
Hope Continued… 
 
When the pastor retired, they brought in a part time retired pastor to conduct worship and work in the office one 
day a week.  Contracting with a retired pastor was a stopgap, a bandage.  The real problem, the decline of the 
congregation over many years had to be confronted and dealt with in a Gospel manner of love, patience and 
grace.  One of the things the congregation and leaders had to do was decide what their future would look like. 
They had a choice to either get outside themselves and thrive, or stay the course they were on and die.   
 
"We want to grow, but we like our church the way it is." 
  
Out of fear of closing, and desperation, the leaders and congregation members came together and invited me 
to come in and work with them as a missional coach to help develop their own particular mission plan. Many in 
the congregation were understandably fearful of stepping out into the community, it’s hard to step out of our 
comfort zones and do things we haven’t done in a long time, or never done at all.  It’s usual for a congregation 
to have anxiety and fear about stepping out, but as they follow their Lord, they discover that Jesus is Lord of 
even their fear and anxiety. In the climate of fear and anxiety I received a letter from an anxious congregation 
member that said, "We want to grow, but we like our church the way it is." In other words, we want to grow but 
we are afraid that growth will change our congregation and we like it the way it is.  This is a valid concern, so I 
showed them simple, easy ways to begin to engage their community with the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Ways of 
connecting with the community that were high in grace and low in risk.  I walked alongside them and showed 
them easy ways of building bridges that didn't require a change in the things they liked, things like their worship 
style, but did require a change in their hearts.   
 
High Grace, Low Risk 
 
Slowly, surely they began to step out of their comfort zones and followed Jesus out of the church building and 
into the community.  They discovered that every time they stepped outside their church building and into the 
community, God would show up and people would be reached for Christ and invited into the life of the 
congregation.  Over time, each and every touch the congregation made in the community began to bear 
fruit.  People began to visit on Sundays.  Families, children and young people began to become part of the 
congregation’s life.  Where once there was a dying congregation full of fear and trepidation, there was 
emerging a resurrected congregation of Lutherans following Jesus outside the walls of their church building 
and into the community where Jesus was reaching people through them.  Touching people in Jesus name is 
full of grace, and very low on risk.  Being high grace and low risk, stepping out can be easy, fun and it works! 
  
It wasn't easy, but it was worth it!!! 
 
Today, 5 years after their first timid steps out into the community, things have changed for the better.  The 
people of God rediscovered who they are in Christ, the congregation’s health and vitality is restored, they 
called a new missionally minded pastor who has continued to lead them in building bridges to their community, 
and they have grown from a low of 15 people in worship to an average of 65 today; and they are still 
growing.  This once dying congregation now anticipates that at their current rate of reaching new people they 
will grow to 100 adults by Easter!  It wasn't easy, but it was worth it!!! 
  
 Jesus is the God of Resurrection and Restoration!  
 
Whether you are leading a declining, dying congregation, or one that is currently healthy, God wants to use 
you to reach people and bring them to faith, baptism and discipleship.  You don't have to change your style of 
worship, or try to become something you are not to reach people and grow.  
  
Each congregation is different, there is no silver bullet or magic program that will transform you and your 
congregation.  There is, however, our Lord Jesus Christ who gives us the Holy Spirit and sends us out into the 
community strengthened with his Word and sacraments.  Jesus is more than all we need, and he gives us his 
good gifts, his means, to accomplish the mission of his church to seek and save what was lost. If you or your 
congregation need ideas, support or encouragement in building bridges in your particular community, I'd be 
happy to help.  Give me a call @ 985-796-7175 or email: e.johnson@southernlcms.org 


