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Why do we have a synod?  
What purpose does it perform?  
Is it worth our effort and our dollars?  

These are questions I often hear as I travel around our synod, questions that deserve answers.  Earlier this summer, Zane and I had a Consultation with the Presbytery of Denver in an effort to identify and articulate our shared regional ministry.  A special thanks goes to Denver, who shared in the consultation and maintained their present level of support.  It was a lot of fun!  I think this is a good model to share with other presbyteries as a means to remind each of us what we’re all doing and how important it is to those we serve.  Here are some of the “answers” we discussed:
Where and how are the funds used?

The synod is in the “helping business.”  We help others do their ministry more effectively.  Most of our ministry takes place at the levels of the presbytery and congregation.  These are our three main areas of helping and how we are doing:  

1. Helping Congregations Grow through Presbytery Support:  $410,000 (54% of mission budget and growing).  Like in smaller congregations, small presbyteries require more funding per member to provide the same services.  Seven of our eight presbyteries cover more territory to serve fewer people.  This requires some creative servicing.  And yet some amazing ministry is taking place!  Our presbytery staffs are better described as “adjunct church staff members.”  Here are a few examples made possible by your partnering together.

One of our presbyteries has gone as far as to rename their “executive.”  Marvin Groote of Utah is called the “Executive Congregational Consultant.”  The Presbytery of Utah is the largest protestant group in Utah—with 4,000 members.  Yet these small numbers have undertaken an exciting task.  Almost two years ago, they initiated the “Healthy Congregations Initiative,” a new approach to serving together that includes an emphasis on evangelism and outreach as well as mutual accountability to reach their goals.  And they are seeing the fruits of their labors ripen.  This presbytery one of the few in the PCUSA to show a net increase in membership last year.  One small struggling congregation used their annual Easter Egg Hunt as an outreach opportunity and saw their attendance more than double.  This congregation has become the home of many first-generation immigrants from Africa.  Old whites with young blacks worshipping and serving together—in Utah!  This, and many similar, accounts are direct results of Marv’s hands-on ministry with these becoming-vital congregations—made possible with your support.  

New visions are being seen through the lenses of Bruce Ford’s ministry in Wyoming.  Bruce’s specialty in small church development has encouraged the widely-dispersed congregations (Bruce drives over 100 miles in any direction to reach his closest congregation beyond Casper) to look at ministry in new ways and reinvigorate ministry within Wyoming.  Bruce leads at least eight leadership retreats each year, in addition to his countless consultations with congregations.  The congregations are responding with numbers and support.  Last year, Wyoming was one of just 23 presbyteries in the PCUSA to actually increase their mission support.  In fact, two of the twenty-three presbyteries are within our synod (Western Colorado was the other).

 There are other presbyteries where the energizing is just beginning.  Presbytery of Yellowstone covers the eastern two-thirds of Montana—a daunting amount of territory.  George Goodrich is their first full-time General Presbyter and has found an equally-daunting task of supporting isolated congregations and their pastors.  Because many of these congregations serve small, isolated communities, creativity in leadership is a fact of life.  Presently 60% of George’s congregations are served by first-call pastors, Commissioned Lay Pastors or are without pastors.  These congregations and their leaders rely on George’s experience and leadership.  For example, George drives 2 hours one-way to meet monthly with three pastors (a CLP, a first-call pastor and a second-call pastor) for prayer, support and practical guidance on serving their congregations.  He is helping these congregations benefit from his experience rather than suffering from the “rookie” mistakes of inexperienced pastors.  George is planning to begin two more of these groups—which will take him at least two hours in other directions.  Yellowstone is responding to this care with renewed vision and increase contributions of $35,000-$40,000 per year of direct gifts from individuals.  The members believe in this ministry made possible by the direct support from the synod.  

2. Helping Students Experience Faith:  $150,000 (20%).  This area of our ministry is undergoing some much-needed revision.  In a spirit of partnership with our presbyteries, grants to support campus-and-church-based campus ministries will be awarded through the presbyteries, encouraging a closer relationship and more accountability.  We are excited about this new development and looking forward to stronger stewardship of these funds.  

3. Helping Congregations Fund Their Growth:  $150,000 (20%).  We are blessed with a special grant to initiate a unique ministry within the PCUSA—which is where I fit into this ministry.  I have one responsibility:  to help the church fund its mission.  This ministry has helped countless congregations to enhance their ministries with $5-6 million of new funding for church budgets and special projects.  A recent example is helping Arvada Presbyterian Church raise $200,000 to repair their roof and match a presbytery grant for new staff members.  I am presently consulting with approximately 40 congregations to directly help them increase their giving and ministry.  This is money well spent.

Our present agreement provides that we will pick up a growing percentage of the cost for my ministry.  This is possible only as long as our funding allows.  Your support provides part of this ministry.  Simply put, this ministry goes away when the money stops.

Your support makes a difference.  These examples are snapshots of the wonderful things happening around our synod.  None of these ministries are possible without support from the synod.  Thank you for making it possible with your gifts of partnership and financial support.  I guess it really is true:  “We’re all in this together!” 

