My Plant Church/ Start Up, Start Over Conference -Sept.21-25, 2009
The Diocese of the Virgin Islands received an invitation to attend a Plant My Church/ Start Up, Start Over Conference, two conferences which were offered concurrently for five days at Kanuga Conference Center, North Carolina. The Conference was attended by five persons, two from the St. Croix Deanery, Deacon Delores Gumbs and Ms. Cusa Holloway, and two from the St Thomas/St John Deanery, Deacon Elaine Francis and Mrs. Riise Richards, and Bishop Gumbs.  
Both morning and evening sessions began with singing and prayers.                                                                                                                  Soon after entering the first session of Plant My Church, four of us realized that we were at the wrong Conference, so after lunch we switched to the Start Up, Start Over Conference which was very applicable to us in the V.I. Diocese. The former Conference was designed for congregations thinking about planting a new congregation, whereas the latter Conference was designed for congregations already established and in need of new methodology for our times.  One participant from our group, however, having attended the Start Up, Start Over Conference last year, decided to stay with the Plant My Church Conference.   

While we missed two vital presentations from Start Up, Start Over the first morning entitled, What is a Vital Congregation, and Reality Check, subsequent presentations during the afternoon and following days informed us of what are the characteristics of a vital congregation.  
A Vital Congregation is defined as a community of faith which invites people to become passionate followers of Jesus Christ; creates opportunity for personal and corporate transformation; equips and empowers people for gospel mission in the world. Reality Check tells us that many assumptions of institutional Christianity are being challenged by culture, and what are some of the characteristics of growing congregations.    
Our afternoon session began with Factors in Church Growth. This was a presentation of responses from churches across the U.S. It spoke of factors that create growth in congregations and characteristics of a growing church. The second presentation our first afternoon spoke to the Local Church –Hope for the world. It is believed that each congregation has all the resources to make it accomplish or at least to begin the process toward accomplishing its mission.
Our Tuesday sessions began with a very interesting topic: Buildings as Tools for Evangelism.  This was of particular interest to me since Holy Spirit congregation is planning to construct a church building. Church buildings today must be multi-purposed. The worship space should be easily adaptable to suit almost any occasion. Chairs, moveable altars, pulpits and even moveable platforms are highly recommended for the church of today and the future.  We were encouraged to “band ‘visitors’ from our worship language and welcome ‘Guests’ to our family gathering. Take ‘we, us, and our’ out of the welcome” The theory behind that being, everyone who comes to the Worship Service is our GUEST.
Our second morning session addressed the relevance of cultural and contextual music in the congregation. Instruments and melodies that are indigenous to people should be considered in creating worship. Music leaders should pay close attention to the deep musical connections from members of the community. 
For example, the tradition of West Indian congregations on Old Years Night-New Year’s morning to sing, A Few More Years Shall Roll and Through All the Changing Scenes of Life- Father let me Dedicate and Another Year is Dawning should not be overlooked because they are not a part of the clergy’s tradition. There are people in Church during that service for the only time of the year. The hymns can serve as an evangelical tool. I remember reading a chapter in a book written by Bishop T. D. Jakes which stated the importance of keeping your song near you.  To be successful in addressing hymnody in a congregation will require a team effort in selecting music. 

Because of the importance of music in worship and our daily lives, our presenter Lydia Ruffin wrote, “Because music is such a powerful component of worship, indeed a spiritual practice itself, it is a productive and joyful task to explore and incorporate the SONGLINES of the prospective community members. Often related to our cultural roots, these musical forms touch us in ways we perhaps cannot always explain. They can open our hearts and bodies to the working of the Spirit.”
In the afternoon we began the session Using the media for the Mission of Reaching People. During this presentation it was emphasized that every congregation by collaborating with other congregations can reach a wider audience through affordable and creative media.  With all the means we have to get the Word out, and we are encouraged to use them all, the best method is still DOOR TO DOOR. Yes, congregations that are serious about reaching the un-churched in our communities are encouraged to use the Jesus model. He sent his disciples out two by two to every town and village he intended to visit. 
Now that we have made our presence known by all the mediums available, our next session, Welcoming Guests and Incorporating Members, was another crucial juncture for the congregations. This presentation helped us to recognize primary elements in effective welcoming and incorporating; elements like first impressions, which included a host of items such as information about the congregation, parking, signs to enter, hospitality, accessible worship, vision, and mission were some of the ingredients in successfully welcoming and incorporating new members. 
Guests (not visitors) to our church should be made comfortable at the offertory that they are free to give or not to give an offering. Because our services are designed for the insiders; second collections should not be taken without proper explanation. In addition, second collections do not teach good stewardship. In fact the opposite is the case.  Through proper stewardship education the congregation should be made aware that they give in thanksgiving to Almighty God for all His blessings so freely bestowed upon us.   

During dinner our delegation sat with the organizer of Plant my Church, the Rev. Thomas L. Brackett, The Program Officer for Church Planting and Redevelopment from the Episcopal Church Center.  In conversation with him we learned that he can come to the diocese early in the New Year to make a presentation in each Deanery and lead a workshop for the Deanery, Vestries and other Lay Leaders.  
Prior to attending the conference we had communicated with one of the organizers, the Rev. Bob Honeychurch, from the Office of Evangelism and Congregational Life Center and asked for a meeting while we were at Kanuga. After dinner our group spent one hour and a half in conversation with him, sharing our excitement for what we learned at the Conference, our stories of the diocese, and our conviction that for the benefit of a greater number of people, it would be expedient for such a presentation to be held in each Deanery of the diocese early in the New Year. 
Our third day had one interesting topic divided into two sessions, From the Areopagus to Aerospace. With the use of multi media, our presenter, the Rev. Dr. Eric Elnes introduced the gathering to St Paul’s method of evangelism -after having gone to the Areopagus where everyone went to hear about wisdom, and after having listened to their arguments, be it the Stoics or the Epicureans, Paul went to the market place. St Paul looked for common ground in every situation before he introduced them to the God he knew personally.    

The Rev. Dr. Elnes provided examples of ways to experience worship using technology, arts and other multi-sensory elements from today’s culture. Questions were posed such as What is worship? What is the basis of worship? What is at the center of most young people’s everyday lives?  It was concluded that music was at the center of their daily lives. Therefore the church must find a way to incorporate such music and musical instruments in worship. Thereby bringing everyday life into worship, and because worship takes place in the context of community, planning also should take place in that context. 

This was further demonstrated at the end of our morning sessions during the Eucharist. The afternoon was free time to explore the campus or find a location to use cell phones, since many of us could not receive reception. The evening ended after Dinner with a Hospitality Reception, and finally, our day ended with An Order of Service – Compline.   
Three sessions on Thursday morning and early afternoon were devoted to, A Different Beat: Understanding Generational Diversity.  A most engaging Speaker from the United Methodist Church, The Rev. Dr. Tex Sample, led us through the findings of his research on the oral, literate and electronic cultures, and offer ways to pitch tent (to dwell) in the language of each. Through the oral narrative and power point he demonstrated the power of the immersion experience and provided examples of visual and musical experiences that support transformational and prophetic worship. Actually, by using material created by the worshiping community through the multi media and multi sensory approach, he demonstrated how peoples’ attitudes can change. Dr. Simple’s three sessions captivated us for the entire time.  

After our afternoon break, we went to breakout workshops on various topics applicable to dilemma we face in the church of the Twenty-first Century, a church existing in a pagan world. The breakout workshop on Negotiating Change: Creating an Environment that is Open to Experimentation reinforced what was shared all week, the use of multi media, multi sensory elements to inform and educate our congregations. Congregations must be reminded that we are always in transition and must be open to new possibilities and opportunities. Therefore, we must seek out conversation in the congregation and build bridges with material that can reach from one polarity to the other.  The way we do Liturgy, the work of the people must change.
On Friday, the final day of the Conference, the breakout session of interest to me was, ‘Creating Ministry Teams.’ -based on the model John the Baptist used in Matthew 10 when he sent two of his disciples to inquire who Jesus was, or the model Jesus left us in Luke 10 when he sent his disciples two by two to every village, city and town he was going to visit, or the model St. Paul used when he went on his missionary journeys.  Ministry must always be a team effort.    
The final session of the morning was, Personal Plan, Taking it Home, and an evaluation of the Start Up, Start Over Conference. Our big question was, What can we take away from this conference to implement in our congregations immediately and gradually in the future? 

The first thing that came to mind was contextually and culturally relevant music, and the use of other instruments in worship, and then a radically new way to welcome guests. Also of equal importance was the use of multi media and multi sensory material, door to door ministry as tools of Evangelism. The location of a congregation and the ministries offered are key factors in its development.  
Finding common ground in the communities we seek to serve also enables us to fulfill our mission. Intentional involvement of our youth in the worship life of the community is important and can be one of the best methods of evangelical outreach among the youth, as each one reaches another with the good news of the gospel. Being able to use the present buildings for other community purposes than worship, sends a message to the community that the church is open and evolving.

The first thing that happened on my return to a Sunday Service was a radically new welcoming of guests. Most of the hymns for that service were from a Song Book the congregation had created for themselves. 
Emphasis will be placed on giving more information than too little to the congregation, thus creating an environment for change. More of the congregation will be invited to participate in planning for its future. Time will be spent creating teams to work together in ministry, after having spent time building trust, commitment and consensus through prayer, bible study, and the literature appropriate to our mission.   

At some time in the future, the organizers of the Conference will call on the participants to give an account of our ministry, after having been equipped with various tools for Ministry in the twenty first century. Through the ministry of those who attended the conference, we in this diocese will be able to respond favorably.  
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