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Rediscovering the Way: 
Becoming a Wesleyan Movement for the 21st Century  

2016-2020 Columbia District Strategic Plan 
 
 

Executive Summary 
 
What Is Our Vision? 
 

We believe God has a purpose for us!  We hope that United Methodists in the Columbia District 

can become a contagious Christian catalyst for  

 Robust Christian practices  

 Social and critical thinking, and  

 Creative solutions. 
These habits will deepen and enhance our relationships with God and one another, our 
connections with our local communities, and our engagement in global concerns. 
 

 
Why a Strategic Plan Now? 
 

Big changes are evident in the Columbia District – both in the Portland metro 

area and in the Columbia Gorge.  Churches are closing or merging.  Some churches are 
exploring new forms of worship or ministry to try to turn around their decline.  If these trends 
continue, we will not have the financial or leadership resources at the Annual Conference level 
to sustain our denominational connections by 2025. 

 
How Will We Move Forward? 
 

Our goal is to find a way to rediscover our roots. Christianity and Methodism 

are powerful Spirit-led movements.  Our imperative is to be open to an as-yet-unknown future 
where we will once again be significant participants in our communities and assist people in 
finding spiritual meaning. 
 

None of us knows exactly how our churches will need to change to have a lasting future.  We do 

know that it won’t be a focus on raising more money or finding more members – It will be 

about our spiritual rediscovery.   
 

It will take all of us – working in partnership.  Rather than a last-ditch attempt to prop up a 
failing structure - this strategic plan is an invitation to explore new ways to move forward. 
 

This plan is only a starting place.  Together we will live into the vision outlined in 

this plan.  Each church will engage the goals as they strengthen the mission at work and 
movement already underway in their community. 
 

 

If anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here! 
- II Corinthians 5:17 
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Our Christian & Methodist Roots 

 

You will receive power when the Holy Spirit 
comes upon you, and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. 

 – Acts 1:8 

 
Christianity began as a first century 
influential movement of the Holy Spirit in 
response to what God had done in raising 
Jesus Christ from the dead. When the 
disciples were gathered at Pentecost (Acts 
2), the Holy Spirit came upon them and 
empowered them to give witness in word 
and deed to Jesus alive in the world and in 
their lives. Early Christians met together 
and devoted themselves to the common 
practices of Scripture reading, prayer, the 
breaking of bread (in meals and in Holy 
Communion) and to fellowship. This bold 
and committed shared life together led to 
the spread of Christianity as a way of life. As 
a result, early believers, before they were 
called Christians, were first called people of 
the Way (Acts 9).  
 
What would it look like for 21st century 
United Methodists in the Pacific Northwest 
to rediscover a Spirit-empowered shared 
life together as practitioners of the Jesus 
Way? 
 
In a similar manner, Methodism began as 
an 18th century influential movement of the 
Holy Spirit in response to John Wesley’s 
conversion of heart and life - and his desire 
to share that conversion with others 
through a common commitment (method) 
of reading Scripture, prayer and “watching 
over one another in love.” Methodism 
began as a renewal movement away from 
the established Anglican Church in England 
and toward a predominantly lay-led 

practical approach toward personal and 
social holiness.  
 
In what ways, as 21st century United 
Methodists in the Pacific Northwest, have 
we lost our core denominational identity 
as a renewal movement and become the 
very institutional church that John Wesley 
and the early Methodists sought to 
reform?  
 
It is our intention that the goals and 
strategies described below will carry us 
forward to God’s preferred future for the 
Columbia District.   At this historic moment 
in time, we are at a place similar to Jesus’ 
disciples after the crucifixion and 
resurrection, but before Pentecost.  Our 
faith mingles with our sorrow and 
uncertainty.  Our hope is not firmly held. 
We wait for the power of the Spirit on high 
to descend upon us once more and rekindle 
our passion again. 
 
The focus of this plan is not on “saving the 
institution.”  It is not designed to preserve 
the past or what currently exists.  Instead, 
our focus is to rediscover the potential of 
our church communities – not by 
abandoning what is valuable to us – but by 
renewing what is most meaningful and 
relevant.   
 

 

“Give me one hundred people  
who fear nothing but God  

and I will change the world.” 
 –John Wesley 
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Why the Columbia District Matters 
 

 

“…they were all filled with the Holy Spirit 
and spoke the word of God boldly.  All the 

believers were one in heart and mind… And 
God’s grace was so powerfully at work in 

them all that there were no needy persons 
among them.” 
– Acts 4:31-34 

 

 

Why bother?  What is our vision? 
 

We believe God has a purpose for us!  We 
hope that United Methodists in the 
Columbia District can become a 

contagious Christian catalyst for  

 
These habits (or praxis) will deepen and 
enhance our relationships with God and 
one another, our connections with our local 
communities, and our engagement in global 
concerns. 
 

What value can we bring? 
 

We hope that a rediscovered United 
Methodist movement will offer: 

 An intimate and challenging 

connection with God through 

faith in Jesus Christ. 

 Loving and accepting 

communities that embody the 

model of Jesus who repudiated 
narrow conceptions of religion and did 
not demand allegiance to a particular 
creed. 

 Opportunities for meaningful and 

intentional engagement in 

society in concretely transformative 

ways. 

 Support to make courageous 

personal changes that lead to 

holy and purposeful lives. 

 A positive presence, place 

and partner for the broader 

community to engage together in 

prophetic witness and healing action 
rooted in God’s larger redemption of 
the world. 

 

What is unique about our role? 
 

Our essential core as United Methodists is 

based on four foundations known as 

Wesley’s Quadrilateral - 

 
As United Methodists, we feel that we get 
closer to the “truth” when we employ all 
four of these foundations.  As a result, we 
value theological diversity and religious 
broad-mindedness. 
 

First and foremost is the practice of 

compassion – in our relationships with 

each other, our connections to our 
community, and our engagement with 
global concerns. 
 
United Methodists believe in a Christianity 
that is not only intellectually understood, 
but also experientially lived.  We practice a 

“vital piety” and a “social holiness” 

through our worship together, our personal 
and communal spiritual practices, and our 
engagement on issues of justice, peace and 
the healing of creation. 
 

Robust Christian practices 

Social and critical thinking 

Creative solutions 

Scripture 

Christian 
tradition 

Personal & 
community 
experience 

Critical 
thinking 

or reason 
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Our Historic Opportunity 
 

 

“The best of it is, God is with us.” 
 –John Wesley 

 

 

Big changes are evident in the 

Columbia District – both in the 

Portland metro area and in the Columbia 
Gorge.  Churches are closing or merging.  
Some churches are exploring new forms of 
worship or ministry to try to turn around 
their decline.   
 
These trends are national in scope and 
affect all other mainline Protestant 
denominations.  The bottom-line prediction 
for United Methodism is that if declining 
trends continue, we will not have the 
financial or leadership resources at the 
Annual Conference level to sustain our 
denominational connections by 2025. 
 

Downward Trends 
 

The journey ahead of us will not be easy.  
The necessity for change brings with it 
opportunities for conflict and division.  We 
may find ourselves mourning the inevitable 
loss of ways of doing things that are familiar 
to us and beloved by us. 
 
These trends have been felt hardest and 
earliest in the Pacific Northwest. We have 
already lost much of our connectional 
support on the Annual Conference level.   
 
We live in a unique region with particular 
and diverse understandings of what it 
means to be spiritual persons.  
 
 

The primary strategy nationally is for 
churches to raise more money.  Although 
based on a passion for United Methodism, 
here in the Columbia District, it is clear that 
our people are already giving more per 
household than perhaps they ever have.  
 

The Trends in Columbia District  
 

Within the next 5 years (by 2020) - It is 
projected that 20% of our churches (nine 
congregations out of 44 remaining) will 
close - or merge with another church.   
 
Within the next 10 years (by 2025) - The 
biggest financial supporters of our churches 
will be deceased. 
 
Within the next 20 years (by 2035) - At our 
current rate of decline, only about 1,150 
people will worship together and 150 will 
attend church school in 19 United 
Methodist churches in the Columbia 
District. 
 

The impacts of decline that this 

Strategic Plan seeks to address are  
1. Overwhelming infrastructure 
2. Dwindling leadership capacity 
3. Decreased vision 
4. Questionable relevancy 

 
We have addressed these areas of concern 

with SMART goals in  

 Spirituality and worship 

 Leadership development 

 Connection 

 Community engagement  

 Membership Worship 
Attendance 

Church School 
Attendance 

Local Church 
Budgets 

Number of 
Churches 

2004 7,527 3,869 1,411 8,627,784 51 

2014 6,107 2,601 669 6,767,803 47 

Change -19% -33% -53% -22% -8% 
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Moving Forward 
 

We love our church communities.  We feel 
at home in our church sanctuaries.  Each of 
us has a special part of worship or church 
life that we look forward to.  And we have 
important memories attached to our home 
churches – when we were married perhaps 
or when our children were baptized. 
 
We are also concerned about meeting our 
church’s budget and maintaining our church 
buildings.  Some of us feel fatigued at the 
effort it takes to keep things going.  Even 
when things don’t improve significantly, we 
still feel that the effort is worth it – because 
our churches – and all they mean to us - are 
worth it. 
 

We must rebuild a Wesleyan 

vision together – This strategic plan is 

an attempt to “kick start” the process. 
 

Our goal is to find a way to 

rediscover our roots. Christianity and 

United Methodism are powerful Spirit-led 
movements.  Our imperative is to be open 
to an as-yet-unknown future where we will 
be significant participants in our 

communities and assist people in finding 
spiritual meaning. 
 
None of us knows exactly how our churches 
will need to change to have a lasting future.  
We do know that it won’t be a focus on 
raising more money or finding more 

members – It will be about our 

spiritual rediscovery.   

 
It will take all of us – working in partnership 
among churches and communities.  This 
strategic plan is an invitation to explore 
new ways to move forward - rather than a 
last-ditch attempt to prop up a failing 
structure. 
 
We invite you to read and reflect on this 
document.  Please prayerfully consider the 
future of your church community. 
 

 

“Who is a Methodist, according to your own 
account?” I answer: A Methodist is one who 

has “the love of God shed abroad in [his] 
heart by the Holy Spirit given unto [him];” 
one who “loves the Lord [her] God with all 

[her] heart, and with all [her] soul, and with 
all [her] mind, and with all [her] strength.” 

-John Wesley

 
 

Strategic Plan Goals and Strategies 

 
This plan is a missional strategy that 

focuses the church’s mission as a means for 
transforming our church community, our 
world and ourselves.  
 

The plan uses SMART goals (Specific, 

Measurable, Attainable, Relevant and Time-
based) to focus our efforts to achieve 
concrete results that will make a difference. 
 
Each church will select a goal – or identify 
an equally impactful goal – in one of the 
four plan areas to target in 2017-2018. 

The District Leadership Team used these 
guiding points in building this plan  –  

 This strategic plan must formulate 
achievable steps toward positive 
change that can be sustained for the 
long-term. 

 The implementation of this plan 
must be transferrable to future 
District and local church leadership. 

 The “case” for change must inspire 
the leadership of local churches to 
engage together in new and 
sometimes untried ways. 
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SMART Goals 
 

1. Spirituality & Worship  
 

 

“In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, 
freedom; and in all things, love.”  

 -- Attributed to John Wesley 
 

 
Spirituality and worship were at the heart 
of the early Christian movement and also of 
the Methodist movement that swept across 
England and the United States.  
 

In the Columbia District we need to reclaim 
lives of “vital piety” (spiritual practices that 
help us tend to life with God and with each 
other) that lead us to “social holiness”. 

Simply put - Changed lives make for 

a changed world.  
 

The Christian life of discipleship is more 
than an hour on a Sunday morning spent in 
worship. We need to reclaim Wesley’s 
understanding of “Christian conferencing” 
as a primary means of grace. Meeting with 
one another in small groups mid-week for 
support and accountability is just as 
important as prayer and Holy Communion. 
We must rediscover “bearing each other’s 
burdens” and “watching over one another 
in love” in and beyond Sunday worship. 
 

The changes we are looking for are: 

 Deeper commitment to life with 
God and each other 

 Tangible ways to grow in personal 
and social holiness 

 Common practices that shape our 
lives together 

 

Spirit-filled worship will flow from our mid-
week communal life together. Clear 
discipleship processes – like inquiry, 
formation and preparation - will lead others 
and us closer to God and each other. 
 

We operate in a culture once more where 
lived Christianity is not the norm, but rather 
the exception.  This is the moment to 
explore our contemporary context as it 
relates to the early Christian and Methodist 
movements.  Together we can build a clear 
process for “making disciples of Jesus 
Christ” who are Wesleyan in their practice 
of “vital piety” and “social holiness.” 

 
Goals 
 

A. Churches self-select to learn the logic 
of discipleship patterned in the early 
church (“catechumenate”) – assisting 
those from outside the church to 
become fully integrated into a life of 
faith.  Each church creates an initiation 
process for adults coming into Christian 
faith. (At least 2 churches annually)  
The D.S. will lead weekend workshops. 

 

B. Churches self-select to study the 
Wesley class meeting.  A process for 
“watching over one another in love” is 
developed. (At least 2 churches 
annually)  “The Class Meeting” by Kevin 
Watson will be an essential resource. 

 

C. A District team is formed to provide 
worship consultations to local 
churches. (2017) The D.S. will train and 
coordinate this team. 

 

D. Churches self-select to create worship 
design teams to consider more 
transformative, spirit-filled worship 
experiences. New or renewed worship 
elements and styles are implemented. 
(At least 2 churches annually) These 
teams could meet across churches to 
share support and ideas for liturgical 
seasons.  The District Office will offer 
resources and support communication 
among churches.
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2. Leadership Development  
 
Active lay leadership and “set apart” and 
“sent” disciples/apostles/lay preachers 
were at the heart of the early Christian and 
Methodist movements.  
 

 

“Give me 100 preachers who fear nothing 
but sin and desire nothing but God, and I 

care not a straw whether they be clergy or 
lay men [women]; such alone will shake the 

gates of hell and set up  
the kingdom of heaven on Earth." 

-John Wesley 
 

 
We need strong partnerships between 
licensed/ordained pastors and lay 
leadership in every local church. Presently, 
many of our churches reflect the belief that 
ministry is primarily the work of paid 
professionals rather than the call of 
everyone within the congregation.  
 

Ministry is the work of us all. As a 

result, we need empowered, trained and 
equipped laity. We need clergy partnered 
and supported in ministry.  We need 
alternatives to formal seminary education, 
and even forms of immersion learning for 
clergy and laity. The result will be 
communities alive with strong spiritual 
leadership, and clear opportunities for 
leadership development and deployment 
both inside and outside of the local church. 

 

Goals 
 

A. A District Lay Leadership team is 
developed to explore and recommend 
models for Leadership Development 
(2016-2017).  At least one specific 
District model for lay leadership 
development is created and rolled-out 
(2017-2018). The District Lay Leader will 
organize and coordinate this team. 

 

B. Alternatives to seminary and post-
seminary pastoral leadership 
development are explored. An 
implementation plan using various 
models is developed and rolled-out.  
(2017-2020) A District Pastoral 
Leadership Team will research models 
such as Missional Wisdom “Launch and 
Lead” Cohorts, QuadW summer 
internships, yearlong ministry 
residencies, and 2-week youth academy.   

 

C. “Going Deeper” retreats for clergy 
(2016-2020) and for laity (2017-2020) 
are held annually to reflect on our faith 
in order to make practical applications 
to our personal lives and church 
communities. These immersion 
retreats will deepen understanding of 
our theological foundations. The two 
District Leadership Teams will organize 
and the District Office will coordinate. 
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3. Connection – United Methodist, Interfaith, World  
 
Part of the genius of early Methodism is 
“connectionalism,” namely that we are 
stronger together than we are apart.  
 
We are not a collection of isolated churches 
operating wholly independent of each other, 

but rather we are an 

interconnected web of strength 

and support for each other, knit 

together in common mission and ministry.  
 
We must understand ourselves as a distinct 
region (Portland and the Gorge) that shares 
resources (human and otherwise) and 
works toward creative solutions for living 
out tangible ways of being connected.  
 

Can we be connected by more than 
apportionments and appointments? If we 
can, then we must find meaningful ways to 
be an interconnected web of strength and 
support. 
 
We must transcend the “rugged 
individualism” of our silo-settings for 
ministry and die to possessive/territorial 
approaches to our resources.  
 

Can we commit to living together as a 
connection rather than dying alone as 
separate local churches? If we can, then we 
must take a broader and more collective 
look at community/neighborhood assets 
and resources.  
 
We must explore cooperative ministries and 
collaboration. We need to commit to new 
and innovative expressions of intentional 
Christian community including house 
churches, new-start faith communities and 
residential missional houses. We need to 
explore partnership with ecumenical groups 
and secular organizations that mutually 
strengthen our common causes.  
 

Can we embrace fewer, but healthier, local 
churches and/or cooperative ministries? If 

we can, then we must consolidate 
resources across the District so that places 
of vital ministry can flourish. 
 
In this way, we will embrace and embody 
John Wesley’s dream of the connection for 
the people called Methodists. 
 

 

"Do all the good you can, in all the ways you 
can, in all the places you can, at all the 

times you can, by all the means you can, 
 to all the people you can,  
as long as ever you can." 

- John Wesley 
 

 

Goals 
 

A. Neighborhood Discovery Teams are 
created to do neighborhood-
community-local church assessments of 
ministry contexts to develop profiles 
for future potential ministries (2016-
2017). Two neighborhood contexts are 
profiled. (Beginning with Woodlawn in 
2016)  A model to train local teams to 
do similar assessment processes is 
developed (2017-2018). Funding is 
secured for Rev. Bill Gates to lead and 
train others. 

 

B. Churches self-select to assess their 
strengths and current potential for 
ministry through  “Discovering the 
Possibilities” workshops. (At least 2 
churches annually) Experienced trainers 
will lead workshops. 

 

C. Alternative patterns for connectional 
ministry models like multi-site ministry 
and cooperative ministry (e.g. UM 
Ministries of Salem-Keizer, neo-
cooperative parish) are discovered 
(2016-2017). Two alternative 
connectional ministry models are 
realized. (Pilot in 2017-2018). The D.S. 
will offer resources and assist with 
making connections as needed.
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4. Community Engagement  
 

We believe that by working 

together we have the power to 

change our churches and our 

communities for the better. 

 

Service and local advocacy were primary 
components of the early Wesleyan 
movement. Wesley’s Second “General Rule” 

exhorted community involvement to “do 

good of every possible sort.”  
 

Through Wesley’s tenet of “watching 

over one another in love,” early 

Methodists practiced social holiness and 
noticed when their neighbors went without 
food, shelter, or help. Methodists were 
early advocates against slavery and child 
labor, and were pioneers in developing a 
Social Creed (now the Social Principles). 
Since the 1968 merger, advocacy has 
focused on the “big picture”, with the effect 
of dwindling changes at the local level.  
 

We can reclaim the power of the “parish” 
by seeking stronger, intentional 
connections between the people “in” the 
church and those “outside” the church. 
Presently, we often act as if we believed 
service “inside” the church matters more 
than service “outside” the church.  
 

We have inspiring examples of ministry in 
our District.  University Park UMC is building 
affordable housing.  Capitol Hill UMC sold 
their property to Habitat for Humanity.  The 
community team stewarding the former 
Sunnyside UMC buildings is considering 
options for affordable housing and shared 
ministries of service. 
 

Our church members can be our most 
effective “community connectors” to 

extend the scope of ministry 

beyond church walls to the 

community—to the parish.  

 

Churches have been using community 
organizing practices for decades.  A central 
organizing practice is the cycle of “praxis”. 

 
 

Organizing is relational – people share their 
life stories with one another.  This creates 
bonds across differences and also highlights 
shared interests for social change. 

 
Goals 
 

A. Churches self-select to learn about the 
transportable skills of community 
organizing. (At least 2 churches 
annually)  The D.S. will identify 
resources to secure trainers. 

 

B. Churches self-select to work with 
“coaches” in community organizing to 
build relationships and secure strategic 
results. (Piloted with 2 churches in 
2017-2020)  The D.S. will identify 
resources to secure coaches. 

 

C. C. Local church assets and resources 
(from both closed and functioning 
congregations) are used to address the 
affordable housing crisis and other 
critical community issues.  (At least 3 
projects in 2016-2020)  The D.S. will 
offer resources and assist to make 
connections as needed.

 

Information 

Reflection 

Action 

Evaluation 
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Planning & Implementation Process 
 

Our Next Steps 
 

Oct - Dec 2016 Churches will review and comment on this strategic plan during their 
Charge Conferences. 

 

Jan - Apr 2017 Churches will make plans and begin action in rediscovering the way of 
early Christian and Methodist movements to build a sustainable future 
for United Methodism in the Columbia District. 

 

May - Oct 2017 Across the District, churches share with one another how they are 
engaging the plan and their specific goals – and celebrate “early fruit”. 

 

Determine which goal or goals you will focus on in the next year to move forward.  The results 
of work on all goals will be shared with all churches in the District.  Over the 4 years of this plan, 
you are encouraged to set goals in all four areas as a foundation for continued ministry. 
 

 
 

Plan Updates, Celebration and Evaluation 
 

Monitor and Update: The District Leadership Team will review progress annually.  As 
appropriate, this plan will be updated to reflect a growing understanding of the goals and 
strategies that will prove most effective. 
 

Celebration: Each year, churches will join together across the District to celebrate our efforts to 
rediscover the way, to recognize our successes and to reflect on our common challenges.   
 

Evaluation: At the end of the strategic plan’s period, the District Leadership Team will conduct 
an evaluation of the efforts and results of the District and local churches. 
 

Strategic Plan Development Process 
 

The District Superintendent and the District’s Leadership Team led a yearlong process of 
strategic planning.  A UM-connected consultant with expertise in strategic planning provided 
coordination.   The Columbia District Church Extension Society funded the planning process. 
 

Many individuals generously gave their time in interviews or focus groups to provide input.   
 

District Leadership Team members - 
Rev. Erin Martin, District Superintendent 
Rev. Tim Overton-Harris, District Team Chair 
Sandy Lofy, District Administrative Assistant 
Rev. Anna Cho, Epworth UMC 

Lydia Henry, District Lay Leader 
Scott Jensen, University Park UMC 
Michael Milch, Sellwood Faith Community 
Rev. Jeremy Smith, First UMC, Portland 

 

Strategic planning coordination provided by Dana L Brown Consulting. 

Spirituality & Worship Leadership Development 

Connection Community Engagement 

Our Future 


