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Focus Group Composition.

The Future Directions Task Force (FDTF) conducted four independent focus group interviews at
Gilbert Lutheran Church (GLC). Eighty (80) GLC members were invited to the interviews. Thirty
eight (38) members participated in the interviews and were divided into four groups: 1)
members of Board of Administration and Council, 2) members ages 15 through 34, 3) members
ages 35-53, and 4) members ages 54 and older. Moderators were trained prior to the
interviews.

Interview Process.

The interview process for all four interviews opened with brief devotions including the reading
of a Bible passage and an opening prayer. The interview consisted of asking participants the
following questions submitted by our pastors and the FDTF.

Pastors’ question 1a: How has God blessed our congregation?

Pastors’ question 1b: Why does GLC exist and what is its purpose at this time?

Pastors’ question 1c: What do you think God’s hopes and dreams are for GLC?

FDTF question 2: What are some activities that GLC is currently doing that are vital to its
ministries? A) in general, B) in worship, C) in service to others, D) in growing faith, E) in
Christian Fellowship.

FDTF question 3: What are some efforts that you would like to see enhanced or changed in
GIC’s ministries? A) in general, B) in worship, C) in service to others, D) in growing faith, E) in
Christian Fellowship.

FDTF question 4: What are some ministries that you would like to see added at GLC? A) in
general, B) in worship, C) in service to others, D) in growing faith, E) in Christian Fellowship
FDTF question 5: Is there anything that we missed that you would like to talk about?

FDTF question 6: What are the most important three points that you discussed today?

The participants response to and discussion of the above questions was recorded digitally as
well as on paper. The interview closed with prayer.

Interview Results and Themes.

The material presented in this section of the report represents a synthesis by the FDTF of
information gathered from the four independent interviews.



GLC’s Blessings. GLC is blessed with committed, dedicated and diversely talented members. It
has good to excellent facilities as well as financial and human resources. GLC is a growing
congregation in a growing community. Congregational membership is comparatively young
with many families with children. The growth of the youth program is considered one of the
strong points of the congregation. The congregation is blessed with two very active, energetic
and cohesive pastors. GLC is very community oriented and is an integral part of the Gilbert
community. Both internally and externally it exhibits and practices a “culture of caring”. This is
accomplished by numerous programs and activities oriented to serve and enrich GLC members
as well as others, particularly those in need in the community and elsewhere. The music
ministry is often cited as both a blessing and attractant for members. GLC is blessed with a spirit
of volunteerism by its members. It is noted for its welcoming nature.

GLC’s Purpose. GLC exists to bring hope to its members and to the community. Its purpose is to
share God’s love. It is a place to gather to worship and do God’s work. It helps people grow in
faith. It provides an operational model for youth and others at how a community should
“work”. It exists to provide a venue for members to be disciples both within the Gilbert
community and in communities and circumstances where there are special needs.

God’s hopes and dreams for GLC. Participants expressed that GLC should continue to do His
will. It should maintain a strong and welcoming community presence. It should be a place of
hope, refuge, and belonging. It should enrich the lives of its members, others within the
community, and those with special needs. It has the opportunity to expand its ministries and
services. It has enormous potential and may want to expand its physical, human, and financial
resources.

Major themes. Several themes emerged from the focus group interviews. These were generally
related to two categories, ministries and management. The themes are listed below and then
followed with more in depth descriptions or supportive information.

Ministries: Worship service; Youth group; Family ministries; Service to others; Growing
in faith; Fellowship; Culture of caring and sense of community;
Leadership programs

Management: Administrative structure; Communication and marketing; Leadership
programs; Facility, staffing and space needs

1. Worship service. There seemed to be a consensus that the worship service should remain
as the core ministry. Participants liked the flexibility of services, the musical offerings, the
children’s sermon, the number of people who participate (this does not mean attend) in
worship services, temple talks, sharing peace of Christ, incorporation of videos, humor, and
conversational delivery of sermons.

Many interview participants viewed GLC worship services as being the same as they have
always been. Some appreciated this stability and some did not. Those who would like to



see change in the worship service mentioned the following: timeliness/relevance of
sermons, type of service, time of service, musical offerings, offering of communion and
involvement of children and youth in worship services.

The sermon was viewed as a vital part of GLC. The content, timeliness, and application to
current events in the church, community and world were viewed as very important.
Sermons were viewed as being abstract by some. Members are looking for personal
messages and want to learn how the scriptures can be applied to their own lives both in and
outside the church. They want to feel “connected”. Others expressed the view that
sermons should be such that people want to come to church to hear the message and be
inspired.

The type of service was an issue discussed in all four focus groups. A traditional service
should be maintained. Other types of services should be explored and implemented. The
word, ‘contemporary’ was used frequently; however, it was never carefully defined other
than wanting something other than the traditional service. Additionally the topic of special
services just for the youth and young adults was discussed. There was a sense that there
should be different types of services for different types of members.

The time of services should also be explored. Services should be scheduled at times most
likely to accommodate members and would depend on the type of service being offered. In
addition to two Sunday services other possibilities mentioned were mid-week, Saturday or
Sunday evening services.

Music ministry is viewed as a strong and unique feature of GLC. In addition to the existing
musical offerings, there is interest in having more ‘live’ music including instrumental, voice,
bells, and children’s and youth offerings. Involving children and youth in musical offerings
and as a part of the church service was viewed as an excellent way to get parents to attend
church services. The subjects of liturgy and hymns were discussed. By nature, members
prefer those that are most familiar to them. Incorporation of new liturgical settings and
unfamiliar hymns in the service should be accompanied by some type of educational
program that would allow people to enjoy them and fully participate in their singing. Many
members are looking forward to more organ music in church and believe this is part of a
rich musical tradition. Some would like to see more contemporary music that would “wake
people up”.

The offering of communion is an integral part of GLC worship services. Some would like to
have communion offered more frequently while realizing there are logistical issues. Others
would like to receive communion while kneeling at a communion rail. The view was
expressed that this method allows more time to really think about the sacrament, what is
occurring and what one is receiving.

Involvement of children and youth in worship services was brought up a number of times.
As mentioned under music ministry above, there is need to involve children’s groups and



youth in worship services. This involvement could be through musical offerings, skits,
readings, testimonials or other creative endeavors. The current participation of children in
the children’s sermon is viewed very positively and as something that should be strongly
supported. The involvement of children and youth in creating drawings for the bulletin
should also be continued and these individuals should be recognized.

Youth Group. The youth group ministry is seen as essential to the future of GLC. A youth
director or more adult guidance was thought to be essential. Additionally a more “message-
centered structure” is needed to channel the tangible energy of the youth toward what
they want to get out of church. GLC youth are very enthusiastic and energetic about
working together to help the community and share God’s love, but are not happy when
youth group is just about hanging out. They want more value out of the group and stated it
will take more structure and a more message-focused theme. Hiring a youth director was
mentioned many times or at least having more adults to help. They would rather see God in
action; such as through mission trips or youth community trips rather than be told about it.
If resources do not allow our church to develop a youth group, it was suggested we could
outsource the youth group to churches that already specialize in youth activities and then
return to discuss in our Sunday school. Related, the space available for youth activities at
GLC is limited. This is particularly true when GLC youth invite friends to join them.

There is need for a youth group for kids in grades 5 through 8 in addition to the high school
youth program. The church should be a major presence in their lives and should keep them
engaged and create balance. This would be in addition to the youth involved in
confirmation. Providing age appropriate activities and conversations for the younger youth
would be an excellent opportunity to begin to teach them how to be Christian leaders. It
also would be a way to engage them in more activities within the church. This program
would require supervision. This could be from adult members of the congregation, a youth
director or from interns that might be available from universities.

Interest was also expressed in integrating various youth age groups into intergenerational
activities. Some see the need to bring families and generations together through shared
activities. The national youth gatherings and mission trips serve as opportunities for
members of any age to experience what the church can do outside of its local community.

Family Ministries. These programs should be comprehensive and not just involve youth.
Opportunities in this ministry include: continuation of the parenting class and invite
members and non-members; women’s ministries; infant programs; middle school issues;
early reading programs; potlucks and multigenerational events; dealing with personal
finances and financial stresses; cyber-bullying and other social issues.

Service to others. We should enhance service to others through greater participation and
more communication back to the congregation. People were enthusiastic about helping
others both inside and outside the church and cited TLC at GLC as exemplifying the Christian




spirit. Some, however, were unaware of what TLC at GLC stood for. Some believe that the
TLC ministry should be expanded.

People would like to hear more stories about those who have been helped because it is
motivating and provides evidence that the church and/or their offerings are doing
something. Pastor Tom’s recent story about helping strangers with gas and tires was
meaningful. It was said that we don’t see the needs around us from our middle class lives.
People were glad that our finances are flexible enough to help people in need even when it
is not planned in the budget. People seemed willing to be involved if asked, but noted that
only a small group of people seems to be doing “90%” of the work, even though they are
doing a wonderful job. GLC currently has numerous outreach activities. It needs to examine
how it can enhance these or do them better. It may need to focus on what it does well. It
was suggested that others need to be invited to participate in our outreach activities. They
often don’t know what is available and how they can help. It was pointed out that some
service activities are “stagnant” and need an energy infusion.

An important way by which GLC can increase its service to others is by implementing the
family ministry and associated educational programs mentioned above. These would be
available to GLC members and others in the community. Other ways in which GLC can

reach out to others is through door to door visits with people in the community and find out
who may have needs that GLC can meet. We could also visit with the leaders of various
clubs and organizations in the community to see how GLC might be able to assist. GLC might
also need to explore partnering with the city of Gilbert on its proposed community center.

The summary from one focus group stated, “GLC is viewed positively but spread thin. Many
people feel obliged to participate rather than impassioned to excel at anything in
particular.” This might suggest that before GLC expands its service and outreach activities
that it should have adequate human and financial resources in place.

Growth in faith. Some felt that there should be more small group educational activities
focused on specific issues. Some examples that were mentioned include: expansion of
Corner Conversations, more remedial level Bible study, and application of faith principles to
current events. For example, how does the Penn State scandal affect parents and children
at GLC? How does it affect our community? GLC should be a safe place to talk about worldly
and social issues. Concerns were raised that current and future offerings would be
hampered by a lack of space conducive to learning and conversation.

One of the major components of GLC’s growth in faith ministry is its youth confirmation
program. Some view it as a strong program and stated, “It teaches the youth how to use
their talents in the community”. Some see it as vital to GLC ministries. Others expressed
concerns about the confirmation program and believe that it should go back to a two year
program and involve more active or service learning. It was stated in one group,
“Confirmation has become a chore to finish rather than a growing experience”. It was
reported that many youth are burnt out afterwards and want to be done with church for a
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while. Four years is too long and it is felt to be just more of the same from what they
learned in Sunday school rather than a new message or new way to apply what they know.
Possibly two years would be much more welcome tied to a strong youth group.

Christian fellowship. The idea of inter-, cross- or multi-generational events was brought up
on several occasions in several focus groups. These could be educational events, social and
fun events and/or service activities. For many members, a connection with other people is
the most meaningful aspect of the church. Although the small groups (such as quilting and
prayer shawl ministries) within GLC are examples of where strong relationships are formed,
some felt that not enough people participate or feel a strong connection to others outside
of their family.

Culture of caring and sense of community. GLC has a long history of caring for its members
and those in the community. As stated above in the blessings section of this report, “GLC is
very community oriented and is an integral part of the Gilbert community. Both internally
and externally it exhibits and practices a ‘culture of caring’. This is accomplished by
numerous programs and activities oriented to serve and enrich GLC members as well as
others, particularly those in need in the community and elsewhere.” There is a strong desire
to maintain this culture and GLC's involvement in the community. One participant remarked
that GLC was not only a Lutheran church but a community church. The community relies on
GLC. Another participant remarked that GLC should remain a community oriented church
rather than a mega-church. The small community orientation is attractive to many members
and part of the reason they joined GLC.

Leadership programs. There is a sense that GLC has excellent pastoral and lay leadership.
Because some individuals are called upon over and over, there also is a sense that a
leadership program would be valuable in developing new leaders. One participant
remarked that GLC needed a training and retraining program for leaders. GLC relies heavily
on volunteers. These individual would also benefit from leadership training. Some
individuals who serve in leadership positions may not like this role and would prefer to be
involved in other ways. These individuals would also benefit from leadership programs.
Additionally GLC members are encouraged to participate in discipleship. This requires
training and education.

GLC administrative structure. This issue was addressed or alluded to in three different

interviews. In one interview, individuals indicated that people did not want to chair a board
as they would have to attend lengthy Council meetings. Discussion continued as to whether
Board chairs had to serve on Council. Another group discussed the need for “activities and
opportunities to commune without responsibilities”. The need to reduce the time
commitment to meetings was specifically mentioned. Another group indicated that
meetings needed to be more efficient.

Communication. Communication issues were discussed in three of the four focus groups

and communication was one of the top three themes in two groups. This theme is broad in
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scope and multifaceted. One group suggested a marque in front of the church advertising
service times and activities. Several groups mentioned the need to update the website.
Similarly the need for a communication system to alert members, particularly new
members of all the opportunities there are at GLC to serve and to connect with others with
similar interests. To illustrate, a number of participants did not know what TLC from GLC
was. An ‘Owner’s Manual’ for new members was suggested as a way to inform them of all
church activities and groups. Others mentioned the need for signs directing people to
different places in the church. An example was given of the ‘chaos’ in the Shalom room on
Sunday mornings between services. If a stranger entered they would have difficulty
knowing what was going on or where to go. Others wondered how we share the goals of
various events at GLC. People are asked to volunteer their time and talents to certain
projects or activities but do not know or understand the purpose or goal of the event or
group. Others mentioned that they didn’t serve in various church service activities because
they were unaware of what was expected and did not want to make a mistake or be
criticized for doing so. For example there may need to be better information available on
what an usher is expected to do or what the duties are of people on the service committee.
It was noted that GLC’s current email list is primarily sent to one address provided by a
family. Thus not all members of the family may receive the communication. Similar issues
occur when church communications are sent by surface mail to a family address. It was
noted that an ‘evite’ is a good way to communicate with members who have email, but
often members receive so many of them that they ignore them. Communication is also
needed to find out people’s needs when they stop coming to church or drop their
membership at GLC. Other comments reflected the need for communication between GLC
members and leaders in various community civic or social groups.

Facility, staffing and financial needs. The need for physical, human, and financial resources
was a common theme in all four focus group interviews. One group noted that the facilities
need updating and repair. For example there is painting to be done, carpets to be repaired
and cleaned, and draperies that need cleaning. It was also noted that the facilities should
become more ‘green’ and more efficient. This viewpoint was expressed both from the
standpoint of being good stewards of God’s resources and also from the view of having an
attractive facility in which to carry out some of God’s work. Better equipment is needed in
the educational wing and in the sanctuary. Space concerns were brought up a number of
times. The growth of the Sunday school program has made a number of rooms
overcrowded on Sunday mornings. The Shalom room is bustling with activity on Sunday
mornings and is overcrowded and not conducive to educational activities. The size of the
youth group has expanded to the point that they do not have a good place to meet at the
church. Storage space is nearly non-existent. One group thought that a new building project
would be necessary to facilitate expanded existing and new ministries.

Several groups brought up the need for more staffing. A youth director position was
mentioned several times. One group suggested that if GLC did not have the funds to
support a youth program that the youth program should be outsourced to a church that
specialized in youth activities. Another group suggested that a youth director might not be



necessary but that adult supervision of some type was necessary. Based on the interest in
music ministry there is need for at least a part-time music director/coordinator. The
communication issues described previously require the services of an individual
experienced with marketing, communication, and database systems. The family ministries
described above will require staffing or qualified volunteers. Because of the numerous
groups and activities at GLC, an events/activities coordinator would be beneficial.

There was very limited discussion of financial needs. It was expressed in two groups that if
good programs or initiatives were presented that the funds would be available. In one
group, an example of a “50% church” was given. That is 50% of the dollars received are used
for outreach activities and the remaining one half for operational expenses. One participant
stated, “GLC has great financial capability and it must structure itself so that people are
inspired to give”. One group suggested a major fund raising project.

Conclusion

The focus group interview process uncovered a number of important themes and opportunities
for GLC. Although there are many challenges associated with these opportunities, the focus
group interview participants expressed strong enthusiasm for Gilbert Lutheran Church and its
ministries. They were overwhelmingly positive about the future of GLC.



