
From my Heart: Decisions and Directions for Our Future

Thank you for coming this morning and allowing me to share with you some concerns and hopes from my heart. As a church, we do stand at a critical crossroads. The past few years have been full of challenges for us as a church. Most recently, the loss of staff we’ve loved and served with has brought additional pain and uncertainty to our church family. Many in our church family, especially our music ministry, are hurting. Others are anxious and uncertain about our future as a church. And we continue to face financial challenges that hinder our church’s ability to minister effectively in our community.

Yet we do not come to this crossroads without hope. We are still the church, the body of Christ. We have been called to be the church “for such a time as this” (Esther 4:12). God’s Spirit has not departed from us, but stands ready to empower us to bear witness that in the hardest of times, God remains faithful. As the Apostle Paul reminded the church at Corinth: “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair;... struck down, but not destroyed” (2 Corinthians 4:10, TEV).

Jesus Christ is still Lord and we are still His people. And we are still called to act like it.

I also see hope when I look at your faces. Represented here is the best of Wieuca – the rich heritage of our past, the faithful servants of our present, and the bright promises of our future. God is still at work among us and we need to trust that God will guide us through our difficulties to new unity of heart and purpose.

Toward that end, let me speak to some immediate steps being taken as well as some longer-term decisions that I believe will provide healing for our church and a hopeful path toward church unity and renewal.

Immediate steps

First, Wieuca’s music ministry has been and will remain vital to Wieuca’s life and ministry now and in our future. And to ensure that future, here are some initial steps I’ve taken:

• In planning with Donn, he will secure music leadership for music ministry rehearsals and worship leadership to take us thru February. That will give some immediate stability to our adult choir and will provide consistent worship leadership for Sunday mornings in the short-term.

• I will meet this week with music ministry leaders and together with them will begin shaping a longer-term approach for music ministry leadership for both Sundays and Wednesday nights. We will identify potential interim candidates which the music committee can begin interviewing. I will look to them to recommend to the Personnel Committee interim music leaders for the worship and music ministries at Wieuca. That will give music ministry leaders and the Personnel Committee time to assess the needs for permanent music leadership, update the job profiles, and begin a search process for permanent staff to lead our church’s worship and music ministries.

• A worship planning team is already in place to support worship at rechurch for the current message series that began today.

• With plans laid out by Jake, the missions committee is ready to oversee our on-going community and international ministries. Other programming issues will be distributed among the staff, or where necessary, will be deferred until a later time.

• Our ministerial staff – Dale, Matt, and Joel – along with the ministry residents – Paul, Ragan, and Rebecca – and the administrative staff remain committed to providing pastoral care, spiritual growth opportunities, and outreach ministries that serve our church family and our community.

We believe God is still at work among us, and that, as the prophet Jeremiah says, God still wants to share with us “the plans I have for you, plans to bring you prosperity and not disaster, plans to bring about the future you hope for” (Jeremiah 29:11, TEV).

As a staff, we are of one heart and one mind that God has called us to work together to develop that future.

Intermediate steps

It’s also time for our church family to unite in a new way. The vision of having two worshipping expressions to reach our diverse community has not produced the hoped-for result. While the change in our Sunday schedule through the addition of rechurch has drawn many newcomers to Wieuca, it has also resulted in misunderstanding and division in our church. In hindsight, I recognize I misjudged our congregation’s readiness for these changes, and I bear full responsibility for the tensions that exist in our church because of them.

So at this critical time in our church’s life, I believe we must take a new path, beginning with a restructuring of our Sunday morning schedule and uniting our two worshipping communities into a single Sunday worship service.

I do not make this decision lightly. But as pastor, my first concern is to restore stability to our church family at a time of great change and uncertainty – both in the church and in our society.

Actually, the seeds for this proposal were sown at last Fall’s October 4th unity service. Sparked by the positive response to last October’s joint worship service, the idea of a combined worship experience has been in discussion with the Conflict Mediation Steering Committee during the past two months. We debated whether a combined worship experience could provide a better solution than creating overlapping worship services – a schedule that seemed destined to further divide us.

Our church seems now to have reached a point in our life where a unified schedule must be viewed not as an option, but as our only option for our immediate future.

Yet I believe this can be a positive option for us. The Oct. 4th combined worship service gave us a taste of what a blended worship service might look and feel like. We discovered in our worship together that there really is more that unites us as a church family than divides us. We discovered that there could be a way of weaving together our diversity of worship styles into a new expression of worship that fosters unity among us.

We can – and we must – offer this gift to one another again.

Such a change cannot occur overnight. It will require some planning to work through some of the logistics of combining services and communicating the change in schedule to our church family and community.

But beginning Sunday, Feb. 21, we will launch a new schedule with Sunday Bible study at 9:30 and worship at 11:00 a.m., which will be much like what we experienced together in October. We will use the next several weeks to work out the details and begin promoting the schedule changes to our church family and community. In no way should we view these changes as a retreat away from outreach, but as a new opportunity to communicate to our neighbors the Good News of God’s love in Jesus Christ.  I believe this new schedule will allow us to communicate a fresh message about our church and ministries to our surrounding community while at the same time bringing new unity to our church family.

Because of our need for unity, we will begin this new schedule by holding worship in the Peachtree Room. Please withhold judgment on this for a minute and listen to my reasons for this decision.

First, this is not a permanent move but a temporary one. Our Sanctuary is a beautiful space for worship, and we will return to it to celebrate Palm Sunday and Easter.

But I believe it is a necessary step for us to begin this new schedule by holding the initial five weeks of worship in the Peachtree Room. Right now, it is our fellowship that is hurting, and so we need to return to our Fellowship Hall for a season to recover our sense of unity, to renew our passion for worship, and to re-discover our common bond as brothers and sisters in Christ.

For this brief season leading up to Easter, we need the intimacy that the Fellowship Hall provides to unite our two worshipping congregations. We need to be physically close to one another. We need the energy that comes from singing in a room that looks and feels full. We need to establish a sense of being one church together with one another.

Two summers ago, a broken air conditioner forced us to move to the Fellowship Hall for two weeks for Sunday worship. During those two weeks in the Peachtree Room, we experienced a different kind of intimacy and energy in our worship. I believe the Fellowship Hall can help us begin this new schedule with a renewed sense of excitement and anticipation.

The Fellowship Hall has provided numerous experiences of warmth and unity for our church family, and it can help us unite our family at this critical time in the life of our church.

I do understand that this presents another challenge to our music ministry, for it limits some of the choral choices they would normally offer on a Sunday. Yet in the Peachtree Room, the music ministry has offered some of our church’s most creative programs and worship experiences, most recently the Hometown Holiday performances in December. As we merge our two worshipping congregations, help us again in creating equally intimate and meaningful worship experiences for these initial Sunday mornings of the new schedule.

The Peachtree Room once served as our church’s sanctuary. So in returning to this room for a season, we will be returning to our roots and renewing our vision to be the church God has called us to be at the corner of Peachtree and the world.

During this same period of time, we will also launch the first in a series of new Sunday Bible study options – short-term studies that deal with real-life issues facing individuals and families in our community. We’ve already seen how courses like our annual Newlywed and Engagement seminars, Financial Peace, DivorceCare and GriefCare have provided a spiritual answer to the questions and challenges people face.

We will look for additional ways to address concerns like parenting and marriage enrichment, managing stress and living with a sense of balance in life. We can do more to help people who have lost jobs and face economic strain, more for people who are new to the community and are looking for a caring family of faith, more for people who desire to live with a sense of meaning and purpose, a sense that they are making a difference for others in our troubled world.

These are the things we do well as a church. They reflect the core values that do unite us, and that can bring renewal to us again.

As the Conflict Mediation Steering Committee does its other work, I will also ask them to evaluate this new schedule during the next several months to see if this kind of worship and Bible study strategy offers us a better long-term solution and a new path forward for reaching our community for Christ.

My requests of you

Now, I have some requests to make of you, beginning with an appeal for a cooperative and supportive spirit. What I’ve put forth is not a perfect solution. But it is one that can move us in that direction. We must find a new common ground or else we will remain trapped in the cycle of conflict and criticism that has harmed our church fellowship for more than 20 years.

We have a diverse congregation with diverse views on the best way to go forward. Yet there is much that we already share about our love for our church and our desire to see it thrive. Let us focus on those things. Let us suspend criticism and extend trust to one another. Let us spend more time listening to and speaking to one another. Where we have differences, let us follow the biblical imperative to “speak the truth with love” (Eph. 4:15). Let us guard against rumors and gossip, and, as Paul advises, use instead “only helpful words, the kind that build up and provide what is needed, so that what you say will do good to those who hear you” (Ephesians 4:29, TEV).

Christ calls us to a higher standard in the way we are to treat each other, and we must seek to live that out now more than ever.

Finally, we need to practice generosity. Our church is struggling economically. The downturn in the economy, the loss of church staff and church members, and the uncertainties about our future have resulted in significant shortfalls for supporting our ministries. Withholding tithes and offerings robs God of what is due Him and hinders our church from fulfilling its ministry. On this pledge Sunday, let us all commit that we will, by faith, choose to reinvest our gifts in God’s work through our church in this new year.

Conclusion

As your pastor, I ask that you join me in taking these steps. Let us use the next few weeks to honor those who have served God and our fellowship faithfully and are leaving for new places of service. And then let us turn toward God and one another in a new spirit of humility, a new posture of openness, and a new commitment to cooperation.

Let us begin by returning to our roots. Let us renew our faith by turning to God together in a new expression of Sunday study and worship. Let us use the season ahead of us to bring healing to our fellowship and renew our love for God, for one another, and for our sense of purpose for our future.

Last year, I spoke to a group of church leaders that every difficulty holds within it the seeds for renewal. I noted that in the written Chinese language, the word “crisis” is made up of two symbols: one means “danger” and the other means “opportunity.”

Our church’s current struggles certainly could lead to danger for us as a family of faith. But I believe God is still at work among us, and therefore with God’s Spirit, we can choose to steer clear of the dangers and use this time as an opportunity to live into a better future story for our church – a story of a church united in love and committed to serving the world that God loves.

I believe that God is offering to us a promise, as first voiced by the prophet Isaiah to people who thought they might not have a future:

“I am about to do a brand-new thing. See, I have already begun! Do you not see it? I will make a pathway through the wilderness for my people to come home. I will create rivers for them in the desert!... Yes, I will make springs in the desert, so that my chosen people can be refreshed” (Isaiah 43:19-20, New Living Translation).

I ask you – I plead with you – to join me in this new thing that God is doing.


