Report from the Steering Committee on Sunday, March 21, 2010

Given by Tracey Ragsdale and Marshall Bowden

Hopefully, by now you are all aware that we are in the midst of some pretty serious strategic thinking!  A colleague of mine said that he prefers the term Strategic thinking rather than planning because it’s more of a constant- something that’s always in the forefront of our minds and conversations rather than in a notebook on a shelf. Let me assure you, it is definitely in the forefront of our hard working committee members’ thoughts!  Let us first give you a little background. During the latter part of the summer, John approached us and asked if we would consider co-chairing this effort. He recognized that the last strategic planning had been done in 2002 and that the church had experienced significant growth in the interim. After prayerful consideration, we agreed, but first we really pushed back on both John and Eleanor to see if the timing was right. Both of them strongly believed that not only was the timing right, but that it was necessary for our healthy future growth. We then spent some time trying to really understand what we wanted to get from this process. We all strongly agreed that our goal is to create a more involved membership and to recognize how we can better utilize the many gifts that our nearly 600 families have to offer this parish. With that, we began our journey.

We established a Steering Committee Their names have been listed on our communications and will be posted on the website. These folks represent a variety of demographics - families with children, families with teens, empty nesters, seniors, new members, longtime worshipers, vestry members, Sunday school teachers, and 9:00 and 11:00 parishioners. We tried to cover the gamut!  John, Eleanor, and both of our newly hired youth and children ministers are part of the group. We even have a chaplain, Sydna Street, who has recently joined us. As we progressed, it became evident to us that the addition of an outside consultant would help keep us focused and on track. With John and Eleanor’s blessing, we added a consultant, Carolyn Moomaw Chilton, who has recently served on diocesan staff as Director of Programs and Congregational Development. All of these folks have already contributed countless hours and are readily available to any of you.

Recognizing the rich history of St. Mary’s and the many blessings of this church, we also realized that success in the past may not always work in the future. We decided to better educate ourselves about what is really happening out there. The committee identified churches in the surrounding areas that had similar demographics, came up with a list of questions and started a series of benchmarking visits. We met with 12 churches including Episcopal, Baptist, Methodist and faith churches. Let us share with you some of the themes and “ah-ha” moments we uncovered:

Overriding themes from the Benchmarking visits

· Dedicated staff person for children

· Dedicated staff person for youth

· Variety of bible studies/adult education offered at different times throughout the week 

· Small group offerings are effective in building relationships

· Consultants used for strategic planning

· “Real- time” websites, push pages, emails and facebook are effective means of communication

· Sunday school teachers are parishioners but are trained

· Successful new member orientations are measured and tracked and are done more frequently than once a year

· Publications are available either printed or online that clearly define opportunities and contacts

Ah Ha! Moments from the Benchmarking visits

· Ministers set expectations that every parishioner be involved

· Churches that have expectations of involvement clearly define opportunities for involvement

· “Buddies” are often assigned for new members

· There is a willingness to try new, more casual services

· There is a published program of activities for the year (Bible studies, mission trips, etc.)

· Real time use of websites and facebook work!!

· Must put some measurements on goals of strategic planning

· Don’t try to fix everything –pick one or two things

· Active, involved parishioners drive giving

· Outside consultants provide objectivity when used in conjunction with a strong, organized leadership team and will allow more effective, clearly defined objectives

 I wish you all could have been part of the meeting and experienced the excitement of this group as we shared our findings. We were almost ready to begin working on a survey when we realized that we really needed to do the same type of benchmarking within our own parish. So once again we identified a list of members, attempting to cover all the demographics, came up with a list of questions and began round two! The Committee conducted over 56 individual interviews.  We were so pleased that even the constructive criticism was given with such love for our parish and clergy. This is what we have heard:

The “Ah-Ha “ Findings from Interviews

· What creates community are projects and programs that allow parishioners, including families, to work together on a common mission

· There is an opportunity for additional Christian Education, especially with adults

· People feel the need to have an opportunity for input

· The “groans” that we hear are not comments on the person but complaints against a system that hasn’t kept pace with the changing needs

· We are known more for our look and location than our mission

· Are we currently organized in a way that supports the growth of our congregation?

· Turnover among the pastoral staff has had a profound impact on the congregation across all demographics

· The strength of St Mary’s is the intergenerational congregation.

· The opportunity for St Mary’s is to better utilize the intergenerational congregation

· St Mary’s has a very high human capital membership that is not utilized to its potential

We are already thrilled with the information that we have gathered, but want to make sure that every member of St. Mary’s has the opportunity to be heard. Sub-committees from the Steering Committee  are in the process of meeting now to formulate a survey and  to plan focus groups.  The survey will be sent by email or, if you prefer, by regular mail. We are exploring survey search engines that will, very inexpensively, help us collect and sort this data. Please, get us your email addresses. It’s better for the environment and will be easier on us! The focus group schedule will be forthcoming, but we anticipate that these will be scheduled to allow for as much participation as possible.  We hope that you will take part. The committee’s hope is that we will provide means for as much congregational input as possible. If you would like to speak to one of us individually, please contact us or call Lori and we will contact you. 

Once the surveys and focus groups are completed, prior to summer, we will assimilate the data, formulate recommendations and as our fall services begin will report to the congregation and the Vestry.  Our work as a committee may then be done but our work as a congregation then begins. We hope that we will present recommendations that are mindful of our mission and balance that with a need to innovate.
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