
METROPOLITAN COMMUNITY PROGRAM COMMITTEE 

REPORT OF INITIAL STUDY 

 

Goal Sought – The Determination of Mission 

 This committee conceived its task to be the determination of the mission, the over-all 
function, of this church throughout the foreseeable future.  While the charge was to determine how 
the church could serve best its congregation in a metropolitan community, and while there were 
certain areas of service and program assigned to other committees for study, we could not separate 
our task from the over-all decision of what our church is to be about.  Specifically, we rejected the 
thought that our primary task was a program-by-program analysis to determine what innovations 
should be made, and what presently in use should be discarded.  Also, while we looked carefully at 
the church’s prior record, and the historical aspects of it, we made a studied attempt to keep away 
from the past as a model for the future.  We assumed the existence of marked change both in church 
and community, and in fact, in all society, which change demanded a look toward the future to 
determine afresh the mission, or ministry.  Parish renewal will be the product of mission, and to this 
we refer in the beginning to emphasize the committee’s conviction that substantial change is 
mandate. 

Scope and Character of Study 

 No effort will be made here to outline the details and scope of the study.  We feel that we 
progressed beyond the superficial treatment of the material at hand.  The 12-member committee had 
nearly 100 per cent attendance at meetings, and did all work together.  We gathered statistics, and 
evaluated results, at the internal, local, and national levels.  We tried to pay particular attention to 
present assets.  We studied concepts relating to present-day trials and dilemma of the Church, and 
read literature which we believed to be pertinent.  We reviewed case histories of churches in 
metropolitan communities of the character and size of ours, and looked particularly at those deemed 
to be rendering a service to the whole metropolitan community, not a segment of it.  So much for the 
preliminaries. 

Tabernacle – Foundation for Mission 

 A critical look at our present situation reveals a church, which for the better part of the past 
40 years, has functioned in what was basically a homogenous setting, when in fact, that was the 
prevailing pattern of Protestantism in this country.  It is the judgment of this committee – to be 
stressed throughout this report – that a continuation on such a course will not suffice.  During this 
time, mode of conveyance has changed completely, the congregation has spread into new suburbs, 
the average age of the congregation has increased, the membership, attendance, and activity 
participation have declined from a peak level, the neighborhood has undergone a major change in 
which, at the very least, it has lost its preference rating, and at the most, has experienced deterioration 
and threat of vandalism in some adjacent areas. 

 Through this same period, however, there have persisted areas of visionary planning which 
have had the effect of providing an excellent basic plant and facility in which to work.  There have 
continued areas of program which have developed a loyal and talented membership spread over 
metropolitan Indianapolis, and particularly the northern half of it.  There has not been the attrition 
which might have been expected, so there is a wealth of manpower and material with which to build.  
In most instances, where churches have come to such a crossroads and have been forced to a basic 
decision, the church has been farther down, and the road back has been longer. 
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 During the past two years, there has also been a resurgence in most of the significant areas of 
the church’s operation; but this must not be permitted to deceive.  The church has been marking time 
for several years.  To continue to do so may be expected to result in an inevitable ultimate decline.  
Despite the awakening of interest which is evident, if the church does not commit itself to a dynamic 
and visionary far-reaching policy (but instead attempts to remain as nearly as possible what it has 
been) there will be no satisfactory future for it. 

Relation of Location to Mission 

 With this we felt that our first major decision was to relate what kind of a church ours should 
be to place of location.  We found that the two were enmeshed.  While it is possible for a church on 
location to operate as an island, completely out of character with its surroundings, no promise flows 
therefrom.  The place of location will determine what kind of a church it will be.  The “location” may 
be a restricted and limited environ, or it may be as wide as its influence extends.  Churches moving 
into a city’s suburban districts inevitably take on the character of the neighborhood.  Likewise, 
churches remaining nearer the heart of a city may adopt the neighborhood flavor.  The difference is 
that in the latter case, the church has opportunity to, and may grow into the character of, a universal 
body for Christ in the city.  We saw no instance of a suburban church truly accomplishing such a 
mission. 

Decision to Remain in Location 

 At the end of this segment of study, the committee unanimously reached this first conclusion, 
and made this decision: 

 

 

 

 

 

 This goal is to be reached by symbol, by example, by work done in mission; the concept must 
be of an enlargement of field of operation and influence.  How this decision was reached, and what 
are its implication, follow. 

Inadequacies of the Church in Metropolitan America 

 The committee was continually faced with signs of decline in the Church’s influence in 
present-day America, and from this attempted to see if this should point any direction for us.  We 
encountered the truth that it did.  The growth in importance of the American city as the significant 
new fact in American life seems to tie directly to an expansion of the church’s obligations and 
mission.  It is charged repeatedly that the Protestant Church, which developed its character of 
homogeneity in rural America, had become inadequate to serve Christ’s Word and Way midst the 
complexities, the loneliness, and the trials of life in the metropolis, where its major application is to 
be practiced.  At the very least, a change must be recognized.  It has been pointed out that the cultural 
climate in which Beecher preached relevantly is radically different from that in which today’s 
Christians proclaim the Word, that the awesome cultural problems cannot be ignored, and the gospel 
cannot be permitted to accommodate to a particular society. 

“The Metropolitan Community Program Committee 
recommends that Tabernacle remain in location, both for now, 
and the foreseeable future, and put all of its energies into the 
development of a Protestant church rendering significant 
service to the entire Metropolitan Community.” 
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Evidences of Awakening of Conscience 

 American life, thus, demands of Protestantism a church which exercises universal influence 
and speaks effectively to the whole city through both its voice, and its deeds.  There appears to be a 
growing conscience in Protestantism that the church of the immediate past has not adequately 
rendered this service.  This is shared by both laity and clergy, but is most evident in the clergy, where 
life’s vocational commitment causes such considerations to be more poignantly felt.  More and more, 
the leadership and talent in the clergy are insisting on the challenge of working in the heart stream of 
urban life, so much so that certain apparent favored pulpit opportunities are declined, and more 
challenging commitments are accepted. 

Concept of the Fruitful Metropolitan Mission 

 The concept ideally is a church spreading its life, its influence, and its succor, over a 
metropolitan city with a congregation widespread enough, talented enough, and motivated enough to 
effectively wield meaningful influence.  Thus it becomes, in fact, a metropolitan body – a church 
serving the community through the work of Christian help, an example of service in the immediate 
neighborhood (and also in the farther reaches where indicated) and a church exercising a moral 
leadership that looks beyond an accommodating theology – speaking in Christ’s name to the moral, 
social, and economic problems of the day.  The church without such a conscience bears this guilt of 
omission and neglect. 

Record of Churches Following a Program Based Upon Such a Mission 

 A study of comparable churches throughout the country is revealing.  It indicates that 
comparatively few churches have faced this issue four-square.  However, where such a church has 
devoted itself whole-heartedly to such a program, and stands to be a force for Christ in the heart of a 
city, it has met with astounding success and finds help from unexpected sources.  The study also 
shows that even less than a complete effort, and with many deficiencies present, generally has 
brought favorable results, and enough success to make further proof of the point.  There are churches 
which we have studied, which have frankly stated that they expect to serve by leadership in all areas 
of their city’s life and behavior, that they will stay in location so that their church may stand for 
Christ’s mission throughout the entire community, that they will work towards welding the city 
together as a better unit.  With talent from all over the community employed to this purpose, these 
churches have served more effectively, and have met more fruitfully, the needs of the community.  
Such churches avoid the homogeneity of a group simply by employing this basic tenet.  The 
surprising and warming by-product in such case histories is the abundance of talented recruits which 
any such purposeful mission and program attract.  Each instance attests to the fact that more and 
more of the leadership of the community is looking for such a church effort with which to join hands. 

Tabernacle, a Church with Potential for Metropolitan Scope 

 Through present facilities, location, talent, and influence, Tabernacle is as ideally suited as 
could be imagined to embark upon such a program.  There will be more facilities and more talent 
coming, but the initial ingredients are ready made.  Its tradition, if not permitted to remain restrictive, 
is a proper base for mission.  The continuity of dynamic conservation, and the change of responsible 
innovation, go hand and hand in parish renewal.  At all times, Tabernacle’s present situation should 
be regarded as a blessing, not in any sense an apology. 
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 In so concluding, there should be no inference of criticism toward the past, or toward 
churches in the future, following different programs.  The Church needs to colonize, and to serve, 
specific and new neighborhoods.  But when the opportunity for leadership in a city badly in need of 
the help of Christ’s word is at hand for us, we should think long before rejecting the commission 
which all this dictates; in fact, of course, we should not reject it or qualify its acceptance in any 
manner. 

 We prefer to view the decision from the standpoint of opportunity, rather than from the 
negative.  There are, however, “why we should not move” factors, which deserve consideration as 
part of the whole.  The economics of abandoning which we have built is of concern, but if otherwise 
a move were dictated, this obstacle would be overcome.  Of greater moment would be the 
deteriorating effect of a church committed to such a change of residence immediately, or on the 
drawing board for the future.  With the awakening of the conscience which we see, we believe that 
only apology, and a sense of guilt, will flow from such a resignation to a narrower concept that God 
can be best served by us in rarefaction and homogeneity.  Once again, it will be stated that the 
rewards of service may be so great, that this is to be viewed only as opportunity; ‘why we should 
remain.’ 

The Character of the Metropolitan Church 

 The study we made discloses several points of clarification and direction.  First, the effective 
Metropolitan Church does not abandon itself to the cultural and educational level of its immediate 
neighborhood (if that be its character).  It should retain and develop those levels of strong leadership 
from throughout the city, which it intends to employ.  The church is no more performing the citywide 
mission in a metropolis when it resigns itself to a mile-square proximal, than when it resigns itself to 
a suburban neighborhood.  This means that the cultural, intellectual, and moral bases and refinements 
must be geared to the leadership which is in the church, and which the church intends to attract for 
leadership and service.  It is the hope that this in turn increases the capacity of the immediate 
neighborhood, and those from it.  But the worship service, and all areas of teaching and study, must 
be maintained on a level which will nourish spiritually those with capacity for exceptional service.  
With this premise established, the church opens universally to all. 

 Related to this directly, is effect of, and the extent of, participation by different racial and 
ethnic groups.  It is manifest that much is lost where there are restrictions upon an open invitation 
policy, either by proclamation, or in fact.  On the other hand, the gulf, while narrowing, has not 
reached the point where large influx will not be without effect.  Questionnaires to churches following 
a pattern which we recommend were studied carefully in this regard.  All were rendering service 
widely through varied racial groups, and all but one had some congregational participation; however, 
none found influx to be a problem or a detriment.  The key is in the aforesaid commitment to not 
abandon to the immediate neighborhood.  It can be effectively served without becoming like.  
Worship remains a personal thing for all Christians, and each person prefers to function in worship in 
a way that is in accommodation to his training and experience.  It is to be expected that in other 
generations, the gap will narrow so that participation in every church with appeal to the intellect, will 
have a more representative racial spread.  But that is not this day. 
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Mission Determinative of Program 

 Another conclusion arrived at, and in fact a warning given, deals with the relationship 
between mission and program.  The tail must not wag the dog, and mission must determine program, 
not the other way around.  Our committee involved itself in considerable program review, and at all 
times has been most cognizant of its vital importance.  More will be said about it later, but we soon 
learned to put first things first.  Every time we were channeled into discussion of program, we 
gravitated to numbers and personalities, and seemed to lose our way.  Upon study, the reason 
becomes apparent.  Dr. Fisher, in his case history in “From Tradition to Mission”, saw this clearly.  
He there concluded:  “To adopt a programmatic approach would be to treat symptoms, not the 
disease.  A rebirth of ministry is the primary need.”  “There is no neat programmatic approach to 
mission or parish renewal.  It comes by the power of God through faith and travail.”  Also, he said, “I 
take issue with the current disposition to rely on programs and techniques as substitutes for the 
service and mission from persons confronting others through God’s word.  Methods don’t produce 
motivation.  The born-again congregation, motivated by the Word, will adapt, borrow, and invent the 
necessary methods and mechanics to communicate relevantly its source of new life.” 

 Often what becomes immediately evident upon a view of a model church is the abundant 
program with the multitude of activities being conducted.  However, closer inspection will disclose 
that what is seen, in reality, is mission manifesting itself through program. 

 We conclude (what has been concluded before us) that the source of real strength for the 
future is in the awakening of the church community to service, to outreach and to witness, as well as 
to all other aspects of mission.  The pulpit is this first source, and from this comes the awakening of 
the laity, and the extension of its influence.  This involvement, on the part of the members, with the 
spiritual and moral needs of the community is the true source of strength and prescribes program, 
rather than the other way around.  Program must be considered, and considered in relationship to the 
attraction it will have.  But wherever an incisive study has been made of the churches which are 
examples to be followed, it will be seen that mission dictated program. 

Tentative Suggestions on Program 

 With the warning given above, certain comments seem to be in order about programming.  
Starting on the perimeter, the service to the community must be adjusted to need, and to changing 
needs.  Preschool curriculums, recreations in sports and youth lounges, educational facilities (youth 
and adult) to bring subpar up to standard, and service away from plant, all are opportunities so long 
as they fill a void.  Within the congregation, and the potential congregation, activities and social 
contacts should be sponsored widely to alleviate loneliness, and in activity where the persons fall into 
a group that needs help.  These are recipients for service, and the older group comes first to mind.  
Also, the young working group, separated from a home situation, is to be considered.  Moving within 
the core of the active congregation, the social factor, while never disregarded, is not properly the first 
consideration. 

 The program for such should be basically tied to what the church can do best.  Here the 
impact of mission comes into play.  The heart of renewal in the church, and in the interest of its 
members, is in the awakening to effective witness.  The prayer group opportunities, the study groups, 
and all other concerns with making the Word, and its application, vital to the life of the community 
should strive for a consistent application for these members.  In the fellowships there should be the 
primary tie to Christian service, rather than a pure social experience, for again, it is this which the 
church can do best.  We have seen the effective use of many devices; but this is not the time for more 
specific program recommendations, and the above only suggests the scope. 
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Specifics on Immediate Needs in Program 

 Looking for a moment at the specifics, there is not a program at Tabernacle, with perhaps one 
exception, which is flowering the way we would intend as we enter this point of decision.  However, 
there are two areas of obvious weakness which will hamper our efforts if not corrected; attention 
should be given to them.  The first is the fracturing of family groups within the church.  There has 
been reason in the way program for the young people has been conducted (its lack of attraction and 
lack of depth) for many of them to seek their church experience elsewhere.  There also has been 
reason for this in the form of the indulgence with which they are handled, and the quick concession 
that where the greater number of their social friends are at the moment, must be the best religious 
experience for them.  This is not distinctive to Tabernacle; it is an ailment of Protestantism, but if we 
are to succeed in this mission, Tabernacle must engender a loyalty and attraction to the church, so 
that the participation of members in Tabernacle is truly a family participation.  Nothing saps the 
strength of the church so much as the absence of this.  Just as there is abundance of talent in the 
church, there is an abundance of compatibility in its youth; wherefore, the problem should be subject 
to a simple cure.  The problem has been primarily with the apologetic approach, and the lack of 
program holding vitality and interest.  The program, even here, must be based not on social 
gimmicks, but on meaningful experience in service for these youth, who basically are more idealistic 
than their elders. 

 The second area which must be strengthened immediately is the membership of the young 
married group.  This is well recognized throughout the church, but needs significant emphasis at this 
point.  At present, there is insufficient numerical strength at these points to promise a future strength 
approaching that of the present leadership of the church. 

Impetus for Action 

 One of the dangers concerning a decision by Tabernacle to change direction is the very 
aforementioned favorable fact that the church has retained much of its vigor, and upon a superficial 
look, may not appear to need more than now is being done.  The impetus can be greater, and the 
results more apparent, when the distance between down and up is more marked.  In the over-all 
program, the church must face this as an emergency in long range planning, and not take solace in 
the relatively good health of the church. 

 This also has implication concerning the church plant.  Although the basic framework of the 
church plant is sufficient for any predictable needs, and is the result of careful planning and 
intelligent replacement, repair, and supplements, it is felt that the renewal will not realize its full 
promise unless major change is initiated upon the plant.  The interior plan of the church (and we are 
speaking principally of the service areas) was for a day 40 years ago, and a program entirely different 
from today.  It is recommended that consideration be given to a complete renovation, rearrangement, 
and rebuilding of the entire service area of the church, so that the pushing forward of mission will 
have the proper accommodations, and will have the added impetus of a new effort. 

Summation 

 This report is not easily subject to a summation.  It does not purport to be a program blueprint 
which would lend itself at the end to an enumeration.  Rather, in its entirety, it proceeds toward and 
reaches a single conclusion.  With this clarification stated, these following recapitulations may serve 
some purpose in summary. 
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 This evaluation of Tabernacle’s mission, and how it can be accomplished in the light of 
evolution in American life and accompanying present day challenge and responsibilities, reflect (a) a 
growing importance of the American city; (b) a record of the inadequacy of the Church to render 
Christian service in this changing society; and (c) the opportunity which this presents to a church 
with the attributes, talents, and location of ours. 

 Tabernacle can best serve Christ by developing its mission from and around its present 
location, which mission contemplates a church with a true metropolitan scope, serving the needs of 
the community, both immediate and distant, and furnishing meaningful religious experience to a 
congregation spread throughout the city, and employing the wealth of talents which thus will be 
available. 

 This must be accomplished by the development of a true sense of mission, and not by the 
emphasis on program devices.  In other words, the program must flow from the awakening sense of 
mission as to what a church in significant Christian Metropolitan Service is to be about.  This, 
however, does not disregard the need for a careful evaluation of weaknesses in the church program 
and this, in addition to extensive development in the physical plant, must be given priority. 

 The principal emphasis in this recommendation is a need for an awakening to an 
understanding of the power and consecration of such a mission.  In some way, this must be kindled in 
individual members, then in groups, and finally, in the congregation.  This report reflects the 
optimism which we feel – but at the same time, this is tempered with an awareness of the distance 
which most of us are removed from a real understanding of the commitment involved, in sacrifice, in 
work, and in acceptance of change.  It is conceived that it will come out of the inspiration from the 
pulpit, from other members, and from the experience of service begun; it must be continually 
nurtured and developed.  Little will be accomplished until such a renewal permeates the life of the 
church.  This report is only a starting point, and is the conclusion which this twelve-member 
committee reached through study and prayer. 

 

METROPOLITAN COMMUNITY PROGRAM COMMITTEE 

 

William B. Weisell, Chair 

Mrs. P.E. (Martha) Berns 

Mrs. George E. (Jean) Cohee 

Alfred E. Kuerst 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C. Howard Jansen, Vice Chair 

Jay T. Bromley 

Mrs. D.W. (Nancy) Fork 

John B. Roadhouse 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William S. Ramey, Vice Chair 

Mrs. George L. (Marg.) Clark 

Mrs. W.E. (Marg.) Hansen, Jr. 

Mrs. W.R. (Mary) Shuttleworth, 
Secretary 

 

 

 


