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Executive Summary

The Discernment Team was formed at the request of the Session of First Presbyterian
Church of Pottstown in April 2023. This committee was asked to facilitate the discernment process
with and about the congregation, in preparation for a future pastoral search. This report contains
the results of the committee’s work, drawn from research and congregational input.

Founded in 1848, First Presbyterian Church (FPC) is a suburban, mid-sized church
located in Pottstown, PA. Throughout its 175-year history, FPC has had three locations within
the Pottstown borough and moved to its current location in 1963. In 2022, FPC entered into the
transition process after 27 years of established ministry with Rev. Carter Lester and Rev. Karen
Pidcock-Lester. The church was a beneficiary of this long-term ministry relationship, as
membership and worship attendance remained strong over the intervening two decades.

FPC describes itself as “four generations of Christians seeking together to grow deeper
in Christ to reach farther in love” (FPC Pottstown). The majority of worship participants are over
60, but the church has a healthy number of congregants under 59 participating in the life of the
church. While the church is physically located in Pottstown, First Presbyterian Church serves a
population across four (4) area school districts. While the church resembles the demographics
of the wider region it serves, the diversity of Pottstown is not reflected within the congregation.
This recognition presents FPC with the opportunity to engage with the immediate community
through programming and outreach.

The church is financially stable and is able to support many missions and organizations
in the Pottstown area and across the world. Congregants support these missions through their
monetary giving and contributions of time and talent. This fiscal responsibility has also allowed
FPC to thoughtfully and intentionally maintain the building and grounds. Great care was given
to creating a warm and welcoming aesthetic, in and outside the building.

Worship at FPC follows the liturgical year and revised common lectionary. Music is a key
element of the church’s worship experience, with instrumental and vocal musicians of all ages
featured throughout the year. Special services (Ash Wednesday; Maundy Thursday; Easter; The
Longest Night; Christmas) are of particular importance to the congregation and often see a
higher worship attendance (in-person and online).

The COVID-19 pandemic presented FPC with a slate of challenges but also showcased an
opportunity for growth, particularly with online offerings and digital engagement. The church
continues to offer virtual participation during worship and has incorporated other digital
elements into regular practice, including a weekly newsletter.

Through the Discernment Process, the congregation had the opportunity to share their
thoughts about the journey FPC is on and where they believe God is calling the church in the
future. From these conversations, the Discernment Team has identified that FPC puts a high
value on relationships with one another and their experience in worship. The congregation
wants to increase engagement with the local community and has a desire to grow membership,
particularly among young families/children and youth.

The following report provides additional details and reflection on the topics covered in
brief, above.



https://fpcpottstown.org/welcome/who-we-are/#:~:text=We%20are%20four%20generations%20of,to%20reach%20farther%20in%20love.&text=Four%20generations%20of%20Christians%3A%20We,%2C%20living%2C%20and%20serving%20together.

History of First Presbyterian Church of Pottstown

Presbyterianism has deep roots in Pennsylvania. Philadelphia was home to the first
Synod (1709), inaugural General Assembly (1789), and first black Presbyterian congregation
(First African Presbyterian; 1807). Through two Great Awakenings and the Revolutionary War,
the denomination grew alongside the fledgling United States. By 1848, Presbyterians found a
home in Pottstown, a small iron-works town in Montgomery County (PA). Mary Ann and Jacob
Yost, with eight other charter members, founded the First Presbyterian Church of Pottstown
(FPC) on May 9, 1848.

In 1853, the young congregation dedicated its first sanctuary at the corner of High and
Evans in downtown Pottstown. Thirty years later, in 1887, the congregation, benefiting from the
population expansion in Pottstown, was robust enough to warrant a larger building, dedicated
in 1889.

A century after erecting their first church, FPC relocated to its current Evans Street
location in 1963. Three years later, the church opened a weekday nursery school — HENS — that
continues to offer educational opportunities for children of church members and the
community.

FPC reached its peak membership in the 1970s, before navigating a decline in
membership that paralleled the ongoing industrial decline in the Pottstown borough, with the
loss of Bethlehem Steel and Firestone Tire manufacturing plants. Despite this decline, the
church maintained an active presence in the community. In 1971, FPC was instrumental in the
formation of Pottstown Interfaith Emergency Services, today known as the Pottstown Cluster of
Religious Communities, which provides basic needs assistance, spiritual guidance, and self-
sufficiency programs to improve the socio-economic stability of Pottstown residents (Pottstown
Cluster). In 1982, volunteers began to serve a free meal through Trinity Reformed Church; these
“Community Meals” continue today and are now permanently housed at FPC, with ‘hosts’
drawn from other religious organizations in the Pottstown community.

In the late 1980s, membership and programming had recovered from the decline of the
previous decade. Recognizing the growing need for additional space, the congregation
committed to a capital campaign to fund an addition. The new education wing was dedicated in
1993 and completed the present-day building FPC continues to call home.


https://www.pottstowncluster.org/missionvisionvalues/
https://www.pottstowncluster.org/missionvisionvalues/

Pastoral History

From its founding in 1848, FPC Pottstown has been well served by its pastors.

Rev. William R. Work 1848 — 1856
Rev. Robert Cruikshank 1857 — 1860
Rev. William B. Stewart 1860 — 1864
Rev. John C. Thompson 1864 — 1873
Rev. Henry F. Lee 1873 - 1880
Rev. Halsey B. Stevenson 1881 — 1887
Rev. Henry M. Dyckman 1888 — 1906
Rev. W. J. Wilkinson 1907 - 1910
Rev. Melville B. Gurley 1911-1914
Rev. Arthur H. Simpson 1915-1939
Rev. A. Burtis Hallock, Jr. 1940 - 1956
Rev. William A. Guenther 1956 — 1966
Rev. Richard B. Martin 1966 — 1978
Rev. Simmons Gardner (Asst. Pastor) 1975 -1979
Rev. Carl D. Rosenblum 1980 — 1983
Rev. Dana F. Lindsley 1984 — 1992
Rev. Karen Pidcock-Lester 1994 - 2022
Rev. W. Carter Lester, Jr. 1994 - 2022

Current Staffing

Rev. Roberta Kearney currently serves as FPC’s Transitional Pastor (as of December 2022).

In 2023, FPC employed 8 staff members to support the operations and mission of the

church. These positions include:

Transitional Pastor
Administrative Assistant

Director for Children, Youth, and
Family Ministry

Parish Nurse

Music Director

Director of Children’s Music
Organist

Sexton



Number of Members

Congregational Statistical Data & Interpretation

First Presbyterian Church, Pottstown
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The graph above represents the last 20 years of membership and worship attendance at
FPC. We included the worship attendance for the year (1993) as a reference point. This was the
year before the previous pastors were called. During their initial years, worship attendance
increased. After a slight decline, it held steady until 2014 when FPC began to feel the effects of
worship attendance decline that many churches have seen nationally. Baptisms are included for
information only.

With the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic, FPC saw a forced decline in worship
attendance due to stay at home orders. It increased once full in-person worship returned in
2021 and has leveled off in the last few years.

In the fall of 2023, the church conducted a deep review of the membership rolls and
reached out to inactive members. This led to the removal of those who had been inactive for an
extended period of time. The 2023 numbers reflect that effort.
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This chart represents the breakdown of length of individual membership based on the
review conducted in November 2023. More than half of the congregation have been members 20
years or less. It should be noted that many of the members who are in the 1 — 10 year range are
confirmands.

2023 Participant Age Demographics

Under 18

80
y 8%

13%

30-39
8%
70-79
19%

40 - 49
9%

13%

60 - 69
23%

As part of the review process, members were offered the opportunity to update
information for their entire household. Therefore, the church received information across all
ages, including those who are not yet members (children below Confirmation age). This graph
reflects data from this outreach effort. While the majority of participants are over 60, FPC has a
healthy number of worshippers aged 59 and under.



Ministry Participation

FPC has fifteen (15) committees that meet regularly to support the work of the church.
60% of the committee members are women and 40% are men. This is also reflected in
the Elders and Deacons, as the Nominating Committee makes an effort to balance
nominees along gender and age lines.

Regional Demographics and Associated Forecasting

Church members reside primarily within four (4) main zip codes: Pottstown/Pottsgrove
(19464); South Pottstown/French Creek (19465); Gilbertsville/New Hanover (19525); and
Boyertown (19512). These represent four (4) school districts: Pottstown (19464); Pottsgrove
(19464); Owen J. Roberts (19465); and Boyertown (19512 and 19525). These zip codes contain
approximately 80% of the congregation. In general, these areas have a relatively equal gender
split between men and women. The majority of the population falls between 18 and 64 years
old. All areas have about 25% percent of their population under the age of 18, indicating a high
number of families with children. Looking at the 10 Year School Enrollment numbers, while
Pottsgrove and Boyertown saw a dip (about 6% each), the other two districts saw a slight rise in
numbers.

Pottstown & Pottsgrove (19464)

The largest concentration of FPC members can be found in the 19464 zip code, which
comprises Pottstown School District (Pottstown Borough) and Pottsgrove School District
(Lower, Upper, and West Pottsgrove Townships). While they share a zip code, they are
two unique communities. Pottstown is a diverse urban area, within a 5 square mile
radius. Like many other Pennsylvania industrial towns, Pottstown experienced a decline
in the 1970s; however, the past decade has seen a slow revitalization of the town.
Pottsgrove, on the other hand, is a more suburban area.

In Pottstown, the top five industries are Elementary & Secondary Schools; Food
Services; Construction; Pharmaceutical; and General Medical. Whereas, in Pottsgrove,
they are Health Care; Retail Trade Manufacturing; Transportation & Warehousing; and
Scientific & Technical Services.

Owen J. Roberts (19465)

The Owen J. Roberts School District (OJR) has transitioned from a very rural area to more
suburban, as sprawl from Philadelphia has grown along the Route 422 corridor. While OJR
has seen an increase in development, the area still includes a wide range of open space.
The growth is evident in the rising population: the district has grown almost 5% over the
past decade to 23,000 people. The top five industries are Management Operations; Sales
& Related; Office & Administrative; Business & Financial; and Education Instruction.

Boyertown (19525 & 19512)

The remaining two zip codes, 19525 and 19512, make up Boyertown Area School
District. 19512 encompasses the town of Boyertown, along with the large rural area that
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surrounds the borough to the north, west, and south. 19525 is the Gilbertsville and New
Hanover townships, which lie east of Boyertown. The Gilbertsville area has seen
increased development over the past decade. In both areas, the top four industries are
Manufacturing; Health Care; Retail Trade; and Accommodation & Food Service.
Boyertown has a higher percentage of Construction industry while Gilbertsville has
more industry in Finance and Insurance.

While the church resembles the demographics of the wider region it serves, the diversity of
Pottstown is not reflected within the congregation. The charts below illustrate the differences
between the four (4) districts regarding Race and Income & Poverty Levels.

Race in Area School Districts

B white [l Black or African American [ Hispanic [l Asian [l Two or More Races
1.00

0.75
0.50
0.25
0.00

Pottstown Pottsgrove Owen J Roherts Boyertown

Income & Poverty Levels by School District
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In reflecting on this data, the congregation sees an opportunity to engage with and expand their
understanding of the Pottstown community.

Finances

FPC has recently refreshed its budget process, to increase transparency and
understanding of the church finances. Within this new structure, all committees and missions
have an allocated budget line. Additionally, the church finances are overseen by Session and
reviewed by the Audit Committee.

2023 Budget

Included below is a breakdown of the church’s 2023 expenses, representing
Personnel, Facilities and Capital Improvements, Administration, Mission, Programs, as
well as the allocation for PCUSA’s per capita expense.

2023 Expenses Budget

3%

48%

22%

7%

m Personnel Administration = Programs = Facilities = PCUSA Per Capita = Mission

2023 Income

Income for FPC Pottstown comes from three main sources: Giving & Programs,
Income from Endowment, and Porter Broward. Congregational giving represents the
majority of the church’s income (56%).

The Porter Broward and Endowment funds are two relatively new streams of
income for FPC: the Endowment fund was created in 2009 and receipt from Porter
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Broward began in 2014. While both funds support a portion of the general budget, they
are primarily utilized to support the missions of the church.

As congregational giving remained consistent following the creation of these
funds, FPC continues its intentional stewardship of the Porter Broward and Endowment
funds to support mission efforts and church programming.

2023 Income

56%

m Giving & Programs = Income from Endowment
= Porter Broward

Facilities & Facility Usage

FPC Pottstown takes pride in its thoughtfully maintained facilities and grounds. An active
Administration Committee oversees regular maintenance and large projects throughout the
building. The congregation values the attention and care given to the church property.

The church comprises a sanctuary with a capacity of 320; a Fellowship Hall with
attached kitchen, stage, and choir rehearsal space; a Christian education wing with a nursery
and 6 classrooms; a library; several gathering spaces; and staff offices. The building is handicap
accessible, including an elevator and lift.

FPC Pottstown also takes great care in utilizing and maintaining the church property. In
2017 an outdoor prayer labyrinth was installed. The Peace Garden is a tranquil area adjoining
the church and prayer labyrinth, where church members have chosen to inter the ashes of their
loved ones. Both the labyrinth and Peace Garden are open to community members.

There is ample parking available in three, well-lit, paved lots. The church building sits on
a large plot of land, which also houses a fenced-in playground with equipment updated in 2019.
The grounds are well maintained and include several pollinator-friendly gardens and a member-
tended vegetable garden.
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Building Use

The classrooms are utilized by Sunday School and by HENS Nursery school, during
the week. The well-appointed meeting rooms are used for adult Sunday School offerings,
committee meetings, and other gatherings. The church library contains books and other
media resources for all ages, which are regularly updated by volunteers.

Throughout the week, the church is home to several outside organizations.
Community Meals hosts their weekly dinners in the Fellowship Hall. Girl and Boy Scout
Troops utilize the church for weekly meetings and events.

In December 2023, FPC will partner with a local organization, Beacon of Hope, to
host 30 unhoused community members. The congregation recognizes the church
building can be a valuable community resource and is investigating additional ways our
physical space can be a resource to the Pottstown community.

Worship, Music, and Special Services

Worship is a vital component to life at FPC. The congregation values this weekly time
together, as they praise God through music, prayer, and reflection on the Word. The Sunday
morning worship service is lectionary based and follows the liturgical year. This structure is
important to members of the congregation, across generations. Worshippers at FPC value
substantive sermons that encourage listeners to actively reflect on their personal faith and
experience of God, as well as being God’s people in and for the world. Christian Education
opportunities for all ages are held prior to the worship service, so that all can participate in the
weekly worship.

Music is an integral part of the Sunday morning worship service. The congregation
participates in music primarily through hymn singing, drawing from the Glory to God
Presbyterian (U.S.A) hymnal which was updated in 2013. The church also occasionally uses the
Sing the Faith hymn supplement (2003). Worship is further enhanced through the ministry of
the choirs. Music is carefully selected by the choir director, in consultation with the pastor, to
enrich the weekly message.

Musical Ensembles

The Chancel Choir is composed of approximately twenty (20) adults who are
committed to musical excellence while praising God through song. FPC also offers
musical opportunities for our younger members. The Cherub Choir, ages 2 through first
grade, rehearses for the last fifteen minutes of Sunday School and sings once a month in
the worship service. The Celtic Singers, children in second through fifth grade, have,
until recently, met weekly at Music and Rec, a time for fellowship and choir practice.
The Celtic Singers also sing once a month in the worship service. Together the children’s
choirs, along with youth volunteers, present the annual Christmas Pageant.

In addition to the vocal ensembles, FPC is blessed to have many talented
instrumentalists. The Chancel Handbell Choir has approximately twelve (12) members
playing five octaves of handbells. They rehearse weekly and provide the prelude once a
month. Church members are skilled in a variety of instruments and often lend their
talents to accompany the music of the choir or as its own special offering. A brass

12



quintet brings extra joy and exuberance to the Easter Sunday celebration, while a string
guartet helps celebrate the joy of Christ’s birth at the Christmas Eve service.

Beyond the regular Sunday worship, Ash Wednesday, Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, Easter
Sunrise, and Services for Wholeness are among the special services held throughout the year.
Other high points in the liturgical year include Reformation Sunday (complete with bagpipes),
All Saints, and Pentecost. Special services more specific to FPC which are beloved by the
congregation include Workcamp Sunday, Confirmation Sunday, and baptisms. During the
summer season, the church occasionally offers vesper services in the Peace Garden, as well as a
Blessing of the Animals.

Spiritual Formation

FPC provides both educational and outreach opportunities for all members of our
congregation to grow in their journey of faith. Sunday School and Bible study programs are
available for all ages. Throughout the year, special programming is offered on diverse topics
that speak to concerns or interests of the congregation.

This journey of faith begins with several offerings for the youngest members of our
congregation. Weekly Sunday School, known as Faith and Friendship, is offered for children
from 2 years old through 12 grade. Total average attendance is twenty (20) children.

Young children participate in the opening portion of worship. Following the Time with
Children message, they join their teacher for Young Children & Worship. This program provides
worship enrichment through Bible stories for children 4 years old through 2nd grade. Total
average attendance is five (5) children.

FPC has two youth groups for students in 6th through 12th grade: Jr. and Sr. High
Seekers. They meet several times a month for fun, fellowship, and discussions of faith. Both
groups participate in summer service weeks. Jr. High Seekers volunteer locally during “Mission
Mornings” while Sr. High Seekers travel regionally for their Work Camp mission project.
Thirteen (13) middle school students (grades 6 — 8) participate in Jr. Seekers, while four (4) high
school students (grades 9 — 12) attend Sr. Seekers.

Confirmation, for youth ages 12 — 15, is offered every other year. The 2023
Confirmation class began meeting in the Fall and includes eleven (11) students. FPC has several
beloved traditions around the confirmation process.

Adults continue their journey of faith through a variety of programming options. Sisters
of the Way Bible Study, a women’s group, meets on Thursday mornings. This active group of
thirty (30) or more women, guided by the serving pastor, meets to learn, pray, and reflect on
the Word. The Men’s Bible Study is a smaller group (averaging four (4) participants) that meets
on Sunday mornings. The monthly Men’s Breakfast provides an opportunity for fellowship and
prayer for the men of the congregation. Between six (6) and ten (10) men participate in this
gathering each month. Lectio Divina, a contemplative group of six (6) to ten (10), meets twice
monthly, in the evenings. The Forum class features a rotating slate of topics, including Bible
study, current events and their impact on faith, and presentations from outside organizations.
This well-attended group (averaging twenty (20) participants) meets weekly, during Sunday
School.

13



Online Offerings

Recognizing that we live in an online world, FPC’s new website was launched in October
2019, after a year of redesign work. The website is a hub of church information, including
service times, links to live streaming, and contact information. Additional information about the
life of the church can be found on the site. Upcoming events are displayed prominently on the
homepage. Church members can sign up for events and access the church directory. FPC utilizes
Constant Contact for regular church communication, including the weekly church newsletter,
The Celtic Cross.

The COVID-19 pandemic forced FPC to reexamine its digital offerings and find ways for
people to gather in a virtual space. By the second week of the stay-at-home orders, a plan had
been implemented to film a service on Saturdays, airing on YouTube during the regular Sunday
worship time. A dedicated team of ten (10) people worked faithfully to pre-record services so
the church could still gather together in worship. As it became clear the pandemic would last
for some time, equipment was purchased to live-stream the service. The music ministry also
embraced different technologies providing a virtual hymn sing and bell choir performances for
the congregation to enjoy.

Social Media

Post-pandemic, Sunday morning worship continues to be live-streamed on YouTube and
Facebook. FPC’s YouTube page has 320 subscribers and averages 45 views on Sunday
mornings. Special worship services, such as those featuring Mission Trip participants or
holidays, regularly receive 150-200 views.

FPC has active Facebook and Instagram pages with 520 and 130 followers, respectively.
There is also a separate Facebook page for the youth group. These pages are primarily
used as a place to share announcements of upcoming events. The use and engagement
of online social media platforms is an area in which FPC is looking to expand.

While FPC recognizes the many benefits of meeting in-person, the COVID-19 pandemic made
clear the greater accessibility of online meetings for many church members. Some groups, such
as Lectio Divina, continue to meet regularly via Zoom. Committee meetings also have the
option to meet either in person or via Zoom depending on the circumstances. In the future, FPC
is looking to have a balanced mix of online and in-person offerings so that all may engage.

Mission

FPC Pottstown has a strong commitment to Mission. This is exemplified by both
monetary commitment and the participation of members in hands-on mission activities. The
focus of the Mission Committee is the welfare of children and families. The mission budget is
divided into three categories: local, regional, and international. The Mission Committee chooses
service partners with whom the Church has personal connections.

14


https://fpcpottstown.org/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCqU-_Wx9CBQnwUG8FBQDALQ?view_as=subscriber
https://www.facebook.com/fpcpottstown
https://www.instagram.com/fpcpottstown/

Local Mission Partners

Barth Elementary School Programs, tutors offer remedial, after-school help to
students. Other initiatives include funding field trips and sponsoring the annual
Barth Peacemaker Award, given to students who most exemplify a peacemaker.
Community Meals, addresses local food insecurity through a weekly meal. FPC
volunteers provide one meal a month while other area churches use the facility
to serve meals on the remaining weeks.

Mission Mornings, held for a week each summer, provide our Jr. Seekers with
service activities and opportunities to learn about local community outreach
programs.

The Mission Basket, food, toy, and clothing donations for local outreach
programs throughout the year.

Mission First, Christ Episcopal Church, Cluster, Beacon of Hope and the
Salvation Army Shelter, local outreach programs that receive financial and
volunteer support.

Operation 143, works to help homeless and food insecure students by providing
backpacks of food each weekend.

FPC also gives to a variety of local organizations who address needs in the community.
These include the Montgomery County Women’s Center, YWCA, Happy to be Home,
and Valley House.

Regional Mission Partners

Adult Mission trips, beginning with 2006 Katrina relief, have traveled to
participate in relief efforts in areas affected by natural disasters. In 2023, twenty-
three (23) people traveled to Dawson Springs, Kentucky to refurbish homes
damaged by tornadoes.

Presbyterian Disaster Assistance, the emergency and refugee program of the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

Preshyterian Mission Agency provides aid to many areas, both regional and
international.

Chester Eastside, Urban Promise and Hand to Paw, urban outreach programs
focused on children and young adults.

Senior Seekers, participate in a work camp for a week each summer. They work
to build new or repair existing housing or create accessible improvements for
those in need.

International Mission Partners

SNEHA, a school in India whose director, Reeta Rao, has visited the church to
provide updates over the years.

Co-Laborers International was added to the list of recipients after a congregant
spent a summer teaching with the program in Zambia.

15



e Reach Out Nepal, a group that supports churches and free learning centers for
low caste children and advocacy for women in remote villages.

e Living Waters for the World, a partnership that provides health and hygiene
education and installs water purification systems. Since 2010, we have traveled
to Honduras on numerous occasions and have installed eight systems. The
number of members participating in these trips varied from three (3) to
seventeen (17).

COVID-19 presented a challenge for FPC’s partnership with Living Waters for the
World. As the group was prevented from traveling during that time, the
equipment was shipped to Hondurans Helping Honduras, who assisted with the
installation and education on the ground. FPC members remained connected
with the Honduran team through WhatsApp and Zoom.

e Days for Girls, an organization which makes and provides reusable menstrual
products for girls who might otherwise miss days of school because of their
periods.

In some cases, the church has relied on other denominations who have established
relationships in areas it feels called to support. An example of this is Lutheran World
Relief, which provides aid to Syrian and Ukrainian Refugees.

Caring for the Congregation

FPC places a high importance on congregational care. A paid staff member (Parish
Nurse) supplements the care provided by the Pastoral staff, an active Diaconate, and a giving
congregation that regularly cares and prays for each other.

The Parish Nurse is an advocate and resource for congregants regarding their medical
concerns. She provides education on current medical topics, trains volunteers in CPR and basic
emergency care, and oversees the medical equipment on loan to congregants.

Alongside the staff, the Deacons coordinate ministries of care to serve the needs of the
congregation. This includes the Meal Ministry, which makes food available to members during a
time of need; worship transportation for those unable to drive; Deacon Buddies, which
connects a serving Deacon with a homebound congregant; and hospital visits to members
admitted to Pottstown Hospital.

The Session recently approved twenty (20) Elders and Deacons to serve Extended
Communion four times a year to FPC’s home-bound members. The first offering of Extended
Communion happened on December 3, 2023.

Fellowship Opportunities

Fellowship is an important part of life at FPC and the church looks forward to several
annual events that highlight time together. Congregants gather for: the Church Picnic and Rally
Day; Stewardship events; Deacon’s Christmas Breakfast; Easter Egg Scramble; Strawberry
Festival; and Ice Cream Social. A weekly coffee hour is held following worship, sponsored by
various committees. These events are well attended and highly anticipated.

As previously mentioned, children and youth have the opportunity to fellowship
through Music and Rec and Jr. or Sr. High Seeker events. Adults looking for connection beyond
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Sunday mornings can participate in a variety of small groups. Weekly yoga classes, a Prayer
Shawl! Ministry, Young Adults lunch group, and the Faith and Nature group, among others, offer
unique ways to fellowship. Regular day trips to local attractions like Longwood Gardens, Valley
Forge Park, and Steel River Playhouse are popular among members. International trips,
coordinated by members, have ventured to Europe and plan to return in 2024.

Discernment Process

Congregants were asked to participate in the Discernment Process through Listening
Circles, Our Faith Story, and Ministry Dreams. These conversations, held between June and
November 2023, provided the basis for much of this report, as congregants shared their
experiences and insights with the Team members.

Listening Circles

From June to August 2023, the Discernment Team facilitated seventeen (17) Listening
Circles with more than 120 members of the First Presbyterian Church of Pottstown (FPC).
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?

2. When is First Presbyterian Church at its best?
3. What is the path you believe God is inviting us to follow?
4. What is precious and essential to carry forward?
5. What are the challenges facing the Church (Universal and FPC)?
Once all comments were received and reviewed, the Team was able to identify clear
trends within each of the five questions, as listed below.
e Fellowship: The church highly values time spent together in meaningful
ways.
e Worship: FPC enjoys a vibrant worship experience that includes prayer,
scripture, and music.
e Belief: Congregants engage with their faith through spiritual formation
offerings, prayer, and service.
e Mission: Service to others through offerings of time, talent, and treasure is a
vital part of FPC’s identity.
e Community: The congregation is committed to increasing outreach to local
organizations and creating a welcoming space for the community.

As part of the Discernment Process, the Team created a report that identifies and expands
on these themes in more detail.

Our Faith Story

In September 2023, church members gathered to discuss where they see
themselves in God’s story. Participants began the conversation in small groups where

17



they shared their favorite stories from scripture. From there, the conversation expanded
to highlight a wider range of memorable scripture that reflected where FPC was
currently living, as a congregation. Of the stories that emerged, two felt most reflective
of life at FPC: Matthew 14:22-33, where Jesus and Peter walk on water, and Matthew
8:23-27, where Jesus calms the storm. Participants identified the themes that resonated
from the stories:
e Trust and Faith
e Possibility and Change
e Moving Forward
These themes clearly show that FPC is a congregation in the midst of transition, but one
that continues to trust in God.

Ministry Dreams & Next Steps

After reflecting on the information gathered during the Listening Circle and Faith Story
conversations, the Discernment Team identified three significant themes present in many of
the conversations: engaging with children, youth, and families; engaging with our local
community; and engaging our membership. AlImost unanimously, participants shared their
longing to see the church grow through engagement and increased membership. To more
deeply explore these interests, the Team led small group discussions to generate ideas on how
FPC can increase their engagement in these areas.

To that end, participants envision FPC creating a more active presence in the
community. A more robust and targeted social media plan would expand the church’s digital
footprint. The church is bordered by three well-traveled roads and updated or refreshed
signage is a passive reminder to the community of FPC’s presence.

The creation of a Community Outreach position would provide staff support to FPC’s
effort to more effectively participate in community events and in expanding the building usage
by local organizations. An individual in this role could also increase awareness of the church’s
programming and worship offerings through effective advertising.

While the congregation expressed interest in increasing membership numbers, the
small-group conversation indicated that FPC has not reached a place where a discussion on
alternative participation in worship or the life of the church would be fruitful. Participants
shared that they believe FPC is welcoming to guests in worship and other church events, and
these traditional ways of participating remain the focus of conversation. Session will continue
to explore how these ideas can be implemented, along with the necessary resource allocation,
as FPCis at the beginning of this process.

This report is respectfully submitted to the Session of First Presbyterian Church of Pottstown by
the Discernment Team, December 2023.

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