Fan the Flame

A Strategic Plan for Plymouth Church

Introduction

Beginning in early 2010, Plymouth Church took the first steps toward formulating a new strategic plan. A reasonable question is: Why?

Things had been going well: an experienced and productive staff, engaged and satisfied congregation, financial stability, and good participation in a wide range of programs. Why not let “good enough” alone? The answer is that a time of strength is the perfect time to dream about what might be. We could see change on the horizon with the retirement of a generation of staff leadership within the next five years or so. And we knew that with enhanced strategic clarity and better alignment of staff we could take another step—a movement sometimes referred to as “from good to great.”
 The best time to get better is when things are already going well.
The Process

We approached the Plymouth Church Foundation for a planning grant. And we partnered with the Reverend Susan Beaumont of the Alban Institute, a leading expert on large churches and staff team alignment. Susan put us to work.

She guided us through a rigorous self-study which included the US Congregations survey to sample our congregation and compare it to others; Listening Circles to utilize a process called Appreciative Inquiry to gain insight about what is best about Plymouth and how it could be better; a survey of the surrounding area through PERCEPT, which gives a demographic and sociological portrait of surrounding zip codes; a statistical analysis of key membership and financial data over the past fifteen years; and finally a two-day Leadership Retreat in November of 2010, through which more than 100 of the most involved people at Plymouth Church gained an overview of Plymouth’s history, received reports from all our data gathering and engaged in some dreaming about the future.

Initial Results

The fruits of our self-study are simple and clear. We affirmed as CORE VALUES the following: Community Engagement, passion for Education, Excellence in Worship, our practice of Welcome/Openness/Diversity and our Progressive Theology. These not only represent the best of what Plymouth is today; they are core values that have been a part of our shared life from the beginning. That was the fun part.
But we also took a critical look at the present life of the church, noting that there are several areas with a good news/bad news sort of reality to them. 

· While our finances have been reasonably solid, compared to similar churches our STEWARDSHIP is not what we might expect of a church committed to excellence. Due to pledging levels we have had to function since 2007 without a Minister of Pastoral Care. And the issue of the church’s debt will need to be addressed sooner rather than later. Our members may support many charitable causes in the community; but our giving levels reveal the tendency to regard church as one charity among the rest.
· While we have held our own with membership, managing to stay at roughly 3,000 members during a period when mainline churches were in precipitous decline, we have not grown in numbers as we had hoped we would when we undertook the building project in 1999. When it comes to EVANGELISM, our desire and ability to share the good news of God’s love as we have found it through Plymouth, we are reluctant and ill-equipped to preach what we practice. 

· While the recent success of the Faith Stepping Stones program has been exciting, the episodic nature of that program has left us with a healthy hunger for more opportunities for FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN on an ongoing basis, including enhanced opportunities for families to worship together.
· While we are rightfully proud of all that Plymouth does well, beneath expressions of satisfaction is a desire for a deeper connection to God and to one another. We yearn for the type of relatedness that one finds mostly through SMALL GROUPS. 

So these four areas were identified for exploration as proposed Strategic Initiatives. The Church Council appointed a task force for each, with the charge that they report back to the Long Range Planning Committee, which would be responsible for coordinating their recommendations and offering this final proposal to the Church Council.

Yearning for Transformation

The self-study undertaken in the fall of 2010 reveals a fairly consistent picture of Plymouth Church. From survey data, listening circles and the leadership retreat we see a congregation that is remarkably well-educated, high-achieving, engaged with the community through the church and through other channels, and very pleased not to be identified with exclusive and conservative expressions of the Christian faith. We value “excellence in worship,” which seems to mean that we appreciate preaching and music that are accomplished with excellence.

But there is also a deep hunger that finds voice. Beneath expressions of self-satisfaction is a yearning for deeper relationships with one another and with God. Beyond elements of worship that are performed well, we long for worship that involves and engages us more fully. And while we are pleased with the sophistication of our theology, we want a faith that is not merely intellectual, but relational and experiential. We don’t just want to know about God… we want to know God, and to feel that we are growing in faith as families and as individuals.

We think of Plymouth as a wonderful church; yet as practitioners of the faith as a congregation we are sub-par in a number of measurable ways: in regularity of worship attendance; in our ability to talk about our faith within and beyond the congregation; in the stewardship of our resources; and in individual spiritual practices closely identified with the faith: prayer, Bible reading and study. 

Four-Part Harmony

As the Long Range Planning Committee worked closely with recommendations from the four task forces, we became impressed with how interrelated they are. The STEWARDSHIP initiative has as its objective not simply raising more money, but creating Christian Stewards: persons who understand that their lives and possessions are the gift of a gracious God, and who are moved to respond with lives of extravagant generosity. The EVANGELISM initiative seeks not merely to generate more members, but to help us all to learn how to relate our personal stories to the Christian story; to discover the Good News in our own lives and find our distinctive ways of sharing it with others. The FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN initiative seeks to integrate faith practices with family life; to “connect the dots” of Stepping Stones with opportunities and activities that strengthen our families and deepen our faith. 
These are not just expressions of desire for enhanced programming, but for changed lives. We are yearning not merely to do things better, but to be different. And the key to this sort of transformation, to a different self-understanding, lies with the initiative on SMALL GROUPS. This initiative has the potential to create close-knit communities within the greater community of Plymouth Church; to help us find a different relationship to material things; to help us find the ways in which faith touches our everyday lives, and to learn to talk about it; to connect us with other families who are growing in faith; and to help us all reconnect to the larger community of Plymouth Church through experiences of worship that are closely tied to our life together in small groups. 
All of these initiatives working together have the potential to deepen our faith and change our lives.

Improvement and Transformation

There are really two dimensions to this plan. The first begins immediately and focuses on IMPROVEMENT through strategic initiatives in STEWARSHIP, EVANGELISM and FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN. These initiatives call for work over the next two-three years to help us get better through stewardship education, evangelism empowerment and family activities. 

And during those two years the SMALL GROUPS initiative will be working to design and test a small group ministry that will help us all relate to the rhythms of the church year through shared spiritual practices and a deepened connection to weekend worship. This work will build upon what is accomplished in the other initiatives. As we share our lives with one another we will reinforce our self-understanding as stewards, deepen our capacity as evangelists and strengthen our ability to be the Christian “village” it takes to raise our children in faith. And in the process we will come to offer deep Christian caring for one another and to join together in mission. 
By design, the small groups will need to have much in common: perhaps spiritual practices like the sharing of highs and lows; a time of prayer with and for one another; a shared exploration of worship themes for the weekend to come. But they will also have a rich variety that grows out of the life of each group. A congregation that agrees to differ will value diverse expressions of the same concept, and then delight in coming together to celebrate the faith that shapes and motivates us all.
Fan the Flame

Through the work of this strategic plan we will take what is already good and make it better; and we will seek to feed the deep hunger for God that is itself the evidence of God working in our midst. As St. Augustine said, “You have made us for yourself, O God. Our souls are restless until they find their rest in you.” 
Staffing Implications

As this plan is being considered by the Church Council, a parallel effort is underway through the Personnel Committee, which is considering recommendations from our consultant, the Reverend Susan Beaumont, regarding how our staff might optimally be configured and aligned. This will entail a revision of current job descriptions in ways that will support the work we have identified, and the establishment of new supervisory relationships to help all staff function more effectively and efficiently in their jobs. Under the guidance of the Personnel Committee, the Sr. Minister will seek to implement these changes with the support and cooperation of the rest of the staff. To do things differently we will need to learn together!
Tending the Fire
While ultimate responsibility for overseeing the work of this plan rests with the Church Council and the staff, we propose that the Council empower the Long Range Planning Committee, comprised of the five previous moderators, current moderator and moderator-elect, to monitor outcomes, report regularly to the Council and recommend modifications to the plan as the work progresses. As the membership of the Long Range Planning Committee continuously rotates, this will provide both for continuity and for fresh input.

We also propose that the Long Range Planning Committee provide the congregation with access to a web-based project management tool such an OneNote, through which the strategic initiatives, goals and objectives can be seen at a glance, along with data demonstrating progress (or lack thereof) toward measurable outcomes.
Toward the Future

It is our conviction that this plan is faithful: that it will set Plymouth Church on a path toward becoming the church God has in mind for us to be. And it also establishes an arc for the life of this church that will carry us into a new generation of leadership. As this plan is adopted, executed and refined, we will continue to grow together as Pilgrim people on a journey. To God be the glory.

� The phrase “from good to great” is also the title of a 2001 business management book by Jim Collins: Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap... and Others Don’t.
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