Listening Circle Highlights — September 10, 2023

From June to August 2023, the Discernment Team facilitated 17 Listening Circles with more than 120 members of the
First Presbyterian Church of Pottstown (FPC). To ensure that members had several participation options, Circles were
held at the Church and in members’ homes. One Circle was held during the monthly Men’s Breakfast and one specifically
for the youth was held at the end of summer.

Congregants had the opportunity to sign up for a Circle through physical sign-up sheets and Sign-Up Genius. One in-
person Circle and proposed virtual Circle (Zoom) were canceled due to a low RSVP rate. Individuals were encouraged to
sign up for another circle or, in the case of the virtual offering, asked to submit their reflections in writing. We received 2
written responses, following this cancellation.

During the Circles, participants were asked to reflect on and respond to the following five questions:
1. What brought you to First Presbyterian Church of Pottstown? What makes you stay?

When is First Presbyterian Church at its best?

What is the path you believe God is inviting us to follow?

What is precious and essential to carry forward?

What are the challenges facing the Church (Universal and FPC)?
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As individuals shared their thoughts, a member of the Discernment Team transcribed them onto a sheet, in front of the
group. Responses were then put into a master spreadsheet. The only identifiers attached to individual statements are:
the Circle date, the Circle Location, and the question number.

These questions generated 848 individual statements, reflecting the opinions, hopes, and concerns of all participants.
Participants were also encouraged to add support to a thought or opinion expressed by another member of their circle.
Those agreements were also captured by the Discernment Team and number in the hundreds.
As an example, if a participant shared “I come to FPC because | was born into the church”, that is identified as one
individual statement. If three (3) people in the circle said “I agree with that”, the facilitator noted the number of
agreements and that statement is counted as representing four (4) viewpoints.

Once all responses were transcribed, the Discernment Team identified the major themes within each question and
attached at least one theme to each comment. From there, the Team began to identify the largest areas of interest
within the responses and, as necessary, added in sub-themes to reflect the concern of the comment.

The main themes utilized in this report are:

Community — activities relating to the Pottstown area (outside the Church)
Fellowship — activities among members; activities within the Church
Worship — pertaining to the Worship service

Mission — Outreach activities, in our community and beyond

Faith Formation — spiritual formation

Care — support from Deacons, Parish Nurse, Pastoral Care, specific ministries
Belief — pertaining to denominational, church, and/or individual faith/belief
Facilities — the Church’s physical space and its usage

Christian Identity — the Church’s relation to other Churches/traditions/faiths; the relationship with and impact
of the wider culture
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Comments that speak to multiple areas or concerns were also assigned a sub-theme which include the list above, in
addition to the below:
1. Children & Youth - related to the experience or needs of the children & youth
2. Church Shopping — related to the process/experience of finding a church as a prospective member
3. Inclusion —related to the importance and role of inclusive ideas, practices, and policies
4. Leadership - related to the importance and value of leadership from individuals, groups, Pastors, or lay
volunteers



5. Membership - related to the experience of new members, concerns around membership numbers, and visibility
of groups within the body

Music - related to the music ministry of the Church

Relationships — related to the importance of interpersonal relationships within the Church

Technology — related to the use of technology and its impact on the Church

Families — related to the experience, presence, and impact of families within the Church

10 Intergenerational — related to the experience, presence, and impact of a multi-generational church
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With each comment assigned a theme, the Team was able to identify clear trends within each of the five questions. This
report contains a brief summary of each of those questions and the results identified by the Team.

What brought you to First Presbyterian of Pottstown?
What makes you stay?

Of the 175 different responses to this question, there were a few themes that emerged. Although a few have been
lifelong members of a Presbyterian church, and some were brought here by a spouse or family member, many recalled
that they came to us after “church shopping”: trying various churches until they found a home. Others had been
personally invited by friends and still more made the connection to us through the HENS nursery school or through
joining our mission-related activities. They felt welcome here, at home with our form of worship and beliefs, and
recognized this as a community in which their children would be nurtured in the faith. Once here, our fellowship and
faith formation activities were prominent among their reasons to stay. They found affinity groups and formed
relationships. Involvement in Bible studies, youth groups, and opportunities for service in our local community and
through adult mission trips and youth work camps are key tenets of what keeps our members at FPC Pottstown.

When is First Presbyterian Church of Pottstown at its best?

In a nutshell “First Presbyterian Church is at its best when you are at your worst”. Respondents felt uplifted by the
prayers and intentions of the congregation at times when they needed support. Others felt that the congregation
responded well during times of uncertainty, notably during the pandemic. Clearly, relationships forged among members
and friends are important as the Holy Spirit works through our worshiping community. Many indicated that First
Presbyterian Church’s strengths lie in the bonds formed among congregants through various mission partners, and the
community. Congregants long for and appreciate involvement, and participation in the life and outreach of the
church. We see the Holy Spirit as we enjoy working together, worshiping together, and learning together, including
through this discernment process. Insights related to the wider community and mission work stressed the importance of
maintaining and increasing the Church’s presence in those spaces and our desire to serve through outreach programs.

What is the path you believe God is inviting us to follow?

Three strong themes emerged: growing the congregation in all generations but especially young families; involving
children and youth; and increasing diversity. Because we have enjoyed such stability as a church, participants were
eager to balance potential changes with a respect and consideration for beloved traditions and style. Adaptability was a
term frequently employed as we seek to focus on the “why” while being flexible and innovative in the “how”. Common
ideas included adjustments to worship (involving youth, incorporating a variety of music styles, offering different
worship times), increased digital offerings, and continued or even increased collaborations with other local churches.
Participants brainstormed a range of specific programming options that may fulfill these goals and we are excited to see
which of these ideas come to fruition. There was also a significant focus on continuing and expanding our collaborations
with other local churches and organizations to serve the Pottstown community both by sharing our building and grounds
as well as going out into the community to do the work we are called to do.



What is precious and essential to carry forward?

Our worship life is fundamental. While we are comfortable with the traditional structure of our services and music, we
are open to incorporating a variety of formats. The music offered in our services adds to the richness of our worship
experience. The special worship services that occur throughout the year, including those held outdoors, are of great
importance to many. Our personal interactions and fellowship activities are vital to this congregation. We are a church
family who care deeply for one another across all age groups and we value the pastoral care that we receive. FPC
Pottstown seems unique in that we are people with varying life experiences and points of view who can work together
toward a common goal. Our mission work and opportunities for service, in our community and beyond, are an essential
part of who we are. The work that we do provides us with authentic opportunities to be the hands of Christ. Attendees
were emphatic that we must continue our adult mission trips and our youth work camps, and continue to reach out to
the community, through Community Meals, our partnership with Barth Elementary, and our support of other local
missions. The spiritual formation of all our members is what feeds us as a congregation of faith. These opportunities go
beyond Sunday mornings for us, as we join in Lectio and Women’s Bible Study groups, Music and Rec, and Seekers events.
Young people are the future of our church, and it is critical that we continue to provide opportunities for them to serve
and grow in faith.

What are the challenges facing the Church?

In our church, as in many others, we are challenged by a drop in attendance and the uncertainty caused as we prepare
to search for a new pastor. Participants wondered how we can make our church relevant in the face of so many competing
obligations; how do we share our beliefs and invite people into this authentic community? It is evident that congregants
value our multi-generational community but acknowledged that creating a space where all generations feel they can
meaningfully participate is a challenge. Members also expressed the desire to deepen our connection with the Pottstown
community and create a welcoming and inclusive space. When considering the challenges facing the church universal,
many circles identified the impact of our increasingly politicized society on our relationships with one another and with
the Church. There is a strong desire to have the church be a place where people feel called to serve God together,
regardless of personal politics.

Conclusion

As this first step in the Discernment process ends, the Discernment Team would like to express their gratitude for the
sincere participation of the congregation. As the facilitators, we were moved by the ways in which the Spirit was evident
in our conversations. We are encouraged by your desire to be active and informed during this time of transition. You
spoke your joys with confidence, reminisced with laughter, and shared your fears with courage. This report, and all
those to come, is our attempt to honor your invaluable insight. And so we offer this to you, to the Church, and to God as
we take our next step forward, together.

Respectfully Submitted by the Discernment Team, September 2023

Brad Chandler Sue Moyer Sharon Sgriccia
Bill Dupree Sarah Pinard Emilio Socci
Mike Ferreri Liz Remelius Michele Wheatly
Liz Genther Ray Rose

Table Talk: Sharing Our Stories of God —lunch and conversation involving all
ages on Sept 24. Share your favorite bible stories with others, and listen for
what story expresses God’s leading of our church right now, as we take the
next step in the Discernment process.




