Growing Congregations- Recent success stories - This workshop was presented by a group called CERG, which stands for Central East Regional Group. They include 4 UU districts. Ours is not one of them.   These are some of their central ideas… Congregations live in covenant with other congregations in our Association through networking with each other.   Main ideas.. We are better together, we are not alone, we need motivation and inspiration to continue the good work we do.   UU's in one of these 4 districts apply for retreats (must attend 6 in a 3 year period, attend them, if selected, discuss, plan and check-in.  check-in.. half way in between retreats, congregations hold individual monitoring meetings to assess progress toward goals.  

Some ideas from congregations…

Use colored nametag for visitors.  The tag should have the date on the back.  Visitors have given some contact info when they arrived at the church.  Track visitors.. When they leave ask them to drop the name tag in a provided bowl.  

Johnson City, Tenn… 140 members…. Facebook interaction using social media

When people introduce themselves.. respond "Welcome Joan!"

Send a handwritten acknowledgement

Try to connect a visitor to a member of your church with similar interests or background.  

Columbia, SC -- have a member's table where visitors can sign a visitor card, share their email address, snail mail address and phone number.

Book recommended. The Growing Church, Skinner press, edited by Thom Belote

Barbara Freeman reported that her church had a presence at the local Farmer's Market.. selling  fair trade coffee and pillows that they make. Also hand out flyers and information about the church.  

Analyze demographic data… Where is target population? 

Have a deep conversation.. be a welcoming congregation.  What does membership mean? Numerical growth is not the goal, but organic growth is. 

Recommended book --- The In-Between Church: Navigating Size Transitions in Congregations by Alice Mann. Available at Amazon.

Important !!  Connect with other congregations.  

Best Practices in Lay Led Pastoral Care. This workshop was not what I expected it to be.  There was a nearby workshop where there was lots of uproarious laughter.  Wish I had been there!   I thought this was going to be about how to nourish the needs of the congregation… a lay led congregation.  This workshop emphasized a care program that is led by lay members.  The minister, if there is one, should be involved, but he is not central to the program.  What does the care committee do?  They attend someone in crisis.. they offer emotional support, such as listening.  Often the person in crisis has a problem that cannot be solved.  The pastoral care program is not about driving someone to the doctor's office, or bringing food. That is the job of a Caring Committee.  The Pastoral Care committee is more about holding hands, offering support.  Tips on who to allow to serve on such a committee were as follows:  No Social workers (they are problem solvers, not hand holders.) No one that is going through a crisis themselves.  It's important that they know how to listen and don't try to solve problems.  Confidentiality of committee members is important.  

Our Future Depends on Three Things - This was a discussion led by our president, Rev. Peter Morales.  1) Get Religion.  Religion is about being moved emotionally.  Who are we as a religious community? How do we engage people? What are we passionate about? 2) Growing Leaders 3) Cross Borders, (class and culture)

Rev. Morales referred to Religion for our Times at uua.org and I have included a link in the email that I sent yesterday notes from the GA.  I wrote down a quote from Jim Hightower. "So much of what is good in this country is a best kept secret." 

Questions were taken from the audience.  One attendee lamented that the UU's do not have an office in Washington, DC.  He remarked that the Quakers have a national office there.  I have found on the web where the UU's did close an advocacy in Washington in May of 2010.  I thought it was said at the GA that there was an office in Washington, but I cannot confirm that.  It was said that real action happens in the states.  Peter Morales… "We have an untapped capacity to touch peoples lives and make a difference.  Empower the natural leaders among us."    

Leap of Faith Workshop. Leap of Faith is a UUA- sponsored congregational mentoring pilot project.  This project got going over a year ago.  Congregations were exposed to groups that were a little further along than they were.  The project is all about sharing what you have learned with other congregations.  "Stealing" ideas from other churches is encouraged.  For another year this will be a UUA project, then it will be a district project. They reported a figure of UU's who never attend another UU church.  It's highly encouraged that you attend other UU churches in order to "steal' ideas. 

 It was noted in this workshop that you could go to the Congregational booth and find size church next up from you and watch videos.  The UUA sends out Breakthrough Congregation DVDs every year with stories of successes. I have DVD's going back to at least 2007.  Some ideas from this workshop…

A Learning Community:

· Focus on whole congregation and how it works together. 

· Personal mastering, chance to learn and improve skills based on  shared values. Take a long view.
· Cultural and personal assumptions that shape thinking are identical.

· A shared vision guides learning and actions.

· Mutual learning results in greater congregational capacity than the sum of individual learning.  

· Improved leadership is a benefit.

· People valued for who they are increase commitment.

