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Perspective and Engagement 

 

The Presbytery of San Diego (PSD) in 2012 formed a task force, now called Re-thinking the Presbytery, 

to begin discussions surrounding the current challenges and opportunities facing the member churches in 

today’s environment. 

 

In summary the role was stated as: 

  
The Presbytery needs to re-visit and clarify its identity, purpose, and role for 21st century. These issues are 

often covered in a traditional mission study, but the traditional mission studies that have been used previously 

are inadequate to address the adaptive challenges we are facing today. We need to do interviews, get 

feedback, and put language to the new role that the Presbytery needs to play in the life of our congregations, 

if the Presbytery is to have a viable, faithful, and fruitful future. We have said that we want to become a 

mission agency. What does that look like and how does that function? What does success look like? What do 

our congregations need, what will they support, and what will they “buy in” to? This is an adaptive challenge.  
 

As a model the Los Ranchos Presbytery was looked at for the groundbreaking “adaptive changes” they were 

following in a process called “Flipping the Presbytery”. 

The task force felt it was important to gauge the current status of the member churches of the Presbytery of San 

Diego to determine the elements to be addressed moving forward. 

A local company, Art and Science of Communication (ASC), a consumer feedback and research survey company, 

volunteered to engage in conversations with each of the member churches to determine their thoughts regarding 

their current opportunities/challenges. 

 

Methodology 
 

ASC, based upon the comments from the task force, proposed that a telephone survey would best suit the situation. 

The task force was asked for the areas that needed to be addressed and queried. A sample set of questions to be 

used during the survey was proposed, modified and ratified by Clark Cowden. 

A letter on Presbytery stationary was sent under Clark Cowden’s signature introducing the survey to be taken and 

asking for church participation. In addition, ASC sent a copy by email to each church. 

A telephone call was made to each pastor to inquire as to the best date and time that could be set aside for a 15 to 

20 minute telephone call.  Appointments were set. 

A test of the survey questions, the nature of the responses and the time required was done prior to the full survey 

implementation. It was determined during the test that the number of questions and required answers would take 

an extended period of time 



Presbytery of San Diego  Member Church Survey 2013 

January 2013 Page 3 of 9  
Confidential (v130211) 

 

Therefore, the survey was reconfigured and summarized into four main discussion sections that covered the 

subject matter of the previous 25 questions in the first version of the survey. 

 

The subject categories were:  

Present – general church health, successes, challenges and programs 

Future – what you look for in the future, three wishes to be granted 

Presbytery – relationship support from, view from congregation 

Missional – What does it mean to you?  What does it mean to the congregation? 

 

Based upon the availability of each of the pastors, the survey was performed between January 14th and January 23, 

2013. Although we set the criteria for 15 to 20 minutes, the pastors on average took 28 minutes during their survey 

wishing to continue their comments beyond the allotted time. There were two pages of notes for each interview. 

Questions and the specific responses were clarified from our notes. 

 

Appreciation 
 

Each of the pastors greeted the survey in a warm and caring manner candidly sharing their thoughts, joys and 

concerns. The Presbytery of San Diego Survey 2013 report is a combination/summation of all of the comments 

and intentionally does not single out anyone for any one church in an effort to preserve their candid confidentiality. 
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The survey effectively covered and had excellent representation across congregation size, geographical and 

demographic variations. Congregational sizes range from less than 100 to a group that was more than 1500. The 

church variety included downtown, multiple language, and far-reaching geographically to include Brawley and 

Honolulu. 

At ASC prior to the actual survey, our thoughts were that there would be some segmentation along the lines of 

church membership size. We had anticipated three groups; those over 1000, those between 250 to over 1000, and 

those under 250. Ultimately, there seemed to be uniform responses across all segments with the only differences 

allowing for scalability issues of programs that could be implemented. 

 

Prologue 
 

There has been recent dialogue regarding “Technical Changes” versus ‘Adaptive Changes”. Technical changes 

relates to those small changes that can be done to existing operations in an effort to cause change or improvement. 

Adaptive changes relate to adapting to change with new ideas to meet new circumstances. In general, we think that 

our survey results respond to technical changes the member churches have taken to maintain and improve and 

respond to challenges within their individual churches. We feel it is important when reviewing the comments that 

you have two primary questions to be answered in your mind: 

What is the advantage of having the denomination? 

What is the advantage to having a local Presbytery? 

Therefore what technical or adaptive changes need to take place for the member churches to be thriving in today’s 

environment?  

Based upon the four key sections of the survey the report will be divided into those key areas with a concluding 

general submission summation at the end. 

 

Present 

Successes 

 

Blended services have been well received as an opportunity to bring together both the younger and older 

congregations. These services may be the only main service or can be one of the services offered each Sunday. 

These services often will not have or require an organ but will be instrumental music. 

Mission activity can be varied in scope and participation. 

Mission activity brings together the members in fellowship during the activity (more comments under missional). 
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Small group gatherings allow for more relationship building and common cause to unite the members. 

Community gardens have been started as a way of reaching out into the close neighborhood as an introduction to 

the church. 

Young women’s groups are an outreach to develop relationships with the younger generation. 

MOPS, Mothers of Preschoolers, has been a successful program to bring mothers towards the church as possible 

new members. 

Preschools are potential opportunity for churches to bring together new members who are not currently 

worshiping even with other churches. 

Christian education or Bible studies have proven an effective means to strengthen and grow both faith and 

relationships in the church. 

Older congregations tend to give more money per capita and are available for support in budget shortfalls. 

Homeless programs are providing a community outreach and for relationship building in and outside the church. 

 

Challenges 

 

Older congregations, those over 65, reflect between 50 to 75% of the congregation. 

Young adults are not as motivated to become involved in committee and church structure. 

Young adults tend to be monetarily supportive, but mission activity is less reflective. 

Young adults, GEN Y, may have a tendency to take only what they want from the church, preserve other 

priorities and have a sense of entitlement. 

Changing neighborhoods have created an environment of little involvement in or outbound from the church. 

Budgets remain in obstacle for adequate staffing and programs. 

Staff positioning or longevity may affect the acceptance for adaptive change. 

Burnout for active church members is a possibility as programs expand. 

Military membership presents an opportunity, but is highly transitory as a component of the church 
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Future 
 

Pastors, in general, have had a long service and are driving towards their final phase and leaving a legacy. 

Planned Giving was expressed as an opportunity among older congregations. 

Social media such as email, Facebook and perhaps texting is proving to be an opportunity. 

Websites are constantly in the process of updating to reflect the value and benefits of the churches. 

Experimentation is viewed as the key and to be permitted as a window to the future. 

Demographics in the neighborhood will continue to be a shifting opportunity/challenge. 

Presbytery 
 

Clark has been very supportive and is the strength of the Presbytery of San Diego. 

Clark and PSD have helped insulate the member churches from PC USA. 

Historical issues with the PSD have caused troubles with some member churches. 

Historical issues with PSD have caused big hits to church membership in the past. 

Communications from PSD to the churches individually received excellent marks. 

Communications between churches received low marks. 

Pastor transitioning has not been well handled in the past (ASC perceives this is a major issue based upon the 

aging pastorate and transitioning in the near term future). 

Missional 
 

Definition was universally defused. It meaning is not clear. 

Mission(s) from an evangelistic call standpoint is universally supported. 

Congregational involvement is relationship building to church members and neighborhoods. 

One Day of Service programs have been successful with participation rates in the 70 to 80% of congregation. 

Missional has been often discussed, but we need help with implantation, and patience for long term change. 

Mission activity and programs require scalability for implementation based on member and staff participation. 
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Between the Lines 
 

There is universal concern regarding the PCUSA issues and how action may dramatically split their church. 

Churches have adapted a “Non (Post)-Denominational philosophy and attitude. 

Resources are often stretched as far as possible based upon their member size resulting in an inability to grow 

without outside or addition support monetarily or organizationally. 

Observation - Pastoral transitioning is not relatively far off and planning and structure in preparation by the 

Presbytery must begin to be thought out. 
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Concluding Thoughts 
 

There are no quick and easy fixes. These issues have probably been on committee agendas without resolve.  All of 

the issues queried have been developing over decades.  Answers remain aloof. 

Change will take place, with or without, a plan.  The changing dynamics will dictate it. 

Our observation is that beyond serving the spirit of the Lord, we need to share the best of our learnings with one 

another, be they successes or failures.   

The role of the Presbytery need to continue to move from organizational (governing)  to relational and missional. 

The Presbytery would benefit from a short, concise statement of identity, mission, and purpose. 

The Presbytery should clarify the adaptive challenges it is facing and how best to address them. 

If missional is the presbytery’s central organizing principle, what structure, staffing, and funding model is needed?   

The Presbytery ought to have a conversation about whether it wants to go forward as a denomination. 

A concerted effort by the Presbytery is needed to assist churches with the transition from over 65 to under 40 

church membership. 

A concerted effort by the Presbytery is needed to assist churches into transitioning into multi-cultural 

environments. 

Comment – The Presbytery of San Diego is not just a title.  It is and should be the collective body of the member 

churches.  A missional commitment from the members must go beyond their neighborhoods and foreign outreach.  

It is the outreach to member churches and all their needs – communications, physical support, financial support 

and fellowship.  

It is not a matter of working harder – just smarter and collectively. 

 

Respectfully, 

Art and Science of Communication 

jstewart@ArtSciCom.com 
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Appendix 
 

Two books were referenced during our conversations. 

 

Leadership That Fits Your Church – What Kind of Pastor for What Kind of Congregation 

Cynthia Woolever & Deborah Bruce 

Chalice Press 

 

Reaching People under 40 while Keeping People over 60 

Edward H. Hammett with James R. Pierce 

Chalice Press 


