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Report of Discernment Team 

Introduction – The Process and Purpose of Discernment 

We have entered a time of discernment given that Diane will complete her ministry with us at 
the beginning of September.   This is a natural time for the church to seek to further understand 
who we are and what we hope to be going forward.  Discernment helps a church to state its 
values while hoping to attract a leader who shares its vision. 

Church Council formed the Discernment Team to help us do this work.  The Council’s charge to 
the Discernment Team stated in part: 

A number of possibilities are before us.  At this point, we are on a path that may 
bypass the customary use of an interim minister.  We have hired Allison in the 
role of Transitional Minster.  One possibility is that she and the Congregation 
discern and proceed to a settled ministry.  Taking that path would leave us 
without an interim period to use as a time of discernment for the Church – to 
think about who we are, where we want to go, and how best to get there.     

The Charge went on to state: 

In addition to possibly developing a church profile and/or a statement of purposes 
and goals, the Discernment Committee should make a recommendation to 
Council concerning the process to be followed at the end of Diane’s ministry with 
us.   

Our team of nine people, a cross-section of the church, was joined by Allison for the first phase 
of our work – the data gathering from the congregation.  As our focus moved to the 
interpretation of the input we were receiving from the congregation and preparing to suggest a 
process to be followed, Allison stepped aside from our discussions.   

This report will first briefly summarize – and attach as exhibits - the input we gathered from the 
church on: 

 Who we are as a church – both past and present 
 Who are our Neighbors 
 Who is God calling us to become 
 Who is God calling to lead us toward that vision 

  

We will then describe and explain the process we recommend for deciding as a congregation 
how to select our next pastor.  If you want to skip the data and go to the recommendations, 
proceed to the 2nd half of this report. 

Who We Are as a Church – Both Past and Present 

Our first request for input was to seek information through a survey asking respondents about 
their reasons for being in the church and view of the church’s history.  The congregation 
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responded via on-line and on paper to 3 questions.  Attached as Exhibit 1 are the charts which 
present your responses in graphic form.  Attached as Exhibit 2 is a summary from the 
discussion in Church on December 2nd.  The results reveal that we have consistently valued 
social justice issues and a focus on youth programs as central to our active service as a 
congregation. We value being a warm, welcoming, and accepting congregation, we identify our 
becoming an Open and Affirming congregation as a key historical event and, as a congregation, 
we are focused on youth programs and community outreach.  

Revisiting the Work of the “New Conversations” Initiative 

The purpose of the second survey (via Survey Monkey) was to revisit the work the congregation 
completed in the 2013 New Conversations effort and to identify areas and concerns from that 
discussion that the congregation feels need to be further addressed.  The summary of the 
surveys is attached as Exhibit 3.  In summary, the results show that we are pleased with the 
direction of Sunday Worship.   We see the need for more effort in the Youth and Education area 
including better serving youth after 6th grade and keeping their parents engaged.  We also want 
to find ways to connect with people from their mid-20’s through their 30’s. 

Who Are Our Neighbors?   

The next step in our discernment process was to examine the question, “Who are our 
neighbors?”  We began by using a Church resource called Mission Insite that allowed us to 
access demographic and other information about our surrounding community.  Attached as 
Exhibit 4 are the demographic data that shows: 

1. The population around the Church is expected to grow slightly in the next 10 
years.  The largest increase is expected to be in those over the age of 65, the largest 
decrease in those aged 35-54.  There is a projected increase in the age 25-34 group 
of 3.9% and an increase in household size.  

2. Not to anyone’s surprise, the population is overwhelmingly white.  That is not 
expected to change significantly. 

3. Income levels will be largely unchanged over the next 5 years, with a slight increase 
in households over 200K. 

Our congregation met on January 27, 2019 to review these results and consider two follow up 
questions.  We had an excellent turn out and lively small group discussions.  The first question 
was, “What difficult situations do neighbors face in daily living?”  The responses are 
summarized in Exhibit 4.   

There are many challenges that our neighbors face in daily life.  Health issues, both physical 
and emotional, are a significant stress.  Several people noted that loneliness touches the lives 
of many of our neighbors.  And financial hardships, including food, transportation and medical 
expenses, are common.  Finally, issues facing new immigrants and asylum seekers were of 
particular concern.   

The second question the small groups addressed was, “How can the church be a blessing?”  
The responses are also summarized in Exhibit 4.  Keeping in mind the challenges that our 
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neighbors face, there are many ways our congregation feels it could be a blessing.  These 
range from having a formal visitation team that could reach out to those in need to having more 
social events and meals at Church.  Many members felt it was important for the Church to reach 
out more to our community and invite people in.   Our Church is an important part of all our 
lives.  Sharing what we have here with our neighbors and helping those in need are important 
goals for our congregation. 

Who is God Calling us to be as a Church AND Who (both leadership characteristics and model) 
is God calling us to walk this journey with us. 

To answer our last two questions, we held 17 Agape meals with 136 people participating, 
inviting folks to share their thoughts and ideas. The following is a summary of the data gathered 
at these Agape meals: 

Who is God Calling us to Be... 

We see ourselves desiring to go out to serve the community in which we live as well as try and 
make a difference in the wider world (Safe Passage, for example). We strive to lead by 
example, take care of each other and be both the beacon as well as the conscience (Town 
Manager’s description of who we are) of the community by our outreach.  

We are also a welcoming church, opening our door to all who come through to worship. We also 
welcome community groups to use our facility. We look for ways to reach out to people new to 
our community as well as be vital and relevant to anyone seeking comfort in a church. 

Music is an important part of our worship experience and changes have enhanced that aspect. 
People seem to favor a mix of new music while keeping traditional hymns as part of the mix. 

Many felt being good stewards of the earth through our actions and messaging was important. 
Similarly, there was a strong desire to connect social justice issues to the Scriptures while giving 
people voice for diverse opinions. 

We endorse efforts like Agape meals which bring people of all ages together in small groups to 
discuss important issues as well as deepen our knowledge and appreciation of each other. The 
intergenerational aspect of our Congregation is special and continually needs to be fostered.  

We crave being attractive to young families and their children but see the many challenges: 
sports on Sundays, lively youth activities at a nearby church, difficulty in finding help for our 
youth lay leaders. Additionally, we love having young families worship with us and need to 
encourage and celebrate them often. 

We see opportunity for greater lay leadership, better utilization of lay skills in worship and in 
support of the pastor(s). 

We cautiously look for ways to make relevant changes without losing the heart of who we are. 
There were several areas that folks thought could use focus or revitalizing: 

1. More focus, time and energy on our Youth programs (church school and PF) 
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2. More welcoming of new members through relevant programming and reaching out 
during/after worship. One suggestion was to improve Coffee Hour format as well as 
activate and give purpose/exposure to Care Groups 

3. Bring back intergenerational activities that brought people together to have fun, learn 
from each other, and deepen relationships 

4. Better follow up with folks who we haven’t seen in worship or working on Service Teams 
for a while. The message to those folks is either we don’t notice or we don’t miss them. 

 

Who (both leadership characteristics and model) is God calling us to walk with us on this 
journey? 

Most folks are looking for someone who leads through his or her spirituality, who walks the talk, 
who feels and shares joy, is affirming of people, is open to new ideas while appreciating our 
traditions, is enthusiastic to be with us, who provides spiritual guidance and inspiration through 
sermons, making them relevant to our lives today.  

We want someone who can listen to our youth and who can gather a team to focus on Youth.  

We want someone who can delegate, develop lay leadership, be well-organized, open to new 
ideas and to feedback.  

We want someone who provides Pastoral care directly or oversees an active and effective 
Pastoral Care team.  

We desire someone with good communication skills, is nurturing and empathetic. 

In terms of Pastoral Team structure, there was a lot of energy around a full time Pastor with a 
Youth oriented half time ordained person. There were a couple of folks who mentioned that one 
of the team be male. 

Additional elements of the characteristics of who we are looking for in a pastoral leader came 
from the earlier phases of the Discernment process, including the discussion of and reaction to 
the church’s history.  As a congregation we value a commitment to community outreach and 
mission service – both locally and in the wider community and world.  We strive to be working 
on social justice issues.  The Open and Affirming commitment of our church is a source of pride 
to our congregation.  We value a leader with a commitment to all of these issues.  There was 
also significant discussion of the importance of strengthening the vitality of the church and 
growing our community of faith or at least keeping it strong and vibrant.  A pastor with a 
commitment to vitality and outreach would serve these concerns. 

Additional Discussion around the Discernment Process 

There was additional discussion at the Agape meals around the Discernment Process itself and 
the process the church is using to select a new pastor. The questions arising from the Agape 
meals have influenced the Discernment Team in the recommendations outlined below for how 
we should move forward.   
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Full Agape Report 

Should you wish to read the full collection of responses from the Agape meals, please ask a 
member of the Discernment Team and we will make that available.  

Recommendations / Next Steps 

The process the church is following varies from the traditional search process in that we have a 
transitional candidate who has many of the characteristics we might consider to lead us. When 
Judy Braun left, Diane identified Allison to Church Council as an experienced minister who 
might be available. Allison was hired on a half time basis to focus on five areas: worship 
planning, social justice, ways to deepen the spiritual life of the Congregation including vitality 
and outreach, to be part of the initial Discernment process, and to be a resource to the Pilgrim 
Fellowship program/Education Ministry. In meeting Allison and reviewing her profile, Council 
realized Allison was a pastor who might have the potential to lead us in the future but be hired to 
help Diane in a transitional role.  In hiring Allison for a defined period of time, Council exercised 
its traditional role – consistent with our bylaws - of hiring an assistant pastor for a defined term 
to work with Diane.  What Council did do was to hire Allison with the door being left open for the 
church to consider her for a permanent position and for Allison to be able to consider whether 
she had the gifts to meet this church’s needs to be willing to seek a permanent position. This 
process has allowed us to know Allison and Allison to know our church.  

Because of this nontraditional approach, we have the opportunity to call Allison as our next 
pastor OR to go out for a traditional search. The Discernment Team has concluded that we 
must make this decision as a congregation first.  It is not possible to do a search and continue to 
hold Allison as a candidate.  When there is a potential internal candidate already working with a 
congregation, it is necessary for the church to decide whether it is led to call that candidate as 
its pastor before opening up the process to outside candidates.  We have to assure we are fair 
to Allison and to external candidates if we choose to conduct a full search.  We also have to 
minimize the chances of hurt feelings or ill will within the congregation as we consider a person 
who has been part of our spiritual life for almost a year and a half. Both the written UCC 
guidance for churches in the pastoral search process and specific advice we have received from 
our Conference Minister recommends this sequential approach.  If there is a candidate for the 
position already employed by the church, it is best for the congregation to decide on that 
person's candidacy before opening it up to a general search because it helps any future search 
be as open and as fair to all candidates as possible.  This approach is not unprecedented and 
has been used by other churches. 

Neither Church Council, the Discernment Team nor the pastors have been trying to direct the 
process to be followed in choosing Diane’s successor in leading the spiritual life of our church. 
At all times the intent of church leadership was that these decisions would be made by the full 
congregation.  That is our tradition in the UCC and a bedrock principle of our denomination. 

So our recommendation is that we as a church must first decide whether to call Allison as our 
next pastoral leader.  The plan is to provide the Congregation with this report along with 
Allison’s resume – known in church-speak as her “profile” - along with a statement from her 
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about her interest in serving our church.  Allison has indicated to us that she does want to be 
considered by the church to be called for a settled pastorate. Materials will be emailed to the 
Congregation with hard copies available at Church. 

On Sunday, May 5th, as part of our semi-annual all-church meeting, the Discernment Team will 
field questions about our report, our recommendations, how we got to this point, and summarize 
for the Congregation where we are and what is remaining for us to do as well as entertain 
discussion and questions about the two choices open to us: 

o Enter into conversations with Allison to call her to serve as our next pastor, or 
o Open a formal search which does not include Allison  

 

We propose that over the two following weeks, on May 7th at 6:30 p.m. and on May 12th after 
worship, we will hold two further information sessions with time for questions and comments, 
especially for people unable to be with us on May 5th. 

We propose that the process will conclude on Sunday, May 19th –  We will convene a second 
Congregational meeting to vote between the two choices: enter into conversation with Allison or 
call for a formal search process.  Our Bylaws require that members must be present at a 
meeting of the Congregation to be able to vote – we cannot do absentee voting or attendance 
by video and voting.  But the Discernment Team encourages anyone who cannot be present on 
May 19th but still wants to convey their thoughts to submit anything in writing to the Discernment 
Team before May 19th.  

After the vote on May 19th: 

o If the decision is to enter into conversations with Allison, Church Council would 
begin discussions with her about her call (terms of employment, compensation, 
benefits, etc) 

o If the congregational decision is to do a formal search, Allison would bow out of 
the process and Council would be charged to form a Search Committee that 
would begin its work.  The work that the Discernment Team has done on a 
church profile will expedite this process. 

Candidating Sermon  

If the decision on May 19th has been to seek to call Allison, we will invite Allison to participate in 
a Candidating Sunday.  On a designated Sunday after Council and Allison have completed 
negotiations, hopefully in early June, Allison would preach. As is the tradition in the UCC 
church, Allison would leave the room; the Congregation would have the opportunity to discuss 
the call, ask questions and prayerfully consider a vote to formally call Allison. Allison would then 
be brought back and told of the Congregation’s decision. If the vote to call Allison is around or 
above that 90% threshold, the Congregation would join in welcoming Allison with love and 
caring. If the vote is less than the 90% range, Church Council and the Discernment Team would 
work together to comfort the congregation and guide its continued discernment and search.   
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One thoughtful question that has been raised is whether the church has skipped an essential 
part in this process – that of determining the staffing model the church will use going forward.  
Will we have more than one ordained pastor and what might the responsibilities and 
expectations be for each member of the pastoral staff?  The Discernment Team was not tasked 
with answering this question by Council. And we also believe that the initial decision whether to 
call Allison or undertake a full search does not depend on answering these questions about a 
staffing model.  If the church decides to call Allison, Council will direct a discussion with her 
about expectations and responsibilities as part of negotiating her call.  At that point the church 
can decide, with Allison’s input, what additional pastoral staff is needed:  the amount of hours 
we need and can fit in our budget and what specific duties or skills would complement Allison’s.  
Whether we call Allison or select a pastor through a full search process, we can complete the 
pastoral team we need guided by the skills and interests we have chosen in our lead pastor. 

The Discernment Team recognizes that the process we are proposing going forward is a bit 
complex.  But we believe with prayer, patience and goodwill we can work through the decisions 
in front of us, with God’s guidance and help. 

We are also grateful for all the time and thoughtful participation we have received from you, the 
Congregation. We look forward to seeing where the Holy Spirit leads us. 

Respectfully and prayerfully submitted, 

Jim Bailinson 
Sally Bancroft 
Christine Beacham 
Nita Dehais 
Amy Enos 
Larry Lathrop 
Dick Maloon 
Nicki Piaget 
Kristen Silvia 


