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Report to the Congregation 

 

From Steve Thomas, Transitional Pastor 
January, 2015 

 
Transitions provide an opportunity to stand back, examine the church, and consider what needs attention.  
This report reflects what I have learned from members about First Mennonite Church (FMC)1 in this initial 
stage of inquiry. The report is intended to help FMC determine what to focus on during and beyond in this 
transition. 
 
This report is based on household interviews, corporate discussions (the first Sunday of each month), 
conversations with FMC leadership, and written sources. Feedback from members2 was most instructive. 
During the first phase of my transitional work, August through November, I had 72 interviews involving 150 
individuals from 78 households (61% of active households) and over 180 hours of conversation. 
 
As I have examined FMC with its members, what have I found so far?  My findings show that FMC is a strong, 
healthy and growing congregation with exceptional gifts, resources and potential.  Members report strong 
appreciation for many things about FMC and express wishes for the congregation’s growth and mission. 
 
Under the following ten sections I offer observations, reflections and questions for FMC to consider as it 
decides what to focus on during and beyond this transition period. 
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1
 What’s the official name of this congregation?  Depends who you ask. Legally it’s “First Mennonite Church.”  In conference and 

congregational communications (on the bulletin and website) it’s “First Mennonite Church, Indianapolis.”   
2
 “Members” in this report refers both to active participants as well as are formal members of FMC. 
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1. Congregational Identity 
If FMC would look in a mirror, what would it see?  A large, Mennonite, mostly white, highly educated, middle 
class, suburban, progressive, and growing congregation located in the metropolitan area of Indianapolis.3   

 
 Large        Twice the average size Mennonite congregation; in program size category with an  

average attendance just below 200 

 Mennonite     53% cradle Mennonite and 47% from other than Mennonite background 

 Mostly white        Adults are 95% White and 5% African-American, Asian or Hispanic4  
      Children are 85% White and 15% African-American, Asian or Hispanic 

 Highly educated 48% of adults have some graduate school education 

 Middle class     Many adults working as professionals with middle to upper middle class income levels5 

 Suburban       Located in a suburban area 2 miles outside the urban edge of Indianapolis6 

 Progressive       Theologically and socially progressive, evident in being a welcoming church         

 Growing    The last 14 years have seen growth after a period of decline; steady increase in giving7 
 
Most members are not originally from Indianapolis and have chosen to live her because of 1W alternative 
service, graduate education or work.  While many members (especially in human service professions) work in 
the city, few live in the city. Like the FMC meeting place, most members are in residential areas miles outside 
the urban zone of Indianapolis.  Most members, especially those of Mennonite background, come from smaller 
towns or cities.  This, together with being predominately white and middle class, creates some distance from 
urban realities of class, race and violence.   
 
FMC is a congregation of members strongly committed to being a Mennonite church that upholds the 
Anabaptist Christian tradition of community, peace, discipleship and mission.   I observe that some members 
new to the Mennonite Church display a stronger conviction to embody these than many cradle Mennonites.  
FMC’s mix of 53% cradle Mennonite and 47% new Mennonite can enrich the congregation with experiences 
and perspectives that members from other than Mennonite bring.  The challenge is to integrate the new with 
the old in ways that honor FMC’s Mennonite core convictions.  One member’s wish expresses the challenge: 
"both evolve and preserve"—that is, preserve Mennonite identity and evolve with gifts from new members.  
This mix and the integration of LGBT members demonstrate FMC’s capacity for inclusion. 
 
Questions:   
o To what extent are we aware that our identity, background and class affect how we look upon and relate 

to others (within and outside the church) who are different from us?   
o How will FMC preserve its Mennonite tradition and continue to evolve with greater diversity?  
o How might this lead to a new Mennonite identity that emerges as we embrace diversity?  
o How can we be who are and not let this become a barrier to others? 
 

                                                           
3
 Data drawn from the last profile of FMC done in 2012. 

4
 To be considered a multi-racial church no one race is over 80%. 

5
 Breakdown of professions in 2012:  business/manager/proprietor: 69; homemaker: 21; education/administration/teacher: 48; 

clerical/sales: 2; craftsman/laborer: 6; medical/doctor/nurse/administration: 48; church institution/administration/minister: 4; other 
professional: 28.  In the absence of data on FMC household income, I assume, based on member professions, that many FMC 
households have a combined income of more than $100,000, placing them in the upper middle class, according to a common metric. 
6
 Taking 38

th
 Street (suggested by a couple of people in social services) as the physical boundary to the urban area closest to our FMC 

location, considering social markers like population density, owner occupied housing, property values and income levels, and finding 
that Indianapolis classifies the FMC area as “D2 suburban.” 
7
 Refer to graph of attendance, membership and giving in the appendix. As for aging trends at FMC, I did not have access to information 

to determine this (as previously reported until I realized had inaccurate data). That FMC has experienced growth in the last decade is 
especially significant when put in perspective with the numerical decline of many congregations in the last twenty years.   
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2. Congregational Theology 
What does FMC believe and value?8  Based on how members responded, these are at the core. 
 
What FMC Believes 
As a congregation, FMC believes: 

1. Jesus is the center of our church  
2. Everybody is welcome  
3. Community is essential to Christian life 
4. God is love and loves all people  
5. The church is the embodiment of Christ in the world 

 
As for what God calls us to do, FMC believes we are to… 

1. Follow Jesus in our everyday life 
2. Practice and witness the way of peace (nonviolence)  
3. Love all as God has loved us, keep the great commandment  
4. Care for one another (in the church)  
5. Serve the needs of others (beyond ourselves)  
6. Live simply and share our resources with people in need  
7. Seek justice and care for the marginalized 

 
FMC’s theology is strongly aligned with the core of Anabaptism, namely discipleship, community, peace and 
mission. While grounded in the Anabaptist tradition, FMC as a whole is progressive in living this out; seen, for 
example, in being on the leading edge of welcoming congregations.9 FMC is theologically diverse. Most believe 
that Jesus is central, God is love, and peace is essential in our Christian mission.  After that, members are 
across the theological spectrum.   
 
The congregation has a strong Christocentric theology. One member says, "Jesus is our foundation and 
reference point for how we live and treat others." While FMC is focused on Jesus, there's a wide spectrum 
about what members believe about Jesus.  Holding unity and diversity together, one member says, “We are 
not ‘Mennotarians’ [Mennonite Unitarians] but believe in Jesus and welcome others who don't believe this in 
the same way.”  Another puts it this way: “While we are Christ centered we are open to all.” However, a few 
active participants in the congregation have not become members of FMC because membership requires 
agreement to certain theological beliefs these individuals do not hold. 
 
Questions:   
o How have our identity and our theology shaped who we are and influence how we relate to one another in 

the church and others outside the church?   
o How can members grow in their thinking capacity and respect all ways of thinking?   
o Might FMC redefine membership guidelines to be more inclusive for participants who belong at FMC but 

are not in complete agreement with its theology?10 

                                                           
8
 The question about what FMC believes as a congregation produced the longest pause of all questions in the interviews.  I think that 

this primarily has to do with FMC being more oriented to orthopraxis (right practice) than orthodoxy (right believing).  Few members 
responded with traditional orthodox beliefs while many talked about right practice—what one said of "applying faith in life.”  When 
asked what FMC believes in, one member replied, “In doing good."  Other comments I heard that emphasized doing and practice 
include:  "We are not so much belief driven.” “We are called to follow Jesus and the core of this is practicing the great commandment.”  
"While I recognize it's important, I steer away from theological assertions and look to practical expression."  "What matters is how we 
live out what we believe day to day and week to week."  
9
 To locate FMC’s theology within a larger thinking system compared to other systems, refer to FMC’s Thinking System in the appendix.   

10 FMC has a bounded set approach to membership (requiring certain beliefs and behaviors before one can belong as a member) 
whereas many churches in the emergent church movement have a centered set model (where belonging, based on a central focus, is 
put before believing and behaving).  See Phyllis Tickle, Great Emergence, The: How Christianity Is Changing and Why (2008), 159.

 

What FMC Values 
As a congregation, FMC values: 
1. Care  
2. Community 
3. Diversity 
4. Inclusion  
5. Justice  
6. Learning 
7. Peace  
8. Respect 
9. Service  
10. Simplicity 
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3. Spiritual Formation  
In my interviews I did not ask about how members and the church are tending spiritual formation.  As a result, 
I don’t have more observations from members to offer than the paragraph below.  I regret this, as spiritual 
formation is central in our Christian and congregational life.   
 
Many members report strong concern for the FMC’s ministry to its children, youth and young adults.  
Members frequently want a well-developed ministry for children, youth and young adults and some wish to 
call pastoral staff for this ministry.  While numerous members express concern about children and youth, a few 
members state concern for adult spiritual formation and wish that members and groups would be more 
intentional about this and that the church would provide more practices for this.   
 
I believe it would be helpful to evaluate FMC’s Christian education program, how it promotes spiritual 
formation for all ages, and do this from the comprehensive perspective of the Mennonite congregational 
discipling model, which places spiritual formation at the center of the church’s ministry.11 
 
Questions:   
o What do FMC members long for spiritually and how is this being satisfied at FMC? 
o How are adults growing in God and their capacity to live a Christian life of love? 
o What are adults modeling for children and youth in the church? 
o How is FMC cultivating life-long learning and providing Christian education for all age groups? 
 
 
4. Mission Engagement 
FMC has a remarkable history of mission.  Since its beginning in 1953 as a mission initiative of Indiana-
Michigan Conference, FMC has been engaged in many mission activities, such as establishing, serving or 
supporting:  a Voluntary Service unit in Indianapolis, the health clinic and church in Paoli, Shalom Mennonite 
Church, Mennonite agencies, Habitat For Humanity projects, CROP walks, Gleanor’s Food Bank, Peace witness, 
IHN, Global Gifts stores, School on Wheels, Youth service trips, Unleaven Bread Café, to say nothing of the 
individuals FMC members have walked with. When these and more were named one Sunday a person 
exclaimed, “I had no idea that there has been so much history with mission at FMC!”  In my interviews many 
noted the unusually high percentage of members in human services throughout Indianapolis.  Recognizing this, 
a member stated, “FMC has a large foot print in the city.” 
 
According to member responses, FMC’s missiology is primarily based on God’s love and following Jesus.  The 
strongest implications of God’s love and following Jesus for FMC members are stated as practicing peace and 
extending welcome. What FMC is called to practice is also stated in terms of caring for one another, serving 
needs beyond ourselves, seeking justice, and caring for the marginalized.  FMC members connect church and 
mission with an understanding that “We are the body of Christ carrying out God's work in the world" and "We 
are the hands and feet of Christ in the world." 
 
Many members talk about service projects or public witness that happened in the past or are done 
periodically.  I believe that as periodic as these activities may be, they are highly symbolic of what members 
long for—that is, to be true to their highest values of service, peace and justice. Members express interest in 
outreach groups, service projects or ministries to draw them together and into the city like what happened 
with Unleavened Bread Café.  One notes that mission projects provide a "sense of working together" and 
“serving something bigger than ourselves that makes a difference.” 
 

                                                           
11

 Congregational Discipling: A Threefold Vision for Worship, Community and Mission (Herald Press, 1997). 
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Recognizing its resources, practices and strengths, what gifts does FMC offer Indianapolis?  The top three 
responses members report are (1) peace witness, (2) sharing its property and facility, and (3) its ministry with 
IHN.   
 
Members report an especially high interest in becoming known as a peace church in the city and increasing its 
involvement with active peace witness. Recognizing themselves as stewards of an exceptional property and 
facility, members say they want to share these with the larger community, as intended in the master plan that 
specifies ways for this to happen. Of FMC’s mission projects discussed in the transitional conversation on 
mission, IHN had the most appreciative comments (posted on the congregational time line) stating its benefits 
both for IHN guests and FMC volunteers (which number 60-70). 
 
While peace is highly espoused, “Where is it practiced?”  A member claims that while peace is greatly valued, 
“it doesn't translate in people getting involved in this."   A member refers to a FMC group of 20-30 who 
participated in a protest downtown against the Iraq war in 2002.  Now, as several members point out, “We 
hang our peace work on JoAnne.”  They don’t like looking to JoAnne to do this on FMC’s behalf but desire that 
more people to be engaged in peace work.  
 
To engage in mission and peace work is challenging.  In my perspective, most of us live within our comfort 
zone and occasionally step outside this.  This is normal human behavior which needs to be understood and 
supported.  And it’s true that we need to grow beyond this, lest we become captive to the status quo and fall 
short of how God calls us to live.  To help us hear God’s call, FMC has members with special sensitivities—
usually from their experience of human need—who are “leaven” in the church.  I hear members calling for the 
congregation to hear these prophetic voices to engage difficult realities of poverty and racism, give up some of 
its power, privilege and wealth, and step out of our comfort zone to cultivate relationships across cultural 
lines.   
  
Other members state the need for FMC to grow with new members in the church. In a culture where numbers 
in the church are declining, FMC needs to be intentional about inviting and including people to join the 
congregation.  Members state a special need to attract young families with children, otherwise, as one 
member puts it, “our church will ‘age out’ like many other churches.”   
 
Questions:   
o As important as members say it is, how are we to understand that more are not engaged in peace? 
o Recognizing its identity, gifts and passions, what is FMC to focus on for its mission in the city?  
o How will FMC respond to the current problems of racism and violence? 
 
 
5. Conference Connection 
What is FMC’s connection to Indiana-Michigan Mennonite Conference and Mennonite Church USA?   The 
congregation has a strong connection to and level of support for the larger body.  At the same time some 
factors challenge this. 
 
On one hand, members express strong appreciation for the larger Mennonite Church.  Members especially 
value (1) the denomination’s emphasis on reconciliation, peace and justice, (2) services of church wide 
agencies, (3) Mennonite higher education, (4) Mennonite publications, and (5) the Mennonite model of serving 
and valuing people.  Members also state appreciation for having an identity with and connectedness to the 
larger church. 
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On the other hand, two factors challenge FMC’s conference connection with MC USA.  First, many members 
report frustration with how the larger church is dealing homosexuality.  Second, with 47% of FMC members 
from other than Mennonite backgrounds there is less experience with and understanding of MC USA.   
 
I believe FMC is well differentiated, having a clear sense of who it is and what it stands for, while remaining in 
a healthy relationship with the larger church when there is a disagreement.  This is evident, for example, in its 
stance on homosexuality (which is at variance with the denomination’s current position) and continuing as a 
member congregation of conference.  FMC appears to me to do well in being accountable to conference and 
free to be true to its calling. 
 
Questions:   
o In a denomination that is increasingly polarized and experiencing division over homosexuality, how might 

FMC communicate the healthy relationship it maintains with conference? 
o How can we strengthen our connection with Indiana-Michigan Mennonite Conference? 
 
 
6. Community Life   
Members report what they most appreciate at FMC is connectedness with each other—the experience of 
being in community.  It’s so strong that many members speak about FMC as being “family.” One member 
states that "Community is the center of our spirituality.”  Several state their desire of being with “like-minded” 
and another of being with “like-souled” people.  Members connect with one another primarily through their 
network of friendships, tangible expressions of care (such as providing meals), small groups (formal and 
informal), conversations, and congregational meals.12   
 
The majority of FMC members perceive that they are, for the most part, inclusive of all people. This 
perspective is especially held by our members who are white, married, and middle class.  Some households 
who are not in this category report difficulty with fitting in and being included.  A few of these households 
express pain about this, especially when they hear others talk about how caring and inclusive FMC is. 
 
FMC has an exceptional practice of welcoming people.  The challenge is including them once here, especially 
when differences may become barriers to relationships. Helping newcomers find a place of belonging and 
incorporating them into the congregational family is critical.  If they are not connected, they are at risk of 
leaving out the back door, as has happened in a few instances. FMC needs to tend both the front door and 
back door of the church and integrating newcomers into the fellowship of FMC. 
 
Small groups are the primary way that members are connected to the FMC community.  This is especially 
important for FMC as a program size church of around 200 in attendance.  Some members state that they 
don’t feel connected to the congregation as a whole largely due to size but do so in their small groups, which 
one said is a “form of house church with a deeper level of connection and intimacy.” Some groups apparently 
have moved away from this level of intimacy.  With disappointment, some members report a shift away from 
deeper sharing in regular weekly or bi-weekly meetings to what they describe as “superficial” socializing on an 
occasional basis.  I believe that this may be compromising the community experience people long for in small 
groups and may leave members disinterested in this important practice.  In view of this, FMC may want to 
consider whether or how to revitalize small groups. 
 

                                                           
12

 Sharing meals together is highly rated.  Many members mentioned how meaningful having meals together is for them and spoke with 
fondness about being together at the table with food.  Eating food is not just feeding the body.  "Table fellowship is an interchange of 
love" and “potlucks are an experience of community,” a member said.  “When you share food you create intimacy, share love and 
practice hospitality."  Eating together is "about all having a place and belonging there."  Relating meals to mission, a member said 
FMC’s ministry with IHN is a way of "setting an extra place at the table." 
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Questions:  
o How can members both enjoy their intimate circles and include others into their groups?   
o To what extent is there a desire to relate more deeply in small groups?  And if there is a desire for more 

than is currently experienced in small groups, what can help this happen? 
o How can FMC be more effective with integrating newcomers and all members into the church’s 

fellowship? 
 
 
7. Welcoming Diversity 
Located as it is in a metropolitan area with diverse people groups, FMC members state that they highly value 
diversity. The mix of 53% cradle Mennonite and 47% new Mennonite suggests that the congregation has a 
capacity to welcome people from other backgrounds.13   
 
Within the congregation, music in worship presents an opportunity to deal with diversity.  On one end of the 
continuum, some members prefer traditional hymn singing, a rich heritage in our Mennonite tradition.  On the 
other end of the continuum, some members prefer contemporary worship music.  Most members are in the 
middle, as observed in the continuum exercise during the transitional conversation on worship.  These 
members wish for a variety of music that both preserves hymn singing and provides contemporary music to 
satisfy a range of musical preferences.  As one member expresses, “We need to preserve what many love and 
incorporate what others love.” I believe the congregation is growing in its practice of accommodating one 
another’s musical preferences in worship with a loving spirit of respect. 
 
People long to belong.  But differences of race, class, sexual orientation, marital status, personality styles, and 
education, among other things, can become barriers to belonging. Sensitive to this reality, being a church that 
welcomes diversity is highly valued according to member comments. This is most evident in that FMC has 
become a welcoming church for LGBT persons and same-sex couples.  Based on the high frequency of 
comments on being welcoming, FMC has an unusually high concern for people who have experienced 
judgment and exclusion in the church.  FMC embodies welcome to the extent that lesbian and gay people are 
involved in leadership.  One member reports that what he appreciates is "Being able to be myself as a gay man 
at FMC, of being open and included like everyone else." Many other members state appreciation for FMC 
being a safe, accepting place to be and want to extend this to others who may be marginalized. 
 
While FMC has largely overcome the sexual barrier, barriers of race and class remain.  As their strong wish 
statements indicate, members want to address these barriers, too, and become inclusive for all people groups 
as they are becoming toward LGBT persons.  It’s now a matter of giving more attention to acknowledging our 
differences and integrating them in our congregation. 
 
Questions:   
o What are barriers people face at FMC? 
o How can FMC overcome these barriers to become a more diverse church? 
o If we want to be more diverse how will we increase our capacity to deal with differences? 
 

  

                                                           
13

 Some members want those from Mennonite background to be careful about occasional annoyances of playing the Mennonite game, 
making assumptions, using lingo, or talking too much about Goshen College, which members apart from this background describe as 
exclusive. 
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8. Transforming Conflict 
Diversity by definition involves differences, which naturally become a potential source of conflict. Having 
conflict in the church is neither good nor bad.  It’s just simply part of our human experience.  With its diversity 
and history of engaging issues, FMC has experienced its share of difficult conflicts, as the church has since the 
time of Jesus.  Dealing with divorce, loss of members to Shalom, divisive accusations, and homosexuality have 
been difficult but growth producing experiences for FMC.  Over the years FMC has grown from people cutting 
off to remaining in fellowship and from members sending anonymous letters to dealing directly with each 
other.14  There is still need for growth. For example, some members report difficulty in expressing their 
objections or having their voices heard in disagreements over homosexuality. 
 
With increasing diversity, the challenge for responding to conflict in healthy ways increases as well.  As one 
long time member observes, “When there was less diversity and more agreement it was easier to get along.”   
Another long time member states that “we address conceptual differences well but don't do so well with 
interpersonal conflicts."  Recognizing that this is still an area for growth, a number of members state as one of 
their wishes that FMC learn and practice constructive responses to interpersonal conflict.   
 
Questions:   
o When in conflict, how can members both honor their convictions and remain in relationship?   
o How can we grow in our ability to deal with conflict in healthy ways? 
 
 
9. Church Participation 
I believe there is much to commend about church participation at FMC.  Consider these markers: 

 There has been growth in attendance, membership and giving in the last 14 years. This is especially 
remarkable when, during this same period, most American churches experienced decline in these 
areas (see graph and observations in the appendix).   

 Average per member giving, even after adjusting for wage increases, has grown in this period.   

 Younger adults at FMC are strongly involved.  Of the 46 appointed positions at FMC, 14 (30%) are 
served by members in their 20s and 30s.   

 There is, in my observation, energetic engagement on Sunday morning. 
 
While I believe there’s strong involvement, I also hear some members wish for renewed participation in church 
as a high priority, and doing this out of desire rather than obligation.  Some members, especially long timers, 
express concern about a perceived decline of participation and believe that members today are not as 
committed in giving of their time and talent as years ago.  (Refer to “What Members Most Cherish” in the 
appendix.) As indicators of this, members report from their perspectives: 

 A shift from members regularly attending church on Sunday morning, Sunday evening and midweek 
years ago to members attending FMC’s one weekly gathering with less regularity.   

 With the first building project “everybody did their part to build the church together” whereas with 
the last building there was a smaller percentage of volunteers to help on the project.   

 A smaller percentage of members are in small groups and groups meet less frequently and with less 
depth than years ago.   

 It’s harder today to get people involved in service compared to before.  “Small groups automatically 
did their part with IHN but now it’s incredibly difficult to fill the needs for this.” 

 It’s harder to find sponsors and mentors for FMC youth than years ago. 

                                                           
14

 Several people refer to taking a “sabbatical” from the congregation following difficult conflicts.  In most cases members have 
returned after taking time to give themselves space to work through their experience.  In other cases this has resulted in disconnecting 
from the congregation all together.  If such sabbaticals are taken, it’s important to keep a connecting link with someone in FMC so that 
members don’t drift away from the church.   
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At the same time members describe these changes they also acknowledge that “It’s a different generation.” 
What are the differences in today’s generation?  Members identify these factors: 

 Schedules.  “We are so busy.” There are fuller work schedules, school schedules, athletic schedules, 
and more.  “We are overbooked, over involved, overextended, over, over, over.”   

 Skills.  There’s been a skills shift away from more hands on skills that makes volunteering on building 
projects more difficult now than before. 

 Geography.  Compared to years ago, members are more geographically scattered. 

 Workload.  One professional notes that in the current economy employers place heavier workloads 
and higher expectations on workers than before, leaving them exhausted. 

 Entertainment.  “We used to meet together on Sunday morning, Sunday evening and Wednesday 
evening.  Then came the TV and we began to stay home and watch TV.” 

 Relevance.  One young adult wonders if the church has answered the question, "Why does this 
matter?"  Otherwise church is "a meaningless routine." 

 
While recognizing these significant factors and “bucking this trend in our society is not easy,” long time FMC 
members say, “There’s still choice” and “That it’s a matter of commitment to follow Jesus and participate in 
church.” It’s significant to note that younger as well as older members wish for renewed participation in 
church as a high priority.  One middle-aged couple who has known a life of being busy with many things make 
participation in FMC their priority.  They say, "It's our habit to go to church. We'd feel empty without it. So we 
make an effort to go to church and connect with others."  
 
While I believe that many members and FMC would benefit from greater participation, I also wonder about a 
spiritual shift happening in our culture.  With new technologies, like social media, the way people connect is 
significantly changing.  In our secular culture, church is no longer the central social reality outside the family it 
once was for many Christians.  Many social involvements today vie for our attention. And other social entities 
satisfy some of what people previously found in church.  I believe there may be a process of deconstruction of 
the larger church occurring as part of its reconstruction.15  If so, the church may be in the midst of 
transforming more than declining.  If true, I wonder what God is doing in all of this and how we can participate 
in the church’s redefinition. 
 
Questions:   
o What do people want from or in the church today? 
o To what extent does FMC’s congregational covenant a current expression for what’s needed at FMC? 
o What are the issues that need attention to deepen participation in the church?   
o How is the church being transformed and what does this invite of us? 
 
 
10. Church Organization 
FMC elders.  As recorded in its history, in nearly two decades FMC has not had the same elder serve twice.  On 
one hand, this has clear benefits of developing leadership in the congregation and expanding awareness of 
what being church involves.  On the other hand, as one longtime leader observes, with people continuously 
stepping in and out of leadership there is a liability of losing continuity.  The other important element that this 
model misses is retaining seasoned elder figures in leadership.  I believe FMC would do well to have a more 
balanced model of leadership, especially in the Pastor-Elder Team, to balance the need to both recruit new 
leaders and retain mature leaders. 
 

                                                           
15

 See Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity Is Changing and Why (2012) and Diana Butler Bass, Christianity After 
Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of a New Spiritual Awakening (2013). 
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FMC structure. When asked what FMC believes in, one member quips, “Committees!” FMC likes and dislikes 
having many committees.  While “committee” is negative to some, it’s positive to others.  On one hand, 
members value committees as a means of connecting and serving together. Members describe committees are 
a way of learning to know one another, building relationships, participating in congregational ministry, and 
giving back to the church.  Members say this in various ways:  “By getting involved I feel connected.”  On the 
other hand, so many committees are cumbersome and difficult to fill. Experiencing this side of committees, 
some want what one wishes for—to “reorganize with a focused, cohesive, streamlined structure.” 
 
Stewardship.  A number of members state their wish for stewardship education, believing that FMC has the 
capacity for even greater giving to support the work of the church. 
 
FMC mission.  Since my time here I have only heard two references to FMC’s mission statement, and in both 
cases individuals could not recall what it included.  This is not a critical evaluation but simply an interesting 
observation leading me to wonder if FMC’s mission statement (“Living Christ’s mission of reconciliation 
through service, with justice, by God’s grace”) is owned by the congregation and a meaningful guide for its 
mission.   
 
Vision.  Finally, I recognize the amazing potential of FMC for growth and engagement in Indianapolis.  FMC has 
exceptional gifts and resources, and members wish to be involved in mission.  I commend the “FMC Mission 
Initiatives” document (found on last page of the appendix) that the congregation 
envisions for its work.  What I think would be helpful now is that the congregation 
prioritize what it wants to accomplish and have this as a part of a larger vision narrative 
of what FMC wants to be and do in the next years.  
 
The graphic (see side) is meant to illustrate the Who, What, Why, How and Where of our 
congregation.  Our core is Who we are—that is, our identity.  First and foremost is our 
identity as God’s people, followed by other particulars factors, like those listed under 
congregational identity.  What we believe, value and have also define us.  What FMC 
believes and values are described under congregational theology.  What we have 
includes our resources, gifts and passions.  The next circle is Why we exist—that is, our 
mission.  These together—the Who, What and Why—influence How we live, serve and 
relate to people within and outside the church.  Finally, what we would like to happen as 
a result of these things may be described in Where we see the church going—that is, our 
vision.  Being clear about these things can help FMC be faithful and effective as a church.  
 
Questions:   
o What practice might FMC have to engage new elders and retain mature elders? 
o What changes in how FMC structures itself might increase effectiveness without compromising what it 

values with its committees? 
o To what extent is the current mission statement owned by the congregation? 
o At this stage in its congregational journey, does FMC need to redefine its mission? 
o What is FMC’s vision for its future?   
o What priorities and plans does FMC want to set for this vision? 
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Tentative Next Steps  
 
 

1 January 17-
January 31 

Members read the report and reflect on these questions:    What especially gets 
your attention?  What doesn’t seem to fit FMC?  What needs clarification? 
 

2 February 1 The congregation responds with its feedback to the report during second hour 
conversation. (Coverage to teach children and youth Sunday classes will be arranged 
so that all adults may participate in this discussion.) 
 

3 February 1-28 Small groups (and ad hoc groups for persons not in groups) have first of two 
discussions.  (Groups will be given guidelines for these discussions.) 
 

4 March 1 Small groups (and ad hoc groups for persons not in groups) have second discussion 
during second hour to identify areas to focus on during and beyond the transition 
period.  (Coverage to teach children and youth Sunday classes will be arranged so 
that all adults may participate in this discussion.)  Leadership then processes this 
feedback to work up list of possible tasks. 
 

5 March 8-15 Members indicate what they would like addressed during and beyond the transition 
period using Survey Monkey on line or a paper form available from the office. 
 

6 March 22 Pastor-Elder Team submits recommended tasks based on member feedback to the 
congregation for the congregational meeting on April 12. 
 

7 April 12 The congregation votes on tasks to be addressed during the transition period. 
 

8 April & May Standing or ad hoc committees take on tasks for the transition period.  
 

9 June – 
November 

Committees and the congregation carry out plans for the transition tasks. 
 

10 September - 
October 

The congregation determines what it wants for it next called pastor(s) and ministry 
descriptions are written for each pastoral team member. 
 

11 November - 
December 

A search committee is formed for the next called pastor(s) and the search begins. 
 

12  Congregation votes on pastoral candidate(s).  
 

13  Tasks for beyond the transition period reconsidered after pastoral team is in place. 
 

 
 
NOTE:  For our transitional process, refer to the overview on the next page, “Congregational Transition Tasks.” 
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Congregational Transition Tasks 
 

 
At the beginning our transitional work I presented this overview.16  Here it is again with the tasks before us. 
 
The opportunity of transitions 
Pastoral and other significant congregational transitions can create opportunities to: 

• Remember God’s presence and call upon our lives 

• Discern a congregation’s identity, mission, and vision for the future 
• Assess existing programs, structures and priorities to move forward 

 
The tasks of transitional ministry 
To accomplish these in this period of 18-24 months, we will tend the following tasks: 

 

1. Attend to the past 
• history and story:  (re)tell the congregation’s narrative of the past 
• healing and holding:  tend hurts and embrace gifts in that narrative 
• memory and discernment:   recognize God’s presence and activity 

 

2. Engage with the present 
• identity and mission:  name who we are now and what we’re about 
• gifts and needs:  identify our resources and needs within the community 
• culture and organization:  assess our practices, programs, and structure 
 

3. Prepare for the future 
• vision and priorities:  establish direction and goals for the congregation 
• accountability and association:  strengthen connections with the denomination, conference, and 

other congregations 
• search and call:  form a search committee for the next called pastor(s)  

 
As this work begins, the transitional pastor enters the congregation, settles in, and builds relationships—
critical to engaging people in the process.  As a way of getting acquainted with participants and understanding 
the congregation, the transitional pastor will interview all who open to this over the course of three to four 
months, concluding with a report to the church with findings from these conversations.  This report will help 
the congregation to assess what needs attention in its transition process. 

 
Expectations during the transitional stage 
Hopefully, our transitional work will result in coming to terms with history, clarifying identity, discerning new 
vision, and setting a fresh tone for the next long-term pastor(s).  

 
Who will do what?  Lay leaders and pastoral staff will tend transitional tasks together.  All members will 
engage in conversation and discernment at certain points.  And the transitional minister will lead the process, 
serving as a facilitator, coach and catalyst. 
 
 

  

                                                           
16

 In the widely recognized model for transitional ministry, the five key tasks is this work are stated as:  (1) Coming to terms with 
history; (2) Discovering a new identity; (3) Allowing new leadership change; (4) Reaffirming relationship to our denomination; and (5) 
Commitment to new directions in ministry.   
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Graph of Attendance, Membership and Giving 
 
 

 
 
Note 
Figures in this graph are for what was given for the FMC budget and do not include the $700,000 given for the 
building fund and directed contributions outside the budget. 
 
 
Observations 
1. Decline in attendance and members occurred when 15 households left FMC to assist with the beginning of 

Shalom Mennonite Church in 1995 and 16 households moved from the area for a loss of 31 households. 
 

2. After a five year decline from 1995 to 2000, there has been growth in attendance and membership.  While 
attendance is approximately 10% less now than in 1995, membership has recovered to its 1995 level. 

 
3. From 1995 to 2014 there were steady increases in total financial giving and in per member giving after 

adjusting for wage increases. 
 
4. Growth in these areas occurred at FMC when decline happened in most American churches. 
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150 Interview Participants (including 5 written responses) 

 
Alicia Amazan 
Heidi Boschmann Amstutz 
Lon Amstutz 
Calvin Aschliman 
Annie Stewart 
Amy Bixler 
Erwin Boschmann 
Priscilla Boschmann 
Jean Boyce 
John Boyce 
Sue Breiner 
Gaynel Bryan 
Sam Carpenter 
Alison Schumacher 
Jen Christophel 
Sofia Christophel-Lichti 
Nate Lichti 
Delbert Culp 
LuEtta Culp 
John Daniels 
JB Miller 
Connie Danielson 
Ted Danielson 
Anita Das 
John Roberts 
Linda Dixon 
Stephen Fakoyejo 
Camry Hess 
Nancy Fletcher 
Nolan Lichti 
Becky Fontaine 
Mark Fontaine 
Evan Fontaine 
Brian Friend 
Kenda Resler Friend 
Laura Friesen 
Liam Friesen 
Dan Strain 
Ed Furbeck 
Diana Furbeck 
Ned Geiser 
Marie Harnish 
Laurel Gerbrandt 
Ron Gerbrandt 
Chuck Girard 
Maggie Girard 
Beth Goering 
Lynn Graber 

Maurice Graber 
Patty Graber 
Andrea Grotenhuis 
Todd Grotenhuis 
Ethel Hartman 
Paul Hartman 
Deb Helmuth 
Robin Helmuth 
John Hofstetter 
Aimee Mayeda 
Gloria Hood 
Mike Hood 
David Hovde 
Marj Rush Hovde 
Brooke Kandel Cisco 
Kris Kauffman 
Patricia (Trish) Kauffman 
Chad Kauffman 
Kristi Kauffman 
Karen Klabunde 
Richard Klabunde 
Colleen Kliewer 
Ron Flickinger 
Andrea Krause 
Tom Kreider 
Joyce Kuntz 
Nathan Kurtz 
Ed Liechty 
Mary Liechty 
JoAnne Lingle 
Ken Major 
Marcy Major 
John Marquis 
Allen Mast 
Cindy Mast 
Marg Mast 
Jeff Matheus 
Jim McElhinney 
Gerald Miller 
Mary Miller 
Stephen Miller 
Devon Miller 
Margaret Miller 
Jana Miller 
Michael Miller 
Lisa Miller 
Don Mink 
Dennis Mishler 

Pattie Mishler 
Tasha Nichols 
Becky Oberg 
Sara Penner 
Deborah Rees 
Paul Shankland 
Chris Reid 
Katrina Reid 
Erin Rodman 
James Rodman 
Carmela Rosner 
Kevin Rosner 
Jyoti Sarkar 
Falguni Sarkar 
Kevin Schloneger 
Lisa Schloneger 
Mark Sherer 
Rhonda Sherer 
Hollins Showalter 
Rachel Showalter 
Michael Stauffer 
Ellen Stoesz 
Randy Stoesz 
Connor Stoesz 
Robert Stump 
Marilyn Stutzman 
Ralph Stutzman 
Catherine Swanson 
Mel Swartzentruber 
Mary Swartzentruber 
David Talbott 
Rhonda Talbott 
Ben Tapper 
Brooke Tapper 
Sue Turner 
Chuck Wagner 
Shari Wagner 
Iona Wagner 
Emilie Walson 
Robert Walson 
Aaron Willis 
Melissa Willis 
Justin Yoder 
Tricia Short Yoder 
Lee Yoder 
Robin Yoder 
Cara Yoder 
MYFers (8)  
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Participant Feedback 

 
NOTE:  As the interview was not a survey, the numbers below are not 
statistically significant.  They only indicate the number of times an item     
was cited by households. 
 
What members appreciate about FMC 
34 connectedness in community, friendships  
24 care for one another 
20 peace and justice 
18 accepting, nonjudging, welcoming and safe place to be 
17 small groups 
17 service in the community and beyond 
17 engagement with difficult issues, respectful dialogue 
16 sermons 
14 music 
10 diversity of race, denominations, age 
10 ministry for children and youth 
9 being family to one another 
9 progressive theology 
7 worship 
7 community to live out our Christian faith and life 
5 meaningful friendships 
4  warm and welcoming 
4 Mennonite identity 
4 Intellectual engagement with Christian faith 
4 service with IHN 
4 Congregational retreats and other social events 
 
Cited one or two times: 
Authenticity of members  
aging gracefully and adding babies  
being established and constant changes in membership 
pool of resources with congregational size 
choir 
care for environment 
fellowship meals  
Shannon as our pastor 
our church is not full of "shoulds” 
not taking ourselves too seriously 
human service being so fundamental to many in their lifestyle 
social events other than Sunday morning to interact 
ecumenical relationships with other churches 
hospitality 
generosity in sharing of our resources 
tuition assistance for Mennonite education 
nurturing community of faith in which to raise children 
range and depth of talent of our participants 
sharing time in worship 
engagement at Unleavened Bread Café 
challenging and respecting one another 
challenges to relate with the poor and marginalized 
having a safe place to identify with and express views about world concerns 
steadfast volunteers serving the ministry of the church 
participating in group service projects 
physical proximity to FMC 
relaxed atmosphere 
congregational retreats and campout 
women's group 
peaceable spirit 
Christmas eve service 
service with IHN 
level of trust 
intellectual level, way of critically thinking about our faith and life 
in depth biblical teaching 
participation of LGBT people (demonstrating acceptance) 
large number of young people, families 
giving and receiving counsel 
foot washing 

sense of humor 
seeing people live out their faith, walking the talk 
place to be reoriented in our faith 
strong presence and leadership of women 
safe place to question Christian faith 
intergenerational relationships 
many people working in human services 
focus on living and serving now more than on the afterlife  
financial support for community needs 
community decision making 
simplicity, simple lifestyle 
 
What members appreciate about Mennonite Church USA  
34 reconciliation, peace and justice (34)  
21 service through our various church wide agencies 
12 engagement with difficult social issues 
8 community 
7 simplicity, simple lifestyle 
5 connectedness to larger, global church 
4 identity rooted in a tradition 
4 gathering together in church wide conferences, conventions 
9 mission model of serving and valuing people 
3 contributions of our Mennonite colleges 
3 lack of dominant hierarchy, movement toward congregational polity 
3 Mennonite publications 
3 nonconformity and alternative model for being Christians 
 
Cited one or two times: 
emphasis of following Jesus 
care for environment 
emphasis of interpreting scripture in community 
larger church can respond to needs we cannot 
knowing we are not alone in our challenges and have wisdom from larger 
church 
Mennonite Women organization 
new music introduced at conventions for congregational worship 
inclusion of women as pastors 
seeing the bigger picture beyond our little world 
doing theology in community 
remaining true to our Anabaptist tradition 
Anabaptist theology 
being conscientious 
work ethic 
tradition of hymn singing 
larger organization to hold things together 
 
What members wish for 
Wishes for Community 
6 move from social gatherings back to more frequent and deeper sharing of 
our lives in small groups 
5 be equipped for dealing constructively with interpersonal conflicts 
5 renewed participation in church as a high priority, engaging church work 
with desire rather than obligation 
5 grow in attendance and involvement of younger ages 
4 extend our welcome and acceptance LGBT people to other people groups 
4 more inclusive hospitality practice after worship, recognizing difficulty of 3 
grow in our ability to be open and welcoming of diversity 
2 small groups be more inclusive & help members connect with one another 
2 Identify common sustainable activities we want to engage in for 
connecting for many people 
2 practice welcoming in a way that is welcoming and not overwhelming 
2 make decisions more by consensus than voting 
 
Cited once: 
agree to disagree and stay together in conflict 
be more intergenerational in our groups 
engage in difficult conversations about issues facing our community 
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more young people committed to be together in church long term 
have more intergenerational activities 
understand why people leave FMC & have practice for reaching out to them 
wish people who left FMC would return 
practice small groups in way that they are more inclusive 
have larger group of young adult to connect with one another 
evaluate whether we need a women's committee 
move beyond our problem between women and men 
our young adult and adult children would come to church 
build on soup supper to connect with and include newcomers 
FMC people related to one another more closely  
preserve our Mennonite identity and incorporate nonMennonites 
develop an activity room with carpet ball, ping pong and other games for our 
children and youth 
develop a prayer communication system 
recover church retreat for enjoying and building our community 
shift from Euchre to Rook to include more people in a Mennonite game 
continue to engage difficult issues 
reconsider sequence for Sunday morning, suggesting education first followed 
by worship and extended fellowship 
feel more connected as a young adult in a church so oriented to couples and 
families 
recognize people for their contributions to show appreciation and encourage 
develop a lending list of things we can share with one another 
healing and reconciliation work within the church for wounded people 
interaction together other than Sunday morning 
care for our aging members and trend in the congregation 
know more one another's lives through testimonies 
change our mind and position about accepting homosexuality 
stronger commitment to practice intentional Christian community 
people who feel pain with Ryan know that their pain is heard 
preserve our strong sense of community as we adapt to change 
develop deeper relationships between men 
people with fractured relationships experience healing and return to church 
means of being more aware of personal needs so we can care 
Use small groups periodically as working groups for discernment 
follow up practices to build on hospitality emphasis 
rather than focusing on whether we are a program vs a pastoral church, be 
an "issue" church focusing on human need 
continue Euchre group as a way of for men to connect 
have more times together sharing meals around the table 
settle the question about what size and kind of church FMC wants to be 
have a "go to group" of people who share more deeply  
increase involvement in small groups 
grow into new ways of approaching how we "do church." 
Have more interest in living radically and challenging one another  
enable small groups and individuals to provide more congregational care 
 
 
Wishes for Formation 
17 well developed ministry for children, youth and young adults  
3 Involve youth more in worship, leadership and service 
3 nurture faith and formation of children in a community of love 
2 offer special group studies to engage issues of faith and go deeper in our 
spiritual life 
2 Provide a core of people with similar faith and values for our youth 
2 continue evolving as a vital, vibrant congregation (lest we decline like most 
other churches) 
2 create a positive desire to be in the church (beyond obligation) 
2 teach our Anabaptist beliefs, which may be taken for granted or forgotten 
2 make room in our busy lives for Bible study, prayer, mentoring and 
friendships for spiritual growth 
 
Cited once: 
address imbalance of our life and push "reset" (combine with priority of 
church comments?) 
articulate the biblical/theological basis for our work 
consider what "church" means in the 21st century  
draw on mature Christians in our congregation as mentors 
establish the relevancy of what we believe and practice 

find ways to call for Christian commitment, especially for young people 
have more small groups to explore what we believe 
model for our children and youth that the church is a focal point in our life 
notice our youth and show that we support them 
Recover high regard for the Bible and biblical study 
small group Bible study 
support one another in parenting 
Teach the centrality of Jesus 
use contexts with dialog to discuss political perspectives rather than using 
the pulpit to push these 
use old and new ways to bless God with our hearts, heads and hands 
 
Wishes for Worship 
11blend varieties of music to preserve hymn singing and provide 
contemporary music for a range of musical preferences 
6 be open to more emotion, movement, and expression in worship 
2 preserve our heritage of hymn singing 
3 address how to have a dedicated music director for our worship music 
2 incorporate dramas into worship 
2 worship more worshipful and less instructive 
2 be more intentional about involving a greater range of people and 
generations in worship 
2 use the arts and our artists more for visual aids in the church 
 
Cited once: 
be intentional about our language in worship, saying or singing what we 
believe 
don’t sing more than three verses of any hymn or song 
have a timer with buzzer in front of sanctuary to control sharing  
Have more choir, quartet and instrumental music 
involve all generations in worship so they want to be in the church 
involve youth more in music and worship  
Keep it real, being honest and speaking from the heart 
more a capella singing 
more outside speakers for other perspectives in worship 
Plan worship to be more coherent and have better flow  
practice more forms of prayer, like anointing, and laying on of hands 
provide encouragement in worship to deal with difficult experiences in our 
work 
stop complaining about music in worship and be more accommodating of 
diversity 
use inclusive language 
change sequence for Sunday morning to 1) education (segmented), 2) 
worship (communal), 3) extended fellowship from gathered experience 
 
Wishes for Mission 
7 increase our involvement with active peace witness in the larger 
community 
7 be known in Indianapolis as a Mennonite peace church 
7 find ways of inviting people to FMC and becoming known in the larger 
community  
7 reach out, grow with more people, and retain those who come  
5 provide outreach groups, service projects or ministries to draw us together 
and into the city 
4 share our facility and property with the community  
4 build bridges with other peace churches and interfaith communities 
4 build relationships with people in poverty, address their needs and become 
more class integrated 
4 relate to marginalized people in the inner city (Unleavened Bread Café and 
Kelly Oglesby's vision) 
3 encourage and enable participants to relate their faith with others 
3 be honest about our identity, identify our mission and discern our priorities 
2 conduct listening tours in the city to listen and learn from others then 
discern what we are to do 
2 help to plant another church as we did with Shalom and Paoli 
2 reach out to, attract and engage young adults  
2 find a sustainable way to reach our neighborhood  
2 continue to advance the inclusion of LGBT people 
2 have a peace center downtown 
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2 Build relationships with people of color, become more racially diverse and 
integrated 
2 use member passions and connections to create opportunities for service 
(St Luke model) 
2 renew engagement with Unleavened Bread Café 
2 have a preschool or daycare to use our FMC facility and connect with 
families 
 
Cited once: 
remain pliable and responsive to religious and cultural changes 
Fall Fest become known in the larger community 
biking tour to raise awareness for peace or another cause (e.g. "PINDY" 
Peace for Indy bike event) 
support/sponsor immigrant children and include them in FMC 
mentor at risk children and youth 
be a community of peace and joy that attracts people 
To engage social issues show up and be present and let our presence speak 
live in the tension between being humble and being known in the community 
be creative and evolve with nonMennos and preserve Anabaptist distinctives 
be relevant to our young adult generation to engage them 
intergenerational service projects to connect different age groups 
build bridges with other faith traditions 
parents of children who drop off their children for Sunday school would 
come themselves 
provide tutoring for students in our church and the community utilizing our 
education resources 
lead a cross cultural trip to India 
offer music lessons at FMC for underprivileged families 
serve more concerted, focused efforts for more impact in larger community 
develop health care clinic for transient  and homeless people in connection 
with IHN utilizing our medical resources 
resolve our relationship with the neighborhood  
Focus on human needs rather than numerical growth 
support IYG as outreach for children and youth struggling with their sexuality 
use the arts more to address issues 
Demystify Mennonite faith and get it out there for seekers 
grow a Mennonite presence in Indianapolis 
relate to people as equals rather than serve in a helping role 
Increase our involvement with conference    
Integrate our church life with our larger urban community 
Recognize our work in human services as mission 
more interaction with church communities different than us 
engage IHN in a greater way by helping people move into housing (like 
Habitat For Humanity) 
 
Wishes for structure, resources and leadership 
8 Teach financial stewardship and increase giving for the church’s missions  
7 Evaluate and restructure our organization with (too) many committees  
6 Manage our priorities and time to increase or maintain congregational 
participation  
3 practice to support our mission  
3 Evaluate what we continue to practice and be willing to discontinue 
activities done out of habit  
3 Acknowledge and address difficulty some members had with Ryan  
3 Develop gifts discernment process as alternative to current model of 
recruiting for committees  
2 Find ways of sustaining Shannon to keep her in ministry  
 
Cited once: 
Understand FMC’s financial picture and have sustainable giving  
give ourselves permission to start fresh with everything and let go of certain 
activities or structures continued out of obligation 

as Baby Boom generation move out of leadership new committed leaders 
emerge 
better communication of information 
Bill and Melinda Gates cover the cost of our college tuition assistance 
care for the memorial garden with the resources entrusted to FMC 
come out of our transitional process stronger and more ready for the next 
called pastor 
consider how our facility affects visitors sense of welcome and desire to 
return 
drop "associate" from Shannon's pastoral position 
enable small groups and individuals to provide more congregational care 
establish an endowment fund using our human and financial resources to 
support college education and reduce this in the budget 
Evaluate our level of financial support for Mennonite colleges 
follow our maintenance plan for our prairie and native plantings 
have a common vision to focus our attention and energy 
have a van for FMC group use 
let go of some structures that limit free expression of gifts and service 
more guidance for congregational decision making at each level 
more support and feedback to pastors with Administrative Relations 
Committee 
overcome fear of being involved in church will cost us too much personally 
Pay off mortgage so we don’t have shortfall and to support other causes    
resolve our sound problems in worship with better equipment and/or 
training 
support and supervision for interns in their ministry 
take our time in the transitional process to deal with our unresolved 
problems 
transitional process be welcoming to those seeking church now 
use our land as a community garden to grow produce and connect with 
people 
use social media and digital practices to keep connected 
avoid inside code language commonly used at FMC 
provide a clear, open process for addressing concerns about members or 
pastors 
have effective performance reviews for our pastors 
have information friendly practices like reference sheets (households, who 
does what) 
communicate minutes Pastor-Elder Team and Church Council meeting to all 
members 
 
 
Wishes for next pastor 
5 have a pastor for youth and young adults 
2 find a pastor with strong preaching and leadership gifts 
 
Cited once: 
pastor that can embrace mystery rather than preaching faith in limiting ways 
have another long term pastor 
have a minister of music 
one who calls out and develops gifts of young people to become leaders 
one who can be with us as a friend and doesn't stand above us 
one who can listen as well as lead 
one who help us develop a strong sense of community 
God will send us the pastor we need 
recognize and respect that particular gifts of pastors as we form our pastoral 
team so pastors can be themselves and use their gifts 
next pastor who will emphasize being a community of believers, 
preach/teach the Bible well, and lead from behind FMC people and groups 
next pastor who is comfortable in working together with people 
have a pastor who can share leadership with other pastors and lay leaders 
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What Members Most Cherish 
 

What are the life-giving experiences members most cherish in their history at FMC?  Here is what members 
reported about when they felt most connected and excited at FMC. 
 
1. Supportive care.  What members most cherished have been experiences of supportive care—especially 

with meals—during personal crises, births and transitions.  Members often expressed profound gratitude 
for the surprising level of care extended to them in these moments of hardship, pain or joy.  Members 
described how these experiences were “eye opening” and “really touching.”  When a same sex couple was 
embraced in worship one member stated a sense of being “all united in Spirit together with something 
bigger going one.  It’s not us and them; we’re all in this together.” 

 
2. Corporate worship.  Many members talked about special moments with music, baptisms, communion, 

funerals, memorial services or dramas in corporate worship. These involved spiritually meaningful or 
sacred moments touching the depths of life.  Members reported how these experiences led to an intimate 
sense of belonging to God and to one another.  

 
3. Small groups.  Many members spoke of treasured experiences in their small groups.  They reported that in 

small groups they learned to know and care for one another, found a place of belonging, shared their joys 
and struggles, and prayed for each other.  Others stated that Bible or book studies were important to them 
in groups.  Some liked how their group engaged important decisions, especially during an earlier period 
when there were “working groups.” 

 
4. Church retreats. Members fondly remembered church retreats in various locations.  Games, long 

conversations, and rooming together—especially the multiple day retreats—were bonding times that 
formed a sense of connectedness in community.  One couple reported that the church retreat at Bradford 
Woods was the first place where they formed lasting friendships and it “made a huge difference for us and 
was a launching pad for our FMC experience.”  Several members expressed regret that church retreat has 
declined over the years, saying “It’s so hard to happen now since it’s not the priority it used to be; we’re all 
so busy.” 

 
5. Mission projects.   Members identified being in mission together as something they cherished, naming 

Interfaith Hospitality Network for the Homeless (IHN), Shalom Mennonite Church, Unleavened Bread Café, 
service projects in the community, or addressing social issues.  These were described in terms of reaching 
out and trying to make a difference in serving human need.  Members expressed most appreciation when 
mission was done with others, as there was added value with relating and serving together. 

 
6. Building projects.  Members who were intensively involved with original construction projects for the 

meeting house of FMC reported these as cherishable experiences for the extraordinary way people gave of 
their time, money and energy in building together.  They compared this to the last building project where a 
smaller percentage of members were involved, the memory was that “Everybody (around 80 people) 
helped.” 

 
7. Engaging issues.   While members reported that discussing issues like divorce, women in ministry, abuse 

and homosexuality was painfully difficult, they also speak of how engaging it was to work through these 
important issues together.  This observation was confirmed by what was reported in our transitional 
conversation on our history of community.  What was hard was also good, considering growth and change 
that came from engaging tough issues. 
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Congregational Thinking System 
 
With what FMC believes and values, as a whole it has what’s considered a “green” thinking system (following 
the Spiral Dynamics model of psychosocial development).17  This is especially evident in how FMC thinks about 
being a welcoming church to LGBT persons.  One member observed that FMC decision to become a welcoming 
church for LGBT persons “revealed the true colors of the congregation.” While the predominant color of FMC 
is green, there are elements of blue and orange as well (described in the chart below). While the green 
thinking system has many gifts, it sometimes has a problem with a spirit of superiority in relation to blue and 
orange thinking.  One member has noticed this with a small measure of “elitism” at FMC. (In Spiral Dynamics 
this is referred to as the “mean green.”) 
 
The majority of American churches, like the general population and its institutions, have a blue thinking 
system; many have an orange system.  As a whole, FMC, like a smaller number of theologically progressive 
congregations, has a green thinking system.  The chart below compares three of the eight thinking systems in 
Spiral Dynamics.  Before blue are the levels of beige, purple and red in more traditional cultures.  After green 
are yellow and turquoise levels found in world-centric stages of human consciousness. 
 

Three Thinking Systems in Spiral Dynamics Adapted to Church Systems 

 Blue Orange Green 

Thinking Authority Strategic Communal 

Aims Sacrifice self to the Way 
for deferred reward, Bring 
order and stability to all 
things, Control impulsivity 
and respond to guilt 

Seek out "the good life" 
and material abundance, 
Progress through searching 
out best solutions, Enhance 
living through technology 

Promote a sense of community 
and unity, Share society's 
resources among all, Liberate 
humans from greed and dogma 

Concern moral and social stability 
in a world of hedonism 
and impulse 

success and achievement in 
a world that demands 
conformity 

building intimacy and justice in 
world of insensitivity, alienation 
and exploitation 

Expression discipline, tradition, 
morality, lives for later 

materialistic, success, 
status, growth 

authenticity, sharing, 
communal, egalitarian 

God  
 

Lawgiver and 
Transcendent Judge 

Wonderful Counselor, 
Personal Friend 

Compassionate Healer, God of 
Love and Justice 

Truth absolute, either/or individualistic terms relative, pluralistic, both/and 

Bible codebook, word of God 
for all time 

guidebook, the word of 
God for growth 

casebook, the word of God in its 
time, interpreted for our time 

Church body of Christ’s servants corporate body  caring community of Christ 

Leadership hierarchal power 
structure; authoritarian  

varied structures for 
efficient productivity 

level leadership structure with 
distributed power; egalitarian  

Mission preach the gospel 
of God’s word 

market the gospel embody the gospel of God’s 
shalom 

  
This model locates FMC in our larger culture and the church and helps to explain the difficulty in understanding 
one another.  For example, churches find themselves at odds with other church bodies over same sex 
relationships.  It’s not just that we have different beliefs about homosexuality; it’s hard to connect and sync 
because we have different thinking systems.   
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 For more on this, see Spiral Dynamics: Mastering Values, Leadership and Change by Don Edward Beck and Christopher Cowen or 
Systems-Sensitive Leadership: Empowering Diversity Without Polarizing the Church by Michael C. Armour and Don Browning.  
 
 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Don%20Edward%20Beck&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/Michael-C.-Armour/e/B001KMMBWM/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Don+Browning&search-alias=books&text=Don+Browning&sort=relevancerank
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Strengthen our equipping and encouragement of members’ individual ministries.   

 Have a class in which individuals share about their volunteering experiences. 

 Have a class to train individuals in how to share their faith.  

 Equip small groups for effective discipleship, fellowship, service, etc.   

 Coordinate spiritual friendships or secret prayer partners.   

 Clarify and communicate a simple process (or processes) by which individuals may initiate new ministries 
at/through FMC or receive support for those ministries they are involved in. 

 Give Mission and Service, Peace and Justice, Women’s Committee, and Art Committee the opportunity to 
annually promote their goals and programs to FMCers. 

 
Strengthen our invitation to seekers. 

 Start an Anabaptist Campus Ministry at Butler and/or IUPUI.   

 Have an annual Harvest Festival that is an outreach event.   

 Start a “theology on tap” program through FMC.   

 Have Visitor Sundays to encourage invitation of friends. 

 Have Peace & Justice provide FMCers with information about state legislation of concern to us. 
 
Strengthen our help to the disadvantaged in Indianapolis. 

 FMC get involved in a tutoring program, or adopt a needy school—supplying tutors, mentors, programs, 
school supplies, etc.   

 Organize service events within the city.   

 Use Church Care (or some other method) for lining up volunteers to assist people in the community. 

 Clarify our IHN commitment, freeing groups/individuals to participate or not participate.  
 
Strengthen making our building and grounds an asset to the neighborhood and community. 

 Complete a meditation trail going around our property. 

 Create a meditation labyrinth/outdoor prayer area.   

 In a couple years explore returning some of the land to wetland, including a bioswale.   

 Add “green parking” (non-asphalt) to expand our parking. 

 Have a designated volunteer who seeks out non-profit organizations, compatible with FMC’s mission (and 
approved by church council), to use our facilities free of charge. 

 Take a letter to our neighbors inviting them (face-to-face) to:  make use of our playground, shelter, 
grounds, building, community garden plots; possibly offering house fixing services; and asking how else our 
facilities can be an asset to them and the neighborhood. 

 Send a representative to the local neighborhood association meetings to see how FMC can cooperate with 
local efforts. 

 


