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Benchmark Strategy Project 

 The proposal to the World Service Contingency Fund was approved by the Executive Committee 
of the Council of Bishops in August 2014.  This report presents Benchmark Strategy progress, 
accomplishments, and disappointments after August 2014. 

 As of August 2014, there were three pilot Benchmark Projects underway (Christ UMC College 
Station, Texas, First UMC Huntsville, Texas, and A&M UMC College Station, Texas) and four churches for 
which Benchmark Reports were prepared (Stonebridge UMC, McKinney, Texas, Mont Belvieu UMC, 
Mont Belvieu, Texas, First UMC Pasadena, Texas, and Moody Memorial UMC Galveston, Texas).   Three 
of these churches have failed to initiate Benchmark Projects due to pastoral changes before 
implementation, and one failed to implement due to financial conflicts with a supporting foundation.  
Since August 2014 Benchmark reports were prepared for ten churches in Louisiana, and two additional 
churches in the Texas (one from the Texas Annual Conference and one from the North Texas Annual 
Conference.  One of the churches in the Louisiana (Noel Memorial UMC in Shreveport) failed to 
implement the program due to an ongoing capital campaign.  Stonebridge UMC failed to implement due 
to a pastoral change.  The ILCF is awaiting orders for Benchmark Reports from local churches in Arkansas 
and in Great Plains, following presentations to bishops and extended cabinets in both annual 
conferences.  Currently, there are fifteen local churches participating in Benchmark Projects. 

 In the fall of 2015, a non-profit corporation was established, the Institute for Local Church 
Growth, within which all operations for the Benchmark Strategy is currently housed.  The tax-exempt 
status was established under the IRS Group Tax Exempt Ruling through a relationship with the West 
District of the Texas Annual Conference.  Board members include Rev. Gil Rendle (Chair), Rev. Lovett 
Weems (Vice Chair), Rev. Kim Cape, Rev. Tim Bias, Kay Yeager, Rev. Wanda Bess (District Superintendent 
of the West District) and Rev. Jeff Dungan (Chair of Support and Resources Team of the West District).   

 Progress:  the three pilot churches have either entered the third and final year of participation 
or have now completed the third year of participation.  Christ UMC College Station has exceeded its 
target in levels of giving to the operating budget ($3.00 million vs. $2.98 million) but is slightly below the 
target for worship attendance (1,149 vs. 1,162)—eight months before the end of the Year 3.  There has 
been no change in pastoral leadership.  The operating budget absorbed 50% of the Benchmark budget in 
Year 2 and 100% of the Benchmark budget for Year 3.  For the four years prior to the initiation of 
Benchmark, worship attendance fell by 11.9%.  To date, worship attendance has increased by 5.4% 
during the Benchmark Project.   It is now preparing for post-Benchmark action so that the momentum 
from the Benchmark Project will continue. 

 A&M UMC’s progress was disturbed by pastoral and staff changes during the first year of the 

Benchmark Project (senior pastor, associate pastor, choir director, director of children’s ministry, 

director of youth ministry, and director of college ministry).  Worship attendance declined 25.24% 
between Year 1 and Year 3.  However, giving to the operating budget increased over the same period by 
3.66%.  The Benchmark Project provided critical funding and encouragement for the implementation of 
new programs (e.g., the Academy), change in committee structure, and new leaders in key committee 
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positions.  In January and February 2016, worship attendance increased and giving to the operating 
budget set new records for these two months.  The decline in worship attendance has been reversed 
with no change in pastoral leadership.  It is also preparing for the post Benchmark Project years by 
establishing a Dream Fund with uncommitted funds in the operating budget and a follow-on visioning 
program--Colinasway. 

  First UMC Huntsville completed its Year 3 at the end of October 2015—the first of the three 
pilot churches to begin the Benchmark Project.  There are at least two differences between the 
execution of the Project between Huntsville and Christ UMC:  Huntsville did not complete a discernment 
process before establishing the Benchmark Budget for Year 1 and the Budget was established by the 
senior pastor rather than a committee of laity.  Additionally, the operating budget in Year 2 absorbed 
100% of the Benchmark Budget, leaving no role for the donor group throughout the Project.  By Year 3, 
worship attendance was below its target (419 vs. 498) and giving to the operating budget was also 
below its target ($989,000 vs. $1,103,000).   

Several valuable lessons have been learned from the three pilot projects.  The experience of 
Christ UMC demonstrates that the program is very effective if implemented properly.  The program 
began with a church in significant decline and helped turn decline into growth.  The church is well 
positioned to continue its present growth path.  A&M UMC entered a crisis during the program with 
substantial turnover of staff.  The project provided the careful monitoring, assessments, and financial 
resources necessary to turn the crisis into growth.  It is extremely well positioned for the future, 
including the implementation of its own “Benchmark II.”  Huntsville First demonstrated the importance 
of a functioning donor group and a discernment process.  It demonstrated the importance of leadership 
participation in the development of the initial spending plan.  The overall results are very encouraging, 
in spite of the fact that there have been only three churches reaching or completing Year 3 of the 
program.    

 Several initiatives have been underway:  increasing the number of participating churches, 
attracting donor gifts to the ILCG, informing church leaders of the Benchmark Strategy, perfecting the 
implementation and progress for participating churches in Benchmark Projects.   

Increasing the Number of Participating Churches 

     There are three methods currently engaged in increasing the number of participating chruches:  
direct contacts with senior pastors of targeted local churches, contacts with bishops seeking assistance 
in recruiting targeted local churches, and strategic presentations in meetings and conferences.  The 
direct contacts with senior pastors have been focused upon the Texas Annual Conference.  The 
completing of the Texas Annual Conference Projection Report identifies 44 strategic churches for 
possible selection for project recruitment.  Four of the senior pastors among these 44 churches have 
been visited. Four of these churches are already participating churches, and an additional one is 
scheduled to start its project (Report already delivered).  Additional visits are planned. 
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Attracting Financial Gifts to the ILCG 

 The United Methodist Development Center (UMDC) has been assisting the ILCG in executing a 
fund raising campaign.  The campaign has thus far included five trips to Dallas, one trip to Austin, and 
one trip to Houston.  It has included e-mails and phone calls to several church leaders.  The UMDC 
submitted to the ILCG a contract for support of the campaign for the next year.  Thus far, financial gifts 
to the ILCG have been minimal but in-kind contributions of labor and expense reimbursements have 
been substantial. 

 The ILCG board approved a one-year contract with the UMDC to assist in fundraising activities.  
The contract begins April 2016.  The ILCG is obligated to pay a fixed annual payment plus all travel 
expenses incurred by ILCG staff. 

  Informing Church Leaders of the Benchmark Strategy 

  There has been a host of presentations to groups and conferences about the Benchmark 
Strategy.  These presentations typically begin with a projection of the state of the denomination in the 
U.S.   Without substantial investments in growth, the future state of the denomination is in peril.  The 
projection is typically followed by an explanation of the Benchmark Strategy.  Groups that have heard 
the presentations include the active bishops in the South Central Jurisdiction (multiple presentations), 
the Economic Advisory Committee (multiple presentations), the bishops and extended cabinets from 
Louisiana, Arkansas, and Great Plains, General Conference delegations from the Texas Annual 
Conferences, the North Georgia Annual Conference, and the Virginia Annual Conference, the board of  
GCFA, and board of the General Board of Higher Education and Ministry, the board of the United 
Methodist Church Foundation, the board of the Texas Methodist Foundation, the Core Leadership Team 
of the Texas Annual Conference, the joint meeting of the board of GCFA and the members of the 
Connectional Table, the Vital Congregations Event in Atlanta (Feb 2016), the annual meeting of the 
National Association of United Methodist Foundations (November 2014), the Ecumenical Stewardship 
Conference (April 2015), among others.   

 The ILCG has coordinated work with other annual conferences, foundations, and groups.  The 
Benchmark Strategy has been adopted as one of the ministries of the Texas Methodist Foundation 
(TMF).  Staff members from TMF have participated in presentations and workdays with staff of ILCG.  
ILCG staff has worked with the Congregational Excellence Center of the Texas Annual Conference in 
combining its Vibrant Church Initiative with Benchmark Projects.  ILCG staff met with teams from the 
Colinasway program in also coordinating Colinasway with Benchmark Projects.  The first church to 
combine the two programs is Lovers Lane UMC in Dallas.    

 The ILCG is completing its website and has sent periodic updates of the Benchmark Strategy to 
approximately sixty denominational leaders throughout the U.S.  The Benchmark Strategy has been 
mentioned in several articles and news reports.   A Houston-based consulting firm has been retained to 
complete the work on the website.  
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Perfecting Implementation and Progress of Benchmark Projects 

 The typical participating church has several, critical steps to complete in order to gain the full 
benefits of the program.  Several participating churches have not completed these steps in a timely 
fashion—if at all.  The consequence of not completing these steps has been termination of the project or 
a considerable sacrifice of effectiveness.  For some participating churches it is necessary to include 
during the program timely visits from Benchmark staff to ensure compliance with the plan and to 
encourage progress.  In the future, the Benchmark staff will seek to negotiate with the participating 
church specific times for visits.  The costs of these visits must be borne from contributions to the ILCG 
and/or from additional fees paid by the participating church.      

 Budgets 

 The funding from the World Service Contingency Fund has offset some (not all) of the overall 
expenses of the Benchmark Strategy operations.  The anticipated receipt of funds was originally set for 
August 2014.  The operational expense incurred from August 2014 through December 2015 total 
$1,426,736 in labor expenses and $16,782 in expenses for travel, consultants, legal fees, and data 
acquisition.  The project has received fees and reimbursements from churches and annual conferences 
over this period totaling $65,071.  The grant of $100,000 from the World Service Contingency Fund, of 
course, partially offset some of these expenses.  The funding deficit totals $1,278,448 and has been 
covered through private donations.  To expand the Benchmark Strategy into other jurisdictions the ILCG 
will need a source of funds from generous donors.   

Overview 

 There is a critical need for effective revitalization programs among the jurisdictional conferences 
in the U.S.  The Benchmark Strategy is one of these programs.  Yet, its expansion in the number of 
participating churches has been below target.  The planned expansion of the Strategy is to first help 
reverse decline in the South Central Jurisdiction with 200 participating churches in place by the end of 
2017.  Reversing decline in a jurisdiction will demonstrate the value of its implementation to other 
jurisdictions.  The second objective is to have 1,000 participating churches located throughout the five 
jurisdictions by 2025.  With Benchmark, new church starts, and other proven local church revitalization 
programs, it is possible to arrest and reverse the decline in worship attendance within the U.S. by 2030.  

Reversing the decline in worship attendance by 2030 is attainable.  However, it will require 
sufficient funding, estimated at $50 million invested in multiple programs by 2025.  The Benchmark 
Strategy alone requires $4.2 million to complete its work in the South Central Jurisdiction alone.  Raising 
these funds is the key to success, as well as maintaining and, in some instances, restoring hope among 
denominational leaders.  With the continuing, aggressive decline in worship attendance within the U.S., 
the implementation of multiple, effective programs is of paramount importance.  Its urgency is obvious.       

        Donald R. House 
        April 2016     

 



1 
 

Benchmark Strategy Update 
Number 11 

 
March 2016 

 
The purpose of these reports is to provide objective feedback from churches participating in Benchmark 
Projects.  The reports will contain the positives and the negatives.  It is only through objective feedback 
can we all learn what is working and what is not.  We learn from mistakes and from successes.   
 
This March 2016, as will subsequent reports, focuses upon a few participating churches.  The three pilot 
churches have either begun Year 3 of the project or have completed Year 3 of the project.  The design of 
the Benchmark Project is to encourage growth through Year 3.  Thus, considerable attention is paid to 
the three pilot churches in this update. 
 
End of Year Reports for 2014 
 
Processes continue in obtaining end-of-year lcoal church reports from GCFA and appointment clergy 
information from the General Board of Pensions and Health Benefits (GBPHB).  Recall that GBPHB is now 
restricted in the types of information it can release due to  the HIPAA Privacy Rule issued by the US 
Department of HHS.  Through 2014, GBPHB provided clergy information to GCFA sufficient to identify 
personal characteristics of clergy (e.g., age, gender, elder status, etc.) that can be linked across the years 
of study.  Through months of work, it appears that a method has been found to supply most of the 
information necessary but requires special linking programs that identify the same pastor across the 
years.  Sample year-end files are tested.   
 
Arkansas Annual Conference 
 
Rev. David Argo and Donald R. House, Sr. presented information to an assembly of representatives from 
17 local churches, selected from the Arkansas Projection Report, prepared in January 2015.  The 
presentation took place on January 9. There were approximately 70 church leaders in attendance, 
including several district superintendents and Bishop Mueller.  Church leaders were asked to take the 
information provided back to their home churches and consider becoming participating churches.  At 
present, we have not received any reports from the district superintendents who were to be contacted 
by the church leaders. 
 
Texas Annual Conference 
 
Donald R. House, Sr. met with four senior pastors of local churches listed in the 44 churches in the Texas 
Annual Conference Projection Report.  Rev. Brannen who is the Director of  the Center for 
Congregational Excellence is scheduled for a visit with House. within the next couple of weeks to 
consider churches that might be interested in participating in both the Vibrant Church Initiative and the 
Benchmark Project. 
 
Recall that House met with the CF&A to seek a favorable treatment of Benchmark Project spending 
under the Texas Annual Conference apportionment formula.  The CF&A approved the establishment of a 
task force to prepare a proposal that considers similar treatment for other church revitalization 
programs to be considered in the CF&A Spring 2016 meeting.  In that meeting, CF&A approved the 
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resolution to modify the annual conference apportionment formula.  The resolution is to be considered 

by the annual conference in May 2016. 

 

The Institute for Local Church Growth (ILCG) 
    

The ILCF is fully established with the following members of its Board: 

 

Rev. Gil Rendle (Chair) 

Rev. Lovett Weems, Jr. (Vice Chair) 

Rev. Kim Cape 

Rev. Tim Bias 

Kay Yeager 

Rev. Wanda Bess (district superintendent of the West District) 

Rev. Jeff Dungan (chair of the support and resources team of the West District) 

 

The Board approved the addition of Kay Yeager (lay) to the board.  Kay is the chair-elect of the Texas 

Methodist Foundation and serves on the Executive Board of Perkins School of Theology at SMU.  She is 

also the Chair of the Yellowstone Park Foundation Board. 

 

The United Methodist Development Center has presented the ILCG a proposal to lead the fundraising 

efforts for ILCG through 2016.  The proposal is under consideration.     

 

North Texas 
 

Lovers Lane UMC in Dallas received its Benchmark Report and House conducted its 4-hour workday with 

its church leaders on Feb. 22.  Church leaders must now consider the targets for spending in concert 

with its visioning process through Colinasway.  

 

House attended the retreat of Colinasway team members on January 29 to describe the nature of the 

Benchmark Strategy and the features of a Benchmark Project.  We expect at least two churches 

currently participating in Colinasway to begin Benchmark Projects when the visioning process is 

complete. 

 

United Methodist Church Foundation 
 

House gave two presentations at the Vital Congregations Event in Atlanta. Feb. 23-24.  Presentations 

included the projected decline of the denomination and the specifics of the Benchmark Strategy.  Two 

additional programs were presented:  Bob Farr and the Health Church Initiative and Candice Lewis of 

Path 1.  The primary benefit from the conference will be the contacts and renewed visits with 

denominational leaders.   

 

Pilot Benchmark Projects 
 
First UMC Huntsville 
 
First UMC Huntsville completed its Year 3 of its Benchmark Project at the end of October 2015.  The 

Benchmark Report called for a Benchmark Budget of $42,000 but only $30,000 was raised.  The 

congregation did not participate in a discernment process.  The Benchmark spending decision was not 
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made through a committee of laity.  The funds were initially used for a new staff position—a staff nurse 
to minister to the elderly in the community.  The position was left vacant after several months of 
service.  Funds were redirected to support children’s ministries, elevating the position of the director 
from part time to full time and the youth director, employing a more experienced staff member.  These 
shifts in the budget did result in slow but steady growth in attendance among children and youth.  The 
operating budget fully absorbed the Benchmark Budget in Year 2, leaving the donor group with no 
function. 
 
The targeted gain in worship attendance with a $42,000 budget was 28 attendees.  The targeted level of 
worship attendance at the end of Year 3 is 498.  The average worship attendance for 2015 is 418—
16.0% below the target.  The targeted giving level to the operating budget at the end of Year 3 is 
$1,103,000.  Giving to the operating budget in 2015 totaled $998,700—10.4% below the target.   
 
 A&M United Methodist 
 
The church was expected to fund a Benchmark Budget of $67,000.  Donors contributed $68,000 for Year 
1.  The donor group met with staff and volunteers involved in the targeted ministries.  Staff turnover 
was substantial during the Benchmark Project: 
 
Senior Pastor 
Associate Pastor 
Director of Children’s Ministry 
Director of Youth Ministry 
Director of College Ministry 
Choir Director 
 
The consequence of the staff turnover was largely observed in worship attendance among college 
students.  Between 2012 and 2015 average worship attendance decreased from 729 to 545—a decrease 
of 25.24%.  In contrast, giving to the operating budget increased over this period by 3.66%.   
 
The operating budget for Year 2 absorbed 50% of the Benchmark Budget--$34,000.  Amazingly, the 
donor group voted to contribute the full $68,000 in Year 2 instead of the “call” of the other half of the 
Benchmark Budget.  Donor involvement in the life of the church was one of the successes of the Project. 
 
Church leaders, with the expectation of increasing worship attendance between 2012 and 2015, began 
significant inquiries and examinations of what was not working.  As a consequence, the committee 
structure of the church was changed with new leadership selected in key positions.  Between 2013 and 
2015, the annual decline in worship attendance began to slow, and positive growth in worship 
attendance was recorded in January and February 2016.  Giving to the operating budget in both January 
and February 2016 set new records.  A new program for college students and members was started in 
2014 (the Academy), and the leadership contracted with Colinasway in 2015 to conduct an 18-month 
visioning/discernment process.  
 
The most recent stewardship campaign in support of the operating budget set record level so support.  
The Church Council approved a $50,000 budget to improve the Annex facilities (largely untouched since 
its purchase in 2004).  The Church Council approved a $100,000 budget for the renovation of Fellowship 
Hall and its attached kitchen.   
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In summary, the decline in worship attendance occurred in the absence of any church conflict or 
controversy.  Upon examination, leaders discovered that some key committees of the church (e.g., 
evangelism) had not been operational for two years.  Many other committees had not met regularly and 
had accomplished little when they did meet.  Benchmark provided the inspiration to change things for 
the better.  Laity involvement increased in many key areas of the church.  
 
Christ UMC College Station 
  
 Christ UMC was targeted to raise $83,000 in Year 1 for its Benchmark Budget.  It raised $68,520, falling 
short of its target (83.6% of the target).  At the $82,000 level, its targeted gain in worship attendance at 
the end of Year 3 is 72 attendees.  At the level of actual funding, the revised target gain in worship 
attendance is 60.   
 
Christ UMC did not experience any substantial change in staff.  The founding senior pastor continues in 
the appointment.  The only significant challenge facing the church was the coincidence of the start of 
the Benchmark Project and the start of a debt reduction capital campaign.  Christ UMC will complete 
Year 3 at the end of August 2016. 
 
Between 2012 and 2015, average worship attendance increased 5.41%.  During the previous three years 
(2009 – 2012), its average worship attendance decreased by 11.9%.  The targeted worship attendance at 
the end of Year 3 is 1,162 (at the $82,000 level).  Actual worship attendance during 2015 is 1,149.  The 
target at the $68,520 level is 1,150—virtually equal to the modified target. 
 
 Giving to the operating budget between 2012 and 2015 increased by 6.9%--ending at $2,998,365 for 
2015.  The target at the $82,000 level is $2,984,365—slightly below the actual.  The modified target is   
$2,953,545—about $45,000 below the actual. 
 
Christ UMC’s operating budget absorbed 50% of the Benchmark Budget in Year 2 and 100% of the 
Benchmark Budget in Year 3.  Its donor group met four times during Year 1 and Year 2.  In both Year 1 
and Year 2 Benchmark spending funded the Wednesday evening programming and the improvement in 
the church’s website.  Year 3 spending emphasized discipleship:  small group formation, family 
ministries, and a six-week, church-wide study encompassing sermons, small groups, and Sunday schools.  
The church began the Benchmark Project in the face of declining worship attendance (-11.9% for the 
preceding three years) and increased worship attendance by 5.4% with eight more months remaining in 
Year 3.  It essentially met is worship attendance target and exceeded its giving target with only 83.6% of 
the targeted Benchmark funding.  
     
Post Benchmark Programs 
 
For the Benchmark Strategy to have its intended long run impact upon the denomination, the 
participating church must established a sustainable growth path to be continued after the third year of 
participation.  If not, a Benchmark Project will merely cause a temporary spurt of growth, lasting two to 
three years, to be followed by the trend established before the Benchmark Project had begun.  A 
temporary, positive bump in worship attendance and giving is good, but it will not ensure the arrest and 
reversal in the decline of the denomination within the U.S.  With three pilot churches about to complete 
their third year of participation, plans are underway to ensure a sustainable growth path for the 
participating church.   
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A&M UMC, one of the three pilot churches, has developed a Benchmark Project II.  The Benchmark 

budget was fully absorbed into the operating budget by the third year as planned.  However, budget 

requests for funding after year 3 demonstrated the long-established pattern of little or no further 

increases in budgets for support of the ministry areas of the church—children, youth, young adults, 

older adults, college, music, etc.  This pattern follows the implied instructions from the finance 

committee for no additional requested funds, making the budgeting process much easier.  The impact of 

this long-established pattern is the absence of new initiatives or expansions of existing successful 

programs. The Benchmark Project proved that church members are willing to fund new ideas.  The 

normal budget processes inhibit the development of new ideas so opportunities for growth are often 

lost.  We are too often pleased with staff and volunteers if they do not develop new ideas that require 

additional funding. 

 

The Core Leadership Team (CLT) of A&M UMC invited the ministry areas to submit proposals for funding 

new ideas—funding that would come from an uncommitted budget of $75,000. The intended targets for 

these proposals are inactive members, the unchurched, and the nominally churched in our community.  

Twenty-four proposals were submitted from the ministry areas of the church.  A few involved 

improvements and repairs of church facilities.  The CLT forwarded the requests for improvements and 

repairs to trustees and sought further details for four of the 24 proposals—including complete budgets.   

 

The plan for Benchmark Project II is to raise $75,000 from unspent Benchmark funds and from new 

donations to establish a budget line item for 2015 for funding new ideas (named the “Dream Fund”).  If 
only a portion of the $75,000 is spent in 2016, the balance is to be carried forward into 2017 and the 

“deficiency” to bring the fund back up to $75,000 is to be funded with budget growth and possibly 
additional off-budget donations.  In the end, a $75,000 fund is to be available every year to fund new 

ideas.  The Dream Fund will encourage staff and volunteers to become more entrepreneurial in 

ministering to the inactive members, the unchurched, and the nominally churched in the community.  

By design, this will help ensure a positive growth path for the congregation into the future.  The Finance 

Committee is scheduled to consider the effort to raise the funds after the end-of-year giving totals and 

the balance of the Benchmark fund are known.   

 

Christ UMC’s post-Benchmark efforts center around new staffing—a new director of discipleship 

position at a salary level of about $100,000. Programs are to be more age-focused, targeting four 

groups:  children, youth, adults, and older adults.  A part-time staff member is to be assigned to the 

older adult ministries.  The Wednesday evening events remain strong—beginning with a meal, followed 

by an hour and a half of program time.  

   

Louisiana 
 

Workdays were held for ten Louisiana churches between October 2015 and February 2015.  Since that 

time, three churches have experienced changes in senior pastors. Early in the program a change in 

senior pastor often halts the process.  One church, Noel Memorial in Shreveport elected not to 

participate due to an ongoing capital campaign entering its final year.  Six churches reported a change in 

pastor since the completion of the report and workday: 

 

St. Luke’s Simpson UMC, Lake Charles, LA 

Trinity UMC, Ruston, LA 

Cornerstone UMC, New Orleans, LA 

North Cross UMC, Madisonville, LA 
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Church of the Covenant UMC, Lafayette, LA 
Moss Bluff UMC, Lake Charles, LA 
 
Before the donor financial commitments to the Benchmark Project, a reappointment of the senior 
pastor often results in a termination of the project. 
 
The other participating Louisiana churches include: 
 
First UMC,  Minden, LA     
St. Luke’s UMC,  New Orleans, LA     
Grace Community UMC, Shreveport, LA    
 
Between 2014 and 2015, worship attendance increased at First UMC Minden.  Worship attendance 
remained essentially flat at St. Luke’s UMC and declined at Grace Community.  More details on these 
Louisiana churches will be presented in the next update.   
 
Texas Annual Conference 
 
First United Methodist Bryan 
 
The FUMC Bryan report was delivered, and the workday completed on January 24, 2015.  The 
recommended Benchmark Budget totaled $52,675 (mostly non-clergy staff expenditures) with a 
targeted increased in worship attendance of 36.  The church’s Strategic Planning and Vision Committee 
continued its discernment process and recommended the establishment of a new position: Director of 
Connect and Grow Ministries.  A donor group was formed and two-year pledges of $60,000 per year 
were reported by April 27 which exceeds the target of $52,675.  The position was filled on July 1, 2015 
which triggered the beginning of the three year spending phase of the Benchmark Project.  The SPRC 
Committee dismissed the staff member filling the new position in early December 2015.  The new 
position was transformed with a revised job description and title on Feb. 15, 2016:  Director of Adult 
Ministries and Member Involvement—a half time position.  The Benchmark Budget was reduced for 
2016 and 2017.     
   
North Texas Annual Conference 
 
Lovers Lane UMC Dallas 
 
The Benchmark Report was delivered shortly before the workday was completed on Feb. 27, 2016.  
Lovers Lane will be the first Benchmark Project that follows the completion of the Colinasway program.  
The church leadership must now determine a Benchmark Budget spending plan and raise the necessary 
funds from donors.  A funding proposal will be completed by April 20, 2015. 
 
Great Plains Annual Conference 
 
David Argo and House completed a presentation to the bishop and extended cabinet in Topeka, KS on 
April 17, 2015.  The bishop extended an invitation to annual conference churches as an opportunity for 
revitalization.  Thus far, there have been no responses among these churches.  The bishop, however, has 
indicated that annual conference leaders have made use of the Great Plains Annual Conference 
Projection Report which strategic churches are identified. 
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A Perspective 
 
This is an excellent time to evaluate the fruitfulness of the Benchmark Project among the three pilot 
churches since they have either completed or have started Year 3.   
 
Christ UMC followed the program to the letter except for a slight underfunding of the Benchmark 
Budget (84% of the target).  It completed an extended discernment process before developing its 
Benchmark spending plan.  It fully utilized its donor group in Year 1 and Year 2.  The operating budget 
absorbed 50% of the Benchmark Budget in Year 2 and 100% in Year 3.  Its spending focused upon 
growth:  Wednesday evening programming and improvements in its website.  It made plans for the 
post-Benchmark era by developing a new staff position and refining the focus upon age-level ministries. 
It met or exceeded its targets:  worship attendance and giving to the operating budget.  It reversed a 
persistent downward trend in worship attendance.   
 
A&M UMC suffered from substantial turnover among staff—most occurring during Year 1.  Benchmark 
gave the church leadership a target—growth in worship attendance of 48 by the end of Year 3.  Church 
leadership began monitoring worship attendance across the three services, Sunday school attendance 
across the classes, and giving to the operating budget.  As a consequence, several significant deficiencies 
were discovered, including an evangelism committee that had not met in two years.  The leadership 
responded with a restructure of committees and a core leadership consisting of only eight lay plus the 
senior pastor.  Five centers were constructed:  operations, mission, worship, education, and evangelism.  
The five leaders of the centers recruited their own leaders and committee chairs and then submitted the 
names to the nominating committee and church council for approval.  Funding in Year 1 included music 
enhancement for traditional worship and two new interns—assistance for children’s ministry and 
assistance in small group formation and adult education.   
 
The donor group fully funded Year 1 and chose to fully fund Year 2, in spite of the operating budget 
absorbing 50% of the Benchmark Budget in Year 2.  These unexpected contributions created a spending 
surplus carried over into Year 3.  Interest among many church leaders increased significantly as a result 
of Benchmark funding as a new resource, monitoring, and the new levels of interest in the church 
among the donors.  Between 2012 and 2015, worship attendance decreased 25.2%, but worship 
attendance increased during the months of January and February 2016 (compared to January and 
February 2015).  Giving to the operating budget for these two months set new records for January and 
February giving.                  
 
First UMC Huntsville’s Benchmark Project did not work as well as the other two pilot projects.  The 
spending decision did not follow a deliberate discernment process nor was the spending decision 
administered by an existing or a newly established committee.  Contributions from donors fell short of 
the target (72% of the target).  The donor group served little function since the operating budget 
absorbed 100% of the Benchmark Budget in Year 2.  The Project did supply funding for a new nurse 
practitioner position for mission but was shifted to support an increased salary for the youth director 
and upgrading the children’s director to full time upon the departure of the nurse.  The shift did result in 
a slow but steady increase in attendance for both youth and children.  Targets for worship attendance 
and for giving to the operating budget were missed at the end of Year 3.    
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This project underscores the importance of a functioning donor group, the involvement of a group of 
church leaders in a discernment process, and spending decisions made by a committee of church 
leaders aware of the discernment outcome.      
     
Activities Update 
1. Presentation to the South Central Jurisdiction College of Bishops, June 19, 2013 
2.  Presentation to District Leadership Team, South District, Texas Annual Conference, June 25, 2013 
3.  Meeting with Bishop McKee, North Texas, June 27, 2013 
4.  Meeting with Dr. Bill Lawrence, Perkins School of Theology, June 27, 2013. 
5.  Meeting with the Louisiana Annual Conference leadership and Bishop Harvey, July 23, 2013 
6.  Presentation to the General Board of Higher Education and Ministry, August 7, 2013 
7.  Meeting with Bishop McAlilly and staff, Memphis and Tennessee Episcopal Areas, August 7, 2013 
8.  Meeting with the DLT, Central North District, Texas Annual Conference, August 8, 2013 
9.  Meeting with local churches in South District, Texas Annual Conference, Nov. 19, 2013 
10. Proposal Submitted:  World Service Contingency Fund, Oct. 2, 1013  
11.  Benchmark Strategy Fund established at GCFA, Nov. 21, 2013. 
12.  Participating Churches Workday, Galveston, Feb. 1, 2014 
13.  Meeting with South District superintendent and DLT chair, Feb. 6, 2014. 
14.  Presentation to the Vital Congregations Collaboration Team, Chicago, Feb. 24, 2014. 
15.  Meeting with United Methodist Communications, Nashville, Feb. 25, 2014 
16.  Presentation to the Economic Advisory Committee, GCFA, Nashville, Feb. 26, 2014 
17.  Presentation to the Board of the United Methodist Church Foundation, March 7, 2014 
18.  Presentation to a United Methodist Church Foundation evaluation team, April 25, 2014. 
19.  United Methodist Church Foundation approves incorporating Benchmark Strategy, May 21, 2014. 
20. Presentation to bishop and cabinet, Louisiana Annual Conference, July 8, 2014. 
21.  Joint meeting of the SCJ Committee on Episcopacy and SCJ active bishops (Conclave), Aug. 22, 2014. 
22.  Presentation to the SCJ Missions Council, September 30, 2014.   
23.  Louisiana Annual Conference workday with seven participating churches, October 13, 2014 
24.  Presentation to the Arkansas bishop and extended cabinet, Oct. 23, 2014. 
25.  Presentation to the National Association of United Methodist Foundations, Nov. 6, 2014. 
26.  Presentation to the Church Council, First UMC Bryan, Texas, Oct. 20, 2014. 
27.  Louisiana Annual Conference make-up workday with three participating churches, Dec. 2, 2014. 
28.  Presentation to the board of the United Methodist Church Foundation, Dec. 3, 2014. 
29.  Meetings with potential donors to the Benchmark Strategy Fund: Houston, TX, Dec. 11-12.   
30.  Presentation to the DLT Team, Southwest District, Texas Annual Conference, Jan. 20, 2014. 
31.  Presentation to staff of the General Board of Discipleship, Nashville, Jan. 7, 2015 
32.  Presentation to the SCJ Episcopacy Committee, Houston, Jan. 16, 2015. 
33.  Workday, First UMC, Bryan, TX, Jan. 24, 2015. 
34.  Workday, Shreveport District churches, Shreveport, Feb. 7, 2015. 
35.  GCFA meeting, Nashville, Feb. 27, 2015. 
36.  Meetings with potential donors to the Benchmark Strategy Fund, Dallas, March 23-24, 2015. 
37.  Conf Call: Florida Annual Conference Leadership Team, March 26, 2015. 
38.  General Board of Discipleship meeting, Nashville, March 27, 2015. 
39.  Presentation to bishop and cabinet, Great Plains Annual Conference, Topeka, KS, April 17, 2015.  
40.  Presentation to UM Development Center Advisory Committee, Phoenix, AZ, April 21, 2015. 
41.  Presentation to Stewardship Fusion Conference, Leawood, KS, April 27-29, 2015. 
42.  Presentation to the Economic Advisory Committee, GCFA, Nashville, May 6, 2015. 
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43.  Joint meeting of the SCJ College of Bishops and the SCJ Committee on Episcopacy, Dallas, June 26, 

2015. 

44.  Meetings with potential donors to the Benchmark Strategy Fund, Dallas, July 6-8, 2015. 

45.  Meeting with Texas Annual Conference Treasurer to consider local church Benchmark funding and 

annual conference apportionments, July 14, 2015. 

46.  Meeting with potential donors to the Benchmark Strategy Fund, Dallas, August 11-12, 2015 

47.  Meeting with potential donor to the Benchmark Strategy Fund, Dallas, August 19, 2015 

48.  Meeting the GBHEM staff, Nashville, Sept. 3-4, 2015. 

49.  Presentation to West District Charge Conference, Sept. 13, 2015 

50.  Meeting with potential donors to Benchmark Strategy Fund, Dallas, Sept. 15-16, 2015 

51.  Presentation to the North Georgia Delegation, Atlanta, GA, Sept. 18, 2015. 

52.  Presentation to the Texas Annual Conference CLT, Houston, Sept. 24, 2015. 

53.  Meeting with church leaders of Lovers Lane UMC, Dallas, Oct. 6, 2015. 

54.  Presentation to CF&A of the Texas Annual Conference, Nov. 10, 2015 

55.  Meeting with Rev. Jesse Brannen, Director of Congregational Excellence, Texas Annual Conference, 

Dec. 9, 2016. 

56.  Meeting with senior pastor, Lakewood UMC, Houston, Dec. 9, 2015 

57.  Meeting with senior pastor, St. Paul’s UMC, Houston, Dec. 10, 2015 

58.  Meeting with senior pastor, St. Luke’s UMC, Houston, Dec. 11, 2015 

59.  Presentation to candidate churches, Little Rock, Ark, Jan. 9, 2016 

60.  Visits with potential donors, Dallas, Jan. 13-14, 2016 

61.  Presentation to the Virginia Delegation, Richmond, Feb. 6, 2016 

62.  Presentation to the UMCF Conference, Atlanta, Feb. 23-24, 2016. 

63.  Lovers Lane UMC workday, Dallas, Feb. 27, 2016 

64.  Presentation to CF&A of the Texas Annual Conference, March 3, 2016. 

65.  Scheduled:  SCJ Large Church Business Administrators Conference, April 27, 2016. 

66.  Scheduled:  Meeting with potential donors, Dallas, May 3-4, 2016. 

 

Reports Update 
1.  Missouri Annual Conference Report 

2.  Greater New Jersey Annual Conference Report 

3.  South District, Texas Annual Conference Report 

4.  Central North District, Texas Annual Conference Report 

5.  West District, Texas Annual Conference Report 

6.  Louisiana Annual Conference Report  

7.  White Paper for GBGHEM, Young Clergy Recruitment and the Benchmark Strategy  

8.  Southwest District, Texas Annual Conference Report 

9.  Supplemental District Reports, West, South, and Southwest, Texas Annual Conference 

10.  Participating Benchmark Reports:  Moody Memorial, First UMC Pasadena, Mont Belvieu 

11.  Worship Attendance Projections by Annual Conference, South Central Jurisdiction 

12.  A Strategic Plan for Growth in the United Methodist Church (revised) 

13.  South Central Jurisdiction projections 

14.  Jurisdictional projections of attendance and elder shortages 

15.  Benchmark Reports, (10 participating churches in the Louisiana Annual Conference) 

16.  Benchmark Report, First United Methodist, Bryan, Texas Annual Conference 

17.  A Preliminary Evaluation of the Impact of HCI Participation, October 2014 

18.  The Benchmark Strategy, An Investment Perspective, December 2014 

19.  Arkansas Annual Conference Projection Report, February 2015 
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20.  Oklahoma Annual Conference Projection Report, March 2015 
21. National Projections Updates and Recovery Plans, June 2015 
22.  Texas Annual Conference Projection Report, June 2015 
23.  Great Plains Projection Report, June 2015 
24.  The Crisis of Decline and General Conference 2016, December 2015 
25.  Projections for the South Central Jurisdiction (in progress) 
26.  Projections for the United Methodist Church in the U.S. (in progress) 
27.  Projections for the Southeast Jurisdiction (in progress) 
28.  The Healthy Church Initiative:  An Update in Missouri (in progress) 
 
             
       Donald R. House, Sr. 
       April 15, 2016 


