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Executive Summary
The key to long term success of any organization is a combination of two things:
their ability to perform their mission (vitality) and the ability to do so over time
(sustainability).
This report describes how new and established ministries of the ELCA answered the
15 new vitality questions that were part of Form A of the annual congregational
report.1 The answers to these questions indicate how leaders understand their
congregation’s connections with God, each other and the world. This is critical to
understanding the both the short term missional behavior and long term
sustainability of congregations. When new ministries establish a culture that is not
focused on mission, they are often sustainable in the short term, but struggle to
continue beyond their first generation of leaders (often closing after 40-60 years of
ministry).2 Overall new ministries do a better job than established congregations at
being vital, yet not all new ministries are equal. Non-traditional ministries and those
among people in the margins of society tend to be more focused on mission than
traditional new starts. Congregations formed by consolidations seem to struggle the
most.
While new ministries are generally more vital, they remain fragile. This report found
wide gaps in resources (people and money) between current developing ministries
and organized congregations. This gap may explain why so few congregations
become organized each year.
When all ELCA congregations are placed on a matrix of sustainability and vitality it
becomes clear that the primary need for most established congregations is to
increase vitality while the primary need for most new ministries is to increase
sustainability.

Background
The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America’s Mission Advancement unit contracted
with Linda Bobbitt (DBA Congregational Vitality Project) on March 1, 2016. In that
1
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Attachment A lists all the questions on the survey.
Dougherty, Kevin. “When the Final Bell Tolls: Patterns of Church Closings in Two Protestant
Denominations.” Review of Religious Research 50, no. 1 (Sep. 2008): 49-73.
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contract, Linda was asked to “devise a system for data collection, collect data, analyze
and evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the process for starting new ministries
in the ELCA.” This is the third report regarding new ministries toward the fulfillment
of that contract. The first report described the evolving process of starting
congregations in the ELCA, named specific strategies showed the number of new
ministries in each strategy. The second report told the stories of specific ministries
receiving campaign dollars.

Methodology
The Congregational Vitality Survey was developed in 2011 to assess how people in
congregations perceived their relationship with God, each other and the world. The
intent of the tool was to describe congregations in relationship to their purpose – to
love God and neighbor. In 2015, the survey was reduced to 15 key indicators that could
be used in congregational settings and with key informants.3 The items were included
on Form A of the 2016 annual report which every ELCA congregation is asked to
complete.4 Supplemental questions were also included on Form C which includes
questions for congregations that are not typically repeated on an annual basis.
All congregations that answered any of the vitality questions were included in this
study. These questions were typically answered in the Fall of 2016 by one person,
usually the pastor. New ministries included all congregations labeled as Synodically
Authorized Worshiping Communities (SAWC) and Congregations Under
Development (CUD) as well as all congregations organized since 2013. Newly forming
and newly organized ministries were compared to established ELCA ministries and to
each other.
Adjustments to classifications of new ministries
After reviewing data from Form A, a few modifications were made to facilitate
analysis.
 In the summer of 2016, congregations were identified as SAWCs or CUDs based
on the current state of the ministry. This was done in consultation with Ruben
Duran, Director of New Congregational Development. The categories are fluid.
Under “normal” circumstances ministries move from being SAWCs to CUDs, but
occasionally they move from being a CUD to a SAWC. SAWCs are more
exploratory in nature than CUDs.
 New ministries were also labeled by the new ministry strategy they represented.
Those strategies include: new immigrant, ethnic, new wine, traditional, nontraditional, ministry on the margins, and parallel developments. Congregations
that were started by consolidating two existing congregations is the latest
addition to the strategy list.

Bobbitt, Linda. “Creating Shorter Scales to Measure Congregational Vitality.” Review of Religious
Research (2015/07/01 2015): 1-2. See www.elca.org/vitalityshortscales
4 Discussion guide with 15 vitality items created for ELCA congregations.
http://congregationalvitalitysurvey.com/Resources/Parochial%20report%20discussion%20guide.pdf
3
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Participants
How many of each kind of ministry completed the vitality questions?
Overall 77% of all ELCA congregations completed the annual report. Seventy-five
percent answered at least one of 15 new vitality questions. 5
According to the ELCA records, 45 new congregations have been organized since
2012. The following table shows the total number organized and whether they were
new or consolidations. The number that completed the vitality questions on Form A
is in parenthesis. Congregations consolidated in 2016 and 2015 reported under their
previous IDs so those numbers are not included. Overall, 88% of the newly organized
new congregations reported completed the vitality survey on Form A as did 88% of
newly consolidated congregations that were eligible to report.
Consolidations
(# reported)
New (# reported)
Total Newly Org.

2013

2014

2015

Total

2 (n/a)

2016 as of
Aug.
3 (n/a)

3 (2)

5 (5)

13 (12)
16

8 (7)
13

8 (7)
10

3 (2)
6

32 (28)
45 (35)

13 (7)

Of 286 SAWC and CUD ministries known to Research and Evaluation that are
currently under development, 103 answered the vitality questionnaire (36% of all
SAWC and CUDs). Of those respondents, 48 were SAWC, and 55 were CUDs.
A total of 138 new congregations or ministries are included. The following table shows
the number of new congregations or ministries by stage of development and strategy.

SAWC
CUD
Newly
Org.
Total

New
Immigrants

Ethnic

Traditional

NonTrad.

Margins

2
2

15
30
7

5
7
1

9
9
1

6
2

52

13

19

8

4

Consolidate

Unknown

Total

7

13
3
19

50
53
35

7

35

138

Summary of all ELCA congregations and each synod: (note links at the bottom of the blog)
http://congregationalvitalitysurvey.com/Blogs/2015VitalityResults.html
5
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Findings
Overall Vitality
The fifteen vitality questions can be averaged together to create an overall vitality
score.6 This score ranges from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent). Congregations were grouped
by their scores into these 4 categories:
 Struggling: average score under 3
 Okay: scores between 3-4
 Doing well: Scores from 4-4.5
 Doing very well: scores over 4.5
The graphic below shows congregations in each stage of development and the
percentage that are rated in each of the four categories. “Established Cong.” includes
all other ELCA congregations that responded to at least one vitality item.

6

Internal consistency of scale for new ministries α=.922

4

Most notable is that a typical score for all established congregations (those that are
not new ministries) is “okay”. New ministries had a higher percentage that ranked
well or very well.7
When new ministries are considered by strategy, traditional and consolidated new
ministries resemble typical ELCA congregations while the other new ministries are
more likely to describe themselves as having stronger connections with God, each
other and the world.

It appears that consolidated congregation have significantly lower scores than nontraditional ministries. 8
Key informant vs all members
As mentioned earlier, these scores come from a key informant in the congregation,
most likely the pastor. However, 11 of the new ministries also completed the longer
Congregational Vitality Survey in 2016. This survey was distributed to everyone who

This observation is confirmed by statistics. An ANOVA shows that established congregations have a
lower mean than newer ministries. F(3,7068)= 22.098, p=.000) Post hoc Tukey test showed there were
no sig. differences among new ministries.
8 ANOVA F(5,97)= 2.764, p=.022) Post hoc Tukey test showed Consolidated cong. with mean 3.5 were
different than non-traditional cong. with a mean of 4.5.
7
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attended worship on a particular Sunday. All but one of these congregations
administered the survey in 2016.
When comparing scores, the pastor’s score was exactly the same as the attendee
scores in two congregations. Of the remaining nine congregations, the pastor’s score
was slightly lower than the attendee scores in seven. It was a slightly higher in two.
The fact that pastors rated congregations very similarly to the attendees strongly
suggests that the vitality scores used in this report are reliable predictors.
Specific Vitality Items
The overall vitality scale consists of 15 individual items. When those items are
compared separately by strategy, interesting differences appear.9
 Excitement about the future of the congregation: All 4 new immigrant
communities rated their excitement about the future as 5. Traditional new
ministries were significantly lower with an average of 3.8.
 Social Justice: Consolidated congregations were significantly less likely to say
they worked toward social justice than ethnic communities, those working on the
margins of society, and non-traditional new ministries.
 Addressing social concerns (helping those in need): New immigrant
communities rated themselves lower in this area than ethnic, non-traditional and
traditional new ministries.
 In all other areas, new ministries were not statistically different from each other
(e.g. sense of mission, deepening relationships with God, worship nurturing faith,
incorporating newcomers, seeking and using gifts of all, building relationships,
managing conflict, working with community, helping people live out their faith in
daily life)
Established congregations rated themselves lower than new ministries overall and
specifically in the following areas: clear sense of mission, excitement about the
future, willingness to try new things, working on social justice, deepening
relationships with God, building healthy relationships among members,
incorporating new members, equipping people to share their faith with others,
managing disagreements, and living out faith in daily life.
New ministries had average scores over 4 for most items. However, the following
items had average scores between 3-4 for both the established congregations and the
new ministries: seeking out and using the gifts of people of all ages and equipping
people to share their faith with others. Additionally, the new ministries (with the
exception of the non-traditional) rated their ability to manage disagreements
respectfully at less than 4. This suggests that even though new ministries report
stronger vitality than established congregations, there is room for improvement
especially in these areas.

Report based on significant ANOVA’s followed up by Tukey tests. Only significant differences are
described. Ask Linda for specific means.
9
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Context of new ministries
New ministries are being developed in a variety of contexts. Ministries to people on
the margins, non-traditional and ethnic new ministries most are most often in large
or medium cities. Consolidations are most likely in towns (under 10,000 people) or
small cities (under 50,000 people). New immigrant ministries were in large cities,
small cities and the suburbs of large cities. Traditional new starts were most
common in towns and a few new ministries were located in rural communities. New
ministries showed no significant differences in vitality across contexts.

7

Outlook on the Future
Congregations were asked to describe their present and anticipated condition. The
following charts show their response by stage and then by strategy.

New ministries differed significantly from existing ELCA congregations but not from
each other. Fifty-six percent of newly organized ministries said they were thriving
compared with 42% of CUDs, 33% of SAWCs and only 26% of established
congregations.

8

When focusing on strategies, differences emerged. Non-traditional ministries were
the most likely to indicate they were thriving and likely to continue (69%). They were
followed by new immigrant and margin ministries (50%). The percentage of other
strategies that said they were thriving and expected to continue was much lower:
30% of ethnic communities, 23% of traditional new starts, and 17% of consolidated
ministries. Traditional new starts were more likely to say they were doing okay now
but uncertain about the future. In contrast, one traditional new start said they may
not survive long while 4 (9%) of ethnic communities and 1 ministry to people on the
margins (17%) said they were struggling and expected that to continue.
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Current Sustainability
In this section SAWCs and CUDs will be described separately from newly organized
congregations. All SAWCs and CUDs are asked to complete quarterly (the New
Ministry Check-in) reports for the Domestic Mission Unit.10 Approximately 53% of
the 286 known SAWCs and CUDs completed this report as of the second quarter of
2016, making this a better indicator of participation and giving than data from the
annual reports.11 Therefore, sustainability in SAWCs and CUDs will be described
primarily based on the quarterly reports. The annual report will be used to
supplement this information.
Size of SAWCs and CUDs
The following table shows the number of active participants reported for SAWCs and
CUDs in the first and second quarters in 2016. The majority of SAWC and CUD
ministries are small (48% under 30 in second quarter) which is to be expected from a
new ministry.
Number of
Participants
0 to 10
11 to 30
31 to 60
61 to 100
101 or more

1st Quarter (n=152)

2nd Quarter (n=153)

15.7%
34.6%
27.5%
13.7%
8.5%

17.1%
30.9%
31.6%
12.5%
7.9%

Financial security of SAWC and CUD ministries
The quarterly New Ministry Check-in asks SAWCs and CUDs to report how much
money they receive from various sources. The following table shows the percentage
of ministries for each level of participant giving. Most new ministries receive less
than $500 per week from participants.
Participant Giving in a
Typical Week
$0 to $99
$100 to $499
$500 to $1499
$1500 or more

1st Quarter (N=146)

2nd Quarter (N=153)

39.0%
28.8%
24.7%
7.5%

42.5%
31.4%
20.3%
5.9%

The next chart shows the amount of all other income received in the last quarter.
This may include grants from the ELCA, support from synods and other

The New Ministry Quarterly Check-in report is compiled each quarter by John Hessian and shared with
churchwide Domestic Mission staff and all DEMs.
11 A 53% response rate is still surprisingly low given that this is a “required” report of all new ministries.
10
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congregations, earned income, etc.12 Forty-seven percent said they received less than
$1000 per quarter in “other” income in the second quarter.
Other Income in the Last
Quarter
Not applicable/
Missing/Don’t Know
$0 (no other income)
$1 to $1,000
$1,001 to $10,000
$10,001 to $20,000
$20,000 or more

1st Quarter (N=152)

2nd Quarter (N=153)

18.4%

16.3%

21.7%
10.5%
32.2%
10.5%
6.6%

17.0%
14.4%
36.6%
11.1%
4.6%

Unfortunately, it is not entirely clear that SAWCs and CUDs reported all the income
associated with their ministry. Because SAWCs and CUDs often have fiscal agents,
their pastors may only report money in the program budget (for which they are
directly responsible), and may not include money for their own salaries (which is the
responsibility of the fiscal agent). Future quarterly reports will clarify this question.
According to Ruben Duran new ministries are encouraged to explore a variety of
potential income streams to increase long term sustainability. Some earn income
through a variety of activities (e.g. renting space, providing services, selling coffee,
etc.) The quarterly report does not ask ministries to break out the sources of their
other income, however the annual report does. The annual report should reflect all
income for each ministry, however it is possible that some ministries failed to report
the grant for the pastor’s salary.
On the annual report, 67 SAWCs and CUDs reported some earned income (65%). In
five cases the earned income was more than regular income (member giving).
The pie chart shows the percentage of SAWCs
and CUDs with at different income levels as
reported on their annual reports. Sixty percent
of SAWCs and CUDs reported incomes under
$50,000 in 2015. Even if some of the
ministries under-reported their income, it
seems clear that SAWCs and CUDs operate on
little money and most are dependent on
sources of income beyond member giving and
earned income.

Total Income of SAWCs and
CUDs in 2015
<$25K
36%

$100K+
12%

$25-50K
24%

$50-75K

$7517%
If most SAWCs and CUDs do not yet appear to
100K
be sustainable, why do 61% report that they
11%
are doing okay financially and expect that to
continue. Why do 13% say they are thriving financially and expect that to continue?

For an example of the variation in funding, see the first New Ministry Report from Linda Bobbitt which
summarizes the various sources of income for the 9 campaign funded new ministries.
12
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The answer may have to do with the current bottom line. When all sources of income
are compared to operating expenses, only 22% spent 10% more than of their income.
Thirty percent had income that was 10% or more higher than their operating
expenses. This means that most SAWCs and CUDs are doing a good job managing
the little money they have.
Financial security of newly organized ministries
Newly organized congregations are those that had sufficient critical mass and
administrative leadership to become organized as their own congregation with their
own governing board. While they are expected to be more independent than SAWCs
and CUDs, many still rely on the ELCA and other benefactors for income as they
continue growing. Since 77% all newly organized congregations completed the
annual report, it is possible to use that report to understand the financial state of
these congregations.
As expected, newly organized congregations were typically larger than SAWCs or
CUDs. In 2015, 34% reported worship attendance under 50, 51% with attendance
between 50-150 and 14% with worship attendance between 151-350. Over 50%
reported 101+ active participants, compared to only 8% of SAWCs and CUDs.
There was no relationship between average worship attendance and net income
(income – expenses). However, there was a significant
Total 2015 Income of Newly
negative correlation between worship attendance and
Organized Cong.
per member giving.13 Larger congregations saw lower
>$251K
<$100K
amounts of per member giving. When there are more
17%
20%
people, it is more likely participants will depend on
others to carry the burden and therefore give less.
The first pie chart shows the percentage of
congregations in each income range. Approximately
80% reported incomes over $100,000 per year from
all sources.
The second pie chart shows sources of income for all
newly organized congregations combined. As
expected, regular income (undesignated) is the largest
source, however other sources still play a substantial
role.
In 24 ministries (69%) more was spent on operating
expenses (not including benevolence) than was
available through undesignated giving from the
participants (regular income). These congregations
continue to be dependent on non-giving sources of
income to run daily operations and contribute
benevolence.
13

$200250K
17%
$151200K
14%

$100150K
32%

Sources of income for all newly
organized ministries
Regular
income
63%

Earned
Income
5%
Special
Income
9%
Grant
other inc Income
10%
13%

Correlation r=-.455, n=35 p=.006
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There was a positive relationship between vitality and member giving.14 The closer
undesignated giving came to covering or exceeding operating expenses, the higher
the congregation’s vitality score.
Stewardship Efforts
On the annual report, congregations were asked if tithing as a spiritual discipline is
encouraged. There was no difference between congregations that encouraged tithing
and those that did not in per member giving, net income, vitality scores or worship
attendance.15 On average 57% of all new ministries said they emphasized tithing, 31%
said they did not, and 12% did not respond to the question. Established
congregations had nearly identical numbers with 57% emphasizing tithing, 36%
saying they do not, and 8% not respond to the question.

Sustainability & Vitality
In terms of vitality most new ministries appear to do a good job connecting people
with God, each other and the world, especially when compared to established
congregations.
In terms of sustainability, however, SAWCs and CUDs tend to be very small and few
have adequate financial resources. Over half report 2015 average annual incomes
under $50,000. Newly organized congregations were stronger with over half
reporting annual incomes more than $150,000.
When participant size was used to compare vitality scores, there was no relationship
at any stage of development. Larger new ministries did not rate themselves more
vital.16 The same was true of financial resources. Those with more money did not rate
themselves as more vital. When it comes to vitality, bigger doesn’t necessarily mean
better. Indeed, some sustainable congregations are not vital while some vital
congregations are not sustainable.
The following matrix illustrates the relationship between sustainability and vitality.
Congregations with an average vitality score of 4 or more are considered vital.
Sustainability here focuses on financial resources. Regular income and earned
income were combined to establish “sustainable income”. This is income the
congregation raised itself in 2015, without the generosity of outside organizations
(including the wider ELCA). The ratio of sustainable income to operating expenses
was studied. Ministries with sustainable incomes less than 90% of last year’s
operating expenses were considered unsustainable, at least at the present time.17 It
should be noted that this represents only one year of reporting – not a trend.
Correlation r=.449, n=35 p=.007
Based on independent t tests.
16 Correlation: r=.058, n=138, p=.501 (not significant)
17 90% was used because congregations often have years where they miss financial targets by a small
percentage. Incomes that fell more than 10% short of spending suggests more serious financial stress at
least in this year.
14
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Currently Unsustainable
Not Vital

Vital

Neither vital or currently
sustainable
24 % SAWC/CUD
20% Newly org.
15% Established cong.
Vital not currently
sustainable
47% SAWC/CUD
29% Newly org.
9% Established cong.

Currently Sustainable
Sustainable not vital
7% SAWC/CUD
11% Newly org.
48% Established cong.
On target: vital and sustainable
22% SAWC/CUD
40% Newly org.
29% Established cong.

Ideally all congregations would be vital and sustainable (lower right). Unfortunately,
that is not the case for most ELCA congregations.
 Established ELCA congregations tend to be sustainable, but only 29% are also
vital. The most common ELCA congregation is one that is sustainable but not
vital.
 Newly organized congregations come the closest to meeting the target with 40%
reporting that they are both sustainable and vital. Twenty-nine percent are vital
but continue to need outside support to cover existing operating expenses.
Additional resources may also be required for them to grow. New ministries that
were started because of a consolidation seemed to struggle the most. Of the seven
consolidated congregations studied, four of them were neither vital nor
sustainable. Only one was on target.
 As expected, SAWCs and CUDs tend to be vital but need outside support to cover
operating expenses. Those that are already on target now may need additional
resources in order to grow.
When strategies of SAWCs and CUDs are considered, not all strategies are equal. The
following table shows proportions in each category for each strategy.
Neither vital or
sustainable

Sustainable, not
vital

Vital, not
currently
sustainable
New immigrant
50%*
50%
Ethnic
24%
7%
46%
Traditional
42%
8%
25%
Non-traditional
6%
0%
76%
Margins
25%
0%
63%
* For total number of congregations per category see chart on page 3.

On Target

22%
25%
17%
13%

Traditional new starts struggled the most with vitality but were still more vital than
established congregations. Unlike established congregations, most traditional
congregations that are not vital are also not sustainable.
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Conclusions
In these times, creating vital AND sustainable congregations is a challenge. Changing
contexts require changing approaches to starting new congregations. Previous
reports described how the process has evolved from a churchwide initiated activity
that focused on planting churches where Lutherans were, to a collaborative effort
that experiments with contextually relevant strategies. So far, the new strategies
seem to be producing more vital, Spirit centered ministries.
But while new ministries often thrive in mission, most struggle with sustainability.
Even though there are nearly 300 congregations actively working toward becoming
organized congregations, less than 20 ministries achieved that goal in each of the
past 3 years. At least part of the barrier(s) appears to be a lack of both human and
financial resources. Another barrier reported by some congregations (especially
those ministering to non-traditional populations) is the challenge of building
communities of people committed to establishing a congregation in this secular,
consumerist society where commitment to membership or ownership in any
institutions is weak.
Additional research should explore these barriers to understand how new ministries
can be better supported. This spring the new ministry team will reflect on this study
and additional anticipated reports and use the information to continue evolving the
way the ELCA starts congregations.
Meanwhile, the church needs to discern what God is doing now. As Bishop Eaton
said in her speech to the Churchwide Assembly in 2016, the church isn’t dying, it’s
changing. Perhaps the new congregations being formed today will require different
definitions of “success” and a different understanding of sustainability than
congregations of the past. Perhaps the entire ELCA ecosystem will require realignment to be in sync with the new church being formed by God. Such discernment
and potential changes seem overwhelming at first. But they can engender hope when
we remember that we are people of faith who trust God’s promises.
“The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the
peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus.” Philippians 4:5-7.
“So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away;
see, everything has become new!” 2 Corinthians 5:17
Remember too Martin Luther’s call to “Be a sinner and sin boldly, but believe and
rejoice in Christ even more boldly, for he is victorious over sin, death, and the
world.”18
Martin Luther, vol. 48, Luther's Works, Vol. 48 : Letters I, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald
and Helmut T. Lehmann, Luther's Works, 48:281 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999, c1963).
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Attachment A: Form A – See questions 12a and 12b
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