First Congregational Church of Berkeley

Identity Study Report

Executive Summary, May 5, 2009
Background

In August 2008, a study group was appointed and charged by the FCCB Church Council to explore specific questions about the nickname used for our church.  The study group proposed a plan approved by Council to lead the FCCB community in a broader identity discernment process to look at the underlying issues behind the nickname.  The aim was to explore questions such as: What is our understanding of our call as a Christian UCC church in this community? What is unique about FCCB? What do we do well as a church? What would we want people outside FCCB to know about us?  Thus began a process -- including two town hall meetings and a congregational survey -- to explore FCCB’s identity and how the church can clarify and strengthen its sense of identity to better reach out to the community.  

Findings 

FCCB’s basic purpose and mission are clear:  Our bylaws state that:  The purpose of this Church shall be to worship God, to teach and preach the gospel of Jesus Christ, to celebrate the sacraments, and to be organized for the furtherance of Christian education, mission, care, fellowship and evangelism.  How we choose to live out our mission is shaped by our values and is what makes us unique.  The results of the Identity Study suggest that there are some core values that we all share, along with many other values that are important, but may not be shared by the whole community.  

Essential Values: Spiritual longing, Christian, Caring Community, Music and the Arts, Intellectual Stimulation, Social Justice, Welcoming of All People, Service, and Questioning

Important Values:  Intergenerational, Interfaith, Ecumenical, Connection with UCB, Connection to UCC, Liberal Politically, Change and Challenge, Multiculturalism, Family Oriented

A few basic messages stand out as elements of the vision of FCCB that we want to project to others: 

We are a warm and welcoming Christian community, including GLBT persons.

We are committed to social justice and are difference-makers in the community. 

We are passionate about music and the arts.

We are family oriented and multicultural.

Recommendations

FCCB is Poised

The results of the Identity Study reveal a very positive picture of our church.  Many members pointed to the importance of worship, music, and the care and support of the community as significant experiences in their spiritual lives.  Others mentioned one of the many programs, those for youth and adults, as important to them.  While there is still plenty of room for improvement in all aspects of the life of the church, it seems we feel confident in our church community and believe in the direction it is heading.  

At the same time, we face many challenges.  We live in a multicultural community whose potential for enriching our congregation has not been fully tapped.  We live in a secularized culture where religion is pushed to the margins, yet people are spiritually hungry for connection.  We also live in an information age, where people are inundated with messages making it hard to get their attention.  Finally, there is a need for a stronger Progressive Christian voice in our community and country.  FCCB has proven itself able to respond faithfully to challenges in the past and we believe it is poised to do so again.

We believe that FCCB is called to more boldly reach out into our community with a message of God’s radically inclusive love.  This call is rooted in our faithfulness to Christ’s mandate to share the Good News.  Jesus says during the Sermon on the Mount:  You are the light of the world…. let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven. (Matthew 5:14-16, NRSV).  Our global and local communities face many challenges such as restoring confidence in our economy, overcoming economic inequality, healing the planet, building bridges across racial, religious and lifestyle divides, as well as helping everyone achieve a basic standard of living.  More than ever, we at FCCB need to share with others the radically inclusive love of God as we have come to experience it in our church.  As UCC President John Thomas recently noted, we are well known for our extravagant hospitality; it is time for us to be known as well for our evangelical courage.

A Human Capital Campaign

The Identity Study Team proposes a “Human Capital Campaign” to rejuvenate and recommit ourselves as a congregation to bringing people into our midst to experience God’s love.  The campaign will focus on three key areas: Diversity, Involvement and Messaging.

Diversity
We must honor the diversity that is already present in our congregation and foster a truly intercultural church in the spirit of Jesus’ mandate.  We are becoming increasingly diverse in age, ability, ethnicity, sexual orientation, personality, religious background, beliefs, etc.  Honoring this diversity means learning about each other, making space for the voices from the margins, sharing power and leadership among a wide group, and taking a multicultural approach to all aspects of our worship and community life.  

First Steps: The Diversity Ministry Team will lead each core ministry of the church in a special workshop focused on taking a multicultural approach to ministry.  The worship team along with the Ministry of Worship and Spiritual Life will identify and integrate new multicultural approaches to worship by Advent of 2009.

Involvement

We must shift focus from membership to involvement.  Over time, we have come to see membership as the primary doorway through which people begin their involvement at FCCB.  The true picture of involvement however is more complex.  There are people who attend regularly and contribute time and resources who have never joined.  We also have people who join but then quickly disappear.   Membership should be seen as part of the larger vision of involvement in the life of the church.  

First Steps: The Ministry of Worship and Spiritual Life will issue an attendance challenge to the congregation, “come when you are in town,” in September of 2009.  All ministries will incorporate more opportunities for one-to-one connecting in their fall 2009 programs.  

Messaging
We must develop a very simple way (words, images, activities) to convey our core values to the unchurched, formerly churched, and those who are church shopping in our wider community  -- to communicate that we are:  a United Church of Christ church; a spiritually open and questioning Christian community; committed to social justice and service; warm and caring; passionate about music and the arts; curious and intellectual but with a sense of humor (humility), and honoring diversity in our congregation and the wider community.

First Steps:  A Messaging Task Force will be established by the Church Council that is charged with organizing a messaging campaign to be launched by Advent 2009. 
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