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SOCIETY	MEETING,	October	15,	2017	
Presentation	by	Pastor	Deb	Somerville	
	
As we begin our time together this evening, I want to thank you for coming. It is an 
expression of your great care for your church. I come to this evening with equal measures 
of anticipation and curiosity. I have been on a learning curve at a rather high rate of speed, 
and I want to thank the good Lord and the laws of physics for keeping me from veering off 
the pavement. And I want to thank you all for your prayers that have covered this extended 
and energized conversation over the possible sale of a portion of the 100 acres we currently 
own and lease. 
 
As some of you know, because you were there, we had two well-attended, highly interactive 
Q&A sessions, one on Sunday night, October 1, and the other on Wednesday evening, 
October 4. Your ministry staff, your Board of Administration (BOA) and your Budget and 
Finance Committee (BFC) have spent a good deal of time reviewing the notes taken from 
both sessions as well as our own perceptions and internal responses. My commitment to 
you remains intact – I choose not to take offense at points of view that differ from mine, 
whether expressed with grace or a lack thereof. I don’t care nearly as much about being 
right as about being in relationship. That’s a core value of mine, and I’m sticking to it. 
 
If you will indulge me for just a few minutes, I want to offer some observations and what I 
hope will be helpful information as we prepare to consider the motion your BOA wishes to 
bring to the membership this evening. It’s important for you to know that you are being 
heard. 
 
There is no question that the possible sale of land was what brought us all to the table. But 
what became apparent early on in that first Q&A was the fact that the land wasn’t the real 
issue, but a catalyst for a much more important conversation. To that end, let me share 
with you a few recurring observations, comments, and points of information in response. 
 
#1 – There needs to be better and more frequent communication. 
Anyone in leadership—past, present, or future—learns (usually the hard way) how 
demoralizing and dangerous a communication vacuum can be for any organization. I do not 
assume that you trust me, even though some of you know me rather well. Any time there is 
a leadership transition it takes time and thought and demonstrated integrity to warrant 
trust. Did I violate that by bringing the possible sale of land to the table too soon? Perhaps, 
and for that I offer my sincere apologies. But I am grateful for the wealth of information the 
conversations have afforded. 
 
My commitment to you is to keep you informed and to include you in the ebb and flow of 
church life with some regularity. In both August and September you received letters from 
me. Several offered feedback on those letters, the most repeated word of surprise to learn 
our attendance was on the decline. 
 
October has given us three opportunities to exchange ideas. Next month I plan to have 
some more listening sessions in our home with various demographic sectors of the 
congregation represented. On January 21, 2018, we have an Annual Meeting scheduled. 
And we are just getting started. 
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#2 – Where are we going? What is our mission? 
I heard this asked in a variety of ways during the Q&As, because at the end of the day, 
every other answer to every other question that follows should be fully informed by what we 
understand our purpose to be. If we have arrived at a place where our memories are more 
powerful than our dreams, then we are on the verge of spiritual bankruptcy. And people 
who live in poverty of spirit don’t have future talk, not unlike folks who struggle with 
financial poverty. 
 
We are not moving away from our calling as a house of prayer. I believe that to be the very 
bedrock of anything we do and of everything we hope to become. We will continue to seek 
the indwelling, perfecting work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. We will not stop at sea level. 
Nor will we merely entertain Jesus as a guest in our hearts with the expectation that life 
will be orderly and predictable. 
 
Our mission isn’t rocket science. We don’t have to spend months hammering out parts of 
speech and the placement of commas and whether it will fit on a tee shirt. Our mission is 
to love God and to love others in such a way that they meet Jesus and want to do the same 
for others. Why do we make it so much harder than that? Perhaps it’s to keep us occupied 
with the incidentals, much to the delight of the author of distraction and deception. 
 
Our mission is to be a church of radical, untamed hospitality of the sort that welcomes 
both sinner and saint to the same table. Here’s my vision for us for 2018 – that it become 
for the GFMC “The Year of Loving Dangerously.” What if every household in our church 
committed, on our knees, to love someone yet unknown and perhaps undesirable…to love 
someone who doesn’t know the love of Jesus. It could be the friend of one of your children, 
a parent, a spouse, a neighbor, a co-worker, a university student…someone you haven’t 
even met yet. Anyone here courageous enough to pray that prayer with me? That God 
would put someone in your path (if He hasn’t done so already) to love dangerously and 
devotedly for the sake of the Kingdom of God…with all the messiness that goes along with 
it. 
 
That’s my vision, my future talk for us. Just imagine if each household yielded that kind of 
fruit in 2018. Can you dream it with me? Can you pray it forward with me? That’s where I 
want to go. That’s why I’m here. 
 
#3 – We as a church must live within our means. 
Several of you have shared with me that in your personal budgets, if expenses exceed 
income, then expenses must be cut. To that I extend a hearty high-five. One of the 
underlying assumptions in that statement is that you have a pretty good idea, from year to 
year, what your income will be (barring the unpredictable layoff or disability or loss of 
employment altogether). In other words, you do not wonder from month to month how 
much your employer is going to pay you. The church doesn’t have that luxury. 
 
However, we do have trends, patterns, and numbers to study. We have seen a significant 
rate of decline in both attendance and giving over the past several years. While I do not 
know (and will never know) who gives what, or who tithes and who doesn’t, the facts 
provide ample evidence that we must tighten our belts significantly. Let me tell you right 
now, right up front, that the BFC and the BOA have, at my request, provided some 
guardrails as we move forward with building next year’s budget, the most significant being 
a reduction in the 2018 budget of somewhere between $70,000-90,000 dollars from this 
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year’s budget. That will be painful, friends, and no one knows that better than the people 
you have chosen to lead you. 
 
#4 – The annual budgeting process must be transparent. 
Both the budget managers (staff) and the BFC are working diligently these final three 
months of 2017 to craft a 2018 budget that will reflect our preferred future in terms of 
ministries, personnel, and priorities. There will be several reviews, and no doubt as many 
revisions, before the BOA gives their final recommendation to the Society for your vote. As I 
understand it, this is a rather major shift in procedure, but it’s how I prefer to operate. I 
cannot expect you to help us meet a budget if you haven’t been invested in the process and 
given your vote of support. 
 
By Sunday, January 7, 2018, copies of the proposed budget will be made available to the 
membership for your review. Members of the BFC and staff will welcome questions over the 
two weeks leading up to the Annual Meeting on January 21 where the membership will vote 
whether to accept the budget. If more transparency is requested between now and then, 
please speak to me personally or to a member of the BFC. 
 
#5 – What are you going to do about the decline in giving and attendance? 
First of all, let’s consider the possibility that this is the wrong question. Perhaps it should 
read, “What are WE going to do…?” As for attendance, there is no magic bullet here, no 
methodology that will turn things around. We all have to wrestle with this because unless 
we own this corporately, we have deeper issues to contend with. You don’t build a church 
on a program or a personality…but on the Person of Jesus Christ. If we aren’t thoroughly 
sold out to him, the people we spend time with won’t want to be either. So that takes me 
back to The Year of Loving Dangerously. 
 
While I grieve the loss of those who are no longer attending here, to a person, they are 
involved in other area churches. I won’t engage in a tug of war. There are plenty of other 
people in our community who need to know Jesus. 
 
In regard to giving, unless the Lord takes my thinking in a different direction between now 
and January, my preaching focus the first few weeks of the new year will be on God as our 
Provider, with the emphasis on transformational generosity. This will not be the end all/be 
all series, but it will be a start in terms of teaching. The church in general has fallen into 
the trap of believing that once you become a Christ follower you will automatically be 
rewired to give. Not so! Generosity isn’t caught…it’s taught. And the teaching and preaching 
won’t be so much about the budget or the building, but because of the Bible and its truths. 
The fact is that we have a couple of generations that we are losing to the church, in part 
because we aren’t giving them good reasons to stay and to invest. 
 
#6 – I have attended this church for “X” years and I still feel like an outsider. 
I don’t know what constitutes being on the inside or the outside of a church, but I can tell 
you that I know what both feel like. Once I “graduated” from being a preacher’s kid and set 
out on my own, I sat where most of you are sitting, as a layperson for well over 35 years, in 
three different churches. There is no question that every church has its own unique 
culture, and sometimes it’s a tough nut to crack. 
 
I can’t fix this for you other than to continue to preach the Scriptures and ask the Holy 
Spirit to convict us all as to our complicity. I can name this particular elephant in this 
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particular room. I can challenge you to invest in one other person in your church not of 
your immediate family. Not to “fix” yourself or them, but to offer the love of Jesus to them – 
perhaps by taking a shift in a nursery, or by substitute teaching, or by serving a funeral 
dinner. Before your eyes roll completely out of your head, let me tell you that there’s this 
intangible but undeniable link between investing (not just monetarily) and belonging. 
Because in the process the Holy Spirit gives witness to who it is you’re ultimately pledging 
your allegiance and belonging to. 
 
I am working with Pastors Greg and Carl to address this sense of disconnect in other ways 
as well, so if it seems as though I am being dismissive, please know that is not my heart. 
 
#7 – The recurring sale of the land question feels like badgering.  
That was never my intent as I raised this issue with the leadership early on in July. It was 
apparent that there was unanimity within the BFC and BOA to re-introduce the question, 
as well as with some members of the ministry staff…enough so that it warranted a revisit. 
Your push-back has been invaluable as it has helped me better understand the 
complexities of the issue. (Or to quote President Trump early in his tenure: Fixing 
healthcare is a very complicated process.) Please don’t confuse me with President Trump, 
but you get my drift. 
 
I do not like debt, either personally or corporately. I do understand it is sometimes 
unavoidable when a church enters a building campaign the magnitude of our most recent 
addition. I remain committed to the land sale as one part of a multi-pronged approach to 
greater financial health. The re-amortization of our loan is presently being finalized so as to 
address in the short term our rapidly evaporating cash flow. I do not want the legacy we 
leave our children and grandchildren to be the weight of a mortgage. I believe this building 
is a brick-and-mortar representation of one facet of our mission, but we cannot allow it to 
put a stranglehold on how we move forward. We are dangerously close to that possibility. 
 
I hope you have heard over the course of the last 15 minutes that I and your leadership 
have heard you loudly and (I hope) clearly in terms of the bigger concerns you have 
expressed. And I hope you have sensed both a passion and a direction for us as a church 
moving forward. 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
 

As the BFC, BOA and staff have reflected on the concerns expressed both publicly and 
privately, it has resulted in the desire to ask the membership to entertain a motion to defer 
a vote on the land until our annual meeting in January. We all need more time to better 
articulate and reorient ourselves toward our preferred future. This is not a veiled attempt to 
avoid the possibility of the vote not going “our way.” It is instead an acknowledgement of 
the fact that the sale of the land, either yes or no, cannot be decided upon in isolation, but 
must be decided in conjunction with other actions and governance retooling, some of which 
I have already referenced. (And no doubt there are others that will surface over the course 
of time.) I, we, need time to demonstrate our commitment to you in this regard. 
 
Following is the motion from the BOA for your vote this evening: 

That we postpone any action regarding the potential sale of the land with the 
understanding that at the Annual Society Meeting on January 21, 2018, the BOA will 
bring a motion to the Society regarding the land in conjunction with the 2018 budget 
and a more comprehensive action plan. 


