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Study Guide for the Context Report
You’ve just received a copy of your congregation’s Context Report
and are now ready to begin the rewarding experience of gleaning
information that can assist your congregation in establishing goals,
planning programs, strengthening your evangelism efforts – even
designing a new building! The uses for a Context Report are
endless. This study guide is provided for churches that will not be
using the Context Report as a part of ReVision (Percept’s more
extensive planning tool) but will be using the information for other
purposes. This Study Guide will walk you through a sample Context
Report and teach you how to create your own “core story” with
applications of your Context Report data to your congregation’s
specific needs. But first, let’s review some important information
about the Context Report.
Where does the information in our Context Report come from?
The community information provided in Context is derived from many reliable
sources. Much of the information comes from the latest census conducted by the U.S.
Census Bureau. Demographic updates and projections are provided by Claritas, the
recognized leader in the demographic industry for over 20 years.
Religious-related data is derived from Percept’s exclusive Ethos database, the only
comprehensive source of local community religious projections available in the United
States. The high value and accuracy of the Ethos database has contributed to Percept
being honored as one of the top 100 Information Resource firms in the country by
American Demographics magazine.
The second set of information for your Context Report comes from the Congregational
Survey that your church completed earlier. This survey was formatted to make the data
from your congregation easily comparable to data from your community.
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How is the Context Report presented?

The report is organized into seven sections all of which use Gap Themes, Summary
Bars and Narrative Text. A gap theme is simply a piece of information, which can be
easily compared between two groups such as the congregation and the community.
The narrative text provided underneath the gap theme summarizes some of the key
information from the comparison and presents it in a question and answer form. The
summary bar highlights the overall comparison in each of the gap themes. The simple
table graph on the right side of the page shows some of the actual data figures behind
the Gap Theme. The icons can also be helpful guides in reading the graphs. If the icon
is a church, it means the response is the church’s. If it is a face, it means the response is
the community’s. If both are present, then the data refers to both the church and the
community.
The seven sections are:
PART 1: The Community which answers the question,
“Who lives in our mission-target area?”
PART 2: The Congregation which answers the question,
“Who are the people in our church and what is important to us?”
PART 3: The Comparison which answers the question,
“How are we like or different from the community we’re trying to reach?”
NOTE: Part 3 is a comparison between the church and the community and introduces the
term “divergence”. The divergence factor simply addresses the question, “How different
is the congregation from the community on this response?” or, in Parts 4, 5 and 7 “How
much difference is there between our or the community’s assessment and the ideal ?” High
divergence means a larger difference in response, followed by moderate and low divergence.
Where the two comparisons are about equal it’s listed as “convergent”. In these sections, the
gap themes are presented not in numerical order but beginning with the theme or program in
which there was the highest divergence (difference) and ending with the lowest divergence or
convergence.
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The faith receptivity in this congregation is extremely high but it is extremely low in the
community, thus there is High Divergence. Notice the small arrows on the divergence indicator
on the right, which shows you how great the divergence.

PART 4: Program Ratings provides a summary of the information gathered in
the congregational survey and answers the question, “How do we feel about our
congregation’s programs and ministries?”
PART 5: Program Preferences compares what we are offering as a congregation to
what the community is seeking, answering the question “What do people want from a
church?”
PART 6: Life’s Satisfactions summarize the data gathered in the congregational
survey and answers the question, “In what areas of our lives do members of this
congregation feel satisfied or discontented?”
PART 7: Health and Wholeness is a final comparison of the congregation and
community and answers the question, “How do the things which concern our
membership or the community compare to the ideal ?”
Do I need any additional materials in order to understand the Context Report?
Yes, you will need to download at least one copy of the SourceBook mentioned above.
The SourceBook contains descriptors of the U.S. Lifestyle Groups, which is used in
describing who lives in your community. It is not necessary for each member of your
planning committee or church board to have a full copy of the SourceBook. You may
copy the pages relevant to the lifestyle groups referred to in your report for wider
distribution.

What are U.S. Lifestyle Groups?
The U.S. Lifestyles system is a geographically based demographic system that classifies
every household in the United States into one of 50 different descriptors. Each
segment consists of households that tend to be at similar points in their life cycle and
share common interests, needs for services and financial behavior. Each lifestyle is given
a name, such as “Mature and Affluent”, which reflects some of the data about that
segment of society. The descriptive paragraphs of each U.S. Lifestyle segment can be
found in the SourceBook, and online at Percept.info in the Support section.
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Learning from a Sample Report
In order to prepare for understanding your own report, here is a sample exercise
to get you started. Illustrations used are from a sample Context Report. In this
example the church membership is 115 and the community population being
explored is 342,885. There is an example from each of the seven sections of Context
with a narrative explanation of the data. Read through these, stopping to reflect
on the questions that may be raised. Remember that the data always needs to be
examined in light of what you know about the congregation. For instance – In Part
3 of your Context Report, Gap Theme #11 it indicates that the family structure of
the community is extremely non-traditional and that the congregation is very nontraditional. This question is based on the number of single parent households. Since the
congregation in this report is considerably older, one can assume that the single parents
are widows or widowers, not younger divorced or never married parents. Therefore,
“very non-traditional” takes on a different interpretation! When confronting a puzzling
piece of data, it’s helpful to reflect on what factors might be involved. After you’ve
completed this exercise, you’ll be ready to move ahead with reading your own report.

Part 1 | The Community

In reading this part of the report you will see that Survivors are the major generational
group represented in this Context Report. Notice on the black summary bar that
Survivors are 23-43 years old. You will also see the ages of the other generational
groups listed on this bar as well. If the terms describing the generations, Silents,
Boomers, etc., are unfamiliar to you, a descriptor of each is found in the SourceBook.
The narrative text to the left and underneath the summary bar tells you that this
generation makes up 33.1% of the population in the area you’re studying. This is
higher than the U.S. average of 28.4 %. The graph to the right shows you that it is
actually 5% above the U.S. But there’s more important information here as well – look
at the bottom of that graph to see who isn’t living in this area. There are 5% less
Boomers, 4% less Silents and 1% less Builders than the U.S. average.
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What does this mean? It means that there are a significant number of young adults living
in this area. What implications do you think this might have for ministry?

Part 2 | The Congregation

This is the demographic data based on the membership of the congregation as
submitted to Percept in the Congregational Survey.
The first thing you note from the summary bar is that the major generational group in
the congregation is Silents (age 62-79). The narrative on the left tells us that compared
to the national average; there are 25% of the congregation in this age group compared
to 12% of the U.S. population as a whole. Looking at the graph on the right we learn
that the church is well below the US. Average in Boomers (only 22% vs. the average
30%) and only 3% Survivors (yes, you’re right, this church has very few of the highest
generation represented in the community as members of their church. We’ll see this
comparison presented more clearly in Part 3). On the same graph we note that this
church is well above the U.S. average in the older generations present. However,
it is important to note that this congregation is at the U.S. average in the youngest
generations – Generation Z and Millenials. This information, however, should be
viewed in light of the membership of the congregation – 115. These percentages need
to be translated into real numbers in order to have meaning for the reader.
What does this mean? The membership of this congregation is aging.
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Part 3 | The Comparison

This is the comparison of the information presented about the community in Part I and
the congregation in Part II.
Note that the divergence (difference) between the largest generation represented
in the study area and the largest generation represented in the membership of the
congregation is noted as “Moderate”. If you look to the graph on the right you will
see the two arrows, the top on being the community and the bottom one being the
congregation. The gap is “moderate” vs. high or low.
At this point, what conclusions can you draw about the generation differences present
in this situation? What implications for ministry might this moderate gap suggest?

Part 4 | Program Ratings

This section of the report uses the information from the Congregational Survey
where members of the congregation were asked to rate their feelings about the
various programs of the church identified in the survey. Individuals were asked to use
a rating scale ranging from very negative to very positive. Part 4 presents this data
using the ideal as if everyone rated the program very positively. This section again uses
divergence to indicate the difference between how the congregation actually rated the
program compared to the ideal of everyone rating the program very positively.
The second program with highest divergence between how members rated it and the
very positive ideal is the Sunday School Program. You will note under the Summary
column for Sunday School a red block indicating High Divergence with 62% of the
members completing the survey having responded to this item. The remainder of
those filling out the survey left this item unrated.
To the right you will observe the Divergence Indicator with the arrow showing that this
program was rated very negatively.
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What questions does this raise for you? What additional information would you need to
have in order to accurately understand this negative rating?

Part 5 | Program Preferences

Part 5 returns to the community and examines both what members of your
congregation and what people in the the community want from a church.This section
also uses Divergence but this time it is based on what is wanted and whether your
congregation is currently offering a program to meet that need. A high divergence
means that the programming or services in this area are desired but your congregation
isn’t offering them. A low divergence means either that the program is of little
importance to others and you’re NOT offering it or that program in this area is
desirable and you ARE offering it.
Again the term “divergence” is used to compare the current situation with the ideal
of a program being offered. You will see that the Community is listed as having “High
Divergence” but the Congregation as having “Low Divergence”. What does this mean?
Let’s start with the Community. The community sees Care for the Terminally Ill as
something of high importance but the congregation doesn’t offer a program or service
to meet this need. Therefore there is “high” divergence between what the community
wants and what the church offers. However, when you examine the congregation’s
interest you see very little interest in the need for Care for the Terminally Ill. The fact
that the congregation doesn’t see it as important AND doesn’t offer it means that there
is low divergence. The dilemma here is that the community really sees a need but the
congregation doesn’t. What implications for outreach does this gap provide?

Part 6 | Life’s Satisfactions

This section of the Context Report relies on information gathered from members
completing the Congregational Survey on their degree of satisfaction with a broad
range of life issues. Divergence here is based on the ideal being that everyone would
respond “more satisfied”. High divergence on an item means that members are less
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satisfied with this area of their life. Low divergence would indicate a higher degree of
satisfaction and convergence would mean they were very satisfied.
Personal Bible study and prayer is the 5th gap theme and 81% of those completing the
survey rated this area. It has Moderate Divergence and looking to the graph on the left
you will see that the arrow indicates that the response is almost in the middle between
“less satisfied” and “more satisfied”.
What implications does this have for programming in this congregation? What are ways
this church might help its members in developing more satisfying personal devotional
and prayer lives?

Part 7 | Health and Wholeness

The congregation was asked to rate the level of concern they have about particular
areas of life in the area of health and wholeness. Part 7 presents the congregation’s
response and the community’s response to these same areas. Here the Divergence
factor is based on the ideal being “no distress” (worry or concern) in this theme area.
This section is different in that the divergence is not between how the community
rates concern and the congregation rates concern but rather how each group distinctly
responded to the ideal of “no distress”.
You will note that there is no Gap Theme on this chart, instead the issues are listed
on the left of the chart with bullet descriptors for each under the issue heading.
Immediately to the right of the issues is the community rating on the top line and
the congregation rating on the bottom line. When asked to respond to the issues of
childcare, good schools, etc. the community rated their level of concern slightly beyond
the center toward increasing “wholeness” or less worry in this area. The congregation
had an even more positive response to issues of concern for children and were slightly
closer to the ideal of little or no concern.
Both groups feel as if the schools and problems rated to children are being somewhat
addressed in their community. Does this particular rating provide any valuable
information for the church’s life or is it simply an interesting fact?
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Writing Your Core Story
One of the main values of a Context Report is to get a clear picture of your
congregation and the community surrounding it at a particular time in its history. But
how do you make sense of all this information and turn it into a viable tool for ministry?
Most members of the congregation will not spend the amount of time necessary
to glean the data that your leadership team is taking. It is also important to have a
summary document from which your leadership can work so that the Context Report
itself becomes the referral document as needed. PERCEPT suggests you write a “Core
Story” which presents your data in a narrative form. There are several ways you can
prepare this story.
•

You can form a small writing group who will put the information in story form.

•

You can assign one section of the report to each member of your leadership
board, asking that person to write a summary paragraph for the assigned section.
One person can then edit these paragraphs into one story document.

•

You can explore the information as a leadership board and then ask one member
to write the story.

•

You can ask a member of the congregation who enjoys information analysis and
writing to review the material and write the story.

The key to writing a useable Core Story is simplicity! Not every piece of data has value
for your story. Focus on the items, which have the most relevance either numerically
or programmatically. Your core story should have the following components—
1 A general summary of the data presented in a simple, straightforward fashion.
Save the minor themes for those who love analysis – the average reader wants
only the major findings.
2 Analysis that is relevant to your congregation’s future.
3 A summary of the most important learnings and how the information will be
used by your church’s decision makers (board, vestry, session, etc.).
You do not have to write the Core Story in the order of the Context Report. In the
sample Core Story (Appendix A) the information found in Part 4 (our program ratings)
and Part 5 (What do People Want from a Church?) were discussed following the
findings in Part 6 and 7 because the writer felt the Core Story flow was more effective
that way. What is most important is that you cover all the major insights of the Context
Report in an order that makes sense to you.
Percept suggests that you make the Core Story widely available to the members
of your congregation – after all, they participated in the process through the
Congregational Survey and will be eager to discover what was learned. If your Core
Story will lead to a further planning process you can also report that and ask the
congregation’s prayer support during this time. You do not need to save the Core
Story until an elaborate plan has developed. Sharing the story early builds enthusiasm
for the next step and often elicits good ideas from your membership about how the
information might be used.
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An example of a Core Story, based on the Sample Context Report available on
Percept.info and Link2Lead.com can be found in Appendix A.

Ways to Use the Core Story and Context Report
No demographic study will be helpful if the information isn’t used! Just knowing
about your congregation and your community is not enough. The important pay-off
for ministry is in how this knowledge can assist your congregation in both addressing
its own internal needs and developing a mission and outreach strategy. Percept
recommends that you distribute the Core Story to all members of the congregation.
This can be done through making copies available in the church office, distributing them
after Sunday worship, printing the story in the church newsletter, or mailing a copy to
every member home. The following appendices, all based on your congregation’s core
story, are provided as part of this guide to assist you in further planning.
•

A Sample Core Story — Appendix A

•

Presenting the Core Story at a Congregational Event – Appendix B

•

Using the Core Story to Write a Mission/Vision Statement – Appendix C

•

Three Session Bible Study for Youth/Adults – Appendix D

•

Using the Context Report When Calling a New Pastor – Appendix E

•

Design for A One-Day Retreat to Develop a Three-Year Ministry Plan – Appendix F

It is Percept’s desire that your Context Report be a key component in your ministry
assessment and planning for the next several years. If your judicatory is a Vista Client
you can get periodic brief updates on your congregation’s demographics at no cost
through the FirstView resource on Link2Lead.com. There are other useful resources
found there as well. Percept recommends that a full Context Study be done every 4-6
years. Thank you for using Percept as your information provider. May God bless
your ministry!
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Appendix A
A Sample Core Story
This sample Core Story is based on the sample Context Report found online at
Percept.info, or Link2Lead.com.

Who is out there?
The portion of our community studied in the Context Report was a threemile radius of our church’s location. This area of Emeryville currently has 342,885
persons living here which is a 12.7% increase since 1990. Our area is expected
to continue growing by 6.4%, which is slightly more than the U.S. projected
growth. Our community is highly diverse in both racial/ethnic composition and
in lifestyle. 25% of the area is Anglo with the largest racial ethnic group being
Hispanic/Latino. This population is expected to continue growing and may provide
a major mission opportunity as we seek to expand our membership and provide
new programming. The largest lifestyle (19.8%) is described as “Educated New
Starters”. These adults are extremely well educated but receive an income only
slightly above the U.S. average, have lower faith involvement than the national
average and are prone to financially support institutions other than the church.
They are most interested in cultural programs, theological discussion groups,
programs for sports and camping, marriage enrichment and daycare services. In
contrast, the largest age group present is those between the ages of 23-43 who
make up 33.1% of our population. The overall level of education is, however,
somewhat low with only 69.3% of adults having a high school education compared
to the national average of 80.4%. The families present are described as extremely
non-traditional with a low percentage (compared to the national average) of
married people and two-parent families.
The stress and risk level for families surrounding our church is very high.
Survey results indicate that the major area of concern for them is community
problems such as gangs, affordable housing, racial prejudice, crime and safety.
Children and youth are particularly vulnerable because of the level of poverty, lack
of education and single parent homes. The basic necessities of life are often at
the top of their priority list. This might suggest that we re-evaluate our outreach
program and redirect some of our efforts toward community services. Continuing
to host AA and perhaps considering expanding our day care program to include an
infant day care might be helpful.
The area around us doesn’t seem very interested in traditional church
worship services. 47 % of people in our study area are not involved in any faith
community. Interest in traditional Christian denominations is very low, compared
to the U.S. average. Contemporary and more casual worship would likely attract
those interested in affiliating with an established congregation. The average
household income is around $50,000 a year (remember this is averaged between
the Educated New Starters and those with much less education, representing
the majority of the community) and the likely giving to religious or charitable
organizations is projected as very low.
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Who are We?
We are a smaller membership congregation (115) projected to grow smaller
over the next five years. We have lost 41 members since 1990. We are 94.4%
Anglo with a low level of lifestyle diversity. In other words, we look and act a lot
alike! The generation represented in our church most above national average
(13%) are the Silents (age 62-79) and the Builders (80 years and up ) and many of
our members are living off fixed incomes ($25,000 or less). There are a below the
U.S. average of married persons and two-parent families in our church but that
may be due to our age and presence of many widows/widowers. We are above
the U.S. average of high school graduates (91.7%) and 19.4 % of our adults over
the age of 25 have college degrees.
Our congregation is most concerned about spiritual and personal things,
although social injustice is also on our list. The stress and risk level for our church
is considered somewhat high but that may be due to the lower incomes and
concerns about health, etc.
Our faith involvement and commitment to our denomination is extremely
high. We love traditional worship and typical church programs such as adult
education. Our average income is $36,780. Our giving potential to church
and charitable organizations is considered about average compared to the
remainder of the U.S because 58% of our households contribute more than
$500 to churches or religious organizations.. Interestingly enough, 27% of our
congregation’s households are below the poverty level of $15,000. Based on the
assumption that as people become older and more diverse they become more
resistant to change, our congregation’s potential to change is considered about
average – good news!

Significant Comparisons
We have mentioned some of the comparisons between who we are and who
our community is in the previous paragraphs. Here we want to point to some of
the major differences and some of the more important similarities.
Those of us already in the church have an extremely high rate of “faith
receptivity”. That means that we’re interested in religion, the spiritual life and a
journey of faith. Those in our community (remember we had a three mile radius
survey) have extremely low faith receptivity. This may present some challenges
for evangelism and church growth. This may be complicated by the fact that we
prefer a very traditional church and our neighbors are looking for something very
contemporary.
As older adults we’re not as interested in recreation and leisure activity as
we are spiritual development. Those living immediately around us are looking
for church programs that provide time for fun and fellowship. Maybe we need to
resurrect the church baseball team!
We have known for a long time that we do not reflect the diversity in our
community. The Context report reflects this. We must find ways of reaching out
to folks who aren’t like us.
The report also pointed out places where we were more alike than different.
The most important ones were our family structures and our stress levels. Our
congregation is described as very non-traditional because of the number of singlefamily units (we discussed this earlier in our Core Story). Our neighbors are
described as extremely non-traditional. Based on what we know about our area,
we suspect there are a high percentage of single parent families and non-married
couples sharing homes together plus a significant number of single young adults.
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We older people deal daily with stress conditions described as “somewhat high”
but our neighbors are living with stress that’s “very high”.
When asked about life’s satisfactions, our members felt best about the
relationship we have with our children. 95% of us feel good about our
relationship with God and most of us (92%) feel very satisfied with our church.
Well over the majority of us feel some degree of satisfaction with our jobs, the
quality of life in our community, our health and family life. The only major areas of
dissatisfaction were in family relationships of those having experienced divorce.
Where are we distressed? This important question revealed some interesting
facts about our congregation and the community. We are all concerned about
neighborhood crime and safety. The community is somewhat concerned about
food, clothing and shelter which are areas our congregation may want to explore
for further ministry. We share concerns about long-term security for our families,
jobs, and our personal health. Relationship issues – fulfilling marriage, concerns
about divorce, parenting skills, prejudice and aging parents are of mutual interest.
The community is slightly more concerned about childcare, good schools and
problems with children and teens.

About our Church Programs
The Congregational Survey asked us to rate the effectiveness of our church’s
programs. The ones we rated the highest are Sunday worship, our choir, the
Kerygma Program and Bible Study. We feel less positive about our children’s
programs, picnics and outings, adult church school and the lowest ratings were on
the 12-step groups (maybe we don’t understand the importance of this? or maybe
responders weren’t aware of this program!), Sunday School and our attempts at
drama and theater.
The Context Report also presented us with our community’s preferences
in church programming compared to what our congregation offers. Cultural
programs such as our musical concerts and little theater productions score high
with the community (even though we scored them less positively in our own
evaluation). Perhaps more importantly are the areas where we either disagree on
the importance of a program or where the community wants a program and we
don’t offer it.
Both our congregation and the community viewed spiritual retreats as
desirable yet we don’t offer them. Perhaps this is something worth further
exploration. Likewise, adult discussion groups appear to be of interest to both
groups but are not part of our current program. Although our congregation does
not sponsor the AA group which meets in our sanctuary and many do not like our
hosting the group, it is considered very important by the community. Our church
council will keep this in mind when reviewing our policy on outside groups using
the church facility. Areas for potential new programs, identified as important by
both our congregation and the community, are retirement programs and sporting
opportunities. Although the congregation did not express great interest, the
community indicated a need for programs for the care of the terminally ill and day
care services for children.
NOTE: This sample Core Story has two endings. The first is an example of an
ending when the Story is shared at the beginning of a planning process. The
second is an example of when the Core Story is shared with action steps.
Congregational polity will determine whether a vote is required on such steps
or whether they are simply being reported to the congregation by the local
governance board.
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Our Future Story (Ending One)
Our future story is tied to our Core Story, who we are and what we have to
offer the world in Christ’s name. The insights from the Context Report are both
affirming and challenging. We like who we are and feel good about our church.
We do not reflect the community around us and we’re declining in both age and
membership. We do, however, have a sense of social justice and many of the
needs expressed by our community are consistent with our values even if we
aren’t currently offering those programs or even seeing them as important. We
have a rich history of stepping up to the plate when we learn of a real need. Your
church council believes that God isn’t finished with us yet. How can we build on
what we do well and think about what we might be called to do that we’ve not
even thought of? These are the questions before us. Your council sees this as
a “wake up” call. We are called to wake up to the ministry needs around us, to
learn more about why some of our programs aren’t satisfying, wake up to God’s
new day in the life of this congregation. We can’t do everything but we can do
some things. The church council has dedicated the next six months to answering
these questions. They will be participating in a planning retreat the first weekend
in September led by a staff person from our denominational office. Please be in
prayer for them as they begin writing the next chapter in our Core Story.

The Next Chapter (Ending Two)
After much study, prayer and conversation the church council brings the
following report to the congregation.
1) After exploring the day care opportunities in the community we’ve
discovered that there is a glaring lack of quality care for infants under the age of
one year. The church council recommends that the congregation authorize them
to explore the possibility of offering a reasonabe cost alternative to home day care
for children under the age of one year including:
• The cost of refitting the two largest rooms in the elementary wing of the
educational building to meet state code for infant day care
• Insurance and other liability for such a venture
• Necessary licensing for such a venture
• Projected cost of staff for a day care program not to exceed twelve infants
• Denominational, state or federal funding for low-income assistance
NOTE: We may be able to employ some of our own members to work in this
program, thus assisting our own members financially.

2) That a new covenant be developed between the AA program currently
hosted by our congregation and the church council that addresses some of the
shared space issues and allows the church to promote the program as jointly
sponsored.
3) That a special task force be formed to explore ways that we might extend
hospitality to our growing Hispanic neighbors including worship, social services
and programming. This task force will report to the council and congregation no
later than June 30.
4) That we grant our pastor an extra two weeks for study leave in the coming
year (a total of one month) for the purpose of learning more about contemporary
worship, effective evangelism programs targeting younger adults and new trends
in discipleship and spiritual formation.
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Appendix B
Presenting Your Core Story at a Congregational Event
The more members of your congregation who understand the information gleaned
from a Percept Context Report the stronger your support base for future ministry
plans. One excellent way of introducing them to your Core Story is at a congregationwide gathering. This may be following a covered dish lunch or dinner or at an
afternoon or evening coffee and dessert. Percept knows that conversation always
goes better with food! This design is a one hour, 20 minute session intended to either
follow a meal or precede the refreshments. A lay leader or the pastor may lead the
process. An additional person should be recruited to record the small group responses
on newsprint. If possible, you may wish to recruit some small group leaders who are
familiar with the Core Story and able to keep the conversation moving so that all the
questions are addressed.
Materials needed: a copy of the Core Story for each participant (plus a few extras), at
least one copy of the Context Report, newsprint and markers

 5 minutes
After a welcome and an opening prayer, distribute copies of the Core Story. Remind
those present of the process used to gather the data , the study area boundary and
the congregational survey. Explain that the Core Story was prepared as a narrative
summary of the Context Report. Inform them that the full Context Report is available
for any member wishing to see the raw data.

 10 minutes
Ask participants to individually read the report

 30 minutes
Divide the participants into groups of no more than six to discuss the following questions:
1 What surprised you in our Core Story?
2 What did you find most encouraging?
3 What did you find most challenging?
4 What are one or two things you believe our congregation should explore
doing as a result of reading our Core Story?
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 30 minutes
Ask each group to report first on question one, then on question two, etc. Ask for the
answers to be brief so that there is time to hear from everyone. Questions one, two
and three should go very quickly. The answers to question four should take longer. The
answers to question four should be recorded on newsprint for future reference.

 5 minutes
If the data gathered will be used in a particular way, share that with the participants (i.e.
the church board will share it at the leadership retreat, etc.) Thank the members for
coming and close with prayer.
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Appendix C
Using the Core Story to Write a Vision Statement

The purpose of this Appendix is to assist you in reviewing an existing vision statement
or writing one for the first time.
The words vision, mission and ministry are often used interchangeably. In the Percept
materials we define these as follows:

Vision
Our vision is the “big picture” of where God is calling us. Vision is based on who we
are today and the potential before us. Many Percept materials will refer to “vision”
as being composed of what is and what should be if we responded to God’s call. A
vision is always just a bit beyond our grasp and is something we work toward. Our
understanding of our vision changes periodically as the circumstances in our community
and congregation change.

Mission
The mission is what we do to fulfill our vision. A mission plan often contains the broad
stroke plans we have to close the gap between where we are in our current ministry
and where we know God is leading us. In today’s fast changing society a mission plan is
usually valid for no more than three years. Percept recommends that a mission plan be
reviewed annually.

Ministry
Ministry is the concrete action of our mission plan that takes us closer to fulfilling God’s
vision for our church. Ministry is what all of us do each day in fulfilling the hopes and
dreams of the congregation through action.
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An example of each
Vision Statement
First Church invites all people to worship in joy, learn with open minds and serve the
inner city of Smallville with a compassionate heart.

Mission Plan
NOTE: This is a general outline; a full mission plan would be more complete.

1 Offer two distinctly different worship opportunities each week.
2 Provide quality and challenging educational and small group opportunities weekly.
3 Challenge our members to become active in ministries serving our community.

Ministry
1 Offer a contemporary, casual dress worship service at 9:00 A.M. each Sunday.
This service will use music, drama and other art forms to share the Gospel and
praise God.
2 Offer a traditional worship service at 11:00 each Sunday utilizing classic
hymns and a traditional order of service.
3 A banner announcing each service will be purchased and in place
by August 1.
Writing a vision statement is an important way for the church board to place before the
community what the intentions of the congregation are for mission and ministry. It is
the “why” that leads to the what and how of things.
A vision statement needs to grow out of the discussion of the Core Story. If your core
story leaves the future open ended, writing a vision statement is the next step. If your
core story has been written with a concrete mission plan suggested, you might want to
ask – what is the vision behind this mission plan? Although that may seem like putting
the horse before the cart, it’s actually an interesting way to see if the proposed mission
plan actually reflects where the church board/council feels God is leading the church.
Either way is acceptable.

Writing a Vision Statement
Set aside a significant part of your local church board’s meeting or plan a special
meeting just for the purpose of writing the vision statement. The time frames below
are only suggestions. This process can also be divided between two or more meetings
Materials Needed: Copies of the Core Story, newsprint, markers, masking tape,
samples of vision statements (You may use the example above or go to church
websites of your denomination and select a few to share).
NOTE: Before the meeting begins – have the definitions of vision, mission and ministry written
on newsprint; have the sample vision statements written on newsprint.
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 30 minutes
Set aside a significant part of a council/board meeting to discuss the question – where
does our Core Story suggest God is calling us in the next chapter of our life? It is
likely that people will generate specific ministry steps at first attempt. List all ideas on
newsprint.

 5 minutes
When the group appears to be winding down, see if the ideas can be grouped into
general areas (i.e. evangelism, education, worship, etc.)

 10 minutes
Present the definitions of vision, mission and ministry previously written on newsprint.

 5 minutes
Present the examples of “vision statements” previously written on newsprint.

 15 minutes
Divide the group into smaller groups of no more than 4 (this can be done as a single
group if less than 8) and ask the group to write a vision statement based on the
previous discussion. Give each group a piece of newsprint to write on.

 5 minutes
Ask each group to share their statement by reading it and then attaching it to the wall
with newsprint.

 5 minutes
Ask participants to walk around the room, review the statements and put an x on the
one which they feel most clearly reflects what they believe the church’s vision to be.

 5 minutes
Ask for one or two volunteers who agree to take the top two statements and combine
them into a new statement to be viewed and edited at the next meeting.
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At the next meeting (either regularly scheduled or a special meeting of the board/
council) the statement may be shared, edited and finally voted upon.
In some instances it is necessary for the congregation to vote on a vision statement. In
most congregations it can be approved by the decision making group and shared with
the congregation for affirmation.
When you’ve completed your vision statement you’re ready to begin designing your
mission and ministry plan. A suggested one-day retreat design to assist you in this
important task can be found in Appendix F.
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Appendix D
Who IS my Neighbor? | A Bible Study
to Accompany the Context Report
The following Bible study is presented in three sessions and is designed for use with
adults or older youth. Each session is 45 minutes long and is suitable for a church
school setting or small group gathering. The insights and ideas from these Bible studies
may be a helpful way to further introduce the data found in your Context Report but
may also be valuable resource for your church board or council in planning future
ministry efforts.
Materials needed: Bibles, newsprint or chalkboard, markers, copies of the
Context Core Story.
Bible Dictionary Paul J. Achtemeier, editor (Harper, 1996) and An Expository Dictionary
of New Testament Words, W.E. Vine (Thomas Nelson, 1952) were the resources used in
Session One and Two.

Session One | Who are our Neighbors?
An Old and New Testament Understanding

 15 minutes
Ask participants to read the following verses aloud: Exodus 12:4 and Proverbs 27:10
(our neighbor is one who lives close by)
Ask another participant to read I Samuel 28:17. (David is referred to as “neighbor”
because he is a fellow Israelite)
For discussion — what conclusions can we draw from these verses about who
are our neighbors?

 10 minutes
Share the following information with the class (the Greek words should be written on
newsprint).
In the New Testament, three different words are used for “neighbor”.
Geiton - one living in the same land. This word is always plural in the New Testament.
Perioikos - an adjective meaning those who dwell around.
Plesion - an adverb from the Greek word pelas, meaning near, the one who is near.
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These words have a wider range of meaning than the English word “neighbor”.
Although Palestine was agricultural, there were no farmhouses scattered around.
People lived in villages and went out to toil the land. A wide circle of people, the
neighborhood, touched life. These Greek words were therefore very comprehensive
in their use.
For discussion — How does this change our understanding of neighbor?”

 20 minutes
The Old Testament limited the concept of neighbor to those who lived very close by or
those who were fellow Israelites. The New Testament expands this concept to include
those living in the same land, both near and far.
Refer to the portion of your Core Story, which discusses who lives in your study
area or Part One of the Context Report, “Who is Out There?” Discuss the following
questions:
Do we consider those who are members of our church “neighbors”? Who in the group
comes the farthest to participate in the life of the congregation? Who is the closest?
Do we consider our study area neighbors to the church because they are in close
proximity or neighbors to us, even though we may not live next to them?
Who are those living in our study area? How are they like or different than our church’s
membership?
How would our congregation be challenged if we considered those living in our study
area as our true “neighbors”? How would our congregation be richer?

Session Two | Who does Jesus say is our Neighbor?

 10 minutes
Ask different members of the group to read the following verses aloud:
Leviticus 19:18
Matthew 22:39
Mark 12:31
Luke 10:27
Ask someone to now read Luke 10:25-37
For discussion — How did Jesus expand the understanding of “neighbor”
in this parable?
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 20 minutes
Referring to the information in your congregation’s Core Story or Part 7 of the Context
Report, “Health and Wholeness – Where are People Distressed?” divide the class
into groups of 4 and ask them to rewrite the Parable of the Good Samaritan using the
information about the people in your study area. What would be the scenario? Who
might walk by? Who would help? What would helping look like?

 15 minutes
Return to the total group and ask each group to read their story.
Close with the question, how could our congregation be more like the Good
Samaritan?

Session Three | What are Our Responsibilities as a Neighbor?

 5 minutes
Ask the group to list all the responsibilities of being a neighbor. Write these on newsprint.

 10 minutes
Now, let’s review some of what Scripture tells us about being a good neighbor.
Ask different participants to read the following texts aloud. Add these Biblical
characteristics to the list previously developed.
Luke 10:36-37 (show mercy)
Luke 15:6,9 (hospitality/celebration)
Exodus 22: 7-8 (helpfulness, trustworthiness)
Proverbs 3:28 (generosity)
Proverbs 3:29-30 (kindness, friendliness)
Romans 13:10 (love)
Ephesians 4: 25 (truthfulness)
James 4: 11-12 (keep your tongue, do not judge)
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 20 minutes
Divide the participants into groups of 4 (or do the exercise as a whole group if smaller
than 8).
Ask the groups to quickly review who lives in their area of study (previously discussed
in Session One and Two and found in the Core Story and Context Report)
Referring to the newsprint list of group ideas and the Biblical mandates, discuss the
following question:
What might our congregation do to both reach and serve those within our
neighborhood?

 10 minutes
Ask each group to share their ideas with the whole group.
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Appendix E
A Note on Using the Context Report
When Calling a New Pastor
One of the unique aspects of the Context Report is the potential to learn more about
what the congregation values in pastoral leadership. When a congregation completes
Survey Section Seven, the results appear in Part 2, “Who are we?” of the Context
Report.
This information is particularly useful for a church searching or preparing to search for
a new pastor. In reviewing the data in this section it’s helpful to return to the original
Congregational Survey in order to review the definitions of key pastoral roles and to
see the characteristics from which the choice of pastoral style was made.

In Preparing the Pastoral Profile
Most denominations have particular forms, which must be prepared in order to search
for a new pastor. It is important that you follow these procedures. The information
provided in the Church Leadership Survey can inform you of your congregation’s
opinion about the importance of key pastoral roles and the style of pastoral leadership
they prefer.
A congregation where 54.6% of those completing the survey rate “Social Activities/
Concerns/Involvement” as very essential would be wise to include this in both the
position description (ex: The senior pastor will devote 10% of his or her time in
programs and organizations that serve our community) and, where used, in a person
description (ex: We seek a pastor who demonstrates compassion for those in need and
who is committed to serving the community in which our church resides). Likewise,
survey results that indicate low interest in the pastor, as “Enabler/Facilitator of Small
Groups” would not serve the congregation well by including such an expectation in the
search documents.

In Designing Interview Questions
The Key Pastoral Roles survey results indicate which of the many roles a pastor may
emphasize are most important to the congregation. This information can provide
material for development interview questions. The responses were gleaned from a
forced choice series of six questions adapted from the Pastoral Search Inventory of
Hartford Seminary as frequent poles of congregational preference.

CONTEXT GUIDE | PAGE 25

If you’ve learned that your congregation “strongly prefers” a pastor whose preaching
emphasizes contemporary issues, a good interview question might be “How do
contemporary issues of the day inform your preaching?” or “How is your preaching
reflective of current events?”
If your congregation “slightly prefers” welcomes and implements new ideas
and approaches you might ask, “How do you measure the degree of change a
congregation can embrace?” or “How do you help a congregation find balance between
what it’s already doing and integrating new ideas for ministry?” Another way of using
the information would be to ask the pastor, “Which of the many roles in ministry do
you enjoy the most? The least?” Asking the pastor, “Would you describe your style as
more formal or relaxed?” Questions such as these can provide a wealth of information
about whether the pastor’s priorities and style match well for your congregation.
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Appendix F
One Day Planning Retreat
Any demographic study will be useless unless the information is put into action. One
of the best ways to assure that the important data becomes an integrated part of
your congregation’s strategy for mission is to hold a planning retreat. The purpose
of this retreat is to use the information from the Context Report, the insight of key
congregational leaders and the guidance of the Holy Spirit to design a concrete plan for
ministry over the next three to five years. This retreat will not focus on plans internal
to the life of the congregation such as pastoral care, stewardship, etc. but rather focus
on the congregation’s external mission to the world around it.
NOTE: This retreat assumes that the Core Story has been written and the Vision Statement is
current. Please refer to the Context Study Guide and Appendix C if this work has not yet been
completed.

Who should be invited? Although congregations have an official governing board, we
encourage churches to open this retreat to all individuals in a leadership role within the
congregation. Some churches even find it helpful to invite the most recent members
of the board who have now completed service. You may also want to invite people
who are not currently in leadership roles but who provide consistent leadership to the
congregation. The value of having a larger group is the wisdom such a gathering brings.
A secondary benefit is the more individuals who participate in the design of the plan
the more successful the plan will be. The final responsibility for the plan will depend on
your congregation’s governance.
Where should the retreat be held? Many congregations find it helpful to spend a day
away from the church building, however this is not essential to a good retreat. If you
do choose another location you may consider a camp or conference site, a neighboring
congregation’s fellowship hall or a room at your public library, which may be available
for community use. The retreat atmosphere should be one which builds community
and allows for the best sharing. Be sure and choose a place where people can be
comfortable and where food is allowed. Coffee, tea and snacks for breaks tend to
make people more relaxed and ready to work. If relying on the hospitality of another,
please remember to leave the facility even tidier than you found it!
What will we need for the retreat? Nametags if people will not know one another,
Bibles, newsprint, markers, tape which will not damage the paint of the walls, copies of
the Core Story and the church’s vision statement for each participant, a few copies of
the Context Report.
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In addition, the following aspects of ministry should be written on newsprint for the
morning session:
1) Worship
2) Community Outreach/Service
3) Evangelism
4) Program more responsive to the needs of the community
5) Program more responsive to the needs of our congregation
6) Becoming more culturally diverse
7) Becoming more generationally diverse
8) Communication strategies
(website, other marketing strategies)
Who should lead the retreat? The retreat may be led by either a lay leader or the
pastor. It is always appropriate to invite an outside retreat facilitator but one is not
necessary. The role of the leader is simply to move the process forward to completion.
You will need to invite someone to offer the opening and closing prayers.

Retreat Design
8:30-9:00

Donuts and Coffee

9:00–9:10

Welcome and Opening Prayer

9:10–10:30

Bible Study: You may select one of
the sessions from Appendix D

10:30–10:45

Coffee Break

10:45-11:30

What are our Priorities?

Dividing the participants into groups of no more than eight. Place the newsprint with
the eight aspects of mission where participants can easily see it.

 10 minutes
Review the Core Story and Vision Statement.

 35 minutes
In light of these, rank the eight aspects of mission in order of importance for the next
three to five years.

PAGE 28 | CONTEXT GUIDE

11:30-12:00 Report Time: Each group reports its ranking. If there is considerable
difference in the ranking, averaging can be used. However, it is best if the leader can
facilitate a conversation with the group that would lead to a consensus ranking among
the participants. All of these aspects need to be addressed but which should be worked
on first?
12:00-12:45 Lunch
12:45-2:00 Creative Thinking Groups
Divide the participants into three groups. Provide newsprint and markers for each
group.
Assign one of the top three priorities for mission(negotiated before lunch in the
ranking exercise), to each group. What to do with aspects of mission ranked 4-8 will be
discussed at the end of the retreat design.
Ask the groups to write the priority assigned to their group in large letters at the top
of the newsprint. Then, ask them to identify as many ideas, strategies or programs
that might help address this priority over the next three years. Encourage them to be
creative and note ALL ideas, even ones that don’t seem practical. Forbid the use of the
phrase “WE CAN’T AFFORD THAT!” List these ideas on newsprint. When the group
has completed their work, tape the newsprint to the wall.
2:00-2:15 Coffee Break
2:15-3:00 Reporting and Responding Each group should have the opportunity to
report on its work. Following the reports, participants should walk around the room
and as they read a sheet, place check marks beside ideas they think are particularly
helpful.
3:00 Next Steps and Closing Prayer Inform participants that all ideas will be
compiled and given to the board/council of the church for next steps. Give them a
general idea of when the planning process will be complete and how it will be shared
with the congregation. Thank people for participating and close with prayer.

Next Steps
The board/council of the church should decide whether they wish to refine the
ministry plan themselves or refer it to a small group for completion. When this decision
has been made, the ministry ideas from the retreat are examined/edited and their
merit weighed. The goal is to prepare a concrete ministry plan for each of the top
three priorities for the next three years. This ministry plan should be approved by the
board/council and shared with the congregation (may require a vote in some polities).
Note the example of a ministry plan at the end of this design.
At the end of one year, the council/board should evaluate the effectiveness of the first
year’s plan. At this meeting (or retreat) they should explore ministry strategies for
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priorities 4-8 which can be added to the ongoing work at this point. Some churches
may wish to add priorities 4-6 to year two and save 7-8 for year three. It is possible
to use the same retreat process for future half-day retreats eliminating the Vision
Statement/Core Story Exercise and the Bible Study.
Percept recommends that a context update be done every three years.

Example of a 3-Year Ministry Plan
This example is from a church which ranked evangelism, becoming more culturally
diverse and worship as its top three priorities.
Evangelism
1) We will offer a six-week class on lay evangelism during Lent, led by a member of
our denomination’s regional staff.
2) Our pastor will meet monthly with those members of the class wishing to
deepen their call to discipleship through lay evangelism.
3) Our adult Sunday school class will read and discuss More Ready Than You Realize,
by Brian McClaren.
4) We will hold two “each one bring one” celebration events especially focused on
introducing unchurched people to our congregation.
Becoming More Culturally Diverse
1) We will request the help of our denomination in obtaining resources for
congregations in ethnically changing neighborhoods.
2) We will explore offering our congregation as a site for English as a second
language classes.
Worship
1) We will begin planning for a less formal Wednesday evening worship opportunity
aimed at our changing community. This service may begin as early as the fall of
next year.
2) We will recruit our teenagers to help plan music for the new service.
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