hadn’t moderated an annual meeting or 
studied Presbyterian polity for twenty years 
was absolutely no excuse. I stood on the 
floor at pew-level and told them that I was 
wrong in how I handled matters the week 
before. I looked right at the woman whose 
nomination I had not allowed, and I said, 
“I’m sorry. I was wrong.” And then I looked 
at everyone and asked them to please 
forgive me. 

The following week, the woman decided not 
to stand for election and the original 
elected leaders were confirmed. We all 
moved forward, on to the next challenge. 

CLAIMING OUR IDENTITY 

At Session, we could feel things changing, 
but still I frequently heard comments like, 
“We need to ask the congregation’s 
permission for ____ (whatever the decision 
to be made was) first.” 

As a cradle Presbyterian, I was most taken 
aback by that reasoning until I remembered 
that this church had been without a pastor 

for a year and that their fallback position 
had been to become a committee of the 
whole. With a congregational approach, 
everybody had a say, and alliances could 
be forged for specific interest groups. 
Governing the church through 
congregational meetings may have been 
good for building a sense of community, 
but it didn’t work as well for identifying us 
as Presbyterian. The Session lost a couple 
of members who disagreed with my 
leadership style. But then something 
happened.  

For the first time in the memorable past, 
South Church went on retreat. We met at 
the University of Rochester’s Inter-faith 
Chapel for a weekend and hired two outside 
facilitators: a Ruling Elder from Third 
Presbyterian in Rochester who was serving 
as Assistant Executive Presbyter and was 
also a family therapist in private practice, 
and a non-Presbyterian management 
consultant who was a friend of mine. Over 
the course of those two days, we all were 
challenged to take a deeper look at who we 
wanted to become, how we intended to get 
there, and what the roles of the Session 
and Presbytery would take in helping us 
make the journey.  

The spring of 2010 was the beginning of 
our year called Presbyterian Proud! 
Between then and Pentecost, 2011, we 
offered Congregational Forums after 
Sunday Worship that included other 
Presbyterian ministers coming in to lead an 
introductory discussion of the Book of 
Order, an informational session on the 
Book of Confessions, and a multi-week 
class that I taught on Being Presbyterian. 
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Imagine my surprise when I thought I was 
leading a discussion group for potential 
members only to find fourteen in 
attendance, seven of whom were all sitting 
on Session. “What are you doing here?” I 
asked the elders. “We need to know what 
we’re supposed to believe,” one of them 
responded. That was another formative 
time in the life of the congregation and its 
leadership because, as one long-time 
member said, “I never knew we believed all 
this stuff. And I’m so glad because if I had 
to choose what kind of a church I’d want to 
belong to … this is it!”  

After that exploratory year, the Session and 
I went to the congregation and, in essence, 
said, “Now you know what it is to be 
Presbyterian. You know how our 
government works, and you know the 
values and tenets that are part of our 
Reformed Tradition. So, the question is 
this: Do you want to be a Presbyterian 
Church, or do you want to join some other 
denomination?” 

Unanimous realization:  We are, and choose 
to be, Presbyterian. 

From that time on, the Session and 
Deacons have been honored, thanked, and 
supported in prayer by the members. This 

happens not just at Annual Meetings, but 
throughout the year  

CONFIRMATION CLASS 

Almost as a natural consequence of 
learning about our denominational and 
theological roots that year, we found 
ourselves with five high school students 
who wanted to join the church. Using 
denominational resources, we began the 
first confirmation class in almost two 
decades. One person withdrew from the 
class, but the other four all became 
members … two through baptism and 
profession of faith, the other two by 
profession only as they had been 
previously baptized. It was a bit of a 
surprise to this primarily White, suburban 
congregation because all four of the new 
youth members were African-American and 
living in the inner city. 

Conversations changed. Assumptions 
about race, age, economic and educational 
status surfaced and were challenged. God 
was stirring things up from the inside out. 
Through their presence and participation, 
our youth challenged us to stop looking 
through the lens of the “glory days” fifty 
years earlier and start seeing things 
through the eyes of the 21st century. 

 
 
  

 



 

 

It’s funny how we expect God to lead us in a linear fashion when, in fact, we are on a spiral 
journey. Time and again we come around to the same place but with a different 
perspective because our path had widened. That’s how our journey has unfolded at South 
Church. 

The issues we were looking at – membership, future, identity, finances – were being 
viewed from a group perspective that was theologically grounded and spiritually anchored, 
but it was from the same perspective we had used for fifty years or more. As our youth 
clearly conveyed, the perspective needed to change.  

We know that God always has a Master Plan for strategically guiding us through changes 
and challenges, but often it is more clearly seen in retrospect. Sometimes I was aware of 
that Plan; other times … not so much. Thankfully in the Presbyterian system, all of us were 
responsible for interpreting and implementing our plans. When that responsibility is 
shared, it takes some of the pressure off the minister and puts it squarely on the ordained 
elders, where it belongs. 

Here are some of the lessons we learned in 2010: 

ONE.  Congregations and pastors are both called to ministry. Sometimes they’re called to 
the same ministry and, when they are, it’s a glorious thing. When they aren’t, it’s important 
to honor the ministry of the other and support it.  

Two years into my pastorate at South it had become clear that I was called to be there. 
During the really rough times with some of the members – when they had asked for 
mediation through the Presbytery, for example – I had long prayer sessions with God. 
Prayer sessions? More like screaming matches. “Can I please GO now?” “Why am I still 
here?”  “What do you WANT from me?  I don’t know what the heck I’m doing!!!”  “PLEASE … I 
don’t need this aggravation!”  

But every time I asked about leaving, I could almost literally hear God’s still, small voice 
saying, “Not yet.” And I would acquiesce. “Fine!” I would say, figuratively stomping away. 
Such is the personal nature of my relationship with Jay (as I have called Jesus since my 
teens) and God. I get to be the petulant teen despite my chronological age. 

None of us was very clear in 2010 what ministry South Church was being called to. Our 
Upper Mt. Hope Neighborhood was changing; large developments were being planned that 
would alter the streetscape forever. We needed church representation where those 
conversations were taking place and at that time, I was only part-time. 

Who better to be the face and the voice of our group than Katherine and Reggie? South 
joined the Mt. Hope Business Association, and the two of them began attending the  

2008 – 2010 
Pastoral Awareness & Theological Reflections 
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monthly meetings, checking in with the Session and me before and after each business 
gathering in order to ensure that we were all on the same wavelength. Furthermore, by 
being at that table, the community came to understand that we were alive and involved. 
The brick edifice may have looked like a silent sentinel, but South’s movement and life 
became evident to the larger community when we began hosting community meetings. 

South had always been involved in the neighborhood around it and with our increasingly 
visible presence in the life of the neighborhood through these community meetings, I found 
myself talking about that history of involvement.  

I pored over South’s historical documents and started incorporating factoids about our 
history in worship services, in newsletters, in the eNews, and in community presentations.  

I knew it was time for us to begin talking about how God had led this church to be where it 
is, and how we had survived almost 165 years on Mt. Hope Avenue. By underscoring how 
God had been involved with us in the past, we could be reassured of God’s desire to be 
involved with us now and in the future. Therein would lie our sense of Self and our 
understanding of God’s call. 

“Remember how the LORD your God led you all the way in the wilderness these forty years, 
to humble and test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would 
keep his commands.” (Deuteronomy 8:2 [NIV])   

TWO. I had a wonderful Christian Ethics professor in seminary who said, “Y’know, Deb, 
sometimes we’re called for what we can’t do as much as for what we can. Sometimes it’s 
for what we aren’t, as well as for what we are, because every time WE can’t do something, 
God will raise up someone from the congregation who CAN.”3 

Like many churches, South had been blessed with good leaders at the times when they 
were most needed, and by truncating the nominations from the floor at the Annual 
Meeting, I became an impediment to the Spirit’s calling. When I realized (at the end of that 
service) what I had done, I could scarcely believe it myself. I, the cradle Presbyterian with 
Presbyterian values in my marrow; I, the experienced meeting facilitator; I, the one with the 
seminary degree – I had blown it big time!   

Of course, in hindsight, I recognize how scared I was: frightened of losing control of the 
meeting; frightened that I wasn’t up to the job of pastoring; frightened that I really didn’t 
know what I was doing, and everybody was looking to me for answers. Thank goodness I 
had the good sense to call our Stated Clerk, the Reverend Val Fowler, who in essence said, 
“Yep! You blew it. Here’s how you get out of it.”  
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It’s one thing to preach that, “we all sin and fall short of the glory of God,” but it’s another to 
stand before a group – some of whom don’t want you there to begin with – and confess 
that you’ve done something wrong.  

Still, I knew what had to be done. And right up until the words were out of my mouth, I 
wasn’t sure if I could see it through. The “I’m sorry” part wasn’t too bad. We all get 
experience with that when we’re growing up and being socialized by the adults around us 
(“Say you’re sorry”) —but asking for forgiveness? That is truly exposing ourselves in a 
vulnerable way that is not comfortable. Yet being vulnerable and uncomfortable are at the 
heart of our Christian faith, aren’t they? 

Writing this almost eight years after that apology and request for forgiveness, I can see the 
huge effect it had on creating the core of mutual ministry that would become our bedrock. I 
have long espoused the beliefs that ministers and congregants are “all in this together” 
and that “nobody’s perfect.” I think that the event of that Annual Meeting and working 
through the aftermath helped us all to embrace the fact that the pastor is just like 
everybody else: we all just need each other. 

But let’s face it. Most of us go through seminary and, although some schools teach about 
“servant leadership,” most, it seems, also encourage an “us” and “them” distinction 
between ordained clergy and lay people. After all … we’re the ones with the graduate 
degree(s) in this stuff, so we should maintain the image of the office with - a certain sense 
of propriety and perhaps a bit of entitlement. Some of us have always felt the separation of 
clergy and laity to be counter to the Way, a philosophy more in concert with the beliefs of 
our newer GenX, GenY, Millennial, and GenZ colleagues.  

When I began at South, the concept of the minister being “in community” with the 
congregation was received to varying degrees. Some parishioners were excited for a “new 
kind of ministry,” as they worded it; some were angry that I wasn’t the stand-up-and-tell-us-
what-to-do preacher they had hoped for.  

The events at the Annual Meeting brought all of those feelings into clear vision. I was not 
perfect. No minister is, but the illusion of perfection dating back to some earlier time of 
being part of a clergy class seems to run deep in both parishioners and ministers. Maybe it 
was my Colgate / social gospel background, or maybe it was my contrary nature as a 
second- career woman coming to this field in my 30’s, but I had always railed against that 
paradigm. Approaching ministry through that lens seems to deny both pastors and 
congregants a fuller, richer experience of Christian community. 

Standing before the congregation and asking for their forgiveness was claiming for 
everyone – myself included – that our relationship would be mutual and transparent. 

2008 – 2010 
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It’s only in hindsight that I can see some of the ripple effects of that mutuality and 
transparency, but chief among them is the notion that people, and relationships, can be 
redeemed. Again, I think we often recognize the potential and need for redemption 
theologically, but I’m not sure we often apply it in terms of our relationships. 

How often do you know of situations where groups or people in individual relationships 
say, “Our personalities just don’t get along,” or “We just have nothing in common”? While 
I’m sure there are some extreme cases where that’s true, I have learned that often we cut 
bait and bail on a relationship way too early.  

A mark of a healthy relationship, in my opinion, is being able to ask the same questions of 
each other over and over again and allow the other to give us different answers. People 
change. We change. We grow. Hopefully, we learn. When we change, grow, and learn, our 
perceptions broaden, and our answers to the same questions will be different depending 
on those changes. 

In our case, it would have been easy for members at South to say, “We just don’t get along 
with Deb. She needs to leave.” And, if truth be told, that’s what my prayers were about, too: 
“This doesn’t seem to be working, God. Can I go now?” By staying and sticking with it, all of 
us have learned that we can work through differences when there’s a commitment to 
something greater – in this case, our commitment to Jesus Christ.  

That’s hard. 

I can’t think of too many examples in our culture where we are “locked in” and have to 
make it work. Maybe the military? Some people feel that way about marriage, still. And it’s 
a fine line to know when to stay and when it really is unhealthy to do so. Some ministers 
and congregations stay together way longer than is good for either of them.  

How do you know? 

How does any leader know? 

What has emerged from this experience for all of us at South, though, is the understanding 
that each one of us has a responsibility to keep a constant vigil on ourselves. We each 
have to be asking ourselves questions about staying and going … about what is healthiest 
for us … because God yearns for us to live in the fullness of life. Sometimes that fullness is 
found in challenge, and sometimes in comfort; sometimes in dissonance, and sometimes 
in resolution. But if we give up and leave prematurely, we may squander a perfectly good 
and enriching opportunity to grow together, as well as individually. 
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2008-2009 was an exceptional time in our collective history and one where we explored our 
health, as well as our relationships with each other and with God. But we still didn’t know 
whether South Church would survive or not. During those years we took in half a dozen 
new members, and every one of them moved right into leadership positions – through their 
own initiative and not through pastoral “persuasion,” I might add.  God was, indeed, at work 
pulling together and crafting the team needed to meet the challenges and demands in the 
days ahead. 

In early 2009, on the first Ordination and Installation Sunday since my arrival in 2008 I was 
shocked when I asked the Deacons if there would be a special cake during coffee hour for 
the new officers. “No. Why?”  So, I explained the importance of this day. 

“As far as I’m concerned,” I said, “along with Christmas, Easter and Pentecost, this is the 
most important day in the church year. It’s why we are Presbyterian.” I was met with 
stunned silence.  

“We don’t do that here,” I was told.  I let it go without comment. 

The Sunday before Ordination and Installation, I spoke from the pulpit about its importance 
and asked everyone to wear red as they do on Pentecost. A few did, and I later had one 
parishioner tell me that they had never seen a service so focused on ordination before.  A 
year later, in 2010, people began to come on board with the understanding that ordaining 
our leadership was special, though I suspect it was still a bit of a culture shock. It was a 
few months after that that we launched the year of “Presbyterian Proud!”  

In 2016, our service for the Ordination and Installation of officers and consecrating our 
leadership was one of the true festival days for our little parish! Across the board, everyone 
had come to understand that we are the church and that the leadership for our 
congregation is found in God working through us all.  

Making such a big deal out of this one Sunday might seem a little strange at first. I admit: 
on some level it did to me, too. When I was growing up, though, my home pastor, the Rev. 
Dr. Henry J. Postel, laid the foundation for the significance of this day for me. It is what 
makes us Presbyterian: elect officers, and through the act of ordination, consecrate them 
to follow the leading of the Spirit instead of just providing representational voting like we 
find in our secular government. When a congregation shares that understanding, they look 
less to the pastor to solve their problems through autocratic despotism, and more to God 
through the Session for solutions. 

THREE. Nearly two decades of community organizing and public-school teaching had 
taught me that systemic change comes in four stages. The first: get people to recognize  
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that change is needed and is possible. The second: help people figure out what their 
options for change are. The third: get them so revved up for the option they chose that 
they’re chomping at the bit and are almost frustrated that nothing has been done yet.  

And the fourth: encourage them to take one small step toward the change with you. Then, 
get out of the way because once they find out they can move on their own, they will run you 
over if you’re just standing there. 

Being a teacher also taught me that nothing can really happen on a deep level until you 
know who you are and can envision yourself doing things differently. 

South had its work cut out for it.  

Theologically, we see this self-defining process throughout the Old and New Testaments, 
but the passage that spoke most clearly to South Church during those years was the 
Exodus. It took us a few years to identify with the wilderness journey. Before we reached 
that point we had to look at what our captivity was like. 

In our case, “captivity” included being slaves to our building, pumping all kinds of money 
and energy into a physical plant that was a bottomless pit: boiler repair, roof leaks, 
asbestos encapsulation, as well as routine maintenance. (And let’s not forget that being in 
Rochester, NY, we have a short window of opportunity for outside repairs and when it 
snowed, our resources were devoted to snow removal and flooding in the sub-ground 
rooms.)  

“God has a plan,” became a common phrase. What no one was really stating was its 
corollary: “It’s just that nobody knows what it is yet!” 

Being a pastor … trying to shepherd and love my people through their own life changes and 
provide some sort of stability in the midst of the uncertainty of the larger environment felt 
like trying to stand on shifting sand without losing my balance. Sometimes the sand 
shifted only slightly so I could catch my balance, but often it felt like a landslide. There 
were moments of respite, but much of the time I was exhausted from just trying to stay 
upright. 

South Presbyterian Church (SPC) came to this time with a long and proud history of 
community involvement. As part of our Presbyterian Proud! year, we looked at the 
PC(USA)’s focus on the programs of the larger church and on the opportunities for service 
there. SPC had always supported the mission field, but in 2008 – 2010 we had an 
increased awareness of global and national opportunities for hands-on service.  Whenever 
something happened globally, a few members of our wee kirk responded by going and 
working for PDA, the Presbyterian Disaster Assistance.4 
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Looking back, perhaps the two greatest things that happened during our Presbyterian 
Proud!  focus were the development of language to discuss our spiritual realities and 
practices, and the sense that we were part of something bigger than just our little 
congregation located on Mt. Hope Avenue in the city of Rochester.  

Among the congregants began to spread an awareness that we had things in common 
with other urban Presbyterian churches – both in Rochester and around the country. We 
were connected to others who believed as we did. Our identity was no longer wrapped up in 
just the well-educated people living a stone’s throw from the University but extended to the 
one thousand international students who lived a block away, as well as our inner-city 
youth, and that identify was: “We are one in the Spirit.”   

Some congregants thought that I kept bringing in outside speakers as an intentional move 
to remind us of a bigger world out there and our connection to it. Truth be told, while that 
was a nice by-product, I was really just looking to garner perspectives from the outside and 
to bring in colleagues who could give me a little rest so that I didn’t have to be the only one 
encouraging and affecting change.  

Whatever the impetus behind connecting outside ourselves, the result was Grace-filled. We 
all began experiencing that the Church (with a capital “C”) was bigger than just our wee kirk 
at South. 

Parallels could of course be drawn to the beginning of the book of Genesis which, if my 
Biblical Hebrew is correct, can accurately be translated as, “When God began creating 
…”Our United Church of Christ brothers and sisters have the right idea with their national 
slogan, “God is still speaking,” and the realization of that present tense translation began 
to take roots and grow fruit during those years at South. 

If God is still speaking, then maybe God isn’t finished with us yet. If God is still speaking, 
then we should make it a point to listen for the Word of God. If God is still speaking, then 
what is God saying? How will we know what God is saying unless we hone our ability to 
listen to, and discern, the will of God? And more fundamentally: what are we listening for? 
Do I hear the message the same way you hear it? Do I hear God’s message - or am I 
listening only for validation of my own voice and will? 

In the fall of 2010, we started a five-part study, supposedly on prayer. What it really 
consisted of was a look at five different generational age groups, beginning with the 
Builder Generation, those born before 1946, and extending through the Millennials, those 
born from 1982 to roughly 2004. A review of each generation over those five weeks 
brought us up to Thanksgiving and Advent. (For a clear and concise synopsis of these 
ideas, you might want to visit: “Becoming Family: Understanding Generations in the  
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Church,” by Jeanine Bozman.(http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Church-library-ministry-
becoming-family-understanding-generations-in-the-church.) 

Every week I shared information and research to highlight how each generation related to, 
and connected with, its physical environment and to God. I remember the day when we 
discussed people in their 30s, and our two or three 30-somethings spoke right up and said, 
“Yes! That is how we feel.” It was a shock to some of the older members who had just 
assumed that everyone felt the way they did about current events, involvement in churches 
and other groups, and even the role of the pastor in worship. 

The sermon on September 19, 2010, ended with the following: 

The Body of Christ needs us ALL. When Jesus said the Great Commission … "All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you, and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the 
age…,” (Matthew 28:19) he wasn’t just talking about going door-to-door making converts. I 
believe he was also telling us that we have to make disciples of all GENERATIONS … that our 
faith communities should have something recognizable for each kind of prayer style … some 
way for each generation to know that they have a home here. 

It doesn’t take a mathematical genius to know that if we don’t start getting Gen X’ers and 
Gen Y’ers in our midst in larger numbers, then we won’t survive. But if we DO … then we will 
ALL be enriched because we need their insight, energy and excitement. 

The thing is … as you know … we all approach Prayer and Worship and God and even the 
definition of church differently. We can either sit around and feel bad about what was and is 
no more, or we can be REALLY EXCITED over what God has in store for us as people of faith.  

God has a plan for the faithful. Whatever prayer style works for you … use it this week and 
see where you feel South Church is being led. Next week we’re going to take a very close 
look at Gen X and Gen Y and how they relate to God and worship. I think you might be 
surprised! 

Let’s close with prayer today: Holy God … we want so much to do what’s pleasing in your 
sight, O Lord, Thou who art our strength and our redeemer. Guide us and bless us this week 
and in the weeks ahead as we begin to Re-Vision South Church as you are leading us to do. 
Amen. 
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Reggie, Katherine and the other congregational leaders recognized that we were entering a 
whole new way of defining church, and there was great excitement in tackling this.  “Don’t 
GO to church, BE the church,” wasn’t just a banner purchased for the narthex … it became a 
soto voce mantra. There was also fear and reluctance from those who wanted to maintain 
the status quo. Our prayers – both in worship and in the eNews mailings – all addressed 
the collective fear and hope, the reminders of God’s promises, and reflection on the 
unfailing presence of Christ’s love. 

Little did we know in 2010 that we were just getting started. 
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1. Organic Communities 

a. Have you ever been part of an organic community, i.e., one that grew out of grass-roots 
needs and developed its own structure and mission as it grew in its identity – as 
opposed to one that came “pre-made” from somewhere else?  
 
 

b. How was/is it different from other groups that may not have been quite as organic? 

c. Have you ever experienced the church (or your business) as organic? Would it be 
possible for it to be? Why or why not? 
 
 

2. History with Change 

Think back in your own life to a time when you experienced a deep and far-reaching 
change. It might be when you first moved away from home – when you first moved in with 
someone or got married – the birth of your first child – the death of a parent or someone 
close to you – the first time you lost a job. 
 
 
 

a. What are some of the ways that you felt then (even if they seem to contradict each 
other)? 
 
 

b. How did the event(s) affirm or alter your values and outlook about life? 

c. As you look back to before those events, was there any way you could have prepared 
yourself for them? 
 
 
 

3. Starting your current job 
What were the priorities presented to you when you started your current job? What were 
the most important things to the people hiring you?  And if you don’t know, can you go 
back now and find out? 
 

Questions for Reflection 



 
4. Practical Suggestions for Change 

Reflecting on the suggestions from Rev. Joy’s Chicago church: 
     == Do something right away that shows you’re not dead 
     == Create a procedure for starting new programs 
Do they seem practical to you and your situation?  If not – why not? 
 
 

5. Mission Mis-Match 
Churches and Pastors (or Groups and Leaders) are both called (inspired, led) to do the work 
they do.  
a. In your own words, i.e., not an official Mission Statement or Charter, what do you think 

your church/organization is called to do/be? 
 
 

b. On a scale of 1 (NONE of it is getting done) to 10 (SUCCESSFUL 100% of the time), how 
well are your church leaders accomplishing their mission? What makes you say that? 
 
 

c. In your own words, what are YOU called to do/be? 
 
 

d. On a scale of 1 to 10 (same as above), how well are you doing it?  
What makes you say that? 
 
 

6. Forgiveness 
a. Has there ever been a time when you have been in a group where someone has asked 

for the group’s forgiveness?  What did that feel like? 
 
 

b. Have you ever stood before a group and asked for their forgiveness?  
What did that feel like? 
 
 

c. In both a & b, how did the group dynamic change as a result of that asking? 
 
 
 

d. In both a & b, was the asker the perceived leader of the group? Does your answer to this 
have any connection with your answer to “c”? 
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7. Philosophy of Leadership 
Have you ever thought about … or better yet, written down … your philosophy of leadership? 
What should a leader be? How should s/he approach and interact with the people they are 
leading? There are many styles of effective leadership – the military, for instance, is 
presumably different from a commune in terms of its leadership style.  
a. Think of someone you admire for her/his leadership style.  

What is it that attracts you to that style? 
 
 

b. They must have been an effective leader for you to note them.  
How were they different from other leaders you have known or observed? 
 
 

c. In some faith traditions, ministry is very top-down, i.e., hierarchical. In others, it is more 
organic and egalitarian. Where are you most comfortable placing your personal 
preference for how you would like to lead? 

 
d. Sometimes organizational structure dictates how we must interact with others in this 

decision-making process. Where does your JOB tell you that you should be on this 
continuum? 

 
 

e. If you’re really honest with yourself, where do you think your group wants you to be?  

 
f. How does where they want you to be and where you want to be compare?  

(And if they’re not the same, what can you do about that?) 
 

  

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Leader makes                                                                  |                                                                        Leader sees 
decisions without                  her/himself as one 
much input from others.                   among many to share decisions. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Leader makes                                                                  |                                                                        Leader sees 
decisions without                  her/himself as one 
much input from others.                   among many to share decisions. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Leader makes                                                                  |                                                                        Leader sees 
decisions without                  her/himself as one 
much input from others.                   among many to share decisions. 



8. Prioritizing Change 
What is one thing you feel needs to be changed in your group right now? (If you have 
more than one, jot them all down and see if you can rank order them as far as which 
one should come 1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9. Four Stages of Change: 
Step I:   Get the group to recognize change is needed and possible 
Step II:  Look at options for change (and the consequences of each) 
Step III: Rev up for the change 
Step IV: Take one small step toward the change 
 

For each of the changes you noted in #8, where is your group in terms of these stages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10. What scripture passage best describes what you are feeling right now? 
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PART 2: 2011 

Highlights of Events 
 
 

Identity 
 

Taking Stock 
 

The Story: 
Unifying Activity 

 
Ad Hoc Group 

 
Asset Mapping 

 
Neighborhood 

Changes 



Identity 
 

Outside our window at home is a small wooded area. During the summer months, the 
leaves and branches are so thick that we can’t see our neighbors. As autumn comes, 
brilliant colors appear. Some colors fade in gradually; some seem to appear 
overnight. They look different depending on whether their background is a bright 
blue sky or one that is clouded, gray and hazy, and some will be wrapped on the 
ground while others are still clinging to the tips of dead-looking sticks. With the 
leaves gone, our neighbors can wave to us and we to them without even going 
outside our warm homes. 
 
The same house can seem miles away or mere yards depending on the season. Our 
perceptions can be deceptive. Year after year, the cycles of seasons and trees repeat 
themselves. Seeds fall on the ground, some take root and grow. They sink their roots 
deep into the fertile soil and stretch their branches to the sky. Going deep and 
reaching out; nurtured by their foundation and moving toward new life.5 

 

 
Reggie and Katherine remained heavily 
involved in the goings-on of the church. In 
2011 they continued their work with the 
Deacons, which gave them regular entrée 
into the congregation’s concerns about, 
and excitement over, the church. I 
videotaped interviews with both of them. Of 
course, Reggie’s was largely about the 
history of the boiler and how to service it. 
His hands, worn smooth with age and 
countless hours of building maintenance, 
showed me on several occasions how to 
“bleed off the air in the line” of our 1950’s 
behemoth.   

Katherine discussed how she continued to 
attend book studies, Bible studies and to 
share with others her own developing 
sense of Jesus’ presence in her life. Her 
interview was largely about the music 

program at South, which had been a 
standard for many small churches in our 
area over the decades. Who better to 
recount that history than the daughter of 
the former organist and someone who had 
been in charge of the sacred music choral 
department of a local music store for 
decades?  

Both brought to the table their faithfulness 
and the perspective of time.  

TAKING STOCK 

Every month or so, the topic of selling the 
building would surface but almost in 
hushed tones. No one really dared to think 
about it, I suspect. In fact, in 2011 none of 
us was keen on the idea of selling the 
building, let alone this building which had 
held so much for both Katherine and 



Reggie over their membership of 50 and 70 
years, respectively. It was more than a 
“church”: it was their scrapbook, the record 
of their lives together. But it was in 2011 
that the currents of the stream began to 
change ever-so-slightly. At first, almost 
imperceptibly, those currents would prove 
to be titanic in the years ahead; the slight 
changes in current would become a 
tsunami of life-altering, position-shifting 
energies as the Holy Spirit worked 
on/through us. 

January of 2011 saw us mid-way through 
our program year of being Presbyterian 
Proud! Bulletin inserts were created from 
information on the PC(USA) website7 that 
explained the history of our denomination 
as well as the symbolism found in our seal. 
Many members at South prided themselves 
on their inquiring minds, so the inserts gave 
them multiple opportunities to read and 
ponder, even if those topics never arose in 
formal discussion groups.  

What began to transpire were 
conversations during the post-worship 
coffee hour that included elements of those 
mailings and readings.  

 

Like so many churches, we took a look at 
our worship: style of music, preaching, and 
congregational interaction. We recognized 
the changing demographics in the 
community and the fact that, according to 

national studies, our GenX, GenY and 
Millennials would not relate to the 
traditional format for worship, i.e., a leader 
standing up front imparting knowledge. As 
this general awareness grew, new elements 
were added to the liturgy: enacted 
scripture, readers’ theater, songs from 
sources beyond the hymnal, and on special 
days like Maundy Thursday, worship in the 
fellowship hall. 

Pentecost took on a new meaning for our 
congregation, too. In hindsight, that might 
have been when we truly became a Faith 
Community as we discovered we were able 
to celebrate both our history and our future 
as people alive in the Spirit, embracing that 
we are part of the Reformed Tradition. To 
us, that meant that we were “reformed and 
always re-forming.” 

This was the year we reminded ourselves of 
where we came from. 

We learned that terms like “Protestant 
Reformation” were coined because they 
described a process: Protest-ing and Re-
Forming. Since those are action words, we 
were feeling led to some form of action, 
even if we didn’t know what that action 
would be.  

We learned that embracing the Reformed 
tenet, “God alone is Lord of the 
conscience,” was a double-edged sword: 
we couldn’t judge others because they 
themselves were responsible to God, but 
neither could we sit back and do nothing in 
the world because God was governing our 
own conscience, and God was not passive. 

We learned that “Presbyterian” comes from 
the Greek word πρεσβύτερος (presbuteros), 

15,000 times our doors were opened  
by people who were not a part of our 

congregation! 
This fact proved to be significant  

as the Church redefined itself. 
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which means “elder,” and that once 
ordained, always ordained. At one point I 
asked for a show of hands of those in the 
congregation who had ever been ordained 
an elder or a deacon, and more than 80% of 
the hands went up! A picture was taken 
during one of our ordination / installation 
services, and only a dozen people were in 
their seats at the time of the laying-on-of-
hands. Everyone else had gathered around 
those being ordained and installed. 

These are all factors that affect us in the 
Reformed Tradition, yet they were never 
lifted up to me as I was growing up in a 
Presbyterian Church. They were never 
underscored when I was ordained a Ruling 
Elder at age 21. South and I together 
learned that these important components 
of who we are today are not just historical 
footnotes on how we got here. It was a 
shock to many when they realized that they 
were called to be Elders and Deacons, not 
just asked to serve because they were 
warm bodies able to fill vacant slots in the 
slate of officers.  

We were all baptized. To me, that meant 
that through our baptism we were all given 
the gifts we would need to do the work 
before us and be the church. Additionally, 
by virtue of the fact that 80% of this 
congregation was ordained in one way or 
another, they all had taken vows to be 
deeply involved. Those vows lasted 
throughout their lives, not just when they 
were serving on the boards. These people 
were not off the hook for shaping the future 
of their church! 

 

 

THE STORY: A UNIFYING ACTIVITY 

That spring of 2011, a promo mailing came 
across my desk for a new publication titled, 
The Story. It purported to read like a novel 
and cover the Biblical narrative in thirty-one 
chapters that would take the reader from 
Genesis to Revelation. Biblical portions 
were taken from the New International 
Version, and connecting material was 
added by its authors, Max Lucado and 
Randy Frazee.  

I Googled these two: Oak Hills Church in 
San Antonio, Texas. A theological 
foundation far more conservative than that 
of the majority of people in South. Yet 
something about this book would not let go 
of me, so I took a bold idea to the Session: 
what if we were to ask the entire church to 
read this book … one chapter per week … 
and discuss it in small groups … and build 
worship around each week’s reading? (No 
Common Lectionary for a year!) After all … 
we know now that we are proud to be 
Presbyterian, and what’s more Presbyterian 
than basing one’s life on Holy Scripture? 

I’m not sure anyone had ever asked the 
Session for such approval.  

Questions arose: What about the theology? 
“Well,” I said … let’s let God work it out. We 
will all be honest about what we believe 
and about what we don’t believe. We’ll look 
at how our interpretations differ.” 

How will we ever get people together to do 
this for a full year?  “Let’s have different 
kinds of groups. Some will meet weekly, 
some on alternate weeks and others 
monthly.” 



When they gave their approval for me to do 
this, I sensed that at least half of the 
Session members didn’t believe it would 
work. “Too ambitious.”  “Too rigid.”   “Too 
evangelical?” (How we chuckle at that word 
now in hindsight.) 

Through my own prayer and reflection, I 
decided to launch a 40-Day Period of Prayer 
leading up to the kick-off for the study. 
Every day for 40 days I sent an email prayer 
to open our hearts and prepare us to 
receive the Word in new ways. As much as 
I’d like to take credit for this prelude to the 
study, it was all outlined on the website for 
the book. All I had to do was change some 
of the language, so it would be better heard 
and embraced by our members. 

The day arrived. Labor Day weekend was 
the kickoff. We handed out the books 
(purchased with a grant from the 
Presbytery), and we all began reading. Over 
the course of that year, approximately 75% 
of the congregation was actively involved. 
It was the first time that I stood before 
them and … well, I played the Pastor card. I 
flat out said that as their Pastor I was 
asking them to commit to one small group 
meeting a month. They could be involved 
more frequently if they wanted, but a 
monthly meeting would be the minimum 
requirement. I explained that as a faith 
community, we needed to know what God 
was calling us to do. We had figured out 
that we were Presbyterian and now we 
needed to be firmly rooted in scripture. I 
added that every Sunday in worship I would 
preach on the chapter for that week AND 
that we would add a Q&A time to the 
worship service to help explain or clarify 

anything that had come up during that 
week’s reading. 

 

Beginning in September, we continued 
throughout the following ten months with 
only two exceptions: Advent and Holy 
Week. We left those as times of traditional 
readings and themes, but as “luck” would 
have it we finished our thirty-one chapters 
on Pentecost, 2012. What timing!  

AD HOC GROUP 

When we started our reading together in 
the fall, the Session commissioned a group 
of six volunteers – all trusted by the 
congregation and representing different 
ages as well as differing ideas about 
South’s viability – and charged them with 
“exploring possible future scenarios for the 
church and making a recommendation to 
the Session as to how we should proceed.” 
Called the Ad Hoc Group, a handful of 
people representing the Session, the 
Deacons, the Facilities team and members-
at-large was lifted up in worship and prayed 
for most weeks. 

Ad Hoc met every other Thursday for many 
months APPENDIX F over a potluck dinner.  At 
the first meeting7 we named our options: do 
nothing and close, do something and 
relocate, do something and stay. 

We invited guests to talk and dine with us, 
including people from the Presbytery and 
those from the community-at-large. We 

GenX, GenY and Millennials would 
not relate to the traditional format for 

worship, i.e., a leader standing up 
front imparting knowledge. 
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explored everything from starting a not-for-
profit to hosting a charrette, an intense 
period of planning and design. We spoke 
with lawyers and accountants, the 
Presbytery Trustees and the Presbytery 
Leader (known in other parts of the world 
as an Executive or General Presbyter).  

Serendipitously, our Presbytery presented a 
luncheon workshop in September titled 
Small Congregations/ Large Buildings: 
Partners of Sacred Places. The speaker was 
Bob Jaeger, the founder and Executive 
Director of Sacred Places, a not-for-profit 
that works with churches and 
temples/synagogues to assist small 
congregations with large buildings. As I sat 
there listening to Bob, I thought, “I know 
this stuff. I’ve done this community 
organizing for almost twenty years in 
downtown Rochester.” His talk provided a 
lot of grist for Ad Hoc’s mill,9 including the 
topic of Asset Mapping. 

ASSET MAPPING 

Earlier in my career as a community 
organizer, I had been introduced to asset 
mapping: a way of embracing the positive 
gifts of a community as a springboard for 
future development. There are free tools for 
mapping the assets of a community on the 
Web, and most of those can be easily 
adapted to the needs of our churches. 

I applied these principals to our situation at 
South with the basic premise that we are a 
Community Center. 

I contacted each of the groups who used 
our building -- pre-school, 12-step 
programs, League of Women Voters, dance 
groups, food give-away programs … the 

standard bill of fare for most urban 
churches -- and arrived at an astonishing 
conclusion: not counting use by church 
people and programs, there were over 
15,000 visits a year to our building by 
people receiving services or participating in 
programs. 

15,000 times our doors were opened by 
people who were not a part of our 
congregation! 

This fact proved to be significant as the 
Church redefined itself.  

At this point in 2011, our membership 
hovered around 50. It was easy to think of 
ourselves in an insulated way as “just us,” 
but 15,000 times a year, others were 
walking into the space we offered to them. 
Granted, these weren’t 15,000 different 
individuals because the same individuals 
came multiple times and perhaps for 
multiple reasons. But the fact remained 
that our “space” was needed for these 
individuals and groups to prosper. As noted 
in our Annual Report for 2011:   

We need to alter the way we think of 
ourselves. We are not a small, little 
church... we are a de facto Community 
Center for the neighborhood. 15,000 
times a year we provide a place for 
ministries to occur that touch lives. 
 

NEIGHBORHOOD CHANGES 

These changes were happening 
simultaneously with the formation of a 
multi-million-dollar partnership between the 
University of Rochester and a private 
developer. The result would be a $210-
million-dollar project called College Town 



Rochester9 literally across the street from 
the church!  South’s location automatically 
made us one of the anchors of this project, 
and we needed to be at the decision-
making table. 

At that point I was still part-time and 
working a full-time job for the Sisters of St. 
Joseph. Who better to represent the 
interests of the church and to share the 
excitement with the congregation than … 
you guessed it … Reggie and Katherine. 
Thank goodness they were willing to attend 
7:30 a.m. meetings of the Mt. Hope Task 
Force, as well as the Business Association, 
and engage in the active hands-on work of 
community design for this neighborhood 
that was so important to them. 

The visible work of assessment and 
development paled in comparison, 
however, to the internal work of spiritual 
assessment and development God was 
doing within the membership of our wee 
kirk. We may not have known where we 

were going exactly, but I had the distinct 
impression that whatever we were about to 
embark upon needed to reflect and honor 
the long history of this congregation that 
got us to where we were now. 

I began to pour over a historical pamphlet 
that had been created a couple of decades 
earlier for South’s centennial celebration. 
One person in the church’s history kept 
calling to me: Emmeline Bell Barker. Mrs. 
Barker donated the land the earlier church 
had been built on – half a block away – in 
the late 1800’s, and 30 years later she also 
donated the land where our current building 
sat. I’m not sure that even Reggie and 
Katherine had been familiar with Mrs. 
Barker’s name in the annals of the church 
history, but as long as we were reclaiming 
our Reformed Tradition, we could reclaim 
our local history as well. This would prove 
very beneficial in the years ahead.
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Don’t we always wish that we had the benefit of hindsight when we are going through 
challenging times? 

From my perspective as a part-time minister then three years into her charge, I felt my 
awareness expanding and about to explode with these realizations: 

• Some people were scared and left the church, though when we talked with them, there was 
always some “other reason.” Later on a couple of them came back and told me that they 
just couldn’t handle the level of change and the uncertainty for this place they loved. 

• A group of six people – a sizable portion of a small congregation – the same group 
involved in the Annual Meeting/election controversy, continued to be very unhappy with my 
leadership style and let it be known in public meetings. At one point they and I 
independently asked the Presbytery leadership to intervene, and the results varied. 
Ultimately four of the congregants left the church. Happily, the remaining two became two 
of my greatest advisors, confidantes, and friends. (Never underestimate the power of the 
Holy Spirit to bring reconciliation where people of faith come together.) 

The effect of the discontent of these six congregants on both me and the tenor of the 
congregation cannot be overstated. Here I was … a new minister in her first substantive 
charge since being ordained 15 years before … making suggestions that rocked the 
foundation of the faith community. I knew how to float ideas and bring them into being in 
the secular field of community organizing, but I had little or no experience about how to do 
so in a church. I had a lot to learn about sensitivity, and I cannot stress enough the role 
that prayer, both personal and corporate, played in navigating this pivotal time for all of us.  

In those days I also reflected frequently on my late father. I had sat in his class of 
education majors in the mid-70’s. He was preparing all of us (math majors, science, English 
majors, music and social studies majors) for our student teaching experiences and he said: 

I don’t care if you believe he was the Son of God or not, but there was a great teacher who lived 
almost 2,000 years ago. He never wrote a book as far as we know; maybe he drew some pictures 
in the sand, but he taught mostly through stories. And how do we know he was such a great 
teacher? Because he had twelve students and every single one of them died for what he taught 
them. He had twelve students and one failed. Don’t ever expect to do any better than that.10 

When I was teaching, I had often reflected on that idea of not being able to reach all of my 
students, but in 2011 I realized that it might also be true of churches as well as individual 
members. The message:  God has a plan for each person and for each church. All we can  
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do as leaders is to try and keep our channels clear so that we are able to present the Word 
and its application the best we can. Not everybody will stay; not everybody is meant to 
stay.  

It was my job to be as clear as I could be in my personal relationship with God; it was my 
job to be as clear as I could in my own faith and vision. That’s all I could do. 

 

Let me insert parenthetically at this point that if you are reading this from a position similar 
to mine in 2011, I strongly urge you to make sure that your own personal three-legged “self-
care stool” (your support network) is in place. I recognize that as an extrovert I explore my 
feelings and thoughts outside myself. That can be a dangerous practice for people in our 
field.  

I became very intentional in making sure I had a pastoral psychotherapist AND a spiritual 
director. While their work is similar, their focal points are slightly different, and I knew I 
needed a “check and balance” in both of those areas to keep me as grounded and centered 
as I could be.  

Make yourself do what you would encourage a parishioner to do if they found themselves 
in the kinds of situations you are in. The third leg of that “self-care stool” is the care and 
guidance of our colleagues. I would not have survived without mine.  

Meanwhile, as The Story began to pick up steam, it became evident that the theology of the 
writers was a theology held by some of our members – or not. Ever so slowly members 
began to trust each other in the small groups and share what they really felt and believed. 
Each person was shaping his or her own theology through these discussions, and slowly, 
they began to find the vocabulary for sharing that with others. 

One Sunday during our worship Q&A time – what we call Emerging Wisdom in the Sunday 
bulletin – a person shared a particular belief, and someone across the aisle blurted out: 
“I’ve known you for thirty years and I never knew you felt that way. Me, too!!!” I doubt that 
they realized it at the time, but they were learning to do theology. Just as with the Israelites 
in the wilderness, these folks were drilling down to the bedrock of their faith and forging a 
more connected understanding of “faith community” than they ever had before. 

Jesus had twelve students and every single one 
of them died for what he taught them. 
He had twelve students and one failed.  

Don’t ever expect to do any better than that. 
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Conversations began to emerge from a different level of understanding than I’m told was 
experienced in the past. Some people, for instance, used the term “church family,” while 
others found that off-putting, perhaps because they didn’t want to be reminded of their 
relationships with their own families, or because they felt outside of the “inner group” that 
expressed that feeling. “We’re very welcoming,” one person said, to which another bravely 
responded, “Not to me. I’ve never felt welcomed here.”   

Hard conversations. Some people may have felt those conversations didn’t belong in 
worship. Yet for many of us, worship became a safe place to be authentic before God, and 
each of these Emerging Wisdom times closed with an impromptu pastoral prayer that 
often spoke to God’s all-inclusive love and our call to re-form relationships with each other 
and with Jesus. Somehow, we learned to take care of each other, and in hindsight I think it 
was because we were all in such uncharted territory. We were together in the wilderness. 

SYMBOL & METAPHOR 

I cannot state strongly enough the importance of symbol and metaphor when working 
with groups in transition. It’s not just that “a picture is worth a thousand words,” it’s that 
pictures and metaphors shape our reality as they provide meaning on deep, pre-verbal, 
sub-conscious levels. As a music teacher and worship planner, I always knew this in some 
way, but as I’ve gone back to review materials that South created and disseminated 
during these transformative years, I am aware of how intuitively we moved each other 
along through the power of image and symbol. 

For instance: 

• In 2011, I began playing around with graphics of doves, trying to develop something 
for us to focus on in terms of the Spirit. Prior to that time South’s letterhead (which 
I think of as the logo – it’s the first thing that people see about us in print) had been 
either a pen and ink drawing of the building or a chalice and bread loaf, which would 
be fine for some settings but would definitely not be understood or appreciated by 
non-church recipients of that letterhead. Superimposing two standard, free graphics 
found in Microsoft Word™, we created the “Transforming Dove” and, in the present 
tense, let both the world and ourselves know that we were “Welcoming the 
Transforming Spirit.”  A small thing, and one that I did without prior Session 
approval. The Office Administrator and I began using it on everything – bulletins, 
letterhead, envelopes, newsletters – and after a couple of months I asked the 
Session if they liked it. By then, they had all gotten used to it and said yes. 
Sometimes, as leaders, we just have to be brave enough to act on some things and 
see where they take us. 
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• There are other subtle ways to reinforce experiences and normalize them as “just 
part of what’s going on,” and those include Pastor’s Corners in newsletters, the ever-
present eNews, and the Annual Report.  

When you’re traveling down the rapids in an inner-tube, sometimes all you can do is tuck 
in your arms and legs and enjoy the ride. By the end of 2011, Katherine, Reggie and the 
rest of our faith community had crammed itself into an inner-tube and had begun to figure 
out how to get along together in that close proximity. We knew we were in for the ride of 
our lives and that God was in charge. We didn’t know where the river was going, how many 
bumps and hits we’d take along the way, how God was going to pull it all off, or what kind 
of shape we would be in when this river emptied us out into the ocean. It was a wilder and 
crazier ride than any of us had ever been on before, but we were in it together … all of us 
and Jesus and the Transforming Spirit. As it turns out, God had set the stage for some 
major changes to occur, and 2012 would be the year of Isaiah 43:19 – I am about to do a 
new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and 
Rivers in the Desert. (NIV) 
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1. Corporate Identity 
South Church spent a year learning about the PC(USA) and affirming their affiliation with 
it. Then they took another year grounding themselves in Scripture. 
a. What are 5 beliefs/practices that you know to be true for your organization? 

 
 
 

b. What are those beliefs/practices rooted in? Where did they originate? 
 
 
 
 

c. If you had six months to a year that you could spend on anything you wanted in order 
to get your group all on the same page, what would it be? 
 
 
 
 

d. What’s preventing you from doing what you just answered in [c] above? 
 
 
 

e. Building as an Asset 
Here is an exercise that’s especially helpful if you own a building, but it can also be 
useful if you have multi-sited ministries in multiple locations. On a blank piece of 
paper, make a chart with 5 vertical columns. Here are the headings: 
 
 i.  Name of the Group/Activity 
 ii.  Average # of People who attend 
 iii.  # of people attending who are NOT members of your congregation 
 iv. # of Meetings per year (and if you really want to impress yourself, the #  
   of hours for each meeting)  
   [In the case of 12-step programs, you may have to contact the leader and 
   ask for very vague numbers, recognizing you probably will not know who  
   among your members attends those meetings.] 
 v. The total # of contacts your organization has through that  
   Group/Activity (Column B x Column D). 
 
Then total them all up. You might be surprised by the number of people your 
church/business touches in ways that you don’t usually notice.  (Remember to count 
groups that might use your space only sporadically, like the voting stations if you are 
a polling place, etc.) 

Questions for Reflection 



This activity demonstrates what your presence in the community means beyond your 
own walls. Your church/group is an asset to the community. Without your being there, 
each of these people would have to find a different place to have these particular 
needs met.  
 

f. Community Connection 
 What’s the name of your Neighborhood or Business Association (or nearest non-

governmental community group)?  
 
 
 

g. Are you a member?  (And if not, why not? It’s good exposure for you and it helps 
others to know that you want to be involved in what they’re doing.) 
 
 
 

h. What community activities (i.e., not related to your church or business) do you 
participate in? 
 
 

2. History 
a. When was your group formed? 

 
b. Why/How did it start? 

 
Organizations have their own life cycles. Whether trauma or celebration, those 
experiences get passed down from person to person within the organization. 

c. What are 3 momentous events in the life of your group since its beginning? 
 
 
i. ________________________________________________________________ 

ii. ________________________________________________________________ 

iii. ________________________________________________________________ 
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d. What are lessons (e.g., strength, resilience, compassion, etc.) that each of those 
events brought to your group in the past which you might be able to build upon now 
by reminding people of them? 
 
i. _________________________________________________________________ 

ii. _________________________________________________________________ 

3. Leadership within your group. 

a. Who are the real stakeholders of your congregation? These may or may not be people 
currently in official leadership roles, but they are the ones that others listen to and 
seek advice from.  
i. ________________________________________________________________________ 

 
ii. ________________________________________________________________________ 

 
iii. ________________________________________________________________________ 

 
iv. ________________________________________________________________________ 

 
v. ________________________________________________________________________ 

b. How often are you in touch with them? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Support Team 
People who attempt to do transformational work without strong support teams invariably 
burn out or get thrown off their center. The work that we are doing can be hugely 
enervating because we are creating conditions that allow paradigm shifts. And what is 
needed for professional support is often different from what is needed for personal 
support.   
 
a. Who is part of your professional support team?  

Hopefully you have at least one person with a background in law, someone who 
knows finance and marketing, someone who knows the history of the group, and 
someone connected to the broader community. In addition, make sure someone in 



your connectional sphere (Presbytery, Diocese, District, Board of Directors) is 
available for you to talk with “off the record” as you and your group continue to grow 
and explore new models for doing what you do.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

b. Who is part of your personal support team?  
As human beings, we have four integrated quadrants that help us process our 
experiences: physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual. Each is connected to the 
other, but at different points in our lives, each looms large as the primary way we 
interact and receive information. We all need ways of replenishing each of them, and 
we need people on our personal support team that help us to do that. Whether they 
be physicians or nurses, teachers or mentors, therapists or counselors, spiritual 
directors or someone to serve as our own spiritual tour guide, when we are working in 
transitional leadership roles, it helps to be intentional in making sure we have a 
touchstone in each area to keep us in balance. Of course, all of this is in addition to 
those closest to us and most intimately aware of how we are doing at any given 
moment in the day.  
 
Make it a point to be mindful of keeping these quadrants in a healthy balance, and the 
infinite ups-and-downs of the transitions won’t be as jarring or able to throw you off 
your center. 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What scripture passage best describes what you are feeling right now? 
  

  49 



  

 



  

 

 
PART 3: 2012 

Highlights of Events 
 

New Beginnings 
 

Changing Sacred Space 
 

Know Your Worth 
 

Self-Assessment 
 

Outsiders’ Perspectives 
 

An Amazing Baptism 
 

Conferences 
Change Lives 

 
Birthing a Labyrinth 

 
Coalescing 

 



New Beginnings 
 

“How does one become a butterfly?” she asked pensively. 
“You must want to fly so much that you are 

willing to give up being a caterpillar.” 
“You mean to die?” asked Yellow, remembering 

the three who fell out of the sky. 
“Yes and No,” he answered. 

“What looks like you will die but what’s really 
you will still live. Life is changed not taken away. 

Isn’t that different from those who die without 
ever becoming butterflies?” 11 

 

 
A lot of our churches are dying. 

I heard once that every 75 or 80 years, 
every group – businesses, political parties, 
and yes, even churches – undergo massive 
transformation. Those that can adapt, 
survive; those that can’t, die. 

By virtue of their age and the law of 
averages, Reggie and Katherine had lived 
through at least one such transformation of 
South Church in their lifetimes. And they 
were on the brink of experiencing another 
massive transformation. 

CHANGING SACRED SPACE 

Many churches in our neck of the woods, 
i.e., the northeastern United States, move 
their worship services into smaller spaces 
during the winter months. These smaller 
rooms are easier and less expensive to 
heat than sending heat into a cathedral 
ceiling. South had never done that before … 
well … except for the times when the boiler 
had broken, and services were held in the 

small choir room because there was a 
piano there. 

Now, the boiler was working fine. Our habit 
was to have a coffee hour following 
worship every Sunday and in fact, some 
Sundays it seemed like there were more 
people at the coffee hour than attended the 
service! Coffee hour was our third 
sacrament and held in Fellowship Hall, 
another big open space with high ceilings. 
Since the kitchen was attached to 
Fellowship Hall, the Hall became the choice 
for worship in winter. Assembling in 
Fellowship Hall meant not heating the 
sanctuary, plus the added bonus of being 
able to enjoy coffee during worship. 

And so on January 1st we began worshiping 
next to the kitchen with chairs in a semi-
circular pattern. I don’t think any of us saw 
how subversive that move would be at the 
time, but when Easter arrived, and we were 
due to return to the sanctuary, some people 
didn’t want to go. “I like it here,” one woman 
said, “I can see peoples’ faces instead of 



the backs of their heads.” Another person 
said that she liked the informality of being 
able to get up and get a cup of coffee 
during the service. These were sentiments 
“the old guard” could never have imagined. 

I think that even the diehard traditionalists 
realized that the world didn’t end; we 
learned that we could still worship, we 
could still feel the Holy Spirit, we could still 
sing our favorite hymns and be connected 
to each other outside the confines of the 
sanctuary. It might seem like a little thing 
to those who don’t understand the 
importance of sacred space in peoples’ 
lives, but to those of us who recognize the 
almost archetypal importance of a 
consecrated environment, this was huge! I 
didn’t make much of it at the time, though I 
was fairly bursting with excitement inside 
because I knew it signaled a shift toward 
new ways of doing things. Whether it 
actually saved money on heat was almost 
immaterial. We agreed to move the worship 
service back to the sanctuary when the 
weather warmed, and I knew we would be 
moving back to Fellowship Hall the 
following winter. 

Those for whom Fellowship Hall felt more 
comfortable had to accept that not 
everyone shared their feelings, but by now 
the congregation was used to 
acknowledging differences of opinion and 
theology, in large part because of The Story 
discussion groups. Different was ok; God 
alone was Lord of the conscience; there 
were many right ways to do things. 

While all of this was going on, we were also 
exploring the sale of our adjacent property, 
Rosemount House, a furnished rental 

property for families of long-term care 
patients at the University of Rochester 
Medical Center two blocks away. The 
house was a mission project that South 
had supported for many years but 
increasingly we were losing money on it 
because the University had begun their 
own programs for these families.  

KNOW YOUR WORTH 

I was aware of the rapidly approaching end 
of our money stores and I, personally, 
wanted to know how much South’s current 
assets were worth. I asked a friend of mine, 
a local realtor, if he could ballpark an 
estimate. He ended up handling the 
Rosemount sale for us and put me in touch 
with a colleague who specialized in 
commercial realty for an estimate on the 
church property. I met with Dave, of Dave 
Sloan Commercial Realty, and explained 
that I didn’t know if we would ever act on 
the information he was going to provide 
and that we couldn’t afford to pay him, but 
that we would like to enter into a 
gentleman’s/woman’s agreement: If and 
when we ever did move forward and need 
his services, he would have the first right of 
refusal for the contract. 

To my amazement – he said yes. 

Two weeks later, Dave presented a 
document that showed comparable 
properties, their recent sale prices, and his 
observations of our listing. We were no 
longer operating in a vacuum of conjecture; 
we had a professional ballpark in which to 
picture ourselves. 

I shared Dave’s report with the Session, and 
then we set it aside for the time being.  

  53 



Meanwhile, the Ad Hoc group continued 
meeting. Sometime during the winter 
months, the group became aware of a 
PC(USA) Program called New Beginnings.12 

A program of assessment, prayerful 
discernment and visioning, it helped 
congregations view themselves through a 
more objective lens. 

I should probably note here that neither 
Reggie nor Katherine were part of the Ad 
Hoc group. On their own they felt the need 
to turn the reins of the church over to the 
next generation. They had been doing that 
with different parts of church life for a few 
years, but their absence in these 
transitional roles made a bold statement 
that they trusted the new leaders with their 
beloved community. 

That’s not to say they weren’t active. 
Reggie continued to minister to the boiler 
on almost a daily basis, and Katherine 
divided her time between the choir and the 
Deacons. More on that in my reflections 
below. 

SELF-ASSESSMENT 

About the time the Ad Hoc group was 
recommending to the Session APPENDIX G that 
we avail ourselves of this New Beginnings 
program of the denomination (for a fair but 
hefty price, I might add), our Urban 
Presbyterians Together sister churches in 
Rochester decided that we should all 
participate in New Beginnings together. We 
were all clear that a “silo mentality” had 
developed among our congregations and 
that every church felt it had to be the “be all 
and end all” for every need of every 
congregant. What would happen if we 
envisioned a future together where each 

one of us contributed our strengths to the 
larger corporate Body of Christ? 

As God would have it, this was all coming 
up in conversation just as we were 
preparing to finish our year-long study of 
The Story. We were closing in on Revelation 
and the creation of the New Jerusalem. 
What would that look like for our merry little 
band of believers? What was Jesus asking 
us to become as our part of the Body of 
Christ? 

Some of our congregational leaders 
attended a New Beginnings program 
presented by the national church staff. The 
Session agreed: let’s give it a try. So, 
building on the work we had already done 
around demographic groups and 
generational differences in terms of 
worship styles, we held a Congregational 
Forum in March of 2012. 

I put together a PowerPoint™ presentation 
that incorporated New Beginnings material 
but also included topics we had been 
discussing for over a year. It outlined the 
recommendations that came out of the Ad 
Hoc group’s work. APPENDIX H It included 
pitfalls and blessings that we should look 
for, demographic realities, and when we got 
to an overview of a church in decline, there 
was an audible mumbling that took place 
when showing this slide: Common 
Characteristics of Congregations in the “4th 
Quadrant” [i.e., declining and no longer 
sustainable]: 

• Declining either slowly or quickly 

• Often struggling financially 

• Sense of hopelessness 

• Nervous about changes 



• Tentative toward outward mission 

• Vulnerable 

We were reading our own obituary. 

The very next slide drew even more shifting 
in our seats:  

 

We were already renting our facilities to 
other groups that brought in 15,000 users 
every year. In fact, we had already had 
discussions about emphasizing our 
activities as a landlord, thinking that if only 
we did that, we’d have more money to 
continue. Never had we thought that was a 
bad idea until, in light of this 
Congregational Forum, we began to wonder 
about our direction. The Forum was a call 
for us to remember that our purpose was 
not to be a landowner, but to share the 
Good News that the Kingdom of God is 
here among us. 

Internal conflicts had already cost us some 
members, as mentioned in the last chapter. 
We knew that we didn’t want to go down 
that road again.  

In 2012, we sold off the Rosemount House 
property because we believed we needed 
the money for operating expenses. 

Bingo! We were reading about ourselves in 
the “How not to do church transformation” 
category.   

YIKES! By the end of the Forum, it was clear 
to all of the members that we needed 
impartial, trained, outside observers to help 
us discover what our options were, so we 
said YES! to the New Beginnings process 
along with eight of our urban sister 
churches. 

OUTSIDERS’ PERSPECTIVES 

The assessment was scheduled for April of 
that year. In preparation for the 
assessment team’s visitation, I began 
sharing information through newsletters 
and emails about transformation and 
transition. I drew heavily on the works of 
William Bridges and his model for 
Transformational Change in institutions 
and communities. *  

 

Providing a picture of transitional structure 
(moving from Endings through a Neutral 
Zone to New Beginnings) proved to be a 
smart move. All of a sudden, we had 
language for how to understand and 
process our feelings. We also had 
permission to embrace the fact that at any 

 

* Williams Bridges’ work, especially his 1991 book, 
Managing Transitions: Making the Most of Change 
(Boston: DaCapo Press), focuses on transition and 
not on the change. Change is the event that 
happens to people; transition is the way that we 
respond to the change and may be meaningful or 
not, depending on the transition process. There are 
three parts of the transition process:  

(1) letting go of what was, (2) existing in a neutral 
zone that is neither where we were nor where we 
are going, and (3) reaching the point of new 
beginnings. 
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given time, some of us would all be at 
different points in the transitional process. 

This was all shared in a Congregational 
Forum that March.  

In April, we hosted the New Beginnings 
team and had our next assessment. We 
knew that the New Beginnings written 
report would come sometime in the next 
few months. 

In May, on Pentecost Sunday, we finished 
The Story with a huge celebration for “the 
birthday of the church.” We knew and 
articulated that we were part of the re-
forming and birthing of something new 
even if we didn’t yet know how to envision 
what that “something new” would look like. 
We felt proud of ourselves for “reading 
through the Bible” (even though it was a 
condensation), learning that no matter 
what choices were made or what detours 
we took on the Way, God was always there 
to realign us. 

How could we be the Body of Christ in this 
changing environment? How could we 
become the agents of radical change that 
Jesus teaches us to be? 

One answer to that came in the form of a 
baptism we did in the spring of 2012. 

AN AMAZING BAPTISM 

During the fall, a young man who was doing 
research at the University started attending 
one of The Story discussion groups. An 
Iranian citizen, he was here to do medical 
research after having completed his M.D. in 
Iran. Raised a Muslim, he asked if we would 
baptize him; he wanted to convert to 
Christianity. After months in our group and 

worshiping with us on Sunday mornings, it 
was evident that he was sincere, though by 
going through with this, he would never be 
able to return to Iran. While his siblings 
were here in this country, his parents 
remained at home. 

Helping him discern, listening to his logic 
and his heart, watching him honor his call 
to convert was inspiring to all of us. We, as 
a congregation, often talked about how 
much our faith meant to us, but here was a 
person whose life was literally placed in 
jeopardy for living out his faith. 

His baptism, and our presentation to him of 
a Holy Bible in Farsi, moved us all at very 
deep levels. Within a week of that event, his 
research grant was terminated as his 
mentor accepted a position at another 
major university. Our friend would have to 
leave the country and return to Iran within 
weeks because he was no longer 
employed. 

His uncle had been tortured and killed by 
the current regime; there was no way that 
he would be able to sneak into the country 
unnoticed. He decided that he would seek 
religious asylum in the United States. 

I shared this information with the church, 
thinking I might have to rally them to 
become involved with this justice issue. 
Was I humbled to learn that this man would 
be the fourth or fifth in a long line of people 
that South had championed and sponsored 
through the asylum process over the last 
thirty years. It was my first involvement 
with it. They had much to teach me; I had 
much to learn. 



The result, a few years later, was not only 
permanent residency status, but his 
completion of all requirements to practice 
medicine in this country. He and his Iranian 
fiancée, also a doctor, are now married, 
living and practicing medicine in Florida. 

Life continued over the summer. We 
celebrated with one of our members as she 
became an American citizen. 

Our Youth Group did what Youth Groups do, 
going to movies, hanging out together. It 
was a summer of relaxation, rejuvenation 
and restoration. 

CONFERENCES CHANGE LIVES 

In July, four of us became aware of national 
conferences of the PC(USA) that would be 
meeting concurrently in Florida in August. 
We excitedly tried to figure out where God 
was leading us. Two church members 
attended the conference on College 
Ministries because they felt strongly that 
God was urging South to embrace our 
place in the College Town Development.  I 
went to the gathering on Church 
Transformation, largely because our 
Presbytery Leader, the Reverend Amy 
Fowler, and Joy Strome (progenitor of the 
Joy Group) were going to be presenting. 
But the exchange I will never forget was 
with Paula, one of the Elders who said, “I 
want to go to the Evangelism Conference.” 

“You do?” I said, probably sounding as 
incredulous as I really was. This was a 
faithful woman who loved to learn, but who 
I never thought would be interested in 
evangelism! 

“Yes, I do.” 

“Why?” I asked. 

“Because I hate it. I hate the E-word. I hate 
what it stands for, and I need to know more 
about it so I can understand why I hate it so 
much.” 

She smiled. We laughed, but I knew then 
and there that her integrity was being 
called upon by God to explore this foreign 
land of “evangelism.” 

Paula was touched by the hand of God at 
that conference. She realized - and has 
since become an expert at helping us 
embrace the fact - that “evangelizing” is 
really just telling your story about your 
experience of God, Jesus and the Spirit.  

We were changed people when we came 
back from Florida: the four of us had seen, 
felt, and experienced the fact that churches 
all over the country were dealing with the 
same kinds of things that we were. We 
weren’t alone. We had shared in the 
enthusiasm at the national level for new 
models in ministry, for new worshiping 
communities and non-traditional ministries. 
We learned more about moving away from 
being an attractional church where people 
are drawn in to moving toward being a 
missional church where we go out to be 
with the people and share the Good News. 
And our newly minted and greatly 
energized Resident Evangelist, Paula, 
began to teach all of us how to tell our own 
stories! 

BIRTHING A LABYRINTH 

As the fall started up, several of us 
resumed a project begun a few years earlier 
– making a portable labyrinth. With Susan’s 
guidance and through group prayer, the 

  57 



hours spent in creating our piece anchored 
the participants in the power of moving 
meditation. Walking our labyrinth continues 
to be a favorite spiritual activity for us.  

And as September rolled around with the 
congregation refreshed and ready to dive 
into the next phase of our transformation, 
we held the House Groups that are part of 
the New Beginnings process – structured 
small group discussions outlined by the 
program designers. The results of the 
assessment were shared. In preparation for 
the small group meetings, leaders from the 
congregation had been chosen and trained. 
We met as one church for the first group, 
and then smaller groups met over a two-
week period. Altogether, 30 of the 40 active 
members invested thirteen hours each in 
the small group discussions. Clearly, the 
levels of personal investment of time and 
energy were significant.  

We were walking a new spiritual labyrinth 
together through the twists and turns of 
those groups. 

The final House Group meeting was held 
with everyone present; the entire 
congregation shared what they had learned 
and discovered. It was an amazing 
process. We had been told by the New 
Beginnings staff that if we would just 
follow the process, all of the disparate 
feelings and ideas about our future would 
coalesce as we proceeded. Most of us 
didn’t believe that for one second but tried 
it anyway out of respect for the leaders. 

Much to our pleasant surprise – it 
happened just the way they said it would. 
By the time the last House Group meeting 
took place and all of the House Groups 

reported on what they had worked through, 
it was evident that all who participated 
were on the same page. We had all reached 
the center of our labyrinthine journey. Now 
it was time to leave the safe world of 
meditation and imagination and return to 
the outside world of action and 
engagement. 

COALESCING 

At the end of the meeting, we made a giant    
circle in Fellowship Hall. One by one around 
the room everyone spoke. What would our 
outcome be? It was unanimous. We would 
engage in redefining our mission. No 
matter what happened, we would stay 
together as a congregation, and we would 
Trust God! (More on this in the Pastoral 
Reflection that follows.) 

This meeting was especially meaningful for 
Reggie and Katherine because it was an 
opportunity for them to go on record before 
the entire congregation that, despite what 
some had been speculating, they were not 
in opposition to any of the forward-looking 
suggestions. In fact, they were 
championing them. 

Where once Reggie had told me, ‘Whatever 
we do, we must never sell the building,’ he 
was now saying that the most important 
thing is to follow God and be a church. He 
wondered aloud for all to hear what it might 
be like to be free of the cumbersome 
responsibility of the building! 

As a means for moving forward, the 
congregation commissioned a New 
Beginnings Implementation Team (NBIT). It 
was comprised of at-large representatives 
from the congregation itself. Their charge? 



Figure out how to move the church forward 
into a new missional understanding of who 
we are and who God is calling us to be. 

That was in September. NBIT began its 
work in October. We all seemed to know 
intuitively that, somehow, the work of 
navigating toward a new identity was linked 
to the work of the Joy Group two years 
earlier. Somehow it was also connected to 
The Story discussion group that had begun 
among our members who lived at a nearby 
senior living community, St. John’s 
Meadows. Somehow it was building on the 
work of the Ad Hoc group. Everything was 
coming together… somehow. We just 
needed time to live with it, relax, and lean 
into it. 

In October, when NBIT was gearing up to 
do its work in earnest, we decided to 
carefully outline our scope of practice. It 
was crucial that we tackle only that which 
we were called to address and not get 
bogged down in other areas.13 

Our October newsletter worded it this way: 
“In a Nutshell: 1. We are not closing our 
doors. 2. We are not ‘doing nothing.’ 3. We 
are not interested in being absorbed by 
another church. 4. We believe God is calling 
us to redefine what it means to be a faith 
group in the College Town area.” As we all 
became more comfortable with trying new 

kinds of ministries, we developed a few 
new offerings: 

• Socializing and worshiping with 
patients about to be discharged from 
the Rochester Psychiatric Center, 
located in the Azalea neighborhood of 
Rochester, solidified as SoutHeart 
Fellowship, which met monthly at the 
church;  
 

• One of our 30-somethings wanted to 
start a group for others in their 30’s that 
would meet semi-monthly at local 
watering holes to discuss life, and 
Spirits & the Spirit was born;   
 

• The book group at the diner, Food for 
Thought, was going strong;   
 

• A Saturday Bible study at a local bagel 
shop, Bagels & the Bible, was beginning 
its work. As Paula, our Resident 
Evangelist said, “If people can just see 
us arguing and laughing about the Bible 
at Bruegger’s Bagels, maybe they will 
realize that they’re welcome to bring 
their doubts and questions, too.”  

Sunday worship continued to be the 
hallmark of our identity as it had been for 
more than 160 years but, increasingly, the 
Spirit was leading us to embrace new 
forms of ministry. 

 

 

  

    



 
 
Reading the first part of this chapter, it would be easy to conclude that all of the changes 
and events flowed effortlessly, were pre-planned, noted, measured and quantified. Nothing 
could be further from the truth.  

The changes occurring within South Church in 2012 were primarily spiritual – both for 
individuals and for the corporate body. We were living from one spiritual insight to the next, 
and sometimes they came in such rapid succession that we could barely keep up. There 
were some weeks when the SPC eNews went through three or four editions because of 
developments, realizations, discussions and possibilities. 

In Traveling Mercies: Some Thoughts on Faith, writer Anne Lamott speaks of her spiritual 
journey as traveling from lily pad to lily pad. We never know where we are going until we 
settle on one pad and look around to see our next options. 2012 was the lily pad year for 
our “wee kirk.” But while we thought ours was a little farm-sized pond of lily pads, we were 
learning through the conferences that ours was becoming a lily field the size of Lake 
Ontario.  

God was very big. Our options were huge and far-ranging: end a 160+ 
year history or continue doing something so vastly different that we 
could become paralyzed if we thought about it too much. The one 
comfort was that if we jumped from one pad to another, i.e., from 
one revelation to the next and missed the pad, we would only fall into 
the water - which was like drenching yourself in the Living Waters.  

We had nothing to fear, really, and everything to try! 

In the fall of 2012, the Session voted to expand my terms of call to full-time. It was both 
humbling and frightening. The same people who had gone to the Presbytery Leader for 
help in resolving our differences a couple of years before were now my biggest champions 
in terms of making this a full-time position. Everything was transforming – even our 
relationship and my call! 

As I write this during Holy Week of 2016, I am surprised by the detail with which I 
remember the emotions and the prayers of 2012. The image of the transforming dove was 
emblematic of what we were experiencing. It was like a self-perpetuating fountain – as our 
understanding of the Spirit changed, the Spirit itself changed us from the inside out. It 
didn’t happen overnight; in fact, it’s still happening today.  

We had always been a traditional little church opposite the University of Rochester: Sunday 
worship, choir rehearsal, Sunday School and maybe a Bible Study during the week. We had 
always been Euro-centric in both color and culture. By 2012 it was clear that we were 
becoming more aware of the class, educational, and racial privilege we enjoyed for years 
without having realized it.  
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In the fall of 2012 I preached a sermon as part of the Children’s Sabbath celebration that 
our UPT churches were honoring. The Rochester Area Community Foundation14 had 
published startling data about childhood poverty in our city.  Among other things, in 
2012: 

• The city of Rochester had the 7th highest rate of child poverty in the nation; more 
than half of its children lived in poverty. (Note that this has worsened, and 
Rochester is now 3rd  in the country for child poverty.) 

• One in every four kids in Monroe County lived below the poverty line; the child 
poverty rate in Monroe County was the highest it had been in over 20 years. 

• Monroe County's infant mortality rate (infants dying before their first birthday) 
increased 9% from 2004 to 2010. That is 43% higher than New York State's infant 
mortality rate, and far above the rate in many developed nations. 

• 18% of children in Monroe County (more than 30,000 total) were "food insecure," 
without sure access to food to sustain a healthy, active life, or facing limited or 
uncertain availability of nutritional food. 

• Monroe County's teen birth rates were higher than those of both New York City and 
the nation. 

• The average age of gang entry locally was 13. 

We absorbed the information from this study about our community, allowing ourselves to 
be touched by the memories of our Iranian friend, and there was no denying that our 
world was changing. The challenge for us was to figure out how to spread the Good 
News of God’s love – inhabit the Kingdom of God in our midst – when the world had 
become so foreign to what we had known all our lives. If we truly believed we were put 
here to share the Good News, what did that News look like to the children and families 
described in these data? 

On Pentecost, after we finished reading The Story, some of us wondered if we could 
continue to have a common focus. A few of us were again planning to attend the 
Evangelism Conference in Florida slated for January of 2013. The theologian-in-residence 
would be the Reverend Dr. James Bryan Smith, author of The Good and Beautiful God: 
Falling in Love with the God Jesus Knows and other books in The Good and Beautiful line 
known as The Apprentice Series. In preparation for that conference, a few of us began 
reading and discussing The Good and Beautiful God each week.  

Part of what spoke to us that fall was Smith’s point that as twenty-first century 
Christians, we didn’t sleep and rest enough. We don’t take time for the dust to settle and 
for God to connect with us. With all that was going on in our community (the growing  
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awareness of the plight of our children, for instance) and in ourselves (how do we, as 
people of faith, address the needs of our community’s children) – with all that was 
happening within our church (the growing awareness of our own mortality as an 
institution) and in the church-at-large (the changing nature of faith expression in the larger 
culture) – one of the most important things we could do was sleep!  Slow the world down 
and Rest in the Lord!  

 

Smith’s books gave us practical language to recognize, embrace and share the Kingdom of 
God with others. We began to see ourselves as apprentices to Jesus. Apprentices don’t 
know all there is to know. Apprentices are going to make mistakes that the Master will 
have to fix.  Apprentices are awkward and not facile with their work because it is so new to 
them; they’re unpracticed. Apprentices will grow in their capacity and skill as they hone 
their craft and, for us, the craft we were honing was evangelism – learning how to tell our 
stories about when and where we experience the life-saving love of the Risen Christ.  
(Some of us were so taken with Brian Smith’s work that over the course of the next year we 
read the other two books in his Apprentice series as well: The Good and Beautiful Life and 
The Good and Beautiful Community. Both provided greater insight into how we could claim 
God’s love in an ever-changing world.) 

Everything was beginning to come together: Rob Bell’s description of Discipleship from 
Velvet Elvis1 that a group of us had read; Bryan Smith’s language around apprenticeship2; 
William Bridges’ work on transition models; and the New Beginnings final report which  

 
                                                           

1 Bell, Rob. Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publications), pp. 125-132 
fleshes out the way in which Jewish men received training and were ultimately chosen by Rabbis to follow 
them during Jesus’ lifetime. It was meaningful for the congregation that Jesus had chosen just common, 
everyday working men who had not been successful in pursuing a religious life in their community. If he could 
choose them, we thought, maybe he could choose us, too. 
 
2 James Bryan Smith’s Apprentice Institute for Christian Spiritual Formation states on its website 
(http://apprenticeinstitute.org/apprentice-series/): “Too often Christians may experience a changed mind 
about God, or even a changed heart toward God, without having a changed life with God. Where is the 
breakdown between belief and discipleship?” (downloaded 12-06-2016). The Good and Beautiful God: Falling in 
Love with the God Jesus Knows had a far-reaching effect on South Church members who saw in their own lives 
a need and desire for a spiritual practice in order to apprentice themselves to Jesus. 

How could we be the Body of Christ in this changing environment?  

How could we become the agents of radical change that  
Jesus teaches us to be? 
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was both powerful and challenging. It was hard to read in black and white that if we did 
nothing, we would run out of money in November of 2014.  

 

Disseminating the NB Report took place that fall through House Groups. (In reality, none 
of them met at houses. They all met at the church but on different nights.) Although we 
were given models for how those groups would be structured, South created its own 
schedule. Our spirit of rebellion was alive and well.  

When we all gathered at the end of those groups and met as one body in Fellowship Hall, I 
became aware of some of the difficult and explosive conversations that had occurred 
during a few of the meetings. It was important to the process that the pastor not be 
present at those discussions. However, I acknowledged that they had occurred, and talked 
about how proud I was to be part of a group where nobody left despite the upsets. 
Everyone who had started the process completed the process, which was 90% of the 
active membership if we subtracted our homebound members!  

In hindsight, and after subsequent conversations with parishioners, I realize how 
important that recognition of the “blow ups” had been on my part. It’s the leader’s 
responsibility to set the expectations for healthy communication. After all we had been 
through together transparency was essential.  

I remember being nervous before mentioning the exchanges that had brought hurt and 
discomfort to those involved. But if I had kept quiet about them and pretended that 
everything was just smooth sailing, people might not have shared their concerns and 
uncomfortable thoughts about how to move forward. I continue to believe that a leader’s 
vulnerability sets the stage for shared vulnerabilities and that as we experience each 
other’s tender and scary places, we can receive healing for our own scary places. 

As I say: all of this became clear in hindsight.  At the time, I just prayed that we were doing 
the things we were supposed to be doing and that I was up to the challenges that lay 
ahead. 

The New Beginnings report was sobering. It was as accurate as accurate could be. It 
outlined our financial outlook, which was dismal. It named our strengths, which included  

We knew that we were standing before God on Holy Ground. 

We knew that we were loved beyond description. 

And we knew everything was going to be okay. 
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the high percentage of turnout for these events and the commitment of people to change 
in order to continue being a living congregation. But the harshest realization was that if we 
did nothing, we would be out of money in less than three years! We had no endowment, no 
real savings. Everything had gone into preserving the status quo – ongoing programs, staff 
salaries, etc. and maintaining the building. 

November 2014 was the projected date for our financial collapse. Do nothing and we will 
close. Do nothing and the church will be boarded up because we won’t be able to pay the 
bills. 

Had we received that information without having done our spiritual work prior to that, I’m 
not sure what the outcome would have been. But God had led us so that by the time we 
received the financial news and reality set in, we were already clear that we needed to 
change how we do church for spiritual reasons. The old way wasn’t working anymore. As 
one Elder offered, “If we were meant to keep doing things as we were, it would be working. 
It’s not … so we’re not.” 

We needed to change in order to be the church of Jesus Christ and to convey the Good 
News in a way that could be recognized and understood by people in the twenty-first 
century. We were learning we needed to change, and we were already exploring ways to do 
that: to tell our own story – both as individuals and as a group. 

I will tell you quite frankly that there have been times in my life when I have known beyond 
a shadow of any doubt that I have been in the Presence of God. If you’ve ever been there, 
you know exactly what I’m talking about. 

The final combined meeting to go over the New Beginnings Report and map out our future 
was one of those times. For three hours we reviewed the recommendations and the 
possible future scenarios. We prayed and shared the conclusions of each of the House 
Groups, and the moment arrived when we were to vote, giving voice to the future of our 
church. 

I read scripture and prayers that were written by the denominational team to prepare 
everyone for the vote. We had all agreed that we would go one-by-one around the circle … 
all thirty of us … and state what we felt God was leading us to do. With every person’s 
emotional reflection on what South meant to them and each statement about the reality of 
the financial challenges facing us, we could feel the Spirit rising higher and higher. 

It was clear that our unanimous decision was that we would remain a congregation and we 
would remain a church, but that we did not feel the need to hold onto the building. We were  

 

2012 
Pastoral Awareness & Theological Reflections 



 

 

also in agreement that we needed to redefine who we were and discern what it was that 
we were called to do. 

We stood and held hands. I happened to be standing to the left of Paula, the Resident 
Evangelist. I started to pray and could barely speak because I was crying, and my voice 
cracked. She squeezed my hand, and I don’t remember a thing that I said after that. I know 
it was something about being on Holy Ground and wanting God to put us where God 
wanted us and showing us what to do. All I remember is that at the end of the prayer, I 
started to sing the Doxology. 

Beautiful eight and nine-part improvised harmony. Slow. Majestic. Heart-felt. To this day I 
get chills remembering it. And when we finished singing – silence. No one moved. I didn’t 
want to open my eyes, but I wanted to check and see how everybody was doing. Tears 
were streaming down Reggie’s face. A woman in her 90’s had her head raised to heaven, 
eyes closed with a beatific smile on her that was truly angelic. Smiles. Tears. Nobody 
moved for many seconds … maybe even a full minute. 

Everyone who was there remembers it to this day. 

We knew that we were standing before God on Holy Ground. We knew that we were loved 
beyond description. And we knew everything was going to be okay. 

When one of us finally broke the spell and spoke, it was to create the New Beginnings 
Implementation Team to pick up where the Ad Hoc Group had left off and to help us map 
out a process of following up on the ideas gleaned from this New Beginnings report. My 
next act was a purely pastoral one. 

I told everybody that we were not going to do anything with any of this for a month, that 
this had been a sacred event and that it had been my experience that we often need time 
to re-enter our normal everyday life after a mountaintop experience like this, so I wanted 
them to pray, come to worship, and otherwise do as little as possible in order to be able 
to “Rest in the Lord.” Meetings were cancelled … we would observe a time of corporate 
thanksgiving and awe. 

During this time, Brian McLaren, a prominent Christian pastor, author, activist and 
speaker and leading figure in the emerging church movement (to quote Wikipedia) spoke 
at Third Presbyterian Church in downtown Rochester. His work further underscored what 
we were experiencing in terms of God’s changing and transforming Spirit. We were being 
bombarded by the reality of change from every direction; change was becoming the “new 
normal” for South Church. 
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I can’t begin to articulate the pride I have in the people of South and how they navigated 
these monumental changes. 

Individuals no longer had to fight for their vision of the future because they knew they 
would be accepted and supported by others, even if the others disagreed. Sufficient trust 
had been established so that everyone could be open and embrace compromise.  

Watching Reggie and Katherine move through these changes was inspirational to many – 
including me. Several people who thought they knew them well were certain that we 
would have to nurture the older couple along to an understanding of the need to let go of 
traditional things. I, on the other hand, kept them very close to me and my heart. I knew 
that they were way beyond most of the church in their acceptance of the changes and 
their willingness to embrace future possibilities. 

These two pillars of the congregation were pragmatic, practical, and they trusted God. I 
think on some level I justified my close sharing of confidences with them by noting that 
they were prominent Deacons. I also recognized that they were the longest attendees of 
the church and therefore major stakeholders. Either would have been reason enough for 
our frequent conversations, but the truth was – and is – they were (and are) gifts from 
God to me, personally. They were the people that I could share confidences with. They had 
welcomed so many ministers into their lives and hearts that they just knew instinctively 
when I needed a word of encouragement. 

They were the presence of Christ … a touchstone of faith when I most needed it. That’s not 
to say that the three of us didn’t (and don’t) disagree. But we were never disagreeable. 
And when I wanted historic perspective, they were my go-to people. It’s the way of 
Christian community, isn’t it? 

One time I shared with the congregation a revelation that I had had in seminary. It was 
about the story of Jonah. Here was a man who was called by God and told to go to 
Nineveh and preach to the people to repent. Jonah says, “God, I’ll go anywhere, but don’t 
make me go to Nineveh. It’s a miserable place. I know I’ll get there and I’ll preach, and the 
people won’t change and you’ll forgive them anyway.” 

God still says, “Go to Nineveh.” 

So Jonah gets on a ship going in the opposite direction from Nineveh! A big storm comes 
up. The sailors figure the storm is because Jonah has not done what his God told him to 
do so they throw him overboard. He gets swallowed by the big fish … three days in the 
belly ... You know the story, and you know that the whale vomits Jonah up right at the 
gates of … (wait for it) … Nineveh. 
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I remembered praying to God in seminary … “Let’s just avoid the whole belly-of-the-whale 
thing. We both know that I can be strong-willed, and I’d like to go on record with you, God, 
that I really DO want you to win every time we disagree. So how ‘bout you just smack me 
upside the head and put me where you want me and show me what to do. It will save time, 
I’ll miss the whole vomiting up thing and you’ll get what you want … which you always do 
in the end anyway, and which I dearly want to give you.” 

Well, the prayer stuck. 

All of a sudden South and I were praying what we now recognize as “the most dangerous 
prayer” one can ever pray: “Put us where you want us and show us what to do.” That is, in 
effect, the essence of servant-leadership, of Missional Church, of the Reformed 
understanding of the Sovereignty of God, and … (wait for it) … of evangelism! 

And it’s dangerous! If you pray that prayer and you really mean it, then things start to 
happen. You find yourself in places and doing things you never thought possible. 

As I reflect on this time now, I must admit that I became aware then of how different my 
model of ministry was compared with some colleagues’ models. As I mentioned earlier, 
most of us grew up with a minister or pastor who was “separate from” in some way. 

Usually a man, he was seen as “different from us.” He spoke in “holy tones.” He never 
swore. He always seemed sure of himself and people deferred to him when he was in the 
room because, after all, HE was the MINISTER. And ministers were powerful. It seemed 
like the more aloof they were, the more mystery surrounded them and the more power 
they had. 

When I went to seminary, I was part of the first class that was two-thirds women. And 
over half of us women were preparing for ministry as a second career. Many of us had 
birthed or adopted children. We had been single moms and business women, balancing 
budgets, family and careers.  In other words, we had life experience and had already 
figured out how to be a leader as a woman in a man’s world.  

As I mentioned a few chapters ago, I just don’t believe that ministers are “above” or 
“separate from” the congregation. I believe in servant-leadership and in collegiality. As a 
Presbyterian, I am ordained to function, not to power or position.  

In 2012, as these changes were unfolding and my colleagues around the Presbytery 
began to hear about “the strange doing’s over at South,” I had more than one of them say 
to me directly (or to my friends) that I didn’t know what I was doing, that I would be the 
end of South Church because I didn’t know how to be a pastor. The saddest part for me, 
of course, was when those things were said by women. They thought I made myself too  
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vulnerable by admitting my own fears or uncertainties and that, in times of trial, the 
church needed to know that their pastor is solid as a rock. 

That hurt. I have always believed that God calls people because of who they are as a total 
package – warts and all. Sometimes my weaknesses, vulnerabilities and shortcomings 
can be helpful to the church because they inspire someone else to step up and embrace 
their complementary strengths, certainties and gifts. And sometimes allowing others to 
see how we wrestle and fight with God, how we hurt, and wonder, and question without 
losing faith gives others permission to do the same thing. Maybe I’m not as solid as a rock 
all the time, but God sure is! 

Yet on one point the naysayers were right: I DIDN’T know what I was doing some of the 
time! And day after day in my conversations with Jesus I would say that. I had a lot of 
Gethsemane prayers:  “Take this cup from me.” “What the heck are you thinking putting 
ME here?” “What do you want from me? I don’t know how to do this.”  “Please … isn’t it 
time for me to leave yet?” And to be sure, I didn’t want to leave because I wanted to get 
away from the people; I wanted to leave precisely because I loved the people, and I wanted 
them to have somebody at the helm who knew what the heck they were doing. I wanted 
them to have a leader who knew the mile markers along this path of transition.  

Of course, in hindsight, I realize that I didn’t have to know what I was doing because GOD 
did. 

And like Jesus, I would end my prayer with my own version of “Thy will be done” and I’d 
say, “Oh, all right. Put me where you want me, and show me what to do.” God knows if 
what I am doing is right and beneficial to the Body or not. As long as I’m willing to ask for 
direction, I figure God will whack me upside the head and move me where I’m meant to be. 

You see, it’s my belief that God doesn’t have enough people willing to do what S/He wants 
in the world. Therefore, God isn’t going to waste an offer from anyone, regardless of their 
limited capacity to do what’s needed. 

What people like Katherine and Reggie, our Presbytery Leader, the Reverend Amy Fowler, 
our Clerk of Session and those who’d gone to the conferences with me kept reminding me 
is that we are all in this together and God’s in charge! We don’t have to hide our successes 
and gifts from each other, and we don’t have to hide our failures and deficits from each 
other, either. 

By the fall of 2012, South Church was praying that most dangerous prayer on a regular 
basis. It became part of the ethos of our identity along with “God is good all the time, and 
all the time God is good,” and our other mantra, “God’s in charge.”   We made those  
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statements in worship, in Bible study, in meetings; we said them in every context every 
week. 

One elder asked me once why we kept saying those three things over and over again, and 
I explained that “motion precedes emotion.” If we can get ourselves saying and doing the 
things that we want to believe in, then eventually we will believe in them. I finally 
understood why my mother had repeatedly said, “Choose your words carefully, Deborah. 
They’ll shape your future.” 
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1. Demographics  
To find the latest census data around your church, go to https://www.census.gov/ and 
search for your location. Look closely at the demographics of those around you. Also, 
the PC(USA) has detailed demographic data for areas directly surrounding its church 
buildings. Contact the denominational offices to learn more. 

a. Does your congregation reflect the make-up of your community? 
 
 

b. Should it? Maybe not. Maybe you are being called to be a different sort of 
“presence” in your community. Or maybe there are places where you could 
establish that “presence” within some of those demographic populations. What 
are your thoughts? 
 
 

2. Moving into the community 
a. What is one activity that your church is currently doing IN your building that 

could just as easily be done OUTSIDE of your building? 

 

3. Leadership Styles 
a. Assuming that one of your leadership models might be Jesus, what are three 

qualities of his leadership style that you would like to emulate? 

 

b. Based on the qualities you have just noted above, how might you talk about 
your own philosophy or theology of leadership? What might it include? What 
might you want to avoid? 

 

c. What do you make of seeing today’s Christians as apprentices to Jesus? Does 
that model fit for you? Why or why not?  

 

d. If “apprentice” is a term you can embrace, what are some characteristics that 
you would use to define what that means to you and your life as a Christian in 
the world today? 
 

Questions for Reflection 



4. Vulnerability 
Thinking about vulnerability and openness (however you define those terms), where 
would you place yourself in answer to these questions? 

a. My comfort level with being vulnerable & open, in general 

  |------------------------------------------|--------------------------------------------|---------------------------------------------| 
Completely             I don’t seek it             I hate it, but          Absolutely not 

comfortable                 but I do it      I’d do it if I have to              NO WAY! 

 

b. My comfort level with being vulnerable & open with my church about my own 
beliefs 

  |------------------------------------------|--------------------------------------------|---------------------------------------------| 
Completely             I don’t seek it             I hate it, but          Absolutely not 

comfortable                 but I do it      I’d do it if I have to              NO WAY! 

 

c. My comfort level with being vulnerable & open with my church about my 
mistakes 

  |------------------------------------------|--------------------------------------------|---------------------------------------------| 
Completely             I don’t seek it             I hate it, but          Absolutely not 

comfortable                 but I do it      I’d do it if I have to              NO WAY! 

 

d. Do any patterns emerge for you from your placement on those three lines? Did 
anything surprise you about yourself?  

 

e. How important do you honestly think it is to develop this sense of vulnerability 
and openness as a leader? Do you see it connected to your theology of 
leadership at all? 

 

5. Ritual 
a. South Church created and developed rituals around many different things – the 

vote in Fellowship Hall when everyone sang the Doxology, for instance. We 
know that throughout history, ritual has been used to mark important events in 
the life of a community.  
Think back over the last year. What are some things that might have leant 
themselves to ritual even though it didn’t occur to you at the time?  
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b. Pick one of those and imagine what that ritual might have looked like.  
 
 
 

c. Is there anything coming up in your near future that might be enriched through 
the use of ritual? 
 
 
 
 

6. Your personal model of ministry 
a. As you explore your own model for ministry – your own way of pastoring or 

leading a group – how has your model or style changed over time?  

 

 

b. How do you hope it will continue to change? 
 
 
 
 

7. “Motion precedes emotion” reminds us to act in the way we want to even if we don’t 
feel it yet. Eventually the emotions will catch up. 
 

a. What are some ways that you could practice this notion with things going on in 
your life right now?  
Where might “motion precedes emotion” become a reality for you if you were to 
let it? 
 
 
 
 
 

b. Have you ever practiced that idea before?  If so, what did it feel like for you 
before the emotions caught up to the motions?   
 

  



c. How can you, as the leader, prepare your people for that process and the 
feelings that come along with it? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

8. If you were to pray the most dangerous prayer, what are some possible outcomes for you 
 and your church right now? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. What scripture passage best describes what you are feeling right now? 

  

“Put us where you want us and show us what to do.” 
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PART 4: 2013 

Highlights of Events 
 
 

Designs & New Images 
 

Design Charrette 
 

Guiding Principles 
 

Seeds for the 
Acts of Faith 

Model of Ministry 
 

Using Social Media 
 

New Logo 
 

Acts of Faith Spirit 
 



Designs & New Images 
 

“There is no such thing as a problem without a gift for you in its hands. 
You seek problems because you need their gifts.” 

“You are never given a wish without also being given the power to make it true. 
You may have to work at it, however.” 

“When you have come to the edge of all the light you have and step into the darkness 
 of the unknown, believe that one of two things will happen to you:  

Either you’ll find something solid to stand on or you’ll be taught how to fly!” 15 
 

 
New ministries, new focus and renewed 
energy were all hallmarks of South Church 
as we began 2013. The New Beginnings 
Implementation Team (NBIT) made the 
recommendation that what we needed to 
do was explore one of the concepts from 
the Ad Hoc committee:  a Design Charrette. 

DESIGN CHARRETTE 

Design charrettes are common in our city. 
Neighborhood Associations, Business and 
Merchant, Development Corporations, even 
City Hall use this mechanism for 
community involvement and planning. 

A charrette is an intensive planning session 
where citizens, designers and others 
collaborate on a vision for development. It 
provides a forum for ideas and offers the 
unique advantage of giving immediate 
feedback to the developers. More 
importantly, it allows everyone who 
participates to be a mutual author of the 
plan.16  

Having made contact with the Rochester 
Regional Community Design Center 
(RRCDC) through the Ad Hoc committee 

(and having hosted a design charrette in 
2008 for the development of College Town), 
folks at South were well aware of the 
process. It was time to do some serious 
planning. 

NBIT reported to the Session that a design 
charrette was their number one suggestion 
because it was clear from the New 
Beginnings report that we needed only a 
fraction of the building to operate our 
ministries. Despite the fact it would cost a 
couple of thousand dollars to hire RRCDC, 
we wanted this done right. After all, this 
was the future of our 165-year old church 
that we were talking about. The Presbytery 
provided part of the funding, and planning 
began in February. 
On May 18th, 80 people gathered to explore 
their vision for what was needed on this 
particular piece of property. Many people 
attended from: the Presbyterian 
Foundation in Louisville, the Presbytery of 
Genesee Valley, our sister urban 
Presbyterian churches, the Mt. Hope 
Neighborhood and Business Associations, 
the University of Rochester and two or 



three other large institutions in the 
neighborhood, the City of Rochester’s 
Departments of Zoning and Development, 
the College Town planning team, the 
regional transit system, neighbors on the 
street and, of course, church members and 
staff. 

Also present at charrettes are professional 
architects, landscape architects and 
draftspeople who draw (in real time, right 
on the spot) the concepts that people are 
talking about. South took its role of being a 
neighborhood church seriously, and so 
small groups were randomly formed to 
float ideas from all who attended: What do 
we need here, and how can this building meet 
the needs of the neighborhood? By the end of 
the day, we had dozens of suggestions 
(everything from housing in one part of the 
building and worship in the other, to 
creating a gym and coffee house on our 
campus).  

A full report, complete with all of the 
concept drawings from the small groups, 
was received during the summer. The 
Session brought the congregation together 
and secured their permission to move 
forward. The way was becoming clear. We 
needed the input of a commercial realtor to 
help us navigate the many possibilities: 

• Do we sell the property and retain a 
presence here? 

• Do we hold onto the property and sell a 
portion of it in order to develop 
housing, retail, or some other special-
use space? 

We were wide open to all possibilities but 
none of us had the expertise, nor the time 
and energy, to pursue that on our own. 

Re-enter Dave Sloan Commercial Realty 
from whom we had received an initial 
estimated value the year before. By now his 
firm had expanded to include his daughter, 
Christina, and the two of them came to 
meet with the congregation. Unanimously, 
we asked them to work with the church and 
help us sort out our options. 

On May 18th, eighty people gathered to 
explore their vision for what was needed on 
this particular piece of property in the 
neighborhood. Representatives were there 
from the Presbyterian Foundation in 
Louisville, “We need to know what the 
criteria would be for someone you would 
sell to. Can you give us some guiding 
principles?” they asked. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

I don’t think any of us had ever really 
thought about the principles that guided 
South Church – other than Scripture and 
the love of Christ. Now we had to find 
words for the things that we held dear and 
figure out which of those would be deal-
makers and deal-breakers if we were to 
partner with a developer or seek a 
purchaser. 

During the summer we enlisted the aid of 
one of my colleagues and, under his 
leadership, the Session went on retreat for 
two evenings one week. We met at the 
lovely and spacious home of our Parish 
Associate (herself, a retired Executive 
Presbyter). Also attending was our 
Committee on Ministry representative. 

What emerged was a document we were all 
proud of: Guiding Principles for South 
Church, which was unanimously adopted by 
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the Session on August 5, 2013. APPENDIX B 
With that in hand, Sloan Realty drafted a 
60+-page Request for Proposals (RFP), 
which they sent to over eighty developers 
and investors in our part of the country. 

To recap, New Beginnings had given way to 
NBIT, which had decided that we should 
seek community input through a Design 
Charrette which, in turn, made it clear that 
we needed to have the professional 
services of a realtor. The realtor needed us 
to articulate our Guiding Principles, which 
were then used to craft an RFP inviting 
creative partners to join us. 

None of these events happened in a 
vacuum, however. Our grass-roots 
ministries continued to unfold. Some lasted 
for a season, some longer. But true to our 
original commitment taught to us by the 
Joy Group, if, after three months, the 
program was not generating “energy and 
excitement,” we “dropped it like a hot 
potato.”   

SEEDS FOR THE ACTS OF FAITH MODEL 

We recognized that each one of us comes 
pre-packaged with a whole network – 
friends, coworkers, neighbors, family 
members – and that wherever we go, that 
circle of connections goes with us. As we 
began offering some of these grass-roots 
ministries, people brought along others  
from their lives outside of church. Slowly 
we were Aligning our Circles Together 
(ACT), and the idea for ACTS of Faith 

APPENDIX I was born. 

2013 was a year of trying and discarding 
ministries. The seeds of our new Acts of 
Faith model were taking root. 

We started a Family Movie Night, which 
had good support for its first monthly 
gathering but declined over the next two 
months. Drop it! Hot Potato! 

Similarly, we had a monthly Game Night. 
Similar results. Drop it! Hot Potato! 

An Adopt-a-Grandparent Program matching 
youth with elders had one very successful 
dinner. Relationships were formed; bonds 
made and cemented. Although the group 
met only once (Hot Potato), most of those 
relationships continue today. 

We were learning that it really is okay to 
start something and let it go. 

USING SOCIAL MEDIA 

But we also began to see that one of the 
challenges was keeping people together 
with information and for many, social 
media became the means to do that. Even 
Katherine and Reggie became active 
Facebook users. The church started its 
own page and a page for each of the Acts 
of Faith so that folks who were part of the 
Acts could connect, since not all of them 
attended Sunday worship. 

In addition, we added Twitter to our 
Facebook presence and took our 
commitment to our website updates very 
seriously. Staff and volunteers together 
worked on these, and a Communications 
Team was formed. The first order of 
business? Standardize our presence with 
certain fonts and a new logo. The 
Transforming Dove focused too much on 
transition. We had already taken in and 
absorbed the fact that we were 
transitioning. By 2013 we needed to 
recognize who we were being birthed into 



and, increasingly, we all felt drawn to the 
Acts of Faith as an entrée for the Spirit into 
peoples’ lives. 

NEW LOGO 

 

Witness the birth of our Firebird logo, as 
designed by one of our members – at least 
the first iteration of it. It would later be 
refined as the Acts of Faith grew and 
evolved. Claiming the dove – the Holy Spirit 
– as our moniker, we were clearly aligning 
ourselves with movement. Our logo is 
made up of seemingly individual, 
disconnected lines. In the same way that 
they convey the image of the total dove, 
South Church is made up of individual Acts 
of Faith which together represent the total 
church. The red wing reminds us of the 
tongues of fire that swept through the early 
church at Pentecost, much as it is 
sweeping through us today with the birth of 
a new understanding of “church.” A simple, 
uncomplicated shape, it remains open to 
expansion and to the holy ruach of God 
blowing through us – lifting us and carrying 
us. By naming it the “firebird,” we also 
reference the Phoenix rising from the ashes; 
South’s new life comes about from letting go 
of its earlier incarnation. 

When we adopted this logo in 2013, we 
knew those associations with it spoke to 
us. We would have no idea for another two 
years just how accurate they would be. 

ACTS OF FAITH SPIRIT 

The idea of organic grass-roots ministries 
that were responsive to the needs of the 
people around us was taking root – Bible 
study at the bagel shop; community book 
group at the diner; creation of an 
international community choir – these 
programs all grew out of an expressed 
interest on the part of at least two people 
and after three months, they continued to 
grow in “energy and excitement.” 

But how would these ministries, these Acts 
of Faith, relate to each other and to Sunday 
morning worship? The answer came as a 
surprise to most of us and was first voiced 
by Paula, our Resident Evangelist, when 
one Sunday morning, in front of the entire 
congregation, she announced that even 
though she was a currently serving Ruling 
Elder, she would no longer be attending 
Sunday worship! In her words, “It just 
doesn’t fit with the lifestyle needs of my 
family right now.” 

I had known in advance that her 
announcement was coming, but even I was 
shocked when she said it out loud. 

Instead, she informed the congregation, 
she would continue with four other Acts of 
Faith – the Tuesday noon prayer service, 
Wednesday choir, Thursday casual praise 
service, and Saturday Bible study. “Let me 
get this straight,” I said for emphasis before 
the congregation. “You are giving up one 
hour of church on Sunday morning and 

      

   2013 Firebird              2016 Firebird 

(If you are seeing this in B&W, the wing 
at left is in red. In the newer version, the 

wing is yellow, orange & red.) 
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replacing it with four hours of church 
throughout the week?” 

“Yes,” she said. And then she continued, “If 
Jesus were standing out here on Mt. Hope 
Avenue and people were coming to him 
with needs and upsets, I can’t imagine that 
he would say to them, ‘I have everything 
that you need to rock your world. I have all 
the answers that will make everything all 
right. But I’ll only give them to you at 10:00 
on Sunday morning in this building here.’ 
He wouldn’t do that. He went where people 
were who needed him and his message, 
and that’s what we have to do, too.” 

Some others chuckled right along with me, 
but on some level, we knew that she had hit 
the nail on the head: Church is 24/7; 
Ministry is 24/7. Our Acts of Faith need to 
all be equal – no one act (not even Sunday 
worship) could be more important than the 
others just because it had historically been 
that way. And we had to take the show on 
the road. We had to go where the people 
were. 

I will address what this announcement did 
to the congregation and our growth and 
self-concept in greater detail below in the 
Pastoral Reflection, but from a practical 
standpoint, this announcement challenged 
every one of us to open up to new and 
different possibilities for what the church 
would look like. By the end of 2013, the 
realtor’s Requests for Proposals were being 
sent out. We were preparing to see if 
anyone out there had any ideas for who, or 
what, we might become. The Acts of Faith 
Model of Ministry was beginning to evolve 
in earnest.  

As Advent and Christmas approached, we 
had been contemplating the future of our 
building for a few years. Sending out the 
RFP’s meant that we were “putting it out 
there in the Universe,” and others might 
respond with offers we hadn’t even thought 
of. The charrette had gotten us excited 
about unconventional possibilities but 
picturing ourselves accepting any of them 
tugged at the heartstrings. 

A couple of times in the fall when I was 
meeting with groups, either formally or 
informally, someone – often Katherine or 
Reggie – would say something about our 
future with such excitement that it was 
contagious. There was no stopping the 
Spirit, and frequently several of us could be 
heard saying, “We know the Spirit is alive 
and well here at South,” and “God’s got a 
plan. We just don’t know what it is yet.” 

One proof of the Spirit’s involvement came 
in the fall when a woman who was part of 
our Act of Faith known as CLASS ACT 
(Christian Leadership And Senior 
Spirituality - Applied Christian Thinking), 
which met three weeks a month at St. 
John’s Meadows, a nearby senior living 
community, asked to join the church. 
Because of her association with South 
through the senior group, she had come to 
worship with us on Sunday morning. A 
former Presbyterian who had been a 
Unitarian for thirty-plus years, she decided 
it was time to “come home to my Jesus” 
and in the fall of 2013 we added her as our 
newest member. 

As Christmas approached, the Session and 
I decided to send invitations to former 
members and friends in the community, 



inviting them to “Come Home for 
Christmas,” because we didn’t know if it 
would be our last Christmas in this beloved 
sanctuary. In hindsight, the Spirit was 
leading our every move. 

People did “Come Home for Christmas,” 
and on Christmas Eve 2013, unplanned by 
me in advance, I found myself pausing after 
the lighting the Christmas candle. 
Following a moment of silence, I said 
something about how many years our 
Christmas candle has been lit in this 
sanctuary. 

I lifted up Emmeline Bell Barker who had 
donated the land we were on almost 100 
years earlier. And then I heard myself say 
the words that “no matter where we are 
next year at this time, when we light the 
Christmas candle again, we will know that 
we are home and that we are still South 
Presbyterian Church.” It was totally 
unscripted, and it made what we were 
doing ever more real to everyone present, 
including me. 
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In early 2013 as NBIT began talking about the need for a design charrette, I sat on the 
steering committee to plan that event. One of the things that the charrette planners, the 
Rochester Regional Community Design Center, ask of their target areas is a broad-brush 
picture of the property’s history. 

I had begun quoting things from South’s past when I first arrived in 2008 because I believe 
that institutions retain the essence of their historical events, even if there is no conscious 
memory by current members. For instance, South began as a Sunday School that met in 
the one-room schoolhouse across the street from its current location at the corner of 
Crittenden Road and Mt. Hope Avenue. 

It began out of concern for local youth because of the Crittenden racetrack; villagers were 
worried about the moral upbringing of the youth. After thirty years of the Sunday School, 
worship services commenced in the same school building. Another twenty or thirty years 
later, land was donated diagonally across the street from the school by  
Mrs. Emmeline Bell Barker, who donated another tract of land thirty years after that. This 
last donation marked the present home of South Church. 

The reason this was so significant was that built into the church’s DNA was this practice 
of moving to another location to meet the needs of the community and the congregation. 
If South were to move again, it would be the fourth time in its history. In other words, 
people who insisted that it had always been where it was didn’t have a leg to stand on. 

Moving, I told the congregation, was something we had always done. We have a proud 
history of meeting the needs of the community and moving wherever we needed to be, in 
order to do that. The growing understanding of grass-roots ministry and missional church 
was tied in to the history of relocating the congregation, as we began to address peoples’ 
needs. 

Mrs. Emmeline Bell Barker became a focal point for us and somewhat of a congregational 
hero. 

The day of the charrette, South’s members all wore T-shirts with our newly minted motto 
on it: Transform your Spirit; Transform our World. They were, of course, Presbyterian blue. 
Together with volunteers from the business and neighborhood associations, we 
shepherded people around the property. It was quite a thrill to see members of our Youth 
Group serve as spokespeople for their creative planning groups at the wrap-up session.  
And by worship the next morning, there was new energy in the air; church people had 
heard first-hand how beloved and cherished the church was by the community. 
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The results of the charrette proved interesting. There were, of course, varied proposed 
uses for the building and the land, but even more significant than any one of the 
proposals was the fact that church members were surrounded by new visions. The folks 
making suggestions on the future of the property didn’t necessarily see a church at all, 
nor did they even believe in a church. Their perspective and creativity caused everyone at 
South to embrace far-reaching possibilities. 

From a deeply theological and spiritual standpoint, 2013 was a powerful year. 

Our 2013 Annual Report summed up our year with these six words: 
 

REFLECTING – LEARNING – GROWING – CHANGING – DISCERNING – ACTING 
 

The early part of the year made it clear to us that we could no longer continue to do 
things as we had been doing them in the recent decades. When we were reflecting on our 
past, we knew that we no longer had the number of members nor the income to maintain 
“business as usual.” Ever a pragmatic lot, we began seeking information and those who 
could help us understand what we were going through in the larger context of believers 
and churches around the world.  

Drawing theological parallels with the Exodus was easy. We were becoming “the 
remnant” of what we had been thirty years earlier. But it was learning about different 
demographic groups and how they experience spirituality and religion that moved us 
forward into the missional model of ministry even more than we had already begun to 
experience. 

As we reflected on the past – including Mrs. Emmeline Bell Baker and her many 
contributions more than one hundred years ago – and our church’s history of meeting 
the needs of those around us (going back to our inception, which was to meet the needs 
of youth in the face of the racetrack), we were being called upon, once again, to grow. 
The Spirit was alive and well in this merry little band of believers.  

Conversation, sermons, book groups focusing on discipleship, congregational forums to 
provide opportunities for people to share their feelings as well as informational updates 
and communication to and from the Session all grounded us as one, cohesive unit, where 
no one was left out. We speculated what it must have been like for the Israelites to be 
traveling for forty years, moving their caravan of believers and then reestablishing their 
tent city. And at the forefront of the line, at the center of their daily routine? The Ark of 
the Covenant.  
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Most of us were acutely aware that we were living in an extraordinary time of uncertainty. 
Yet by recommitting ourselves verbally and with ritualized actions (drawing attention to 
the Christmas candle, and using the church seasons to mark our progress, for instance), 
the bonds uniting us became even stronger. 

Seizing every opportunity for those ritualized actions was very important to me. On Ash 
Wednesday of that year, for example, we wrote those things that we were letting go of, the 
things weighing us down - like how our hearts were heavy with the thought of giving up 
this building. We buried them in the bottom of a huge flower pot, probably better 
described as a shrub bin!, with prayers that reminded us of God’s ongoing faithfulness 
and presence throughout Biblical trials. 

Here again, having shared the experience of reading The Story was helpful because we had 
both a common knowledge and common language for remembering those stories into our 
being and applying them to our own situation. Regardless of the lectionary reading on any 
given Sunday, it was not uncommon for me to stress that the people we were reading 
about were “just like us.” They were regular, everyday people that God was working 
through. 

Our Reformed Tradition teaches that the Holy Spirit is responsible for Biblical 
interpretation, and we saw that at work every week. No matter what the lectionary called 
for us to read on any given Sunday, there seemed to be practical application to our 
situation. It was truly amazing! 

Throughout the year, there were multiple book and Bible studies. Twice the Sunday post-
worship group focused on books by James Bryan Smith (The Good and Beautiful God and 
The Good and Beautiful Life), which were workbooks on increasing our understanding and 
practice of discipleship. Those of us who had attended the national church’s Evangelism 
Conference in January had spent five days with the author. Again, the Spirit had led this 
small group from the conference to a resource that helped prepare the entire 
congregation for what lay ahead. 

Our REFLECTING – LEARNING – GROWING activities led to the fourth word used in our 
Annual Report: CHANGE. 

We all reflect, learn, and grow … even without being intentional. But change. That is 
something all-together different. 

Sometimes change is so slow that it is almost imperceptible. Other times, it is forced upon 
us by situations and circumstances over which we have little or no control, and it 
seems/seeming to propel us forward with the force of a nuclear blast. 
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The result for South that year was one of living in a state of perpetual change, surrounded 
by the excitement of new possibilities while also being encased within the anxiety of the 
unknown. Perched on the tension wire between the two extremes, our church responded 
to the time of uncertainty with a deepening sense of connection to each other and to God.  

Conversations about spirituality and ways to share our faith journeys increased, even in 
informal settings, and we continued to evolve as we grew into who we would become. 

PHYSICAL CHANGES 

It’s no surprise, then, that we found ourselves changing the physical nature of our 
sanctuary or worship space. Sometime in the few years leading up to 2013, I had stopped 
preaching from the pulpit and had returned to my natural style of teaching, which is 
walking around, engaging people “up close and personal.” I carried my digital tablet with 
me and wore a wireless microphone. While none of that was new to some churches that 
were really high- tech, it was quite different for South when I started. But they seemed to 
like it, and I continued.  

In 2013, we had worshiped in the Fellowship Hall in the round, and people were 
increasingly comfortable with not sitting in pews when worship returned to the sanctuary. 
I needed more room to walk, and some folks wanted to have chairs that could be placed in 
a semi-circle. The decision was made: we would remove the first three rows of pews from 
the front of the sanctuary. Those who wanted to remain in a pew could do so, but the first 
three rows would be replaced by comfortable chairs in a double-row semi-circle. 

Let me just say that the decision to 
remove even those three rows (six 
pews!) was like negotiating the Middle 
East Peace Accord! You may know the 
story of the young minister who thought 
the communion table should be six 
inches to the left of where it was. He’d 
move it, and every week it was moved 
back. He gave up. So did the 
congregation. They asked him to leave a 
year later.  Twenty years down the road, 
the church was celebrating a milestone 

birthday and invited all of the former pastors back. He came, too, and noticed that the 
communion table rested right where he had tried to place it. Finally, he spoke with his 
successor. 
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“I see the communion table has been moved.” 

“A-yup.” 

“That was a big to-do when I was here. How’d you get them to agree to it?” 

The other minister paused for a moment and said, “Slowly. It took twelve years. I moved it 
half an inch each year.” 

That’s how I felt about getting rid of the pews that some people had been advocating 
doing since I arrived five years earlier. 

In hindsight, by having both chairs and pews available for a time, God was leading us to 
experience worship without pews in a very gentle, almost hybrid way. Those of us who 
had talked about removing the pews since the early days of the Joy Group finally had 
enough support to accomplish this modest removal as a first step. If we stayed in the 
building, the sanctuary would have to become multi-use space, accommodating 
community groups, small gatherings, as well as weekly worship. With this one, seemingly 
simple act, we had begun to let go of the physical space as we had always known it. A 
“simple act” from all outside appearances, but a complex act of great courage and 
resolution from a spiritual-space perspective. 

The outcome of the great pew removal? Some people loved it; others didn’t. Some moved 
immediately to the cushioned chairs in the semi-circle; others wouldn’t. At our “Come 
Home for Christmas” service, families gravitated to their “family pews” where they had sat 
for decades and even for generations. 

The six pews that were removed were relocated to Fellowship Hall which also made for 
nice seating arrangements when larger groups assembled there. The “old” was “becoming 
new again,” and it was easy to find a theological basis for that understanding. 

SPIRITUAL CHANGES 

So, our process of REFLECTING – LEARNING – GROWING had led us to change, and on to 
our fifth word, discernment. 

For our purposes, “discernment” is the act of going beyond looking at our own wants and 
wishes or using our intellect to pick the best choice. Discernment involves prayerful 
conversation with God and opening ourselves to divine direction, even if it is not what we 
had thought should be the outcome. Discernment involves listening for “the still small 
voice” and trusting oneself to act on it once it’s heard. 
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Prior to our work together over the recent past, I suspect that few of us had ever seriously 
engaged in prayerful discernment for any prolonged period of time. We might have prayed 
for insight about big life events and decisions about marriage, children, jobs, or whatever, 
but to live with a constant awareness of trying to discern God’s will?  Probably not so 
much. 

In 2013, the tide shifted, and “discernment” became a word on everyone’s lips. The 
changes and opportunities that lay before us were many and profound, and 2013 was a 
pivotal year for it was in that year that we moved past the place of “change for change’s? 
sake” and took rest in the age-old practice of Prayerful Discernment. 

What does it mean to be “church?” What does it mean to be a “disciple?” What is God 
calling us to do and to be as a faith community? These were no longer just philosophical 
mental challenges to be voiced from the pulpit on Sunday morning; these questions 
became the content of everyday conversations for members and non-members alike. 

For us to take our call to be the people of God, the Body of Christ seriously, it was not 
enough to embrace change without seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit. In the practice 
of our Reformed Theology, we call upon God’s direction and we trust that it will be there. 
We fully embrace the truth put forward in the words of a familiar song, “He’s never failed 
me yet.” Yet it wasn’t enough for us to DISCERN God’s will; once we discerned it, we had 
to summon the courage to ACT on it. 

God had formed us into a faith community, and we were being moved to action. We were 
being animated by the Holy Spirit to respond to information that we had been receiving 
and digesting for five years. 

MISSIONAL CHALLENGE 

Central to our faith as Jesus-followers is Matthew 28:18-20 (English Standard Version). 
Known as The Great Commission, it is Jesus’ parting words to his followers as he ascends 
into heaven: 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And 
behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  
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We became clear that our faith commands us to act on the information granted 
through our Prayerful Discernment; it is not enough to simply “know” what God 

wants us to do – we must “do” it. 



 

 

When Paula stood and told the congregation that she would no longer be attending Sunday 
Worship on a regular basis but instead would be actively involved in four other Acts of 
Faith, the response was mixed. And that is where the education began. 

For over a year we had been saying that “church” is more than the group that gathers on 
Sunday morning. 

Now someone who was beloved of the community was claiming that, and many of us were 
uncomfortable. Church had always meant Sunday morning. “I’ll see you after church” 
meant that we would meet up after worship on Sunday morning. 

“If we’re not all in the same place at the same time, how will we all stay together?” 

“Well,” Paula replied, “maybe sometimes we could have the meeting that’s usually after 
worship on Sunday after choir on Wednesday. Or maybe you could come to the bagel shop 
and we would have it there on Saturday.” 

She pushed us. 

In fact, “Paula” is not her real name, but she is so inspired by the Apostle Paul and how 
relentless he was in his method of evangelism that she asked to be known by that name in 
this archival accounting. When you ask her about Paul, she says, “He wouldn’t shut up. He 
must have been one of the most obnoxious people around, but he couldn’t keep quiet 
about Jesus and his love.” That, I am fond of saying, is my friend Paula. 

It was not easy being the Pastor during this consciousness raising, however. My own 
consciousness had to be raised right along with everyone else’s. And even now as I write 
this three years later, there are still times when Paula has to remind me to call Sunday 
Worship “Sunday Worship” and not “church.”  As you read this, you may be wondering: Why 
is this so important? 

The answer lies in the understanding of what people associate with that word “church.” To 
accent what I am about to say, I urge you to spend time on Internet search engines and do 
searches for “Christians are …” and similar subjects. The results might astound you. For 
those of us who gladly associate with the concept of Christianity and of churches being 
the Body of Christ in the world today, it can be both shocking and hurtful to find that the 
most popular searches have to do with Christians as hypocrites, as judgmental, and as 
outdated. Likewise, many people have been injured, insulted, turned off and turned away by 
organized religion and churches, some to the point of refusing to attend a meeting of a 
secular group if it is held in a church building. 
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I’m not sure that we will ever be able to persuade those who feel that way that we aren’t all 
like that. 

Folks at South have reluctantly had to accept that the association of negative things with 
an institution they love has nothing to do with them. But whether it stems from them or 
not, it is still an association that others have. If we want to get to where the true message 
of God’s love as expressed by Jesus can be heard, we need to show others how to know 
Jesus through us. 

Even today, Paula pushes us on this point. 

Where people were, at first, politely accepting and tolerant of Paula’s view, today we are 
likely to hear others explaining the expanding experience of church to newcomers. Where 
once there was only one person monitoring our language, now there are thirty.  

Language is important. It can build up, and it can tear down. And in the case of South, it 
clearly helps to define “church” and the message of Jesus through our Acts of Faith. 

In 2013, we became clear that our faith commands us to act on the information granted 
through our Prayerful Discernment; it is not enough to simply “know” what God wants us 
to do – we must “do” it as well, a practice requiring the strength of our conviction and the 
courage to do that, even when doing so is counterintuitive. 

That year we consistently acted on our faith … by commissioning and hosting the Design 
Charrette, by being fully engaged with our UPT and Presbytery brothers and sisters, and 
by continuing to “be the church” with weekly worship, spiritual study, activities for our 
youth, educating our children, and more. 

2013 was a full year for all of us at South Church. Paula, Reggie, Katherine, and the other 
members of the Deacons and Session were part of my support team. It’s interesting as I 
look back on that time the role that we all played in praying for each other, and I would 
find myself in tears over the sheer magnitude of the emotions that I was feeling – 
incredible love and appreciation for God and for the people of South Church. “God’s got a 
plan. We just don’t know what it is” became both a statement of faith and a reality check 
for us. We thought God had a plan; we believed God had a plan; and although we were 
getting glimpses of a few steps along the way, even to this day we don’t know where we 
will end up.  

We felt like we were on the Exodus journey or were the new Disciples at Pentecost, 
wondering what it all meant. Maybe my background as a musician helped me get through 
that time. 
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Music, unlike visual art, is a timed artistic expression. Notes must be performed in 
sequence and at a specific time. They have to be articulated, started and stopped at the 
appropriate moment in order for all of them to fit together and create something greater 
than one note, itself. I had been performing in music groups for fifty-plus years. I had long 
ago learned to stay focused on my part while listening and being sensitive to the 
dissonances and resolutions going on around me. 

Years as a choral conductor had, likewise, taught me that all of these moving parts needed 
to be honored and respected and that I couldn’t sing them all. I had to trust that the 
performers creating their beautiful sounds would do so with integrity. I had to trust their 
musical preparation as well as my own. 

This is all very similar, I realized, to our Reformed Theology, where it is believed that every 
person has a purpose, a function, in the Body of Christ. Nobody is ordained in the 
Presbyterian Church in a vacuum … a minister must have a call before s/he is considered 
for ordination, and Elders and Deacons are elected to serve before they are examined and 
ultimately ordained to the function of their call. But similar to all three ordained positions in 
our denomination are the ordination vows, the constitutional questions put to the 
candidates at their ordination. The vows are identical except for the one asking if you will 
serve as a faithful minister, elder, or deacon. 

This is important to who we are as Presbyterians. We are all the same. Nobody is any 
better or any worse. We are all children of God. We all sin and fall short of the Glory of God. 
We are all imperfect human beings. But we all come together to accomplish things greater 
than ourselves because we are emboldened and enlivened by the Holy Spirit. 

It was fairly easy for me to see what we were doing in terms of a musical performance. Our 
little church was singing the praises of God by paying attention, listening to the other parts, 
to the other performers and by agreeing to share their individual talents and contributions 
with each other. The Co-Clerks of Session, comparable to the Concert Master, met with me 
monthly just to be my sounding board. Our Presbytery Leader and my colleagues at Urban 
Presbyterians Together were praying for us and for me at every gathering. Part of the 
Session Agenda every month was, “How is Deb doing?” 

A conductor cannot conduct if the group refuses to follow; a Pastor cannot pastor if the 
church will not be pastored. It’s a sacred agreement that involves mutual trust, mutual 
respect, mutual forbearance and, in our case, a lot of laughter and love. 

God was ever-present just as God is present in the music. God is the composer, moving in 
and through the conductor, the performer and the listener. God is in the resolution of  
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dissonances and in the perfection of new harmonies. God refines the skills of the artists 
and also provides for the improvisation necessary to express the Heart of the Creator. 

As we ended 2013, we knew that nothing would ever be the same. Christmas Eve, when 
everyone “came home” was powerful. 

The stilled, hushed silence of again being in the presence of the Holy hung in the air. 

In hindsight, we have all come to realize the importance of naming the Holy. It’s related to 
the courage to name what is happening as our Evangelist did in talking about Sunday 
worship. 

When Paula made the statement about no longer coming to Sunday worship on a regular 
basis, the reaction was quite mixed. Most didn’t think about it, I suspect. Maybe they didn’t 
realize the implication of what she was saying. 

Several others who did understand were aghast. “How can you be part of us if you don’t 
come to church?” “But you’re on the Session. You HAVE to come to church.” 

Ah, but there was the rub. She was coming to church. With her simple statement of intent, 
she was prying us loose from equating “church” with only Sunday morning worship. 
Furthermore, she was devoting four times as many hours to doing the work of the church 
than she did by coming only on Sunday morning. 

 “But we need to come together to worship and then be sent out to do the work,” some 
said. 

A clear articulation of the attractional model if ever there was one. The “old style” of 
attracting people to come through our door in order to find God worked for the 
generations when most of us grew up. However, by challenging us to see Sunday morning 
on a par with other ministries, Paula was challenging us to admit that God is present in all 
our ministries and that the Spirit can change lives outside of Sunday worship – with or 
without the help of a professionally trained minister. She summed it up with one 
statement:  “Wherever we are, we should be so filled with God’s love that by bumping up 
against us, people bump up against Jesus.” All this from attending that Evangelism 
conference and learning how to tell her own story. 

Her reflections on worship and its equivalence with other Acts of Faith were hard things 
for us to hear. And even harder to keep in mind and implement. 

But the fact remained that, at least in theory, we knew her arguments had merit, and we 
had learned through the year-long discussion of The Story how to disagree while still 
honoring the beliefs of the other person. 
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The Christmas Eve service was as magical as ever with the candlelight singing of “Silent 
Night.” accompanied by guitar, amazing choir anthems, and having long-time friends and 
family again in the pews. There was a sense that, although things were changing and some 
sadness accompanied the thought of perhaps not being in that sanctuary a year from then, 
we were all experiencing an amazing sense of peace, rightness, and the presence of God. It 
didn’t just emerge fully formed at Christmas. It had been growing for the better part of the 
year. But even so, I think we could never have imagined the wonder and the goodness of 
God’s Glory that would be revealed in 2014.  
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1. Guiding Principles  
a. What are three principles that you live your life by?  

 
 
 

b. What are the guiding principles for your church or organization? Can you put in 
words two or three statements that summarize your group’s principles? (For 
example, what would you write down to explain that you didn’t want your 
building to become something used as a ____ (fill in the blank). Those would 
reflect your principles.)  Don’t just say, “We embody the principles put forth by 
Jesus.”  All churches think they do that. Be specific. WHICH principles? What 
are the things that matter most to your congregation, i.e., your corporate, shared 
values? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Social media 
Do you, personally, have an online presence with social media? If you do, would you see 
yourself keeping that one or adding another that would be devoted to your public 
persona? 
 
 
 
 

3. Take a look at your organization’s logo. Does it reflect the principles and values that 
you named in #1 above?  
If not, what might make it more reflective of who you are (or who you are becoming?) 
Look around your membership as well as friends and family members of those in your 
congregation. Do any of them have experience with graphic design? It might be worth 
having a conversation with them. 
There are online resources for creating new logos (Design Crowd is one, but there are 
countless others), and some cost very little money. Maybe you should/could explore 
them. 
 
 
 
  

Questions for Reflection 
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4. Most of us grew up with the understanding that “going to church” meant going to a 
specific location. Some churches have dealt with situations (a fire in their building, a 
natural disaster, etc.) that have caused them to worship someplace else either 
temporarily or permanently.  

a. If you had to relocate today, where would you go? 
 
 

b. What would be the items from the church that would you need immediately?  
 
 
 
 

5. Neighborhood identity. 
a. How is your church (or other organization) perceived in your neighborhood? 

 
 
 
 
 

b. How do you know that’s how you’re perceived? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. If you had been sitting in worship the day that Paula made her statement “If Jesus were 
standing out here on Mt. Hope Avenue and people were coming to him with needs and 
upsets, I can’t imagine that he would say to them, ‘I have everything that you need. I 
have all the answers that will make everything all right. But I’ll only give them to you at 
10:00 on Sunday morning in this building here.’ ” How would you have reacted? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



7. What does it mean to you to be “church?”  
 
 
 
 

8. What does it mean to you to be a “disciple?”  
 
 
 
 
 

9. What is God calling you to do (and to be) as a faith community? 
 
 
 
 
 

10. What scripture passage best describes what you are feeling right now? 
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PART 5: 2014 
Highlights of Events 

 
On The Move 

 
Letters of Intent 

 
Transitional Leadership Training 

 
Seeing Ourselves Through 

External Eyes 
 

Prayer Vigil & Sacred Space 
 

Easter Resurrection 
 

An Unlikely Invitation 
 

Ritualized Endings 
 

Relocating 
“The Ark of the Covenant” 

 
A New Call at the Conference 

 
Relighting the Christmas Candle 

 



On The Move 
 

And I heard a loud voice … 
“Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people.” 

… He who was seated on the throne said, 
“Behold! I am making everything new!”   - 

Revelation 21:1-5 (NIV) 
 

 
January of 2014 was an interesting month.  

Reggie continued his almost daily tending 
of the boiler. It not only kept the building 
warm for staff during the week, but the Pre-
School that has been using the church for 
over thirty years held a special place in his 
heart. January was the first time I heard 
him say to me in a lighthearted way, “You 
know, if we end up selling the building, I 
won’t really miss having to come over here 
every day.”  

He and Katherine must have been talking 
about that at home because within a 
couple days, she commented on the wall 
hangings that she had made for the 
sanctuary. “Do you think anyone coming in 
here would want those to stay? They’re 
nine feet long. I don’t really have any other 
place for them.”  

LETTERS OF INTENT 

January 31st was the due date for 
proposals to be submitted to the realtors. 
Change was in the air. Three churches had 
expressed an interest in the space and as 
they were drawing up their Letters of Intent, 
some of the Elders and I had sat down with 
each of them to answer questions and 
explore their ideas. One bidder was a non-

denominational church that could not 
obtain financing. They wanted South to 
hold the paper on the deal. We were not 
interested in that option, nor would the 
Presbytery Trustees have approved it. A 
day or two before the deadline, a local 
investor came forward with a plan to lease 
the sanctuary back to us and develop the 
rest of the building as international student 
housing for the University of Rochester. 

Members of the congregation loved this 
idea. It combined our commitment to 
education and our long-standing 
relationship with international students 
with our denomination’s long-time 
commitment to affordable housing. It was 
unanimous: we would extend the deadline 
for Letters of Intent to allow this developer 
the opportunity to explore their vision. 
Meanwhile, the two remaining churches 
would have an opportunity to fine-tune their 
plans as well. During the first two months 
of 2014, we met with representatives from 
both the Presbyterian Foundation and a 
local investment firm. Regardless of what 
happened with the building – whether we 
sold it outright and moved out of the 
building or sold it and continued to lease a 
portion of it – we were going to come into 
some cash and needed a plan for its 



disbursement. We gravitated toward the 
Presbyterian Foundation because of its 
proven record with church investments, 
returns on investment, its accountability to 
the General Assembly, but also because it 
screens its portfolios, ruling out companies 
and causes we would not want to support. 
We liked the fact that it had denominational 
oversight reflecting our own values and 
that they knew how to deal with Sessions 
and Presbyteries. We chose the 
Foundation. 

TRANSITIONAL LEADERSHIP TRAINING 

On March 9th, while we were waiting for the 
housing developers to get their Letter of 
Intent in order, we held a combined 
Deacon-Session half-day retreat entirely 
devoted to helping people through change 
and transition. Using the work of William 
Bridges’ Managing Transitions: Making the 
Most of Change, the elders and deacons 
were given a framework for some of the 
stages the congregation would likely go 
through. It was interesting, though, 
because in the course of that retreat, 
conversations surfaced about the options 
before us. The Session was particularly 
vague but explained that there were two 
churches and a housing developer. Here is 
a note I made to myself about that day: 

On March 9th, at a combined three-hour 
Session / Deacon workshop on Change & 
Transition, a nearly unanimous preference 
was expressed in favor of the Housing 
Option as opposed to [one of the 
churches]. … Although discussion of the 
options was not the purpose of the 
meeting, emotions surfaced and were 
well-articulated by the 16 voting members 

(and it should be noted that with only 35 
active members over the age of 18 in our 
church, this workshop involved nearly 
one-half of the voting membership who 
would ultimately make the decision on the 
disposition of the property). 

SEEING THROUGH EXTERNAL EYES 

On March 13th, we scheduled a 
Congregational Forum after church. Forty-
plus people came. It was billed as an 
opportunity to look at The Ministries of 
South since we were preparing to make 
major changes in who we were. The Forum 
ran for three hours and included lunch.  

The first third of the time was spent 
reviewing all of our Acts of Faith, which at 
that time included Sunday Worship, Mt. 
Hope World Singers, CLASS ACT at St. 
John’s Meadows, Tuesday Noon Prayer, 
SoutHeart Fellowship at the Rochester 
Psychiatric Center, Casual Praise, Food for 
Thought at the diner, and Bagels & the 
Bible. People were present who could 
speak to each one of them, including their 
successes and challenges. We reviewed 
the number of people being served and how 
best to market them/promote these 
initiatives. We also talked about each in 
terms of the energy and excitement that it 
created. 

But it was the second third of the meeting 
that held the greatest impact. Two of my 
colleagues, the Reverend Dr. William 
Wilkinson and the Reverend Dr. Susan 
Hartley, both of whom had long 
relationships with South and were well-
known and trusted, led us through the 
middle of the forum: Seeing Ourselves as 
Others See us. 
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They guided us through conversation about 
the other area/regional urban churches, 
how many were worshiping at each (which 
came as a big surprise as most of our 
sister churches also had dwindling 
memberships. We tend to think “we’re the 
only ones”). We explored the changing 
nature of church, how to live out God’s 
agenda, and then each spoke from the 
heart. 

William talked about our willingness to try 
new things and how people around the 
Presbytery admired that. He spoke of 
South’s sense of adventure and willingness 
to take risks. He lifted up our reputation for 
being good at community organizing 
because we honor diversity of opinion. 

 

He bulleted his points: 

• We are one church 
• South is letting things evolve and 

answering God’s plan 
• New Beginnings is a continuing process 
• Grab ahold of being Transformed 
• Staying in movement while 

transforming 
• When you trust, more trust happens 
• Making the community more “us” and 

“us” more the community 
• The rough patches are part of the 

positive stuff 
• The ministry will continue as the 

ministry of Jesus Christ 

I still remember some of the reactions 
from parishioners: “Really?”  “I had no 
idea.”   “People think that?” 

And then Susan picked up where he left off. 
South is not out there alone! 

• You act with integrity … Bible, ACTS of 
Faith 

• People in the Presbytery are “A bit in 
awe” --- seeing church transformation in 
action 

• Everyone is amazed at how you do 
what you do with what you have 

• Honoring each person 
• Courage 
• Ability to morph 
• Community organizing / Visioning 
• Through it all, you keep an eye on how 

everybody is doing 
• You stay connected to where wisdom is 
• You meet the challenge of Diminishing 

Energy by bringing people onboard who 
are not officially “members” 

• New way to do what is always our 
vision: The ministry of Jesus Christ will 
be done no matter what we do with the 
building 

 

It blew our collective mind. We had no idea 
that people were aware of us and were 
inspired. Pretty humbling. 

The final hour was devoted to discerning 
our call going forward. In other words, with 
all that we had just heard, what 
excites/energizes us as we looked ahead. 
There were no surprises there. The 
congregation wanted to (1) Be a place to 
help people (clothing, food, advocacy, etc.); 
(2) Spread the Word of God’s inclusive 
Love; and (3) Continue to have worship as 
our bedrock that would “Equip the Saints” 
for individual ministries and to do that 
through the arts and stimulating 
messages.  

With less pressure to survive,  
we can do other things. 

We are a grounded-in-God group. 
 



The summary statements from that day 
were two: 

• With less pressure to survive, we can do 
other things. 

• We are a grounded-in-God group. 

PRAYER VIGIL & SACRED SPACE 

With the recent encouraging experience of 
the Forum, the Session met a few days 
later for prayer prior to the vote on which 
Letter of Intent to accept.  It was, after all, 
Holy Week. One of our UPT Pastors, the 
Reverend Martha Langford from Third 
Presbyterian Church, offered to lead a 
prayer service before the session meeting 
and continue it as a Prayer Vigil to lift up 
the elders as they made this momentous 
decision. 

We decided to invite the community to join 
us at some point during the vigil as the 
decision was made. Several people from 
the neighborhood came, said a few prayers, 
availed themselves of readings that Martha 
had supplied, lit candles and helped to 
“hold the space” for the Session, which had 
set up a table for their meeting in the 
narthex of the sanctuary. The Rochester 
Police Department even had a presence. 
Invited to the meeting were the realtors as 
well as representatives from the Presbytery 
and our liaison to the Presbytery’s 
Committee on Ministry.  

We knew from the retreat that the majority 
of people were favoring the housing option, 
which would call for South to relocate its 
entire operation (office, worship, meetings, 
etc.) to a renovated sanctuary space. 
However, the developers were not able to 
secure the necessary funding.  

God intervened. They would need another 
six to twelve months to coordinate their 
resources. We didn’t have that amount of 
time. We knew from the New Beginnings 
report that we were scheduled to run out of 
money around November 11, 2014, and it 
was already mid-March.  

We reviewed the remaining two offers and 
prior to the vote adjourned so that session 
members could step into the sanctuary and 
prayerfully prepare for the vote of their 
lifetime. 

The result was not unanimous. One elder, 
the newest to join the session and a realtor 
himself, was vehemently opposed to the 
sale of the property. Following the vote that 
night, he never again appeared at a 
meeting, a worship service or anything 
associated with South Presbyterian 
Church.  

That night, the vote was eight to one in 
favor of recommending to the congregation 
that we accept the purchase offer from the 
Community of the Savior (Free Methodist). 
The Session called for a congregational 
meeting to vote on the sale and decided it 
would be on Easter Sunday, April 20, 2014. 
When I asked if they were sure they wanted 
the vote to be on Easter, thinking that 
maybe some people might be away on 
vacation, they responded that, yes, it is the 
perfect day because it signifies our 
resurrection!  

EASTER RESURRECTION 

Resurrection Sunday – the day South voted 
to sell the building and permanently 
become a missional church. 
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When our Easter service ended, we 
declared that the Congregational Meeting 
would resume in the sanctuary in ten 
minutes, so people had time to hang their 
choir robes, get some coffee and re-enter. 
Members signed in and were given a ballot. 
The Chair of the Presbytery Trustees spoke 
prior to the vote in order to ensure everyone 
understood the process. 

We opened the meeting with prayer, 
declared the quorum present and 
appointed the Deacons to tally the votes. 
All of us had agreed ahead of time that 
Reginald Young, as the longest-term 
member of the church, would introduce the 
motion, and it would be seconded by the 
newest member of the congregation – the 
woman who had joined a few months 
before. Both were in their 80’s. The floor 
was open to discussion and questions. 
Reggie spoke of his excitement and 
enthusiasm for the motion. Others rose and 
offered praise and prayers of thanksgiving 
for the tireless work of the Session. One of 
the Deacons, who was particularly troubled 
by the thought of “losing my church,” 
voiced her heartbreak but also said she 

would be voting in favor of the motion. 

We had set aside twenty minutes for 
discussion. About seven minutes into the 
discussion, following a period of silence, 
someone called the question and the vote 
was taken. Thirty-one in favor of the sale; 
one opposed. The Deacons later told me 
that their fellow Deacon who had been so 
troubled about the sale made it a point to 
sign her ballot so that all would know she 
had supported this action.  

Who was the lone, dissenting vote? We will 
never know for sure, but I remember a 
conversation I had had with an older 
member during the months leading up to 
the vote. She told me that she “will never 
vote to close” her church, just on principle. 
Mostly homebound, she made a special 
effort to attend that day and to vote.    

 

     

Closing the sale of the church building 



One of the pastoral concessions made by 
the purchasing church was an agreement 
to allow any current member the right to 
hold any life-event celebrations in the 
sanctuary for the rest of their lives. 
Understandably, funerals and weddings 
were a big concern to some members. It 
should be noted, however, that not one 
member has chosen to hold their wedding, 
funeral or memorial service in our old 
sanctuary. The changes made to the 
physical space by the new occupant, as 
well as South’s settling in to its new 
missional / transitional identity had made 
this a moot point. 

And that is how it came to be that on that 
on Easter Sunday, 2014, Reginald Young 
stood to his full 6’1” frame, smoothed back 
his silver hair, and at age 81 joyfully spoke 
these words at a Special Meeting of the 
Congregation:   

“Madam Moderator, I move that South 
Presbyterian Church accept the purchase 
offer of the Community of the Savior as 
outlined in the accompanying document 
before us.” APPENDIX A 

And as noted in the Prelude, the motion 
having been made by the longest-serving 
member of the congregation was then 
seconded by the newest member of the 
congregation, who had joined within the 
last six months. When the question was 
called, 32 of the 33 voting members 
present voiced their approval. 

The Easter vote launched a series of events 
that included meeting with the Presbytery 
Trustees, securing their vote and 
recommendation for the sale, appearing 
before the Presbytery of Genesee Valley 

 

 

 

 

Transporting the Communion Table 
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and gaining their approval, securing the 
approval of the appropriate civil court in 
order to be in compliance with the religious 
property law in New York State, and 
ultimately, closing the sale in September. 
There are really two tracks that were 
requiring our attention at the same time: 
the legal details that go with selling 
property and moving our belongings, and 
the relational details that accompany any 
community in transition. In our case, it 
meant reaching out to the Community of 
the Savior (CoS) and helping them get 
established on the Avenue, as well as 
shifting our participation in local groups to 
reflect our continuing presence but with a 
change of role. We were no longer an 
investor-owner. We were a tenant presence. 
And related to the second track was our 
need to monitor and support the internal 
communal relationships among church 
members and friends who now had a firm 
plan for vacating their worship space. 

After Pentecost, as the reality of what we 
were doing was sinking in even deeper, I 
asked one of the artistically inclined 
members of the congregation to make us a 
prayer loom. This is something I had 
experienced at a nearby church. The loom 
is made from an old picture frame with 
small tacks hammered into the back at 
about ¼” spacing. Twine is then wound 
around all of the tacks, creating a make-
shift loom. For the Sundays in Lent, I had 
cut up strips of colored paper. People were 
encouraged to write their prayers on them 
… a dark and somber color if that was the 
nature of their prayer or a bright and vibrant 
color if that better reflected the mood of 
their prayer.  

Each week during the offering, we invited 
people to bring their “prayers” forward as 
we placed them before God.  It didn’t take 
long before the vibrant, light colors were 
outnumbering the sedate and somber 
colors, and each week we would talk about 
how our tapestry of emotions was being 
woven by God. “Too often,” I said one 
Sunday, “we see only the tied-off threads, 
the awkward overlaps, and the rough 
transitions that one sees from the back of a 
woven piece. We see all of the 
imperfections and the places where 
corrections were made, and we forget that 
GOD is looking at the flip side … at how 
beautiful the piece is in its entirety … 
’corrections’ and all.”   

While the legal and Presbytery processes 
continued at their deliberately slow pace, 
some members were doing an inventory of 
rooms, making suggestions on what we 
might keep and making some of those 
items more portable (like adding wheels to 
our communion table once we decided that 
we’d like to take that with us, wherever it 
was that we were going). Lists were made, 
reviewed and revised.  

The sale agreement would allow for South 
to have an office in the building – rent-free 
for five years – and we agreed to move to a 
double classroom across the hall from 
where the Pastor’s office had been. We 
would also have a storage closet off 
Fellowship Hall and use of the bell tower 
for larger storage.  

Some new office items would be needed as 
we would leave most of the furniture for 
Community of the Savior to use.  



Katherine took charge of the choir music, 
and we had a day when eight or ten of us 
gathered to move the four file cabinets to 
our new “office space” and then transport 
all of the music after she had culled what 
was no longer of any use.  

Reggie and the Facilities team went room-
by-room, floor-by-floor in refining the list 
they would present to the Session for 
approval. All of the items we were keeping 
became part of the sale agreement. 

Everything else would stay and become the 
property of CoS.  

The choice of Community of the Savior 
could have been challenging because of 
our differing theologies, but it proved to be 
quite calm and meaningful. Their co-
pastors and I were of a like mind:  the 
Church belongs to Jesus Christ. South 
might be leaving the building, but we could 
rest assured that the presence of the Risen 
Christ would remain on the Avenue where it 
had been since 1847. Our members took 
great comfort in that.  

AN UNLIKELY INVITATION 

Meanwhile, I was turning my sights toward 
where and when we would worship on 
Sunday morning. After a survey of the 
congregation, it was clear they preferred 
Sunday morning worship to any other day, 
and the where question became less 
important than the fact that we all remain 
together. They wanted me to explore 
possible locations, but they were not 
interested in merging with another church. 
Although initially we had thought about 
sharing the sanctuary with CoS, we decided 
against it as it would just be too hard to see 

someone else “living in our home.” People 
agreed, however, that they wanted to stay 
in our neighborhood if possible.  

I began to send letters of inquiry to other 
Presbyterian churches, community 
gathering places and even my alma mater, 
Colgate Rochester Crozer Divinity School. 
Did they have any space available? Would 
they be interested in a long-term tenant? 
Could we come and see the space? 

Most of us at South were coming to 
understand through our ongoing  
discernment that we were being called to 
do ministry in a non-traditional place. We 
were clear that the ministry would include 
Bible Study and groups that would spring 
up to meet the needs of the people who 
would frequent our website 
(www.SouthPC.org). Many of us pictured a 
storefront ministry of some sort. A few 
even began exploring rental options either 
in the newly developing College Town 
complex or down the street in a strip mall. 

One week in June – the same week that the  
Presbytery Trustees were to vote on the 
sale in order to make a recommendation to 
the full Presbytery – I received a message 
to call the director of the Spiritual Life 
program at St. John’s Meadows, where our 
CLASS ACT group met.  

I assumed he wanted to know when we 
were  
breaking for the summer hiatus.  

The Reverend Darryl Powell was a friend of 
mine from seminary, and I was happy to 
return his call, but I had more important 
things to do right then, like prepare for the 
Trustees meeting. I waited a couple of days 
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until my desk cleared. The day after the 
Trustees had approved the sale, I called 
Darryl, and the conversation went 
something like this: 

“I hear you’re selling your building.” 

“Yes. The Presbytery Trustees just 
approved it.” 

“Do you know where you’re going to be 
worshiping?” 

I laughed. “Not yet. I was just sending out 
some inquiries. Why?” 

“Because we’d like to offer you space for 
weekly worship here at the Meadows.” 

It felt like an hour passed before I could 
speak.  

“Really? … How come?” 

His turn to laugh. He went on to explain 
that one of our members from CLASS ACT, 
a Jewish woman who had been part of our 
ministry for four or five years, went to the 
Spiritual Life Committee at the Meadows 
and said that South was getting rid of their 
building, that we needed a place to worship, 
and that the Meadows should offer their 
space. As it turns out, people at the 
Meadows had been searching for a group – 
they didn’t care what religion or what 
denomination – to lead weekly worship for 
the last two years! Nothing had panned out 
because everyone is busy on the weekend! 
We were an ideal candidate, it seemed. 

When St. John’s created the Meadows and 
Brickstone, the original plan was for their 
residents to remain active in their own 
churches, synagogues, temples and 
mosques. However, as the residents began 

aging, they really wanted those faith 
communities to come to them. 

“How much?” I asked. 

“What?” 

“How much would you charge us to do 
this?” 

“We wouldn’t charge you anything!” He 
sounded a little surprised that I would ask.  
“It would be free.” 

We needed to talk. I got ahold of the Co-
Clerks of Session and within a week we had 
the details worked out for storage, choir 
rehearsals and worship space. The 
generosity of the St. John’s administration 
– especially Paul Bartlett, the Vice-
President who oversaw the operation – 
cannot be overstated. South would worship 
at the Meadows/Brickstone, store our 
materials there and even have office space 
… all for free. 

Over the next couple of weeks, the Session 
decided that our last regular Sunday 
Worship service in our building would be 
the last Sunday in July. The first Sunday of 
August we would invite CoS to a joint 
worship service, invite the neighborhood to 
join us for our Annual Picnic, and honor our 
neighborhood leaders. South would begin 
worshiping at the Meadows on August 3, 
2014. 

RITUALIZED ENDINGS 

The summer was filled with the 1,001 
details that accompany any move: packing 
boxes, changing insurance from ownership 
to tenant, moving furniture into our “new 
spaces,” determining what needed to be at 
the Meadows, getting keys for that 



location, consolidating, giving away, selling 
… we were busy, but there was a real sense 
of purpose. There was reflection and a little 
sadness, but also a great deal of 
excitement. 

Remembering the moving Christmas Eve 
service we had had in December, and 
recalling how shocking it was to think we 
didn’t know where we would be, but that we 
would be together on Christmas Eve, 2014, 
I decided to devote one Sunday in July to 
Christmas. On “Christmas in July” we sang 
Christmas hymns, focused on Matthew’s 
gospel and all of the traveling that occurs 
during that birth narrative, with the Magi 
from the east and then returning home by a 
different route, the holy family going to 
Egypt and then eventually returning. It 
seemed appropriate to draw parallels with 
our preparing to “travel light.” We were in 
good company. We had good role models. 

I’ll admit, Christmas in July was a hokey 
idea. But I was really looking for a way to 
reassure people that no matter where we 
go, no matter what we do, we will always be 
the Church of Jesus Christ. It’s not just the 
Exodus or Babylonian Captivity stories, the 
tales of the Diaspora that needed to speak 
to us in those times … it was the stories 
about the Magi, about Jesus and his 
parents travelling together unexpectedly, 
the stories about Paul and the early church 
and, especially, the recounting of the Book 
of Acts and the development of the early 
faith communities. More and more that 
was becoming the model for “the new 
South Church.” 

On July 27, 2014, South Presbyterian 
Church gathered for its final Sunday 

WorshipAPPENDIX D in our beloved sanctuary. 
The Minister of Music, members of the 
Session and I worked for hours on the final 
service, and I asked input from Katherine, 
Reggie and others before finalizing it. It 
was important to me that we draw on the 
great Reformed Tradition in certain places, 
starting with the first hymn, “God of the 
Ages” (a.k.a. “God of our Fathers”). 

We have a section in our worship services 
called Emerging Wisdom. During that 
portion of the service, an open-ended 
question is asked, and people are 
encouraged to respond from their own life 
experiences and faith. By July 27th, we were 
ready to look at how we could wish 
Community of the Savior well. That part of 
the service ran long that day, and I later 
wrote to a friend, “I was so proud of the 
congregation. They just kept coming up 
with more and more good wishes for CoS.” 

I’ll reflect more on that service below, but at 
the end of it, we passed out light blue T-
shirts with the Firebird logo on the front 
pocket and on the back, a graphic of a 
stone wall with the firebird flying out of it 
and the words, “The Church Has Left the 
Building,” which South members wore the 
following week for the combined service 
with CoS. 
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The CoS Co-Pastors, the Reverend Dr. Doug 
Cullum and the Reverend Barbara Bushart, 
are generous, gracious, Spirit-led people. 
Together, the three of us led worship, and I 
invited our Parish Associate, the Reverend 
Dr. Jane Searjeant Watt, to co-celebrate 
communion with us. 

The entire service was lovely:  
a representative from the Free Methodist 
denomination, reflections by both Doug and 
me, moving music, and joy abounding. One 
of the highlights of the day came when I 
presented Doug and Barb with a trowel. It 
had been used to lay the first cornerstone 
in the 1890’s and the second in the early 
1900’s. Mrs. Emmeline Bell Barker made it 
into this service of transition when we told 
her story as part of what we were gifting to 
CoS. 

RELOCATING “THE ARK OF THE COVENANT” 

One of the most moving events for me that 
first week in August was not part of a 
worship service at all. We had completed 
the combined service with CoS, and they 
were going to continue worshiping in their 
present location for a month or so while 
they made some improvements to “our” 
building. Mid-week a friend of mine and of 
South’s, a local business owner, Richard 
Rowe, the President and CEO of Rowe 
Photo, Video, and Audio, came to the 
church building with one of his workers and 
a Rowe truck and transported our 
communion table to the Meadows.  

Witnessing the move, all I could think of 
was transporting the Ark of the Covenant. 
This was our centerpiece – our communion 
table – where thousands of meals had 
been shared in Spirit with Jesus for 

generations. The pictures I’ve included tell 
the story.  

I believe there are two pieces of furniture 
that define a Presbyterian church: the 
baptismal font and the communion table. (I 
would probably add the pulpit because of 
the importance of preaching the Word to 
us, but we had long since stopped using 
our pulpit as I wandered with my portable 
microphone.) CoS asked to keep the 
baptismal font, a relief to me because I 
couldn’t really imagine where we would find 
space for it in our proposed new worship 
location. Fortunately, they had their own 
communion table. On the morning that our 
friends came with their truck to move the 
table and other things for our first worship 
the following Sunday, guess who showed 
up to bear witness to the move: Reggie and 
Katherine. I had invited everyone to come, 
but it was a week day and many were at 
work. How appropriate that it be Katherine 
and Reggie because they found the same 
significance in this move that I did. This 
was our centerpiece. As we say every 
month in the communion service, “This is 
Christ’s table. All are invited to come and 
be fed.”  

In some ways, the other members had 
already moved on. Once the combined 
worship service had ended, peoples’ 
attention turned toward the new worship 
space. They were looking for Anne LaMott’s 
proverbial next lily pad and following the 
combined service and the transferal of the 
trowel, that meant focusing on the 
following Sunday, our first at St. John’s 
Meadows.  



There were maps to be printed and signs to 
be staged so that people could find us. One 
night that week the Meadows staff hosted 
a welcome reception for us so that our 
people would know where to go and so that 
Meadows people could meet us in advance.  

We had to get keys and move our things 
into storage there. We needed a new Sign 
Brigade that would put out and then 
remove signs every Sunday morning. How 
will we transport the bulletins from the 
office to the worship site? So many details. 
Thank goodness for our Director of 
Operations, Kevin Fuller (that’s not a 
pseudonym), who kept me grounded, sane 
and organized.  

We had signs made to direct worshipers to 
the service in Chestnut Court at St. John’s 
Meadows and a rainbow Welcome banner 
specifically chosen to let all know they 
were welcome in our church. It had stood 
proudly at the entrance of the old building 
and now was going to take its place in this 
senior living community.  

By the time Sunday rolled around, all the 
invitations had been sent to both Meadows 
administrators and Presbytery personnel. 
My daughter and godson placed the 
Welcome banner, the Sign Brigade had the 
directional signs in place and sixty people 
came to celebrate the new life of South 
Church. It would take us a while before we 
settled on a configuration for the room 
where we met. A small group of residents 
and non-resident members mapped out 
details like traffic flow, where to station the 
cart containing hymnals, etc. One thing we 
learned early on was that the hymnals were 
too bulky and heavy for some of the 

residents. We needed to secure the rights 
to print hymns every week, which we did. 
Worship began to morph into what the 
folks at the Meadows needed, such as: less 
standing, more sitting, and hymns included 
in the bulletins. But other than that, the 
service was pretty much the same as what 
it had been.  

A NEW CALL AT THE CONFERENCE 

It’s interesting to note that as luck (or God) 
would have it, many of us had a prior 
commitment on the same day as our first 
worship at the Meadows. As soon as the 
service was over, eight of us boarded a 
plane for the PC(USA) Evangelism & Church 
Growth (newly re-titled Go. Disciple. Live.) 
conference in Florida where we presented a 
three-day workshop on missional church. 
There was no time to sit around and savor 
the changes; we were all off to share the 
amazing journey of our wee kirk. 

Our time and interactions at the conference 
were also Spirit-led. We basked in the glow 
from the sale of the building, the move to a 
new Sunday morning worship space and 
the spiritual crest we were riding. Our “The 
Church has Left the Building” T-shirts were 
noticed, and frequently we were stopped 
and asked to tell our story.  

 

Eight of us at the national conference. 
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I should note that taking such a large group 
would not have been possible without the 
generous support of both the PC(USA) and 
the Presbytery of Genesee Valley. We felt 
great support by our connectional church 
as we sought to learn even more about 
church development and to “pay back” a bit 
by sharing our story at the very conference 
that  
had so nurtured us over the last few years. 
Two of our elders and I presented the 
workshop alongside my colleague, the 
Reverend Dr. William Wilkinson.  

One of the women attending from South, 
Mimi, came to our lunch table one day – 
much as I remember Paula coming to lunch 
at the conference a few years ago.  This 
time it was Mimi who exclaimed, “I’ve had 
an epiphany!” 

“You have?” “What?” “Oh my gosh!”  we all 
responded. 

“I’m supposed to start either a Bible Study 
or a worship service or something in my 
high-rise,” she said, a little sheepishly and 
disbelievingly.   

We were all as shocked as Mimi. Neither 
she nor we were expecting that. But the 
group was with her: “Cool.” “Count me in,” 
Paula said. “Yeah. When are you going to 
start?” 

Well, just as an aside: it took a while. But in 
June 2015, Mimi, Paula, and I began a 
Monday morning summer Bible Study in 
the neighborhood where she lives. This was 
a big leap for South because it is on the 
opposite side of the city, resting peacefully 
on Lake Ontario. Membership took off in 
that group and in the fall, we added a 
Thursday night worship service that meets 
in the high-rise where Mimi lives. They were 
two of our newest Acts of Faith and a year 
later, twenty-five people were bumping up 
against Jesus through Mimi and her 
ministries. 

The eight of us returned from the 
conference and began to settle in to our 
new worshiping community at the 
Meadows. On August 20, 2014, we closed 
the sale of the property at 4 E. Henrietta 
Road. Some people might have said that 
“we closed on the church,” but by that time, 
we were very clear that the church was not 
the building.   

RELIGHTING THE CHRISTMAS CANDLE 

Every Sunday was filled with something 
new: first communion, dedicating new 
communion chalices and plates, dedicating 
a bowl for baptisms, getting to know the 
people at the Meadows – residents and 
staff. It was a bit of a learning curve for us 
to have to reserve rooms and space for 

 

     

Placing the rainbow Welcome sign for worship! 



events. We had owned our own space for 
165 years. Now we found ourselves having 
to plan ahead, which may have curbed our 
spontaneity a bit. The residents seemed 
really excited to have us there, though, and 
many of them shared how they had not 
been able to worship in their own 
community for one reason or another. The 
congregation began morphing into a new 
community. It was clear that this was not 
going to be South-Church-in-a-new-
location. This was going to become 
something new altogether.  

By Christmas we knew that we had 
transcended the separation from the 
building and that all of us – original church 
members and new Meadows residents, 
alike – had become one unit – one faith 
community. People were calling each other 
during the week to check in. Some non-
residents would stay and eat in the 
Meadows Café or the more formal dining 
room with residents following worship. 

On Christmas Eve, 70 people attended 
worship with their families. Four residents 
of the Meadows / Brickstone officially 
joined the church. There were some 

glitches with the cookies for the reception, 
and we had to purchase battery-operated 
candles because real flames weren’t 
allowed in the facility, but there was real 
pride and a few tears when we lit our 
Christmas candle that had been boxed up 
after Christmas in July, recalling how a year 
earlier we wondered where we would be on 
that very night. 

It would take us a while longer to formally 
work out our relationship with the 
Meadows as every week the Sunday 
Worship became more and more populated 
by this new community forming around the 
inclusive love of Christ. It would take time, 
but the foundation had been laid: we 
continued our weekly Sunday Worship in 
our new location while our other Acts of 
Faith grew and thrived elsewhere around 
the city of Rochester. We were already 
beginning to evolve into more than South 
Presbyterian Church: we were noticing the 
sprouting seeds of the South Church 
Network of Ministries. 
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Easter Sunday 



 

Sometimes I feel as though everything from 2014 is indelibly etched upon my soul. I know that 
may sound a little overdramatic, but it’s true. I felt like everything that year had momentous 
symbolism. It’s not unlike what I experience when I’m with somebody facing a life-altering or 
potentially life-ending illness: things take on added meaning because “it might be the last 
time” that something is said or done. Everything in my professional career had led to that year. 
All my experience as a teacher, as a community organizer, and as a pastor came together like 
a confluence of rivers.   

I thought about the times in my first years at South when things were so hard, and I had 
prayed earnestly to God, “Please, can I leave now?”  And in 2014 I understood more fully why 
God had led me to stay: God needed all that I brought to the table. I was living in a state of 
perpetual prayer. 

My Spiritual Director, Sr. Jamesine Riley, SSJ, had been the last Mother Superior of her order 
and had worked to move them into a Leadership Team model. She knew, first hand, what it 
was like to navigate these waters as a woman. She had had people surrounding her to help 
her, and I had mine: my colleagues in the urban churches, the Presbytery leadership and 
liaisons, the amazing Session and Deacons at South, my medical and spiritual networks, and, 
of course, my family. 

During these past several years my family - my daughter, two godchildren, brother and sister-
in-law and the close circle of women friends whom I call my Pleiades - had a way of keeping 
me grounded. Gifts from God, they are. And there’s nothing like parenting teens to “keep it 
real!” 

But for me, the spiritual, deeply soul-touching things were real, too. So, let’s go back over the 
events mentioned in the first part of this chapter, and I’ll tell you what was going on behind the 
scenes. 

I distinctly remember wondering at the beginning of 2014 where we would be and what we 
would be doing by the beginning of 2015. In the back of my mind, as reflected in my journals 
and emails, I wondered, as perhaps most pastors do: Will I still be called to serve this church? 

At some point I talked with Katherine about that question. “Maybe I’m supposed to be like 
Moses and never get to the Promised Land.” “Maybe I’m just supposed to help you get settled 
somewhere and then leave.” 

She paused for a minute and then quipped, “Well, that settles it… I’m never going to be settled 
anywhere until I die. I guess that solves your problem.” 

We laughed. 

Sr. Jamesine asked me every month, “When are you praying for Deb?” and I’m glad she did 
because during the busy-ness of these months, I found I was praying for everybody but me. 
“What’s the matter? Don’t you think you’re good enough to be prayed for?” she’d ask. Eventually 
I gave in and just started praying for myself because I didn’t want to have to face her and tell 
her I hadn’t been. 
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It is better for us to focus on 
every little thing with great 

intention so that later on we 
can celebrate the fact that we 
know we were fully present. 

 

Funny, though – once I started praying for myself and not just for everybody else, things got 
even better. 

When I told her mid-year that I felt I was living in a perpetual state of prayer, she said that was 
a good thing but that I should remember that even Jesus needed time away. Nobody can stay 
that focused for that long without its taking a toll. She likened it to Moses standing before God 
on the mountain and how his appearance changed.  The adrenalin just kept flowing. I found I 
needed to take some serious time away, but I learned that as old-fashioned as it sounded, I 
just couldn’t relax until I knew that these people who had been entrusted to my care were 
moved and settled. Finally, in the fall, I took a long vacation -- most of September.   

Letters of Intent 

In the days leading up to the deadline for the Letters of Intent (LOI’s), members of the Session 
and I met with a contingent from every one of the groups expressing an interest in the 
building. Each time we would get together, I would open with prayer – not the usual bill of fare 
for many, and certainly not for our realtor, whom I came to admire, respect and care for deeply.   

Parenthetically, as our relationship was drawing to a close, we spoke about that prayer 
practice. 

“Bet you don’t see that much, do you?” I smiled. 

 “No,” he said, “before you I’d never been a part of a 
group where prayer opened and closed every 
meeting.”   

He paused and then looked me straight in the eyes, 
“But I have to tell you, Pastor Deb, that now I’ve 
started doing it more in my own life, and it’s a great 
thing.” 

Paula would say that that was evangelism, and I 
guess it was.  

Receiving the LOI’s became its own ritual. They were sent to the Realtor, who then gave them 
to me. I said a prayer for openness and guidance before reading each one. When they had all 
been received, I took them and removed all identifying words, addresses, etc., labeled them A, 
B, and C, and sent them to the Session with the admonition that they were to read them and 
pray about them. They were to talk to no one about them, not even their spouses or other 
Session members. The only person they could talk with about them was God, and I believe 
everyone honored that sacred charge. When they came for the meeting, I gave them copies of 
the LOI’s with all of the identifying information reinserted. Some were amazed at how they had 
viewed the same information in the “blind” version vs. the fully identifiable version. I don’t 
know if it made a difference to them, but I sensed that they all felt fully in touch with God and 
open to the leadings of the Spirit when it was time to vote.  
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Supporting Our Leaders through Transition 

The March 9th Deacon/Elder Retreat was an important focal point for me. These folks were 
being asked not only to go through the loss or transformation of their own faith community, 
but to help others go through the same transitions at the same time. Intellectually, I knew that 
giving them a framework for picturing the process of transition would be helpful, but it 
wouldn’t take away the anxiety and the sadness of their own experience. Nor did I want it to.  

There were two people in particular, a Deacon and an Elder, who were taking this move 
particularly hard. Both had experienced their faith community as a life-saving and life-giving 
presence in their lives, and both of them stated outright that they “don’t deal well with 
change.” They might not have known it, but I kept a special eye on them, trying to gauge their 
emotional well-being. Fortunately, they are beloved of others in the congregation who were 
also watching out for them. And when the time came for the vote to sell, both were squarely 
on board with the group’s decision… albeit, reluctantly. 

Navigating the Emotional Journey 

More than once, I let down one of the Co-Treasurers, who had become a friend of mine. I failed 
to grasp the full extent of the pressure she was feeling as she grappled with our diminishing 
funds and the need to pay the church’s bills. In addition, my extroverted nature collided with 
her introverted one. I am very grateful for her open spirit of forgiveness and reconciliation. 

Because we couldn’t continue to worship in the building, we were propelled to truly adopt the 
stance of a missional church, and I am aware that that realization took time to soak in. I was 
very conscious of the heart-head split that most people were feeling: their hearts were 
breaking at the thought of the loss, while their heads knew we had to go. 

This split was not shared by all, however. Paula and some others were totally ready to leave 
the building, and sometimes it was hard for them to be patient with the emotions of those who 
were still processing the departure. I had many, many conversations with one Deacon in 
particular who found it difficult to listen to people hanging on to the past. “I’m done. I’m just 
done,” she would say, and I would respond with, “Thank you. I’m so grateful that God doesn’t 
feel that way about me,” and we’d both laugh.  

My role was to make sure that both groups of people – those chomping at the bit to go, and 
those longing to stay - remained supportive and respectful to each other … which they did, even 
though I know it took great love and discipline for all of us. 

Symbolism, Meaning and Collective Identity 

The more I put on paper about what that time was like for us, the more I am aware of three 
things:  (1) the ongoing presence of the Spirit made manifest through our colleagues and sister 
churches; (2) how much praying we actually did. I never thought of myself as a particularly 
prayerful person, but I had to rethink that self-assessment; and (3) how much my personality 
type - as revealed by the Meyers-Briggs Personality test (ENFP) - played out in the whole 
process.  
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In particular, my “N” (intuitive self) is “off the charts,” as I had been told, and I began to see 
what that meant to my ministry. 

Strategically, many things were thought out ahead of time and, as a church, we were able to 
plan and bring people on board in a way that made things easier for the next step. But the 
timing, prioritization of responsibilities, and the emphasis placed on those duties came 
entirely from my intuition. 

Events and conversations which at the time seemed to have little or no consequence were 
highly symbolic and therefore almost archetypal when viewed in hindsight. The good news for 
me was that I had lots of intuitive friends and colleagues who also helped me see the meaning 
in things, which I could then share with the congregation.  

I have learned first-hand that the more meaning and symbol we have in life, the more meaning 
and understanding we can make of our life events. The more we ritualize even basic functional 
activities, the more we can see ourselves from a larger perspective as being connected to 
something greater than we are. I have discovered through all of this that it is better to focus 
on every little thing with great intention so that later on we can celebrate the fact that we 
know we were fully present. (Sr. Jamesine will be pleased to read this, I’m sure, as we’ve been 
talking about mindfulness as a spiritual discipline for almost a decade now.) 

The Congregational Forum held on Palm Sunday was one of those intuitive events. Sometime 
in February I consciously realized that we needed to keep moving so as not to become 
paralyzed by the enormity of what we were trying to do.  

As a classically trained singer, one of my life lessons has been to focus on the art, not on the 
mechanics. If I think about how I breathe, I can’t take a breath; if I focus on my Voice, it sounds 
terrible. But if I can stay focused on listening to those around me and staying in touch with the 
internal feeling of my body, the voice will do its own thing. I figured that maybe the same 
would be true for the church – if we just kept moving and focused on the feeling and the 
purpose, paying attention to those around us, maybe our “automatic pilot,” i.e., Holy Spirit, 
would take care of everything else.  

By the end of the three-hour Forum, feelings had been transformed: connection replaced 
isolation, seeing others as caring about us replaced the sense that we were alone in what we 
were doing, possibility replaced futility. Especially moving was the second hour when William 
and Susan shared how we were perceived by others in the Presbytery. I don’t know why more 
churches don’t ask that of their colleagues, but I know that I intend to do that if I’m ever again 
invited to serve another church.  

It is so easy for ministers and churches to feel isolated. What we do during the week is often 
done by us alone, which, of course, is why ministerial associations and lectionary study 
groups are so important. That need for individualism manifests in churches that feel that they 
each need to offer every possible ministry under the sun. 
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When we at South Church heard that we were respected by the other churches, that they were 
excited to see how things would work out for us, that others saw us as brave and daring, our 
members sat up and took notice. And when we were told that we were inspiring others 
because of our reliance on prayer and the Holy Spirit ... well ... all that we were going through 
took on new significance because we were also helping others. 

Self-concept cannot happen in a vacuum. In my first Master's program, my mentor, Dr. Harry 
Bergstein, used to say that creating identity is like trying on coats: you try one on, see how 
others react to it, see how you feel in it, and if it serves you well, you keep it. If not, you trade it 
in for another coat. And sometimes you take parts of one coat and sew them onto other coats. 
He was speaking about adolescents, but I often think the same is true about churches and 
other organic institutions. We should be trying on identities. We should be exploring who we 
are in relationship to others. 

Problems arise for us as individuals when we hold ourselves, or others, to the standards and 
definitions of who we used to be. We should keep trying on new coats every chance we get. 
Naturally, we will return to those that fit us best and those that are most comfortable, but 
living in a different coat for a while, or asking for feedback from others about a coat that you're 
thinking of buying, is a good thing. 

Churches in transition are trying on coats and if that's done in a vacuum, it can become a self-
centered and isolated definition of self.  

Prayer Vigil & Sacred Space 

At South, we have long referenced the idea of “Holding the Space” through our intentions and 
prayerful presence. We hold the space for members who can no longer attend worship; we 
hold the space when someone is having a hard time and is no longer sure of her/his faith; we 
hold the space in the community for people who walk or drive by and, just by our presence, 
maybe think of God when they’re stopped at the intersection outside the building or the 
portable sign naming one of our Acts of Faith. 

As the Session prepared to vote on which purchase offer to accept, others held the space for 
us. Because of their presence in a prayer vigil on the other side of the glass wall separating 
the narthex from the sanctuary, our Session meeting was sacred. It wasn’t heavy and morose. 
It wasn’t sad. It was just sacred – outside the everyday realm of human experience. We were 
standing on holy ground, knowing we had been brought to this decision-making place by 
forces we didn’t comprehend.  

I remember looking out at those praying – probably no more than five or six at any one time - 
but the stream from the community and other ministers and churches was constant, and I 
recognized people as they came and went. Katherine and Reggie were among the first and 
stayed for probably 20 minutes. Some people knelt, others just sat quietly. Martha had quiet 
music playing and a couple of “prayer stations” and she deftly moved from one to the other,  
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standing, sitting, greeting people as they entered. I remember the distinct feeling of being 
held and cradled in the arms of love.  

Our Committee on Ministry liaison, the Reverend Susan Hartley, who had helped us create our 
portable labyrinth the year before and who had been a part of the Palm Sunday 
Congregational Forum, was a mainstay for me. We became good friends and soul sisters 
because of her steady presence and grace. I later learned that over eighteen months, she had 
been at South for meetings, conversations, etc., for more than 200 hours! I continue to learn 
much from her by her silent witness and presence, even though she is now retired and living 
two-thirds of the country away from me. The Spirit knows no distance. 

When a preacher is exposed to such deep expressions of the Spirit and invited into holy 
places on a regular basis, the topics preached about often reflect where the community is 
and where it’s going.  On Easter Sunday, April 20, the day of the congregational vote, the 
sermon APPENDIX D was titled, “Well, NOW What?” May 18th it was, “South Church at Midlife.”  

On Pentecost, it was “Caller ID” as we had to figure out who we were going to be as we moved 
forward with a new identity. The week after that, I offered “Commencement Address” because 
we were starting out on a new adventure. July was about “Creating Readiness” and our 
Christmas in July celebration led up to our last regular service in the sanctuary. 

Easter Resurrection 

The Session chose to have the vote on the sale to Community of the Savior on Easter 
morning following worship.  

I will admit that there was a part of me that went, “WHAT!  Are you kidding me??? One more 
thing added on to that Sunday of all Sundays!!!” 

But the other part of me went, “Wait.  How cool is that? This group of people is claiming their 
own Resurrection experience. They are living out loud their ‘death is not the end’ theology.” 

It was a done deal, so I decided to embrace the latter perspective and tried to preach a 
sermon that would reflect where we were theologically (a portion appears in APPENDIX C, but 
an archive of all my sermons can be found through the www.SouthPC.org website).  

Our Final Sunday in the Building 

To think of preaching at such a time as this was daunting and humbling. My thoughts ran 
back to Mrs. Emmeline Bell Barker who, a hundred years earlier, donated the land we were 
selling to someone else. A woman land-owner a century before; a woman pastor today. The 
significance was not lost on me, though sometimes I wished I were not as aware of the 
significance of those things as I was. It was a constant spiritual discipline to keep myself 
focused on the task at hand. 

Her gift of the land and the faithfulness of generations of believers was going to finance our 
future! 
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The sermon that day summarized everything up to that point. Then it was time to pivot the 
focus to moving forward. It was well received, but the real highlights of the service came at 
the end.APPENDIX E Our closing hymn, “On Holy Ground,” started, and tears were already flowing. 
One by one, people started hugging. I went person-to-person, hugging and speaking with every 
individual there while we kept repeating the song. It felt like Jesus was reaching right through 
me. There was palpable healing in those embraces. 

A few of the hugs I will always remember:  

• Reggie and Katherine – on the first day I ever filled in as Pulpit Supply seven years earlier, 
the two of them, independent of each other (and I had no idea they were married, or of 
their positions in the congregation then), both said, “How can we get you here? We need 
to have you here.” Their hugs on this day brought everything full circle;  

• Paula – by that time, I was choking back tears and much emotion. Paula hugged me 
while we were singing and whispered, “God’s in charge. Put us where you want us and 
show us what to do.” My own words were coming back, not to haunt me, but to comfort 
and encourage me;  

• One woman in her 90’s who, usually very private, wept openly in my arms and said, “Thank 
you. I was afraid we were going to have to close”;  

• Another Elder who served as our outreach ambassador to mission programs around the 
city grabbed me, held me tight and said, “Good job, sister”;   

• My 16-year-old daughter (who videoed the whole thing and put it on YouTube) hugged me 
tight and said, “Good job, Mom. I’m so proud of you.”  I felt that my parents and others in 
the Great Beyond were there. I believe that Mrs. Emmeline Bell Barker and all those who 
had served as leaders in this congregation were there. The sanctuary was full to 
overflowing with the communion of saints. These were my people. I knew right then and 
there that no matter where I went or what I did after South Church, they would be with me, 
forever. 

• And when I had finished hugging each person, the choir’s last response to the 
benediction? The African-American spiritual, “Ain’t Got Time to Die.” 

That was us. 

We didn’t have time to die. We had too much still to do. 

After the postlude, nobody moved for a couple of minutes. But as soon as the spell was broken, 
nobody needed to hang out and cry anymore. We were done. It felt right, and it was okay to take 
their new “The Church Has Left the Building” T-shirts and go home. 
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Combined Worship  

Sharing worship, the following week with the Community of the Savior and knowing it would 
be our last time in the sanctuary that had been home to Reggie, Katherine, and others for 
most (or all) of their lives was very significant. 

The space felt crowded that day with all the people who had worshiped in it over the last 
century-and-a-half. 

Much of South’s anticipated sadness had been shared during the weeks leading up to this. 
So, on this day, I was aware of the sense of “passing the torch.” But one thing was needed to 
make this complete for the South people, I felt.  They needed the Pastor’s voice to be the last 
thing that echoed through that sanctuary. I took my lead from the choir the week before, and 
“Ain’t Got Time to Die” was the benediction itself. I sang it a capella, starting slowly, building 
up steam as it went along, modulating upward with every stanza, until we were all clapping, 
swaying and smiling at the end. And then we all came together in Fellowship Hall for a 
neighborhood picnic! 

My personal response 

Talk about mountain top experiences.  One right after the other: Christmas in July, our last 
solo-service in the sanctuary, and then combined worship with the new owners of the 
building. 

I had wisely planned a trip to Niagara Falls, Canada, to meet up with friends the day following 
the combined service. I needed something to take my mind off everything and to ground 
myself in the sheer power and beauty of the water going over the Falls, spraying its mist 
through my hair and drenching me in its glory. I said to my friend as I stood there, feeling the 
spray hit my glasses and run down my face, that I felt like I was being baptized and bathed in 
God's healing and cleansing celebration. 

First Worship at the Meadows 

It was an odd juxtaposition of emotions that surfaced the next Sunday when we gathered in a 
new worship space, joined by people who had never known us before. Details. Excitement. Is 
the set up what I wanted? I didn’t like the formality of straight rows and a center aisle. I 
thought we were trying to get away from that. Familiar liturgy. Sinking into the arms of the 
angels and a loving God. Sharing Jesus with some who had never experienced a loving/non-
judgmental God before (or so they said).  

It felt awkward and stiff. Yet it also felt comfortable and like home with friends.  

Large turnout. Some were curious. Some special guests just wanted to wish us well. 

And for the eight of us journeying to the Go. Disciple. Live. conference later that afternoon, it 
was a whirlwind.  
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The Sunday after, we tried a different arrangement of the room. It took us a couple of weeks 
before we figured out the lay of the land and settled on our current floor plan which works with 
diagonals and chairs in arcs.  

The Fall, Advent & Christmas 

I took most of September as vacation time because finally, I felt, I could relax. I knew my 
“flock” was comfortable and resting. I, on the other hand, the single mother of a high school 
senior, began driving around the Northeast on the great college tour expedition. Not exactly 
restful, but certainly a break in the focus that I had held for the last few years.  

It wasn’t actually until October and November that I finally wept over leaving the building. I 
was showing a friend our new offices across the hall from my old study, and as I closed the 
door, I burst into tears. All of the months … all of the years leading up to this … feeling so 
blessed by a sweet, holy presence … all of the trials and changes … the transitions within the 
transitions … all of a sudden came crashing in on me and my emotions cascaded into the 
arms of Love. In one moment I felt completely humbled to have been chosen to lead this 
“merry little band of believers” through such a momentous, life-changing evolution, so 
inadequate to be standing in that role because, after all, I’m really “just a little singer from 
Oneonta, New York,” and so infinitely blessed to serve the God of Creative Solutions, the God 
of Justice who will not let people perish, the Risen One who engenders hope and possibility. 
WOW!!! To know beyond a shadow of a doubt that we are part of something greater than 
ourselves and that we are noticed and known by the Universe. Blessing upon blessing upon 
blessing. 

On Christmas Eve, we lit the Christmas candle that had burned a year ago when we first voiced 
the sure and certain knowledge that we would be leaving the building, the same candle we had 
lit for Christmas in July, and celebrated that, just as Mary and Joseph had traveled to welcome 
their son, so had we traveled to welcome the new Spirit. That night we accepted four new 
members.  We had become “a new people altogether,” per 2 Corinthians 5:17, and “everything 
[was becoming] fresh and new.” 

We would start the New Year in a new location while our Acts of Faith continued to touch the 
lives of people throughout the community. 

What a year! 

I had never experienced anything like 2014 in my life: sustained adrenalin and perpetual prayer. 
What a rush! 

Sometimes people will tell me how much pride I should have in myself. Don’t get me wrong –  

I struggle with ego as much as any pastor – but  

I   truly would not begin to recognize the enormity of what we had done for another year or so.  
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Gratitude. I felt gratitude that, “Put me where you want me and show me what to do” had 
been listened to and answered.  

I felt humbled to be working with so many talented and creative people at the congregational, 
Presbytery and national church levels.  

There was a time around New Year’s 2015 when I felt especially mindful of my family and 
where I had come from. My parents were both innovators and teachers with keen insight. My 
father would envision movements and educational innovations that would be needed five or 
ten years down the road, and my mother would scoop up the people who were sometimes left 
in the wake of his brilliance and find a way to bring them on board. I had one remaining 
sibling living, having lost the other two way too early, and he was/is my rock, sharing his 
spirituality and certainty about God’s sovereignty so that our weekly phone calls (he lives in 
New Hampshire) became a grounding touchstone for me every week.  

To be honest in this pastoral reflection, however, it’s easy to become rhapsodic in hindsight. 
Oh, everything that I’ve said and related is absolutely true, but it’s equally true that not every 
one of my colleagues was convinced that we were doing anything more than “re-packaging” 
church reorganization. “These Acts of Faith are no more than just programs of your church,” 
one person said to me. There was little or no understanding of the archetypal change in focus 
and function that we were working so hard to create. 

That mindset coming at me was hard for me to walk away from. I wanted to grab everybody 
and explain who we were. I wanted to tell them how this model of ministry is closer to the 
first century church than to anything I had experienced in the last fifty years. There was a part 
of me that wanted to argue and debate and verbally beat them into submission and 
understanding. But as temporarily satisfying as that might be, it never has long-term success 
at changing anyone’s mind.  “The proof is in the pudding,” my grandmother would say. “You’ll 
know a tree by the fruit it bears.” 

The times when I’d hear the nay-saying comments tried my soul, not because I wasn’t tough-
skinned enough but because I wanted the congregation respected for their hard work. I 
wanted their spiritual growth acknowledged and lifted up. I wanted them to have the 
recognition I felt they deserved for hanging in there and not giving up. These were some of 
the bravest and most faithful people I’d ever known. I wanted them honored for being 
innovators. 

I think that when factors like changes in income force people to dramatically change their 
lives, when they can’t maintain their current level of living, others often look at them with 
judgment as if there should be some shame attendant to losing their building, whether it be a 
home or a church. People sell their houses because they can’t afford them (“Oh, gosh, it’s so 
awful. Did you hear about so-and-so?”). I wish I had a dollar for every person who had said it 
was “too bad” and “so sad” that we had to sell the church. 

“No, it’s not!” I wanted to scream! 
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Truth be told, most of us at South have experienced leaving the building as life-giving and 
exciting.  

The disconnect between the general perception and the experienced reality put me in an 
awkward position sometimes. If I protested that we were happy to be moving away from the 
building, there were those who whispered to (and about) me, wondering if I were in denial about 
how awful this was. When in a group of people belonging to other churches, I always received 
some looks of pity – I suppose for all that we had to go through. “Those poor things at South. If 
only they had managed their money better,” was the implied message. 

Really? Really? 

Those responses made me downright angry so that by the end of 2014, I felt as if I were walking 
a fine line between my exhaustion and my anger, and I was well aware how each one of those 
feelings fed off the other. 

It was my family and friends, as well as my support network, that were the unsung heroes. They 
were the ones who reminded me, in the words of Disney/Pixar’s Dory, to “just keep swimming … 
just keep swimming … just keep swimming, swimming, swimming.” 

In telling our story a few times over the last few years, there have been a couple of consistent 
questions: 

Q: Did you ever feel like quitting? 

A: Sure. Lots of times. Who doesn’t feel that way about their job sometimes? But where can you 
go when God is leading you and God is everywhere? Nineveh? No. As people of faith we just kept 
praying, “Put us where you want us, and show us what to do.” I am certain that that prayer is 
what got us through the hard times, and that continues to help us survive and keep going. 

Q: Did you ever think it wouldn’t be a success? 

A: Sure. Every day … even now … we keep asking ourselves: What constitutes success? We keep 
redefining it. According to some people, we stopped being a success when we sold the building.  

A better question might be, “Did you ever think it would be successful?” The truth of the matter 
is that when you’re involved in something this intense – this innovative - you don’t have time to 
wonder about its success or failure. You just act and pray and hope that what you’ve been 
trained to do will take over like an automatic pilot. At least that’s how I felt. It’s a lot easier to 
trust “the word of God” as it comes to you when members of your faith community are all 
getting the same answers, too. We had learned to trust that every one of us was seeking and 
discerning. We all validated each other’s experiences of the Holy Spirit, and we held the space 
for each other to do that discernment. Of that, I was most proud and gratified because that is a 
big part of my understanding of the Gospel: we are all connected and living in the Kingdom of 
God.  

In 2014, I felt I had seen the inbreaking of the KOG right before my very eyes, and that we were 
living right on its Main Street.  

2014 
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1. If your building – either the entire thing, or just a portion of it – were to be used for 
something else? What can you envision that use being? (Keep in mind that it may or may 
not include you and worship space.) 
 
 
 
 
 

2. In the last chapter, we asked how your church / organization are perceived by others in 
your neighborhood. Now the question is: how are you perceived by others who do what 
you do (other churches, other not-for-profits, or other businesses)? If you don’t know, how 
could you figure that out? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Leadership. 
Earlier, we asked you these questions.  
Now, having worked your way through this case study thus far, answer them again. 

a. Who are the members of your congregation who are the real stakeholders? These 
may or may not be people currently in official leadership roles, but they are the 
ones that others listen to and seek advice from.  
 

i. _______________________________________________ 
 

ii. _______________________________________________ 
 

iii. _______________________________________________ 
 

iv. _______________________________________________ 
 

v. _______________________________________________ 
 

b. How often are you in touch with them on a regular basis? 
 
 
 

Questions for Reflection 



c. In addition to them, who are the people outside your parish or organization you can 
call upon at a moment’s notice for input about finances, theology, group dynamics, 
etc.? (And if you don’t have those kinds of people, it might be helpful to 
intentionally construct that network for yourself before you need it.)  
 
 
 
 

d. Have your answers changed at all as you continue to think about what’s needed 
for change and transition within yourself and within your group? 
 
 
 
 

4. Do you feel comfortable and competent to provide workshops and seminars for your in-
house training and leadership development? 
 
 
If not, to whom can you turn (other clergy, community leaders, local judicatory personnel, 
denominational staff?) to provide some of those resources? 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What do you do when you have a personal bias about a subject or decision to be made? 
What do you do to stay as open-minded as possible as you lead others through their own 
process of discernment – especially if you see them going in a direction opposite of your 
own? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. What scripture passage best describes what you are feeling right now?  
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PART 6: Postlude 
Highlights of Events 

 
Starting New Ministries 

 
New Milestones for 

South Church 
 

Sharing the Model 
 

Challenges of 
Membership & Finances 



Postlude 
 

 
Post-2014 and the Acts of Faith Model of Ministry 

 
“Threshold crossing implies a letting-go that, in itself, can create struggle, questioning, fear, 

and grief before we reach a point of recognizing and welcoming the new. We are propelled 
forward by an opening heart, by humility, and by a teachable spirit.” 16 

 
 

 
One might think that after a year like we’d 
had in 2014, things would be a little easier 
for our merry little band of believers. And 
while it was certainly true that we didn’t have 
to worry about where we would worship, we 
found our other Acts of Faith continuing to 
grow and meet the needs of people around 
the city of Rochester. Nothing remained 
static. 

STARTING NEW MINISTRIES 

Remember Mimi’s experience at the 
conference and her divine inspiration to start 
either a Bible study or worship service where 
she lived in the north part of the city along 
Lake Ontario? In June of 2015, Bible & Brew 
began meeting at a local coffee shop down 
the street from her high-rise. Four months 
into it, the ten regular attendees decided that 
they would like to give thanks together. I 
suggested a one-time worship service but by 
the time we were ready to hold the first one, 
the group had already decided that they 
wanted this casual praise experience to 
occur weekly. 

Together, we talked about where to have this 
contemporary service. A Presbyterian 
Church had recently closed in that 

neighborhood, and we had access to it. The 
group made it abundantly clear, though, that 
they didn’t want to be in a church building 
because it would turn off so many people 
who had been hurt by churches and people 
claiming to be Christian. They railed at the 
thought of taking our Bible Study into that 
arena. 

One of the group’s members talked about 
how he was always brought back to his 
center when we got together. That settled it. 
We would call our group Back2Center – B2C. 
Where to meet? That same member was in 
charge of the movie room at the high-rise 
nearby. Several Bible & Brew participants 
lived there. In the fall of 2015, weekly 
Thursday night worship, B2C, became a 
regular on the calendar. By the spring of 
2016, twenty people had been through the 
Back2Center doors, and the group decided to 
take the summer off. It resumed in the fall of 
2016 and in 2018 celebrated its first 
Sacrament of Holy Communion. 

Watching two groups get their footing under 
them in an entirely different part of the city 
has been thrilling. But what has been even 
more remarkable has been experiencing 
Mimi’s growth and leadership. From a 



woman who had no real training in 
community organizing or formalized religion 
has emerged someone who not only leads 
worship now, but who prays openly, 
sincerely, and poignantly with the groups. 
She regularly leads both Bible & Brew and 
Back2Center and when a worshiper with B2C 
passed away unexpectedly, Mimi led the 
high-rise community through their own grief 
process to healing.  

NEW MILESTONES FOR SOUTH 

For the first year-and-a-half of these Acts of 
Faith, I continued to write the worship 
services, though I was seldom in attendance. 
By the end of 2016, services were written by 
South’s Mission Assistant, a third-year 
seminary student we hired to assist me with 
all of our Acts of Faith. In the fall of 2017, 
South called her as our first-ever Associate 
Pastor. She now shepherds the Acts of Faith 
and mentors Mimi who, by the end of 2018, 
would be writing and leading the B2C 
worship service in fulfillment of her call that 
was heard at the Evangelism Conference in 
Florida. 

April 12, 2015, was a historic day in the life 
of South Presbyterian Church. After twenty-
five years of Stated Supply Pastors,* I was 
installed as the twelfth pastor in South’s 
166-year history, and although there had 
been several women who had been Stated 
Supplies, I was the first woman called to this 
installed position.  

Because I had been the Stated Supply for 

seven years and was then seeking to change 
types of call, a vote of the entire Presbytery 
was required to approve. How wonderful to 
see Reggie and another of our long-term 
Elders speak to the growth of South and 
validate the unanimous vote of the 
congregation. It was a tearful, unanimous 
approval from our sister churches, again 
blazing new territory by South.  

But now what? We don’t have a building. 
Where would the service of installation be 
held? Reflecting our position as a “church 
without walls,” we issued a request for a 
location to area churches and were greeted 
with multiple offerings. We accepted the 
hospitality of Twelve Corners Presbyterian 
Church about one mile from the Meadows so 
that people from Fellowship of Faith could 
attend easily. 

When that day arrived, it was a time of 
celebration as our wee kirk made it clear to 
all who would hear that we may not have a 
building, but we were every bit a church with 
an installed pastor!  

SHARING THE MODEL 

Two months after the installation, another 
urban church in our Presbytery, New Life 
Presbyterian, found themselves without a 
pastor but engaged in a handful of exciting 
ministries. What followed was unexpected 
and groundbreaking.  

At a joint meeting of the two Sessions, 
South’s elders saw another opportunity to 
redefine church. They recognized that our 
ministry is all about sharing, growing, and 
educating together. And so we drafted a 
Covenantal Agreement to share “personnel, 
programming, and resources.” The Music 
Director, Mission Assistant and I would 
remain employed by South but would be 
shared by New Life, who would pay for half 
of our salaries while adopting the Acts of 
Faith Model of Ministry. 

* The PC(USA) provides for temporary pastoral 
relationships which are annually renewable and are 
a practical alternative to the installed, permanent 
pastoral relationship that most churches espouse. 
Whereas an installed pastor is called by the entire 
congregation and affirmed by the Presbytery 
membership, a stated supply call is approved by 
the Session and the Committee on Ministry. 
Therefore, it allows for great flexibility of this 
relationship and an easier time of filling part-time 
calls. 
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It is a relationship that continued to grow, 
evolve and unfold with new possibilities until 
in January 2018, with a unanimous blessing 
of the Presbytery of Genesee Valley, New 
Life Presbyterian Church dissolved, most of 
its members transferred their membership to 
South, and New Life’s five vibrant and 
healthy Acts of Faith came under the 
authority of South’s Session.  

CHALLENGES OF MEMBERSHIP & 
FINANCES 

People ask about our finances, and our 
funding is, at best, precarious. 

When we sold the building, we gave 
ourselves permission to draw down half of 
the proceeds over seven years as we sought 
financial stability. We have been good 
stewards and with the additional money 
from the New Life sale, we all continue to 
move forward, pioneering new funding 
streams. 

Despite the temptation to fearfully pull 
inward and micromanage every cent, the 
Session has agreed to a massive increase in 
staff (full-time Director of Operations and 
full-time Associate Pastor) in order to 
redirect my time and energy to developing a 
strategy for financial sustainability by 2021. 
It’s daunting. I would be scared to death if it 
weren’t for the experience of the last ten 
years, the incredible creativity and brilliance 
of the Visioning Team, the vast experience of 
the Resource Development & Strategy Team 
(most of whom are professionals in the 
community but not members of South), and 
the indefatigable faith of the congregational 
leaders.  

When I asked the Session if they really knew 
what they were doing by expanding the staff 
because this was a HUGE financial 
investment, one of them replied, “Look. We 
may go out in a blaze of glory, but it will be 
God’s glory.” Another said, “If we have to 
close eventually, it won’t be because we 

failed. It will be because God has another 
plan. We are sharing the Good News the 
whole time we’re trying to figure it out, and 
we are documenting everything so that 
someone else could come after us and build 
on what we’re doing. Isn’t that what the 
church is supposed to do and be?” 

Who could argue with her? 

In May of 2017 we relocated our offices out 
of our former building. With the exception of 
our office rental costs and a donation to a 
public school for our youth running group, all 
of our Acts of Faith meet in locations that 
donate their space to us for free.  

I am now Head of Staff – something that is 
taking on new meaning as the size of that 
staff has quadrupled since I arrived in 2008.  

Official membership in South and/or our 
Acts of Faith continues to be refined and 
redefined. Official PC(USA) membership is 
available through any of our five worshiping 
communities. We expect that within a 
decade, our Session will include Elders who 
have come through Acts of Faith that had no 
prior association with South Presbyterian 
Church when we owned a building. 

South’s membership hovers around 50. 
There are 120 who are active in our 20 Acts 
of Faith, and in 2017, 1,350 different 
individuals attended at least one Act of 
Faith, at least one time. 

In many ways we are still a traditional 
“church.” We have a Session and our Deacon 
Caring Teams now minister to 120 
individuals. We have worship in the 
Reformed Tradition and celebrate the 
liturgical seasons. Usually we follow the 
Common Lectionary.  

  

But in some ways, we are very non-
traditional. For instance, after an informal 
meeting of the South and New Life Sessions 



with the Presbytery leadership about the 
possible blending of our AoF’s, South 
planned to hold a special session meeting 
on the following Sunday to formalize our 
understanding. However, in true South 
fashion, when the elders walked out of the 
meeting and were standing on the sidewalk, 
one of them said: “Let’s go ahead and meet 
now. We’re all here,” except for one who was 
in her car and about to pull away from the 
curb.  

“Go flag her down,” someone said. “Tell her 
we’re going to meet now. Why wait?” 

“You sure you don’t want to sleep on this?” I 
asked. 

“Why?” several answered. “We’ve been 
moving toward this for two years.” 

So, I stepped into the street and flagged her 
down.  

She pulled to the curb and put her 
emergency flashers on.  

Session minutes will reflect that prayer 
bookended our four-minute meeting on the 
sidewalk and that we approved the proposed 
plans unanimously.  

“We met on the sidewalk with flashers going 
on one member’s car,” I told our soon-to-be 
Associate Pastor a couple of days later. 

“Of course you did,” she laughed. “It’s who we 
are. If we had a building, we would never have 
met on the sidewalk, but now we know that the 
church is everywhere, and church business can 
be done wherever the Spirit leads us.” 

And so it is that... 

 

The Church Has Left the Building! 
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From South’s perspective, these years after leaving the building have been a time for us to 
move beyond trying on new identities. We are now challenged to embrace the identity that 
we are growing into – innovators, reformers, believers who are “Reformed and always 
reforming.”  

Increasingly, we are coaching others who feel called to do the same thing. No longer are 
we leading workshops to help our own people grow in their faith and its expression, but we 
are leading workshops that resemble “train the trainer” events. South members are 
learning how to facilitate and pass on their knowledge, their experience, and their faith. 

It will take a lifetime for all of us to adequately understand and appreciate the love and 
guidance of the Spirit that brought us to this place.  

Where are we going next? We don’t know exactly, but we know that God’s in charge.  In 
fact, there are several statements that are repeated regularly in worship, in classes, in 
emails, on our website and in our day-to-day conversations (Appendix J). They keep us 
mindful of where we’ve been, of who we are, and whose we are. 

The challenges continue to loom large: 

a) What do we do about income when we have no centralized worship? How do we 
hold a Stewardship Campaign over multiple locations and many of our Acts of 
Faith participants live at poverty level? When we have Acts of Faith geared to 
people who often don’t have financial means, how do we support the paid work 
of our ministry?  

b) What do we do about membership? How do we define membership when there 
is not a centralized event?  

c) How do we pay per capita to the Presbytery and the denomination?  

d) What is the role of the Session in coordinating all of this? 

e) Is it really okay for someone to join South when their only connection to us 
might be Back2Center on Thursday nights?  

f) What does it mean to be a member of a multi-sited community? 

The intrepid faith of our congregation has approached all of these questions with great 
devotion and creativity.  

Through the establishment and commission of a Visioning Team (and its subsequent 
corollary, the Resource Development & Strategy Team), we are seeking to embrace our 
redefinition as a missional church. That means that, like missionaries throughout history, 
we are going to have to seek Mission Partners. We are going to go and ask both faith-
based and secular partners, both communal and individual, for financial support.  

Postlude 
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Initially, I thought that such a shift in self-concept might be difficult for our congregation. I 
have been proven wrong, and we are learning to humbly ask for the support we need.  

The Visioning and Strategy Teams are exploring multiple avenues for creating a 
sustainability model. Our goal is to be self-sustaining by 2021, seven years after selling 
the building. 

As noted above, in a revision of our Constitution and Administrative Manual in 2015, we 
approved three levels of membership, Active, Affiliate, and Constituent Members. The 
Session has agreed to create membership ceremonies with each AoF worship leader 
when the time comes that people wish to join. 

In 2016, Fellowship of Faith took in six Affiliate Members, five Active Members, and one 
Constituent Member – a self-identified Atheist who said, “I don’t know anything about 
believing, but I love the idea of being on a spiritual journey, and if I’m going on any kind of 
a journey, I want to go with you folks.” 

In 2017, Fellowship of Faith was formally recognized by both our Presbytery and the 
national church as part of the 1001 New Worshiping Communities initiative. The same 
occurred in 2018 for Back2Center. 

As far as Katherine and Reggie are concerned, they remain active leaders at the ages of 
82 and 86, respectively. Katherine serves, as she has for most of the last thirty years, as 
Chair of the Deacons. Without a Facilities Committee, Reggie now anchors the Sign 
Brigade that places signs to direct people to the Fellowship of Faith for Sunday worship 
every week. Both are active members of Sing for Joy!, a weekly singing AoF at the 
Meadows, and they rarely miss worship at the weekly Fellowship of Faith and SoutHeart 
Fellowship, our twice monthly worship service at the Rochester Psychiatric Center. 
Katherine is also a faithful and active member of CLASS ACT, the senior spirituality group. 

On July 31, 2016 – the second anniversary of our last worship service in the church 
building – unsolicited, Katherine asked for the microphone before the Benediction at 
Fellowship of Faith. As we finished worship in the Parks Room of St. John’s Meadows, 
sitting in front of our communion table on wheels, she rose, faced the congregation and 
said, “I have been a member of South Church all my life.” (It is the only church she has 
ever belonged to and there are few offices she has not held.) “Of all of our years – and I 
think you will agree with me, Reggie (and he began nodding his head) – we have never felt 
this moved and this proud to be part of our church.  

This is the best our church has ever been!” 
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The two of them continue to be two of the anchors and bellwethers of our faith 
community. 

Our Spirit has completely outgrown the confines of a church building that we left behind. 
Two of our five (worship) Acts of Faith have been recognized as part of the 1001 New 
Worshiping Communities of the denomination. 

On Easter Sunday of 2017, following Fellowship of Faith, South held a congregational 
meeting and voted unanimously to petition the Presbytery of Genesee Valley to allow us 
to create an Associate Pastor position. As a result, South hosted its first ever ordination 
service as our Mission Coordinator became our first ever Associate Pastor. The Reverend 
Katrina Hebb is now the Acts of Faith Coordinator, among other things, so that the Pastor 
can focus attention for the next few years on developing a strategy for ongoing financial 
sustainability.  

Once again, we are stepping out in faith, not knowing how we will pay for that position, 
short of depleting our coffers from the sale of the building.  

But as leaders in transitional and transformational ministry, we have come to recognize 
that we are like tour guides accompanying people through the wilderness – we can 
recognize some of the landmarks and pitfalls, some of the dangerous terrain and some of 
the mountaintops. We can also direct people to the oases of living waters that we have 
found on the wilderness journey. 

We can speak with first-hand knowledge of God’s guidance through dark and murky times.  

We are witnesses to the ongoing presence and guidance of Jesus.  

We can identify with feelings of smallness and insignificance, but we have experienced 
the transformative power of the Spirit that turns fragility and vulnerability into its own 
strength and power.  

We know how the moments of discouragement give way to unbelievable joy. 

I am truly honored to have been on this journey with these other believers. I am humbled 
to be the servant-leader / Pastor of this amazing congregation. 

Like always – we can see only one lily pad ahead at any given moment – but we are 
certain there are lily pads ahead. We know we are being led; we are having the journey of a 
lifetime; we are very clear this is not of our own doing.  
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To God be the Glory!!! 
 

And let the people of God say … AMEN! 
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  Scenes from 2017 
and beyond... 
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Motion placed before the congregation on Easter Sunday, 2017 

1. The Congregation hereby approves the Purchase and Sale Agreement from COMMUNITY OF 
THE SAVIOR (“COS”), a New York religious corporation, dated April 2, 2014, subject to such 
modifications and additional provisions as may be negotiated by the South Presbyterian 
Church (“SPC”) Session and accepted by COS (collectively, the “Contract”), for the sale of the 
Church Property known as 4 East Henrietta Road and 31 Fort Hill Terrace, in the City of 
Rochester, Monroe County, New York (Tax Account Numbers 136-62-1-62 and 136-62-1-63), for 
the Sale Price of $565,000.00, with such contingencies, terms and conditions as are set forth in 
such Contract and as may be negotiated by Session. This approval shall be subject to: 
 
A. The approval of the Presbytery of Genesee Valley; and  
B. Approval of a Justice of the Supreme Court of the State of New York, as required by law. 

 
2. The net proceeds of the sale of such property, after repayment of the line of credit bridge loan 

from Presbytery of Genesee Valley, payment of all necessary and customary closing costs, 
including attorney’s fees and the expenses of procuring the Court Order, shall be applied by the 
Church for the following purposes in such amounts as may hereafter be approved by the 
Congregation: 
A.  A gift to the Presbytery of Genesee Valley, with the request that a certain percentage of 

such gift be dedicated to the redevelopment and transformation of congregations within 
the City of Rochester; and 

B.  For the continuation and redevelopment of South Presbyterian Church and its mission and 
ministry, in accordance with a Mission and Ministry Plan to be developed by Session, with 
the assistance and support of the Presbytery Committee on Ministry and approved by the 
Congregation; and 

C.  For the improvement and renovation of space in the Church Property, as provided for in a 
lease with COS (see # 3 below), for suitable office, meeting, Christian education and 
worship purposes; OR 

D.  For the rental of space in the College Town/City Gate area suitable for office, meeting, 
Christian education and worship purposes for the Church; and 

E.  To supplement pledges and other sources of income for the budgetary needs of the 
Church; and 

F.  To be invested in long-term capital growth/value funds for the possible future purchase 
and/or improvement of property for Church facilities. 
 

3. The Congregation hereby approves the proposed agreement as to the occupancy and use of 
space in the Church Property for a term of five years, in accordance with a shared use 
agreement or Lease to be negotiated by Session and annexed to the Contract. 
 

4. The Clerk of Session and the Ruling Elders, acting as the Trustees of the Church Corporation, 
are hereby authorized and directed to take such actions, and to execute and deliver such 
documents, as shall be appropriate and necessary to effectuate the foregoing. 
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Guiding Principles for South Church  

South Presbyterian Church is informed by its Mission and Values which call us to ministries 
that create and enhance community life through “loving God with all our soul and all our mind, 
and our neighbors as ourselves” (Matthew 22:37,39).  

Just as our founders did in 1849 when they responded to the needs of their neighbors by 
creating a program to educate youth in the ways of Jesus, we find ourselves in the second 
decade of the twenty-first century redefining “church” (both in a theological and practical 
sense) and reaffirming our commitment to meet the changing needs of the world (and 
neighborhood) around us.  

In 2013, South Church  celebrated its 165th year of continuous presence and ministry in this 
community. 

With shifting funding sources and definitions of “membership,” we are designing our future 
based on changing demographics and technology, the development and construction of 
College Town, and our history of responding to the needs of our neighbors in this location. 

 
“What is the chief purpose of human life? It is to glorify God and enjoy God forever.” 

Modernized paraphrase of Q1, A1 in Westminster Confession, Shorter Catechism, 1649 
 

We are resolute in continuing South Church’s 160+ year commitment to enhancing the Quality 
of Life in the surrounding neighborhood through Programmatic, Physical, and Environmental 
programs and design that reflect our Mission and Values and continue our long-held tradition 
of hospitality and neighborliness.   

We will accomplish this in three ways:  
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As a holistic faith community seeking to address, as Jesus did, the health and wellness of the 
physical, mental, emotional and spiritual aspects of our existence, we are committed to 
programs in the Arts & Education as a means of maintaining and improving the Quality of Life 
in the neighborhood. As such, we seek Partners, Interior & Exterior Design, and Programming 
that convey, enhance, expand and manifest that integration. 

 
For what will it profit a [person] if s/he gains the whole world and forfeits her/his soul?  

Matthew 16:26 (ESV) 

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born 
of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love.  

1 John 4:7-8 (NRSV) 

 

With faith as our foundation, we dedicate and commit ourselves to: 

• Retaining our Present Location (4 E. Henrietta Road) as the platform for our ongoing 
urban ministry in the College Town neighborhood of Rochester, NY because: 

o We have been doing ministry and embodying God’s living Word in this 
neighborhood since the 1840’s; we represent historical continuity,   

o We are the only mainline Protestant church in this part of the city of Rochester,  

o We are aware that we stand on the shoulders of those who came before us and 
who donated the land we are currently occupying. It is through their sacrifice 
that we are able to meet the needs of our community today,  

o Our longevity of presence balances the focus on new construction along Mt. 
Hope Avenue as well as the transient nature of young professionals who live 
here; the boundaries of College Town are bookended by the historical presence 
of Mt. Hope Cemetery on one end and South Presbyterian Church on the other 
(both of which are the two oldest institutions in this neighborhood). 

• Creating a “hybrid identity,” (i.e., one which houses not only church ministries, but other 
institutions and programs that share and reflect our Mission and Values) at this 
location. Whether formally becoming a “Cultural and Community Center” as a separate 
legal entity or expanding our present identity so that we are known as the home of 
various groups, SPC will strategically cultivate these partnerships and, where 
necessary, provide appropriate building changes as needed. We want our campus to 
reflect the harmonious and composite nature of the collective identity while 
maintaining the “church” presence that spiritually nurtures both members and non-
members.  



Our Church Use Partners (CUP’s) will range from those who are able to pay market-driven rates 
for using our space and may have their own corporate identity, to those who are volunteer-
driven and pay a reduced “good-faith” rate for space (such as twelve-step programs). However, 
South is not able to carry a negative sum balance in terms of its CUP’s costs and, as with any 
commercial location shared by multiple tenants, must have “anchor partners” that guarantee a 
steady income in order to retain our presence and do the work of the Church. 

Recognizing that some potential CUP’s might have specialized needs and populations that 
they serve, we encourage partnerships with developers. 

Therefore, recognizing that our present location will become a site for multiple institutions, we 
are: 

• Seeking Design that complements our slogan, “Transform Your Spirit; Transform Our 
World” and unifies new development in all aspects of the: 

o Public realm including the building, signage, transportation flow, and green 
space, 

o Private property through design, re-purposing, and new construction that 
reflects our values of openness and hospitality as well as our commitment to 
ministry through the arts and education. 

This spirit of transformation (individual and communal; internal and external) is to be 
aesthetically reflected in our building and our grounds as well as our partnerships, 
programs, and position as a member of the larger community. 

 
“Do not allow this world to mold you in its own image. Instead, be transformed  

from the inside out by renewing your mind.”   
Romans 12:2 – The Voice 

 

• We recognize that SPC is an Entryway / Portal for those in Transition, whether personal 
or communal. South Church bridges  

o The secular and spiritual realms of personal existence,  
o The commercial and residential experiences along the Avenue, and  
o The urban and suburban nature of this gateway community  

as we live out our charge to “do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly 
with our God” (Micah 6:8)  
 

• Maintaining a low Carbon Footprint through the creative and effective use of Green 
Technology in  

o Landscape design 
o Roofing materials 
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o Use of alternate forms of renewable energy and energy-efficient HVAC options, 
and 

o Promoting pedestrian and bike traffic through safe and attractive paths and 
bike racks.  

 

 
“Fill the earth and govern it. Reign over the fish in the sea, the birds in the sky, 

and all the animals that scurry along the ground.”   
Genesis 1:28 (New Living Translation) 

 

Because we believe it is our duty as Stewards of Creation to model responsible partnership 
with the natural world, we are also committed to:  

▪ Designing our grounds as open space to be shared by the community and thus 
contributing to a positive quality of life for all to enjoy in meditation, outdoor 
gatherings, etc. We place a high value on pocket parks and recognize the 
importance of calming green space in urban design and planning. 

▪ Creating an aesthetic flow between the exterior natural environment and our 
internal created one. This may eventually include a four-season, enclosed area 
where the public could come for personal reflection and rejuvenation during 
stressful times, visits to the University’s Medical Center, etc. 

▪ Developing Parking Strategies for better use of space, aesthetic consideration, and 
accessibility. This will be done through 

▪ Reconfiguring existing parking lots and parking options elsewhere on the property, 
as well as parking areas to be designated as part of the Avenue’s development plan,  

▪ Creating traffic flow patterns that promote safe discharge and loading of 
handicapped passengers, and  

▪ Providing secure, but attractive, bike racks. 
 

In Five Years, God willing, we see ourselves as: 

• A springboard for the work of our missional faith community, and an attractive 
place to periodically gather for inspiration that recharges those attending to go out 
into the world and act with the love and compassion of Jesus, 

• A neighborhood hub, providing attractive, accessible space for community 
meetings as well as beautiful worship space for those seeking to praise God, 

• A voice for the voiceless and advocate for those who are unable to advocate for 
themselves, 

• A place of comfort for the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual vicissitudes of 
life through embodying the presence of a loving, accepting and non-condemning 
God, 



• A vibrant part of Urban Presbyterians Together and the living ministry of Jesus 
Christ,  

• A standard bearer for the beauty and harmony of the neighborhood, 
• A reflection of historical presence, current adaptation, and future vision for those 

who worship with us as well as those who engage us from the outside as friend, 
neighbor and community resource. 
 

 
Praise God, from whom all blessing flow;   

Praise God, all creatures, here below;  
Praise God above, ye heav’nly host:   

Creator, Christ, and Holy Ghost.  Amen. 
 

 

ROUGH DRAFT:  7/30/2013             ADOPTED BY THE SESSION:   8/5/2013 
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(All sermons preached at South Presbyterian Church are available online at www.SouthPC.org by clicking on the 
PASTOR tab and following the prompts.) 

Excerpt from the Easter Day, 2014 , sermon preached at South Presbyterian Church – the day the 
congregation voted to sell the building: 

And slowly they [the post-Resurrection Disciples] began to get the answers to “What do we do 
now?”  Slowly it began to become CLEAR to them that they were to SHARE the Good News 
with others … SHARE their experience of the Risen Lord … SHARE what it feels like when he 
called them by name. 

 The mechanism … the STRUCTURE for how they would DO that sharing grew as their 
understanding of the message itself grew inside of them until finally 50 days down the road we 
reach Pentecost and the birth of the church.  … 

And that, my brothers and sisters, is where we find ourselves on THIS Easter Sunday in the 
165-year history of our little faith community. 

 In the last three to five years we have GROWN.  We have CHANGED.  We STILL aren’t 
sure of what we are supposed to BE or to LOOK LIKE.  

 We are experiencing Jesus in a NEW WAY and sometimes it’s hard to RECOGNIZE him 
because he doesn’t LOOK the same.  

 Most of us grew up in a day when we went to church on Sunday morning and things 
were pretty predictable. We found COMFORT in that. It’s like having traveled around with J 
when he was healing people and performing miracles. We got USED to seeing him and 
experiencing him in HERE … within these walls in worship or study groups … in potlucks or 
Christmas pageants. And then something CHANGED. 

 I like to think of it as our faith DEEPENED.  

Here’s a challenging thought:  What if .. by us associating Jesus and God with what goes on 
inside the church … what if that is really a form of us closing him in the tomb?  What I mean by 
that is … have we, by making “church” … the building AND our programs … by making that so 
important … have we been LIMITING Jesus and our experience of him?  

I’d never thought of it that way before because I was brought UP to associate him and God 
with going to church every Sunday. But that’s LIMITING, isn’t it? And it struck me last Sunday 
when [Paula] said to all of us in the Congregational Forum, “What if Jesus were here right now 
in our neighborhood. Would he REALLY look at someone in need and say, “I’ve got the solution, 
but you have to come into the church building on Sunday at 10 a.m. in order for me to give it to 
you?”  No. Of course not.” 
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And THAT sums up, I think … what we have all come to understand over the last 3 years. It’s as 
if JESUS has been preaching and teaching right here with us all that time and now we are 
FINALLY ready to move on to a NEW experience of him.   

It’s not either / or…. It’s not “we WERE that” and “Now we’re this.”  

It’s also / AND …   It’s “We’ve always been this but now that’s not BIG enough for us anymore 
because our EXPERIENCE of the Risen Christ is different than it used to be.  It’s HUGE.   It can’t 
be CONTAINED by the walls of ANY place.” 

And let me just point out that the disciples didn’t CHOOSE to go through what they did. They 
did not WANT things to change. Remember, THEY wanted everything to remain the same … I 
mean, Peter, James, and John wanted to build TENTS on the mountain top so they could STAY 
there.  

But life HAPPENED. 

It HAD to happen so that the glory of GOD could be made VISIBLE to the world. 

And, friends … that is EXACTLY where we find ourselves today. 

We didn’t CHOSE to go through this. Some of us haven’t WANTED things to change … some of 
us have wanted everything to remain the same … we DEARLY wanted to find a way to just build 
a place to stay here and keep living on the mountain top experiences we’ve had for all these 
years.  But LIFE happened. 

And to our credit – like the disciples – we have come to experience the Risen Christ in NEW 
WAYS. We have prayed and prayed … we’ve sought the counsel of others and relied on our 
brothers and sisters in the faith … and, I dare say … we are hearing Jesus       Call.      Us.        By.        
Name. 

Anyone who was at last week’s Forum or this week’s Session meeting HEARD the testimony of 
others from the Presbytery speak about how THEY view us as being brave enough to follow 
Jesus. WE are being used by GOD to lead other churches. We didn’t seek this out any more 
than the disciples did. God has CHOSEN US for this moment in this part of the larger church. 

This is not a time of ENDING … any more than the tomb was an ending for Jesus.   

This is a RESURRECTION and our form will change … some people may not RECOGNIZE us in 
the same way … but EACH ONE of us becomes Mary Magdalene … each one of us becomes 
EUANGELION … the Good News messenger. It is what we are called to do --- to grow in our faith 
… to come out of the tomb … to not be limited to this building and traditional programs … to 
realize he’s NOT the gardener, but a new person altogether.. 

So … NOW what …  

Well … I don’t know. 
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We do just what the disciples did, and just as we HAVE been doing… 

We stay together and we pray. 

We listen for the sound of the rushing wind of the Holy Spirit. (I suspect that this Pentecost 
will be unlike any other that we have experienced here before! ☺) 

We remain open to recognizing Jesus in new ways because he won’t look like he has to us 
before … but we know that we WILL recognize him because he calls us by name. 

 And beyond that? We do just what the disciples did … we TRUST. 

 We trust. 

 We hope. 

 We pray. 

 And we pay attention. 

 And we know that we are NEVER alone.  

And that’s our message for THIS Easter. May God continue to guide us on our journey.   

Amen, and Amen.  



 

From the Bulletin of South Presbyterian Church, July 27, 2014: 
 
CALL TO WORSHIP (responsive)              adapted from Psalm 121 

In the beginning, God began creating the heavens and the earth.   (Gen.1:1) 
And that God is the Alpha and the Omega, the one who was, who is and who is to come. 
(Rev. 1:8) 
The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. 
God will not grow tired or weary; no one can fathom God’s complete presence or 
understanding.  (Isa. 40:28) 
This is the God we seek. This is the God we serve. This is the God who gives us light and 
life. 
This is you, Oh God, whom we come to worship this day. Come and be with us, we ask. 
 

* HYMN #331                  God of the Ages, Whose Almighty Hand 
Glory to God (stanzas 1, 2 & 4)  

* PRAYER OF CONFESSION & WORDS OF ASSURANCE   
Let us close our eyes as: 
We call to mind the injustices we have noticed in the world this week. <silence> 
We remember those times when we were silent and could have spoken out. <silence> 
We think of moments when we allowed thoughts to stay in our minds that were not our 
best thoughts. <silence> 
In hindsight we see clearly how our words and actions might have been unintentionally 
hurtful to others. <silence> 
And we also recognize: 
Those times when an unexpected kindness touched our hearts. <silence> 
Those songs that played in our minds and conveyed a deeper sense of peace and 
belonging. <silence> 
Those friends, loved ones, or complete strangers who whispered in the echoes of the day 
that they noticed and appreciated us. 
Let us pray: 
We come together, Sweet Jesus, to claim who we are and whose we are. We 
acknowledge our fears and anxieties and confess the many ways in which we let our 
human situation define us rather than embracing our Divine connection 
Help us to remember that we are a part of your Kingdom and part of a long line of 
believers who have known your Grace in this place.  
The apostle Paul tells us that the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what 
we ought to pray for, but the Spirit intercedes for us. 
We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been 
called according to his purpose.  
Friends … sisters and brothers in Christ … believe the good news of the Gospel: 
Because we are loved enough, we have love to share. 
Because we are forgiven, we can forgive. 
Because of Jesus, we have New Life and another chance to do better. Amen. 

Appendix D: Final Worship in Building 

 151 



EMERGING WISDOM            Congregational Discussion 
Topic:  As we look ahead to the Community of the Savior in this place, what is your 
greatest hope or wish for them? 

* PASSING OF THE PEACE 
The Peace of Christ be with you.  And also with you. 
Let us exchange a greeting of God’s peace.  

* HYMN #196                 All Glory, Laud, and Honor 
A READING FROM GOD’S HOLY WORD                  Mt. 13:33, 44-52 (MSG) 
REFLECTION ON THE DAY                      Like a Mass of Dough 

The Reverend Deborah Fae Swift 
INVITATION TO THE OFFERING 

In our lives we are blessed with abundance. Let us share now our gifts and offerings 
with God that they might touch the lives of others. 

OFFERTORY ANTHEM  
 

* PRESENTATION OF THE GIFTS AND DOXOLOGY HYMN # 606 
Praise God from whom all blessings flow; Praise God all creatures here, below. 

Praise God above, ye heav’nly host: Creator, Christ, and Holy Ghost. 

* PRAYER OF DEDICATION 
Source of life, all that we have reflects your eternal love.  
Accept these gifts as a symbol of our dedication to be your workers in the world. Help 
us to work for your Kingdom, to bake the bread and unearth the treasure which you 
have given to us that we might share and dedicate them to your work in Jesus’ name. 
Amen.   

PRAYER AND THE LORD’S PRAYER 
Our Father/Mother/Abba who art in heaven: hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, 
thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive 
us our debts as we forgive our debtors. Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from 
evil for thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory forever. Amen. 

WHAT WE BELIEVE  Confession of 1967 (Inclusive Language Edition) 9.01, 9.07, 9.22-23 
The church confesses its faith when it bears a present witness to God’s grace in Jesus  
Christ. 

In Jesus Christ, God was reconciling the world to himself. Jesus Christ is God with 
humankind.1 He is the eternal Son of the Father, who became human and lived among us 
to fulfill the work of reconciliation. He is present in the church by the power of the Holy 
Spirit to continue and complete his mission. This work of God, the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit is the foundation of all confessional statements about God, humanity and the 
world. Therefore, the church calls all people to be reconciled to God and to one another. 

The new life takes shape in a community in which people know that God loves and 
accepts them in spite of what they are. They therefore accept themselves and love 
others, knowing that no one has any ground on which to stand, except God’s grace. 



The new life does not release people from conflict with unbelief, pride, lust, and fear. They 
still have to struggle with disheartening difficulties and problems. Nevertheless, as they 
mature in love and faithfulness in their life with Christ, they live in freedom and good 
cheer, bearing witness on good days and evil days, confident that the new life is pleasing 
to God and helpful to others. 

* CLOSING HYMN #406 (sung three times)             We Are Standing on Holy Ground 
Glory to God 

* RECAPPING THE DAY & BENEDICTION (responsive) 
In Christ there is no east or west. In him no north or south, 
But one great fellowship of God Throughout the whole wide earth. 
Wherever we go,    Whatever we do, 
Whoever we have been   And whoever we become, 
We belong to God   Because we are One in the Spirit. 
God is good,    All the time! 
And all the time,    God is good. 
God has a plan for us   And a plan for this place. 
 

One hundred and sixty-five years ago, people came together here to learn about Jesus, 
And today we are led to continue to lift him up: the Way he lived, the Light he brought, 
and the Love he shared.  
Let us go into the world sharing the miracle of the Risen Christ in all that we say, in all 
that we do, and all that we are,  
For it is his name that we bear, and they’ll know we are Christians by our Love. 
And may the blessings of Our Creator, Our Redeemer, and Our Sustainer;  the God of the 
Ages, of the Future, of Forever;  our God, our Christ, and the Holy Spirit;  be with us and 
remain with us now … here … there … and everywhere … forever more.  AMEN! 

 

CHORAL AMEN                     Ain’t Got Time to Die 
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“Like a Mass of Dough” 
Matthew 13:33, 44-52 (The Message) 

South Presbyterian Church – July 27, 2014  
The Final Sunday Morning Worship in our Sanctuary 

The Reverend Deborah Fae Swift 
 
As I sat down to think about today’s message, I was mindful of the long line of Pastors, 
Preachers, Parliamentarians, Priests and Prophets who have stood before the congregation of 
South Presbyterian Church in its 165 year history. A few have been women:  The Reverends 
Linda Brebner and Jamie Kenyon come to mind. I’m not the first.  

Some of the ministers, especially in the early days, were not Presbyterian that we know of, and 
of those 165 years, eighty-eight of them had someone standing just about where I am right 
now addressing sermons, meditations, reflections, teachings … what have you … to a gathered 
congregation just like you. 

Eighty-eight years. Just a little over half of our life we’ve been on this corner. Or maybe I 
should say … for almost half of our life we HAVEN’T been on this piece of land. It’s easy to 
forget that and to think that we’ve always been here because we HAVE always been here in the 
memory of anyone living. But really … 53% of our life has been in THIS location … 47% not.  And 
those percentages will start to SHIFT now because we’re moving. We’re changing where we 
DO what we do, but our life CONTINUES. 

This is a time both in the life of the larger church of which we are a part AND in the life of our 
Wee Kirk here that carries a certain amount of gravitas with it … as it should. 

But it should NOT carry a sense of melancholy or maudlin remembrances because WE are the 
church of Jesus Christ – alive yesterday, today, and tomorrow. We are “the church reformed 
and always reforming.”  We are Presbyterians and we are engaged in one of the great acts of 
self-denial … self-sacrifice by walking away from this structure in order to preserve the viability 
of this CHURCH to continue to serve its mission of reaching out to those who need us … and to 
do it as Jesus did – as he INSPIRES us to do today. 

So what better scripture to focus on than today’s Lectionary reading from Matthew where 
Jesus is teaching about the Kingdom of God … the KOG. 

We’ve talked a LOT about this during our discernment process:  what IS the Kingdom of God?  
How do we describe it to people who have not experienced it? 

God’s Way of Life (let’s call it that because “Kingdom” makes it sound like it’s a PLACE when 
REALLY it’s an attitude or outlook) … God’s Way of Life is like YEAST. You put a small amount 
of yeast into bread dough and it makes it rise. A little bit of God goes a LONG way. The tiniest 
bit of faith … of inviting God IN … changes EVERYTHING and we begin to grow bigger than we’d 
ever imagined. 
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God’s WAY is like stumbling on a TREASURE in a field so you go off and spend everything you 
have to buy the field to make sure the treasure is yours.  In other words, God is unexpected 
and worthy of investing ourselves in because the TREASURE is great! 

GOD’s Way of Life is like someone looking for the perfect jewel and who, once he or she finds 
it, sells EVERYTHING to get that one jewel. Put in our terminology, living life on God’s terms 
means putting all our eggs in the one basket of believing in GOD because everything else pales 
in comparison.  

And lastly, Jesus says, it’s like FISHING. Everything gets caught in your net and that’s good. 
We should cast a wide NET so that everything is drawn in and then GOD will determine what 
stays and what gets thrown back. 

Jesus ends this statement by saying that we all have to be like the owner of a General Store. I 
was watching reruns of The Waltons  this week and that would be Ike Godzy’s General Store. Or 
maybe it’s like Hunt’s or Mayer’s HARDWARE here in Rochester with a little bit of EVERYTHING 
in them.  

No matter how chaotic and disorganized things appear, the owner knows EXACTLY where 
everything is to meet the customer’s needs. And the person who lives life in GOD’s way has a 
full panoply … a full repertoire … of ways to deal with life because they know and practice those 
ways all the time. It’s THOSE ways that constitute the KOG … the place with all the options for 
meaning and hope. 

So with that backdrop, I want us to focus on just ONE of the examples today … the first one 
about the bread and the yeast. 

How many of you make or HAVE made bread????? 

I like to make bread and I have to say I LOVE doing it all by hand, though time doesn’t permit 
that right now in my life so I’ve succumbed to a bread machine. At first I didn’t think I would 
like it at all. (And certainly, Mrs. Emmeline Bell Barker who donated the land for this sanctuary 
and who sat in this congregation a hundred years ago could not have IMAGINED a machine 
that would bake bread.) 

But it’s not ENTIRELY mechanized. I still have to add the ingredients … and depending on the 
kind of bread I’m baking, they have to be added in a certain ORDER. The yeast must NOT touch 
the liquid when I put it in. And the AMOUNT of yeast … as you all know if you’ve ever made 
bread … is MINISCULE compared to the amount of flour. 

THAT, my friends, is how Jesus describes OUR ROLE in the Kingdom of God. We are 
MINISCULE … we are ONE little tiny part of the Body of Christ. I doubt that Emmeline Bell 
Barker would have ever BELIEVED that her name would be remembered … let alone UTTERED 
and lifted up a hundred years later in worship.  
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But SHE believed … and she did her little part for the continuation of South Church … to help it 
get ESTABLISHED … by deeding over this little plot of land.  And now today, the SALE of this 
little yeast-like gift of hers will become the platform for another whole NEW church that will 
CONTINUE what we’ve done here and it will provide the financial resources that WE need to be 
able to reach out … BRANCH out like a shade tree … and bring the Way of God to people down 
the road! 

In our own little way, WE now become the yeast that God is using to infuse and grow a whole 
NEW ministry in this neighborhood. But lest we think that that’s ALL we are is what we do here 
on the Avenue or there at the Meadows, let me just tell you that our colleagues … our other 
UPT churches and even non-UPT churches in this Presbytery … and many of the people in 
Louisville on staff THERE … they are INSPIRED by us. (I know … go figure …)  They are watching 
and HONORING what we have chosen to do in answer to God’s call. In THAT sense, South is 
the little bit of yeast that is helping to raise the WHOLE CHURCH!!!! 

Fortunately, we are not the ONLY yeast. 

There are OTHER churches also meeting these challenges in their OWN ways, traveling their 
OWN paths and modeling the Way of Christ to the world in the neighborhoods where THEY live. 
Some of them … MANY of them … are Part of the 1001 New Worshiping Communities 
movement. 

It is so HUMBLING, isn’t it? To think about God using US to affect a change in the Church of 
Jesus Christ for this age in human history …  WOW! 

But let me go back to this whole idea of bread dough for a minute. 

What we just read has Jesus saying this:  “God’s kingdom is like yeast that a woman works 
into the dough for dozens of loaves of barley bread—and waits while the dough rises.” There 
are DOZENS … HUNDREDS of loaves being created. Think of the MASS of dough 
(metaphorically speaking) … the mass of Creativity that God is forming and shaping into the 
Christian Church for the 21st Century. It CAN’T stay what it was.  

So God’s putting together this mass of dough and into it, She is placing just the right amount 
of yeast … and then … we wait.   

And we wait. 

And we wait. 

And we wait because it takes TIME for the yeast to work and grow the dough. 

Now, those of us who are bread bakers know that once the dough rises, we have to take it and 
knead it more … punch it down … WORK it … and then let it rise again and do the same thing 
again. 

It takes TIME. 



It takes WORKING the dough. 

It takes PATIENCE. 

It even takes VISION so that you can figure out what KIND of bread you want to make before 
you start. And sometimes you start out making one kind of bread but you change your mind 
part way through because you decide to add something you have in the cabinet or you realize 
you DON’T have something you were going to add. 

Creative visioning … working … patience and time. 

And that’s where we find ourselves right now … right this very moment in our 165-year history. 

I think that one of the things I am most aware of these days is all of the memories that are tied 
up here … weddings … funerals … baptisms … Children’s Days … Easters … Christmas pageants 
… potluck suppers … parties … Sunday School classes … Christmas Eve Candlelight Services … 
choir rehearsals … and even (or especially) the common, every day or every week occurrence … 
the rhythm of worship and the church calendar year.  

It’s not EASY what we’re doing. 

The DETAILS aren’t easy. 

The MOVING of furniture into one room isn’t easy. 

Transporting our WORSHIP Life to a new location isn’t easy. 

And that’s only the PHYSICAL stuff. I’m not even TALKING about the emotional. But I keep 
reminding MYSELF of something and so I’m going to say the same thing to you:  If it were 
easy, it wouldn’t be worth much! 

Let me say that again:  If it were EASY, it wouldn’t be WORTH much and following the call of 
Jesus to be his church is worth EVERYTHING. So, the fact that it’s hard and we’re STILL doing 
it?  I say, “Good on us!” 

Good on us for not giving in to despair. 

Good on us for not taking the easy way out and sticking with a building that was bleeding us 
dry. 

Good on us for prayerfully considering option after option and never closing any door  until 
we knew in our heart of hearts that it was the RIGHT offer at the right time. 

And good on us for SEEKING to do God’s will!!! 

I MEAN it.  

It’s one thing to PRAY:   “Put us where you want us and show us what to do.” It’s an entirely 
different thing to actually be willing to DO that when we’ve been shown what it is AND we see 
how much of our comfort and security we will have to give up in order to say YES to GOD!!! 
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We should be feeling very, VERY blessed. And proud of ourselves for saying YES  … for  doing 
the hard work. 

I mean, really. 

We would have run out of money in November of this year, but instead … by November we 
should be settled in a BEAUTIFUL new worship space, continuing ALL of our ministries (our 
Acts of Faith), probably creating NEW ones by then, and working with an investment team to 
maximize the value of the dollars we are acquiring from this sale. 

We will have EXPANDED our footprint of service. By selling to another church and 
CONTINUING our Acts of Faith, we are actually EXPANDING the Church of Jesus Christ in this 
neighborhood … in this CITY. 

Holy Cow!!! 

By November, we will have begun to figure out how to be a multi-nodal or multi-location faith 
community and the ministries we have sheltered here … EBNS, FuturPointe Dance, the 12-step 
programs … they will all be sheltered by a NEW church in their same LOCATIONS! Their 
ministries can continue because of OUR stewardship. 

I mean … really! 

We are going from an annual expense of roughly $31,000 of fees budgeted to something 
related to owning this building (insurance, snow removal, facilities repair, etc. And that’s not 
even COUNTING the unexpected and UNBUDGETED expenses like boiler repairs, new roof, 
painting, lawn upkeep …) … we’re gonna go from that MINIMUM of $31,000 to an annual 
expense in BOTH locations of $12 a year!!!! 

$12 … One dollar a month in rent at one place and NOTHING at the other. 

Talk about a MIRACLE! 

Talk about the hand of GOD! 

Talk about PROVIDENCE and the result of FAITHFULLY trying to follow Jesus … 

God is making SURE that this little serving of YEAST is in the right place at the right time in 
order to make the mass of dough GROW into what it needs to be for the NEXT 80 or 90 years. 

I have never been more proud or more honored to be associated with you … to be PART of a 
congregation of faithful people … than I am today. 

And I dare say that all of those who came before us … all those pastors and lay leaders … all of 
the benefactors and visionaries … Mrs. Emmeline Bell Barker and all the rest … they could not 
have IMAGINED what our world would be like today. They certainly held values that are 
different from many of ours … values about inclusion and human rights … values about 
interfaith dialogue with non-Christians … but I truly believe that if they had grown through the 



events of the end of the 20th century, they would be standing with us today because they were 
pragmatic, intelligent and faithful people … just like we are. 

And I also dare say … I believe with all my heart that they are proud of us for what we are 
doing. I KNOW that God is … because this plan has God’s fingerprints all over it. 

So …  

Here we are.  

And some of us don’t want this to end. 

• It feels sacred, doesn’t it? 
• Let’s take it in. Close your eyes. 
• Breathe in the warm air. 
• Listen to the sounds around us. 
• Smell the summer smells …  
• Feel the presence of those who have already crossed over because you KNOW they are 
 crammed into the space here today to be with us … 

Let us pray (sing to “Amazing Grace”): 

When we’ve been there ten thousand years 

Bright shining as the sun, 

We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise 

Than when we first begun.      

Amen and amen. 
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Initial Meeting – October 24, 2011 – 6PM 
Agenda 
 
 
I. Opening Prayer 
 
II. Our Assignment 

• Explore future options 
• Make reports on what we learn to the session (next meeting is Mon. Nov. 7th) 
• We report directly to the session and have been commissioned by the congregation 

 
III. Apparent Options to Explore – Where do we stand with each of these as we start our 
 work together? 
 

#1:  Do nothing – keep everything the same as it is now… congregation stays intact; 
 keep building as is. 
 
#2:  Do everything – disband congregation; sell property. 

Something in between . . . 
   Building     Congregation 
#3A:   Rent Building     Relocate Congregation 
#3B:   Demolish Building/Rent Land   Relocate 
Congregation 
#3C:   Sell Building/Land    Relocate Congregation 
#3D:   Increase rental opportunities   Keep Congregation here 
#3E:   Increase building rental options  Keep Congregation here 
 
Others not listed? 
 
 
IV. What would be the NEXT STEPS for the options we are agreeing to explore?  
 (Assign Action Steps and Timeline) 
 
V. Standard meeting time???? 
 

VI. Next Meeting 
  

Appendix F: Ad Hoc Group Initial Meeting 



Report of the Ad Hoc Group to Explore the Future Options for South Church 

The Ad Hoc Group held its first meeting on October 24, 2011.  
All of the members were present.  

The meeting began by reviewing what our charge is by the session, i.e., to explore options and 
report back to the Session on a monthly basis. The details of our discussions remain confidential, 
to be shared only with the session. 

We ruled out the options of “changing nothing” and leaving everything the same as it is now, and 
“changing everything,” i.e., getting rid of the building AND terminating the congregation.  

We agreed to concentrate on the following possible scenarios and to explore background 
information related to each option, including: 

• Renting or Selling the building and relocating the congregation 
• Reconfiguring our current building, increasing the likelihood of renters 
• Exploring the idea of following the suggestions of Sacred Places, Inc. that we should 

o Recognize that we are a de facto Community Center. 
o Create a not-for-profit that is charged with the upkeep of the building and the 

continuation of the programs contained within it. 
o Hold either a building charrette or a round table discussion with stakeholders in the 

community to see what THEIR vision of a Cultural and Community Center at South 
might look like. 

Each member of the group has her/his own preferences in the above possibilities, but we all 
restated our commitment to stay in an urban setting. We also recognize that with the development 
of College Town, our property value will most likely increase in the next few years. The group is 
asking “xyz” to quietly, with discretion, see if one of her former real estate colleagues can get us an 
accurate market value of the church’s holdings, i.e., the church property and Rosemount House. 

At this point in time, the group members are researching information about the ownership, transfer 
of ownership, financial obligations and benefits to the congregation of giving up the building by 
engaging the Presbytery’s Board of Trustees. Pastor Deb will also be having a conversation on 
11/03/11 with the Rochester Regional Community Design Center about the cost and feasibility of a 
building charrette for South. 

Our next meeting dates will be November 17th at 7PM and December 1st at 6PM. We will try to have 
our Presbytery Trustee representative present at one of them to answer our many questions about 
church property.  

The Group is open to questions and suggestions from the session as we continue with our 
research. 

Respectfully (and without the pre-approval of the Group), 
Deb Swift 

Appendix G: Ad Hoc Report to Session 
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Thank you all for your willingness to look at the future of our 
church.  In this day and age, when many congregations find 
themselves with dwindling numbers and entrusted with 
buildings that have ongoing (or increasing) needs, we are not 
alone in our period of discernment. 

On September 29, 2011, the Presbytery of Genesee Valley (PGV) 
presented a luncheon workshop titled Small Congregations/Large 
Buildings: Partners of Sacred Places.  I attended that luncheon 
and took many, many notes because I think that much of it can 
(and does) apply to our current situation. 

The presenter was Bob Jaeger, the founder and Executive Director of Sacred Places, a not-for-
profit that works with churches and temples/synagogues to help in situations of small 
congregations with large buildings. Our building is small by comparison, but still one that fits 
into their expertise. (Learn more by exploring their site:  www.SacredPlaces.org) 

I am not suggesting that we employ them. For one thing, it costs about $30,000 to do so. But 
for another, the Urban Presbyterian Together (UPT) coalition is talking about hiring them for all 
ten of the churches (us being one of the ten). 

However, they do have several FREE publications and helpful ideas that I believe we SHOULD 
consider using. 

What I’m doing here is to share some of my notes from that presentation, and in bold purple 
are some of my thoughts/reflections and ideas that are coming about as a result of this 
luncheon. 

I’m hoping that we can look at some of these ideas together because some of them we could 
start on right now even as the AHGroup is just getting started. It can’t hurt us to begin some of 
these things and it could help us a lot down the road. I look forward to giving a more thorough 
and complete explanation in person when we get together, and I urge you to spend some time 
with the website noted above. You’ll see Bob Jaeger’s impeccable credentials as well as 
program descriptions of several success stories. 

So … let’s jump into this. Shall we? ☺ 

= = = = = 

MAKE OUR BUILDING AN ASSET FOR OUR MINISTRY. 

Our church is a COMMUNITY CENTER. Currently, South is the site of: 

• Voting for area residents 
• A vibrant and successful Pre-School 

Appendix H: Pastor’s Report to Ad Hoc Group 

80% of the people 
who use a church 
building are NOT 
members of the 

church 



• Several (5?) 12-step Programs 
• A Pastoral Counselor’s office 
• Periodic Classes and Group Meetings 
 (ex. The T’ai Chi class met here for years, the Dance group, the Association that holds 
 their elections here) 
• Monday Night Food Ministry to Graduate Students 
• Neighborhood Meetings and Charrettes 
• Social Service assistance and referral through the church office and pastor 

 

There might be more. Those are just the things that occurred to me off the top of my head. 

Churches tend to see their buildings as just the gathering place for our worship, Sunday 
School and perhaps classes/rehearsals during the week. However, according to a study done 
by Sacred Places, 80% of the people who use a church building are NOT members of the 
church. I think that is probably true of South; the percentage might even be higher because we 
are so small. 

We need to change the perception of the people using the building. Each group is very 
isolated. I think that maybe we should start communicating with all of the groups so that they 
are aware that we really are quite a busy place. (And maybe they know of other groups who 
would like to rent from us.) 

CREATE A “FRIENDS OF” ORGANIZATION. 

Bob Jaeger also said that each church should begin contacting those in the community who 
are stakeholders for having this community center succeed (voters, other businesses, 
neighborhood association, UR, Rochester Psych Center, etc.) as well as former members who 
have moved away but who hold us in their hearts and form a group called the Friends of South 
Church (or Friends of South).  

At first, this can be a loosely-knit group that we just contact to get out general information, but 
as we proceed, it will become a group that we ask to buy into with a donation or membership. 

Why would they do that? Because we will have shown them how vital our building is to the 
fabric of the neighborhood, in our case, College Town. 

CREATE A 501[C]3 NOT-FOR-PROFIT. 

Once we have a clear vision for the Friends group, we incorporate as a 501(c)3 not-for-profit 
and we decide on a Mission Statement for the corporation. Sacred Spaces suggests that one 
of the broadest reaching and most easily fulfilled emphases would be something like calling 
the entity The South Center for Culture and Community and having its mission be to raise 
money for the physical operation of, provide for the use of the building in service to the larger 
community, and support the programs housed in South Presbyterian Church. 
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We will have shown 
them how vital our 
building is to the 

fabric of the 
neighborhood, in our 
case, College Town. 

By forming a separate not-for-profit, the entity is able to raise 
funds from sources that the church can’t AND eventually it 
can take the facility costs right out from the church’s budget. 

In addition, the corporation can hire the staff for room 
coordination (that would be the Office Administrator), 
cleaning the facility (that would be the cleaning person), etc. 
There might even be a Program Coordinator. 

Bringing in the larger community as friends and investors 
changes the funding from being 100% done by a dwindling 
membership, to perhaps as little as 30% done by church 
members.  

Bob was quick to say that grants will not dig us out of where we are. They may account for 
25% of the operating budget, but the Friends group can be an annual campaign. 

= = = = = 

Now let me pause here and tell you a couple of things. The first is that I have had two 
experiences with this type of adjunct not-for-profit and both were successful. 

1. One was Calvary St. Andrew’s who began the South Wedge Planning Committee 
(SWPC) as a mission outreach arm of the church. It was independently incorporated; the 
pastor served as the founding Executive Director for the first 10 or 12 years.  
 
Because SWPC was an independent 501[c]3 (which is an IRS designation allowing us to raise 
funds, be exempt from paying sales tax, AND receive charitable donations that people can 
write off) it qualified for state funding sources as well as private funders who won’t give to 
religious affiliations. 
 
South is already a 501[c]3 but as a religious organization so we are not allowed to apply for 
those other pots of money. 
 
When the SWPC offices were housed at the church, SWPC was able to pay for staff, for 
supplies, etc. and was able to generate additional income that benefitted the upkeep of the 
building.   
 
Eventually, the demands of SWPC became too great for the church and I joined the SWPC staff 
as the Associate Director during its separation from the church (where I was also a Parish 
Associate) and remained there for six years to help it get its feet on the ground as a separate 
entity. 

 



2. Another case that I’ve been tangentially involved with is geographically closer to South 
and that is the Friends of Mt. Hope Cemetery. 
 
Because the cemetery is City-owned and operated, there was no way for it to receive 
donations, do any of its historical research and tours, etc.  
 
By becoming its own not-for-profit, it was able to raise funds for the restoration of the Gate 
House, etc. and create the much-celebrated tours of historically significant gravesites as well 
as publish materials about the cemetery. 
 
(My connection there is less involved than with SWPC: I was asked to coordinate and lead their 
two initial strategic planning retreats for the Friends of Mt. Hope board when they first got 
started and then five years later.) 

I am friends with the leading attorney for creating not-for-profits in the city of Rochester. We 
worked together in the past while creating Merchant and Neighborhood Associations. He 
would be a good one to contact. 

= = = = = 

A STAGED APPROACH TO FUND RAISING. 

Bob Jaeger talked next about how to prepare information to share with people, i.e., a technique 
known as Asset Mapping. He said that materials to do this are free on the Sacred Places 
website.  

We need to look at, and be able to articulate clearly: 

• Who is served by programs housed in South Church 

• How much of this we are willing to offer “sacrificially” to the community (i.e., without 
receiving market value in rent, utilities, etc.) 

• What is the cultural value of those programs to the community. 

We were directed to a study on the Sacred Places website that help discuss and compute the 
“public value of sacred spaces.” (I have downloaded a couple of their FREE publications and it 
would be worth your while to check out http://sacredplaces.org/comm_or_guide.htm#1a  
yourself and see what you learn.)   

The part that Bob stressed for our church is that in the first six months (which we could be 
doing now, even if we don’t go any farther than that), we should be: 

• Connecting with the neighborhood in new ways and 

• Raising money in new ways 
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We are sitting on 
prime real estate. 

His organization, when hired, comes and does training for the churches on all of the aspects 
noted above. 

UPT is considering hiring them for the 10 urban churches to work with as a group. I don’t know 
if that will happen; I don’t know what roll the GVP will/could play in helping to bankroll that 
initiative. 

We can download (or receive by mail) publications from them if 
we are a member. I am probably going to get an Individual 
Membership ($40) unless you all think it’s wise to get a church 
membership ($110 or thereabouts) because I think the 
publications could be useful even if we don’t have the 
collaboration of their company. 

= = = = = 

Now, back to my ideas/suggestions/vision . . . (and this is all 
CONFIDENTIAL, please, not to be shared outside the AHGroup for the time being. In fact, I’m 
not even sharing it all with the broader Session until we decide on our presentation to them.) 

Until I attended this luncheon, I was truly thinking it wisest for us to give up the church 
building. The problem I kept coming back to was when to do it?  

College Town is putting $210 million into our intersection and the block north of us on both 
sides of the street. (McDonald’s alone will be >$1M.) 

We are sitting on prime real estate. We could fetch a pretty penny for either selling the building 
AND the land or just leasing the land for someone else to build on. I don’t want to see us do 
anything prematurely and regret it later. 

THEN, after hearing the presentation, I found myself thinking about the development of South 
as a Cultural and Community Center for College Town. Why not? 

According to Bob, there are always community theater and dance groups looking for locations 
that work for them and that they can call “home.”  Maybe there are other worshiping 
communities who would like a place as well. We don’t know because we haven’t looked. 

I do know that parking would be an issue for any large performance to be here. 

I also know that some people mentioned last spring in a Congregational Forum that we should 
consider tearing down part of the current building, or Rosemount House, for parking. 

There’s also the possibility of borrowing against the value of the building/land to build an 
addition to the church to create a flexible space that could be shared by people if that’s what 
we chose to do. 

The possibilities are more endless than I can ever imagine.  



Therefore, I would like to explore the possibility of holding a Community Center Charrette. 

The last one we held was a huge success and it was for neighborhood (College Town) 
planning. This time, it would be focused on “What would you like to see on this site if the 
church were to expand and intentionally embrace what we already are, i.e., a Community 
Center in College Town?” 

We would invite the stakeholders (most of whom sit with me on the Mt. Hope Task Force: the 
neighborhood association, the business association, the University of Rochester, the City, 
maybe the County, the pre-school, representatives of the 12-step programs that meet here, the 
Food Ministry, presbytery reps, and the community at large). Instead of coming up with 
creative images for the neighborhood, we would spend the day just focusing on our current 
building… warts and all.  

Let’s get some outside input since it’s the outside people who are using the building the most.  

I don’t know how much it would cost, but I’m going to call the Design Center and speak with 
their Executive Director. She and I have worked together before. From her I’ll be able to get 
some cost ideas. Even if we don’t do the charrette, the information will be good for us to have. 

I’ll probably start asset mapping the church’s current situation and seeing if there are 
programs we might like to enter into in partnership with some of our tenants or with others in 
the community. We can always apply for small grants through GVP for those kinds of 
partnerships so this is useful regardless of what the AHGroup decides to do.  

Given South’s long history of supporting the arts and our commitment to them, it really feels 
like a natural to me that we might become the “South Center for Culture and Community, 
located in the heart of College Town.”  With the right surfaces available, we could even become 
a gallery for local artists. 

Oh … one other thing.  

In presenting this “vision,” I am not ignoring the problems we have with the current building – 
foundation issues, mold, the tree roots, etc. If we are to have any demolition or new 
construction, excavating in order to resolve those issues could be included as part of the 
package we send out for a bid. It could all be taken care of at the same time. 

And remember:   just because I’m enthusiastic and able to see a Vision of possibilities doesn’t 
mean that it’s the way we are “meant” to go. It is my sincere hope that each one of us will be 
able to come up with our own vision plans. Mine was just triggered by this luncheon workshop 
and I thought it might give us a starting point for some discussions. 

Thanks … 

dfs 
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Approved: 09/15/2015                      The Reverend Deborah Fae Swift, Pastor 

The Acts of Faith Model of Ministry of South Presbyterian Church 

How does one measure the success of a church? 

For some, success is gauged by Sunday attendance; for others, it is reflected in endowments and budgets. Yet 
neither of those is particularly useful for small congregations (fewer than 100 members) who represent the 
greatest portion of mainline Christian churches in the United States today. 

South Presbyterian Church, a small, urban congregation in Rochester, New York with a history dating from the 
1840’s, has been pioneering a different model of ministry since 2010. The Acts of Faith Model of Ministry, where 
program development begins with looking at what is working and generating “energy and excitement” rather than 
tweaking “what we’ve always done,” has produced a vibrant congregation whose rippling effects move 
throughout the city. 

It is a bold, unconventional, and creative re-visioning of church transformation and development that is catching 
fire in Rochester. This model can easily be replicated elsewhere when a few changes are made to the ways in 
which ministry is defined and implemented. 

The Acts of Faith model at a glance: 
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South Presbyterian Church’s Acts of Faith Model of Ministry 

A need or an idea for an 
Act of Faith surfaces in 
the community and is 

brought to the attention 
of someone affiliated 

with South Church. 

When two people agree 
to support this Act with 
their time commitment 
of three months, they 

take their request to the 
Session (Church 

Council). 

When the Session is 
comfortable with the 

proposal, it approves a 
three-month pilot period 
to begin the Act of Faith. 

 

 

At the end of the three 
months, the program is 
evaluated in terms of 
Energy & Excitement.  

 

The Act of Faith becomes a 
regular offering of South 

Presbyterian Church, subject to 
quarterly review. 

The Act of Faith is dismantled 
IMMEDIATELY after notifying 

members. 

Energy & Excitement Present 

NO Energy & Excitement Present 



Theological Foundation: 

Meanwhile, the eleven disciples were on their way to Galilee, headed for the mountain  
Jesus had set for their reunion. The moment they saw him they worshiped him.  

Some, though, held back, not sure about worship, about risking themselves totally.  
 Jesus, undeterred, went right ahead and gave his charge: “God authorized and commanded 
me to commission you: Go out and train everyone you meet, far and near, in this way of life, 

marking them by baptism in the threefold name:  
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Then instruct them in the practice of all I have commanded you.  

I’ll be with you as you do this, day after day after day, right up to the end of the age.”     
(Matthew 28:16-20, The Message) 

For those of us who believe that the Great Commissioni was a command from Jesus and not 
merely a request, the definition, realization, and embodiment of the word “church” becomes 
both a transformative agent and the end result of transformation, itself. The Book of Acts 
speaks of the development of the early church when believers met in non-institutionalized 
settings and created community, table fellowship, care for widows and orphans, and exercised 
mutual concern for each other. 

Applying those same principles to today’s 21st century faith community has led South 
Presbyterian Church, a proud member of the PC(USA), to adopt a missional identity and 
abandon our century-old attractional model; if we are to “go out and train everyone … in the 
practice of all that [Jesus] commanded,” then we are not to be setting ourselves apart in a 
centralized location expecting people to come to us for their needs to be met. We are sent to 
listen and respond, not to remain in one location, deciding for someone else what they need. 

The church of Jesus and his followers began as a grassroots movement and therein lies the 
greatest promise for its continuation today; it is grassroots organizations that are most 
“directly and immediately responsive to the needs and wishes of the people involved,” ii a focus 
strikingly similar to that of the missional church.  

Additionally, throughout his ministry, Jesus brought healing and wholeness, the perfect 
Shalom, to those he encountered. He traveled as an itinerant Rabbi, spreading the good news 
that God’s reign was in their presence, that God’s love was accessible to all. Whether people 
requested a specific healing, asked theological questions of him, or just attended his public 
events en masse, Jesus and his followers offered a presence that challenged old beliefs, 
defined a new way of being in relationship with God, and became the voice of the voiceless as 
he and his followers stood with the marginalized of their day. 

It is this practice that South Church embraces and strives to emulate through the Acts of Faith 
Model of Ministry. 

In some instances (such as Bible Study or Sunday Worship) the church’s presence may be 
overtly religious and clearly visible and identifiable as “church” in a traditional sense.  In other 
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instances (such as lawn mowing, a community choir, or meeting at a diner to discuss the 
latest best-seller) the church’s presence may be less identifiable as what we have all grown up 
to think of as “church.”  We at South believe, however, when we are present, folks have the 
opportunity to “bump up against Jesus” when they interact with people of faith. Being present 
with others allows us to be the hands and heart, the hugs and healing presence of Christ’s 
love, acceptance, and joy in the world.   

We, at South, believe that God’s Presence is not limited to time and place, nor to holy words 
and sacred songs; the presence of the Holy Spirit is made manifest in people of faith even 
when they may not be aware that they are being used for that purpose.  Intentionally living, 
working, moving, and being with others deepens our own faith, and every time we demonstrate 
what it is like to try and live a spirit-centered, Jesus-modeled life in 21st century North America, 
we are living as the Body of Christ – we are “being church.” 

How this model came about: 

In 2010-2011, South Presbyterian Church 
launched its Acts of Faith (AoF) Model of Ministry 
with three groups: Bagels & the Bible (Bible study 
at the local bagel place on Saturday morning), 
Food for Thought (community book group that 
meets Friday afternoon at the local diner), and 
CLASS ACT (Christian Leadership And Senior 
Spirituality – Applied Christian Teaching which 
meets at a nearby senior living community). 
During the intervening years other Acts of Faith were started, some of which were set aside and 
deemed not viable, while others continue; today, some groups are overtly religious (Prayer on 
the Lawn) while others have no mention of God, Jesus, or church but continue to build 
community (Mt. Hope World Singers).  

In 2014, the thirty members of South Church sold their building in order to be able to better 
respond to the needs of local citizens without the worry of financing ongoing building 
maintenance.  

Perhaps the most innovative use of space for our Acts of Faith is Sunday Worship which takes 
place at St. John’s Meadows, a senior living community one mile from our original church 
building and the site of our CLASS ACT group. For two years the Meadows had been searching 
to find a church that could provide weekly worship to their residents.  When South Church was 
selling its building, they approached us with an invitation to locate our weekly Sunday worship 
there and open it to both their residents and the larger Rochester community.  

  

 

The essence of the Acts of 
Faith Model of Ministry is quite 

simple:   
go where we are needed and 
share the loving presence of  

the Risen Christ. 



How this model works:   

The resultant Acts of Faith Model of Ministry has included the development of what others 
would call mission outreach programs. To us, the term “outreach programs” gives the 
impression of standing in one place and reaching out (and often down) to people who we 
perceive “need” us.  Acts of Faith grow out of the grassroots needs of the community and 
empower their participants to lead and eventually administer the programs themselves. AoF’s 
are organic in nature, springing up in the very location where the needs occur. They can be 
requested by a community member or by someone in the church who “has an idea” that s/he 
wants to try. 

By our definition, an Act of Faith is a neighborhood-based, grassroots, non-pastor-driven 
activity of South Presbyterian Church that praises God by building community through 

worship, education and the arts. 

South’s Acts of Faith occur in multiple 
community locations. Because we are 
missional and not attractional, we go where the 
people are who desire the AoF. The church 
goes to them – they do not have to come to us. 
Wherever possible and practical, the AoF 
chooses not to meet in a church building 
because of the negative association many 
people feel with organized religion and 
because we are endeavoring to model “church” 
as extending beyond the walls of a traditional 
faith center.  

From the outset, South Church has been clear that ours is not a “pastor-driven” ministry; our 
pastor serves as coordinator, innovator, supporter, administrator, and teacher, but it is the 
responsibility of the entire Body of Christ to minister through our Acts of Faith. We require that 
the pastor be an ordained Teaching Elder (i.e., Minister of Word and Sacrament) because some 
of our Acts of Faith contain the administration of the sacraments, and we believe it important 
to safeguard our Reformed Tradition:  The Church Reformed, Always Reforming.  

By virtue of our baptismal covenants, we are all 
guaranteed the gifts needed to be an active 
member of the Body of Christ.iii While some people 
are ordained to certain positions within the 
institutionalized church, the ability to discern, lead 
and actively participate in ministry is open to all. 
Therefore, our goal is “to equip the saints for the   
work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12).  

The first precept is that each Act 
of Faith occurs in the context of 

the larger community – at a diner, 

a coffee shop, a psychiatric center, 

a senior living community, or 

similar gathering place. 

The second precept is that an Act 

of Faith strives to be member-led. 
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Two individuals (at least one of whom must be affiliated with South Church) agree to work on 
a particular Act of Faith for an initial three-month pilot period while a member of the Pastoral 
Staff supervises, coaches and trains the AoF’s members to assume the mantle of 
responsibility for group leadership so it does not remain pastor-dependent. 
 

South Presbyterian Church stands upon 
the theological belief that everything has 
the potential to be holy and sacred 
because God is present in all things. 
Applying that concept to our Acts of Faith 
Model of Ministry, we believe that 
everything is eligible to be an Act of Faith – 
Sunday worship, book group, church choir 
… everything.  
 

And in this model, each Act of Faith is just as viable and important as the other. Sunday 
worship is no more sacrosanct than Bible Study or a community book group. Because we 
believe that church is found when we “bump up against Jesus” through interactions with 
people of faith, we recognize that those interactions may take the form of one-on-one 
discussions, going to a movie together, or large-group worship experiences.  

For some, this is perhaps the most challenging part of this model of ministry because most of 
us were brought up in a traditional church of the late 20th century where “church” was 
synonymous with “Sunday worship.”  It was commonplace to hear, “Let’s meet up after 
church,” or “I’ll see you before church starts.” 

When “church” ceases to be just Sunday morning and truly becomes a 24/7 transforming 
agent in one’s life, then limiting it to worship on a given day and time seems very immaterial. 
As one of South’s Elders put it, “I can’t imagine Jesus saying, ‘I have the Living Word that will 
change your life, but you can only get it in our sanctuary at 11 a.m. on Sunday morning’.” iv 

As soon as we accept the premise that “church” is the interconnected reality of all ministries, 
i.e.,  all Acts of Faith, then each Act of Faith becomes the embodiment and representation of the 
whole congregational experience.  We apply the standard of our baptismal covenant (“Now you 
are Christ's body, and individually members of it” (1 Cor. 12:27) to the living essence of the 
church community.) 

When one is open to it, the Holy Spirit directs each person to the involvement that s/he needs 
with the community of faith. It is the Holy Spirit who can determine what each of us needs at 
every moment of her/his life and where each of us best fits into the expression of the Living 
Christ. We believe it would be an affront to the Holy Spirit to presume to tell someone that 
participation in group worship on a Sunday morning is the determining factor when it comes to 
their membership in the Church of Jesus Christ. Hence, there are members of South who rarely 

The third precept is that all Acts of 

Faith are equal; no one Act (not even 

Sunday worship) carries more weight 

or significance in the life of the church. 



come to Sunday worship but who participate regularly in several Acts of Faith on weekdays. By 
our definition, each participant in our Acts of Faith is a vibrant member of our church whether 
or not they ever formalize her/his membership. 

Despite more complicated and complex models for evaluating the efficacy of church 
programs, ours is quite simple:  

“When the Spirit is at work, energy and excitement are present.” v 

 
Because we believe that when God 
intends for something to be successful, it 
will be. We also believe that if something 
“isn’t working,” it is not meant to be done 
at that particular time and place. 
Consequently, in evaluating our Acts of 
Faith, we give little concern to the number 
of participants or any other concrete 
measurement of success. We rely entirely 
on the manifestation of the Spirit that is 
shown through energy and excitement 
generated by those in a particular Act of Faith and in the neighborhood it serves. If there is no 
energy, then the Session drops the idea quickly and moves on to the next endeavor while 
explaining the reason and process to participants with pastoral sensitivity. We have learned 
that the activity might be a perfectly good Act of Faith but that if it has low levels energy and 
excitement, this initiative is the wrong time or place for it to become part of our active ministry. 

This model is simple to implement, and easy to evaluate. Because of the lack of bureaucracy 
in starting and ending our programmatic offerings, there is a constant flow of creativity, new 
ideas, attention and interest. This evergreen, ever-renewing model of ministry allows us to 
have rapid response time when needs arise without the hindrance of committee meetings and 
a long approval process. 

Moving Forward: 

There are many models of ministry that are successful in meeting the needs of the people of 
God. Just as the Reformed Tradition teaches us that the Spirit interprets scripture for the 
individual who reads, hears, or otherwise experiences it, so, too, that same Spirit works through 
the ministries of a church in order to build up the Body of Christ. 

South Presbyterian Church’s Acts of Faith Model of Ministry is one approach that works for us 
in our urban setting, but we can see it readily adaptable to other locations and different 
demographic groups. It provides for the extreme flexibility that is needed for quick responses 
to people’s needs and interests in the 21st century.  By focusing on energy and excitement as 

The fourth precept is that the Session 
(i.e., the Church Council) is willing to 

try almost anything as a pilot program 
for three months. At that time, it will 

become clear if it is energy-producing 
or energy-depleting. Energy-producing 
Acts are continued; energy-depleting 

Acts are quickly dismantled.  
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indicators of health, one is really focusing on the vitality of the congregation and Acts of Faith 
participants. 

One of the major challenges that we have encountered lies in learning to think “outside the 
box” in non-traditional ways. It is the feeling at South Church that by building on our strengths 
and looking at those programs which reflect the Spirit through energy and excitement, we are 
better able to start with a clean page and redesign ministry based on those strengths and the 
practices through which the Spirit is already reaching our people. It is a grassroots, organic 
approach to system design which, we believe, is in keeping with our Reformed Tradition’s 
roots.  To assist you with your own process, we have included some of the types of questions 
we generally ask of ourselves. It would be wonderful for us to receive your additional questions 
and insights as you begin to explore your own ministries in this way. 

We invite you to consider this model of ministry, and if prayerful discernment leads you to 
implement it, to make it your own through whatever adjustments seem prudent and Spirit-led. 
We also hope that you will share your successes, as well as your challenges and expansion of 
this outline, with us by contacting us at the below phone or email.  

Our world is filled with broken and hurting people, just as it was in Jesus’ day. 

It is up to those of us who follow Him to work together in meeting the needs of the 
marginalized and the distressed, and one way to do that is by meeting them face-to-face 
through one Act of Faith at a time. 

Blessings on your ministry. We’re all in this together. To God be the Glory … 

In peace and faith, 

The Reverend Deborah Fae Swift, Pastor  September 16, 2015, Rochester, New York 

 

©2015 by Deborah Fae Swift. All Rights Reserved 
i.Mt 28:18-20 
ii. Scheier, Ivan. “Working with Grassroot Groups,” Managing Diversity, 1992. Downloaded 09/01/2015: 
http://academic.regis.edu/volunteer/ivan/sect10/sect10h.htm  
iii. Gal.3:27. 
 

iv. Elder Barbara Sattora Sixbey, 2014. 
 

v. It should be noted, however, that “energy” does not mean “freneticism.”  When we speak of “energy” we are 
referring to the almost-palpable presence of the Divine that accompanies meaningful encounters with the Holy. This 
may take the form of quiet, contemplative prayer as easily as it does loud praise music. 

 

  



 

Oft-Repeated Mantras and Phrases at South Church 
that continue to give us great comfort and joy. 

They’re just helpful to remember! 

 

“God is in charge.” 

“God is good all the time … and all the time, God is good.” 

“Put me where you want me, and show me what to do.” 

“Jesus Christ is Head of the Church.” 

“God alone is Lord of the conscience.” 

“If it’s not working, drop it like a hot potato.” 

“Energy & Excitement” 

“The Spirit is alive and well at South Church.” 

“God’s got a Plan … we’re just not too sure what it is yet.” 

“… bumping up against Jesus.” 

  

Appendix J: Oft Repeated Mantras 
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How do we integrate all of our Ideas? 

October 11, 2012 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Clarifying Mission and Scope of Practice 

 
What is up to this group to decide and make 

recommendations to the Session about and what 
isn’t our responsibility or authority 

Appendix K: Integrating New Ideas 

Neighborhood Needs 
 

How do we determine 
them? 

 
Prioritize them? 

 
Meet them? 

Building 
Configuration 

 
What changes do we need 

to make to do the 
programming that’s 

needed? 
 

How do we go about 
conceptualizing & doing 

that? 

Marketing 
 

As we work with the 
neighborhood needs and 

the building, what 
images emerge for us 

that we might like to use 
in branding and 

marketing? 

Programming 
 

What do we recommend as the priority 
programs to continue, expand, create or 

change? 

Timeline(s) 
Deadline #1 – Congregational Meeting report to the congregation in November when we elect officers 

Deadline #2 – More comprehensive update to the congregation at the Annual Meeting 
Specific Dates when we want to see mile markers in each area above. 

 



 

Part 1 – Organic Reality (2008-2010) Endnotes 

 
1   Newell, James R.  Symbols of Transformation in Wellness and Personal Development. 

“Self-Transformation,” found online at: http://www.symbolsoftransformation.com/ 
2 The report in the 2010 Annual Report of South Presbyterian Church states:  The Joy Group 

was formed following a presentation last winter at Third Church by Joy Strome. Joy is pastor 
of an urban church in Chicago, and she grew her church from a congregation of 40 to a current 
size of 300. A group from South was in attendance, and we were so excited by her ideas that 
we decided we needed to put some of them to use in our own church. 

Our biggest challenge this year has been to define just what we are about. We loosely 
called ourselves the Joy Group and decided to keep the name because, well, it just sounds fun! 
We are NOT a Membership Committee; in fact, we are not a committee at all! We have evolved 
from focusing on growing the congregation to finding ways to become more involved in the 
community. We would like to be an active part of our neighborhood, as we feel this is an 
important role for any church and is part of the mission God has set before us. 

We sponsored two Ice Cream Socials this summer. Admittedly, they were not successful. 
One thing we learned is that this is not a traditional neighborhood, and we need to be creative 
to become a part of it. We also placed an ad in the program for the Image Out Film Festival, 
inviting all to "check us out.'' Perhaps our biggest success of the year was purchasing the 
banners that are now hanging in various areas of the church. We feel this makes our building 
more welcoming not only to those who worship here but also to those who use the building for 
non‐worship activities (Twelve Step, dance classes, etc.) Our plans for 2011 call for sponsoring 
a Blood Drive in the church and hosting a forum on reconfiguring the sanctuary. 

Ours is a fluid group, and all are welcome to attend meetings at any time. We meet the first 
Thursday of the month at 6:30. Join us, and share our Joy!  

- Paula, Group Leader 
3 The late Dr. Kenneth (“Snuffy”) L. Smith 
4 Presbyterian Disaster Assistance (https://pda.pcusa.org/) 

Part 2 – Identity (2011) Endnotes 
 

5 “The Year Just Ended” in the 2011 Annual Report of  
 South Presbyterian Church, Rochester, NY. 
6 www.PCUSA.org 
7 For information on how to structure such a meeting, see APPENDIX A 
 Agenda from the first  Ad Hoc meeting. 
8 For a copy of the Pastor’s Report to the Ad Hoc Group, see APPENDIX B 
9 www.CollegetownRochester.com/ 
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10 Dr. Frederic Fay Swift, 1907-1989,  Chair of the Departments of Education and Music  
 at Hartwick  College, Oneonta, NY, circa 1974. 

 
Part 3 – New Beginnings (2012) Endnotes 

 
11 Paulus, Trina. Hope for the Flowers. Paulist Fathers. ©1972. 
12  https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/church-growth/new-beginnings/ 
13 See handout from the October 11, 2012 meeting, Appendix K and notes from  
 October 24, 2012 in Appendices F & G. 
14 http://www.racf.org/ 

 
Part 4 – Designs & New Images (2013) Endnotes 

 
15 Bach, Richard. Illusions: the Adventures of a Reluctant Messiah. New York: Delacorte Press /  
    Bantam Books ©1977. 
16 http://www.eastendvision.org/planning-process-what-is-a-charrette.html 

 
Postlude Endnotes 

 
17 Patterson, Ruth. “Wild Things Tamed” in Oneing: an Alternative Orthodoxy. Vo. 5, No. 1 on 
Transformation. ©2017 Center for Action and Contemplation. 
  

 



 

 


