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A Presbyterian Perspective

A

Mission Study is a uniquely Presbyterian undertaking designed to facilitate a congregation’s efforts to discern and de ne who they are, and who God is calling them to
be, as they begin preparing to call a new pastor.
To assist in this important endeavor, the larger
church offers guidance and support at every step
along the way, helping to ensure that churches will
continue to thrive during pastoral transitions.
At First Presbyterian Church, we set about the
Mission Study process at a particularly poignant

and challenging period in our long history; early in
2020, we experienced the sudden departure of a
long-serving and much-loved pastor, followed several weeks later by an extended suspension of all
in-person gatherings in response to the COVID-19
pandemic.

Mission Study Process
Procedurally, the Mission Study is conducted by a Mission Study Team (MST), appointed
by Session and charged with soliciting input from the congregation in a variety of forums,
then synthesizing their voices in a formal Mission Study Report.
This report is then presented, rst to Session and
then to Presbytery (in our case, the St. Augustine
Presbytery), for their review and approval. The
approval of Presbytery is a necessary step that

must be completed before the congregation can
elect the Pastor Nominating Committee that will
then commence the search for a new pastor.

Activities & Milestones
1. ORGANIZE.

The First Presbyterian MST was commissioned by
Session in October of 2020 and began meeting in
early November, working closely with Dr. Karl
Kling, our Interim Pastor/Head of Staff, throughout
our time together. Given the suspension of in-person gatherings, all meetings took place via Zoom
technology.
2. DEFINE OUR SCOPE.

We began by delineating the scope of our efforts,
deciding to investigate the church’s history, current
status, and future direction in the following areas:

•
•
•
•
•
•

3. IDENTIFY OUR KEY ACTIVITIES.

The next step was to de ne the key activities that
would enable us to hear in the voices of the congregation God’s plan for the future of our church.
Fully aware that no church can be all things to
everyone, we selected strategies that would ef ciently and accurately identify the needs and call-
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ing of First Presbyterian at this particular and idiosyncratic time in our history.
• Historical review
A brief overview of First Presbyterian’s rich and
storied history was used to provide context for the
current status of the various areas of ministry we
planned to explore.
• Demographic and Community Study
Data regarding the age, race, socioeconomic status,
education, and other measures of the congregation
was used to compare the demographic makeup of
our congregation to that of the surrounding community. In addition, the residences of our members
were mapped to provide a visual representation of
the range of the area from which we draw our
members.
• Communications to the congregation
Utilizing the church website, weekly emails, “Minutes for the Mission Study” in our virtual worship
services, letters mailed to members’ homes, and
announcements by the pastor during worship, we
regularly updated the congregation regarding the
activities and progress of the MST. These communications sought to build anticipation and hope,
working to maximize the congregation’s ownership
and participation in the data-gathering phase of
the Mission Study process. We consistently
framed the Mission Study as an ideal opportunity
for everyone to have a voice, to express their concerns, and to participate in discerning and shaping
the future direction for our beloved church and
congregation.
• Congregational Surveys
Surveys were deemed the most ef cient way to
amass a great deal of information from the largest
possible number of participants, especially given
the restrictions on in-person gatherings. An abbreviated preliminary survey explored the impact
of First Presbyterian on the faith journeys of our
congregants, as well as the ministries that are perceived to form the core of the church’s identity,
both individually and collectively. This was followed by a much lengthier and more detailed comprehensive survey that was designed to elaborate
on the themes of individual and collective identity;

assess the congregation’s perceptions of the ministries, programs, and operations of the church; and
elicit input on the desired qualities and roles for
our next pastor.
• Congregational Gatherings
These congregation-wide Zoom meetings incorporated prayer, scripture study, faith-sharing, reminiscing, assessment of the gifts of the congregation, dissemination of key ndings from other Mission Study forums, discussion about the needs of
our church and community, and, most importantly,
opportunities for participants to provide input on
our future direction and the qualities desired in the
next pastor (typically in breakout groups that were
facilitated by members of the MST).
• Focus Groups
Each Focus Group was targeted at a speci c area of
ministry that had been identi ed as being worthy
of in-depth exploration. These groups were signi cantly smaller than the Congregational Gatherings;
although most were open to anyone, particular individuals who were identi ed by the team as having relevant expertise or a strong stake in the topic
were invited to participate. All focus group meetings were held via Zoom.
• Town Hall Meeting
This was the nal congregational meeting, held via
Zoom and designed to acknowledge and celebrate
the many who had participated in the numerous
data-gathering forums of the Mission Study. We
honored them for offering the gift of their unique
and invaluable perspectives, thereby enabling the
MST to convey to Presbytery and to pastoral candidates the values, needs, concerns, gifts, and vision of our congregation.
4. REFLECT AND PLAN.

Speci c goals, key stakeholders, and potential
questions/content were determined for each of the
data-gathering activities. The MST was divided
into smaller teams, each assigned to address one of
the areas of ministry we had identi ed as being
within the scope of our Mission Study.
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We also examined completed Mission Studies from
other churches to get an initial sense of what our
own report might ultimately look like, allowing us
to “begin with the end in mind.”
5. GATHER DATA FROM STAKEHOLDER
GROUPS.

As appropriate to the intended purpose of each
data-gathering activity, we engaged with the congregation in its entirety, relevant groups within the
congregation, church leaders, church staff, and/or
community leaders. Underlying this critical datagathering phase was the need to “listen for God’s
guidance.” We sought to listen not only to our key
stakeholders, but also to each other.
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7. WRITE THE REPORT.

We decided that the structure of the report should
accommodate multiple groups of likely readers: the
congregation, Session and other church leaders,
Presbytery, and potential pastoral candidates.
Recognizing that these groups vary considerably in
the depth of information they might need or want,
we chose to limit the body of the report to a concise, accessible overview, relegating the in-depth
analyses and data summaries to a series of appendices that supplement the body of the report.
8. SUBMIT TO SESSION FOR REVIEW AND
ADOPTION.

At the time of this writing, Session is in receipt of
the report.

6. SUMMARIZE AND ANALYZE.

The amassed data from the Congregational Surveys, Congregational Gatherings, Focus Groups,
and Town Hall Meeting was reviewed, discussed,
compared, and consolidated. The mutual trust and
respect that had developed within the team was
integral to these endeavors.

9. SUBMIT TO PRESBYTERY FOR REVIEW AND
APPROVAL.

This will occur as soon as Session’s endorsement is
secured. Once Presbytery approves the report,
Session will dismiss the MST, and our report will be
ready for use by the PNC, Session and its committees, and the congregation.
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