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The Journey Toward The Beloved Community 
 

A Journey of Church Renewal 
 

R E V .  J O H N  M I N G U S  
 

 
 

here is a road that I know very well.  
It is a long road in the woods that 
winds its way through the 

wilderness.  I’ve traveled that road many 
times and have come to know it well.  There 
are places where that road is almost 
comfortable, but there are many stretches 
of the road that are not easy to navigate.  
There are pot holes and narrow places.  
There are rough places that make one 
wonder why anyone ever goes this way.  
But then you come to your destination and 
it is everything that you had hoped it would 
be.  This road, that I know well, is a good 
metaphor for the journey of a renewing 
congregation.  

Ten years ago I accepted the call to be 
the pastor of a church that, in its own 
words, wanted to thrive and not just 
survive.  The church was at its lowest point 
in its history.  Some feared that the doors 
would have to close.  Others had a vision of 
what it was God was calling their church to 
be.  They wrote their vision down in the 
form of a Mission Statement, and they 
invited me to join them on the journey.  I 
accepted the call because their vision and 
my sense of my own call matched.  It has 
not been an easy journey.  Now, near the 
end, I can talk about my joy.  I am writing 
this as both a warning and a word of 
encouragement to others who might be 
considering a journey like this.   
 
Beginnings 
 

Perhaps this is how it often begins.  The 
church, at about 80 years of age, was at a 
low point.  After a full life as a liberal voice 
in this city, her voice was muted.  She 
remembered her role in the Civil Rights 
Movement.  She remembered her rich 

history.  But the glory years had been 
followed by years of conflict. After several 
successful pastorates something had gone 
wrong.  The church had ceased to thrive.  
There were few programs.  There were few 
children.  The focus had turned inward.  
Things were not working.  A conflict grew 
and the last pastorate had ended badly.   

Yet there was something to live for.  
There was a healthy spark of life in the 
church.  Careful interims during a long 
pastoral search had healed many wounds.  
Under the leadership of a few excellent 
leaders, with the support of Conference and 
National Staff, a new vision was perceived.  
The resources were gathered.  In this case 
those resources were generated internally.  
There were members of the church who 
were able to reach the levels of stewardship 
needed.  Often it takes some outside 
support.   But in either case the finances 
are always at risk.   In this case the risk 
was that the financial viability of the 
church depended on a small group of folk.  
A new pastor was called and the journey 
begun. 

What few understand is that this is not 
just another ministry.  Church renewal is a 
specialized ministry that many churches 
need at sometime in their lives.  As 
rebuilding a car is different than driving a 
car, leading a church in renewal is different 
than being the pastoral leader of a strong 
church.  It takes a combination of pastoral 
skills, leadership skills, worship skills, 
family systems therapy, conflict 
management, and marketing skills.  This is 
a ministry that is a journey that is driven 
by questions like: “How do we live this 
mission?”,  “What does God require of us?”, 
and “Who is it that this church is called to 
reach and how do we reach them?”   
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Our first steps involved developing the 
best worship we could, building 
relationships with the members, and 
announcing to the community that this 
church was alive.  We took out ads in the 
newspaper, we hung banners on the 
building, and we created radio ads.  Slowly 
we watched the course of the church 
change.  Week by week the worship 
numbers began to show real gains.  We had 
a great first year.  

Then the conflict began.   This church 
knew all about conflict.  The clergy killers 
were ready to practice their craft.  This 
church had been born in conflict and 
regularly returned to it.  The conflict was 
really about change and control.  It was 
about how we were going to live our life 
together and make decisions together.  We 
made it through, but the undercurrents 
would be with us for a long time.  
 
Early Success 
 

When is a church renewed?  We 
declared that our work together had been 
successful early on.  The first year showed 
great progress and we celebrated what was 
happening.  Our celebration was much too 
early.  This was one of our first lessons 
about this journey.  It is longer and harder 
than it seems at first.  It is easy to get 
fooled in the good stretches.  When they 
come rejoice, but know that the journey is 
not over.  The first four years were good 
years.  They were learning years.   This 
church had a history of being a largely 
northern church in the south.  During the 
first three years many of the new members 
came from away.  They knew this tradition 
and wanted to be a part of it.  Year by year 
the attendance went up and the budget was 
in the black.  We thought that we had 
succeeded and were well on our way.   

But then many who had moved into the 
parish moved out.  The companies that 
transferred folk in, transferred them out.  
Many of the older members who had been 
here for a long time were dying, moving into 
residential facilities, or moving away to be 
closer to family.  The growing church first 
shrunk and then lived on a plateau.  It 
became clear that if the church were to 
thrive it had to relate to those who were 
likely to stay in the area.  We began to 

focus on reaching those folk.  The plateau 
stretched out for first a year and then a 
second.   We increased our advertising 
using both radio and television.  The road 
was hard going and then we broke out into 
a new clear stretch and grew again. 

 
Just When You Think You Are In Sight of Your 
Destination Things Get Really Hard 
 

The seventh year was wonderful.  We 
were living our mission statement.  By now 
our attendance was really strong.  But 
remember that old conflict?  It was still 
around and with all the changes there were 
now more new folks than old folks.  
Something had to be done about this. 

One day the new folks rearranged some 
furniture, and during the night the old 
guard moved it back.  We all understood 
what was happening.  During these years 
we had also become more diverse.  Our 
diversity was theological, cultural, lifestyle, 
sexual orientation and racial.  After calling 
ourselves inclusive for years our diversity 
began to stretch many.  The question was 
raised, “Should we become publicly an open 
and affirming church?”  The very question 
divided the church.  The decision making 
process was not easy to engage.  We 
searched for a middle ground but none was 
to be found.  When we did vote, after a very 
long and bitter process, to become open 
and affirming, we lost not only a few 
members but about 40% of our budget 
support.   

For over a year we fought hard, we 
voted, and we recovered.  During this time 
there were few new faces.  Few visitors 
stayed.  Who wants to join a church in 
conflict? 
 
You Can Be A Beloved Community of Jesus 
 

During all this time we were on a 
theological journey.  Our Adult Sunday 
School has been called “Theological Bumper 
Cars.”  We were reading and studying hard.  
What had been a “club” meeting evolved 
into what was essentially a Seminar in 
Christology.  We debated who is this Jesus, 
and what does he have to do with us?  
What emerged was a vision for our life 
based on our shared study.  The vision was 
an extension of our Mission Statement.  We 
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began to see ourselves as a Beloved 
Community of Jesus.  We began to see this 
open and affirming diverse community as a 
Beloved Community of Jesus.  We talked 
about being a thin place near the realm of 
God.  When we gathered in worship there 
was this sense that God was alive in our 
midst.  We learned to use all kinds of words 
to express the Spirit that lives within us.  In 
our own way we discovered what it means 
to be a community of Jesus engaged in 
mission in the world and changing lives. 

Now the word is out about this church.  
Visitors come and stay.  New folks go out 
and invite others.  All kinds of folk see us 
as a safe place.  We care for the homeless.  
We feed the hungry.  We work for peace and 
public education.  PFLAG and an AIDS 
ministry are part of our life.  We have 
children and programming.  We are a 
church in mission and when we gather it is 
as a beloved community.  We are black and 
white, gay and straight, young and old, and 
much more.  In our radical hospitality and 
at prayer people know that they are loved. 

And the church is growing.  We are now 
finishing up our tenth year.  Attendance is 
nearing golden year’s patterns.  We are 
committed to living our mission in the 
context of the United Church of Christ. We 
are now much younger than when we 
began.  We are more diverse and more 

spirited.  We have recovered financially and 
live with a tight but balanced budget.  We 
are a beloved community and it shows. Are 
we finished?  No, this work is never done.  
We still have lots of issues to work on.  Our 
stewardship could be better.  We have 
building needs that must be addressed.  
But we live with the sense that we are 
coming to the end of this road in a good 
place. 
 
A Last Word 
 

The process of renewing a church is a 
faith journey.  This process touches every 
part of our life.  For this pastor it has been 
a time of personal growth, incredible hard 
work, heart breaking pain, and spiritual 
growth.  One of the keys to our having 
made the progress that we have made is 
that I have stayed.  I did not declare the 
work done and move on after four years.  If 
I had left the gains would have disappeared.  
I did not give in during the heat of battle 
and move on after seven years.  If I had left 
the church would have been stuck in an 
endless conflict.  After ten years I am still 
here.  I can now see the importance of 
staying.  The changes of the last ten years 
are becoming institutionalized.  This is the 
new church we envisioned when we began.  

 
 
The Reverend John Mingus is pastor and teacher at Pilgrim United Church of Christ in 
Chattanooga, TN.  For more information contact pilgrim@chattanooga.net. 
 
For more resources on Church Renewal watch for the release of a new Workbook on Renewal 
that will include this article and more from the Evangelism Ministry Team.  Also see previous 
E-Word articles on Church Renewal. 
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