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DALE E. 

Today’s session is the result of SCC’s transitional process to date. As many of you 
know, the Central Board has actually been functioning during this last 17 months 
as our Transition Team, due to lack of volunteers. The result is that we have a 
very well-studied and strong understanding of where the church is on our 
leadership team! 

In March, several members of the Central Board and Lisa attended a Super 
Saturday offering that really seemed appropriate to SCC. Since then, the whole 
CB has studied the presented material. We decided that the next step was to 
present it to the whole congregation.  We considered having the consultant who 
created the presentation come to SCC, but it would have made for a longer, more 
complicated process. So, the CB decided to bring the presentation to you 
ourselves. We believe it is an important presentation that comes at a crucial time 
in the life of our church. 

It is VERY important that we have clarity about what this presentation represents 
at this point in our process. Many people are asking WHEN decisions have been 
made and WHO has made them. NO DECISIONS have been made. We are still 
deep in the process in which the whole voting membership of the congregation 
will make any and all decisions. This purpose of this presentation is to help us all 
understand more about the decisions among which we will be discerning. 
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JACK T. 
 
This presentation is entitled “Facing Our Congregation’s Mortality”. This was 
created and originally 
presented by Charles 
Kuchenbrod, formerly a staff 
member of the historic Conn. 
Conference, who then served 
as the Minister to Threshold 
and Legacy Churches of the 
Southern New England 
Conference of the UCC. He 
has since retired but continues 
as a consultant. 

Mr. Kuchenbrod begins with this stunning proclamation: “Congregations are not 
immortal.” 

Then he poses this question: When and how do we have conversations about 
what makes congregational life worth sustaining and whether we should discuss 
how to complete a congregation’s ministry faithfully and well? 

It is clear that SCC has been working on the first part of this question for a while 
now, and we need to declare whether we have consensus on this question: What 
is there that makes our congregational life sustainable at Second Church and 
should we be discussing how to complete our congregation’s ministry? 

KATHY T -  

In our tradition, we say that we are resurrection people and we believe that the 
future is never hopeless.  

This presentation is not just 
for churches in decline. 
Facing mortality enriches life 
and paradoxically may 
extend and improve the 
quality of congregational life.  

We know that people have 
limited lifespans. Eventually 
we all die. 
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Congregations do not have the same 
limitations, but eventually 
congregations will die when they are 
no longer financially viable and 
spiritually vital. We do sometimes see 
congregations – financially viable due 
to endowments, but without any 
spiritual vitality. 
 
PEG R 

Many folks struggle with perception that completing a ministry is a failure.  

This inevitably leads to denial. 
And ironically, denial can keep 
a church from planning 
faithfully and completing a 
ministry intentionally and well. 
Denial can lead to endings that 
are not pretty.  

God never abandons us, even 
as our lives come to a close – 

God yearns for us to die well. God also yearns for congregations to complete 
their ministries well! Completing a ministry faithfully and well honors God and 
the congregation’s history.  

 

NANCY 

At this time, you are invited to spend 2 
mins talking with one other person near 
you (preferably not your spouse or 
significant other) about your feelings 
about the differences and similarities of 
“dying” “closing” and “completing” 
ministries. We will let you know when 1 min has passed and again when our 2 mins 
are completed. .... (discussion)...THANK YOU! 
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DOUG M. 

When the environment changes, 
species either adapt by evolution or 
become extinct. In some ways, we 
are experiencing an environmental 
change that threatens the church as 
we now know it with extinction.  

The environment that is changing 
for church is our society and culture, 
which we have discussed in many 
previous sessions here at SCC. 

Social institutions are 
mechanisms and patterns 
focused on meeting social 
needs. The way we do church 
is no longer meeting the social 
need for religion for many 
people, even though it does 
for some of us. People are 
turning to other mechanisms 
to get this need met.  

 

DALE E. 

Can anyone name some of the things that are substitutes for church... that offer 
a sense of community with a particular focus or interest and group activities? 

• Anyone here a member of Red Sox Nation? 
• What about part of a sailing community? 
• Or a walking group or a garden club? 
• Who plays a game online, like Scabble or Final Fantasy or ???  

The point here is that churches aren’t declining because we forgot how to “do 
church.” Churches are declining because our society is changing and churches are 
not.  

 
JACK T. 
We’ve talked a lot, especially this past year during our Transitional process about 
our context as a church. Hopefully, you remember some of these facts: 
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• Membership in the UCC 
peaked in 1964. As did 
faith in the federal 
government. All mainline 
denominations are 
declining. Evangelical 
denominations are also 
declining. 
  

• Regular attendance has gone from weekly, to once or twice a month, prior 
to the pandemic, to what? It is not clear as we emerge from the pandemic. 
Some people may not come back at all.  

• For many years, increased per person giving offset declining membership, 
but total giving has been declining for six to ten years across many 
settings  

• Trends were accelerating before the pandemic and the pandemic has 
further accelerated trends  

LAUREN S.  

Here is a picture about the history of membership in UCC churches in Conn, 
where the man who created this presentation is from...  

Membership was relatively 
stable through the 90s, 
started to decline in the first 
decade of this century and 
the decline steepened in the 
second decade. It is pretty 
clear that the 2020 number, 
the most recent available, 
overstates membership. 
Relatively few churches adjusted membership numbers in 2020. Just the current 
trend, without factoring in the pandemic, leads to a forecast of about 48,000 
members in 2023, but this number is expected to be significantly lower.  
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PEG R. 

Another way to 
look at this is to 
look at Median 
size. Median is 
the “center 
point” at which 
– half of the 
churches are 
bigger and half 
are smaller. In 

2005, the median size was a 286 active member church, which was comfortably a 
multi- staff church. In 2020, the median had dropped to 159 members. That size 
church today is probably beginning to wonder if they are going to have to go to a 
part-time pastor.  

And just a continuation of the trend would forecast a 2023 median membership 
of about 138 and some think the actual number will be lower. So, half of the UCC 
churches in CT (which is much like MA) are likely to have already gone to a part-
time pastor or will be heading in that direction in the short-term. While many 
smaller churches have done well with part-time pastors, the transition from full-
time to part-time is difficult to navigate and requires intentionality and planning.  

 
KATHY T. 
Twenty years ago, many people 
(including the expert who put 
together this presentation) saw 
opportunities for revitalization 
through the adoption of best 
practices and vital programming.  

Now many people have concluded 
that more significant changes will be required for churches to survive and that 
surviving churches will look much different.  

And in truth, only a small percentage (about 10%) of the churches who tried 
renewal in the last 20 years (as SCC did with Crossroads for example) had any 
success with significant renewal. 
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The problem here is not with people, the problem is with churches. Many experts 
have come to believe that the facility-based, profession-ally-led, Sunday-
morning-worship way of doing church is no longer effective.  

DOUG M. 

Church has been offered as a leisure choice option, and it cannot compete on this 
basis. We have offered church as a product/service for people looking for spiritual 
goods and services on a transactional basis, which has unintentionally 
undermined transformational faith.  

Ironically, we have not had enough faith in our own “product,” lowering 
expectations to the point where people question the benefits of membership. We 
have abandoned discipleship by focusing on member contentment rather 
than discipleship commitment.  

Churches do not belong to members, churches belong to God.  

You don’t have to agree with this diagnosis, but it helps to point out that 
continuing to do what we have always done is unlikely to yield different and 
hoped for benefits. If you are running a video rental store in a streaming world, 
improving operations is not the path to success.  

While a few churches in favorable local environments and circumstances will be 
able to continue with the transactional approach; at least for the foreseeable 
future, most churches will need to shift to a transformational approach to church 
in order to continue. These churches are likely to be smaller and will not have the 
same approaches to staffing, programs, and facilities as transactional churches.  

Churches transitioning from” transactional” to “transformational” will need a 
variety of resources. A common challenge is that churches don’t see the need to 
embrace change until they no longer have the resources to do this 

DALE E. 

When a person learns they have a disease or 
realizes that their life is going to end, or even 
when we are preparing for end of life 
regardless of when it may come, we often talk 
about the need to “get our affairs in order.” 

Is it time for SCC to “get our affairs in order?”  

The clear and hard truth seems to be YES. 
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JACK T. 

These next several slides show what might be called “Markers” of the difference 
between legacy and threshold in context of independent congregations.  

These 
“Markers” 
come from a 
body of 
knowledge 
regarding 
threshold and 
legacy 
congregations. 
They are built 
on studies, 
experiences 
and 
understandings about the contrasts between churches that are leaning toward a 
threshold of revitalization, and churches that are leaning toward needing to 
envision the church’s legacy as they conclude their ministries. The presenter 
noted that it is his experience that there are a lot more declining churches leaning 
towards legacy that are on the threshold of revitalization. 
This is not a scorecard. It is a tool for discernment – intended to help 
congregations understand their status and build a plan for what is next. 

LAUREN S. 

Information from the UCC Conference and national also tell us that there are 
many declining churches leaning towards legacy. 

This suggests that all congregations need to take a hard, honest look at 
themselves. Examining the markers on these slides encourage us to do just that! 

As we look at this slide, where do you read markers that represent SCC?? 

Do you understand SCC as leaning toward legacy or renewal threshold, or a mix 
of both, based on those markers? 

Here’s another slide with more markers... Again, as we look at this second slide, 
where do you read markers that represent SCC?? 
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As you consider 
your 
understanding 
of SCC, do you 
‘see’ SCC as 
leaning towards 
legacy or 
threshold? In 
what ways? 
Let’s just take a 
minute to share 
with someone 
sitting near you.  

Nancy 

At this time, you are again invited to spend a few mins talking with one 
other person near you (preferably not your spouse or significant other)... 
Which markers do you think apply to SCC? We are providing you with a 
personal copy of a worksheet with the markers from both the first 2 
slides, so that you can mark the markers... and discuss. THANK YOU! 
KATHY T. 
Again, in this slide, which markers indicate SCC’s leanings??? 
They certainly can be mixed, can’t they?!!! 
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Note that “asset consumption” is key marker – whether or not a church is moving 
closer to exhausting their assets is a very important factor to understand. And 
while we still have significant assets here, it is also clear that we are using them in 
such a way that they are diminishing steadily. This is a hard reality that we must 
be honest about! 

It is not uncommon for some folk in a church to understand that a church is 
leaning towards legacy, while others have not realized this or are not even willing 
or able to engage in the conversation.  

And here’s the final slide of markers... where again we encourage you to say just 
a few words to one another about how you perceive SCC’s ‘leanings.’ 

  

Nancy  

One final time, you are again invited to spend a few mins talking with one 
other person... This time the markers for slides 3 & 4 are on the flip side of 
your personal worksheet... 
Which markers do you think apply to SCC?  
.... (discussion) 
THANK YOU!  
 
 



Facing Our Mortality – Presented by the SCC Central Board Sept. 11, 2022 

 11 

PEG R. 
Loren Mead, a great church thinker who spent years with the Alban Institute, a 
foremost church think-tank, once said: “God is always calling us to be more than 
we are...” 

This suggests another lens with which we can examine the impact congregations 
are having in the community and the world... 

• Is the church fulfilling our calling to make disciples of Jesus? 

• Are we making God’s love and justice real in our community? 

• Are we bringing about new life, as agents of change? 

• Are we forming covenantal partnerships? 

• Is our mission, vision, and purpose clear? 

• In what other ways is Second Cong’l Church having an impact? 

These all suggest 
important ways we 
can assess the 
vitality and future 
path for our 
church... It reminds 
us that we cannot 
be merely about 
keeping members 
contented, for that 
is the road to slow 
(or not so slow) 
death.  

 
DOUG M. 
Reviewing the markers or asking these questions may frankly be discouraging, as 
the answers may disclose that our congregation is less fruitful than it once was. 
 
Scripture is full of “heart” references as the seat of our soul, the center of our 
being. We often use different language than heart or fruitfulness....  
Burned out. Alienated. Closed-off. Done.  

Any or all of these might lead to separation from God and each other.  



Facing Our Mortality – Presented by the SCC Central Board Sept. 11, 2022 

 12 

How do we know 
when it’s time to make 
hard decisions? How 
will we be sure that 
we’ve arrived at a 
point when it is best to 
put plans in place? 

Some of these 
questions are very 
much like the 
questions and 

decisions we face when we are considering our own age, our own mortality, and 
the plans we need to make for the later parts and end of our lives. 

Given the average age of our members, we can guess that we’ve all been here: 
needing to plan for retirement and then to look at end of life planning, estate 
planning and wills, and even to indicate our wishes about things like funerals and 
memorial services. 

While these are not easy decisions or conversations, they are vital! 

 
DALE E. 
The approach to which God invites us as we are making plans and decisions for 
Second Church is called “Discernment.”  

In discerning, we move 
from focusing on asking   

 • What do I yearn for? 
...to asking  
• What do we yearn 
for? 
....to asking 
• What does God 
yearn for? 

 

For as we have mentioned before, the church does not really belong to us. The 
church belongs to God. And God invites us to discern together what will happen 
with our church. 
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LAUREN S. 
All of us know the old 
saying, “where two or 
more are gathered, God 
will be present among 
them.” Unfortunately, 
two or three, or even a 
dozen are not enough to 
make a vital 
congregation. 

The truth is that unless a congregation has 20 people representing three 
generations, with a dozen or so interested in sharing leadership, it is probably a 
legacy congregation. 

And while there are stories of smaller congregations that have rebuilt ministries... 
The reality is that these are rare exceptions, not at all common. 

Yet, we struggle because we have learned and worked to be people of faith and 
hope. We profess to be “resurrection people.”  
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PEG R. 

• So, there are some 
important concepts 
about RESURRECTION – 
that we need to learn and 
remember! 
First, resurrection is not 
resuscitation  

• Second, resurrection is a 
radical transformation, 
not a series of 
incremental changes  

• Third, resurrection has parabolic greater  power – it is more than factually 
true. It is the action of making something spiritually greater than it is now. 

If your vision for the future is to return to the past, a time of vitality and viability 
you once experienced, that is not resurrection. Resurrection is dramatically and 
drastically discontinuous with the past.  

And resurrection, true resurrection, only happens after death. 

So, here is a question with which we are now faced at Second Church. 

How can it be said that a church that has concluded its ministry has been 
resurrected?  

If it continues to be a part of the Body of Christ! If its members become part of 
other vital congregations... If its assets being used for God’s purposes,  

... then it makes sense to say that the church continues to live as a part of the 
Body of Christ. 

Concluding a church’s ministry is not failing; it is faithful...  when it is part of the 
movement through death on to resurrection. 

DOUG M. 
We are called to discern the next steps for SCC... 

Discernment is a process of stretching and choosing – both for ourselves 
personally and for us as a community of faith. 
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If we believe that God 
is always calling us to 
be more than we are 
and that God yearns for 
what is best for each 
and all of us...  

Then we are led to the 
conclusion that 
choosing God’s 
yearning follows from 
God’s unconditional 
love for all of God’s 
people, as individuals and as communities, including congregations... 

 
DALE E.  
It is a hard truth that to be a Legacy church means that there is No expected 
long-term future as an independent congregation. But Legacy options are 
broader than simply or immediately closing the church doors. 

If we are denying 
death, if we are not 
letting go of 
resources, we are 
not stretching... 

If we are not letting 
go of resources, if 
we are not thinking 
of how these 
resources can be 
used for 
transformation, we 
are not choosing or 
not choosing wisely... 

IF we can stretch, then we can imagine a resurrection experience for our church. 
And if we can make the hard choices -  intentionally choosing how our resources 
– including financial, facilities, staff, and volunteer resources will be redistributed, 
then we will be to moving through death to resurrection! 
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JACK T. 
What does it mean to complete a ministry faithfully and well?   
What are the tasks involved? 

It means extending 
compassion to 
members as they 
plan for and grieve 
the completion of 
the ministry and 
embark on a new 
stage of their faith 
journey. 
It means extending 
compassion to your 

pastors and all staff. This includes unpaid staff – volunteers in key roles.  

It means redeploying the assets of the congregation, including property and 
buildings furnishings and possessions, and financial assets, in ways that will 
continue to serve God and the world.  

Caring means tending to grief. Caring means shepherding people to new church 
homes. Caring means connecting with homebound members. Caring means 
honoring all of the contributions and the whole history of a church. 

Ending a ministry well is not failing. Ending a ministry well is faithful. Ending a 
ministry well is good stewardship. Planning for an intentional ending of a ministry 
is good and faithful stewardship. 

LAUREN S. 
What does it take to 
complete a ministry 
faithfully and well?  

First, it takes Time.  

It is not unusual for the last 
act of a ministry to play out 
over 12 to 36 months, and 
sometimes even longer.  

The amount of time – 
person hours of work and 
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calendar months and years – is going to depend on the unique circumstances of 
the congregation. It is very easy to under-estimate the amount of time that will 
be required, including dealing with the legal aspects of property disposition. 

KATHY T. 
What else does it take to complete a ministry faithfully and well?  
Second, we know it takes Expertise.  
There will be many tasks to accomplish and while common sense and life 
experience will be helpful, there will be some new and novel tasks to be 
undertaken.  The UCC and conference can and will offer some of this expertise, 
and some, like retaining a lawyer specifically for SCC will fall to us. There will be 
new things to learn and to resources to identify.  
 

PEG R. 
What else does it take to complete a ministry faithfully and well?  
There can be no doubt 
– it takes Money.  

There will be expenses 
associated with 
completing a ministry, 
including selling 
property, legal fees 
and other professional 
advisors, and dealing 
equitably with staff. 
The amount of money 
will vary based on 
circumstances, but it would be reasonable to have a reserve of $40,000 for these 
expenses - $40,000 set aside and not available for routine ongoing expenses. 

DOUG M. 
What else does it take to complete a ministry faithfully and well?  
The final element we identify this morning is Energy.  
Completing a ministry faithfully and well can be a rewarding journey, but it will 
take work, including spiritual/emotional/psychological work that we don’t always 
account for. 
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DALE E. 

One of the suggestions made by experts in this field of church transitions and 
legacy establishing, is that it may be helpful to avoid using the words “close,” 
“closing,” and “closure.” While there are some ways these words might 

accurately be applied to the 
process, these words are often tied 
to closely to buildings or 
corporations.  

A ministry may be building-based 
and legally organized, but a 
ministry is more than buildings and 
legal documents.  

A ministry may end, but the wider church – the Body of Christ – continues. When 
a congregation plans faithfully and completes its ministry intentionally and well, 
the universal Body of Christ becomes stronger and the completed ministry is 
resurrected to new life.  

JACK T. 

There have been many congregations that waited too long to accept that it is 
time to focus on completing the ministry.  

Waiting too long means that the congregation no longer has the resources to 
plan and end faithfully and 
well.   Members, pastors, and 
staff are not dealt with 
compassionately through a 
transition. Too often, church 
people end up wounded and 
suffering as a result.  Assets 
are not dealt with 
appropriately and 
opportunities to support wider ministries and to strengthen the Body of Christ 
are lost.  

Congregations can avoid this fate by intentionally choosing to focus on planning 
and completion, which means that decisions needs to be reached while a 
congregation still has the necessary resources – time, expertise, money, and 
most importantly energy, to complete a ministry faithfully and well.  
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LAUREN S. 
Thinking and talking openly and honestly about our church and its future is one 
of the hardest things we may ever do as a faith community.  There will be many 
feelings to process and prayer will be our vital companion in every step. We will 
need to care for one another in ways that stretch us, including showing love and 
respect, even when we do not agree. 

Engaging our future, planning next steps, and discerning what our legacy can be 
is a way of facing our greatest fears and articulating our greatest hopes. 

The Rev. Kenneth Samuel, Pastor of the UCC church in Stone Mountain, Georgia, 
and a Still Speaking 
Daily Devotional 
contributor, wrote: 
“Hope is not just a 
vision for the future. 
Hope is also a 
mandate for the 
present. Hope has a 
way of ordering our 
present in such a 
way that our 
present becomes 
congruent and consistent with our promise.”  

DOUG M. 
The Central Board knows that this is a major step in our transitional process.  

We want to invite all of you and each one of you to gather in the next 2 weeks to 
process what you’ve heard today. We are offering small group meetings on the 
following dates, and hope you will all join us in conversation. We are making an 
effort to keep each group small enough... And once again these small groups are 
for processing and info sharing & taking feedback - no voting! We’ll be generating 
summaries about what has been said but not by whom.  

For those who feel a need to gather sooner – the first gathering is this 
Wednesday, Sept. 14th at 11 am, here at the church.  

The second group will be next Sunday, Sept. 18th, following worship. 

The third offering will be an evening gathering, on Monday, Sept. 19th at 7pm. 
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And then we have also added an all-zoom small group offering, now scheduled 
for Thursday, 
Sept. 15th at 7 
pm. 

KATHY T. 

Please take the 
time as you 
depart to sign up 
for one of the 
small group 
meetings, or to 
email the office 
to sign up after you’ve checked your calendar at home. 

PEG R. 

Each of us on the CB and Rev. Lisa are all eager to be of support and resources as 
we move forward. We strongly encourage you to be in touch, in person, by phone 
or text or email.  Please don’t hesitate! 

Our plan for next step in this 
process will be considered 
after the small groups, but 
please know that we are 
eager to keep moving and 
will schedule next steps 
during the month of October. 

We look forward to hearing 
from you, in the small groups, 
and hope that you will come 
and make your feelings and opinions known. As has often been said, “There is no 
US without U!”  

 


