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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”. 

 
Rev. Wayne E. Gustafson, D.Min. 
Interim Minister  

 
 



Susquehanna Association 
Visioning for the Future 

 
The Susquehanna Association Executive Council has begun a visioning process for the 
purpose of restructuring of the association. They are asking for our help in fulfilling 
their mission as the Greater Church by understanding what each Local Church needs 
from the Susquehanna Association. It would be most helpful to them if you could take 
a moment and fill out the survey. You can mail or drop off your completed survey to 
the church office. All surveys need to be completed by July 10th. 
 
Please tell us a little about yourself... 
 
1.  How long have you been a member of the United Church of Christ (UCC)? 
 _____ 1-3 years   _____5-10 years 
 _____ 3-5 years   _____more than 10 years 
   
2. Were you baptized in the UCC? 
 _____ yes    _____ no 
 If no, by which denomination were you baptized?________________________________ 
 
3.  Were you confirmed in the UCC? 
 _____ yes    _____ no 
 If no, by which denomination were you confirmed?______________________________ 
 
4. How old are you? 
 _____ under 25   _____ 46-65 
 _____ 25-35   _____ Over 65  
 _____ 36-45 
  
5.  Your gender:   ____ Female _____Male 
 
6.  How often do you utilize the Internet? 
 _____Daily   _____Monthly 
 _____Weekly   _____Never 
     
7. How frequently do you participate in worship? 
 _____weekly   _____monthly 
 _____twice a month  _____Holidays and special occasions 
  
8.  Have you served as a member of a local church council of ministry team in the past five 
years?   
 If yes, please check all that apply. 
 _____Council    _____Worship Committee 
 _____Trustees/Finance   _____Christian Education 
 _____Deacons    _____Fellowship 
 
9.  Suppose somebody was new in town and they said to you, “Tell me some reasons why I 
should attend your church instead of some other church.”  What would you say? 



 
 
 
10. What are your goals or vision for your local church in the coming years? 
 
 
 
 
11. What is your local church presently doing to make those goals and visions a reality? 
 
 
 
 
12. What do you see as the number one strength of the UCC presence in Central New York? 
 
 
 
 
13. What do you see as the number one weakness of the UCC presence in Central New York? 
 
 
 
 
14. What do you see as the number one threat to the UCC presented in Central New York? 
 
 
 
 
15.  Are you aware that your local church is a member of the Susquehanna Association? 
 _____ yes       _____ no 
  
16. Based on your understanding, what is the primary purpose of the Susquehanna Association? 
 _____ Support local pastors  _____ Christian Education and development 
 _____ Authorize ministers  _____ Resource for local church councils and 
administrators 
 _____ Church leadership development 
 _____ Other_____________________________________________ 
 
17. Have you ever attended a Susquehanna Association event? 
 _____ yes   _____ no 
 
18. If yes to #17, please check all that apply: 
 _____ Local pastor support group/training  _____ Women’s Fellowship 
 _____ Association meeting    _____ Men’s Fellowship 
 _____ Evangelism event     _____ Church Development 
 _____ Youth event     _____ Laity Training 
  
 



The Susquehanna Association’s Missions Statement states:  
The Susquehanna Association of the New York Conference United Church of Christ, with God’s 
help, promotes our mutual covenant one with another: to nurture disciples, strengthen local 
churches, and uphold the mission and ministry of all settings of the United Church of Christ. 
 
19. When you read in the statement that there is a “covenant,” what does that mean to you? 
 
 
 
 
20.  Are you able to affirm the working Mission Statement of the Susquehanna Association 
Executive Council? 
 _____ yes   _____ no 
 If no, what would you change? 
 
 
 
 
21.  In what way can the Susquehanna Association enable, encourage and support your 
congregation’s Christian life and service in the future that it is not doing now? 
 
 
 
 
22. Would you like more networking opportunities through the Susquehanna Association? 
 _____ yes  _____ no 
 
23. If yes, please check all that apply 
 _____ Local pastor support  _____ Evangelism 
 _____ Social    _____ Youth 
 _____ Other___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
24.   How do you receive your news about the Susquehanna Association and the wider mission?  
Check all that apply: 
 _____ UCCNY.org 
 _____ Rev. Rick Cowles (Conference Minister) blog 
 _____ Correspondence from the Susquehanna Association by mail 
 _____ Correspondence from the Susquehanna Association by e-mail 
 _____ Read United Church News, the UCC national newsletter 
 
Thank you! 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 



JOYS & CONCERNS 
 

� Our condolences to the family of Nancy Rose who passed away on May 30th, 2008. 
 
Please take a moment to send a note or card to someone you know.  Your kind thoughts and prayers are very much 
appreciated. 
 

Memorial Contribution 
We have received a Memorial gift in memory of Nancy Rose from Peggy & Charlie Streeter. 

 

The Park Church Family 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Summer Worship Schedule 

 
Renew your spirit this summer with informal, innovative worship services. 
 
Pastor Wayne and several others have begun to plan the summer worship 
service series that will begin on June 22 and extend to August 31st. The 
services will begin at 9:00 AM and will be held in Beecher Hall.  
 
On June 29th, Ed and Joanne Herman will lead a worship titled “Sacred 
Experiences.” It will focus on ways “the Sacred” has entered our lives, 
whether labeled “sacred” or not.  
 
July 6 is a Communion Sunday in which Pastor Wayne will speak on the 
various meanings of worship in our lives and the life of our church. 
 
On other Sundays, we may read through the day’s newspaper from a 
theological/spiritual perspective; or consider the meaning(s) of Communion; 
or consider what it means to be part of our denomination, the United 
Church of Christ; or consider the possibilities for Mission, Education, 
fellowship and Invitation in the life of the church. 
 
We plan to include the children throughout these services, keeping them 
busy and playing a part in what we do. We’ll be sitting in a circle, not in 
rows, and we’ll spend some time in small groups on some Sundays. 
Come see how new worship forms can touch you in new ways. 

 




