Rural Congregations
In
The Episcopal Church in Colorado
Sub-committee of the Commission on Ministry 2018
Members: The Reverend Rich Munsell & The Reverend E. Wendy Huber

There are approximately 40 (based on 2017 data) out of 114 churches (parishes/ missions) in the Episcopal Church in Colorado with an average Sunday attendance (ASA) of 50 or less.  While some of these are in urban areas, most are in rural areas with small local populations.  Approximately 39 churches in the Episcopal Church in Colorado are rural and smaller than 100 ASA (2017 data).
If we do nothing, the non-urban Episcopal Church is risking death; with small budgets, small membership the current practices and models are not succeeding.  As a church we must explore new options for worship and clergy and space especially in rural regions.  We need to build a zeal and passion in clergy and Diocese leadership for this unique ministry.   
During 2018, the Rural Congregations sub-committee of COM hopes to explore further the options for Rural Ministry including the Partnership Ministry Model with Lay Pastoral Leaders (LPL’s) through

· Cataloging our current Ministry Partnerships in place in the Episcopal Church in Colorado
· Identifying the characteristics (skill set) of a Partnership Vicar/ Rector
· Role of Deacons in Rural Ministry: The tension between social justice ministry and liturgical worship leadership (Are we underutilizing our sisters and brothers in ordained ministry?)
· Methods to ensure success of partnership ministry including
· Training and maintenance of Lay Pastoral Leaders
· Role of Laity in pastoral care
· Shift in perception for laity (not “priest-centric” model)/ managing the expectations of the laity for clergy
· Collaborative activities between churches in partnership
· Difference of role of clergy when serving multiple congregations
· Collaboration & Networking among clergy within the Diocese to manage pastoral care over larger distances
· Creative Ministries (How do we support the “lone Episcopalian” in the country who needs community and does not have access to a church?) 
· Visioning for the Christian rural diaspora—making provisions for our continuing trend of church decline  (both rising costs and declining membership) in rural areas
· House Churches
· Common Worship Spaces (Edwards Chapel Model)
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Missional Communities: Defined as a non-church affiliated group joining together for service and coming together as a community (Food truck; Laundry Love)
· On-line Worship (3-D Printer for the hosts)
· Exploration of the feasibility of 2-5 circuit driving clergy to serve a wide geographic area of rural ministries
· “Smart” Pews for today’s technologically savvy
· Building and envisioning Rural Ministry Models without scarcity and failure culture
· Query for compensation committee: What is the status of compensation for partnership Vicars? (Are they retired?)

During 2016 the COM identified several potential pilot projects related to the rural church and her sustainability:

Potential Pilot Projects

Internships for those immediately out of seminary – Opportunities for newly ordained priests to work with a small congregation while being mentored by an experienced priest

International Anglican clergy residencies – small parish partners with diocese to bring a priest from beyond the Episcopal Church to experience parish life in Colorado; 2- or 3-year tenure; benefits church and priest; potentially fits with diversity goal as well

New Clergy Project (something similar to what Bruce experienced) – adapt program used in the Diocese of Lexington to our needs; attract and equip newly ordained priests while also energizing and better equipping the parish; includes seminary debt relief

Further exploration of shared ministries that go beyond just clergy share – consider models for staff sharing; continue to refine lay pastoral ministry; deeper integration of lay people and lay ministries

Shared resources (educational, liturgical, etc.) – find ways to share resources, including shared licensing and new technological opportunities
 
Consultant who would meet with small parishes, vestries, clergy and suggest next steps in the life-cycle – bringing in an outside expert to assess the needs and assets and challenges; working with team lay leaders, clergy, and diocesan staff to present a best way forward for the congregation
 
Liturgical Institute through Grace and St. Stephen’s that would include 3 tracks addressing the needs of clergy, musicians, and lay pastoral leaders

Shared physical space with ecumenical partners – we are intrigued by the arrangement in the Conifer, CO (diocesan e-news); potentially frees up energy and resources for new ministry

Notes from Interviews during 2017:

During 2017, members of the Rural Church Sustainability sub-group of The Episcopal Church in Colorado COM conducted interviews with four Regional Missioners using the following questions:
· What makes the ministry of rural congregations unique?
· What specific gifts are called for among lay and ordained ministers in rural congregations?
· How would you define “sustainability” as it relates to rural congregations?
· What are the biggest challenges to sustainability?
· What strategies work best to promote sustainability among rural congregations?  Can you give a specific example?
· What doesn’t work?
· Is there anything else you would like the COM and/or the Bishop’s Office to know?
The significant points drawn from these discussions are:
1.  Energy and outward focus: more than one Missioner talked about the need to keep and employ the energy that comes from a viable congregation (even if small) which then uses that energy for meaningful ministry as a recognized spiritual presence in their (rural) community, i.e., they are known as an important part of the community’s fabric.  At least two noted these key dimensions seem to be strongest if combined in a stated vision (something that some type of consultant might help them develop, including a do-able action plan).
2. Positives often seen in rural congregations: because of size and “knowing everybody” (in the church and even in the town), can create strong connectedness; often nimble/flexible in responding to needs; some successfully draw on strong lay leadership (especially if given training); reports of creative ministries and shared use of space with important community engagement
3. Challenges often seen in rural congregations: easy to be too internally focused; may experience burn-out as “same people always (have to) step up”; some end up with limited age spectrum, e.g., high percent of seniors and few young families/children; financially often tight due to low economic base (in community and within congregation); may have to deal with varying clergy situations (part time, only Supply, Partnerships, Shared); for some, upkeep of old facilities
4. Clergy training: most get no meaningful training at seminary or post-seminary about the common challenges and different needs in rural congregations, e.g., community size/economy/character, role church can play in life of community
5. New and strengthened directions:  some cited Partnerships, Lay Pastoral Leaders
6. Life Cycle of a Church: often, “doing nothing” will spiral to closing
Note:  Interview notes are available for each of the intakes from sub-group members.

Rough Draft on Partnership Ministry (NOT ACCURATE AND NEEDS EDITS/CORRECTIONS)

HISTORY, STRUCTURE & FORMATION

Upper Rio Grande Liturgical Partnership [URGLP]

The Upper Rio Grande Liturgical Partnership is composed of two parishes:  

St. Augustine, Creede; and 

St. Stephen the Martyr, Monte Vista 

Initially, the URGLP included a third church, St. Francis of Assisi, South Fork, but it subsequently closed (lack of parishioners and funding).

Distance is a major issue for the URGLP: From Creede to Monte Vista is 50+ miles. The current Vicar, Bob Pope, lives in Bayfield, 110 miles from Monte Vista, which results in a 260-mile drive on Sundays.  [The closure of St. Francis reduced the number of services from three to two, but not the driving distance because South Fork is between Monte Vista and Creede.

The URGLP was “legally” brought into life at the Diocesan Convention of 2008. The preparation for the partnership originated with the Diocese. A number of training sessions were held in Monte Vista with a fairly large group representing the three churches in attendance, in addition to those who became LPLs. 

Initially, the Rector did service on the 1st, 3rd, 5th Sundays, and LPLs did services on the others.  The associated LPL responsibilities meant that there was limited time and opportunity for interaction and sharing among the LPLs. After the closing of St. Francis, the nearest URGLP church was 50 miles away. From the beginning it was clear that there would be one LPL per church so that liturgical leadership roles would not be confused, and that the role of the LPL was worship.  

The URGLP has stressed that the members “own” the church and are responsible for managing it.  The Vicar can and does provide information and advice, attends Bishop’s Committees, buries the dead, marries and baptizes (the latter rarely), attempts to resolve or soften personality conflicts, and attends some Diocesan functions. This has been the situation for these two parishes for decades.  Clergy have been scarce and short term, so the churches are accustomed to self-reliance.
 
Both churches have sound finances at present, and have modest savings.  Neither has a total budget large enough to cover Diocesan health insurance for clergy. The St. Stephen’s budget is circa $18,000, and St. Augustine’s is $23,000. St. Stephen’s has an effective membership of 14; St. Augustine’s is 15, but the latter benefits from an influx of summer visitors and residents that boosts attendance into the 30s on Sunday in July & August. 

St. Augustine’s has shown good growth since 2009 when there were four present for services on Sunday in the cooler months; it is now a steady dozen or so.  The growth has been the result of local leadership and the church’s real role in the life of this small town (permanent population 450), due to financial support from a number of groups.

As Partnerships have increased it is clear that each in unique. Generalizations are difficult, but not impossible.  URGLP had the benefit of a Diocesan training team; we need to work on insuring standards of training & responsibility for new LPLs. The LPL retreats have done wonderful work in clarifying practices and, exposing the LPLs to the range of talents, gifts, and issues present in other small churches.   we need to work harder on having the LPLs exchange among their partnership so emphasize the bond that is partnership means.  We have been remiss in this here, and need to work harder. 

Only a few of the partnership Vicars are “circuit riders.”  Most are primarily attached to a single parish but have another or several others to serve.  Almost inevitably this produces an “ownership” situation, especially if the financial context is lopsided.  “Balance” is not easy. 

[bookmark: _Hlk501703348]Grand County Partnership [GCP]

The Grand County Partnership is composed of three parishes:
	
St. John the Baptist, Granby

	Trinity Church, Kremmling

	All Saints, Winter Park
 
Mark Ricker became the GCP partnership priest in 2017 after being ordained for less than four years.  His view was that he was “not quite sure that I was properly trained to be thrust into this position.” He has found that: “it is often difficult to be so far from Diocesan support and other Episcopal clergy!”

There is a perception that the “real” partnership is between Granby and Winter Park, with Kremmling being of lesser importance.  Granby/Winter Park covers 90 percent of the Vicar’s compensation, with Kremmling adding 10 percent. ASA is 30 at Granby, 15 at Winter Park, and 10 at Kremmling.  Winter Park attendance is variable, with as many people in attendance at Winter Park as at Granby on certain weekends. The Friday evening dinners at Cranmer Chapel, in Winter Park, are the main “in house” outreach ministry of both Granby and Winter Park.  

In structural terms, Granby is the dominant church, Winter Park is a mission of Granby. Kremmling is also a mission of Granby, with a formal agreement being discussed. The parties to the employment contract, are the priest, the Bishop, and the Granby Vestry.  

Kremmling is a mission parish with three LPLs in a congregation of 10, but age and/or health may limit their future church roles. Kremmling lacks the apparent ability to grow, and yet has circa $50,000 in the bank and a very beautiful physical plant.  Kremmling receives monthly ministerial visits, with the future viability of the church to be reevaluated in 2018. However, as long as the LPLs are able, they are content to “run their own show.” They do a pretty good job at it. Kremmling may have to close in the future as the current congregation continues to age.

There is both numbers growth and spiritual potential in the Winter Park/Granby connection/partnership.  The Kremmling situation is uncertain.  

Southern Partnership for Mission
The Southern Partnership is composed of two parishes:
	St. Benedict’s in La Veta
	St. Peter’s in Pueblo
	
The original partnership was between St. Benedict’s and St. Thomas (in Alamosa, 60 miles away), and in place when Father Alex Howard arrived in late 2010. There was an LPL at each church. The Partnership had been tentatively agreed by both of the Bishop’s Committees, but more work was required to finalize the arrangement.
Howard served each of the two congregations on a rotating basis based on the financial agreement between them – St. Benedict three times a month and St. Thomas once a month. This arrangement ended after 2+ years, when St. Thomas dropped out due to financial issues and a dwindling congregation.
St. Benedict’s decided that Partnership status was worth continuing, and turned to St. Peter’s (Pueblo, 60 miles away) as a potential partner. At the time, St. Peter’s was an “imperiled parish” and undergoing discernment whether to close or accept Mission status. They decided on the latter, and the partnership commenced. Three members of St. Peter’s were raised up by the congregation to serve as LPLs. St. Peter’s paid 75 percent of the Rector’s (part-time) stipend. 
This Partnership was terminated in mid-2017 by St. Benedict’s, after its Bishop’s Committee concluded that they did not have the physical, emotional or spiritual energy to continue in any way as a congregation. Sunday LPLs continue to serve at St. Peter’s.  Father Alex Howard retired on June 30, 2017.  He stated:
“These people are committed! They will go out of their way to do what’s needed for the congregation, even at the sacrifice of their own needs. There is a sense of fellowship between congregations and communicants. Everybody accepts responsibility for what they are asked to do. No backing out. People volunteer to do things out of love for the Church and the congregation. Lay leadership and participation is encouraged and met with approval by others. They love their LPL and support their sermons and the services they officiate at. Fellowship and love for one another binds these people together like Gorilla Glue.”

SOUTHEASTERN PARTNERSHIP

The Southeastern Partnership is composed two parishes, 55 miles apart:
St. Paul’s Episcopal, in Lamar
St. Andrew’s Episcopal & Holy Cross Lutheran, La Junta
The partnership agreement was negotiated prior to the arrival of the Partnership Vicar, Mary Hendricks (late-2013 to mid-2017). There were three LPLs in place, who lead lay services with reserved sacrament.  As often is the case, the driving force behind the partnership was financial necessity.
The financial commitment was shared 70%|30%, with time in the two communities based upon the percentage of the compensation contributed. The churches negotiated 3 Sundays in La Junta, 1 Sunday in Lamar, and Wednesdays (9-4) in Lamar.  
The vicar lived in the rectory located in La Junta and thus was present to the congregation and community every day.   An effort to renegotiate the agreement at the beginning of second and third year (increase the number of Sundays in Lamar to two) failed.  La Junta refused to adjust the arrangement even though the Lamar congregation had proposed an increase in their financial contribution. 
St. Paul’s has a clear sense of Episcopal identity based upon worship tradition and governance practices, and a deep commitment to local and international outreach programs. 15 to 18 members attend worship (2 LPL services monthly, 1 clergy led service monthly, 1 morning prayer service monthly). 4-6 individuals attend weekly Bible study (clergy led), and 4 people attend weekly prayer group. St. Paul’s has strong lay leadership: 1 LPL, 5 Worship Leaders, 2 Licensed Preachers, active altar guild, greeters/ushers, lectors, fellowship hosts, etc.
The background story of Holy Cross | St. Andrew (HCSA) merits particular note because it is a long term (15 years) successful mixed ELCA-Episcopal church. Over time, the congregants have only a limited denominational identity, and a common sense of purpose that has held potential disagreements in check.  A prior rector created, with consultation, a standard service protocol that incorporated elements of both the ELCA and Episcopal service, while avoiding anything that might be offensive to either denomination.  A modified version has been created for use by LPLs. 
Attendance at HCSA Sunday services averages 24-30 persons, for three clergy led and one LPL led service per month.  The involvement of most HCSA parishioners is limited to attending Sunday worship. There are two LPLs, and four lectors.

[bookmark: _Hlk501823586]Ft. Morgan and Sterling Partnership [Limited information]

The Fort Morgan and Sterling Partnership comprises two parishes, 48 miles apart:
	St. Charles Episcopal Church in Fort Morgan
	Prince of Peace Episcopal Church in Sterling
Both towns are county seats in agricultural economies, with cultures similar to one another but quite different from urban areas. The baptismal covenant of respecting the dignity of every human being is actually a message that some communities cannot embrace BUT it is our identity – on the cutting edge of the frontiers of spirituality.  In a place that seems godforsaken to some, the opportunities abound; half responding and half planning and how you plan and how you respond. 
We are working in a painful place in who we are as a country and who we are as Christians; our distinctive vocation as Episcopalians is energizing.  Must enter into community with a servant’s heart—we are asked to be Christ-like.  What amazing things can happen!  We are teaching what and why Jesus is important.  As clergy we will often feel we are not doing enough—we provide the water and the soil—God provides the growth.
Our Partnership ministry includes outreach: prison ministry; recovery ministry; reconciliation; and partnering with the world.

[bookmark: _Hlk501822797]Episcopal Churches of Garfield County:  

The Garfield County Partnership is comprised of three churches:
	St. Barnabas Episcopal in Glenwood Springs
	St. John’s Episcopal in New Castle
	All Saints Episcopal in Battlement Mesa
Glenwood Springs is 13 miles from New Castle, and 45 miles from Battlement Mesa, with most of this driving being on Interstate 70.  
The three Episcopal churches of Garfield County started a partnership relationship at the start of 2017. The three churches came together after preliminary discussions during the 2016 Annual Convention of the Episcopal Church in Colorado. The initial partnership was between St. John’s and All Saints and commenced in 2010, and based on financial need. With the looming retirement of their Priest, E.J. Rivet, at the end of 2016, a search was undertaken for a part-time (retired), priest, but no candidates were found.
St. Barnabas called Rev. Wendy Huber as their Rector (on a 3/4 time basis) in June 2016. The partnership agreement among the three churches made her responsible for all three churches, and to work on a full-time basis. An important factor in the negotiation proves was Rivet’s advocacy on behalf of “his” churches – he argued to St. Barnabas leadership that they must not ignore the plight of their fellow area Episcopal churches.   
The current relationship continues the “financial” partnership between St. Johns and All Saints adding a relationship with St. Barnabas. Since CPG has no provision for employment between clergy, Rev Huber is “Clergy of Record” for St Barnabas on a full-time basis but the arrangement is 2/3 clergy (compensation) for St. Barnabas and 1/3 clergy (compensation) for All Saints and St. Johns. The Sunday schedule for the priest is as follows: 
1st & 3rd Sunday 8 am HE @ St. Barnabas 
9:45 a. HE @ St. Barnabas 
12:00 noon HE @ All Saints 
2nd & 4th Sunday 8:00 am HE @ St. Johns 
9:45 am HE @ St Barnabas 
5th Sunday 9:30 am HE – rotating basis all three churches single location 


St. Johns has one LPL (with one beginning training this Fall); St. Barnabas has 3 LPL’s trained (one is not in the region during the Summer months); and All Saints has 2 LPL’s. The LPL’s have been discussing sharing the pulpits with each other and are beginning to work on collaborative activities. The LPL teams are growing in confidence and learning to lead worship and preach. It is a joy to see these emerging leaders. Two of the LPL’s are preliminarily discerning a call to ordained ministry with a Discernment Committee being formed for the first seeker with representatives from each of the three churches in ECOG. 
Each of the three churches have a unique identity and prizes that personality. St Johns and All Saints have been financial partners, but not partners in any other way – largely due to physical distance. St. Barnabas and St. John’s hold a Tuesday morning Bible Study at St. John’s that is attended by members of both churches.  This is a core group with leadership from each of the churches. 
A challenge is the continued perception of the churches that the largest church (St. Barnabas) is getting all the priest time, yet St. Barnabas members are frustrated they don’t get the priest every Sunday for two services. These perspectives reflect structural as well as personal factors, and so can be ameliorated but not eliminated. 
The financial health of St. Barnabas is precarious, because its largest source of income is the rent paid by the local hospital for the use of most of the facility for the Hospital Day Care center, and the parking lot as we. This has been a mutually beneficial relationship, but that could change due to hospital decisions.
Preliminary merger discussions with the local ELCA are underway. These started prior to the call of Rev. Huber, and will be explored again. Facilities sharing with other churches also are a possibility.

THE FUTURE OF SMALL CHURCHES IN COLORADO By Stephen K. Huber

The future of small Episcopal churches outside metropolitan areas in Colorado, and with limited financial resources, is a matter of concern and discussion within the Diocese and congregations.  [In varying degrees, the same or similar issues have arisen in churches throughout the United States, but the discussion here is limited to Colorado.]  Several possible approaches to structural organization are discussed below at a fair level of generality. Variations on each theme are possible, depending on local traditions and conditions. 

The Merger Model: Episcopal Churches Only
Simply stated, two Episcopal churches become one, with a single building and governed by one Vestry. The name may reflect these origins.  This option is more likely in urban than rural areas.

The Merger Model: Episcopal and “In Communion” Churches
Here an Episcopal church merges with a church of a different denomination that is “in communion” with the Episcopal Church. An example is provided by the merger of St. Andrew’s Episcopal & Holy Cross Lutheran in La Junta.

The Partnership Model: Episcopal Churches Only
This model is the most common one for saving small (often aging), rural, and financially challenged Episcopal Churches in Colorado. The basic idea is that two (or more) can live on less together than alone. This partnership model has received the most attention, with multiple examples already in existence, so it will not be discussed further here. The primary purpose of this memorandum is to suggest some alternatives to this most used and studied model. 


The Partnership Model: Episcopal and “In Communion” Churches
This model is the same as the Episcopal Only Partnership, except that one of the churches is “in communion” with the Episcopal Church.  The leading example is the Evangelical Lutheran Church in American (ELCA).  St. Paul’s Episcopal, in Lamar is in a partnership with a merged Episcopal and ELCA church, in La Junta.

The Partnership Model: Urban & Rural Episcopal Churches 
Under this model, an urban church would “adopt” one or more rural churches within a 30-60 mile radius.  The central idea is that the larger church could employ more than one minister (as well as LPLs), which would serve the smaller churches. An expanded version of this approach could include “in communion” churches.

Multiple Churches in a Single Building 
A huge cost for all churches is maintenance and operation of their physical plant.  A response is for several religious organizations to make use of a common facility. This approach has long been in use by the U.S. military academies, and there are numerous examples around the country of such sharing of religious facilities.  

Urban Church Partnerships
The discussion above focuses on issues associated with small and rural Episcopal churches, and potential responses thereto.  These strategies could also be applied in urban contexts, with appropriate adjustments.     
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