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Report and Recommendations 
From the RenewalWorks Workshop Committee 

To the Rector, Wardens and Vestry 
 

St. James Parish  
First Draft, November 25, 2017 

 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 Following the parish's first experience with RenewalWorks four years ago, the Vestry voted 
unanimously earlier this year to engage St. James once again in the RenewalWorks process, and to 
urge all members to participate in the Episcopal Spiritual Life Inventory.  This time, the process was 
viewed as a means of determining whether -- and if so, to what degree  -- the spiritual vision and 
initiatives which emerged over the past four years have contributed to the spiritual vitality of our 
parish family, as well as  assessing the current spiritual health of the parish and further developing 
the vision for our corporate spiritual life.   
 
 Motivating the initial decision in 2013 was a key insight gleaned from a rigorous research 
project:  The health of any local church, whether measured in terms of membership, attendance or 
giving trends, is a function of one factor—whether the members feel they are growing spiritually.  
 

Comprised primarily of Vestry members and the Spiritual Growth Commission, the 2017 
Workshop Committee was commissioned to draw on RW data and personal experience in an effort to 
answer two fundamental questions about the parish’s spiritual life: 

 
 Where are we? 
 Where do we want to go?   
 
Over the course of eight weeks, the Committee spent a total of twelve hours together, 

examining our own spiritual lives and sharing our own spiritual journeys along the way, as we 
prayerfully wrestled with these basic questions.   This document is a summary of the committee’s key 
findings and recommendations for action. 
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Trends in Outward Measures of Health 

 Membership, average Sunday attendance, the number of pledging units, and total dollars pledged 
represent the three most visible measures of a church's fiscal health.  In all cases, St. James' trends should be 
viewed within the context of the Episcopal Church nationally. 

 Over the past decade, the Episcopal Church has lost a quarter of its members.  In just the last five 
years, average Sunday attendance has declined by 10% or more in over half of all Episcopal parishes.  These 
realities have led some to proclaim that flat is the new up in the Episcopal world. 

 We have been blessed with a more sanguine picture at St. James.  Membership over the last decade is 
down, but not by as much as the national average.  Reported average Sunday attendance has remained 
relatively constant.  The number of pledging units is down noticeably from a decade ago, but has been 
trending upward.  Total dollars pledged have begun to trend upward after a long period of little growth.  

Membership 

2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 

       2098    2090     2165     1904      1949     1867   

Average Sunday Attendance 

2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 

550 550 550 550 546 509 

 

Dollars Pledged (000s) for Year Noted 

2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2017 

     996     1033     1046     1032    1082    1096     1157  

  

Number of Pledging Units for Year Noted 

2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2017 

420 401 372 359 323 342 363 
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The Call to Spiritual Growth and its Definition 
 
 Our committee’s first order of business was to confirm that spiritual growth is a worthy, 
indeed essential, pursuit for any Christian and any church.  In every Baptismal service, the 
congregation pledges to help the candidate grow into the full stature of Christ.  That’s what God 
wants for us.  That’s the direction of spiritual growth. 
 
 We further confirmed that spiritual growth is fundamentally relational.  It’s about growing in 
love of God, and growing in love of neighbor.  Spiritual growth is about growing into the two great 
commandments. 
 
 We acknowledged that it is always helpful, when thinking about any growth process, to accept 
the challenge of facing where we are in relation to where we want—or feel called--to be.  There is a 
natural creative tension, or gap, between here and there.  To determine whether such a gap exists at 
St. James, we relied on in-depth research conducted over the last decade among more than one 
million church members in over 1,700 different congregations, nearly 200 of which have been fellow 
Episcopal churches.   
 
 
The Spiritual Continuum 
 
 This research indicates that the spiritual journey is marked by four distinct stages, 
representing what is referred to as the spiritual continuum.  Though not always linear, these stages 
reflect increasing levels of relationship with—and love of—God and neighbor.    
 

Exploring a Life with God in Christ:  The people in this group are taking the first, small steps in 
an intentional spiritual journey. 
 
Growing a Life with God in Christ:  The people in this group are more committed to their 
Christian faith, but still have lots of questions. 
 
Deepening a Life with God in Christ:  The people in this group have a faith by which they rely 
on God’s presence and power in their daily lives. 
 
Centered in a Life with God in Christ:  For people in this group, the Christian faith is the most 
important relationship in their lives. 
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Where Are We? 
 
 Spiritually, St. James appeared almost identical to the normative Episcopal Church.  Like others in our 
denomination, we were less spiritually engaged than the average church in the current sample of 1700, many 
of which come out of more evangelical backgrounds.   

 Over three-quarters of our respondents (79% ) in 2013 fell in the first two stages of the spiritual 
continuum--Exploring and Growing.  Only 3% would be characterized as Centered, where God is truly the most 
important thing in our lives. 

 This year, St. James appears to be more engaged than the Episcopal norm.  The proportion of our 
respondents in the first two stages dropped to 69%, with the proportion of those in the third stage--
Deepening--increasing by 50%.  Like before, only 3% would be categorized as Centered. 

 What was most striking four years ago was that where St. James’ members wanted to be was quite 
different from other Episcopal churches.  That difference remains in place today. 

 
 
Where Do We Want to Go? 
 
 In contrast to most other Episcopal Churches in the survey, we are not at all content with where we 
are spiritually.  There is no indication of complacency.  We still want more.  There is a clear and urgent gap 
between where we are and where we want to be. 

 As before, St. James' members attached a generally higher level of importance to nearly every aspect 
of spiritual beliefs or practices measured, and indicated a higher level of dissatisfaction with the current reality 
of their beliefs and practices, than the Episcopal norm.   

 All of this  continues to represent huge opportunities for growth. 
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What does it all mean? 
 In a nutshell, we summarized the research findings from our congregation's survey in three key 
takeaways about St. James' spiritual health: 

 Spiritual thirst remains pervasive 

 There is tremendous opportunity for growth 

 There is a clear need for leaders (lay and clergy) to continue  focusing on spiritual growth 

 
 
How to Get from Here to There:  Best Practice Principles 
 
 We reviewed the findings from extensive research that identified "best practice principles" for 
spiritual growth.  These principles were consistently evident in churches that excel at helping people 
grow in their love for God and in their love for neighbor. 
 
 Best Practice #1:  Get People Moving 
 Best Practice #2:  Embed the Bible in Everything 
 Best Practice #3:  Create Ownership 
 Best Practice#4:   Pastor the Local Community 
 
 Central to All Best Practices:  Heart of the Core Leadership Team 
 
 We then asked ourselves, might these best practice principles apply to St. James?  The answer 
was a clear, Yes.  The real question was, what specific and concrete ways of putting these principles 
into practice would make the most difference at St. James. at this particular time. 
 
 Before we began to wrestle with that question, we were told that the Rector and Clergy would 
meet separately to explore the Heart of the Leader practice.  We were instructed to address the 
three that appear to have the greatest potential to help our members focus on spiritual growth:  Get 
People Moving (in conjunction with Create Ownership, with which it shares a lot of overlap), Embed 
the Bible and Pastor the Community.  We were urged to keep in mind that research has shown that 
vital congregations learn to do fewer things better.  We were also reminded of  some of the key 
recommendations which surfaced from this process four years ago, and that the previous Workshop 
Committee noted that those recommendations had less to do with new programs, and more to do 
with how we think about--and approach--what we as a church are already doing.   (Those earlier 
recommendations are included at the end of this report as an appendix.) 
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Recommendations 
 
Get People Moving  
 

1) Be clear about what spiritual growth is.  When we talk about spiritual growth, people often 
don't what we're talking about.  So be careful about the lingo.  Remember that what we are 
talking about is helping one another grow in love of God and in love of neighbor. 

 
2) Maintain a posture of invitation, always inviting participation. 
 
3) Make "Monday Matters" available to anyone in the congregation who would like to receive 

it on a regular basis. 
 
4) Explore introducing the congregation to the personal spiritual app, RenewalWorks for me 

when it is out of beta testing and available to the general public. 
 

5) Make more use of the pew Bibles (and Hymnals) during services, especially in sermons, to 
get people more accustomed to engaging with them. 
 
 

Embed  the Bible 
 

1) Build on past successes. 
 
2) Think about how to make the Bible more accessible outside of Sundays. 
 
3) Include a time of scripture reflection in all parish meetings or activities. 
 
4) Expand the use of commentaries. 
 
5) Think about ways to use the pew Bibles more. 
 
6) Develop or find a Bible Basics course. 
 
 

Pastor the Community 
 

1) Find Bonding Opportunities based on Shared Goals, such as our partnering with a large 
African-American church on a community service project that would be followed by a joint 
worship service 

 
2) Create a Culture of Service and engage those currently unengaged. 
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Following the third workshop, several other ideas were offered in informal conversations, emails and 
at the beginning of the fourth workshop:  
 

1) Explore introducing "SoulWorks" weekends, which were developed by St. John's in Memphis 
as a result of that church's RenewalWorks process to provide parishioners who might never 
attend a Cursillo weekend with a Cursillo-like experience. 

 
2) Find a way to invite a larger proportion of our members to experience the kinds of 

conversations about our spiritual lives that we have experienced through these workshops. 
 
3) Become familiar with the wide range of spiritual growth resources offered by Forward 

Movement, a number of which have grown directly out of the various experiences churches 
have had with this RenewalWorks process.  

 
4) Consider re-establishing a Chaplain to the Vestry.  
 
5) Make goals reportable or measurable whenever possible. 
 
6)  Help people connect what they do outside of church with their faith because "church 

happens all the time". 
 
7) Find ways to make more people aware of all the spiritual resources available at St. James. 
 
8) Build on the finding that the members of St. James are deeply, distinctly committed to the 

belief that God's grace is central to our life, that there is nothing we can do to earn God's 
love, and nothing we can do to diminish that love. 
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Next Steps 
 
In our final workshop, we were divided into groups, each of which focused on one of four Best 
Practices:  Heart of the Leader (our clergy team); Get People Moving, Embed the Bible and Pastor the 
Community.  We were asked to identify the one specific next step we believed should be taken to 
help St. James parish continue to grow spiritually. 
 
We found this not to be an easy task.  We recognize that the next steps listed below may not be as 
concrete as we would like.  But we believe these next steps which are couched on the language of 
"creating a culture"  can serve as useful guideposts, touchstones and jumping off points as we move 
forward on this journey together.  We commit ourselves as Vestry, Clergy, the Spiritual Growth 
Commission and as individual members of St. James to developing more concrete, specific steps to 
take in each area over the coming months. 
 
Heart of the Leader 
 

Create a culture of servant leadership and mutual support that is rooted in--and always 
reconnecting people to--their first love (what drew them to God, the St. James community and, 
for clergy, ordained ministry). 
 

Get People Moving 
 

Create a culture of personal invitation, using all manner of peer-to-peer connections, such as 
announcements by lay people, personal one-on-one invitations, personal queries about who 
might be interested or want to be involved, and personal invitations via small group contacts. 
 

Embed the Bible 
 

Create a culture of being rooted in scripture in a variety of ways, such as expanding the number 
of small groups that meet study and reflect on scripture, exploring daily  scripture "push 
notifications" via email or social media, and making more physical use of the pew Bibles during 
Sunday worship services. 
 

Pastor the Community 
 
Create a culture of service and bonding opportunities, across all ages, connecting us to those 
outside our safe place, and bringing others in the community from their safe place, to us.  
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Conclusion 
 
As befitting a group of Episcopalians engaged in an important endeavor, we concluded our time 
together with an informal Eucharist, mindful that Eucharist means thanksgiving.  We are indeed 
thankful for the opportunity to engage in this second RenewalWorks process at St. James, and are 
grateful to Ron Abrams and the Vestry for committing our parish to it. 
 
We are thankful for the fruit that has grown from the RenewalWorks process over the past four 
years, and trust that the work we have done will bear fruit in the years to come. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Lay Members     Clergy Members 
 
Kim Balderson     Ron Abrams 
Mike Brown     Chris Hamby 
David Brownlow    Tim Meyers 
Hannah Brownlow    Henry Parsley 
Dawn Carter     Jay Sidebotham 
Bill Clark 
Steve Coggins 
Florence Ellen Cowden 
Tom Dodson 
Virginia Hardy 
Todd Hinshaw 
Linda Murchison 
Reid Murchison 
Cindy Popajohn 
Greg Richardson 
Louise Sloan 
Steve Thomas 
Matt Thompson 
Frances Wells 
Ginny Woodruff 
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Appendix:  Recommended Actions from the 2013 Report to Rector, Wardens and Vestry 
 
The original language is in black.  Selected notes on what has been put in practice are in blue. 
 
 
Get People Moving 
  
This best practice is critically important because there will be no energy unless people move from 
where they are and get involved. 

1) Require a newcomers class for every new member, regardless of age and regardless of how 
long they may have been Episcopalians (the purpose of the class is to speed the integration of 
new members into the congregation by familiarizing them with all aspects of the church and 
its ministries, helping them identify areas in which they may be interested in becoming 
involved, and creating an immediate spiritual community with them) 

  
A successful series of Newcomers Classes was developed by the Spiritual Growth 
Commission in conjunction with the Evangelism committee, and it appears to have 
helped both elevate the expectations of new members and integrate those new 
members into the congregation. 

 
2) Offer a "spiritual boot camp" for existing members to deepen their familiarity with all aspects 

of the church and its ministries 
 

3) Focus lay and clergy leaders on the importance of inviting new or less engaged parishioners 
to become more active (or even take on a leadership role) in one of St. James’  ministries  

 
 
Embed the Bible in Everything 
  
This best practice is critically important because the Bible, as the living word of God, is our spiritual 
roadmap and our most foundational source of spiritual nourishment. 

1) Get the whole congregation to read the Bible together, so that everyone is reading, 
studying and reflecting on the same parts at the same time (this could be done a number of 
ways, but would emphasize small group Bible study, a focus on the Bible during the Christian 
Formation hour on Sundays, and the creative use of technology to keep people on track and 
in sync even when they are unable to be present in person) 

 
The whole congregation was encouraged to read The Story together during the 2014-
2015 program year.  Over 250 copies were ordered by parishioners.    
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Create Ownership 
 
This best practice is critically important, because if people have a sense of ownership, everything else 
will flow from that sense of commitment and belonging; people will begin to move and engage 
themselves, with growth organically coming from the bottom up. 

1)  Build existing small groups into spiritual communities, so that all groups, guilds and 
ministries (examples include the altar guild, ushers, men's Sunday breakfast teams, 
Samaritan's Guild, bereavement team, Sunday School teachers, St. James Foundation, 
Vestry, etc.), understand and carry out their respective tasks in the light of a larger spiritual 
context (why do they do what they do, and how does it contribute to spiritual growth?) 

An initial effort was made in conjunction with the annual meetings of two groups, the 
Altar Guild and the Chalice Bearers.  The discussions with those present, revolving 
primarily around asking them to reflect on why they participate in that particular 
ministry and how their participation feeds their spirits, were deeply heartening.  
However, figuring out a practical way to roll out this type of effort with all the many 
ministries and other groups in the church proved too daunting a task. 

2)  Create a system of mentoring less experienced individuals by more experienced members 

3)  Reintroduce a talent survey, and be effectively organized for follow through and 
accountability 

4)  Assign a chaplain or spiritual coach to each small group  

5)  Have fun 

 
Pastor the Local Community 
 
This best practice is critically important because service is at the heart of what it means to love our 
neighbor. 
 

1)  Get every member engaged in at least one ongoing person-to-person outreach effort 
outside the parish, whether through the parish's own programs, or through other 
organizations, or through one's own initiative 
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Focus on the Hearts of the Core Leadership Team 
 
This best practice is critically important because leadership sets the tone for everything. 

 

1)  Build the vestry into a spiritual community, so that, like other groups, it comes to 
understand and carries out its role in the light of a larger spiritual context (why does it do 
what it does, and how does that contribute to spiritual growth?) 

Ron appointed Henry Parsley as Chaplain to the Vestry, and the vestry committed itself 
to begin each meeting with a meaningful period of time devoted to scriptural 
reflection and prayer. 

 2)  Train all small group and other leaders how to lead in a way that fosters the spiritual 
growth of those they lead, and build these leaders into its own spiritual community 

 

Order of Priority 

1)  Create Ownership 

2)  Focus on the Hearts of the Core Leadership Team 

3) Get People Moving 

4)  Embed the Bible 

5)  Pastor the Community 

 
 
Next Steps between Now and the End of the Vestry Retreat 
 

1)  Commit as a vestry to focus on meeting the spiritual hunger of the parish 

2)  Adopt or reaffirm a statement of mission and purpose in light of that hunger 

3)  Adopt a unifying proposition to express our hope for all our members 
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Statement of Mission & Purpose 

Every member should be able to answer the question, What is our mission & purpose as a church?  
And every activity should be assessed from time to time from the standpoint of whether or not it is 
contributing to that mission & purpose or not. 

We are not yet certain how best to articulate St. James' mission & purpose, but we think it should be 
along the lines suggested by the following: 

To invite people to receive the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ,                                                    
and help them grow in love of God and neighbor. 

or, 

To invite people to receive God's amazing grace,                                                                           
and together grow in love of God and neighbor. 

The Vestry adopted the following Mission Statement, which appears alongside the 
Vision Statement in every Service Program: 

To invite all people to know and receive the infinite grace of God in Christ, and 
together grow in love of God and neighbor through service, worship and study. 

This statement of mission & purpose would be a bit more succinct and memorable than our current 
statement of vision, but compatible and consistent with it.  We currently articulate our vision for St. 
James as follows on the web site: 

Our vision is for St. James to be a committed, loving and supportive family that provides          
opportunity, encouragement and nourishment for all to know Christ and to make him known. 

 

Unifying Proposition 

Every member should be able to answer the questions, Why become a member of St. James Parish?  
What can I expect or hope for if I become a member?  And every activity should be assessed from 
time to time from the standpoint of whether or not it is contributing to our making good on that 
proposition or promise. 

We are not yet certain how best to articulate that hope or unifying proposition here at St. James, but 
we think it should be along the lines suggested by the following: 

Join with us, and grow in God's grace, love and service. 

Come walk with us as we joyously grow in God's grace and love. 
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Next Steps over the Subsequent Three-to-Six Months 

1)  Appoint a chaplain to the vestry to help it grow into a spiritual community 

2)  Appoint a Spiritual Growth Commission to  

a) serve as an advocate for the initiatives stemming from this RenewalWorks process, to assist 
in training non-vestry leaders, and to take direct responsibility for helping small groups grow 
into spiritual communities 

b)  develop a workable plan to get the congregation reading the Bible together, ready for 
implementation by September 2014 

c)  develop a newcomer’s course, ready for implementation by September 2014 

Both of these steps were taken in early 2014.  The Spiritual Growth Commission has 
since served as an advocate for the initiatives stemming from the RenewalWorks 
process; developed the plan for the congregation to read The Story together; 
developed the newcomer's course in conjunction with the Evangelism Committee; 
spearheaded the placement of Bibles in the pews; developed the plan for--and 
written--the brief background commentaries on the Old Testament and Epistle 
readings in the service programs; sponsored and developed a variety of retreats; 
promoted daily Morning Prayer in both the downtown chapel and Mt. Lebanon 
Chapel; developed Quiet Saturday Mornings with harp music in Mt. Lebanon Chapel; 
and arranged for all members of the congregation to  receive an the "Quiet, It's 
Advent" calendar.  


