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Introduction

H

ow God has been at work in our midst? How we have been uniquely gifted by God to participate in God’s mission in the world? What might God’s preferred and promised future look like for our church? As part of our congregation’s ongoing spiritual discernment about these questions, a small team was formed this spring to engage St. Matthew’s members in conversations and storytelling. This report represents the fruit of those conversations.

This process drew upon Appreciative Inquiry, an emerging method of visioning that seeks to draw forth what is most vital, life-giving and hopeful within an organization’s life in order to build a better future. Appreciative Inquiry is focused on garnering grass-roots voices, identifying common themes and reflecting back to an organization its strengths and dreams.
During the spring of 2007, approximately 45 members of St. Matthew’s, representing attendees of both services, long-term and newer members, and a variety of ages and perspectives, gathered for a series of conversations. They were asked the following questions:

· When did you feel most alive, motivated and excited about your involvement at St. Matthew’s?

· What has contributed most to your spiritual life?

· What characterizes St. Matthew’s at its best, concerning our fellowship and relationships with one another?

· How do we express God’s mercy and justice to the world?

· What’s the most important life-giving characteristic of St. Matthew’s?

· Make three wishes for the future of our church.

The people of St. Matthew’s are an expressive bunch! When given the opportunity to talk, they were generally eager to reflect, imagine, tell stories and share hopes for the future. On the following pages you will see the team’s summary of the themes, stories and dreams that emerged. This report is being presented to the Vestry in the early fall and then made publicly available to the whole congregation. Feel free to share and discuss it with friends.
Major Themes of Our Common Life and Ministry
Food 

Food was repeatedly named as a central element of St. Matthew’s—food to share after worship, food for the hungry and poor, food to alleviate tragedy, food in our homes, and food in the sacred moment of the Eucharist. Food has many dimensions in our common life. It is a key feature of our times of fellowship, whether in the liturgy, the parish hall, in homes during dinner groups, or for special celebrations that take place during the year. It also is one way in which we serve others, particularly through Loaves and Fishes. It is shared when one of our members faces a time of crisis and the church pitches in to make meals. Eating together helps us understand and experience the Creator God who nourishes and sustains us, the Lord who shared table fellowship with all sorts and types of people, and the Spirit who creates communion in our midst. 
Hospitality 

Underlying this pattern of sharing food is a deeper commitment to hospitality and service, which in many ways imitates the self-emptying posture of the Crucified God we serve. St. Matthew’s members value a sense of welcome, inclusiveness and acceptance. Several said that the invitation to communion given by the celebrant in the liturgy encapsulates this posture of openness and hospitality. Moreover, hospitality to others is a vital part of our outreach life, expressed principally through Project Home and our support of the Blue House, a home for AIDS orphans in Uganda. Some cited our openness to children in worship—even noisy ones!—as particularly important.
Variety in Worship and Spiritual Practices

When asked about the spiritual life, more than anything the people of St. Matthew’s value variety. The range of opportunities to connect with God and others is broad and inviting, from Taizé to tutoring, from Dwelling in the Word to dwelling in art, from Bible study to musical expression, from special worship services to regular ones. This affirmation of a diversity of expressions and paths of discipleship reflects an understanding of the kingdom of God that has room for the varying visions, journeys and talents of all people. This body is not made up of many who are the same, but many who are different, trying to be one. St. Matthew’s maintains a vibrant spiritual life with God through a wide array of spiritual practices and formation opportunities, and pursues them with energy and candor. One question to consider is how we can dovetail the multiplying spiritual practices—some with an individual bent and others communally oriented—and channel them to strengthen our common life together and the ministries to which we are called.

Innovation, Creativity and Change

A few parishioners also said that the leadership and people of St. Matthew’s are unusual for so eagerly welcoming change. Change, it seems, has become a way of being here. We heard from others how they valued freedom and encouragement to pursue their ministry impulses. People have a sense that this is a time of high energy in the life of the congregation, in which innovation and risk-taking are possible. The Spirit is moving and up to something among us! 
The Arts

Closely linked with the themes of creativity, worship and hospitality is St. Matthew’s emphasis on the arts. The arts take many forms—from the undercroft art gallery shows to the music used in worship. People talked about St. Matthew’s engaging all the senses in worship, fellowship and prayer. The arts are seen as a vital dimension of our outreach into the community, both in welcoming people in for shows in the gallery, as well as the role the arts play in worship. The Lenten Taizé services were cited as one example of this, as was the Good Friday liturgy this past spring, with the accompanying Stations of the Cross (created by members of our congregation). 

Service and Community Connections

While service and outreach have been mentioned in various ways above, it is clear that they are recognized as central to the DNA of St. Matthew’s. The church’s slogan, “A Neighborhood Church with a Worldwide Community” is expressed through the Blue House, Project Home, Loaves and Fishes, youth mission trips, tutoring children, and other initiatives. For the most part, conversation was balanced between our ministry to the St. Anthony Park neighborhood and our ministry to the world. A couple parishioners expressed regret that our congregation hasn’t yet penetrated the University of Minnesota campus very deeply in light of our proximity and connections there. This is recognized by some as a major area of opportunity and growth in our mission. 
Intergenerational Ministry

The multigenerational impulse of St. Matthew’s, as experienced on mission trips, in the children’s Eucharist, in Godly Play, and at many other levels, was affirmed repeatedly. This reflects the life and ministry of Jesus, who singled out playful, little children as uniquely able to catch the gist of his kingdom, and who was born into the arms of a courageous teenage girl. The Middle Eastern dinners held for many years in which the youth served the adults were cited. Others liked the concept that St. Matthew’s functions like a “village” in its members’ care for one another across families and generations. The welcoming and inclusion of children, as well as their instruction in the faith by elders, were seen as treasured elements of our common life. 
Wishes for the Future
Finally, when invited to articulate three wishes for the future of St. Matthew’s, members shared a variety of comments which can be summarized under the following key themes:

· Spiritual growth: People want to go deeper in their spiritual journey with God and one another. This theme was repeatedly mentioned. 

· Stewardship and sustainability: The need for growth in personal financial stewardship (both in number of families pledging and in amount) was cited as critical to the church’s future. Others referenced maintaining the church building and upgrading the kitchen. At the same time, sustainability in leadership was a frequent wish (for clergy, the vestry, other leaders, etc). One of the challenges facing St. Matthew’s is deepening and sustaining the current energy, creativity and momentum for the long haul—stewarding well the gifts God has given us.

· Youth, Children’s and Family Ministry: The importance of youth ministry (its leadership, vision, and activity) also enjoyed pride of place. An emphasis on young families, caring for children, and supporting the nursery also came up, particularly in light of the demographics of our surrounding neighborhood, which are dominated by young families. 
· Student and Young Adult Ministry: Greater connection with the U of M student body and also the further development of our young adult ministry were seen as places God is leading us to grow.
· Connection between Service Attendees: A few wished that there was more camaraderie between the 8:00 and 10:30 crowds. Some hoped that the breakfast and Adult Forum could facilitate greater fellowship between these groups.
