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INTRODUCTION
We have all heard it. When we have talked about the state of our church with other members,
our friends or family, “It’s the story of every mainline denominational church these days,” we
have been told.
Perhaps that is true. But because it is our story, it is one that we feel more intensely. When we read
the annual report and see that once again the deceased member list outpaces the names of new
members, we feel a pang of sadness. When we attend a worship service and are surrounded by
empty seats or pause to wonder what has happened to some of the younger faces we used to see
every Sunday, the pang grows more intense. We ask, “What will happen if these trends continue?”
This is not the first time we have asked ourselves this question. It has come up now and again for
many years. During that time, we have tried several things to grow our membership and to energize
our members to become more active in the life of the church. Each effort seemed to be a good idea
at the time. Some even began with a certain amount of momentum. But nothing generated the
results we had hoped to create. What were we missing?
With help from the Kansas Leadership Center, we believe we have found an answer. We have been
putting our energy into crafting technical solutions rather than addressing our adaptive challenges.

Understanding
Adaptive Leadership
The concepts of adaptive leadership and the distinction
between technical and adaptive work are the results of
research by Harvard University professors Ron Heifetz
and Marty Linsky. They describe technical problems
as easy to identify and solved by authorities or experts
who can make changes in just a few places. Adaptive
challenges, on the other hand, are difficult to identify
(and perhaps easy to deny). Addressing these challenges
requires change in numerous places. The work must
come from the people with the problem and often
requires a lot of time.
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The Kansas Leadership Center, KLC for short, has another
way to describe the difference. “Technical problems live
in people’s heads and logic. They are susceptible to facts
and expertise,” they say. “Adaptive challenges live in
people’s hearts and stomachs. They are about values,
loyalties, and beliefs. Progress on them requires the
people with the problem to do the work, because the
work involves refashioning deeply held beliefs.”1
When we embrace these ideas, we accept the fact that
the changes we may wish to see at First Presbyterian
Church are not ones that can be crafted by the Session,
the staff, or from recommendations from the Kansas
Leadership Center. This is work that all of us must do
together. We must also accept that there will be no
quick fixes to the challenges that we face.

Ed O’Malley and Amanda Cebula, Your Leadership Edge: Lead Anytime, Anywhere. (Wichita, KLC Press, 2015), 14.

2.
FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

Our solutions will come from effective diagnosis of our
challenges and from experiments and new discoveries
that we will learn along the way.
To set the stage for our experiments and our discoveries,
we have already done a few things.

•

A two-day workshop led by Dr. Joyce McEwen-Crane 		
introduced nearly 40 of our members to the Kansas 		
Leadership Center’s competencies.
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shared purpose will come only through communication
among our members.

The guide is not a plan of action for FPC. It is a document
intended to be a resource for the conversations that
will prepare us for action as a congregation. Throughout
the guide you will find questions to help deepen our
understanding of the issues and opportunities before us.

•

Eighteen members have attended the Kansas 			
Leadership Center’s “Your Leadership Edge” training.

•

Many members participated in small group
discussions of Tod Bolsinger’s book Canoeing
the Mountains: Christian Leadership in
Uncharted Territory.

We encourage you to take time to read and reflect upon
the information in this guide. We also encourage you to
join us in the conversations that will help us to understand
what God is calling us to consider as we strive to
determine what it means to be Wichita’s First Presbyterian
Church. Think of this document as a bridge that will help
us to move from where we are today to the future FPC
that we aspire to collectively create.

Nearly 30 members participated in interviews
or provided their names when responding to
an online survey that resulted in the development
of this conversation guide.

If you have questions about our transformation project
process, how to become involved in the efforts of our
transformation team, or how to register for Kansas
Leadership Center training, please contact us.

•

After completing the celebration of our church
sesquicentennial, this seems to be a particularly
appropriate time to consider our collective future
aspirations for our church. Heifetz and Linsky note that
“successful adaptive changes build on the past rather
than jettisoning it.” The work is “to engage people in
distinguishing what is essential to preserve from the
organization’s heritage from what is expendable. …
(Adaptive leaders) make the best possible use of previous
wisdom and know-how. The most effective leadership
anchors change in the values, competencies, and strategic
orientations that should endure in the organization.”2

CYNTHIA BERNER
STEPHANIE BIRD-HUTCHISON
PATRICE CUMMINGS
DR. BRENT JOHNSTON
DAVID MILLER
DARRYL OTT
CYNTHIA REKOSKE
MELINDA SEARS
JEFF VAN SICKLE

Conversation Guide Purpose
It is our intention for this guide to be a tool used by
members to better understand the challenges we face
as a church. To make progress on these challenges, we
will need some consensus about the role(s) we want
our church to play in the lives of our members, our
community, our denomination, and our world. Finding that
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Ronald A. Heifetz, Marty Linsky and Alexander Grashow, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World.

(Boston, Harvard Business School Publishing, 2009), 15.
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PART 1.1

Setting the Stage
Wichita’s First Presbyterian Church (FPC) members
treasure the Gothic Revival sanctuary built in 1912,
with its stained glass, organ and a solemnity that leads
some to resist changes such as installing projection
screens so worshipers can follow along with hymns
and Scripture at home or in person.
For one longtime member born into FPC, seeing the big
turnout at Christmas Eve or Easter almost chokes her
up. That is partly because it is a reminder that for other
Sundays in the year, the sanctuary contains just a sprinkling
of worshipers compared with the holy days and the
glory days.
Fact is, most Sundays – and this was pre-pandemic –
FPC could readily fit all service attendees in the chapel.
“To me, if we had members, we could do anything.
But we don’t have the members, and we’re not getting
the members. I’m not sure how to bring them in,”
she said.
Like many members, she is willing to fight the tide of the
times, but is uncertain what approach is best to pursue.
Or what the odds are for success, recognizing that
mainline denominations keep shedding members, and
downtown churches like FPC often confront special
challenges.
More than 20 FPC members were interviewed for this
guide, intended to help the congregation come together
and weigh the options as we try to find a path to survival
for the 150-year-old church. Those 20 came from a Core
Team of leaders as well as others active in the church.
In addition, members had the opportunity to complete
an online questionnaire; nine did so.
Overall, about one-fifth to one-sixth of FPC’s active
members participated. In addition, we talked with
some pastors and others from outside FPC to gain
more perspective.

From their input, two things seem certain:

• FPC cannot continue doing what it has always done
because it is not working any longer. Time, money
and energy are running out.

• The building many treasure – some say it is
a “monument” instead of a home for a living,
breathing congregation – is a maintenance
albatross consuming money, energy and focus.
Several members say they would be willing to pursue
a new direction, a new mission. They say they might
be willing to give up things they hold dear – styles of
worship, certain mission activities, or even the building
in some cases – if they had a clear vision of what they
would be giving them up for. Most realize it would hurt,
that they would feel a loss, but they would rather see
the church look different than die.
“It may not be true of others, but for me I would rather
try some things to rebuild the congregation and fail than
to never try anything,” one said.

“Conceptually stuck systems
cannot become unstuck simply by
trying harder. For a fundamental
reorientation to occur, that spirit
of adventure which optimizes
serendipity and which enables new
perceptions beyond the control
of our thinking processes
must happen first.”
– ED FRIEDMAN, as quoted by
Tod Bolsinger in Canoeing the Mountains:
Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory
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Several members described the need to answer a
fundamental question: What does it mean to be First
Presbyterian Church in Wichita? “I think we skip over
that question and we ask the question, ‘How do we
get more members?’ And without answering the first
question, the second question is meaningless,” said
one person who has been involved in many FPC
roles through the years. “It’s having a fundamental
understanding of what the church is. Is it a membership
organization or a values organization? And for values
you could put ‘faith’ there.
Most of the time we default to ‘It’s a membership
organization.’ And I think that’s the wrong answer.”
Many talk of the need for compromise. Some really
seem to mean it. Some mean it until it comes to
changing the order of worship, music, and so on. Others
realize that any change in direction means not everyone
will be happy, that some will take their Bibles and go
home. One local Presbyterian pastor thinks FPC is at
a disadvantage: It has not wrestled hard enough with
its direction in the wake of a pastor departing under
such a cloud that a big contingent went elsewhere;
in other words, it has not had to figure out what really
matters and what to let go.
Is FPC a “transactional” church, where people come
for mission work, or worship and go home, without
interacting much with others? Is curiosity limited to
asking, “Why don’t those young families who come
Wednesday nights worship with us on Sunday?” instead
of joining them on Wednesday night and finding out?
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Others see a tipping point.
“We are either going to have the soft landing or fall
off the cliff,” said a member who has served on the
Session, the church’s governing body, and the Economy
Corner board. “Several years ago, it was expected
that we would be facing that kind of decision now or
have had it already, but we have managed to keep the
deficit smaller than what we’ve projected. … So, we are
certainly going to be dealing with some kind of financial
catastrophe in the next five years unless some things
change drastically.”
Comments from those interviewed clearly point out
elements of “adaptive challenges” – complex issues
involving values, beliefs and loyalties. Solutions are
elusive. Even agreeing on the problem is elusive,
according to KLC literature. These adaptive challenges
differ from “technical challenges,” for which solutions
are usually clearer and can typically be solved by an
“expert.”
Challenges spoken to by congregants include:

• How can the church continue to administer
meaningful activities and programs when faced
with a huge, aging facility?

• How do we serve our legacy members while still
reaching out to a younger crowd?

• How do we keep programs and mission going
while interest, energy and money dwindle?

There is a statement several recall hearing, directly
or secondhand, of a member saying, “I don’t care if
the church survives after I’m gone.” Most say that
thought is an outlier; others are reluctant to believe it
was uttered. Maybe those were just words spoken in
frustration at being asked to change or not having ideas
for turning around a church. But it could be an element
of thought that must be addressed as FPC tries to
determine a path forward.

• How can we keep the church cohesive and

Many of the members suggest things that would likely
take resources – and staff – that FPC no longer has
or would have to find a way to pay for. The perception
of the degree of danger ahead may not be clear to or
accepted by all. Some have faith that things will work
out, and they could.

Comments from the interview respondents point to
another element of change that the KLC identifies, that
of having to choose among competing values. FPC has
many projects and programs, each of which offer value
to members and many times to non-members as well.
But resources are limited. FPC may have to elevate one
thing its members care about over something else they
also value.

“I don’t think it will ever close its doors,” said one
person who has been a member for four decades.

in fellowship while supporting our wide and
varied interests?
Many people addressed issues surrounding the issue
of “What does it mean to be First Presbyterian Church
in Wichita?” Inspiring a collective purpose, to borrow
another phrase from the KLC, will be a first task to be
addressed when thinking through the issues facing FPC.

7.
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PART 1.2

Reflecting on the
Current Situation
Members of FPC, like almost any church in a mainline
denomination, do not need to see national statistics
to confirm the pews are not filled like they once were.
But here is the data: Regular churchgoing is now defined
as once or twice a month, according to the Pew Research
Center.3 FPC’s denomination, the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.), had 2.5 million members in 2000 versus 1.35
million in 2018, a year that saw over 140 of its churches
close. The percentage of Americans not affiliated with
a religion – the “nones” – now makes up more than
a quarter of the population, Pew found.
“The shift in culture has just happened so much faster
than anyone has been able to get their heads around,”
said one local minister from a church where new
membership has offset losses to deaths but “can’t
keep up with those who just stopped coming.”
“Every 500 years, the ‘church’ seems to go through
a radical shift,” said another minister. “I think God is
moving in different ways, and as a result, ‘church’ is
changing to be more about the people of God than
physical structures. But this shifting will be difficult”
for churches like FPC and others in the Presbytery.

Setting the Stage
PA USE F OR DISC USSION

Longtime members recall fondly the days when FPC
had four pastors. Then it went to three to two and
now one. FPC is unlikely to come close to the size it
once was and may be fortunate to stay at 350 to 400
members in a Presbytery where no single church has
more than 400 members. Other downtown Wichita
churches face similar challenges. St. John’s Episcopal,
FPC’s contender for title of Wichita’s first church, is now
a small congregation without a permanent pastor. Nearby
First Methodist has about 350 to 400 worshipers across
services, down from a peak of about 3,000 members in
the 1970s. First Baptist had about 250 members before
uniting with the larger City Life congregation.

What are some of the different interpretations
of FPC’s current situation and views of the future
that have been identified by members?
What aspirations do we have related to these issues?
From your perspective, what does it mean
to be First Presbyterian Church in Wichita?

FPC’s location is an issue. Just a block from Wichita’s
government center and somewhat distant from the

What can change?

Old Town entertainment district, the trying-to-revive
Douglas Avenue corridor and the growing housing
units downtown, FPC’s prominent neighbors are the
Lord’s Diner, the aging Commodore Apartments, and
the YMCA. With homeless and other people gathering
daily for meals at the Lord’s Diner, some members of
the congregation feel unsafe at times. Homeless people
have been found sleeping on the steps. There have
been signs of drug and alcohol use.
A person was once found dead on the property.
Solitary members arriving early or leaving late know to
use caution, and some perceive that visitors see the
problem and stay away. It is an issue that generates
“it’s a shame” on one hand and “they’re all God’s
children” on the other.
Although most concede the Lord’s Diner is a valuable
service, being in the heart of the homeless community
generates strong opinions.
“God bless the Catholics for starting it,” said a member
who has volunteered at the Diner, but “that has really
changed the nature of the neighborhood.”
“It’s like we were kind of trying to buck national
trends anyway, that of being a downtown church and
a mainline church. But then being placed with this
burden,” he said. “Now, I’m not going to say that’s
all our problems.”
Another member, recalling the consideration of a
canvass to let people know about FPC, delineates her
perception. “I think you go knock on people’s doors,
especially in downtown, I think you’d get shot,”
she said.
Then there is the fence, built nearly a decade ago at
the City of Wichita’s request to keep the homeless
from nooks and crannies of the church. It is a physical
manifestation of the homeless issue, and views range
from acceptance to, “Who puts a fence around a church?”

What might we have real resistance to changing?
3

Pew Research Center, Oct. 17, 2019. “In U.S., Decline of Christianity Continues at Rapid Pace”

Reflecting on the
Current Situation
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PAUS E T O CONS IDE R

“My husband hates that fence and everything it stands
for. And I have to agree,” said one member. “If the
church isn’t safe for everyone, who’s it really for? But I
do understand the concerns because I work in a school
district where safety for kids and for staff has driven
us to make every place locked down.”
The pastor of one of Wichita’s other downtown
churches knows the gamut of feelings. She conceded
it was disappointing when the fence went up. But after
having confronted the issue of dealers, “poop and
trash” in her own church’s parking lot, her views grew
more nuanced.
From several corners, Pastor Brent Johnston gets
credit for having a needed playground installed inside
the fence, reframing the issue as keeping kids on site
as opposed to keeping the homeless out.
The location is likely to be an issue as long as FPC is
at Central and Broadway. It undoubtedly will be a topic
as the congregation weighs changes in direction and
approach. The church could decide to just contend with
the nuisances and try to build upon its ministries serving
the homeless and downtown communities, such as the
clothing that Economy Corner provides or the monthly
community breakfast the church serves.
“Our location is right in the middle of the homeless
community in Wichita. We’re a mission-oriented
church,” noted one member. “I think we have an
opportunity to serve in a better way.”
FPC does have several longtime mission projects. The
transportation ministry, which provides scheduled rides
for seniors and others, is one. Others include supporting
schools in El Salvador, filling backpacks with school
supplies, and the community breakfast, a newer venture
the congregation assumed from a Lutheran church.
The biggest mission is the Economy Corner thrift store,
located in a separate building on the church block. The
store is operated jointly by FPC and Grace Presbyterian,
whose members donate many of the goods sold there.
It usually grosses about $120,000 a year, provides used
clothing and winter coats to homeless people and job
seekers, and contributes about $30,000 a year to FPC’s
overall budget. “How we are going to keep carrying it
on and keep it staffed is an issue,” said one member.
Income from Economy Corner largely offsets expenses
from Whispering Winds Camp, a 35-acre site on the
Arkansas River consisting of a lodge, two cabins, a

pool, and campsites. The camp, founded in the 1950s,
is about 20 minutes northwest of downtown Wichita.
It has been the site of many church events and is
periodically a bone of contention in a day when few
Presbyterian churches operate such facilities.
Every mission project rightly has supporters, especially
among those who are directly involved and who connect
to the church through a mission. But with an aging and
shrinking congregation, the sheer number of missions
raise questions of whether a changed church can continue
to dedicate resources and energy to them or whether
it should hone or shift its focus.

“… isn’t there a higher purpose,
a set of guiding principles, a clear
compilation of core values that
are more about being a community
of people who exist to extend
God’s loving and just reign and rule
in all the earth? This moment
forces us to face and clarify
our own core beliefs.”
– TOD BOLSINGER in Canoeing the Mountains:

Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory

Money is an overarching issue. With less than onetenth of the members that FPC once had, there are
fewer resources. That is reflected in reduced staff and
programs, and some catch-22s, such as fewer programs
for children but fewer children for programs.
Income from pledges is budgeted at $430,000 for 2021.
Fortunately, “we have a fairly giving congregation.
For a small congregation, we’re still bringing in pretty
good money,” noted a member of the Finance &
Administration Commission. A sizable gift trimmed
deficits in recent years, but that money will run out.
As membership decreases and more members pass
on, money will grow tighter, and staff and programs
will be on the line.
Some members see a congregation that does not
always realize the extent of its financial issues.
“Our general pattern is to hire it done. We’re paying

somebody to do that,” one member said. “I don’t get
a sense that people understand that. … We don’t
have a lot of money here,” said another member.
A former member of the FPC Foundation’s board thinks
it is wrong for the congregation to accede to Pastor
Johnston forgoing raises. It masks financial issues, she
said, and makes the sacrifice his when it should be the
congregation’s.
Challenges aside, some see financial possibilities
involving the Foundation or other methods the church
could utilize. One would be for the Foundation to focus
solely on paying for building maintenance and operations,
and placing the responsibility for ministry, staff, and
programs on the congregation. The Foundation could
likely support the buildings – but perhaps not capital
costs, such as mechanical systems or roof replacement
– an approach that would leave the congregation with
diminished resources.
Other ideas include tapping the Foundation’s principal
to fund staff or programs in an attempt at growth,
an approach that would drain Foundation resources.
Similarly, one member suggested a capital campaign
to finance staff or programs. Grace Presbyterian did
something similar a decade ago to finance its student
ministry and other positions.
The mission of the Foundation, with approximately $5.6
million in assets, might be unclear to some members,
who may think it was set up only to pay for building
upkeep. Its mission is broader, as it “exists for the sole
purpose of creating a perpetual endowment to benefit
and further the religious, charitable, and educational
purposes and interests of First Presbyterian Church.”
In practice, it distributes about 5% of its assets to the
church yearly with no strings attached.
As a practical matter, much of the Foundation’s money
goes to building and other operations. The Foundation
can also choose – as it did with this Kansas Leadership
Center project – to make special disbursements it believes
are for the good of the church. In 2020, the Foundation
provided $272,000 to the church, nearly 30% of its budget.
“It’s the Foundation that allows us to be in the position
we’re in where we have, in terms of membership,
shrunk to a size that cannot afford the building,” one
member said. “But we can afford the building because
of the Foundation. And we can afford to pay a pastor
what we pay. And it kind of puts off, or has put off, the
need to address some of these questions. So, it’s been
a blessing and a curse, in a way.”

How has the existence of the Foundation
added to or removed (or both) the
adaptive challenges facing FPC?
What are someof these?

What are the most important adaptive
challenges FPC faces because of trends and
changes within the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.) and other mainline
Christian denominations?

What are some of the competing values
identified that will need to be examined
by FPC as the issues outlined in this
section are addressed?

What would be lost in our community
if FPC ceased to be?

10 .
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PART 1.3

The Spirit of the Congregation
and the Capacity for Change
There are campers, lovers of hymns and choral music,
proponents of contemporary or blended worship and
music, the younger Wednesday night crowd, the
Economy Corner contingent, the Kell group, the Facilities
Commission, the choir, devotees of stained glass and the
sanctuary, early service attendees, the Session, the staff,
the transportation ministry, the Foundation board, maybe
even a few longtime members who know how to raise
their voices and get what they want in a confrontationaverse congregation.
They are all groups mentioned at one time or another
as power centers or silos within FPC by those providing
input about challenges the church faces and its ability
to confront them. They are typical in almost any church,
organization, or company.
“I believe that everyone’s intentions are good and pure,”
said one former Session member. “It’s not like anyone
has it out for someone else. People just have their
entrenched beliefs and think that this is really the way
we need to go and ... I don’t know how we’re going
to break down some of those beliefs.”
Some members, looking at those groups, say they fall
into a couple of broad categories: traditionalists, largely
favoring worship and music and structure and mission
as it has long been done, and those in the contemporary
crowd, often seeking more fundamental changes in
worship, music, and mission.
“I think some of the traditional stakeholders are afraid
of losing what worship means to them,” one member
said. “They fear losing that if they allow a contemporary
worship service. And this is just not to pick on them; this
is how several groups are operating. … I believe that
communication is the only solution to any of this and,
of course, prayer. At its core, prayer is communication,
right? Communication is critical because we need
to look at things through the other person’s eyes.

“I like some of the traditional music, too, but I would
relate to a more contemporary service … because it’s
been a big part of my spiritual background,” the member
added. “Music is a big thing that I connect with. And I
rarely get that from our service. … I also understand,
conversely, that people that love our music would miss
that just as much.”
The traditionalists, “I wouldn’t say that they don’t see
a need to change, but maybe they don’t see a way to
change successfully in order to keep hold of what they
value,” a member said.
“And then there are the people who crave change.
Really, those are the two main factions that I see in
our church. … The traditionalists are the people who
sort of value the choral tradition and the large choir,
and then there are other people who find that and
organ music depressing.”
And within groups, there are people who consider
themselves largely flexible. One member enjoys traditional
music, liturgy and worship but said he is open to a broad
change if it allows the church to survive. The one thing
he will not compromise on, he said, is any move to a
“progressive Christianity” that does not acknowledge the
Trinity, virgin birth and Jesus dying for everyone’s sins.
Resistance to change can be highly specific: “Screens
and a praise band would drive, I think, any remaining
members away,” said one member.
“Everyone experiences God in a different way,” another
member said. “You can’t be all things to all people.
But I think when we have an identified segment of the
congregation that – I’m thinking of the young families –
feels underserved, we should recognize that and try to
serve them, and not lose, hopefully, not lose anything
that is already fulfilling for others.”

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

Yet another member observed: “When I first went
to FPC, there were some really strong stakeholders,
and I was offended. But the longer I’ve been there,
I understand why they have the feelings that they do.
So, there’s going to be quite a bit of that that we’ll
have to work through.”

“When we get to moments
of deep disorientation, we often
try to reorient around old ways
of doing things. We go back to what
we know how to do. We keep canoeing
even though there is no river.”
– TOD BOLSINGER in Canoeing the Mountains:

Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory

Yet A deacon who has been involved in multiple
congregations over the years thinks FPC must take a
hard look at where it is now, as opposed to where it
was: “We only are relevant to ourselves and our own
worship and our own style, and I think that’s the thing
that has to be challenged if we want to thrive.”
Part of the self-examination involves accepting that
finding a path forward is the whole congregation’s
problem.
“The talk is, ‘What is Session going to do about it or
what is Brent going to do?’ It’s not, ‘What are we going
to do about it?’ We’re trying to nurture that process,”
said a member of the Core Team.
Two guiding principles of leadership include: (1)
Leadership is an activity, not a position; and (2) Anyone
can lead, anytime and anywhere. Changes that FPC may
decide to make will involve many people participating
in the leadership process. It will be a change in the
church’s culture – particularly when so many are
conditioned to leave the heavy lifting of leadership to the
ruling elders (Session) and the staff. And, according to
Bolsinger, a church culture only changes when a person
or group decides old ways are not working, figures
out a change of vision, starts acting differently, and
encourages others to act differently as well.
Bringing additional uncertainty is Johnston’s expected
retirement within several years. That could be an
“inflection point,” one member said. “I’m concerned
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whether or not we’ll be able to attract the kind of
minister we think we want, and it’s going to be a big
challenge. It’s going to come sooner than people are
anticipating.”
Another basic question some members raise is how
much FPC values fellowship.
Many members recount the friendships and support
they have found over the years. One member described
how she and her husband found a home far from where
they grew up. Another tells of the close-knit and longlasting Kell group – consisting of young marrieds when
they joined in the 1970s. Many concur with the value
a third person described: “the relationships with the
people that we’ve met in our church family and the
support that we get.”
But others describe a hesitancy for people to get outside
their groups, as well as to welcome those unfamiliar
with the church, a tendency that could affect the ability
to embrace change.
When asked about the value placed on fellowship, one
member replied: “A lot of people have said that they
don’t feel like it really does. But so many of the people
have been going there for so long that they just interact
with the other people they’ve known forever.”
Another member reflected on a period where she
suddenly wasn’t attending regularly. She indicated that
she did not know that anybody even noticed.
“The groups don’t really seem interested in getting
to know one another,” said one person. “This church
doesn’t like fellowship for some reason. Our family feels
very lonely and very disconnected.”
Some think the congregation only wants members who
look like them or are of the same socioeconomic or
educational level, that it isn’t welcoming to anyone who
isn’t “white and has money,” as one person termed it.
There is a tendency to want children to be seen and
not heard. One person recalls kids being shushed in
service and in The Well (the church coffeehouse and
welcome center), where she watches the service. “I
think if we lose out on intergenerational, we lose out on
everything,” she said.
The topic is another opportunity for the congregation to
weigh what it values.
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“When they have the kid church and the kids run up, it
feels irreverent to me,” one member said. At the same
time, she conceded “I never thought I’d be my mom”
and acknowledged her daughter and son-in-law have
concerns about whether FPC could be the church home
for their daughter, because there are no other kids her
age.
“Everybody needs to be flexible and realize it’s not
really going to be exactly what you have in mind for it,
because the church is a community,” said one of the
younger members, speaking of the congregation in
general.
Several members wonder if there is enough energy to
overcome the fatigue occurring because there are fewer
younger people to do the work of a congregation. Can
FPC experiment more and overcome the tendency to
say, “We tried that and failed”?
One person who has been a member since the mid
1970s embodies some of the internal conflict many
have. She values traditional music and “high worship
standards” and thinks a drum kit and praise band in the
sanctuary is like “oil and water.” At the same time, she
acknowledged her brother’s observation that “nothing
has changed in 50 years.” More young families do not
come, she said, because there is nothing for them.
But when the church tried to change to accommodate
younger members, those members did not participate,
she said, leaving older members unconvinced change
would attract new members.
The monthly EPIC service attempted several years
ago, youth-led and featuring contemporary songs, is
a recurring topic. Here are views on why the service
failed, revisited not to pound at the past but to show
how perspectives diverge.

• “Most of the people in the choir are like I am
in terms of their music. I don’t think anybody
was terribly thrilled about the music selection.
… I thought that was a bit of a gimmick, rather
than a real powerful structure.”

• “I heard: ‘Well, we just don’t like that. We love
seeing them (kids) and hearing about their stuff,
but that’s just too out there for us.’”

• “I did not want to turn around and do the hoochie
coochie in my pew. It was fun to a point. It wasn’t
worship to a point.”
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• “The older people started not coming because
they weren’t getting anything out of the worship.
The kids were just, in their opinion, just jumping
around and not doing anything. … The idea was
good, but the production just wasn’t right.”

The Spirit of the
Congregation and the
Capacity for Change
PAUS E T O CONS IDE R

• The Worship and Music Commission “wanted to
give it a shot for other people, but maybe they didn’t
have the enthusiasm and momentum behind it that
others who were maybe a little bit more excited
about it would have had.”

• “I would hear about people who would show up,
and then they would see that it was going to be
an EPIC service that day … and then they would
just leave. … I feel like a lot of our current
congregation were pretty dead set on not taking
a chance on it. … One of our barriers is that
inflexibility. … When our church starts to edge into
newer territory there, then they kind of pull back.”
“What most of us have … to give up is the stability,
consistency and basically the loss of familiarity,” one
member said. “We have to be willing to step in, with
our mission, with our fellowship, with our style, our
culture – we have to step into some unfamiliar places.
And I think that’s at the heart of the issue. People
may make claims about their music. They may make
claims about Christian education. And they may make
claims about the worship. They may make claims
about staffing and maintenance in the building and
all of that, but it’s their loss of stability, consistency,
ease, familiarity and control – and Presbyterians are
very controlled.”
Some fear that this current effort will not go anywhere,
that outcomes and futures will be scrutinized but,
for lack of energy or buy-in, this effort will fade, as
did others. Or that it will be wrapped up in a bow of
optimism understating the heavy lifting required.
One member who has done leadership training said,
“I think we’re going to have to hit the crisis before
we really change.”
Another member’s biggest fear is “we won’t be able
to figure out a way out of this decline and contraction
and loss. Even if we don’t gain, I just hope that there’s
some way we can stop the loss. … How do we come
to some sort of a consensus to stop it? … Not doing
anything and letting it wither away is a choice in and
of itself. So why not make an informed and conscious
choice rather than just choose to do nothing?”

What do you think are two to three basic
elements of the church’s culture?
(Or our DNA as Bolsinger calls it?)

What are some things that you
think cannot change?

What are you willing to give up
or to see changed?

What are some assumptions that may need
to be tested or challenged related to the spirit of
the congregation and its capacity to change?

The Kansas Leadership Center identifies
various interest groups as “factions.”
Working across factions happens when
someone holding certain values, loyalties,
and beliefs engages productively with another
who holds different values, loyalties, and beliefs.
What are some of the conflicting perspectives
and interests reflected by factions within the
congregation? What is important for us to honor
about each faction and about what they
bring to the table?

Who are the unusual voices (impacted but
lacking influence) in this situation?
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PART 1.4

The Building
The 1912 sanctuary holds as many as 700 for worship
and was built when “movers and shakers” filled the
pews. FPC had thousands of members then, back
before Wichita spread out east and west.
From a peak of over 5,000 members in the 1950s,
membership has since declined to about 350 today,
with about 150 active members. It is a drop reflecting
changes in society, shrinking mainline denominations,
and the rise of nondenominational, often evangelical,
churches. It has left fewer people and less energy
filling FPC’s big space, a fact not lost on members
or on any visitor seeking a church home.

“Adaptive challenges are true
tests of leadership ... They arise when
the world around us has changed
but we continue to live on the
successes of the past ... They demand
that leaders make hard choices about
what to preserve and to let go.”

likely know what many homeowners know: Anything
built 75 or 100 years ago takes a lot of maintenance.
That is especially true of this big, old building. Updates
and repairs are not cheap or easy, as the cost of creating
heavily used The Well gathering space showed. Painting
the sanctuary costs $125,000 and takes two weeks.
Fixing the infrequently used front steps takes $60,000.
The adjoining three-story Case building, opened in 1935
when classrooms and offices were easily filled by
programs and people, poses similar challenges. Much
of it is not used except by those seeking storage. Parts
of it are not air-conditioned. Steam heat pumps out
moisture, which plays havoc with plaster walls.
“We had looked into renting out space [in the Case
building],” said a facilities commission member. “And
then we looked into what it would cost to add more
air conditioning, another chiller out there, and it was
around the $300,000 range.”
In addition, there has been reluctance at times to putting
the Case building to a broader, outside use as a nonprofit
incubator or other benefit. One member thought past
leadership was somewhat “stonewall-ish” on that topic
but may be less so now.

– TOD BOLSINGER in Canoeing the Mountains:

Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory

Any discussion of FPC’s future must include the building.
Built for a different time and a younger congregation,
the building is an accessibility challenge. Reaching the
sanctuary requires a half flight of stairs or two elevator
rides from the west entrance. Moving between the original
building to the Case building requires those same elevator
rides if one is to avoid the stairs. Even the distance between
the most frequently used spaces can be discouraging
for members who have mobility challenges.
Yet for many, the building is something they cannot
imagine living without or changing appreciably. They also

Certainly there has been resistance to changing the
sanctuary, whether it is using video projection or roping
off pews to bring fewer worshipers together. Change
is not easy in a building where most pews and stained
glass bear someone’s name.
The pandemic and wider-spread livestreaming made
one member realize the implications of FPC’s reluctance
to project lyrics and Scripture. “How have they been
able to participate all these months that they haven’t
been able to go to the service?” she said of members
unable to worship in person since well before COVID-19
hit. “I literally cried that we had deprived our people who
were having to watch via livestreaming.”

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

“We can’t change anything physically to make it more
appropriate to modern technology and to modern
audiences and what we might do in the building,”
the member added.
“We worship the building,” said a member active in
children’s ministry. “We’re not focusing on the ones
coming up.”
“Some people’s passion about the church is the building,”
said a member, conceding he has a bit of that passion.
“Maintaining that building in working order, maintaining
a sense of you being Presbyterian and doing things
decently in order. They’re passionate about that facility,
that sense of place, the sense of reverence, of not
messing it up with outside groups, of keeping it clean,
and picking up after you’re done, and some of these
things. … Sometimes I felt like their voice is a little too
loud in church governance, but that’s just me.”
One pastor said FPC isn’t alone: “One of the greatest
challenges facing churches today is our desperate
desire to hold onto a building. It seems that we worship
the property and have certain expectations on how it
should be used.”
Across town, there is excess space upstairs in another
Presbyterian church building. “The biggest thing for
all these churches is their buildings. They were built
during the peak of Christendom,” that pastor said. The
downtown churches that survive and thrive, “they don’t
have to do every capital campaign just for the building.
It’s depressing when you generate a million dollars just
so your albatross of a building doesn’t fall down.”
So, a piece of the puzzle for FPC may consist of figuring
out how to make sure the building does not crush the
congregation. Factors to weigh include how the sanctuary
is viewed, valued, used, and adapted – all things that
could influence possible paths discussed in this guide.
There would certainly be multiple views to consider.
Many reflect the tension of both loving the building while
urgently wanting to be relieved of the burden of it. Others
are less sentimental, willing to change the building
drastically or even give it up.
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• How can the church continue to administer
meaningful activities and programs when faced
with a huge, aging facility?

• “It’s a money pit. … I’ve said for years, go pull
permits to tear this thing down and watch the
money fly at you, because it’s an icon in downtown
Wichita. Either that or you tear it down and you could
sell the limestone and build a nice metal building
church fully efficient and not have the expense
that you have in maintenance.”

• “The sanctuary is the most gorgeous I’ve seen.
The chapel to me is more intimate. And the sound in
there is so pure and perfect it’s just unbelievable.”

• “When I was on the membership committee,
I remember they’d ask a new member, ‘Why did
you join our church?’ And they’d say, ‘Oh, because
I love those beautiful stained-glass windows.’
And you’re just like, ‘Huh, how interesting.’”

• “If FPC is committed to that facility on Broadway,
then they need to think about a way that it can
be utilized. And not as a nonprofit incubator, as
a church, and find two or three other congregations
that are underserved. We ought to be able to make
that space used somehow. And if we can’t, we need
to acknowledge it and get a small building. Because
the part that kind of bothers me is just ignoring the
waste of running that huge place.”

• “It’s hard to see a path where we stay in that
building. It’s easier to see a path where there
continues to be an FPC, but I struggle to see how
it happens in the building that we’re in.”

• “To move someplace else, I’m not sure that’s an
answer.” The Foundation, with approximately $5.6
million in assets – a lot of money but still a finite
amount – could help provide an answer. If it did,
though, the answer would likely involve supporting
the building or the congregation, not both.
“Hopefully, the Foundation could get to the point where
it essentially covers the building – your utilities costs,
maintenance – and then the congregation covered
personnel, mission, ministry programs. At the end of
the day, it could very well be that we do lose the church
building because we can’t afford it,” one member
concluded.
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We have all heard it. When we have talked about the state of our church with other members,
PAT H S F I R S T P R E S B Y T E R I A N C H U R C H C O U L D TA K E
our friends or family, “It’s the story of every mainline denominational church these days,” we
have been told.
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Christian
Leadership
in Uncharted
Territory But nothing generated the
results we had hoped to create. What were we missing?

The Building
PAUSE TO C ONSIDER

What assumptions about the FPC building
might need to be tested?
What values are being talked about? What values
are not being discussed? What difficult questions
related to these values need to be tested?
What are our capabilities and vulnerabilities
related to this issue?
How do we transform our vulnerabilities
into assets? What is possible?
What is the best question we could ask ourselves right now?

With help from the Kansas Leadership Center, we believe we have found an answer. We have been
putting our energy into crafting technical solutions rather than addressing our adaptive challenges.
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Many FPC members have shared their thoughts on
the challenges confronting their church home. They
have shown their comfort and discomfort with change.
Repeatedly, members mentioned the need to arrive
at a common vision they think has been lacking. The
strong inclination to look backward instead of forward,
to insist “We need to do that because we always
have,” or “Well, we used to do it this way,” as one
member described, is not really a vision. OK, “that
was right for you, but what’s right for the next group?”
would be the better question, he said.

“If you want to keep your church
from dying … Focus on your own
transformation together, not on your
church dying. Focus on the mountains
ahead, not the rivers behind. Focus
on continually learning, not what
you have already mastered.”
– TOD BOLSINGER in Canoeing the Mountains:

Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory

If it is to have a chance at success, the common,
intentional direction must be decided together, whether,
citing a parable, it is “putting new wine into old
wineskins or doing something completely different,”
another person said.
Among the decisions that may face the congregation,
some members say, are ones that relate to the culture
of the church. Should FPC do more to look outward,
instead of inward as some believe is its current tendency?
What might doing more to serve than being served look
like within the volunteer and financial capacities of FPC?
The building itself is also a frequent topic of conversation.
A few interviewed threw out the idea of selling the
whole building – if a buyer could be found – to preserve
the congregation. But more of those interviewed
pondered potential ways to put the Case building to use,
while realizing that might require investments. It has

4 Downtown Wichita, 2020. “Project Downtown: Celebrating 10 Years of Progress”

| Bridge to the Future

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

| Bridge to the Future

PART 2.1

Paths First Presbyterian
Church Could Take

been mentioned as space for nonprofit organizations,
though they are often short of resources themselves.
Or all or some of it could be sealed off from the church
and rented as office or even living space, like the Derby
Lofts and other downtown buildings. After all, about
2,750 residents called downtown home in 2019, and
2,000 new housing units are expected there by 2024.4

CO NT I NUE T HE T RAD I T I O NAL AP P ROAC H
4 Downtown Wichita, 2020. “Project Downtown: Celebrating 10 Years of Progress”
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Some members proposed ideas for bringing other
congregations aboard to use the sanctuary or Case
building, much like the Congolese refugee group now
does. Or, like the Baptist City Life does, consider serving
as home to smaller groups of Chinese, Thai, Laotian,
Hispanic, and homeless worshipers along with a larger
main congregation.
There seem to be a number of options, some involving
the Case building, some the sanctuary, some both. All
could help make the building “more self-funded, so
that’s completely off the table and not getting in our
way of every decision we make,” noted one person.
Can these issues be addressed simultaneously or
are there topics that need to be discussed as distinct
issues, perhaps one even driving outcomes of another?
As one member sees it, “There probably needs to be
a bifurcation between the congregation as one issue
and the real estate assets that the church owns as
a second issue.”
What might change look like for FPC, if the congregation
decides to pursue it? Or if, instead, we decide to double
down on its traditional church approach?
As it should at most times, our faith can guide us as we
weigh these questions and the future. We should ask:

• What does scripture teach about being an inviting,
welcoming, transforming congregation in realizing
God’s vision for God’s church?

• What do you believe to be God’s vision for this
church if it were faithful to the past but open
to the future?

ADV ERT I SE T HE T RAD I T I O NAL C HURC H BET T ER
SEEK A MERGER

Two broad categories have emerged, roughly grouped
as sticking with the traditional approach – and possibly
fading away with it – and more dramatic change that
would require leaps of faith and movement outside
comfort zones.

Continue the
Traditional Approach
The liturgy, order of worship, a reasoned high-church
sermon, choral and organ music, the hymns long
sung, a sanctuary unadorned by band instruments and
PowerPoints. They are all pieces of what some would
call the Presbyterian tradition.
Are there ways FPC could survive while maintaining
that tradition? Here are three possible options mentioned
by members among many others that might exist:

Do Nothing
The congregation, either by deliberately choosing or
failing to accept another approach, could leave worship,
music, programs, and missions as they are, and not
reach out in new ways.
Members who like the traditional approach would
continue to be happy, at least until a shrinking
congregation could no longer support the things they

value. Unless society comes around to doing church
as Presbyterians have favored, this likely means fading
away. An advocate for change fears this result: “That it
will be a little group of 50 bitter people, not having an
impact, not doing anything to further the kingdom and
not being effective, even at serving ourselves.”

Advertise the Traditional
Church Better
Under this school of thought, FPC could gain new life –
new members – if only those people could discover the
wonders that exist at the church. If they just saw the
splendid sanctuary, they would be sold. You just have
to get them in the door.
So, the church could advertise better, reach out to
those who love classical music or find the souls who
love opera among people moving downtown. It could
figure out a way to attract the symphony crowd or welleducated public radio listeners. It could canvass, send
postcards, use social media or put up a bright electronic
sign out front.
Maybe, as one member tossed out somewhat
whimsically, FPC could be “the old people church
in Wichita” for those who have raised families and
seen their churches changing.
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Unresolved are whether such would-be followers exist
and whether a church of largely aging members could
do the work of a congregation. Would it be a financially
sound or realistic approach with the resources to
provide the kind of church envisioned, for paid musical
staff, for example? Would FPC eventually exhaust the
pool of “old people”?

Seek a Merger
Could FPC try to merge with another Presbyterian
Church, as two did in Hutchinson, to obtain the critical
mass to survive and possibly thrive? Or as First Baptist
up the street did when it was subsumed by City Life.
Or as Jewish congregations are doing in a separate
but cohabitating manner.
Like the “advertise the traditional church” approach,
a merger could be seen as fighting for market share
in a shrinking market instead of reaching out to the
unchurched. And it could involve surrendering FPC’s
culture and traditions. Then there is the question,
frankly, of whether another church would want to
merge with FPC. Would others want to take on
FPC’s big, old building and welcome a congregation
that has not embraced change? When you meld
two organizations, it is safe to assume some will
jump ship.

21.
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“My personal opinion is if you end up going down
that road, you’re basically splitting up the church,
and people are going make their own decisions about
where they want to go,” one member said.
Others cautioned that true mergers require equals
creating something wholly new together, as opposed
to one thinking the other should welcome them with
open arms. One culture wins.
“I don’t think a merger would be the right idea in the
sense that ‘merge’ suggests that both cultures are
going to exist,” said someone who came from the
First Baptist side when it and the larger, younger
City Life combined. “What I can say from ours is that
that’s almost impossible.
That one culture will lead, and we kind of desired to
create a new culture. It was just crazy, crazy hard.”
Some of those interviewed said they had not given much
thought to a merger as a possibility, while one sensed it
was being pushed by church leaders. Others had mulled
the idea and mentioned Grace and Covenant as possible
candidates. Some said it ignored the tough issue of what
kind of church First Presbyterian Church should be.
“I don’t see that as any kind of success in terms
of growing or reaching out. It’s a solution that is
kicking the can down the road,” said one member.

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
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Live for the Future
GO CO MT EMP O RARY O R HYBRI D
MI NI ST ER TO T HE NEI GHBO RHOO D
REF UGEE O R OT HER C HURC H P L ANT S

This big tent reflects multiple ideas suggested by
members and others relating to themes of changing
to reflect the times and attract new audiences. While
there is a temptation to offer technical solutions that
may reinforce the transactional feel of the church as
it is viewed by some members, others recommend
strategies that more accurately reflect the adaptive
nature of the challenges facing FPC. These members
suggest that the best approach and outcomes would
likely come by focusing on embodying and spreading
the word of God and his call to serve someone
or something bigger than oneself.
Here are several paths members said FPC could
take, also among many others that may exist.

Go Contemporary or Hybrid
Make a push and either add a contemporary or blended
worship service or replace one of the existing ones,
in the belief it could attract younger members with
families and augment the ones who gather for youth
worship on Wednesday nights. Many see this as
involving modern Christian music, a praise band
and singers, with a focus on youth involvement and
less structure.
FPC has tried this on a limited basis, including the
EPIC service, and music director Steve Bixler already
incorporates a guitar and songs from outside the
hymnal. Many longtime members fear more of this
approach is a watering down of the message, with
lots of repeated words and less thought.

Several members expressed a willingness to try something
different, while others were so thoroughly opposed that
they said they would have to find a traditional service
elsewhere, even if they did not quit FPC. “And, oh, it
is too loud. It wears me out. And I don’t feel like there’s
a lot of brain required,” a member commented.
Well-done contemporary worship, considerations of
depth aside, costs money and is not a natural fit for
a traditional church. One pastor strongly urges anyone
to consider the cost and energy of hiring and managing
a band. Another pastor mentions that her church has
a Sunday night gathering featuring acoustic music but
admits it has tried other contemporary services without
getting them right.
“We understand that we have to reach out to the
way people want to do church now and provide a good
alternative for that. But that would take dedication,
resourcing, and staff that we don’t have,” said one
person. “We have a staff that does traditional worship
really well, but I don’t believe we do contemporary
worship well at all.”
So, like other options, this one requires adjusting
resources, priorities, money, and comfort levels. And
depending on the approach, it could exacerbate what
some say is already a concern at FPC: unity.
“I have a former colleague who goes to one of the
Methodist churches in town, and they did the dual
services – a traditional one and a contemporary one,”
said one member. “He says, ‘You know what it really
means is you have two congregations that don’t ever
get together.’”
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Minister to the Neighborhood
Homeless people are already around the church,
and that is a challenge and an opportunity. As are,
perhaps,the young and older people moving downtown,
the “nones” and “dones.”
The needs among poor and homeless people are many,
but that does not mean they are easily or effectively
served. With mental illness and substance abuse issues
common, there are concerns about safety and comfort.
What an expanded mission would look like is unclear.
Do you give them more vouchers or instead try to
find or supply them with a job or housing, or hold the
community breakfast more often?
Jon Gordon, outreach pastor at City Life, said his church
benefits from decades of relationship building in the
homeless community. The ministry attracts about
200 homeless people, and it costs money. Every two
months or so, because disruptions occur, he finds
himself at the front of the church saying, “I know it
feels uncomfortable, but when stuff happens, we want
you to know that the difference between here and
anywhere else you are is that I know their names.”
Any discussion of reaching out to homeless or
unchurched people always brings the question of,
yes, but will they help support the church financially?
The flipside is that City Life attracts some members
exactly because of its mission, Gordon said.
“There are always ways a church can serve people
outside their walls … both in big and small ways. The
question is if you have enough people with the desire
to do so and the willingness to prioritize resources,”
said Deann Smith, executive director of United Methodist

Open Door, which provides food, clothing, and shelter
to poor Wichitans.
Other downtown Presbyterian churches across the
country have missions illustrating possibilities and
limitations. First Presbyterian, Atlanta, with ministries to
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homeless people and a preschool, receives about 20% of
its budget from an endowment, about $1.1 million a year.
East Liberty Presbyterian in Pittsburgh, called the Cathedral
of Hope, feeds homeless people before worship every
Sunday and offers an extensive arts education program
to city children who otherwise could not access them.
But that church has an endowment of about $24 million.
“The interesting thing as a Christian is that if you ever
wanted to execute Matthew 25 among your midst, we
have that population at our doorstep,” said one Session
member. “So, what does that mean to FPC as we move
forward? … That could be a direction, but I just don’t
know how popular that would be.”
A different member suggests reaching out to families
living in the city’s core, providing nights out, dinners,
movie nights and other services to parents and children
who often do not have those opportunities.
Another opportunity people mention is the growing
numbers of downtown residents, many of them young
and, likely, unchurched. The question is how to reach
them and where. And are they reachable? Are they
interested? Do they want to gather in a brewery instead
of a sanctuary?
“What’s drawing them to downtown might not be
the church,” one person said, but instead work and
vibrancy. He’s not convinced of the school of thought
that “they’re here, so they should come to church here.”

Refugee or other Church Plants
One thing FPC has in abundance is space. So, about
four years ago, with a contact made at the school
backpack distribution, church members became aware
that a congregation of Congolese refugees was meeting
in a laundromat. After working out arrangements,
they began to worship in a Case building classroom.
With members from a stew of denominations, they
worship in a vibrant style that is a contrast to that of

most Presbyterians, the “frozen chosen,” but are
working to become a congregation in the Presbytery.
Younger on average than FPC’s membership, they have
a number of children who participate in the Wednesday
night service and youth group.
Welcoming another congregation was a big step,
many members said, but a good, if distracting, one.
Sometimes the Congolese children, like the few FPC
has, are energetic and noisy – a bit too energetic and
noisy for some. Largely, they are a separate entity
within FPC. For one member, a joint service was
so contrasting it felt “like a hostage situation.”
“As far as the adults go, the mission commission
members are usually pretty good about staying in
contact with them and making sure we know about
their concerns and needs and trying to figure out ways
to support them, but the church as a whole, I don’t
think that we’re very integrated,” a member said.
All that said, several members have speculated that
the refugee congregation and others like it could be
embraced and provide FPC an opportunity to thrive
again. So maybe being an incubator of sorts for other
churches is a mission, whether they remain separate
or steadily infuse a new FPC family.
“So, you put together two, three or four groups and
maybe there’s a way. But there’s a lot of open-mindedness
that has to come with that,” a member said.

It would also require resources and management. Young
congregations are not wealthy ones, but there could be
strength in numbers. It is hard to deny the contribution
provided by just having more people in the building.
“My view is: If you’re doing stuff that other people
are interested in, they’ll get involved,” one member
said. “Purpose, that’s what people want.”
Opening our doors to Congolese people was a
“tremendous outreach,” he added. “I kind of wonder
if maybe five years from now our congregation may
be completely different than it is today. That’s fine with
me as long as you’re still preaching Christ, and we’re
meeting the needs of people being exposed to Christ
and help them see the love of Christ.”
Gordon over at City Life – itself going through a
transition with the departure of two founding pastors
– urged a look within to determine a path forward: “I
think some of the best ideas will probably come within
their own tradition, of ‘What does it mean to be faithful?
What does it mean to re-contextualize within staying
Presbyterian?’”
Two members who are young parents hope that FPC
can become somewhere they “would want to go and
participate beyond Sunday” and a place where “we’re
actively working together.”
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CONCLUSION

Contributors
The following members of First Presbyterian Church – as well as clergy and others outside the church –
were interviewed in person or through an optional online survey for this project. Unless otherwise identified,

Each of the options proposed in this conversation guide require a sense of shared and clear
purpose to drive options and directions that FPC may ultimately choose to explore. There
are many options to be considered, and no one “right” solution. But what, by FPC’s definition,
will progress look like?
Ultimately, the questions to be answered are clear. What does it mean to be First Presbyterian
Church in Wichita today? Who do we want to be? What is God calling us to consider?
Whatever approach the congregation chooses, now is the time for “urgency without panic,” as
one person put it. One three-decade member feels some of that urgency. “I know that we have to
do some pretty important planning and have some common goals. I can see it being pretty difficult,
but within I am hoping,” she said. “No. 1, we don’t have time to bicker. No. 2, we don’t have a whole
lot of choices here. And No. 3, we’re just going to have to practice some real Christianity here.
… Yeah, church is different today. … But God is still here. He’s in our lives and he’s nudging us to
come up with some plans.”

PAUS E TO CONS IDER

What are we passionate about?
What courageous conversations may be needed in order to make progress?
What can we do to make this process trustworthy for all involved?
Are there things we are willing to let go of so the mission
of the church will continue?
How will we support those who are (will be) experiencing loss?
What does it mean to give up the security of the present
for the possible but uncertain gain of the future?

they are members or staff of First Presbyterian Church, Wichita. Joan Aldrich, The Rev. Amy Baumgartner
(First Presbyterian Church, Arkansas City), Cynthia Berner, Stephanie Bird-Hutchison, Sheli Blessant, Kevin
Cronkleton, Patrice Cummings, Russ Davisson, Dave Duncan, Roger Eastwood, The Rev. Laura Frazey
(Covenant Presbyterian Church, Wichita), Taylor Gill, Jon Gordon (City Life Church, Wichita), Marilyn Heffner,
Lilly-Ann Huffman, The Rev. Dr. Brent Johnston, Marc Jones, Mary Knecht, Judy Michel, David Miller, The Rev.
Catherine Neelly-Burton (Grace Presbyterian Church, Wichita), Darryl Ott, Cynthia Rekoske, Phyllis Robertson
(Economy Corner), Melinda Sears, Jeffrey Van Sickle, The Rev. Deann Smith (United Methodist Open Door),
Melody and Kyle Stanberry, The Rev. Cindy Watson (First Methodist Church, Wichita), Pat Welker, Dick
Wieland, Bob and Liz Workman

