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Planning Process 

 

 

Your church Council chartered our team, the Vision Builders, to prepare a five-
year guidance plan for the congregation.  We began our efforts with an 

appreciation for the fact that the previous two plans (Pathfinders in 1999 and 
DreamWeavers in 2004) developed into many of the initiatives and programs we 
currently enjoy.  We trust that you will find this plan useful, as well. 

 
We began our process by reviewing the Pathfinders’ and DreamWeavers’ reports 

and the last two Annual Reports.  Following that, we decided on a planning 
approach called “Appreciative Inquiry,” which frames questions and elicits 
responses in a positive, or glass-half-full, manner.  While the difference with this 

approach is subtle, it has been found to bring forth creative ideas rather than a 
focus on problems. 
 

To solicit feedback from as many members and friends as possible, we organized 
a variety of activities, using several venues: 

 Homecoming Dinners in the Fall, during which 84 of you shared stories 
about what brought you to First Congregational UCC, what keeps you 

interested, and what you think we should be doing in the future. 

 Meetings with the various church committees, boards, and organizations to 

gather input on how each of those groups sees the coming years. 

 A survey distributed during worship in November, which was completed by 

82 members and friends.   

 The “Triple Vee-Bee Game” exercise following worship in February to gather 

additional input. 
 
Throughout this process, we gathered creative and original ideas.  Thanks to all 

who participated in and supported this process!  
 

Your Vision Builders Team: 
Erik Anderson, Chair 
Joyce Darby 

Margaret Jester Haining 
Jeroen Laport 
Don Lundberg 

Gail McDougle 
Bernie Turner 

Gary Vocana 
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Who We Are as a Congregation 
 

 

Mission Statement 
 

God’s vision for the world, revealed through the life of Jesus Christ, 
calls us to practice compassion, humility, justice and peace. 

In response to God’s calling, this community of seekers 

worships God; invites, affirms and includes all; 
nurtures each faith journey in community; 

and acts with love to serve the world. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

We are a Community of Faith 
 

We are a community of faith drawn together in our common search for spiritual 
life.  We are a community of testimony rather than tests, covenant rather than 

creeds.  Acknowledging our commitment to the teaching and practice of Jesus of 
Nazareth, we believe in the freedom of each individual to pursue his or her own 
spiritual journey.  We affirm the current Statement of Faith of the United Church 

of Christ.  We celebrate and offer to all the sacraments of Baptism and Holy 
Communion. 

 
We are a Just Peace Church 

 
We are a Just Peace Church.  We seek to keep the vision of shalom central to our 
corporate and individual lives, working to deepen our understanding of the many 

dimensions of peace and justice in our time.  Through our worship, programs, 
and outreach, we seek to be a community of reconciliation, hope, and courage, as 

we work and pray for peace and justice in our world. 
 

We are an Open and Affirming Congregation 
 

We are an Open and Affirming Congregation, which welcomes everyone without 

regard to race, gender expression, age, sexual orientation, ethnicity, economic 

 

Act 

Worship 

Nurture 

Invite 
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class, marital status, or physical/mental abilities.  We encourage all persons to 
share their talents, gifts, and energy in the liturgy, life, and leadership of our 

congregation.  We affirm that it is our call to work for peace and wholeness by 
overcoming attitudes and acts of injustice, discrimination, violence, and hatred in 

ourselves and others. 
 
 

This Plan Fits Into  
How We Structure Ourselves to  
Live God’s Vision for the World 
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Current Strengths 

 

A look ahead should begin with an assessment of current strengths that should 

be nourished, refreshed, and continued.  Your input painted a picture of a vibrant 
church family, engaged in a wide range of activities and programs supporting 

personal and collective spiritual growth and service.   
 
You gave us the following top ten responses to “What brought you here?” 

 

 
 

And below are the top ten responses to “What are our current strengths?” 
 

Intergenerational

Music

Sermons

Worship

Progressive Theology

Pastors

Open & Affirming

Friendly / Caring Community

Inclusiveness / Diversity

Peace & Justice / Outreach
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The following interrelated key strengths stand out in our church’s identity and 
mission.  Our Pastors’ open theology matches our intentional welcome to all; our 

Christian Education program dovetails our peace and justice and mission 
outreach; and our reputation as a friendly and caring community speaks to our 

diversity and inclusiveness.   
 
Worship and Sermons, Theological Openness   

 
In keeping with our Congregational and United Church of Christ’s history, First 
Congregational UCC offers an alternative to socially and politically conservative 

evangelical churches as well as traditional mainline Protestant and Catholic 
congregations.  A great many of you mentioned Pastor Gail’s, as well as Pastors 

Don and Shelley’s, challenging sermons as a major draw for you.  Many other 
comments were favorable of the theological openness that infuses our services. 
Our pastors and the format of our Sunday services and Christian education 

programs support us, wherever we are on our spiritual journey.   
 

Peace and Justice, Mission and Outreach 
 
Comments related to peace, justice, mission, and outreach ranked highest of your 

responses to what are our greatest strengths.  We allocate a significant portion of 
our time, talents, and funds to work for justice and equity.  Examples of strong 
programs include, but are not limited to, our work with the Salem Interfaith 

Hospitality Network; sack lunches and Love Fund support for Salem’s homeless, 
unemployed, or otherwise needy residents; advocacy and meeting space support 

for our largely Latino immigrant community; Drink Water for Life and other 
activities aimed at third-world water crises; and Habitat for Humanity builds.  
Through partnerships with Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon and others, and 

through our Adult Education programs, we inform and challenge ourselves in 
support of peace and justice for all. 
 

Open and Affirming 
 

We are intentionally an Open and Affirming congregation; a rarity in the mid-
Willamette valley.  We celebrate and benefit from our diversity in this regard, as 
well as in race, age, ethnicity, economic class, marital status, and physical and 

mental abilities.   
 

Music 
 
You told us that you highly value our wonderful music program and you praised 

the work and talent of Michelle Pederson, Marcia Hauff, and Adam Robinson.  
Under Michelle’s direction, the choir delivers wonderful music in a variety of 
styles to support our spiritual experience.  Special music (guests, flute, guitar, 

violin, etc.), the Bell Choir, First Congo Combo and its intergenerational 
approach, and our string trio add to the experience and enrich our worship. 
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Friendly, Caring Community 
 

In addition to appreciating our open and non-judgmental theology, many of you 
praised our friendly and supporting atmosphere.  Examples included genuine 

inter- and intra-generational friendships; family-friendly services and programs; 
expressions of positive attitudes by the pastors, staff, and members; care for 
those homebound or in need of special support; and our love of FOOD!  Woman 

Spirit is well attended and many of you asked for other small group opportunities 
(see next section, “Looking Ahead”). 
 

Christian Education 
 

Our Christian Education programs received strong praise.  The Godly Play 
curriculum, and its strong support from Michelle, story tellers, and door-keepers, 
was particularly mentioned as a strength.  Our other curriculum, Jesus and His 

Kingdom of Equals, is also strong.  Still, finding teachers for Sunday morning 
programs continues to be challenging.  The youth programs were cited as 

effective, inclusive, and intellectually challenging.  A huge success was the youth 
mission in El Salvador.  Adult Education received favorable comments, along with 
requests for more opportunities. 

 
Women’s Fellowship 
 

We singled out Women’s Fellowship here, instead of including it in the Caring 
Community section above, because of its long history within our church 

community.  This strong program continues to provide both fellowship for its 
members and direct support to the congregation.  The Fellowship is the force 
behind our All-Church Bazaar and Art Show.  The proceeds from these activities 

fund numerous missions, both here and elsewhere.  Recent examples include the 
sound-proofing in Talkington Hall, funding for the annual Women’s Retreat and 
youth missions, and replacement of the dishwasher in the upstairs kitchen. 
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Looking Ahead 

 
In this section of our report, we captured your creative and forward-thinking 

ideas for the future.  Our intent was not to prepare a rigid task list or develop the 
details and budgets for each of the next five years, but to present a guidance 

document for the congregation as a whole, including the committees, staff, 
pastors, and council as they lead, sustain, and grow us into the future. 
 

You said to focus on what best matches our collective talents and what our 
human and financial resources can sustain, rather than becoming too thinly 

spread.  As such, we encourage the committees and leadership to work closely 
together as they develop programs, budgets, and detailed plans. 

 

The Context 
 

There were several key points made during the discussions that we should keep 
in mind when considering the following recommendations.  Broadly speaking, 
they had to do with the allocation of resources:  people, funds, and building. 

 
People 

 
As stated above, there is a concern that we might be spreading ourselves too 
thinly.  This is true when we consider our paid staff as well as our volunteers. 

Although we are blessed with a congregation of many willing volunteers, many of 
whom are experienced managers and leaders, there are time constraints and 

special skills required when working with volunteers and on volunteer 
committees. 
 

The Council or Personnel Committee should investigate volunteer leadership 
training opportunities and consider establishing various lay coordinator roles 
(volunteer or paid) in order to accomplish our goals and objectives and to reduce 

the demands on our pastors’ time. 
 

Funds 
 
Funds are never limitless and the current economic climate (and probably that of 

the near future) dictates that we set priorities and focus on what we do well.  A 
renewed initiative to retire our mortgage debt by 2015 will help but will take time.  
Funding for new programs or activities should be considered in light of other 

priorities, as part of our budget process. 
 

Building 
 
We have a beautiful, accessible, and fairly efficient building.  However, we should 

remain aware of our building’s limitations as well as its capabilities and plan 
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programs and activities accordingly.  Also, all groups and members should be 
conscious of our carbon footprint and energy costs as they use the facility’s 

lights, kitchen, etc.  The Peace and Justice Committee and the Board of Trustees 
are considering using resources from Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon to conduct 

an energy audit of our building, which could identify opportunities to further 
reduce our energy consumption. 
 

 

Recommendations 
 
We do not suggest that we implement all of the activities listed in the sections 
below.  The committees and boards should pursue only those that fit available 

resources and that can be sustained.  We did not include details of activities or 
specific timeframes within our five-year horizon since the implementing boards 
and committees are best suited to determine them.   

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Worship 
 
Vision:  To provide worship experiences that strengthen our relationship with 
God and our spiritual growth. 

 
Our worship services, our pastors and their sermons, and our music are 

considered some of our greatest strengths.  However, with the discontinuance of 
Worship II, there are concerns about limiting the variety of worship experiences.  
Also, there are strong sentiments about the importance of, and need for more, 

youth and lay involvement in worship. 
 
Recommendations: 

 Worship Variety 
o Continue offering Taizé and Quaker services. 

 

 

Act 

Worship 

Nurture 

Invite 

 

The recommendations listed below 
are arranged under the four 

missions of our church, as 
portrayed in the butterfly graphic.   
 

The butterfly, often used by the 
Church to symbolize that we are a 

Resurrection community, is 
depicted here with each of its four 
wings identified with one of our 

mission themes:  Worship, Invite, 
Nurture, Act. 
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o Continue to offer biblically-based sermons. 
o Include more liturgical arts (dance, drama). 

o Include more varieties of music.  Examples cited included: 
Á Gospel music 

Á Bell choir 
Á Children’s choir 
Á More “modern music” 

o Have a “feed-back” session after church in which we can discuss the 
sermon, service, and ways to live the ideas. 

 Worship Involvement 

o Provide more opportunities for lay liturgists. 
o Have more youth involvement.  One example offered was a youth-led 

worship every time there is a fifth Sunday. 
 

Responsibility:  Deacons, Pastors, Director of Choirs, Organist, Youth Group 
Leaders. 
 

Invite 
 

Vision:  To be an inviting community of faith that welcomes all, provides support 
to visitors, and nurtures new friends and members as they become part of our 
church community. 

 
Recommendation: 

 Update and expand the church’s website. 
o Include audio or printed copies of sermons. 

o Include more about activities and community involvement. 
o Use as a way to educate on Peace and Justice issues. 
o The Office Manager offered to work with the Welcoming Committee to 

update, improve, and maintain the church’s website (and a web-
savvy member of the church has offered to help).  
 

Responsibility:  Welcoming Committee, Office Manager. 
 

 

Nurture 

 
Youth Education 

 
Vision:  To be a formative, learning community that nurtures and models a 

theologically questioning atmosphere and a commitment to learn; and follows the 
values and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth. 
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The current curriculum of the youth education program (in particular the Godly 
Play curriculum) was lauded throughout the church.  Building on that 

foundational strength, we can continue to grow this vital ministry. 
 

Recommendations: 

 Create opportunities to link the youth to mission and peace and justice 

activities. 

 Investigate the Our Whole Lives (OWL) human sexuality program. 

 Visit local organizations—prisons, hospitals, hospice, nonprofit social 
services (Habitat, Foodbank, etc.). 

 Research smaller mission trips—more local than El Salvador for weekend or 
short-week learning opportunities. 

 
Responsibility:  Christian Education Committee, Director of Christian 
Education, Ad hoc committee including members of Mission and Outreach and 

Peace and Justice Committees to coordinate partnerships. 
 

Adult Education 
 

Vision:  To be a lifelong learning community that nurtures and models a 
theologically questioning atmosphere and a commitment to learn; and follows the 

values and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth. 
 

This is seen as an area with the greatest potential for growth.  Although our 

members are lifelong learners individually, the church does not provide extensive 
opportunities for spiritually-based learning.  There seems to be a real hunger for 

theological and faith discussions.  Possibly growth in this area could be linked to 
the establishment of small groups as discussed in the Church Community 
section. 

 
Recommendations: 

 Any adult learning opportunities face a number of issues: 

o Timing appropriately so that people with various work and family 
schedules can attend. 

o Child care for parents of small children—a possibility for youth group 
involvement? 

o Those who are in need of transportation. 
o Availability of “scholarships for those who cannot afford books and 

other materials. 

 Use members of the church as lay leaders of discussions. 

 Create a speakers or visiting scholar/expert program. 

 Offer a mix of topics. 

o Biblically based 
o Based on other faiths and spiritualities 
o Discussion of books that reflect on spiritual topics and ways to live. 

 Research mission/work trips locally and beyond. 
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Responsibility:  Christian Education Committee, Director of Christian 

Education, Ad hoc committee including members of Community Committee to 
coordinate with formation of small groups. 

 

Community Building 

 
Vision:  To provide a nurturing, spiritually-centered community in which 

everyone is respected, supported, and given the opportunity to connect with 
others. 

 

We pride ourselves as being an open, inclusive, and welcoming community.  This 
was a key reason given for members and visitors being drawn to and choosing to 

stay with our church.  This was also the area where members offered the most 
ideas for additional activities.  Although everyone is welcomed as an individual, 
there are many opportunities to form affinity groups to support and to connect 

with others. 
 

Recommendations: 

 To obviate the potential problem of creating too many groups within the 
congregation, thus creating scheduling conflicts, develop a survey to 

determine areas of interest that would be sufficiently strong to attract a 
reasonable number of people. 

 Create groups focused around activities.  Examples cited included: 
o Homecoming dinners/lunches with rotating attendees 

o Coffee klatches at coffee shops or in homes 
o Outdoor activities—hiking, biking, water sports 
o First Wednesday participation—art, culture, music) 

o Cultural activities 
o Winery tours 

o Service projects 
o Crafts  

 Create groups pertaining to one’s identity or life stage.  Examples cited 

included: 
o Men’s group 

o Additional women’s groups 
o LGBT group 
o Young couples 

o Younger singles 
o Seniors 

o Support in life changes 
Á Death 
Á Divorce/separation 

Á Chronic and/or life-threatening diseases 

 Create a stronger presence for students and young adults. 

o Create an active college outreach program. 
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o Create opportunities for those in their late teens and early twenties. 

 Provide carpooling to worship, church activities, and other life activities 

(grocery shopping, doctor’s visits, etc.). 

 Restart the Skills and Needs Matching Program. 

o Provide in-reach to members and friends of the church—another 
possibility for youth service?  

o Elderly/disabled moving, yard work, home repair and upkeep. 

 Research a mentoring program for younger members or those needing 

specific help—job search, referrals, etc. 
 

Responsibility:  Community Committee, possibly ad hoc committees, staff. 
 

 

Act 
 
Outreach 

 
Vision:  To provide programs and activities promoting justice and compassion for 

the “least of these.” 
 
This area is also seen as a real strength of the church.  It is also closely entwined 

with our Peace and Justice ministry.  In many respects, this is our “action arm” 
outside the church.  The danger of overextension is real since there are always 

more issues and good causes than there are people, time, and money available.  
We recommend that the responsible parties try to ensure that programs are 
sustainable, with sufficient resources and interest to make an impact. 

 
Recommendations: 

 Continue our active support of and participation in Habitat for Humanity 

and Salem Interfaith Hospitality Network. 

 Continue and expand our support of the Marion-Polk Food Bank. 

o Start or support gardens for fresh produce. 
o Research a “Salem Heifer” project of supporting animals to be given 

to those in need. 

 Continue the daily sack lunch program. 

o Investigate ways to hand out the lunches that limit the 
interruptions for the staff. 

 Research the development of partnerships to meet the needs of the 
homeless. 

o Safe permanent camps (Dignity Villages) 
o Emergency shelters during extreme weather conditions 

 Encourage youth to be involved in selected activities. 

 Create mission trips—local and international—for youth and adults, 

separately or together. 

 Continue our Pure Water Program. 
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 Become a Global Mission Church—similar to being an Open and 

Affirming Church and a Peace and Justice Church. 
 

Responsibility:  Mission and Outreach Committee, ad hoc committees as 

necessary. 
 

 

Advocacy 
 

Vision:  To promote peace, justice, and environmental integrity at the local, 

national, and global levels, through education and advocacy. 
 

While there are many opportunities for specific programs, most of the suggestions 

were for education and advocacy both in church and legislative environments.  
Many comments focused on efforts in support of the marginalized, the oppressed, 

and peace in the world.  A challenge is to prioritize so that we don’t become 
scattered and try to be all things to all people. 

 

Recommendations: 

 Create a more formal program that serves the emergency needs of the 

Latino community. 
o Develop an operational and funding plan for the Family Resource 

Center. 

 Educate and advocate (seminars, legislation, etc.) for selected issues, 

such as, but not limited to: 
o Water justice—worldwide 
o Climate change 

o Peace advocacy 
o Youth in the military 
o Immigration reform 

o HIV/AIDS 
o World hunger 

o Marriage equality 
o Educate on other issues that might occur and need to be 

addressed during the next five years. 

 
Responsibility:  Peace and Justice Committee, ad hoc committees as necessary. 
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Staffing 
 
In closing, we offer these thoughts on staffing for the future.  We believe this to be 

an area that will require creative planning and careful allocation of resources in 
the next few years.  This is driven by: 

 The recent departure of Don Frueh (half-time Associate Pastor) 

 The fact that Shelley Wagener is budgeted to work only 12-hours per 

week 

 The Senior Pastor’s intention to retire sometime within the next five 

years. 

 The labor-intensive nature of many of the recommendations contained in 

this report. 
 

Our church continues to grow and we should continue the model of a part-time  
Associate Pastor to assist the Senior Pastor in carrying out the professional duties 
of a vibrant church.  We recommend, however, that more responsibility be 

handed to lay leaders.  This would both strengthen ownership and commitment 
by members of the congregation and relieve some pressure on the ordained staff. 

 
It would be wise to invest in tuition for professional lay leadership training and/or 
purchase of materials for in-house training to build the expertise of our 

volunteers.  Many individuals said they would be glad to help but don’t believe 
they have all the skills necessary to successfully carry out program management 
activities. 

 
As suggested by the Peace and Justice Committee, we recommend that the 

Council consider a paid, part-time volunteer coordinator.  Such a person could 
oversee the recruitment and training of volunteers to help with projects such as 
assembling sack lunches, staffing the Family Resource Center, SIHN, and off-site 

mission trips.  Other duties could include tracking the inventory of sack lunch 
items and assisting the Office Manager with logistics for meetings and events.  

Such a position could be from 8 to 12 hours per week.  Having a person dedicated 
to this, with pay, would provide continuity and sustainability.   
 

We recommend that the currently vacant Custodian position be changed to less 
than full-time.  The resulting cost savings could help fund the volunteer 
coordinator position mentioned above. 

 
Finally, the Council should carefully monitor the implementation of 

recommendations in this report and their impact on resources, as input to the 
position description for, and desired attributes of, a Senior Pastor when a Call 
becomes necessary due to Pastor Gail’s eventual retirement.   

 


