Changing Our Nickname from “FCCB” to “First Church”

by Phil Porter, Minister of Art & Communication

One of my responsibilities as Minister of Art & Communication is to get the word out about our church in the wider community. Why do this? Most simply put: because our church is has so much to offer. And although I believe that we are growing in spirit, energy and purpose our membership numbers are relatively flat. 

How do we get the word out beyond our walls to people who may know little about us other than “oh, you’re that big New England building where I go to see the Philharmonia Baroque.” 

Our internal communications are now strong and we have used several strategies to send our story out through our network of connections into the community. However, the next step in the process of sharing the Good News of our church requires using the media: newspapers and other print communications as well as the internet.

The biggest challenge to doing this is that we have a long name. There isn’t space in a small ad to make our name big enough to catch attention visually. Using FCCB graphically helps: it is short and you can set it in bigger type making it stand out. I have used that approach to the challenge of our name for many years now. You can see it in our stationery, in the Carillon and on the website.

If we get very far beyond our walls though, “FCCB” becomes almost meaningless. It is easily confused with FBCB, FCCO, FPCB—all organizations close in to our “orbit.” Do you know who I’m talking about when I use those acronyms? “First Congregational Church of Berkeley” is long and difficult to remember and most people don’t know what the “congregational” part of our name means. Another limitation of our current name and nickname, is that it creates no connection with the United Church of Christ. It makes it difficult to build on any of the great advertising and publicity work that the denomination has created (especially the “God is Still Speaking” campaign.)

It is also important to remember that the Congregational Church as a denomination ceased to exist even before the merger 50 years ago that created the United Church of Christ, our current denominational affiliation. It would make sense for us to use a nickname such as First Congregational, if that name pointed to our actual denomination, but it doesn’t.

How then do we get people to see our name and remember it? This is where “First Church” comes in.

I believe that using the nickname “First Church” instead of FCCB has several advantages. In print or in conversation it is easy to go from “First Church” to “First Church Berkeley,” “First Church UCC,” or to our full name “First Congregational Church of Berkeley,” all of which add helpful information to who we are. If you use “FCCB” you have to go next to “First Congregational Church of Berkeley” to explain what the letters stand for. With our denominational affiliation, we are “First Congregational Church of Berkeley, United Church of Christ.” This creates an  insurmountable challenge in an environment where ideas need to be simple, quick and clear.

I am not suggesting that we change our full name. Nor do I suggest we drop the longer name in our public communications. The nickname “First Church” will still need to be paired in advertisements with a version of our full name. It will still appear.

Several people have questioned whether using “First Church” is arrogant. A quick look at the East Bay phone book turns up 66 businesses and 35 churchs that are “firsts.” I think that most folks understand how commonly “first” was used in the past as a naming convention. And although we were actually the first church either Protestant or Catholic to be formed in Berkeley we have no plans to build an identity around that fact. I have found no evidence that any other churches in our area are choosing to use “First Church” as a nickname. A google search turns up several UCC churches in other parts of the country that are using “First Church” as a nickname, as well as churches of other denominations.

I consider this process to be an experiment. I began by asking the staff to try out using “First Church” to see how much of a challenge it would be. That part went quite easily so I talked next to Long Range Planning and then presented the idea to the Church Council. Each of those groups was supportive of trying it out. At this point, I have not used “First Church” in any ways that are difficult to either undo or drop. But I would suggest continuing this experiment for another six to eight months to see how the change might feel over a longer period of time. Frankly, if some in this community choose to continue using “FCCB’ rather than “First Church” in personal communication, I think that’s fine.

Finally, I want us to be able to be proud of our important place in the community. We are a strong and vibrant community and we open our doors to so many different groups. I realize that pride and arrogance are sometimes close friends, but I am hoping that we can have both our pride and our humility about our place in the community and the world even as we share our Good News.

