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ABSTRACT 

BRIAN D. WRIGHT 

THESE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE: A STUDY OF THE MERGER OF 
NORTHEAST BAPTIST CHURCH AND NORTHWOODS BAPTIST CHURCH, 
ATLANTA, GA 

Under the Direction of DR. PETER RHEA JONES 

In 2007, two local Atlanta congregations participated in a merger where the two 

churches blended their programming, staff people, and members into a single church. 

Some church consultants say that congregational mergers rarely result in increased 

vitality and that when you merge a church four plus six equals four to seven and not ten 

to twelve. This has led many to discourage church mergers and think of them as a last 

resort just before closing. This project is a study of the merger of Northeast Baptist 

Church, Atlanta, GA and Northwoods Baptist Church, Atlanta, GA. Information is 

collected from both congregations prior to the merger and charted for two years after the 

merger. Surveys and interviews of the members and participants in the merger provide 

insight into the merger process and results of the integration. Conclusions drawn from 

this single experience are offered with the hope that the insights will be instructive for the 

larger Christian community especially those considering a similar move. 

vi 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROJECT 

Even a casual look around the mainline Church today reveals a deep and abiding 

problem. Congregations are and have been in decline for years.' "Total membership in 

the seven largest mainline Protestant denominations - United Methodist, Evangelical 

Lutheran, Episcopal, Presbyterian Church (USA), Disciples of Christ, United Church of 

Christ and American Baptist Churches - fell a total of 7.4% from 1995 to 2004, based on 

tallies reported to the Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches.''''2 

There are dozens of books offering suggestions on how congregations can attempt 

to stem the downward turn from simple tasks such as adding lighting and nametags to 

complicated and drastic maneuvers such as relocation. One of the attempted renewal 

strategies that some congregations are undertaking is congregational mergers where two 

or more congregations join their people and assets together into a single congregation. 

1 Cf, e.g., Religious News Service, "Church Attendance on the Decline," Christian 
Century, 11 September 1996, 843-44. Understanding Church Growth and Decline, 
1950-1975. Dean R. Hoge and David R. Rosen, eds. (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1979); 
George Gallup Jr., The Unchurched American: 10 Years Later (Princeton: Princeton 
Religious Research Center, 1988); Church and Denominational Growth: What Does (and 
Does Not) Cause Growth and Decline, David A. Roozen and C. Kirk Hadaway, eds. 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993). 

2 Cathy Lynn Grossman, "Some Protestant Churches Feeling Mainline Again," USA 
Today, 31 October 2006. 
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Congregational mergers, while offering many obvious benefits such as greater attendance 

and more money, are long and difficult because of the complex administrative issues, the 

relational nature of congregational life, and the difficulty of what is, essentially, restarting 

a church. 

History and Background 

Northeast Baptist Church and Northwoods Baptist Church, only a few miles apart, 

and with almost identical stories became the main characters in a congregational merger 

that occurred in 2007. Both churches were founded in the early 1960s.3 Northwoods was 

a few years older than Northeast but was very similar in its early history. Both churches 

were planted by other local churches with assistance from the Atlanta Metro Baptist 

Association and grew quickly as their neighborhoods, then on the outskirts of the city, 

grew and developed. Most of the charter families lived in the immediate neighborhood, 

many within walking distance of their respective church. Many of the members of the 

two churches were participants in the "white flight"4 from inner city areas such as Little 

Five Points, Druid Hills, East Point, and Grant Park. They moved to the newly built 

suburbs following other middle class, blue collar couples chasing new schools, new 

3 Northeast Baptist Church was founded by a group of people that left Druid Hills 
Baptist Church. Druid Hills Baptist Church assisted in the founding of Northeast Baptist, 
as did the Atlanta Baptist Association and Northwoods Baptist Church which had already 
started worshiping as a church. 

4 White flight is a term for the demographic trend in which working and middle-class 
white people move to white suburbs and exurbs, away from suburbs or urban 
neighborhoods that are becoming racially desegregated. 
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shopping centers, and brand new homes and fleeing the quickly changing inner city 

neighborhoods. Both churches flourished throughout the first decade they existed 

reaching over 300 in attendance in the late 1960s, but as the children of the church aged 

and left for college and as neighborhood growth slowed, the churches had a more difficult 

time reaching new people. The 1970s and 1980s brought another new challenge, 

especially to the Northwoods neighborhood: diversity. Many of the "white flight" 

families that had settled the neighborhoods on the edge of town twenty years earlier, 

moved farther north to escape the growing sprawl of Atlanta. They were replaced by 

African Americans and a flood of immigrants brought about by President Lyndon B. 

Johnson's Immigration Act of 1965, which opened doors that had been closed since 1924 

to immigrants from all over the world, most notably Asia and the Middle East.5 

Northwoods experienced a dramatic decline dropping hundreds in attendance from 1975 

to 1995.6 As the neighborhood around Northwoods became increasingly diverse, the 

church lost almost all contact to its neighborhood. 

Northeast Baptist, despite being in a much different social context and more 

affluent neighborhood, experienced a similar decline. According to a consultant's report 

prepared for the church in the late 1980s by a former pastor, Northeast Baptist Church's 

5 Diana L. Eck, A New Religious America, New York: HarperCollins, 2002, 6, 7. 

6 Joel Harrison, Church Trend Profile for Northwoods Baptist Church, Atlanta Metro 
Baptist Association, 2001 - 2006. 
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worship attendance declined by about ten people per year during the 1970s.7 Efforts to 

revive the declining congregation at Northeast started almost thirty years ago but were 

largely unsuccessful. 

When I joined the staff of the church in 2003, church membership and Bible study 

attendance have been steadily declining over the past five years. Worship attendance and 

undesignated receipts have also declined, although not as steeply as membership and 

Bible study attendance. Giving dropped every year and attendance and participation 

declined in all aspects of church life. This trend began to change at Northeast when 

more members joined in 2005 than the church has experienced in twenty years. Statistics 

from 2005 indicated the declines in the church have stabilized or slightly increased since 

2004 In 2006, another significant number of new members joined the church.8 Northeast 

had started to grow and was operating in the black financially for the first time in years 

when the merger happened. On the other hand, Northwoods continued in decline, and in 

January 2007, contacted Northeast Baptist Church indicating that it would no longer be 

able to sustain its ministry in its current location to ask if they could reopen conversations 

about a congregational merger. 

The idea of merging initially surfaced in 2004 while both congregations were 

struggling to maintain their financial health, aging buildings, and staff. Northeast was in 

7 Truman Brown, Northeast Baptist Church Report, Hendersonville, TN: Church 
Growth Ministries, 1999. 

8 Ibid. 
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severe financial stress and initially approached Northwoods about the idea but it was 

rejected by the Northwoods congregation at that time. The members of Northwoods did 

not want to merge in 2004 because of Northeast's long history of church conflict and 

abuse of clergy. The congregational leaders that were dreaming for the future knew that 

"no" does not always mean "no;" it could just mean "not at this time." Despite the initial 

negative response to the idea of merger, in the time between 2004 and 2007, the two 

congregations made a deliberate effort to get to know each other by working together on 

mission projects, collaborating on a joint Vacation Bible School, and worshiping together 

on special occasions. As a result, when the idea of uniting resurfaced again in 2007, it 

was much more warmly received by both congregations. The members of the two 

congregations were not strangers anymore, but partners in ministry in their neighborhood 

and decided to make their partnership official. Northeast had undergone a transformation 

and was no longer the small, conflict ridden church that lead Northwoods to reject the 

idea three years earlier. 

Knowing the historical decline trends changed the way that the merger process 

was designed. It would not be enough to simply create a bigger version of either of the 

two churches as they were before the combination. Northwoods was clearly headed in 

the wrong direction and Northeast, while still small and having a long journey ahead, had 

turned the corner. Would the merger be the spark that could propel Northwoods into 

growth, health and vitality or would the decline trend be too much for Northeast Baptist 

Church? To change the decline direction, it would mean changing the core of the 
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churches as they merged. In January 2007, Northeast Baptist Church began an 

intimidating and exciting process of merging its congregation with a partner congregation 

a few miles away, Northwoods Baptist Church. 

Various surveys show that since the early 1960s, church attendance in the 
United States has fallen by 10 to 12 percent, and involvement in other 
forms of church social life (Bible study groups, socials, educational 
programs, etc.) has declined by between 25 and 50 percent. Actual 
attendance could be significantly lower, researchers note, because survey 
responders tend to over-report involvement in the life of the church. 
Consistent with what we repeatedly hear, mainline denominations have 
suffered the greatest declines during this time. Perhaps even more 
ominous are the results of polls that reveal our attitude about the body of 
believers. Almost 80 percent of Americans who believe in God assert that 
participation in a church community is not a necessary part of their faith.9 

The way these two churches attempted to address the problem Vander Brock 

identifies is through a congregational merger. Lyle Schaller calls merging congregations 

a "dangerous venture" and at the bottom of his suggestion list, right above closing 

churches or trying to transform the church culture.10 Historically, he says, when you 

merge a church "4 plus 6 equals 3 to 7 and not 10 to 12."11 Congregational mergers 

rarely result in increased congregational vitality and making a congregation larger does 

not free it of the old destructive habits that had resulted its decline before the merger. In 

9 Lyle Vander Broek, Breaking Barriers: The Possibilities of Christian Community in 
a Lonely World (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2002), 11, quoted in Steve deClaisse-
Walford, Mission as Holistic Ministry (Macon: Smyth and Helwys, 2008), 5. 

10 Lyle Schaller, A Mainline Turnaround: Strategies for Congregations and 
Denominations (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), 145. 

11 Ibid. 
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fact, Schaller says the larger the size of the congregations seeking to merge, the poorer 

the result in terms of membership and attendance after the merger.12 This project is 

meant to study the congregational merger of Northeast Baptist Church and Northwoods 

Baptist Church to see if these trends hold true, or if a merger can provide a new 

beginning for a dying congregation. 

The hypothesis driving the proposed study is that if the key features of the 

integration experience developed for Northwoods Baptist Church and Northeast Baptist 

Church can be identified and analyzed, the results may refine the process and be a useful 

and valuable resource for the combined congregation moving forward and may also be 

generalized to the wider Christian community, especially those considering such a move. 

The method of research for this project will involve several modes of data 

collection. First, a collection of census data from the five years preceding the merger for 

both congregations will be undertaken. Analysis of this data will reveal attendance 

numbers, growth or decline rates, average age of the congregants, levels of participation 

in missions and small groups, and other information pertinent to an analysis of the vitality 

of the churches pre-merger. Then an analysis of the integration process that the churches 

went through will be studied. Survey questions and interviews will capture the 

impressions of the members of the congregation two years after the merger. Survey 

12 Lyle Schaller, The Small Church is Different (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1982), 
177. 
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results and another data collection for the two years after the merger will be compared 

with data from the five previous years before the merger. 

The census data collection for both churches, drawn from church attendance 

records and denominational reporting forms, will inform the study and provide the 

foundational quantitative comparisons for the pre-merger churches and post-merger 

congregation. In addition, interviews and surveys will attempt to capture the qualitative 

results of the merger and give insight into the people's perceptions of the merger process. 

The churches began worshiping together in August of 2007, just seven months 

after the initial conversation and well before the "merging" was completed. As the 

proposed project begins, both congregations will have been worshipping together for over 

twenty-four months and the time seems right for a comprehensive evaluation of what has 

been accomplished, and to seek direction for what future course of action will best serve 

the combined congregation. Enough time has elapsed for a good snapshot of the initial 

results of the attempts at community building and evaluation of the processes that shaped 

the merger. 

At the time of the project, it has been over two years since the congregations 

began worshiping together at Northeast Baptist Church and the merger as a process has 

faded from the forefront of people's minds. While congregants may not think and talk 

about the merger weekly, the work is still unfinished and the results are still uncertain. At 

the beginning of the process, it was anticipated that joining the two churches together 

would ignite enough of a spark in the newly formed congregation to bring about new 
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church growth, energy, excitement, and vitality. A special effort was made during the 

process to keep track of members' attendance so that accurate numbers can be reported as 

well as, pastorally, no one gets lost in the process. The proposed study of the 

congregational merger will highlight exactly what has happened and where the 

congregation should be looking and going in the future. It is anticipated that this study 

will both enrich the merged congregation, as well as serve as a tool for other 

congregations in the wider church community who may be considering congregational 

merger. 

Change can bring out the best and worst in people. The change process, while 

never simple or easy, can be a time of great visioning for the congregation if it is handled 

in a responsible and skillful manner. Attempting to change a congregation can be a 

wonderfully rewarding or a painfully trying task depending on the process and the skill of 

the change leaders. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE ENGAGEMENT 

Northeast Baptist Church 

Northeast Baptist Church had a tumultuous history in its suburban neighborhood. 

At its peak, Northeast had over three hundred in Sunday School and worship but as the 

young family neighborhood changed and kids grew up, went to college, and moved away, 

the neighborhood began to age and the church began to decline. Conflict was another 

major factor in Northeast's history. It had gone through several splits and had been 

declining since the late 1970s by about ten people a year. By 1999, worship attendance 

had dropped to its all time low of fifty-six. Several consultant's reports from the late 

1970s and early 1980s mark this decline and offer solutions to remedy it. I came to the 

church in 2003 when the church averaged sixty-five in worship and fifty in Sunday 

school, almost a low point in the church's history. 

The one bright spot in Northeast's history was the four years prior to the merger, 

the church began to curb its decline and was growing. From 2003-2006 worship 

attendance had grown from sixty-five to ninety-five and baptisms were up from none to 

four in 2006. Undesignated receipts had grown from $185,000 to over $205,000 during 

that period as well. While the bigger picture of Northeast's history was a downward 

decline, the last few years before the merger had shown some improvement. Northeast 

10 
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was one of five out of ninety-five churches in the Atlanta Metro Baptist Association that 

experienced growth in 2005 and 2006. 

Northeast Baptist Church was forty-three years old at the time of the merger and 

many of its members at that time had been members of the church for over twenty years. 

The members who had been young adults with children when the church was young, 

remained in their homes in the neighborhood and aged with the congregation. By the 

time of the merger in 2007, the community was seeing a large influx of young families 

into the surrounding brick ranch homes. The church, though behind the community, was 

beginning to see visitors and new members, many of whom were young families. The 

church was beginning an upward swing in attendance and membership when they were 

approached by Northwoods Baptist Church about the possibility of a merger. 

This exciting part of Northeast's recent history had completely changed the 

congregation. Northeast historically, had suffered through years of decline and conflict 

but was now beginning to believe in itself again. The realization that the neighborhood 

around the church was becoming a young family community again brought a great deal 

of hope to the church. The new members that were joining and visitors that were 

attending Northeast before the merger were working age. The largest Sunday School 

class in the church before the merger was the baby boomer class. The schools around 

Northeast are some of the best in the county and highly desirable. Demographically, the 

community is about fifty percent white, twenty-five percent African American with the 

rest being Asian and Hispanic. 
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Northwoods Baptist Church 

Northwoods Baptist Church met for the first time in January 1955 in the basement 

of a dry cleaning shop in Chamblee, about four miles from where Northeast would start a 

few years later. The church grew as the young neighborhood grew, from twenty-three 

charter members in 1955 to over three hundred a decade later. Under the stable 

leadership of its founding pastor Fred Cox, who stayed for twenty-nine years, the church 

was bursting at the seams with young families and children. The homes in the 

neighborhood surrounding the church were new and full of young families, many of 

whom moved to the Chamblee area chasing new schools and fleeing inner city diversity. 

Northwoods, like Northeast, experienced an early boom in attendance, but like Northeast, 

the 1970s brought a slow but steady decline to the once bustling church. 

Northwoods' aging founding pastor retired in 1983 and the church had several 

short pastorates over the next few years. In 1996, Northwoods called Tim Hobbs, pastor 

of Cherokee Forest Baptist Church, as their fifth pastor. Upon his suggestion when he 

left Cherokee Forest, his previous church closed and merged with Northwoods Baptist 

Church. The merger of these two churches was an early attempt by Northwoods to bring 

younger members to their congregation and increase their missional vitality. The 

members of Cherokee Forest were younger than the members of Northwoods and seemed 

to be more mission minded and active in their congregation. Both congregations were 

relatively small. At the time of the merger, Cherokee Forest had around 70 active 
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members who joined around 70 members of Northwoods. The Cherokee Forest Baptist 

Church property in Doraville was sold and about $200,000 was placed into an 

endowment for the merged church. The two churches began what they thought was a 

new day in their history. 

This merger was not enough, however, to turn around the decline that the church 

experienced as the neighborhood became more ethnically diverse and young families 

moved out to the suburbs. Demographically, the community around the church was sixty 

percent Hispanic and thirty percent Asian. Most of the homes around the church, once 

filled with young white families, were now run down rental homes. The few white 

people that would have been attracted to the Northwoods Baptist Church were elderly 

residents who had been in the neighborhood for decades before the transition. 

Despite the money from the sale of the Cherokee Forest Baptist Church property 

and the new people from Cherokee Forest who joined Northwoods, the church failed to 

reverse its decline. It maintained active ministries to its community, but never was 

successful in integrating the diverse community into the church culture. The church 

culture remained much the same as it was in the glory days of the church in the 1960s. 

The conservative, all white Baptist Church culture was foreign to the diverse community 

in which the church now found itself. Even though the merger didn't drastically alter the 

course of Northwoods Baptist Church in terms of its attendance decline and money 

problems, the church members involved in that merger probably would not call it a 

failure because of the relational bonding that occurred between the members of the two 
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churches. The Northwoods/Cherokee Forest merger of 1996 failed to make any long 

term change in the church in quantifiable terms other than prolonging the life of 

Northwoods. 

Attendance at Northwoods, by the time the churches began merger talks in 2007, 

had dropped to under fifty people. The average age of the small congregation was over 

seventy. The leaders of the church realized they were financially unable to maintain their 

aging property and pay staff to work at the church. The church had to spend much of the 

endowment money from the sale of the Cherokee Forest property in order to sustain their 

ministry and property. Seeing that the end of the money was in sight, the church sought 

another solution. In January of 2007, Northwoods approached Northeast Baptist Church, 

indicating that they were considering a merger as a way to maintain the church's 

ministries and transition to live into their future. Graham and Mimi Walker, who had 

been serving as co-pastors since 2004, provided bold and skillful leadership during the 

merger for the people of Northwoods. Their kindness and compassion and the 

confidence that the congregation had in them was vital to the merger even being 

considered and their work cannot be underestimated in the process. 

There are many good reasons for congregations to consider merging. Practical 

issues usually dominate the conversations about congregational mergers as people 

anticipate a larger community, a new beginning, new staff, a new building, more people 

in the community, financial stability, or renewed mission ventures. That optimistic 

outlook is tempered by the plethora of challenges that congregations must consider when 
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thinking about merging. New people have to be assimilated, institutional structures have 

to be blended, and hundreds of details can overwhelm even the most prepared leaders. 

While these issues tend to dominate the conversation and offer endless problems to solve, 

institutional considerations should not be the sole driving force of the congregational 

merger. It is hard to separate the practical risks and benefits from the necessary 

theological discussions that must be a part of the conversations all through the process. 

Even if the primary reasons a congregation has come up with to merge are not 

theological, a careful consideration of the biblical themes and theological issues related to 

the merger can give much needed direction and depth to the discussions. Congregations 

care about the spiritual images that shape their lives together in community and a careful 

study of the biblical images and theological issues will give the congregation much 

needed focus and remind them of the higher purposes of the task. 

At the heart of the merger process is taking two congregations and making them 

function as one. The institutional demands of this process are great but are actually much 

less important than the community building that has to take place for people to "merge" 

into a single unit. Unlike corporate mergers where employees are told where their new 

office will be, who their new boss will, handed their new salaries, and told what their jobs 

will be, churches are volunteer institutions and the people that make up the church 

participate because they believe in the mission of the organization and feel like a part of 

the group. Therefore, it is critically important in the merging of congregations, to build 

the necessary relationships among the members of the church. The heart of the church is 
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people who chose to live in community with each other. As we consider community 

building, the place to start is the Bible. 

Biblical Issues 

As we search for a biblical image that captures the sense of community within the 

Christian church, we find many options from which to choose. Paul Minear has done a 

careful study of the more than ninety images of the church in the New Testament. Minear 

argues that images we receive from the New Testament regarding community are based 

on evidence that the earliest Christians "had received from Christ a unity that was 

manifested at least in the consciousness of New Testament authors and that was not 

destroyed by their diversity of gifts."1 Even more difficult than settling on a biblical 

image to represent the community is the task of finding one that can travel the distance of 

two thousand years to assist today's church in the search for a meaningful image of unity. 

Two images from Minear that offer guidance for our merger discussion are the Eucharist 

and the body of Christ. 

The Eucharist 

The oneness of the church is exemplified first of all in participation in the 

Eucharist. Paul reminds the church at Corinth of their unity with one another in their 

sharing at the table. "The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of 

Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ? Because there is 

one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread" (1 Cor 

1 Paul Minear, Images of the Church in the New Testament (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1975), 15. 
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10:16-17).2 The church depends on one source, the body of Christ, for its sustenance and 

solidarity.3 All receive nourishment from the same source. To eat from the same loaf 

makes church members partners in the one body, "bound together in a unity and a 

community in which they find common dependence and nourishment."4 As we gather 

around the table together, we are formed into community. The image of one body 

partaking of one bread reminds the community of their dependence on God, who 

provides the nourishment, and of their interdependence with each other, the members of 

the body. Selfishness or indifference to another member of the body is not an option. 

Paul in fact reminds the Corinthian Christians of that interdependence as he chastises 

them for the selfish way they partook of the Lord's supper. There was no sharing of the 

food. Some ate their fill while others went hungry. Paul admonishes them that such 

selfishness and denial of the needs of others did not exemplify the unity required by the 

Eucharistic meal. "When you come together, it is not really to eat the Lord's supper" (1 

Cor 11:20). What made it the Lord's supper was the presence of the spirit of the one who 

gave his body and blood for the sake of the church. That spirit bound together those 

around the table in a covenant of self-giving. So significant is the unifying power of the 

body of Christ that one of the first community building acts of a newly formed church 

2 All Scripture citations are from the New Revised Standard Version. 

3 Minear, 36. 

4 Ibid., 37. 
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should be to gather together around the table to allow members to embody their unity in 

Christ in the sharing of communion. 

The Body of Christ 

Paul uses the metaphor of the body of Christ in 1 Corinthians 12 to describe the 

interdependence of spiritual gifts in the body. "For just as the body is one and has many 

members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with 

Christ...Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it" (1 Cor 12:12, 

27). Paul describes the church as one body with many different parts, each part necessary 

for the functioning of the whole. While some parts of the body are regarded as more 

important than others, Paul reminds the Corinthian church that all parts are important. 

Indeed, "God has arranged the body.. .that there may be no dissension within the body, 

but the members may have the same care for one another." So it is with spiritual gifts 

within the body of Christ. Some are apostles, some are prophets, some are teachers, 

some are healers, some have the gift of speaking in tongues. Each person's gift is 

important for the functioning of the body of Christ. Paul uses the metaphor of the church 

as the body of Christ, "not in order to recognize a unity that already existed, but to 

stimulate the imagination of the Corinthians so that they might strive to create among 

themselves the kind of cooperation, integration, and affiliation that would make them 

truly one."5 Paul is recognizing in this diverse group of Corinthian Christians the same 

need for community building that is at work in a church merger. The people may be a 

5 Susan Brooks Thistelwaite, Metaphors for the Contemporary Church (New 
York: Pilgrim Press, 1983), 23. 
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part of one church but have yet to truly become one unified people. Paul is careful to 

point out that unified does not mean identical. Judging from Paul's metaphor and what 

we know about the Corinthian church, they are a diverse group with many different and 

varied gifts and personalities. Paul does not seek unity without diversity but seeks 

instead to inspire them with this metaphor of the body of Christ to celebrate their 

differences while they work together for the building up of the entire body. Paul's 

elevation of the lesser parts of the body reminds the church that as we incarnate Christ 

among us we refuse to be dominated by the power structures, hierarchies, and religious 

elitism that Christ refuted. All members of the body receive equal honor and all are to be 

bound together in commonality by the greatest gift, love. Paul describes the various gifts 

found in the body but ultimately refers them to a more excellent way, on which he 

elaborates in the next chapter, the way of love. Paul reminds the Corinthian church that 

the gifts of speaking in tongues, prophecy, faith, and even self-sacrifice are meaningless 

without love, the love revealed in Jesus Christ, which binds all together. 

The church finds its unity in its connection to the head of the body. "He himself 

is before all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the 

church" (Col 1:17-18). Christ binds all the members of the body together. The writer of 

Colossians reminds his readers that the love of Christ is what calls them to unity and 

participation in the one body. "Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds 

everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to 

which indeed you were called in the one body" (Col 3:13-15). 



Ephesians also utilizes the image of the body of Christ in describing Christian 

community, focusing in particular on the image of forming one from two. The church 

was built from two groups who had once experienced a relationship of hostility toward 

one another. In Christ, through whom the old law was abolished and the dividing wall 

was broken down, the two groups were formed into one body. "But now in Christ Jesus 

you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our 

peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing 

wall, that is, the hostility between us. He has abolished the law with its commandments 

and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, 

thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups to God in one body through the 

cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it" (Eph 2:13-16). Reconciliation of 

Jews and Gentiles is possible because of Christ. Individuals who were formerly of the 

circumcision or the uncircumcision are now made a new creation in one body, the body 

of Christ. Individuals from diverse theological, social, economic and political 

backgrounds are now made a new creation in one body, the body of Christ. The things 

that separate them are no longer as important as the things that unite them. They have 

become "fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ 

Jesus through the gospel" (Eph 3:6). 

Once again, the community finds its unity in its connection to the head of the 

body. Christ's lordship over the body creates its cohesiveness. "And he has put all things 

under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his 
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body, the fullness of him who fills all in all" (Eph 1:22-23). The body of Christ is subject 

to its head, whom God has placed over all things. Those in the body of Christ share a 

common identity as members of the body and a common purpose, the building up of the 

body of Christ through its varied gifts (Eph 4.11-13). These words have implications for 

the way we encourage members of a newly formed congregation to find places of service. 

All should be encouraged to explore their gifts and should be given a sense of purpose in 

building up the body of Christ as members serve each other and God's purposes in the 

world. Their connection to the body of Christ through the use of their God-given gifts 

will be a vital step in helping them remain active members of the new congregation and 

avoid the problems of attrition that often occur in a church merger. "But speaking the 

truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from 

whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is 

equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body's growth in building itself 

up in love" (Eph 4:15-16). 

Becoming one body does not happen immediately. Becoming one body does not 

happen because two groups happen to share the same worship space and time. Becoming 

one body happens over time as the church's leaders hold up images of the church as the 

body of Christ, as two groups share life around a common table, as members use their 

gifts for the building up of the body, as walls of division and difference are broken down 

by love, as members are reminded of their common calling and their common head, Jesus 

Christ. "There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your 
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calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and 

through all and in all" (Eph 4:4-6). 

Theological Issues 

Most mergers happen for practical reasons rather than biblical or theological ones. 

Churches with aging congregations and dwindling budgets see merger as the opportunity 

to save the church from death and continue the work of the church with another 

congregation. Theological issues, like biblical issues, play an important role in giving 

focus and vision and a sense of mission once the decision to merge has been made. 

Unity and Cooperation 

A compelling theological reason to merge was the biblical idea that we are 

stronger together than apart. Baptists for centuries have known that congregations that 

work together can accomplish more than churches that work alone. A favorite passage of 

scripture that articulates the idea is: 

"Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. 
For if they fall, one will lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone and 
falls and does not have another to help. Again, if two lie together, they 
keep warm; but how can one keep warm alone? And though one might 
prevail against another, two will withstand one. A threefold cord is not 
quickly broken" (Eccl 4:9-12). 

This idea of supporting one another is seen again in the New Testament as Paul 

encourages the Gentile churches to collect an offering for the struggling church in 

Jerusalem. The collection encouraged unity as early Christians realized their 

participation in the larger work of God. "As God had only one people, so did all those 
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whom he called to faith constitute one fellowship in Christ."6 The sharing of resources in 

the first century church benefited all. 

The members of Northwoods Baptist recognized that the age of the members of 

the congregation and decreasing financial resources limited the amount of ministry they 

could do themselves, yet they still had a strong desire to see the missional work of the 

church continue. They realized the time had come for them to shift from doing the work 

of missions to supporting the work of missions that would be carried out by others. 

Congregational merger made that possible for them. Combining with Northeast Baptist 

allowed them to continue to minister to the children of the ethnically diverse community 

that came to the church. They were able to continue to minister to the people of the 

community for whom they felt a deep sense of commitment and among whom they 

wanted to continue to have a presence. Merger allowed them to participate in the new 

things God was doing in the community in a way that they could not have alone. Both 

churches had a strong commitment to training the next generation of young ministers and 

the merger allowed them to combine their resources to provide a stronger student intern 

ministry among seminary students than either would have been able to do otherwise. 

Northwoods clearly entered the merger with a strong sense of ecclesial mission. 

The Communal Nature of God 

The idea of community building following a church merger also has theological 

implications when one considers the way in which God exists in community with 

6 Keith Nickle, The Collection: A Study in Paul's Strategy (Naperville: A.R. 
Allenson, 1966), 116. 
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Godself. The very nature of God is to be relational. To confess that God is triune means 

that the very nature of God is to be relational. The three persons of the trinity are not 

isolated or individual; their identity is rooted in relationship. Daniel Migliore argues that 

the three persons of God are "relational realities and are defined by intersubjectivity, 

shared consciousness, faithful relationships, and the mutual giving and receiving of 

love."7 It is this spirit of community, this mutual giving and receiving of love that should 

characterize the merged church community. The relational, giving nature of God points 

to a church community that is distinguished not by domination in relationships but by 

equality and mutuality. The three persons of the trinity have their identity only in relation 

with each other just as we find our identity in Christian community. 

In Karl Barth's estimation, Father, Son and Holy Spirit are the divine ways of 

being that externally subsist within God in absolute unity, yet whose distinctions form the 

precondition for God's revelation in Jesus Christ.8 Jurgen Moltmann draws from the 

image ofperichoresis to describe this divine unity: "the trinitarian persons form their 

unity by themselves in the circulation of the divine life."9 Drawing on the Johannine 

formulations that speak of each of the trinitarian persons as being in each other, 

Moltmann suggests that perichoresis refers to the "intimate indwelling and 

7 Daniel Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian 
Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1991), 68. 

8 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics II/I, trans. T.H.L. Parker, et al., ed. G.W. 
Bromiley and T.F. Torrence (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1957), 297. 

9 Jurgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom, trans. Margaret Kohl (San 
Francisco: Harper and Row, 1981), 161. 
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interpenetration of the persons in one another." He then applies the concept to the unity 

of the three persons in the one God: 

[Perichoresis] denotes that trinitarian unity which goes beyond the 

doctrine of persons and their relations by virtue of their external love, the 

divine persons exist so intimately with one another, for one another, and in 

one another that they constitute themselves in their unique, incomparable 

and complete unity.10 

Convinced that societies reflected their fundamental theological outlook, their 

basic understanding of God or their gods, in the way they organize themselves, 

Moltmann views the doctrine of the trinity as a "critical principal" for theology in the 

mission of the church to transform the world. For this reason, he calls Christian cultures 

to rediscover the biblical concept of God's triunity as the community and the fellowship 

among equal persons, rather than a monarchy of one person over the others and the 

world. Moltmann is convinced that only by focusing on the distinct subjectivities of the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit can a doctrine of God be constructed that is characterized by 

mutuality rather than lordship.'' A spirit of cooperation and mutuality reflects the 

character of God as seen in the Trinity. God's nature is not hierarchical but cooperative. 

God the Creator is not superior to God the Son or God the Spirit, but these three faces of 

God exist in mutual relationship with one another with a spirit of cooperation in love. 

10 Jurgen Moltmann, History and the Triune God: Contributions to Trinitarian 
Theology, trans. John Bowden (New York: Crossroad, 1992), 86. 

1' Jurgen Moltmann, The Coming of God: Christian Eschatology, trans. Margaret 
Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 301. 
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Arthur McGill describes this relationship as one of "total and mutual self-giving."12 Self-

giving love is the essence of God's divinity and should characterize those who serve this 

self-giving God. 

The merged church has to be one that exists in this Godlike unity where different 

people from different places feel free to express their uniqueness in community. Casting 

this theological vision of the trinity allows congregations to cluster in egalitarian 

communities where there is no single person in charge. Power struggles after mergers are 

a real concern and to maintain the momentum of the merger, the community needs to be 

formed around the idea of equality. This type of unity prevents the divisive clan loyalties 

that can endanger the harmony of the merged church. The challenge for the merged 

church is to live out that spirit of cooperation, to eliminate the idea of winners and losers 

in power struggles over whose way will prevail, and to live in community with one 

another in the spirit of self-giving love and mutuality that characterizes the Trinitarian 

nature of God. 

Ekklesia 

Another important theological insight related to the merger comes from Emil 

Brunner. Brunner is concerned with capturing the essence of the first century church for 

modern readers; an idea that he believes has been forgotten. He is careful to caution his 

students that the expressions of the Christian church that we know today are not what 

existed in the early years of the community gathering after the death of Jesus. The church 

12 Arthur McGill, Suffering: A Test of Theological Method (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1982), 76. 
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that exists today, though carried in its expressions, is an institutional expression that has 

evolved through the years. Brunner says that what exists today is not brotherhood but an 

institution. The modern church is a corporation and not the body of Christ. For Brunner 

the heart of the early church was a dynamic social fellowship of persons. Brunner says 

that faith and fellowship cannot be separated and that fellowship is not an addition or 

secondary - it is the essence of the church. Brunner distinguishes his spiritual 

brotherhood description of the early church from the institutional expression that has 

developed through the centuries by reserving the Greek term "ekklesia" for the social 

community and "church" for the corporate expression. 

Brunner's ekklesia reminds us that while a congregational merger involves many 

institutional elements, the heart of the community is the social connections that exist 

among the people in the group. While we may hire consultants to help us merge budgets, 

programs and staff, we cannot forget to foster community building among the people of 

the congregations that are merging. "The ekklesia is a new humanity which is reconciled 

with God by God, and in which, therefore, has fellowship with their brothers. It is the 

community of those who have been reconciled and draw their life from the reconciliation. 

It is nothing other than men in fellowship, in fellowship with God and with each other."13 

Brunner gives three marks of the ekklesia: the company of the elect, the body of 

Christ and the communion of saints. Each of these three definitions of the ekklesia 

highlights a special aspect. The company of the elect shows us the transcendent quality, 

13 Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of the Church, Faith, and the 
Consummation (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962), 21. 
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the body of Christ shows us the historical objective quality, and the communion of saints 

the spiritual subjective quality. By the company of the elect, Brunner is reflecting on the 

foundation of the ekklesia. It understands itself as the people of God whose origin lies in 

God's eternal will. In no other way can it, as a spiritual brotherhood of Christians, 

understand its existence and nature. This is its transcendent origin. We come to know of 

its transcendent origin by the fellowship through the historical Christ Jesus. The second 

mark of the ekklesia is the body of Christ. The ekklesia was formed by Christ calling 

disciples to himself. The earliest followers, disciples and apostles were called out from 

their life to be followers of Christ and later to be witnesses of Christ. On the last evening 

they spent together, when Jesus spoke the words of the new covenant, he established 

them as part of his body. The Pauline idea of the early church coincided with Jesus' 

message that we are all part of the body of Christ. "So we, who are many, are one body in 

Christ, and individually we are members of one another" (Romans 12:5). The unity of 

the body of Christ has been created by Jesus who was the head of the ekklesia. 

The third definition, the communion of saints, refers to the ground of the ekklesia 

and the faith of individual Christians. The community of saints has fellowship with the 

one who saved them and who has bound each one to himself and now also through the 

ekklesia binds the members to each other. Faith is in itself fellowship. "Just as faith 

leads to fellowship, so also it always comes out of fellowship."14 That is why community 

building following a merger is so important. One cannot lose sight of the dynamic social 

14 Brunner, 26. 



29 

reality of the institutional expression of the church. Brunner reminds us that Christian 

community is about people and not structures. To have unity among Christian 

communities is more than an institutional programmed process. The social facet of 

merging congregations is probably more important than any administrative task. The 

heartbeat of the Christian community is the people who make it up and for those people 

to be united, they have to become one with Christ and in Christ and with each other. 

The community building task during our merger was never secondary. It actually 

began three years before our first worship services together. Neighbors began talking to 

neighbors about the possibilities of our churches working together. The two 

congregations began working together on mission projects, vacation Bible schools, and 

relationships were being built between the people of the two individual churches. When 

the two congregations finally officially decided to merge, the members' relationships with 

each other that had been built over the last three years became the glue that held the 

institution together. After the merger, the task of community building was not over. Two 

groups who sit in one building do not automatically become one and so an intentional 

effort was made to facilitate community building. People began wearing name tags, 

Sunday School classes were integrated, deacons hosted their families in gatherings at 

their homes so members could get together outside of church, and almost every Sunday 

brought another occasion for a covered dish meal. While there is no easy formula to 

make people build relationships with each other, during the merger process it was 
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extremely important for us to give space, attention, and time to allow social relationships 

to develop. 

The most critical issue, however, for creating community is keeping the 

congregation focused on their identity in Christ and their mission and vision to do the 

work of the kingdom of God in the world. The church is more than bricks and mortar, 

programs and budgets. To be a member of the church means first and foremost 

identification with Christ and with the Christian community. 

"In our current cultural crisis, the most powerful demonstration of the 
reality of the gospel is a community embodying the way, the truth, and the 
life of Jesus. Healthy community is the life of Jesus living in us and 
through us. For community to last, our love for one another must be 
surpassed only by our love for Jesus. If the relationships are grounded on 
anything other than Jesus, the community will fall - and the sooner the 
better."15 

It is this vision of community, continually held up before the merged congregation, that 

will give shape to helping two become one as the congregation moves forward into the 

future God has planned. 

For both Northeast Baptist Church and Northwoods Baptist Church, the merger of 

2007 was an attempt to be faithful to their mission in their community. Both sought to be 

true to their Baptist heritage of cooperation and passionate evangelism by uniting their 

ministries into a single church. For two congregations to come together as one, they 

needed a compelling biblical, theological, and practical vision. When the time came for 

15 Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian 
Community in Postmodern Cultures (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 2005), 89. 



31 

the churches to actually merge, the members felt like it was the right things to do. In the 

next chapter, more details about the specific project will be given as well as a summary of 

the merger and the complex elements that went into the merger. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE WEDDING 

The method of research for this project will involve several modes of data 

collection. First, a collection of census data from the five years preceding the merger for 

both congregations will be undertaken. Analysis of this data will reveal attendance 

numbers, growth or decline rates, average age of the congregants, levels of participation 

in missions and small groups, and other information pertinent to an analysis of the vitality 

of the churches pre-merger. Second, an analysis of the integration process that the 

churches went through will be studied. Survey questions and interviews will capture the 

impressions of the members of the congregation two years after the merger. Survey 

results and another data collection for the two years after the merger will be compared 

with data from the five previous years before the merger. 

The census data collection for both churches, drawn from church attendance 

records and denominational reporting forms, will inform the study and provide the 

foundational quantitative comparisons for the pre-merger churches and post-merger 

congregation. In addition, interviews and surveys will attempt to capture the qualitative 

results of the merger. 

Informed consent forms (see appendix A) and surveys (see appendix B) will first 

be distributed to members of both churches. Mailings will be sent to active church 

32 
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members, as well as all former members of both churches in order to capture opinions of 

people who are no longer active. Mailing lists for all members can be accessed through 

the church office electronically. Mailing out the surveys ensures that I do not only get 

results from the people who come to the church and are active in the merged 

congregation, but also those whose attendance and participation declined or stopped after 

the merger. 

I plan to hand out the surveys on several consecutive Sundays to both increase 

survey participation by members and also to give the regular participants who may not be 

members the opportunity to complete a survey and return it at the end of the service. 

This should help ensure that those who attend but are not members of the church have a 

chance to fill out a survey even if they are not on a mailing list. I will have a collection 

box for the surveys to be returned at the church and will collect them at the end of the 

worship services. 

Each adult can only fill out one survey and each survey will be filtered based on 

whether they were a member of one of the congregations before the merger, or have 

joined since the merger. I will also compare survey results from members of each 

congregation before the merger. Demographic data collected in the surveys will allow 

me to see if the congregation is becoming younger or older, and each age group's 

satisfaction with the church. 

In addition to the survey, I will select a certain number of people to interview (see 

appendix D). I will choose the people because I know the people that were deeply 
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involved in the merger process and I know the people that were opposed to the merger in 

initially but later changed their opinions. I also know the people that have dropped out of 

the church since the merger and by selecting the people to participate, I can better ensure 

that a broad range of voices get heard. Having this qualitative data will give greater 

insight into the merger process and outcomes. 

The hypothesis driving the proposed study is that if the key features of the 

integration experience developed for Northwoods Baptist Church and Northeast Baptist 

Church can be identified and analyzed, the results may refine the process and be a useful 

and valuable resource for the combined congregation moving forward and may also be 

generalizable to the wider Christian community, especially those considering such a 

move. 

Limitations and Assumptions 

This study has several limitations. It is a study of one single process and is unique 

to the churches involved. The situation that the churches are in is particular and the 

strategies that were employed were developed for these congregations. The processes 

implemented for this integration process were for this church at this time. This study is 

being done to benefit the congregations involved in this process. However, if this study 

can find and identify some important principles, then the findings may be generalizable to 

the wider Christian Church community, especially those churches considering mergers. It 

is also a preliminary study measuring the merger process and analyzing the process two 

years after the churches began worshiping together. Congregations are dynamic and the 
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results of the merger continue to change as the church grows and matures and learns its 

mission and vision better and grows more faithful in living into that mission and vision. 

This project is also limited because it is told from the perspective of the pastor 

and although survey results and interviews will broaden the paper, the author is a deeply 

invested participant in the process and has a limited perspective because of his active 

involvement in the process. 

The study will be undertaken with the following assumptions in mind. It will be 

assumed, for example, that people's answers are honest and they are not reporting what 

they think their pastor wants to hear. We are also assuming that the Annual Church 

Profile numbers are accurate. The numbers for Northeast, both before and after the 

merger, can be accepted with a high level of confidence, but the accuracy of the numbers 

for Northwoods Baptist Church before the merger cannot be verified. The reported 

numbers for Northwoods before the merger do not match the memories of church 

members who attended. It will also be assumed that results from survey instruments 

developed to measure such intangibles as community, cohesiveness, and unity will be 

truly representative of those characteristics. An additional limitation is the scope of the 

survey instrument. It would be preferable to survey everyone with a greater number of 

questions but human nature necessarily limits the number of questions that can be asked 

and the resulting data that is gathered. 
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How the Merger Happened 

For change to be a positive process in the life of any organization, skillful 

leadership is essential to the equation. In telling the story of the merger of the two 

churches, the leadership essentials that went into the process are highlighted. The story is 

told as a progression through the vision casting, administrative challenges, and the 

pastoral opportunities that arose. 

Visionary Leadership 

Visionary leadership is the process by which one casts a compelling vision for 

others to see and follow. In the case of the merger, there were two congregations that 

needed to first see the vision and then be led through the complicated and dangerous 

process of making one church from two. The earliest planning for the merger began with 

the pastors of the two congregations having lunch several times and discussing how it 

could or could not happen. We knew that we needed to see a clear picture of where the 

congregation needed to go and also be anticipating the landmines well before we would 

encounter them. The earliest visionary leadership came in the form of the three pastors, 

Mimi and Graham Walker from Northwoods and Brian Wright from Northeast, sketching 

out a preliminary plan for the merger. In the early meeting between the pastors, such 

issues as staffing, location, and an interim mission of the new congregation were 

discussed. During times of change and anxiety, pastoral leadership is critical. People 

look to their hired "professional" to steer the boat in uncertain time and when faced with 
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monumental decisions. It is up to the pastors to see the vision and communicate it clearly 

to the congregation. 

After the pastors had a preliminary vision and thought that the churches could 

move forward, both congregations had a series of discussion times where the ideas and 

issues of the merger were discussed openly and honestly. The change process, while 

never simple or easy, can be a time of great visioning for the congregation if it is handled 

in a responsible and skillful manner. Attempting to change a congregation can be a 

wonderfully rewarding or a painfully trying task depending on the process and the skill of 

the change leaders. Increasingly, leaders are having to become learners again. Before 

beginning a process of significant congregational change, it is important that the leaders 

have "counted the cost" both professionally and personally. Jim Herrington and the 

writers of Leading Congregational Change believe that many church leaders 

underestimate the gap between their level of preparedness and the requirements for 

change leadership1. Their book gives an outline of the change process and detailed 

descriptions of the steps. Their steps for leading congregational change are: 1. Making 

personal preparation, 2. Creating urgency, 3. Establishing the vision community, 4. 

Discerning the vision and vision path, 5. Communicating the vision, 6. Empowering 

change leaders, 7. Implementing the vision, 8. Reinforcing momentum through 

alignment. 

1 Jim Herrington, Mike Bonem and James Furr, Leading Congregational Change: A 
Practical Guide for the Transformational Journey (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 
14. 



38 

In addition to the visionary leadership of the pastors and the congregation, there 

needed to be a visionary group of church members that would give leadership to the 

process. After each church had voted to proceed, both congregations nominated six 

trustworthy people to guide the process. Each church established their "steering 

committee" in early March 2007 and the combined group began work right away on 

discerning God's vision and ironing the administrative issues. 

Administrative Leadership 

In addition to the visionary leadership required to merge a church, there was a 

significant amount of administrative leadership required. One of the earliest and most 

difficult problems was in staffing the new congregation.2 We knew that we needed to 

staff for growth and not just for maintenance and we knew that taking two staffs and 

making one was not going to be as easy as it seemed. Of particular importance to our 

staffing questions was the size of the congregation after the merger. Northwoods 

averaged forty-five in worship and Northeast averaged ninety-five in worship before the 

merger. That number was expected to remain constant through the merger or maybe even 

increase as excitement built and the church expanded its programming. Combining our 

average worship attendance put the new congregation in the upper "Pastoral Church" 

2 One of the staffing difficulties dealt with which current staff people would be offered 
jobs in the merged congregation. Northwoods' co-pastors and secretary were not 
employed by the merged church by their choice. Northeast let go a very well liked music 
minister in order to accept the music minister from Northwoods. 
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category or the lower edge of a "Program Church."3 We identified Northwoods as a 

"Family Church" through interviewing their current staff and key lay leaders. Northeast 

is clearly a "Pastoral Church" growing toward becoming a "Program Church." The 

problem with a church merger is that taking a family church and a pastoral church and 

adding them together does not equal a program church. Lyle Schaller has pointed out 

through his numerous books that congregations of different sizes behave in different 

ways. The people who joined Northwoods, joined a family church, and the people who 

joined Northeast, joined a pastoral church. We are now attempting to move them toward 

being a program church. 

A family church structure is made up like an extended family. Sometimes it can 

even be a large biological family that dominates the church leadership. There are usually 

a few strong lay leaders who may or may not hold official power. Their position and 

influence is informal and their power is just as great as if they held official positions. 

These strong lay leaders, matriarchs and patriarchs, make the decisions for the 

congregation. Their clergy are usually part-time and function much like a chaplain rather 

than change agents. The clergy have trouble establishing influence unless they have long 

tenures. Even then, the power in the family church rests with the family and not with 

staff. A pastor that challenges the power structure of the family church or upsets the 

3 Different authors use different categories to describe the different behaviors that 
congregations of similar sizes exhibit. For the sake of this paper, I will use the Alban 
categories originally developed by Arlin Rothauge described in Alice Mann, Raising the 
Roof: The Pastoral to Program Size Transition (Herndon: Alban Institute, 2001), 6-9. 
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matriarchs or patriarchs will not stay long. These congregations usually will plateau at no 

more than fifty people. 

Unlike the family church, the pastoral church has a strong pastoral presence. This 

church is characterized by people having direct contact with the pastor. The people that 

join this church often do so because they like the pastor. The pastor leads worship, Bible 

studies, visits the sick and shut-ins, and maintains a personal contact with the entire 

congregation. These churches can be as large as 200, though they usually plateau no 

larger than 150, the number of people that one pastor can know individually. The 

pastoral church depends in large part on the energy and charisma of the pastor and the 

pastor's ability and willingness to maintain personal contact with the members of the 

congregation. 

The staff structure was designed with growth and program support in mind. 

Northeast had a pastor and previously had only part-time students as support staff. 

North woods had co-pastors who worked other full-time jobs and also employed several 

part-time students before the merger. As the steering team looked to the future, they 

knew that the church would be too big for one pastor and that the programming load of 

the new church would require more energy than one person could offer. They took very 

seriously the description of a program church, 

known for the quality and variety of its programs. Separate programs for 
children, youth, couples, seniors, and other age and interest groups provide 
entry points for a wide range of people. The pastor's crucial role is to 
recruit, equip, and inspire a small circle of key program leaders - lay and 
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ordained, paid and unpaid.. .Working as a team with the pastor, they reach 
out to involve others as program participants and as leaders. Decision 
making is broadly distributed within the wider leadership circle and 
pastoral care is shared by laity.4 

This vision and sketch of a typical program church guided the staffing to build 

program support through McAfee students and adding a new full time position, an 

Associate Pastor who would specialize in education and administration and supervise the 

programming staff. The steering team wanted to add students that would equip and 

supervise our programming for children, youth and young adult ministry. The church 

already had a vibrant senior adult ministry so the additional student workers would allow 

them to build the necessary programming to be a program church. The pastoral role 

would shift to recruiting and training leaders and encouraging lay leaders and staff to 

reach their full potential. This would be a new role for the members from the family 

church and those familiar to the pastoral church model. Staff were added specifically for 

programming needs rather than for support and administrative needs. 

In addition to the increased staff, the leadership structure of the church had to be 

redrawn to accommodate the new church structure. Whereas a family church functions 

with informal lay leaders making decisions, a program church spreads its leadership 

responsibilities far and wide to accommodate the increased number of gifted and willing 

people. The family church members have functioned with strong informal lay leadership 

making decisions and not with established committees and would have to be gently re-

Mann, Raising the Roof, 7. 
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educated to the new structure and encouraged to allow others to serve in significant 

positions. The pastoral church members are used to their pastor carrying the majority of 

the load and they need to be encouraged to take leadership roles and share the leadership 

responsibilities with their staff. 

A good program church leadership team is one that functions efficiently, 

empowers people without unnecessary levels of administrative controls, allows people to 

participate in various levels of responsibility and facilitates people using their passions 

for the kingdom of God. Whereas the pastoral church is pastor centered, the program 

church has to be group centered. People will connect to the church through the various 

ministries of the church. These ministries and ministry leaders will make up the heart of 

the church. The pastor will function in support of these leaders and ministries. 

The leadership role of the pastor shifts as the church moves from being a pastoral 

church to a program church because the church is now too large for one single individual 

to provide direct care to the entire congregation. There are too many pastoral care needs 

for the pastor to attend to everyone so she/he must focus on critical issues and delegate 

the other pastoral care to lay people, perhaps deacons. There are now too many 

committees and ministry teams for the pastor to be on them all, so she/he must delegate 

assignments to other staff or lay leaders. The pastor must re-tool and become more of a 

trainer than a hands-on worker. The best use of the program church pastor's time and 

energy is to empower others and multiply the ministry of the church. When a program 
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church is healthy, the staff function is to raise up and empower lay leadership and 

ministry in their areas.5 

The new church will best resemble a hybrid pastoral and program church. Kevin 

Martin says that the transition from pastoral to program church is stressful because 

people still expect the pastor to be relational, like a small church, but the demands of the 

growing programs prevent the pastor from doing so. These transition churches also still 

are not big enough to have enough lay leaders, money, facilities, or other resources to pull 

off the type of programming they need. The final stressor he mentions is the internal pull 

between those who want a smaller more relational church and those that want a larger 

congregation with better programming for their children and grandchildren.6 The merged 

congregation will most likely look like both a pastoral and program church but we would 

seek to begin functioning like the church that we want to become. Several leading 

consultants advise that transitioning church take a tour of a 400+ member church and 

look at the way their board functions, model the way the pastor functions, observe the 

way they do staff meetings, etc. The goal is to begin to shift the thinking of the 

transitioning church toward what you want to become rather than what you are familiar 

with. 

5 Kevin Martin, The Myth of the 200 Barrier: How to Lead Through Transitional 
Growth (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), 56. Martin has an entire chapter on the 
pastoral sized church and another chapter on the program sized church. 

6 Martin, The Myth of the 200 Barrier, 63-4. 
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The steering committee worked at defining the best structures for this new church. 

They met every other week for five months to outline a new constitution and by-laws and 

to define committee and leadership team roles, Sunday School structures, and age group 

ministries. They nominated a diverse group of people from each church to fill roles on 

every committee and leadership team. The deacon body would be made up of the 

combined deacons of each group for the first year to ensure continuity of pastoral care for 

members. The steering committee communicated the structures for the new church at a 

series of congregational meetings at both churches prior to the merger. The church 

finally began meeting together on August 5, 2007, with their first Sunday worship 

service. The service began with litanies celebrating the coming together of the two 

churches and dedication of paraments and other worship elements from the two churches. 

The two congregations marked the end of the preliminary administrative issues but there 

was still plenty of work to be done after the two groups began meeting together. 

Pastoral Leadership 

In addition to the visionary and administrative leadership functions, perhaps the 

greatest leadership function of the merger task is pastoral. With the merger of the two 

congregations, there is going to be a great deal of change and all change, even good 

change, has the potential to cause anxiety. Some people will catch the vision early and 

will warm to the new church quickly and easily. Others will need a pastoral hand to 

assure them and walk them through their anxiety. As the change and new visions are 
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communicated, we will have to pay attention to both the anxiety of the congregation and 

the anxiety of our leaders. 

Acute anxiety differs from chronic anxiety in that it is situational and time based. 

While neither church is absent from problems and stress, I am certain that the 

predominant anxiety that will be evident will be acute rather than chronic. The stress and 

anxiety that I anticipate will be more like a momentary loss of composure and poise 

rather than full scale rebellion.7 It is natural for there to be resistance to change because 

people are emotional and respond out of fear rather than faith. There have been several 

situations that have had the potential to cause anxiety in our congregations. One of the 

greatest potential causes of anxiety was staff departures. We had two complete staffs that 

had to be merged into one staff and as noted earlier, several staff members were not going 

to be employed by the new church. Increasing the chance of anxiety among our members 

was the fact than none of the staff people that were going to be leaving were being fired 

for disciplinary reasons. Announcing to staff members and the congregation that staff 

that had done a good job and were well liked would not be a part of the new staff team 

after the merger was bound to cause some problems. Of particular concern was the 

departure of the pastors of the other congregation. The congregations knew from the 

beginning that I was going to be the pastor of the merged church, but what would happen 

7 Peter L. Steinke, Congregational leadership in Anxious Times: Being Calm and 
Courageous No Matter What (Herndon: Alban Institute, 2006), 10. Steinke defines acute 
anxiety as momentary loss of composure due to anticipated change unlike chronic anxiety 
that is habitual and long term. 
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to the pastors of the other church? What about other programming staff people and 

students that would not be needed in the new church? 

This was perhaps the most difficult anxiety to deal with because we were dealing 

with staff relationship, dismissing staff people, and helping the congregation stay positive 

through the transition. Some of the staff people left easily and in a healthy fashion and 

were rewarded by the congregation with a generous severance package. Others, while 

still receiving the same severance package, did not leave quietly or in a healthy fashion. I 

had to be pastoral to the church and the staff people that were leaving, continuing to focus 

them on the bigger picture. The pastors of the other congregation agreed to stay around 

for a few months to assist in pastoral care and to provide a familiar face to people in an 

attempt to reduce anxiety with the Northwoods members. Staff changes were not the 

only potential for anxiety that existed. We were also going to spend half a million dollars 

on the building, change Sunday school classes and learn new names, introduce new 

symbols and traditions, and we were going to have a lot of new personalities to flavor the 

stew. All of these situations have the potential to create anxiety in the members of the 

congregation. Knowing that all of these events are acute rather than chronic meant that I 

would have to be patient and let some of the anxiety run its course. Family systems 

theory calls leaders to stay connected and make decisions based on principle rather than 

responding to emotions and stress. Our leadership would have to be attentive to 

opportunities to provide pastoral care to people who were experiencing grief over the loss 

of their past and anxiety about their future. 
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I knew, as well, that the new church members would not automatically accept me 

as their pastor unless I took the initiative to win their trust. I began long before the 

merger took place to identify the key leaders of the new congregation and learn their 

names, get to know them outside church, and try to identify myself pastorally with them. 

Lyle Schaller identifies this as one of the most important tasks for a new minister in their 

first year.8 While I was not beginning a new job, I was getting a new church. The first 

few months required me to "begin again" as the pastor to the half the church members 

that were new. Among the almost overwhelming list of tasks that had to be done each 

week to get ready for the merger, it was critical to find time to build relationships with 

people. In addition to identifying the key leaders of the new members, I began to attend 

functions with the other congregation to be seen by their members and to familiarize 

myself with their names and faces before the merger. I tried to create opportunities to sit 

and have conversations with people. I visited people in the hospital and in their homes, 

learned their stories and tried to establish myself as their pastor. My primary thought 

during this time was to communicate that I would care for them as best I could. The 

pastors from Northwoods that were going to be doing pastoral care after the merger 

would be introducing me to members, taking me with them to visit shut-ins, make 

hospital visits, and help to bridge the transition as well. 

The existing members of Northeast also needed pastoral care during this transition 

time. The members of Northeast have fought through a lot of dysfunction and had 

8 Lyle Schaller, The Senior Minister (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988), 34. 
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regained a significant level of congregational health. The church had been growing for 

several years prior to the merger and to change while everything was going well was to 

risk making things worse. It would have been easier on the Northeast members to change 

if their church had been dying rather than thriving. I had to first convince the key 

leadership of Northeast that this was a good idea and then had to allow the congregation 

to work through the decision and process all the changes. Some of this happened in 

organized meetings where people heard presentations from staff, the steering team, the 

staff members from the other church, etc. and were allowed to share their opinions. The 

"grapevine" discussions that go on behind the scenes, though, were probably where most 

people shared their anxiety and worked through the issues. 

All the members of our staff were needed to help the members of the two 

congregations deal with their anxiety. So part of my job in pastoral leadership was to try 

to help the staff members know how to do that constructively. The staff would be more 

immersed in the change and stress than anyone else and it was critical for them to learn to 

be aware of their own anxiety and not to project it on the members of the church. Every 

member of the staff had to help church members through their anxiety so I made sure that 

our staff was not the source or transmitter of anxiety. Part of my pastoral care role should 

be to provide a place where the other staff team members can voice their stress. 

Bowen systems theory and the idea of the "nonanxious presence" became guiding 

principles for our behavior and fodder for many discussions with our staff. One of the 

principles of Bowen systems theory is self differentiation. Differentiation is the process 
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by which a person moves toward a more intentional and thoughtful way of life and a less 

automatic way of functioning. In order for the church staff to be pastoral we needed to 

make sure we were thoughtful and intentional in our reactions. Systems theory says that 

people can guide their own functioning by thinking clearly, acting on principle, defining 

self by taking a position, coming to know more about their own instinctive reactions to 

others, learning to regulate those reactions, staying in contact with others, and choosing a 

responsible course of action.9 By deciding ahead of time how you will respond in 

stressful situations, a leader can avoid making decisions based on elevated emotions. I 

had to be the nonanxious presence to the staff, allowing them to share their problems and 

stress without adding to their anxiety. Keeping them focused on the temporary nature of 

the anxiety should alleviate some of their stress. I also believe that providing a safe place 

for them to share their feelings to me will keep them from sharing it with other church 

members. Family systems theory calls the leader to first examine your own actions 

before worrying about others'. In medical terms, you have to take your own pulse first 

before you begin to treat others. 

Anxiety is always present in life; it is a fundamental human expression, even a 

healthy response to life and change. A nonanxious presence is a description of how a 

person works to keep their center of control within oneself as a way to affect other 

relationships in a positive way. The leaders' self control can give confidence and stability 

to the whole system, cause less friction, encourage imagination, and healthier 

9 Steinke, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times, 19. 
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functioning. The goal of the nonanxious presence is to be aware of our own anxiety and 

the anxiety of others, but not to allow either to determine our actions. The nonanxious 

minister makes decisions based on predetermined convictions rather than being pressured 

by stress or emotions. 

Merging congregations can be like jumping rope in a mine field. It's a lot of fun 

but something can explode at anytime. There are many biblical images to guide the 

congregation and theological principles to ground the work on a firm foundation. The 

practical issues can be complex and multifaceted but with strong leadership from both 

clergy and laity, the task can be managed. The leadership required to lead a congregation 

through a task of this magnitude needs to be academically strong and practically 

sensitive. The leaders will find that they have to function in many different roles 

including the visionary leader to steer the ship, the administrative leader to work out the 

details of the changing congregation, and the pastoral leader helping the congregation 

manage its anxiety through the change. 

Merger Goals 

In order to know if the merger had been a success or not, it was necessary to 

develop specific guidelines that the process sought to achieve. Defining merger success 

is not as easy as it might seem. There are many different opinions about what a 

successful merger looks like. Some people thought that a good merger would simply 

create a bigger and more financially stable version of what already existed. Others 

thought that a good merger would be taking half from one church and half from the other 



51 

church and sticking them together and making one. Just like there are multiple opinions 

about what a successful merger looks like, there are also several ways to evaluate a 

congregational merger. How does one measure success in church work? With so many 

opinions about what should happen in the merger, how is one to know if you have 

"succeeded" or not? While it may be hard to articulate for church members, they had 

strong ideas about what they wanted the new church to look like. The ministers involved 

had ideas about the new church and there are numerous books that give insight into 

ministry evaluation. 

Evaluation of ministry goes on perpetually. It may be as simple as a conversation 

over lunch about the pastor's sermon or the Sunday school lesson that day or as complex 

as a congregational survey and long term in-depth investigation. Evaluations are usually 

about things that can be measured. There are many things that can be studied and 

analyzed and there are just as many that cannot. There are factual things that are easy to 

measure and subjective things that are much harder to measure. Different people in the 

congregation have different ideas about the church and not all ideas are equally 

important. Ideas and complaints, I have come to understand, have to be measured by 

their quality and not simply their quantity. For our purposes, the evaluation that I am 

doing is data based and only includes data from the churches before the merger, after the 

merger, and the member's perceptions of the merger. I will attempt to chart both 

congregations before the merger in terms of their budget, average attendance, growth or 

decline tendencies, number of baptisms, number of new members and participation in 
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small groups. I will also try to compare these trends with the church after the merger. 

The final piece of data will be a congregational survey that will give the member's 

perceptions about congregational health, satisfaction, clarity of vision, the 

accomplishment of merger goals, and member optimism about the future. 

When congregations merge, there are many things that could happen. Some are 

deeply complex and others are small and simple. There are some obvious changes that 

are well understood and planned for like combining Sunday School classes, choirs and 

staffs, and many other unanticipated changes that are harder to manage like building new 

traditions. Without a clear goal of what the congregations want the merger to 

accomplish, it is difficult to know if you have made it there. I will define the criteria by 

which we will evaluate the success of the merger process. 

Increasing the Size of the Congregation 

One of the first things that come to mind about congregational mergers is that 

when two congregations become one, the new one should immediately be larger than 

either of the two before the merger. This is one of the most obvious changes that happen 

and is easily planned for by adding new Sunday school classes, blending committees, etc. 

This benefit can be dramatic for the congregations, moving them from the type of church 

that they have known, to a larger more complex congregation. It is not enough to simply 

put more people in a room and assume that they can continue to operate as they have 

before. This presents one of our first challenges: changing the church culture. When a 

group of fifty people join a group of a hundred people, both groups are now members of a 
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group of 150 people. That may feel strange to the people and they may not be able to 

operate like they did before. For people who joined a fifty person church, becoming a 

member of a 150 person church may not be what they want from a faith community. 

The people who were members of Northwoods Baptist were accustomed to a 

family church model of congregational leadership, while Northeast Baptist was a pastoral 

sized church. Both presented problems in relating to the new church size, structure and 

culture. Family church members wanted only lay people to make decisions, while 

pastoral size church members wanted their paid staff to do everything. In a program size 

church, you need staff and lay leaders working together to set vision and carry out 

programming. 

Historically, Lyle Shaller says, when you merge a church 4 plus 6 equals 3 to 7 

and not 10 to 12.10 Congregational mergers rarely result in increased congregational 

vitality and making a congregation larger does not free it of the old destructive habits that 

resulted in its decline before the merger. While Northeast had regained a significant level 

of health in the past years, Northwoods continued to decline and had been unable to break 

the family church style of leadership. Success in this merger will be determined by 

whether the combination of the two churches would create enough energy and excitement 

to keep all the people participating in both churches connected or if the drastic changes in 

church culture and structure would cause membership to dwindle in the process. 

10 Lyle Schaller, A Mainline Turnaround: Strategies for Congregations and 
Denominations (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 2005), 145. 
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Decline has been reversed and growth is permanent 

In addition to the initial merging event, creating long term energy and vitality is 

necessary if the church is going to sustain the initial increase in membership of the 

blending of the two churches. Congregations have the tendency to relax after they 

accomplish a major goal such as a building program, and fail to sustain the level of 

energy necessary to change the direction of the congregation permanently. If the 

possibilities that exist for the new church are not continually held up to the congregation, 

it would be possible for the merged church to settle into the trends of the churches before 

the merger. If a church is in decline, it is probably declining for a reason. There are 

situations where communities changed drastically, where mills or factories have closed 

and people left in large numbers, but those situations are rare. More likely, congregations 

are in decline, not for lack of people, but because they have lost touch with the people 

that exist in their community. The problem of decline is not simply a problem of lack of 

people. It is a problem of misunderstanding their mission, outdated practices of 

evangelism, closed church culture, lack of inclusivity, and refusal to change and innovate 

with their community. 

The merged congregation, in order to reverse historic downward trends from both 

congregations, would have to be a congregation deeply connected to its community and 

to each other. Whereas the first sign of success was to increase the size of the 

congregation initially, this indicator refers to the attendance trends that continue for years 
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after the merger. For example, the first sign of success was about taking one hundred 

from one congregation and adding fifty from another congregation and creating a merged 

congregation of 150. This second indicator is the measurement of the church's 

attendance each year after the merger. Is the merged congregation continuing to decline 

like the churches before the merger? Or has the merger broken the downward spiral by 

casting a new vision for the mission of the church, reconnecting the church with its 

community, making evangelism a top priority for the new church? 

This is not as easy as it sounds. In fact, Schaller says the larger the size of the 

congregations seeking to merge, the poorer the result in terms of membership and 

attendance after the merger.11 Success is not simply the merged church being bigger than 

either of the churches before the merger. The merged church would have to continue to 

renew itself by evangelism, baptizing new people, welcoming new members, training the 

next generation of leaders, and the ongoing growth rate must be at least the same as the 

stronger of the two pre-merger congregations. 

Another issue that presented itself was the age of the members of Northwoods 

before the merger. Most of the members of the church were over age seventy-five when 

the church merged. The first year of the merger, ten percent of our active congregation 

was over ninety years old. The members were not just retired, they were in their 80s and 

90s when we merged. Age would play an important factor in the church's future. 

Bringing forty new members into the congregation who were between seventy to ninety 

11 Schaller, The Small Church is Different (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1982), 177. 
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years old would give the church the impression of being a much older congregation. 

Also, the activity level of these members would be much less than the younger members 

of Northeast and the life span of these much older congregants would be considerably 

less because of their age. We would have to find a way to care for these aging members 

who require much more attention while being intentional about outreach and building 

new communities of younger people in the church. 

Unity. Trust and Spiritual Health 

Building community will be a major sign of success of the merger. This is the 

process of taking two and making one. To do so, we need to see that groups inside the 

church do not separate themselves from the church as a whole. After the three to five 

year window, do people still identify with the premerger congregations? Do small groups 

welcome new people with different opinions? Is there suspicion about the motives of 

members of the congregation? Is the congregation continuing its growth in practicing 

spiritual disciplines? If we have been successful in building a new community, then 

people will be united, trust each other and be strong and spiritually vital. Unity, trust and 

spiritual health are essential building blocks of religious community and their absence is 

an indicator of the failure of the merger. 

This is one area where the 1996 Cherokee Forest/Northwoods merger was a 

success. The people who came to this merger from Northwoods had already been 

through a merger before and knew how to build community and be gracious and 

hospitable. For this merger, we have tried to integrate every aspect of church life -
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committees, ministry teams, Sunday School classes, staff, church council, choir, and 

teachers. Building community would be one of the quickest signs of success or failure. 

Conflict could derail the merger process very quickly. 

Resolve Financial Problems 

The true reasons that congregations choose to merge are usually more practical 

and pragmatic than theological or philosophical. Such was the case in this merger, as one 

of the congregations could no longer afford to maintain its property and sought a solution 

to maintain a worshiping community for its members. Both churches had experienced 

consistent declines in their budget giving over several years, so much so that mission and 

ministry were sacrificed in order to pay for buildings and salaries. Obviously selling one 

property gives a large financial windfall to the merged congregation,12 but having money 

in the bank still requires that a healthy congregation structures its budget toward mission 

and ministry rather than maintenance. The financial problem for many congregations is 

not that they cannot pay their bills. It is more that maintaining the institutional structure 

costs so much that the church cannot do the things it needs to do to be missional to its 

community. The goal of the merged congregation would be to balance our budget with 

the priorities of our new vision, rather than just maintain our facility. 

12 The Northwoods Baptist Church property sold for $1,500,000 and $1,200,000 was 
placed in an endowment for the merged church. 
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A Clear and Compelling Vision 

Communicating a clear and compelling vision of the mission of the church is vital 

to the long term health of the congregation as well. The change process, while never 

simple or easy, can be a time of great visioning for the congregation if it is handled in a 

responsible and skillful manner. Change can bring out the best and worst in people. 

Attempting to change a congregation can be a wonderfully rewarding or a painfully 

trying task depending on the process and the skill of the change leaders. If, in the change 

process, a greater vision is uncovered, then no matter how hard the change process has 

been, the church is stronger in the end. A clear and compelling vision becomes the road 

map for the future as well, so that the church does not lose sight of its direction again. 

Through any kind of hardships and difficult times, knowing why you exist and what you 

are there to do will help you find your way through. 

There are many exciting things that happen when two congregations merge. 

Some are easily predicted and prepared for, and others come as surprises along the way. 

Congregational merging is not an easy process and has even been discouraged by some 

church experts. We needed a quantifiable way to look objectively at what really 

happened in this process and to define what success means in a congregational merger 

and evaluate whether we achieved it or not. Since everyone has a different idea of what 

success in a merger would mean, this paper tries to define what success could mean in a 

way that can be measured. 
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Increasing the size of the congregation, reversing decline trends, building a 

trusting, unified community, resolving financial problems, and casting a vision that would 

guide the congregation into its future are not a comprehensive list but cover the basic 

indicators of success both initially and into the short term future of the church. Some of 

these indicators will be recognizable immediately; others will only be known three to five 

years after the merger. This merger experience, like many others, will be a great learning 

process and a mixture of successes and opportunities to improve. My hope is that this 

paper and this evaluation will sharpen the merger process for the future and offer insights 

and learning opportunities that can be used by others considering such a move. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE HONEYMOON 

To collect data for the years previous to the merger, former consultants' reports 

that had been prepared for the churches were consulted as well as the congregation's 

Annual Church Profile which reports annual data to the denomination. According to a 

consultant's report prepared for the church in the late 1980s by a former pastor, Northeast 

Baptist Church's worship attendance declined by about ten people per year during the 

1970s.1 Efforts to revive the declining congregation at Northeast started almost thirty 

years ago but were largely unsuccessful. Northeast had experienced numerous "conflict" 

episodes during its history where large numbers of people would leave the church angry. 

The final one came in 1993 when a pastor left amid major conflict and it was reported by 

former members that "all of the people under age fifty left the church."2 Northwoods 

Baptist Church experienced a similar decline dropping hundreds in attendance from 1975 

to 1995.3 As the neighborhood around Northwoods became increasingly diverse, the 

church remained missionally active but could not replenish its dwindling membership. 

1 Truman Brown, Northeast Baptist Church Report, Hendersonville, TN: Church 
Growth Ministries, 1999. 

2 This was reported by one of the members of Northeast who had experienced the 
church split and named it as a major turning point in Northeast's history. 

3 Joel Harrison, Church Trend Profile for Northwoods Baptist Church, Atlanta Metro 
Baptist Association, 2001 - 2006. 
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The members of Northwoods were aging and lacked the energy needed to replenish the 

church and bring excitement to the struggling congregation. They also were unable to 

serve in ministry positions especially in the education ministry with children and youth. 

The problem was clearly evident with only 1-3 members annually joining either 

church between 1993 and 2002. A Church Trend Profile4 was prepared for Northeast by 

the Atlanta Metro Baptist Association, analyzing church statistics from 2000 to 2004. 

The net annual changes in that period were, 

• Resident members: -28% 
• Worship attendance: -12.7% 
• Bible study attendance: -32% 

• Undesignated receipts: -11.8% 

These statistics show that church membership and Bible study attendance have been 

steadily declining over the past five years. Worship attendance and undesignated receipts 

have also declined, although not as steeply as membership and Bible study attendance. 

Statistics from 2005, which had not been reported to the Association when the Church 

Trend Profile for Northeast was prepared, indicate the declines in the church have 

stabilized or slightly increased since 2004. Giving dropped every year and attendance 

and participation declined in all aspects of church life. 

This trend began to change at Northeast when more members joined in 2005 than 

the church has experienced in twenty years. In 2006, another significant number of new 

members joined the church.5 Northeast had started to grow and was operating in the 

4 Joel Harrison, Church Trend Profile for Northeast Baptist Church, Atlanta Metro 
Baptist Association, 2000 - 2004. 

5 Ibid. 
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black financially for the first time in years when the merger happened. On the other 

hand, Northwoods continued in decline and had to face the reality that it could not sustain 

itself much longer. 

When the two churches first merged, initial attendance as reported by the Sunday 

School records and worship attendance rolls showed that most of the members of the two 

churches were accounted for. The first twelve months after the merger saw an average 

Sunday attendance of 82 and an average worship attendance of 118. The second year of 

the merger brought a much different story however as attendance in both Sunday School 

and worship began to decline with Sunday school numbers dropping to 79.65 and 

worship falling to 98.45. Below is a graph that charts the quarterly attendance since the 

merger for the two and a half years after the merger. 
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To try to illumine this phenomenon and the reasons why this happened, this 

project was timely and allowed me to ask the congregation for feedback. Now two years 

away from the merger, the members could reflect on what they were feeling and what 

happened. Feedback from the congregation was needed both through surveys handed out 

to a large number of people and interviews with individuals who could shed light on the 

issues still going on in the merger. We knew going into this that congregational mergers 

rarely "work" and we designed everything we did to try to answer those problems that 

others had identified and yet two years after the merger, the church was statistically, back 

where it started. 

Surveys were distributed to the members of the congregation on several 

consecutive Sunday mornings. A letter explaining the process and the need for input 

from the members of the congregation was included in the monthly newsletter and then, 

following the article, I gave a personal announcement on Sunday morning inviting those 

who would be willing to participate to remain in the sanctuary after church. Two of the 

associates at the church handed out the Informed Consent and the surveys and collected 

them as people finished. They made sure each person filled out an informed consent 

form and then separated it from the survey to ensure confidentiality. Names of the people 

who filled out an informed consent form were compared to attendance lists from the past 

months and a few people who normally attend were given a survey in person. I also 

mailed out surveys in an attempt to get feedback from those people who were not active 

in the church at present. 
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I received a total of forty-one completed surveys. All of them came from people 

who were in attendance at the church. None of the mailed surveys were returned. Of the 

forty-one total surveys, twenty were from people that had previously been members of 

Northeast before the merger, fifteen were from former members of Northwoods, and the 

remaining six were from people who had joined Northeast since the merger. The 

members of Northwoods who responded indicated that they had been members of the 

church longer with nine out of fifteen reporting that they had been a member for over 

thirty years and only one reporting they had joined the church in the past ten years. 

Northeast's members seemed to have less tenure, with almost half joining in the ten years 

before the merger and only 25% having been a member for over 30 years. All of the 

Northwoods members reported that they usually attended both Sunday school and 

worship and thirteen of the fifteen indicating they had served in leadership positions. 

Most of the Northeast members reported usually attending both Sunday school and 

worship (80%) with the others attending only worship (20%). The members who had 

joined since the merger were more likely to attend only worship (66%). 

Another statistical difference in the respondents was in their age. Northeast's 

members, while mostly in the WWII generation, were still diverse. Half were over sixty-

five years old, 30% Baby Boomers and 20% in the Generation X category. The members 

of Northwoods were much less diverse, with eleven of the fifteen members being in the 

over sixty-five age group. There was not an option on the survey to measure ages 

specifically, but I know that the members of Northwoods were predominantly in their 



65 

eighties and nineties. If the instrument had another category for people over eighty, I 

could have documented this. No one under 28 filled out the survey. 
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The members of both churches were positive about the church's new education 

ministry with 60% of Northeast respondents and 62% of Northwoods members saying 

that the merged church increased the educational opportunities as compared to their 

previous church. The percentages dropped, however, when asked if they were more 

active in the education ministry because of the new changes in the ministry. Only 46% of 

the total respondents said that the changes resulted in a greater level of participation for 

them. Some of the people could have remained the same level of activity as before. 

There was not a choice on the survey to designate this, but it was clear that the new 

education opportunities do not win over a majority of people or cause them to 

significantly change their activity level in the education ministry. 
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To try to get a better picture of this, the people were asked if the church was better 

equipped to minister to all ages of people and another question asking if the church was 

more appealing to all ages of people. As you can see from the graph below, the 

Northwoods members thought that the church was better prepared but the Northeast 

members were a little more lukewarm. A glaring difference came on the more appealing 

question where all but one Northwoods member answered affirmative and the Northeast 

members were split 50-50. The people thought that the church was better equipped to 

welcome all ages and minister to all ages, but the two churches differed in their 

perception of the appeal of the new church. The members of Northwoods clearly and 

overwhelming thought that the merged church was more appealing to all ages than their 

previous church. The members of Northeast were much less sure about the new appeal of 

the new church with their result being split down the middle. More explanation would 

have been helpful from the members but the only follow up question on the survey dealt 

with the age groups that the respondents thought the church was not appealing to right 

now. 
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When asked what age groups the new church was not appealing to, the answers, 

while spread out, had one thing in common: most said the church was not appealing to 

people under forty. Everyone thought the church was appealing to people over sixty-five 

and only two people thought the church was not appealing to people in the baby boomer 

age range (40-64). The data here also suggests that the members of Northeast have 

stronger feelings about the church not being appealing to young adults than the former 

members of Northwoods. Dramatic peaks in the number of responses are seen for 

Children, Youth, Young Married Adults, and Single Adults. The chart below displays 

the data from this series of responses on the survey separated by those who had been 

members of Northeast, Northwoods and those who have joined since the merger. 
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The goals of the merger involved not just creating a better church, but creating a 

church culture that involved its members more in the discipleship process of the church. 

The members were asked to share insight about the other ministry areas of the church. In 

relation to the fellowship ministry of the church, the Northwoods members who 

responded were more likely not to be more active than before with 64% answering no, 

while 55% of the Northeast members said they were more active in the fellowship 

ministry of the church. Missions' participation is another important part of being a 

disciple and it is important for the members of the church to participate in hands on 

mission projects. The members were asked if the new church offered more opportunities 

for hands on missions and if they were more involved in hands on missions. Sixty 

percent of the Northeast members said the church offered more but only 30% said they 

were more active in the mission projects. Sixty-two percent of the Northwoods members 

agreed that the church had more opportunities but again, only 30% said they were more 

active in the new projects. 

Half of the Northeast members who responded were more involved in worship 

and 60% said that the quality of worship improved with the merger. Seventy-six percent 

of the Northwoods members reported that they are not more involved in worship after the 

merger and 53% said that quality of worship did not improve with the merger. This is 

confusing since the music minister from Northwoods was still the music minister of the 

6 Northeast Baptist Church's discipleship process involves: Fellowship-being 
intentional about building significant relationships, Education-encountering life changing 
truth from God's word, Missions-being a part of God's work in the church and in the 
world, and Worship-encountering the presence of God through meaningful worship 
experiences. 
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merged church. The changes in music after the merger for the members of Northwoods 

usually revolved around "singing the good old songs" like we used to at Northwoods. I 

expected the members of Northeast to be the ones that were critical of the quality of 

worship because of the conflict and eventual leaving of the Northwoods music minister 

after the merger. 

The survey asks if the respondents were more likely to bring guests after the 

merger with four possibilities given as responses: definitely, maybe, probably not or 

definitely not. Of the members from Northeast, 21% said definitely, 52% said maybe, 

15% probably not and 10% said definitely not. Only 40% said that they had actually 

brought a guest since the merger however. The Northwoods members responded that 

54% were "definitely" more likely to bring a guest with 23% answering "maybe" more 

likely and "probably not" more likely to bring a guest. Despite the majority indicating 

that they were definitely more likely to bring guests to church after the merger, only 23% 

of the former Northwoods members had actually done so. Seventy-five percent of the 

members of Northeast said the church was more open and welcoming after the merger 

while 62% of the members from Northwoods agreed. Almost all of the total respondents 

agreed that the church was welcoming to all people, with only two of the forty-one 

members saying no. This is a great source of pride for the members of the church 

because they pride themselves on being a church that welcomes everyone. 

Eighty percent of the respondents said that the merged church has a clearly 

articulated mission and 82% said they understood the congregation's mission to the 

community. Over half of the Northeast members said that their church did not have a 
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clear vision before the merger while most of the Northwoods members responded that 

their church did. It seems like this goal was taken seriously during the merger and the 

members understood the mission and vision that the church needed to have for its 

community. When asked if the church should have changed its name, 85% of Northeast, 

70% of Northwoods members and 80% of those who joined after the merger said that the 

church should not have changed its name. Thirty-five of the forty-one surveys indicated 

that they felt like the church was one church and thirty-eight said that they were 

optimistic about the future of the church. Unity, trust and spiritual health seem to have 

been achieved as well as the members feel close and connected to each other and that the 

church is operating on the same page. 

Community building was a major thrust of the merger process and the survey 

asked members to reflect on and rate specific events designed for community building. 

All of the events scored high except for the "get to know you games" and "mission 

projects." I think the community building part of the church merger was successful and 

the low score on the mission projects item could have been from people that did not 

participate in that particular event. By asking participants to rate specific events, the 

church leadership would know for the ongoing community building process which events 

the members thought were successful and helped them to connect with other members. 

There were many other results that offer insight into the merger process and the 

members' feelings about the process, leadership during the merger, and the events that 

worked well and those that did not. I have included a transcript in appendix C of the 

results of the survey, the interview transcripts in appendix E and the attendance numbers 
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after the merger in appendix F. All of the results, while not important to this reports, are 

valuable to the merged congregation and will be useful to the readers of the project in 

preparation of future mergers. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE HONEYMOON IS OVER 

The merger of Northeast Baptist Church and Northwoods Baptist Church was a 

historic moment in the history of both congregations. For Northwoods, it was a way to 

preserve the ministry that the congregation could no longer sustain on its own. For 

Northeast, the merger meant new members and a large endowment. The best advice 

available before the merger said that merger of congregations rarely results in increased 

vitality or even the retention of the original members of the congregation. The merger of 

Northeast and Northwoods was specifically designed to address the unique needs of these 

two groups of people with careful attention to the known problems that arise through 

merger. 

The two congregations had specific goals that would indicate a successful merger 

and to provide some evaluation standards for this project. Those goals included to 

increase the size of congregation, reverse the decline trends of Northwoods, establish 

unity, trust and spiritual health, resolve financial problems of both congregations, and 

help members see a clear and compelling vision of mission and ministry. According to 

the data collected, the results could only be characterized as mixed. Two years after the 

merger, the congregation is larger than either was before but is not as large as the two 

added together. The goal was not only to retain everyone but also to increase 
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participation but that has clearly not happened. The growth trends of Northeast have 

stopped and the decline trends of Northwoods have infected the merged congregation that 

now seems to be in a decline. Financial problems closely follow participation and in the 

two years after the merger, the church's budget decreased almost one hundred thousand 

dollars. While the church does still have two years operating expenses in the bank, the 

weekly receipts have steadily declined with the attendance. 

On a brighter note, the members of the church seem to be optimistic about the 

merger and if asked about the success of the venture, they would say that it has been a 

good thing for the congregation. With the exception of a few small events, when things 

were changed and the older members who do not like change were upset, the people are 

happy, love each other and feel like the merger was a positive move. The church, 

according to the surveys, feels like one church and not two and the members understand 

that the congregation has a clear and compelling vision. 

Based on the data that was received through the surveys and interviews and other 

data collections, one would believe that the merger was a good thing for the members of 

Northwoods Baptist Church. Their church was on the verge of closing and they could no 

longer sustain their worship facilities and ministries. A vast majority of the members 

were retired and many were in their late seventies and eighties. The church had been 

unable to gain energy or momentum and had not been able to reverse the decline trends 

before the merger. The merger, for a church going downhill, felt like a step in the right 

direction. It was very exciting to the members and the church after the merger was more 

marketable than their church before, based on their responses from the surveys. The 
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merged congregation was younger, had a vibrant youth and children's ministry and 

multiple staff. There were younger workers to assist the aging congregation and it seems 

like most of the former members of Northwoods thought that the merged congregation 

was a dramatic improvement to their previous church. 

The members of Northeast, though positive, seemed a little more hesitant in the 

surveys. When asked if the church was better prepared to minister to all ages, they said 

yes, but when asked if the church was more appealing after the merger, half of the 

Northeast people said no. In one of my interviews, a former Northeast member said, 

"The three worst things that we have going on at Northeast all came from Northwoods.1" 

The members of Northeast seem less sure that the merged church is better off than their 

congregation before. This outcome was not expected and proper follow up questions 

were not asked to identify what the people thought on the surveys. A small number of 

responses in the interviews did shed some light on the problems. A former Northeast 

member in their 30s that was very active before the merger and has become less active 

after told me that it seems like all the church's energy and attention went to keeping the 

members of the church happy and making sure that the Northwoods members felt 

welcomed and we lost our mission to the community. Another member spoke of the 

"dead" traditions that Northwoods brought citing outdated worship styles, the bus 

ministry, and "old country ways of doing things" as examples of their dead traditions. 

1 This person named the "three worst things" as the music minister that came from 
Northwoods, the bus ministry that was a part of the Northwoods ministry that the 
members insisted on keeping, and Sunday night worship. In the two years after the 
merger, the music minister has resigned under pressure from the personnel committee 
and the bus ministry has transitioned to a neighborhood ministry where the kids live. 
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Some of the bad feelings about the merger were related to a beloved and highly 

skilled music minister at Northeast not getting the job as music minister of the merged 

church in favor of a Northwoods music minister that had grown up in the church and had 

no formal training or professional experience. When the merger negotiations were taking 

place, Northwoods' leaders wanted to make sure that their music minister kept his job 

and insisted that he become the music minister. Worship for the year and a half that he 

stayed after the merger was considerably lower quality than the members of Northeast 

had grown accustomed to. The inherited bus ministry also caused conflict at Northeast 

after the merger. The participants in the bus ministry were predominantly Hispanic or 

African American and outnumbered the white children and youth that were at Northeast. 

The families at Northeast were very supportive of the ministry initially but as behavioral 

problems and growing pains caused tension, the Northeast families spoke out against the 

ministry. The conflict finally came to the point that every one of the families and 

children that had been at Northeast before the merger left and would not participate as 

long as the bus ministry continued. The bus ministry on Wednesday night was 

discontinued in January of 2010 and the ministry to the residents of that neighborhood 

was moved to their community where more kids and parents could participate. 

There are many reasons why the church did not meet the goals that it set for the 

merger. The financial situation of the country in 2008 and 2009 caused many people to 

lose jobs, take lower paying jobs, or lose large parts of their retirement savings. One 

retired member told me that his family had lost half of the nest egg that produced ninety 

percent of his retirement income. That meant that his income was cut almost in half and 
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his giving to the church decreased with his income. So the decline that the merged 

church experienced may have happened anyway because of the economy. Another 

possible reason could be the personal issues that arose in the church over the past year. I 

went through a separation and divorce during the two years after the merger and I have 

no doubt that the stress of the personal issues weighed heavily on me and the church. 

Despite the church's overwhelming support, there were members of the church who 

wanted to make the issue much larger and more controversial than it ended up being. 

Other possible reasons are the age of the church. In an interview with a younger 

member of the church, they reported that the church felt much "older" than it did before. 

Northeast before the merger had less than one hundred people and while most of its 

members were retired, the church still had active baby boomers and generation x classes. 

When the members of North woods merged with Northeast, there were now forty new 

members in the sanctuary every Sunday that were retired. There were only two or three 

people that came in the merger that were not retired. The church feeling "old" is 

something that is hard to document with data, but it was mentioned by several people in 

the interview. Others reported that the members of Northwoods when they came to 

Northeast joined a younger church so they would not have to serve on committees or 

ministry teams anymore. 

I do not know why the church stopped growing or why people stopped joining. It 

appeared to the members, according to the data, that the church was better off than it was 

before. It had new facilities, new staff, and better programming. It was stated earlier that 

for the merger to be successful, a larger version of the two churches as they existed 
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before would not be enough. A culture change would be needed if the new church was 

going to break the spiral downward. For Northwoods, the downward spiral of losing 

members and declining as a congregation was, at least in part, a direct result of the 

choices the congregation made. They chose to stay in a neighborhood that did not fit the 

style of church that they were providing. They chose not to offer worship services in the 

many languages of the new neighbors that now surrounded the church. The large softball 

field from the 1970s was unused and grown over while kids in the neighborhood searched 

for park space to play soccer. The church's worship service looked almost identical to a 

worship service you would have experienced there twenty years earlier. They had made 

choices, or chosen to do nothing and leave things the way they were and the church was 

declining because of that. Northwoods, at the time of the merger, was a group of people 

in their late seventies and eighties and older who had lost the energy to fight for their 

community for Christ. Most of the members had been attending that one small dying 

congregation for their entire adult lives and had never known church to be done any other 

way than their way of doing it. 

Northeast historically had been in a similar situation, though the five years before 

the merger had brought a renewed sense of confidence in the church's future and the 

tough changes that older congregations need to make to be relevant in the modern world. 

Northeast had broken the chains of institutionalism and dogma and were learning how to 

reach its much more middle class white neighborhood for Christ. Worship was vibrant, 

the church was optimistic, educational programs were growing and people were joining. 

When these two cultures were introduced to each other, I am afraid that it was not the 
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Northeast culture that rose to the top. For the first year, the excitement of the Northeast 

culture and the new merger dominated, but the apathy and family church politics of 

Northwoods, soon reared their ugly head. While the members of Northeast had moved 

out of those destructive habits and antiquated church systems in favor of more fluid and 

missional practices, the members of Northwoods had not. Conflict arose from the former 

"power brokers" at Northwoods about pastoral authority, congregational polity, 

committee responsibility, and the new church found resistance to change from several 

former Northwoods "power brokers." 

In the former family church model, great attention was given to make sure those 

who gave lots of money were happy with how things were being run. In the new 

program church model, committee creativity and vibrant programming needs replaced 

family loyalty. The church had forty percent of its members after the merger that lacked 

a passionate desire to reach their neighborhood at any cost even if it meant personal 

discomfort or dislike. More important to these members was singing familiar songs in 

worship, keeping the Sunday school classes familiar and unchanged, and not changing 

anything that could cause conflict in the church. A church that was once running was 

slowed to a crawl. Consequently, attendance began to decline as the excitement faded 

into the monotony of the same old thing week after week. Visitors that once were drawn 

to the optimism of the youthful feeling Northeast before the merger, were now turned off 

by the geriatric feeling Northeast after the merger. 

Another insight that the survey brought out was that the members of the church 

thought the church after the merger offered better education, better fellowship, better 
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missions and most thought that the church had better worship, though the members of 

Northeast were split on that. The interesting thing was that, while they thought that the 

merged church provided better opportunities for education, fellowship, missions and 

worship, they were not more likely to participate at a deeper level after the merger. So 

while the merger may have been successful in creating a new and improved church with 

better opportunities, it was not able to inspire a greater level of discipleship or 

commitment from its members. They either participated at the level they were before or 

less. Possibly, because of the age of many of the members, they were participating at the 

level that they wanted and they didn't seem to care to add anything new. Some of the 

new programming was warmly received by the existing members while some was clearly 

designed for potential members who would visit the church. 

The members' confidence in the new programming of the church is a great sign 

even if they don't participate in it. This better quality programming gives the church a 

new and better face to present itself to the community and advertise its brand to potential 

new members. The goal of this merger was to make the combined group of people more 

able to minister effectively to their community so while the members' apathy could be 

discouraging, the church staff is still hopeful about the better programming being 

attractive to new members. 

There are places and situations where the merger of two or more congregations 

would be a good idea and probably have great success. In the case of declining 

congregations where all the churches involved refuse to make the changes necessary to 

get the energy and spiritual healthy they need back, a merger would prolong the life of 
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the churches. If a congregation's goal is merely to survive for a while longer, then, like 

Lyle Shaller said, merging would be better than closing. For churches in this situation, a 

congregational merger would probably create a larger version of the churches before the 

merger and the people involved would respond well. 

Another case where congregational mergers might produce different results would 

be if both churches were in growth stages. In our study, one church was growing and one 

was declining and the end result showed that it is easier to stunt growth than stop decline. 

If both churches, however, were fully committed to growing through relational 

evangelism and exciting worship and both seemed to be heading in the same direction, 

then combining their energy might have an opposite effect. If there had been more than 

two churches and if we had not tried to save so much from the "former" churches to 

make the members feel connected, then they might have better understood that this was a 

new church, a new venture, and a new day. For churches that are growing, there is a 

reason and church leadership should do everything possible to protect the heart and soul 

of their church. Joining with another church that is on the same journey and shares the 

same energy and passion might have produced a better result. 

A frightening question has arisen during this study that is almost too painful to 

discuss. It is impossible to escape the nagging "what i f question however, and I must 

address it. If Northeast had not merged with North woods, then I feel certain that 

Northwoods would have eventually closed. While the church had great co-pastors, great 

members, and committed people, the church was probably too far gone to relocate or 

restart in another location. Young adults who want to see familiar and similar faces 
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would not have fit in at Northwoods and as age and the biological life cycle continued to 

claim more and more members, the decline and financial stress would have continued. If 

they had closed, they would have probably donated their building to a denominational 

agency that would have sold it and the members would have dispersed to various area 

churches. 

For Northeast, the picture might have been different. At the time of the writing of 

this project, the attendance after the merger is about the same as the attendance before the 

merger. The annual budget is about $60,000 more than before and the church has 

$750,000 in the bank from the sale of the Northwoods property. A major renovation 

costing about $600,000 was completed to bring the education building up to code and 

comfort. The question of what Northeast would look like today had it not merged is 

much harder to discern. I think the growth and energy that the church had before the 

merger would have continued and the church would have grown larger than it is today. 

I am not going to say that the merger was a failure because there were many 

relationships that have been forged between the members of the two churches and they 

continue to feel optimistic about the future of their church. The staff of the church 

continues to train and educate and work to remind the members that the church does not 

exist for their personal pleasure or comfort or entertainment. Mission to the community 

and the need for the church to continue to change and evolve are regular topics even if 

they have not produced fruit yet. The church still has a core of committed people who 

serve and give in the way they know how. They struggle sometimes to change and grow 

and see new visions but that is the work of the Spirit and not my responsibility. I can 
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inspire and preach and teach and offer opportunities but the work of the church is in the 

hands of the people that attend. The future of Northeast Baptist Church is by no means 

set and it is still up to the people that attend there what the next 50 years will be. It has 

the chance to be a great church in a great neighborhood and can for another generation 

offer vital ministry to the community in which it rests. If the members of the church will 

catch the vision of a church on mission, then I believe that the best days may be yet to 

come. This project is just a snapshot two and a half years after the merger of Northeast 

Baptist Church and Northwoods Baptist Church. The story of this merger continues to be 

written and the final pages of the story are yet to be published. In the years that follow, 

the story of Northeast Baptist Church and the congregations that have merged into it will 

continue to evolve and look very different than it does now. For the people involved, the 

story of the church is closely tied to their personal story as the church's success and 

faithfulness will mirror their own. 



APPENDIX A 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 

m 
McAfee School of Theology 

Mercer University 

3001 Mercer University Drive 

Atlanta, Georgia 30341 

Informed Consent 

"THESE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE: A STUDY OF THE MERGER OF NORTHEAST 
BAPTIST CHURCH ATLANTA, GA AND NORTHWOODS BAPTIST CHURCH, 

ATLANTA, GA." 

You are being asked to participate in a research study as part of a doctoral 
thesis project. Before you give your consent to volunteer, it is important that 
you read the following information and ask as many questions as necessary to 
be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigator 

The investigator for this research study is Brian D. Wright. Rev. Wright holds a 
Bachelor of Arts degree from Belmont University in Nashville, Tennessee; a 
Master of Divinity degree from McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University; 
and a Master of Theology from Emory University and is currently enrolled in the 
Doctor of Ministry program at the McAfee School of Theology. Rev. Wright 
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serves as Pastor at Northeast Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia. His faculty 
advisor for this project is Dr. Peter Rhea Jones. 

Rev. Wright's work address is: His office phone number and email are: 
Northeast Baptist Church 770-938-8333. 
4046 Chamblee Tucker Road brian@northeastbaptist.net 
Atlanta, Georgia, 30341 

Purpose of the Research 

This research study is designed to extract data which will reveal the processes 
and challenges experienced as a result of the merger of Northeast Baptist 
Church and Northwoods Baptist Church. This data will then be used to 
determine whether the merger was beneficial in helping the congregations 
achieve a level of vitality they did not have before. 

The data from this research will be used to assess the merger of the two 
churches. Information will aid in the completion of a doctoral thesis by Brian D. 
Wright and will provide Rev. Wright with valuable feedback regarding the 
progress and success or failure of certain parts of the church merger. If the key 
features of the integration experience developed for Northwoods Baptist Church 
and Northeast Baptist Church can be identified and analyzed, the results may 
refine the process and be a useful and valuable resource for the combined 
congregation moving forward and may also be generalized to the wider 
Christian community, especially those considering such a move. 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to answer a set of 
questions which request your feedback on your experience of the merger of 
Northwoods Baptist Church and Northeast Baptist Church regarding the 
outcomes you perceive may have resulted, and suggestions that might 
strengthen the merged church and future mergers of other churches. Please 
answer all questions honestly. Your participation will take approximately 20 
minutes to complete the survey. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. 

Potential Benefits of the Research 
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By participating in this research study, responders will take an active role in 
shaping the future of the merged church. Participants will have the opportunity 
to provide valuable feedback that will allow the pastor of the merged church and 
the church body to evaluate the progress of the merger and make improvements 
to the direction of the church for the future. Your input will also be valuable for 
other congregations considering a merger that may use this material in the 
future. 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

All information obtained will be held in strict confidentiality. The results of this 
study may be published but your information such as your name and other 
demographic information will not be revealed. The results of this study will be 
kept in a locked file until the publication of the project. The only record 
maintained by the school will be the bound project thesis. 

Incentives to Participate 

No incentives will be offered to participants. 

Participation and Withdrawal 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a research subject you 
may refuse to participate at any time. To withdraw from the study please contact 
Brian Wright at 770-262-5322 or his advisor Dr. Peter Rhea Jones at 
678-547-6267. 

Questions about the Research 

If you have questions about the research, please speak with Brian Wright at 
770-262-5322 or his advisor, Dr. Peter Rhea Jones at 678-547-6267. 

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University's IRB. If you 
believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you 
may contact the Chair at 478-301-4101. 

Signature of Subject Date 
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APPENDIX B 

CONGREGATIONAL MERGER 

PROJECT SURVEY QUESTIONAIRE 

Instructions 

• This survey asks questions about the congregational merger of 
Northeast Baptist Church and Northwoods Baptist Church. Please 
answer honestly and truthfully. There are no right answers or expected 
results. 

• The purpose of this survey is to evaluate the merger process. It is 
intended to be a picture of where we are right now, not where we want 
to be or hope to be. 

• Each adult should complete only one survey and return it with the 
informed consent form to the box at church. 

• This survey is anonymous and confidential - please do NOT write your 
name on the survey. 

• Please answer all the questions in the order that they appear. Do not 
skip any questions. 

• Please read the instructions, question, and all options fully before 
answering the question. 

• When a question asks you to circle an answer, please circle only one 
option. For example: 

Correct 1 2 3 4 Incorrect 1 2 3 4 
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Demographic Information 

(This survey is anonymous and confidential. Please do not write your name on the 

survey) 

1. Gender 

a. Male b. Female 

2. Age 

a. 18 -27 b. 28-48 c. 49-65 d. 65 + 

3. Were you a member of one of the congregations before the merger? (If no, 

continue to 6) 

a. Yes b. No 

4. If yes, which one? 

a. Northeast Baptist Church b. Northwoods Baptist Church 

5. If yes, how long were you been a member of your respective church before the 

merger? 

less than 10 years b. 10-19 years 

20-29 years d. more than 30 years 
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6. How far away from the church do you live now? 

a. Less than 2 miles b. 2-4 miles c. over 4 miles 

7. If you attended one of the churches before the merger, how far did you live from 

your respective church then? 

a. Less than 2 miles b. 2-4 miles c. over 4 miles 

8. Do you normally attend (circle the one that best describes your regular church 

attendance) 

a. worship 

b. Sunday School 

c. worship and Sunday school 

d. neither 

9. Have you served on a committee, leadership team, or served in any other 

leadership position in the last five years? a. YES b. NO 
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In relation to the education ministry of the church... 

10. Are you more involved in educational programs such as Sunday School, Sunday 

night Bible study, or other small groups after the merger than before? 

a. YES b. NO 

11. Do you think the merger increased the number of education opportunities in the 

church? 

a. YES b. NO 

12. Since the merger, are you more likely to bring a guest with you to an education 

program? 

a. definitely b. maybe 

c. probably not d. definitely not 

13. Since the merger, have you brought a guest with you to an education program? 

a. YES b. NO 

89 



In relation to the fellowship ministry of the church... 

14. Are you more involved in fellowship events after the merger than before? 

a. YES b. NO 

15. Does the church feel like one church, rather than two separate bodies? 

a. YES b. NO 

16. Compared to the churches before the merger, is the church today more open and 

welcoming? 

a. YES b. NO 

17. Is the church after the merger better equipped to welcome all age groups? 

a. YES b. NO 

18. Do you feel like the church after the merger is appealing to all age groups? 

a. YES b. NO 
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19. If no, then to what age groups is the church not appealing? Check all that apply. 

a. birth - 5 years 

b. elementary school 

c. youth (middle or high school) 

d. young married couples (18 - 40) 

e. single adults 

f. middle aged adults (40 - 65) 

g. senior adults (65 +) 

In relation to the missions of the church... 

20. Are you more involved in hands on missions after the merger than before? 

a. YES b. NO 

21. Do you feel that the combined church offers more hands on mission opportunities 

than the churches before the merger? 

a. YES b. NO 
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22. What, if any, mission projects have you participated in since the merger? 

In relation to the worship of the church... 

23. Are you more involved in worship opportunities after the merger than before? 

a. YES b. NO 

24. Did the quality of worship improve after the merger? 

a. YES b. NO 

25. What is the best quality of the worship service as it exists today? 

26. What could be done differently in worship to enable you to worship better? 

In relation to mission and vision of the congregation... 

27. Are you optimistic about the future of the church? 

a. YES b. NO 
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28. Do you understand the mission of the congregation now? 

a. YES b. NO 

29. Do you believe the church has a clearly articulated mission? 

a. YES b. NO 

30. If yes, do know know what it is? 

a. YES b. NO 

31. Does Northeast Baptist Church reach out to and welcome all people, regardless of 

age, race, gender, political views, or socioeconomic status? 

a. YES b. NO 

32. Did you, before the merger, believe the church had a clearly articulated vision that 

guided its programming and activities? 

a. YES b. NO 
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33. Please rate the success of the following programs in building community after the 

merger: 

Church wide 
fellowship meals 
Deacon family 
dinners 
Small group studies 

Wearing name tags 

Photo Directory 

"Get to know you" 
games during 
fellowship events 
Serving together on 
mission projects 
Church trips 

Sunday School 
classes 
Worship service 

Pastoral care visits 

Not effective Neutral Somewhat effective Very effective 

34. Do you think the merged church should have changed its name? 

a. _ Y E S b. NO 

35. If you have become a member since the merger, why did you join? 

94 



36. What do you think is the best attribute of Northeast Baptist Church today? 

37. If you could improve one thing about Northeast Baptist Church, what would it be? 

Why? 

38. How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

Not effective Neutral Somewhat effective 

Very effective 

39. Would you like to share any final thoughts about the merger? 
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APPENDIX C 

CONGREGATIONAL SURVEY RESULTS 

Demographic Information 

(This survey is anonymous and confidential. Please do not write your name on the 

survey) 

1. Gender 

a. Male b. Female 

MALE (13) FEMALE (28) 

2. Age 

a. 18-27 b. 28-48 c. 49-65 d. 65 + 

NORTHEAST 18-27(0) 28-48(4) 49-65(6) 65+(10) 

NORTHWOODS 18-27(0) 28-48(2) 49-65(2) 65+(11) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER 18-27(0) 28-48(1) 49-65 (3) 65+(2) 

3. Were you a member of one of the congregations before the merger? (If no, 

continue to 6) 

a. Yes b. No 

YES (35) NO (6) 
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4. If yes, which one? 

Northeast Baptist Church b. Northwoods Baptist Church 

NORTHEAST (20) NORTHWOODS (15) 

5. If yes, how long were you been a member of your respective church before the 

merger? 

a. less than 10 years b. 10-19 years 

20-29 years d. more than 30 years 

NORTHEAST <10 (9) 10-19(2) 20-29(4) 30+(5) 

NORTHWOODS <10 (1) 10-19(4) 20-29(1) 30+(9) 

6. How far away from the church do you live now? 

a. Less than 2 miles b. 2-4 miles c. over 4 miles 

NORTHEAST <2 (14) 2-4(3) 4+(4) 

NORTHWOODS <2 (8) 2-4(4) 4+(3) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER <2 (2) 2-4(1) 4+(2) 

97 



7. If you attended one of the churches before the merger, how far did you live from 

your respective church then? 

a. Less than 2 miles b. 2-4 miles c. over 4 miles 

NORTHEAST <2 (14) 2-4(3) 4+(4) 

NORTHWOODS <2 (6) 2-4(3) 4+(6) 

8. Do you normally attend (circle the one that best describes your regular church 

attendance) 

a. worship 

b. Sunday School 

c. worship and Sunday school 

d. Neither 

NORTHEAST 

WORSHIP (4) Sunday SCHOOL (0) BOTH (16) NEITHER (0) 

NORTHWOODS 

WORSHIP (0) Sunday SCHOOL (0) BOTH (15) NEITHER (0) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER 

WORSHIP (4) Sunday SCHOOL (0) BOTH (2) NEITHER (0) 
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9. Have you served on a committee, leadership team, or served in any other 

leadership position in the last five years? a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (19) NO (1) 

NORTHWOODS YES (13) NO (2) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (4) NO (2) 

In relation to the education ministry of the church... 

10. Are you more involved in educational programs such as Sunday School, Sunday 

night Bible study, or other small groups after the merger than before? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (9) NO (11) 

NORTHWOODS YES (8) NO (7) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (2) NO (3) 

11. Do you think the merger increased the number of education opportunities in the 

church? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (12) NO (8) 

NORTHWOODS YES (8) NO (5) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (4) NO (0) 
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12. Since the merger, are you more likely to bring a guest with you to an education 

program? 

a. definitely b. maybe 

c. probably not d. definitely not 

NORTHEAST 

DEFINITELY (4) MAYBE (11) PROBABLY NOT (3) DEFNOT(2) 

NORTHWOODS 

DEFINITELY (6) MAYBE (3) PROBABLY NOT (3) DEFNOT(O) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER 

DEFINITELY (0) MAYBE (5) PROBABLY NOT (0) DEFNOT(O) 

13. Since the merger, have you brought a guest with you to an education program? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (8) NO (12) 

NORTHWOODS YES (3) NO (10) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (2) NO (4) 



In relation to the fellowship ministry of the church... 

14. Are you more involved in fellowship events after the merger than before? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (11) NO (9) 

NORTHWOODS YES (5) NO (9) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (2) NO (0) 

15. Does the church feel like one church, rather than two separate bodies? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (17) NO (3) 

NORTHWOODS YES (13) NO (1) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (4) NO (2) 

16. Compared to the churches before the merger, is the church today more open and 

welcoming? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (15) NO (5) 

NORTHWOODS YES (8) NO (5) 
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JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (2) NO (2) 

17. Is the church after the merger better equipped to welcome all age groups? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (15) NO (5) 

NORTHWOODS YES (11) NO (3) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (4) NO (1) 

18. Do you feel like the church after the merger is appealing to all age groups? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (10) NO (10) 

NORTHWOODS YES (13) NO (1) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (3) NO (3) 
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19. If no, then to what age groups is the church not appealing? Check all that apply. 

a. birth - 5 years 

NORTHEAST (3) NORTHWOODS (0) JOINED SINCE MERGER (2) 

b. elementary school 

NORTHEAST (5) NORTHWOODS (1) JOINED SINCE MERGER (2) 

C. youth (middle or high school) 

NORTHEAST (9) NORTHWOODS (0) JOINED SINCE MERGER (2) 

d. young married couples (18 - 40) 

NORTHEAST (8) NORTHWOODS (2) JOINED SINCE MERGER (3) 

e. single adults 

NORTHEAST (7) NORTHWOODS (2) JOINED SINCE MERGER (3) 

f. middle aged adults (40 - 65) 

NORTHEAST (1) NORTHWOODS (0) JOINED SINCE MERGER (1) 

g. senior adults (65 +) 

NORTHEAST (0) NORTHWOODS (0) JOINED SINCE MERGER (0) 
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In relation to the missions of the church... 

20. Are you more involved in hands on missions after the merger than before? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (6) NO (14) 

NORTHWOODS YES (4) NO (9) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (1) NO (6) 

21. Do you feel that the combined church offers more hands on mission opportunities 

than the churches before the merger? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (12) NO (8) 

NORTHWOODS YES (8) NO (5) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (7) NO (0) 

22. What, if any, mission projects have you participated in since the merger? 

FEED THE HUNGRY (11) SOLES FOR SOULS (2) NET PANTRY (3) 

BRIARWOOD (2) FOOD DRIVES (2) EASTER EGG HUNT (2) 

OPERATION CHRISTMAS CHILD (4) 
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GRIEF RECOVERY, SCHOOL SUPPLIES, NIGHT OF MISSIONS, VBS, 

FALL FESTIVAL, AFRICAN MISSION (1 EACH) 

In relation to the worship of the church... 

23. Are you more involved in worship opportunities after the merger than before? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (10) NO (9) 

NORTHWOODS YES (3) NO (10) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (5) NO (0) 

24. Did the quality of worship improve after the merger? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (12) NO (7) 

NORTHWOODS YES (4) NO (7) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (3) NO (2) 

25. What is the best quality of the worship service as it exists today? 
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NORTHEAST: COMMUNITY, MUSIC HYMNS AND PRAYERS, MUSIC, 

SUNDAY SCHOOL DISCUSSION AND CONTENT OF WORSHIP 

SERVICE, EAT A LOT, EVERYONE PARTICIPATES, GREAT 

TEACHERS AND MUSIC, MUSIC, GOOD LEADERSHIP AND 

PREACHING, MULTIPLE PASTORS, SUNDAY SCHOOL, WORKING AS 

ONE, MORE PARTICIPATION, MORE IN CHOIR, INDIVIDUAL 

PARTICIPATION, PASTOR'S MESSAGE AND CHOIR, FELLOWSHIP 

TOGETHER 

NORTHWOODS: ITS ALL GOOD, MUSIC, SERMON, BIBLE STUDY, 

MUSIC, FELLOWSHIP, ITS ALL GOOD, OUTREACH, PREACHING, 

MANY OPPORTUNITIES TO PARTICIPATE 

JOINED SINCE MERGER: LOVING PEOPLE, BIBLE STUDY, GOOD 

PREACHING, OPPORTUNITIES FOR REFLECTION 

26. What could be done differently in worship to enable you to worship better? 

NORTHEAST: POSITIVISTIC EMOTIONALLY CENTERED SERMONS, 

LESS TURNOVER IN MUSIC AND CHILDREN'S PROGRAMS, 

NOTHING, DEACONS MORE INVOLVED, SHORTEN THE MESSAGE, 

LESS POLITICS WITH MY SERMON, MORE PRAISE AND 
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CONTEMPORARY, MORE PREACHING, LESS READING (MESSAGE 

FROM THE HEART), QUIET TIME IN WORSHIP, COOPERATION, 

LESS ANNOUNCEMENTS, MORE PARTICIPATION BY CHILDREN, 

PRAISE SONGS, CONVICTING SERMONS LEADING TO SALVATION 

NORTHWOODS: PREPARE MYSELF, QUIET REFLECTIVE PERIOD, 

QUIETER MORE PRAYERFUL, SERMON, MORE QUIET TIME 

BEFORE SERVICE, MORE QUIET TIME, PRAYER TIME, FEWER 

HYMNS, BETTER CHOIR, MORE DIVERSE MUSIC 

JOINED SINCE MERGER: 

In relation to mission and vision of the congregation... 

27. Are you optimistic about the future of the church? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (17) NO (3) 

NORTHWOODS YES (14) NO (0) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (5) NO (0) 

28. Do you understand the mission of the congregation now? 
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YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (15) NO (4) 

NORTHWOODS YES (13) NO (1) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (5) NO (1) 

29. Do you believe the church has a clearly articulated mission? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (15) NO 

NORTHWOODS YES (12) NO 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (4) 

30. If yes, do know know what it is? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (11) NO 

NORTHWOODS YES (11) NO 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (4) 

(4) 

(2) 

NO (2) 

(3) 

(0) 

NO(0) 
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31. Does Northeast Baptist Church reach out to and welcome all people, regardless of 

age, race, gender, political views, or socioeconomic status? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (17) NO (1) 

NORTHWOODS YES (14) NO (0) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (5) NO (1) 

32. Did you, before the merger, believe the church had a clearly articulated vision that 

guided its programming and activities? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (7) NO (12) 

NORTHWOODS YES (10) NO (3) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (2) NO (3) 

33. Please rate the success of the following programs in building community after the 

merger: 
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NORTHEAST 

Church wide 
fellowship meals 
Deacon family 
dinners 
Small group studies 

Wearing name tags 

Photo Directory 

'Get to know you" 
games during 
fellowship events 
Serving together on 
mission projects 
Church trips 

Sunday School 
classes 
Worship service 

Pastoral care visits 

Not effective 

3 

1 

2 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

Neutral 

3 

6 

5 

5 

3 

4 

5 

4 

2 

8 

5 

Somewhat effective 

6 

4 

3 

6 

4 

7 

5 

1 

2 

1 

4 

Very effective 

10 

4 

9 

7 

10 

3 

7 

12 

13 

10 

9 

NORTHWOODS 

Church wide 
fellowship meals 
Deacon family 
dinners 
Small group studies 

Wearing name tags 

Photo Directory 

"Get to know you" 
games during 
fellowship events 

Not effective 

1 

4 

1 

3 

Neutral 

1 

3 

2 

5 

1 

6 

Somewhat effective 

9 

6 

6 

2 

1 

2 

Very effective 

4 

1 

6 

2 

11 

1 
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Serving together on 
mission projects 
Church trips 

Sunday School 
classes 
Worship service 

Pastoral care visits 

1 

2 

1 

1 

2 

4 

2 

1 

5 

1 

6 

10 

14 

8 

11 

JOINED SINCE MERGER 

Church wide 
fellowship meals 
Deacon family 
dinners 
Small group studies 

Wearing name tags 

Photo Directory 

'Get to know you" 
games during 
fellowship events 
Serving together on 
mission projects 
Church trips 

Sunday School 
classes 
Worship service 

Pastoral care visits 

Not effective 

1 

Neutral 

1 

2 

1 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

Somewhat effective 

3 

2 

1 

1 

3 

1 

2 

3 

2 

3 

1 

Very effective 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 
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34. Do you think the merged church should have changed its name? 

a. YES b. NO 

NORTHEAST YES (3) NO (13) 

NORTHWOODS YES (4) NO (9) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER YES (1) NO (4) 

35. If you have become a member since the merger, why did you join? 

I visited for several years before joining and I thought it was time to step 

forward; acceptance; I came back to NW to visit and found out about the 

merger. We liked the fact that the new church followed the liturgical 

calendar and there were a lot of old friends still attending; 

36. What do you think is the best attribute of Northeast Baptist Church today? 

Location, unity of membership, welcomes all people; the members and staff 

people are persistent in facing the issues together and hanging in there; the 

loving caring members; members of northeast Baptist; the church is warm 

and friendly; closeness of membership; good cooks - kind sweet ladies; non 

judgmental; Rev Brian Wright; Pastor Brian Wright; friendly and 

welcoming spirit; fellowship and Christian love; Sunday School; Brian 

Wright; working together on mission projects; pastor Brian Wright and 

pastor Amy Moore; caring spirit; Sunday school teachers; loving and 

Christian people; diversity of members and welcoming atmosphere; very 

caring; staff and love of Christ in members; the members; open, friendly, 
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accepting nature of the people - they love God and each other; love between 

members; fellowship; open to all ages, colors, and socio-economic 

backgrounds; friendliness; the diversity of its members; fellowship 

opportunities, pastoral care is excellent; 

37. If you could improve one thing about Northeast Baptist Church, what would it be? 

Why? 

less "us/them" and more "we"; less moving around during the service; 

nothing; children's ministry should include children from the area; music 

program, discontinue busing, slowly going down hill; communication - it 

appears the attitude is to rush through things so they will not be discussed; a 

full time children's minister; could be more open and less in cliques; expand 

community involvement; more outreach in person outside the community; be 

more open to change, old members do not like change; church needs to be 

more open to change and growth; more young and middle aged members; 

more small group activities; more praise songs in addition to hymns and 

convicting sermons that lead to salvations; increase membership of young 

people; children's program; focus on important things, individuals get 

bogged down over petty issues; help bring young people to church; I would 

make some changes in the children's program so that we would be able to get 

other families to come and visit our church. I think that the "bus" kids are 

hurting our church and children and youth ministries; more young married 

couples for growth; decrease meals during the week; more volunteers — like 

most churches 20% of members do 80% of work; leadership change; more 

emphasis on worship and outreach for young adults - there are many in our 

neighborhood that need to know Christ; finding ways to involve more people 

in service; get all of congregation involved in decision making; more 

members, more support, more programs; too many meetings; 

113 



38. How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

Not effective Neutral Somewhat effective 

Very effective 

NORTHEAST NOT (1) NEUTRAL (2) SOMEWHAT (2) VERY (14) 

NORTHWOODS NOT (1) NEUTRAL (2) SOMEWHAT (1) VERY (10) 

JOINED SINCE MERGER NOT (0) NEUTRAL (1) SOMEWHAT (1) VERY (3) 

39. Would you like to share any final thoughts about the merger? 

I think it went very smoothly; the busing of children has hurt the youth and 

children's ministry; we should take the mission to the Dresden kids to their 

neighborhood; I think the merger was a great success, I miss Rev. Greg 

Smith but I understand; it was a good move; the leadership and fellowship of 

NEBC are second to none; we need to change from the "shepherd" pastor 

model, not enough communication, need more group participation; I think 

the church after the merger has become warmer and friendlier and more 

genuine; I am so glad this happened - lots of wonderful people came into our 

lives; we have a lot of new members and friends; Brian and Amy work so 

well together as a team; I love the new people and feel like they are a great 

asset to the church, it has been the best thing that has happened to us; the 

merger of these two churches was defiantly made up of older congregations, 

it is a struggle to get young families, Brian has and is doing as much as 

possible toward a reasonably diverse congregation in terms of age, color, etc; 

We needed more time to digest and accept new structural changes: new 

leadership council format and committee structure are good but should have 

been publicized more before and after. We could have had more combined 
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fellowships prior to meeting together in worship; all of the people from 

Northwoods have been very nice to me; it went smoothly enough and if the 

opportunity presented itself in the future to merge with another church 

similar to ours, I would defiantly pursue that opportunity; I like it; success!; 

Two churches that were declining in members came together and became 

one! What a great day for all. We are a great people who work together for 

the glory of God; I think God opened the door for this merger and we need to 

trust him more; fellowship and friendliness; we have a great opportunity 

here, I hope God finds us faithful with it; I am very pleased to have a larger 

number of people to fellowship with; 
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APPENDIX D 

CONGREGATIONAL MERGER 

PROJECT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result of the 

merger? 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged church 

best? 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

What would you have done differently? 
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APPENDIX E 

CONGREGATIONAL MERGER PROJECT INTERVIEW QUESTION RESULTS 

Interview #1 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

/ think for NW it drastically improved the quality of ministry that the church offered. 
They really didn 't have much going on before. I am not sure about NE because I hear a 

lot about the great stuff that was going on before the merger. 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result 
of the merger? 

No doubt it was the ability to add staff people and to expand the programming that the 
church offers to the neighborhood. The renovation of the building has also been a major 

plus. The people that we have met have all been so sweet. 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

The children's bus ministry, the music ministry and Sunday night church. The three worst 
things that the church has going on right now came to NE as deal breakers from NW. 

Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

Probably for NW it slowed their decline. There were no young people there at all. All the 
members were in their 80s and 90s. I don't think the merger made NE more vibrant. 

What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged 
church best? 

In the beginning, the photo directory was very helpful. We also did a lot of events and ate 

together a lot in the beginning. 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

Yes 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 
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The cultural problems of the bus ministry. Bringing the kids from Dresden to NE caused 
a lot of social problems for the parents of our neighborhood. 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

Excellent 

What would you have done differently? 

/ can't think of anything. I thought it was a good idea and if we had the chance, we 
should do it again. 

Interview #2 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

/ think it has been really good. It gave us a lot of new church members. My SS class is 
wonderful. 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result 
of the merger? 

/ think the new people that came to our church are the best thing. I love the men in my SS 
class and the teachers are wonderful. 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

/ hated losing our former music minister and I have heard from some of the choir 
members that they did not like Bill (Myers). Greg (Smith) was so good, he was hard to 

replace I guess. 

Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

/ don't think so. I am really concerned about the church declining. I don't know what to 
do about it though. 
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What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged 
church best? 

Sunday School 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

Yes, very well. 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 

We have had several staff people leave and I think stability through the first few years 

would have helped. 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

You did very well administratively, but you always could have done better relationally. 

What would you have done differently? 

/ don't know 

Interview #3 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

We got an elevator, have lots of money in the bank, and it seems like our church got a lot 
older. 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result 
of the merger? 

/ think having more members is a great thing and I love the sweet little old ladies from 
NW. I think having more money to have more staff was also a great thing. I am really 

glad we hired Amy after the merger 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

/ think NE lost its history of vibrant music ministry for a more country kind of worship. 
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Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

It made them both bigger than they were before but I don't think people are joining NE 
like they were before. We are so old now as a congregation. 

What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged 
church best? 

Working together and going on some XYZ trips with people. It's hard to really get to 
know people if all you see of them in on Sunday for a few minutes. 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

Yes, I have never done one before so it seemed to go fine. 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 

The decline in the quality of worship and some interpersonal problems with members 

from NW who want to run everything. 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

wonderful 

What would you have done differently? 

/ think we should have honestly evaluated all the staff people and picked the best ones. I 
think we could have done that for the programming too and we wouldn 't be dragging 

along some stuff just to keep two families happy. 

Interview #4 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

It was so exciting when it happened, everyone was so optimistic. Some of the members 
that you all gained were priceless. 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result 
of the merger? 
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You have more members and the building looks great. I think the volunteers that you got, 
especially in Kathryn and the kitchen ladies are great and wonderful additions to the 

church. 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

My grandkids loved the children's ministry when you had a children's minister and 
Kathryn was leading it but then it got too chaotic with all the kids from the bus. I think 

there are a lot of parents that don't like the chaos from those kids. 

Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

/ don't know 

What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged 
church best? 

/ like the small group times, like Sunday night Bible study where people get to talk and 

share their opinions. 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

It seems like it was done really well. That is an achievement. 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 

/ hadn 't noticed the age of the members of the church that came from NW being so old. 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

You did well 

What would you have done differently? 

I don't have any idea what I would have done differently. 
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Interview #5 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

There are a lot more people in the church now and more younger people. 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result 
of the merger? 

I think the staff and the people are the best things about the church 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

/ can't even think of anything 

Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

/ think the church is much stronger than it was before. We have lots of kids now and 
youth and young families. 

What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged 
church best? 

The XYZ trips that Amy plans for us and working together in the kitchen. 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

It was a lot better than the one with Cherokee and NW. 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 

Nothing major, there are some small things but that stuff always happens. 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

You did good. 

What would you have done differently? 

/ think we need more people and young people that can work. We also need some 
excitement and something to get the people excited again. We were really excited right 

after the merger but it has worn off and now they are just lethargic. 
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Interview #6 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

It made the church a lot older. The church (NE) before the merger felt young and 
energetic and now it doesn 't. 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result 
of the merger? 

I guess the new people and the money. You were able to do scholarship and remodel the 
building. 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

// seemed like we focused so much on the merger that we forgot to be the church. We 
were so careful to make the members feel welcomed that we forgot that the church is for 
people that don't come. I didn 'tfeel like I was NE or NWperson and so I didn 't really 

know where I fit in for a while. 

Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

I guess temporarily but probably not long term. Most of our members now are really old 
and not going to be around for long. 

What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged 
church best? 

/ don't know most of the members but I have gotten to know people in Sunday School. 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

I guess so, I am not really on the inside of stuff but it seems like everyone is happy about 

it. 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 

The young adult's class fell apart during the merger. 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

It was a big job and complicated I am sure. Very good! 
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What would you have done differently? 

/ don't know of anything. 

Interview #7 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

It made them a lot better I think but a lot of stuff changed too. 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result 
of the merger? 

We (NW) moved to a new neighborhood and NE has a lot more workers than we had. 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

We do a lot of things differently now than we use to. (I ask "Like what? ") The children s 
ministry is different. We didn 't have a children's minister before and you all did at NE 

and that was different having someone tell you what to do. 

Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

/ don't know, were the churches declining before? (I said "yes ") I don't know if it 
stopped that or not. 

What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged 
church best? 

Serving with them. I am really big into missions and I love working with people on 
projects and doing things like that with them. 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

Yes, it was done well. I don't go there anymore but it s not because I thought the merger 
was a bad idea. 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 
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/ think we should have communicated better about all the changes that happened. I mean, 
we voted for them, but there could have been better communication before the merger 
and after to make sure everyone knew what was going on and got to participate and 

share their opinions. 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

/ wasn 't really involved in the merger process but I can say that I thought it went 
smoother than the other merger (between NW and Cherokee Forest). 

What would you have done differently? 

/ would have kept the ministries that NW did over there. They were really important and 
I hate that you didn 't keep the homeless ministry. 

Interview #8 

What did you think has been the effect of the merger on these two congregations? 

It was beneficial for NW and allowed them to continue their ministries which was in 
danger of dying. It aged the NE congregation so much that it changed the character of 

the church pretty significantly 

What do you think has been the best thing that's happened to the church as a result 
of the merger? 

Some of the members ofNW that came have been great additions to the personnel, 
building and grounds, and fellowship committees 

What do you think has been the worst aspect of the merger? 

The increased average age of the congregation and the unwillingness of some NW 
members to let go of some of the traditions that contributed to the decline of their church. 

Did the merger stop the churches decline? Did it make it more vibrant? 

It stopped decline for NW but it may have reversed the growth trends at NE 
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What, in your opinion, helped you get to know the other members of the merged 
church best? 

Fellowships, name tags, and directories 

Do you feel like the merger was done well? 

Yes, the merger steering committee and the staff planned the transition well 

What problems occurred with the merger that you did not anticipate? 

The effect that the age difference would have on morale and attendance and energy of the 

church 

How would you rate the effectiveness of the pastor in leading the merger process? 

Excellent - the pastor did a great job of thinking ahead about what changes in structure 
were needed and leading the congregation in getting to know each other and giving 

pastoral care to both congregations to help them deal with the stress of change. 

What would you have done differently? 

Insisted that the church hire a trained music minister rather than keeping the staff person 
from the other church. Talked with the other congregation in advance about the changes 

that would be happening to reduce the amount of conflict related to change. 
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APPENDIX F 

SUNDAY SCHOOL AND WORSHIP ATTENDANCE FOR THE MERGED CHURCH 

AUGUST 2007-DECEMBER 2009 

2007 

August 

September 

October 

November 

December 

2008 

January 

February 

March 

April 

May 

June 

July 

August 

September 

October 

November 

December 

Sunday School 

91 

85 

94 

76 

76 

92 

77 

92 

NA 

78 

66 

80 

82 

73 

76 

73 

81 

Worship 

139 

128 

129 

111 

110 

118 

107 

146 

NA 

104 

102 

105 

99 

97 

112 

93 

105 
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2009 

January 

February 

March 

April 

May 

June 

July 

August 

September 

October 

November 

December 

75 

72 

81 

96 

83 

80 

85 

94 

76 

69 

79 

75 

102 

88 

92 

99 

101 

96 

98 

114 

90 

103 

97 

93 

First 12 months after the merger average: SS - 82, Worship - 118 

Second 12 months after the merger average: SS - 80, Worship - 98 

Third 12 months after the merger (through 6 months): SS - 79, Worship - 100 
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APPENDIX G 

TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

Northeast 

Northwoods 

Mainline Church 

Congregation 

Use of this term in this project refers to Northeast Baptist 

Church in Atlanta, Georgia. One of the participants in the 

congregational merger being discussed. 

Use of this term in this project refers to Northwoods Baptist 

Church in Atlanta, Georgia. One of the participants in the 

congregational merger being discussed. 

Usually refers to the mainline denominations of the United 

States. The largest mainline groups are Methodist, 

Presbyterian, Lutheran, and Episcopal. They tend to be 

socially progressive and theologically more liberal than 

evangelical churches on such issues as ordination of women, 

sexual orientation, inclusivity, biblical inerrancy, and more 

open to historical, critical methodology in biblical studies. 

A group of people who worship together regularly. 

Congregational Merger The integration of two or more congregations with the 

intention of making the individual congregations into one 

united group. 

Merger 

Church/church 

White flight 

The process of combining two or more organizations into one. 

"Church" refers to all Christian people worldwide, "church" 

refers to a particular group or congregation of Christian people. 

A term for the demographic trend in which working and 

middle-class white people move to white suburbs and exurbs, 

away from suburbs or urban neighborhoods that are becoming 

racially desegregated. 
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Steering committee A group of people who give discernment and leadership to a 

group of people for a particular task. For this project, steering 

committee refers to the six members of the two merging 

churches who led the integration process, designing the new 

church and implementing the new vision of the merged 

congregation. 
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