Where is your Congregation in its Lifecycle?
This six-slide PowerPoint presentation is designed to help a group of your leaders each identify where they feel your congregation is on the Congregational Lifecycle and then to discuss why and what implications this might have for your congregation.  The idea of a congregational lifecycle is new to many people and in itself sometimes threatening for those whose sense of security is connected with the continuance of their congregation as it currently is – rather than in a sustaining relationship with Christ.
This script is suggestive only.  Read through it several times to get the major ideas and then just set it aside, perhaps with a few reminder notes.  
It might be helpful for your leaders if you print handouts of the slides.  If you choose three slides on a page, there will be room for notes.  If you choose six slides on a page, all six will be on one side.  
Slide # 1

Over the next hour we are going to introduce the idea of a Congregational Lifecycle – something that may be new to many of you.  As we talk through a typical congregation’s lifecycle each of us can try to discern where we believe our congregation is now.  We will then share with one another why we feel this way and discuss any implications this might have for us as congregational leaders.  
Before we begin, let’s have a word of prayer:  Lord, we give you thanks for our congregation and what it means to all of us and to many others.  We ask that your Spirit be with us as we think about where our congregation is in its lifecycle.  Give us your insight, your wisdom and your guidance that we might be your disciples in fruitful ministry to this community for years to come.  Strengthen us to be the leaders that you need us to be.  In your name we pray: Amen. 
Slide # 2 

This is a picture of 5 generations of women:  there is a toddler, a youth, a middle age adult, an early retiree and a frail elder.  This picture suggests a human lifecycle moving from birth through life, eventually towards death. 
The idea that there is a congregational lifecycle may sound odd to you – even a bit disturbing or threatening.  But think about it: is there a single congregation that was started in the New Testament that has continued on until today?  I don’t believe so – though Roman Catholics would claim that the congregation at Rome has.  The point is that while the Church, with a capital “C” continues – The Body of Christ –local congregations in which that Body is expressed come and go.  
Have any of you been part of starting a congregation or of the discontinuance of a congregation before?  (Let people share) 
The thing that is quite different between the lifecycles of humans and the lifecycles of congregations is that the human lifecycle is pretty much one way.  We can slow it down, have periods of better or worse health, but time marches on.  With congregations, while there is a typical pattern, congregations can, if their leaders choose, renew themselves and actually go back to the beginning of the cycle.  

But I’m getting ahead of myself.  Let’s look at what might be called a typical congregation’s lifecycle.  By the way, this is the same sort of lifecycle that all human organizations go through.  If you are interested in knowing more about this, you might look up William Bridges’ very readable book Managing Transitions: Making the Most of Change, Second Edition (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2003). 
Slide # 3

Here is a diagram of a congregation’s lifecycle beginning with the birth of their life together, developing through maturity in ministry and then declining in effectiveness and vitality towards death.  You can see at the bottom of the diagram the possibility of a congregation’s life and ministry being resurrected, but not resuscitated – more about that later.  As I talk through the lifecycle, try to determine where you think our congregation is currently. 
So, let’s start: 
Birth: A congregation begins when a handful of people feel called to join together and start a new community of faith.  They are committed to Christ’s mission of making disciples for the transformation of the world.  Other people begin to join them.  It is a heady time of high spiritual energy, excitement and “all hands on deck.”  At the beginning, all these first people have is their faith in Christ and a passionate vision of being Christ’s Body in their community.  
Shared Beliefs & Missional Goals: As more people are attracted to Christ’s mission and join them, different ministries are added: small discipling groups, worship teams, children’s and youth ministry, community service and evangelistic ministries, for example.  Eventually, the congregation develops ways to manage their ministries: specialized roles, committees, decision making procedures and policies.  The congregation enters the middle adult phase of their lifecycle when they are most missionally fruitful. This is a season when the energy continues to focus outward in reaching new persons and in blessing their community through ministries of mercy and justice.  The congregation may start a mother-daughter congregation.  New people are coming to Christ for the first time; new small groups are being started; lives are changing; persons are discovering the joy and fulfillment of being in ministry to others.  Contagious joy, excitement, wonder and celebration abound.  

Nostalgia:  At some usually unrecognized point, congregations begin to be satisfied with how they are doing.  Instead of constantly seeking to improve how they reach new people and impact their community for Christ, they begin to be concerned with continuing what they have been doing.  Continuing the traditions that have been meaningful to them and previously effective slowly becomes their primary focus.  The energy moves inward to maintaining programs and caring for their members.  This seldom noticed shift from mission to maintenance begins the congregation’s decline.  New people may still come and join them, but this is no longer the congregation’s primary focus.  The community may still be impacted by their ministries, but no longer is being Christ’s light and salt for their community their primary focus.  Consequently, as the community begins to change, the congregation increasingly looses touch with those they once felt called to serve. 

Decline & Conflict: As the congregation focuses on continuing their beloved traditions and past styles of ministry within the context of a community that is changing, missional effectiveness begins to decline.  It is as if the congregation is frozen in time while time in the world moves on.  Often the community changes demographically as people move out and move in.  Members who used to live near the congregation’s facilities may move miles away, but still drive back to worship – through a community that is increasingly different from when they lived there.  Slowly people begin to recognize the decrease in ministry fruitfulness: not as many people, not as many children, and few new people joining.  The same people continue to be leaders in the church for years because there aren’t new people coming in who grow into leadership.  Some people begin blaming others for not doing well what used to be done effectively: “We need to build better 8-track tape players, again!”  Some people begin to call for reform: “Why can’t we sing some choruses?”  Conflict begins to simmer – and sometimes boil.  Because there are less people and eventually less money, programs begin to be cut: the youth director’s position goes part-time and then is discontinued.  Families leave because the congregation isn’t what it once was.  Visitors still drop by occasionally, but few come back.  Just finding people to continue their declining programs and money to pay the bills becomes the congregation’s main focus.  Institutional survival weighs heavily, joylessly on the shoulders of the remaining overworked leaders.  

Death:  If this decline continues, congregational death is inevitable.  The congregation grabs for new persons not to share Christ with them and not to involve them in ministries that bless their community, but to get them to help “our” congregation survive institutionally: help pay our bills, help teach our Sunday School classes, help fix up our aging facilities.  Sometimes memorial funds enable the congregation to continue existing for years even though viable ministry -- other than member chaplaincy -- has long ago ceased.  Sometimes the lack of funds forces Annual Conference leaders to urge a congregation’s discontinuance. 

Slide # 4

So there you have it: a typical lifecycle of a congregation.  Now, let’s take a few moments to each place a mark on the lifecycle diagram on our handout where we think our congregation is now.  
Let’s share with one another where we each think we are now and why.  This isn’t a time for debate.  We just want to hear where everyone thinks we are in the lifecycle.  
[Take time to go around and give everyone who wishes a moment to describe where they think the congregation is.  Most likely, a consensus will begin to emerge about where the congregation is.]
If this is where we are, what are the implications of this for our congregation?  
[Let people discuss this.]
Do you believe that your congregations’ best days in ministry are ahead or behind you?
[Let people discuss this.]

Slide # 5

One part of the diagram that I promised to talk about, but have not yet is the possibility of transformation.  Let me read this slide on transformation and then we can talk about what it might mean for us. 
Possible Resurrection, Not Resuscitation:  At any point along the declining right side of the lifecycle, a congregation can go through transformation and resurrection.  This is not resuscitation in the sense of returning to the congregation’s “glory days.”  Resurrection happens when individual leaders of a congregation reconnect spiritually with Jesus and with His mission for calling them together and sending them out into the community in His Name.  Resurrection requires letting go of cherished “wine skins” (how we have always done it) in exchange for the “new wine” of renewed spiritual lives and a renewed ministry to the community that now lives around the congregation.  The truth is, however, that the further a congregation descends into “decline and conflict,” the more difficult and personally costly their transformation becomes.  Personal spiritual transformations in the key leadership of a congregation always precede congregational transformation.   

Slide # 6 

This final slide raises the question of where we go from here.  
Our Conference has an Office of Congregational Transformation and they have a website at congregationaltransformation.com.  We can contact them and talk with someone about what next steps make sense for us. 
One suggestion that they have is that any congregation that is on the right, declining side take time learning about the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations – also known as The Methodist Way of Discipling.  There is a PowerPoint presentation like this on their website and Bishop Schnaze has written a book that we could read and discuss together.  We could even have a six week series of sermons introducing and then looking at each of the five practices.  The goal would be to reconnect with Christ’s mission for the church and prayerfully ask the Spirit to help us envision how we will live into each of these practices given who we are and given our current community.  
So what do you think? 

