
Michael’s Message 

This month I am taking an article from the Presbytery Connections newsletter for Prospect Hill and North 

Central Iowa Presbyteries and providing some comments at the end.  This article is an introduction to the new 

staffing plan and the vision for the Presbyteries of Des Moines, North Central Iowa and Prospect Hill.    

The vision 

We can do more together than we can individually as faithful witnesses to God in Iowa, and we desire to find a 

way to share ministry in flexible, permission-giving ways while supporting, encouraging and respecting each 

other as independent presbyteries. Each presbytery will continue to function independently with their own 

structures and meetings. 

Jesus did not send his disciples out one by one but rather two by two – in ministry teams. The three 

presbyteries, currently in conversation, bring great gifts to one another – people gifts, financial gifts, other 

assets, health, mission, policies. 

We each don’t have to be all things to all people. With a diverse and energetic staff of five people, we will be 

able to address the ebb and flow of needs that happen in the presbyteries as well as develop efficiencies by 

having one person, rather than three, attending to certain tasks. 

The core values of this proposal 

A heart for furthering mission, a passion to see congregations and pastors thrive, the need for a clear 

administrative leader, and a desire to be good stewards with the resources we have been given. 

How did this come to be? 

Conversations began about four years ago among Presbyterians in Iowa looking in the future and recognizing 

that we can’t continue to keep doing things the way we have been. Membership numbers in our churches are 

declining and, when we compared 2006 to 2016 and projected into 2026, we didn’t like what we saw. Doing 

nothing different, we projected that by 2026: 

o Des Moines would be down by 35% to 4,256 members in 47 churches; 

o North Central Iowa would be down by 25% to 5,146 members in 40 churches; and 

o Prospect Hill would be down by 39% to 3,149 members in 32 churches 

Key questions that guided our conversations were: 

o Who is God calling us to be? 

o How can we be most faithful with our resources? 

o How can we best provide support & stability to congregations & leaders? 

o How can we set ourselves up in a way that leads toward needed changes? 

Scripture parables call us to put our gifts and resources to work rather than burying them so we can return them 

intact to the Master. Questions we continue to ponder include: Are we willing to “be a community of faith, 

entrusting (ourselves) to God alone, even at the risk of losing (our) life?” (F-1.0301) Are we about servant 

leadership or focused just on preserving our own corner of the world? Is God doing something new in our 

midst? Are we being Re-formed? Is this the “rainy day” for which our Presbytery has been saving money? If we 

don’t use it to benefit our congregations, their leaders and their mission, what will we use it for? 



The trend of reducing presbytery staff is resulting in greater isolation, greater stress, more time and resources 

spent on crises and less on the needs of pastors and congregations. 

At a strategic planning retreat, the vision of shared staffing emerged rather unexpectedly and with a deep sense 

of inspiration. Since that retreat, significant time has been invested in sharing, discussing and refining the 

model.  

Where are we now? 

The Iowa Conversations Task Force presents this plan for a vote with the following key convictions: 

 God is doing a new thing! And we want to be a part of it! 

 Life as we know it has changed. A technical fix will not fully address the issues before us. This is an adaptive 

issue that requires risk, prayer, courage and creativity as we seek to be faithful leaders in the 21st century 

Church. 

 We believe that “for such a time as this” it is important to: 

o model partnership, rather than isolation; 

o prioritize congregational care and learning, rather than simply put out fires; 

o recognize that we are serving communities, not just churches; and 

o build collegiality and trust, for without them this will not work (Book of Order). 

You can see the term technical fix.  A technical fix is something that we already know how to do.  We have the 

procedures and we know who needs to do them.  For example if a car breaks down, we call a mechanic to fix it. 

An adaptive issue is one that we do not have the expertise to solve, there is no recognized authority in the 

subject, and no one procedure will work.  The problems that we face as churches -declining membership, lower 

budgets, and decreasing influence are not simple solvable problems.  There is no recognized expert in turning 

around churches or presbyteries, there is no single answer to shrinking membership and reduced financial 

resources, and no procedure which will increase the church’s influence in the world.  Therefore our situation 

will not respond to a technical fix, but requires adaptive work. 

The presbyteries believe that this change will help church members grapple with these problems.  This change 

will give us the resources to think and experiment with new ways of being the church so that we can respond to 

Christ’s call today.  Although there are no guarantees that this will solve the problems of our respective 

presbyteries, we can be sure that doing nothing will continue the decline.   

The additional staffing will help us understand our present culture better and enable us to reach more people 

effectively.  This proposal will knit our churches into a tighter unity that will enable us to share our resources 

with other churches in our area.  We will be able to address the needs of our respective communities more 

intentionally. When people hear the Word of God spoken and see the Word of God enacted, they will 

experience that God loves and cares for all people. 
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