Congregational Identity:

Discovering and Speaking about Who We Are 

Among Ourselves and to Newcomers
We believe that congregations have a basic purpose or reason for being that is expressed in model called “Gather-Transform-Send” (attached).  This purpose is assumed as any part of a conversation on a congregation’s identity.
It’s easy to think that to grow, a congregation needs to be “all things to all people.”  However, we believe that congregations that are and choose to develop a solid identity within our overall core purpose of renewing people in their baptismal identity and purpose and sending them into the world to that can be owned and described to others have the greatest potential to deepen who they are and to appeal to the newcomers who are most suited to that congregation.
But how can a congregation define its identity and find a way for most of the people in the congregation to be able to articulate that identity to others?  And how can this identity provide a kind of reflection both of what is and what a congregation aspires to be more deeply.
 A Process to Explore and Articulate Congregational Identity

A process to explore and articulate congregational identity might include:

A leader or leaders’ introduction to the idea of identity and its importance to congregational life: identity as important to us as people and as congregations; identity as both God-given and shaped by us.  Teach the Gather-Transform-Send model as a starting place about identity.
After this initial introduction, frame up the activities as a series of conversations that a smaller group will craft into an identity statement.  Not all ideas will be used but the process and all ideas will help us get to a statement.

· A conversation about what people most appreciate about their congregation as they have experienced it

· An exploration about the way in which a congregation is distinctive versus neighboring congregations and/or those congregations and other activities that are an alternative to choosing the congregation

· Essential features of the congregation related to size, demographics, program, location and context, style of worship, ways of operating, connections to the community in terms of outreach or social justice initiatives.

· The ethos/personality/flavor of the congregation. (see separate descriptor sheet for some ideas)
· The values of the congregation (though this can begin to sound generic if you’re not careful).  This area can be connected to the ethos/personality.

· The elements of the congregation’s life that are not as fully developed but, more fully formed, are a part of the congregation’s “birthright” and/or “destiny” and calling.
The raw material generated from meetings with the whole congregation are given to a smaller group (to include the clergy leader) to work out a draft an identity statement that could be brought back to a larger group for comment before finalizing.  
Once the identity statement is finalized, it or elements of it would be used on every available communication vehicle and would be used to train greeters and other key people who are in a position to be in dialogue with others about the congregation.  The identity statement would also be a guide for the focus of any website and photography.
Some examples of identity statements (none of them perfect!)
Thad’s, Santa Monica

We are Monday-Saturday followers of Jesus who worship on Sunday. We’re a movement of missionary people who’ve made a choice to leave the relative safety of the established church and take the love of Jesus “to the streets”. Our calling is to bring this transforming love into people’s lives in positive, transformative and practical ways..

All Saints, Pasadena

All Saints Church is a lively place. In a multitude of ways participants seek to make the inclusive, transforming love of God tangible through Spirituality, Community and Peace & Justice. Through glorious worship, transporting music, inspired preaching, and stimulating forums and classes, the teachings of Jesus are fresh and relevant in a faith that is lived out on a daily basis. Jesus’ central message of compassion and respect for all people undergirds all that All Saints undertakes, leading this parish to reach across all divides and to challenge one another and the institutional church to live out the message.

St. Paul’s, Seattle

We are an accepting, progressive Anglo-Catholic parish renewing its people for their Christian lives in today’s world through worship, spiritual formation, engagement with the arts, life in community, and acts of compassion.

                                   St. Mark’s, Capitol Hill, Washington DC

The Church of the Open Communion – “wherever you are on your faith journey, whatever you believe or don’t believe, baptized or not, we welcome you to join us.”

Some 700 men, women, children and youth building a welcoming, inclusive community – celebrating together the gifts of God that empower us to engage boldly in the struggles of life and care for others with love, justice, and compassion.

A place for families to worship, play and grow together through active planned participation of children and youth in worship, a full Sunday School program; a broad range of non-class activities for middle and high schoolers.

A “destination church” – about half of us come from our historic Capitol Hill and surrounding city neighborhoods; the balance from throughout the metropolitan area – from as close as Arlington and Takoma Park, as far away as Fairfax, Rockville and Annapolis.

An historic building, an almost 50-year tradition of worshiping in the round, a Nave flexible enough to host a concert, a dinner dance for 200 and Sunday worship – all on the same weekend!
St Gregory of Nyssa, San Francisco
Saint Gregory of Nyssa Episcopal Church is made up of children and elders, families and singles, straight and gay people, lifelong Christians, interfaith couples, converts and seekers. We join in worship and service, creating a community that shares the unconditional welcome offered at Jesus' Table.




