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The Pastor’s View ~  
 

So, what have I learned over the last six months about the life and development of 
the Park Church congregation?  As we move into the slower and potentially more 
reflective times of summer, this is a good question for us to be asking.  When I 
came at the beginning of December, it was immediately evident that the 
congregation did not lack spiritual energy, but it needed to find its foundation and 
direction.  Underneath the wonderful energy, however, I perceived a layer of anxiety 
and a sense that the issues ran deeper than simply the difficulties surrounding the 
loss of a pastor.  I have learned over the years to appreciate the complexities of life, 
and that while individuals can be delightfully complex, congregations are even more 
so.  I also have found that when congregations go through difficult times, they 
sometimes become overly self-blaming so that my job becomes one of helping to 
put things into a broader context.  This approach leads to greater understanding 
rather than to blaming.  Let me say, too, that my goal in this writing is not to prove 
that I am right in my assessments.  This is simply how I see it from my perspective. 
 
So, rather than evaluating the situation based on what went “right” or “wrong”, I 
prefer to ask, “What has been happening?  That is to say, what has been the 
meaning or the underlying purpose of the congregation’s recent and not so recent 
history?  The view from that perspective is fascinating and very hopeful. I see a 
congregation that has been going through an identity crisis.  And, by the way, 
identity crises are inevitable and even necessary in the developmental process of 
any congregation.   
 
Consider this: The Park Church was born in the mid 1800’s in response to a social 
crisis.  The founding families believed that the church needed to confront what it 
came to understand as the evil of slavery, and that a committed Christian 
congregation needed to take an active role in the process of affecting social change.  
While some of the activity involved helping individuals by means such as the 
Underground Railroad, the larger goal was to advocate for a healthier and more 
humane system that would prohibit people from owning other people.  This was a 
prophetic and socially challenging ministry!  
 
 



Subsequently, The Park Church confronted other social issues, such as women’s 
rights, the need for broader educational opportunities for all, poverty, hunger, and 
homelessness, to name just a few.  And it was very successful, not only in its 
mission projects, but in its growth, too!  People who were thoughtful, educated, and 
involved in the business world and the politics of the community flocked to the Park 
Church. 
 
This was good news, indeed; but everything, even success, comes with a cost.  
Success tends to turn a congregation inward.  Little by little, its focus becomes less 
about the spiritual purposes that brought it into being, and more towards its own 
survival as an institution and the well-being of its own members.  I do not mean this 
as a judgment, nor do I believe that it was avoidable.  Such changes are inevitable 
and they happen so gradually, over many years that it is only when we step back to 
look from a wider perspective that we can perceive these dynamics at all.  
 
Because this is a living process, developments continue. To put it briefly, , many of 
the congregation’s more recent struggles and events (say, in the last 15 or so years) 
can be seen as evidence that the demise of the congregation’s original prophetic 
identity had been reported prematurely.  The “Open and Affirming” issue served as 
the most obvious battleground for the Park Church’s identity crisis to play out.   
 
Once again, these reflections are not about blame.  One could say in the midst of a 
crisis, we humans make decisions that appear to contribute to other struggles, 
conflicts, and lasting hurts.  If we focus only on that, though, we tend to be pretty 
judgmental.  When, however, we look at the bigger picture, we can see that even 
the parts of the process that were painful, or that didn’t seem to be going in the right 
direction, actually helped move the process along.  I will give just one example.  
Many people have concluded that your previous pastor “was not a good fit” for this 
congregation.  A negative evaluation would be that the congregation made the 
“wrong” decision in hiring him.  A kinder evaluation is that his hiring was an 
inevitable result of the larger process of the church’s identity crisis, and so his 
presence encouraged the congregation to discover and take responsibility for its re-
emerging identity as a modern manifestation of its earlier identity as an “abolitionist 
church”. 
 
In the last six months, I have been the midwife assisting in the birthing process. The 
birth pains will subside, the vision for the near future will clarify, and The Park 
Church will be a rejuvenated and healthy presence in Elmira’s “renaissance”. 
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