
 While preparing for the Festival of Faith I was looking for notes I took at a workshop at 
last year’s Big Tent Event on “The Essential Functions of a Presbytery”. One thing I discovered 
before I finally found what I was looking for was my response to a question, “What makes a 
congregation vital?” (I think that was part of a supplemental questionnaire I had to fill out for 
the Presbytery of Northern Kansas.) I had a good answer – which is maybe why I got the job – 
but I decided it needed some updating. Here’s what I said – with a few minor changes: 
 A vital congregation has a vision. It dreams about the future and gets excited as it 
imagines its possibilities. It builds on its past instead of being trapped by its past. 
 A vital congregation takes risks. It is not paralyzed by uncertainty or a fear of failure. It 
bases its ministry on what it believes Jesus is calling it to do. It does not let a lack of members or 
a lack of money retard its work. It refuses to sanctify the status quo. 
 A vital congregation is shaped by scripture. It uses scripture as a foundation and a guide 
for its ministry. It believes God still speaks through scripture to inspire us and to challenge us to 
do new things well and to do old things differently. It does not allow scripture to become a 
barrier to God, a roadblock to grace, or a club that can be used selectively to beat other people 
into submission.  
 A vital congregation is able and willing to learn. It reflects on its experiences. It takes a 
hard look at its neighborhood and its programs. It is able to let go of ministries that no longer 
work. It does not recruit people to survive. It does not force people into programs or groups 
that do not meet their needs. It is proactive in that it chooses which changes it will try instead 
of being reactive and forced to makes changes reluctantly and only out of necessity. 
 A vital congregation has fun. Laughter fills its sanctuary, its classrooms, and its meetings. 
It does not take itself too seriously because it knows it lives by grace and depends on God’s 
Spirit. It can laugh because it takes God seriously and knows that our God is a God of abundant 
love.  
 Almost 10 years later I think I’d add: A vital congregation gives of itself. It uses a 
significant portion of its budget to meet the needs of its community and to spread the gospel 
beyond its walls.  
 A vital congregation is engaged with its community. It sees who is there now and bases 
its ministry on listening to the current needs of its neighbors instead of basing its ministry on its 
memory of who used to be here and on the way things used to be.   
 I might also tweak my third point and say “A vital congregation is engaged with 
scripture.” That suggests an ongoing relationship with scripture rather than just historical 
knowledge of the Bible. It would also create an appropriate parallel to “A vital congregation is 
engaged with its community.”   
 What struck me though as I read over my answer is that this applies to congregations of 
all sizes.  Another way to say that is: even the smallest congregation can be a vital congregation.  
 I think that’s one of the premises of the Small Church Conference. It’s there to 
encourage, help, and support our congregations as they live out their faith and look to the 
future. I’m looking forward to being at Fayetteville this Saturday and I hope to see you there. A 
lot of time and effort has been put into planning this event and I think it will be a great day. 
Don’t worry that you’ll be turned away if you’re coming from a “larger” church. We all have a 
lot to learn.     
    


