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On May 15, Pentecost Sunday, Centennial UMC and St. Anthony Park UMC had a single 
joint worship service at Centennial and, afterward, members did a prayer walk to the St. 
Anthony Park campus—symbolizing the new path they’re taking together.

By Christa Meland

Part of Centennial United Methodist 
Church’s vision is to connect with every 
child, youth, and adult within a five-
mile radius of the church. A couple of 
years ago, prompted by the Missional 
Church Consultation Initiative, the 
Roseville congregation was discerning 
how God was calling members to reach 
new people. At the same time, it was 
taking a hard look at its Sunday evening 
contemporary service, The Well, which 
had great music and a strong core group 
but wasn’t growing.

So when conference leaders asked 
church leaders if they would be willing 
to consider an absorption merger with 
St. Anthony Park United Methodist 
Church—located 4.9 miles away—they 
knew it was something they needed to 
explore.

“The challenge of every protestant is to 
figure out how to do church differently,” 
said Rev. Whitney Starkey. “We have to 
redefine what we offer the community 
and try new things to stay relevant.”

Two become one

Since 1889, St. Anthony Park has helped 
people of all ages grow in their faith, but 
the St. Paul church had been declining in 
recent years and was averaging just 40 in 
worship attendance. Financial struggles 
were also making it harder to keep the 
doors open.

Centennial UMC expands to second site, 
launches St. Anthony Park campus

Last year, the people of Centennial 
and St. Anthony Park began exploring 
the idea of combining, with St. Anthony 
Park becoming a second campus of 
Centennial. They had joint meetings, 
prayed about next steps, and dreamed 
together as they got to know each other.

On Jan. 24, both congregations 
separately voted on their intent to merge 
and are in the process of completing 
legal paperwork.

“This is a really big step,” said Starkey, 
who will be the pastor at the St. Anthony 
Park campus. “We’re taking on a new 
identity. It’s scary but we’re learning a lot 
about trusting in God’s vision and God’s 
call in our lives. I’m so excited to see the 
fruits of that.”

On May 15, Pentecost Sunday, the two 
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congregations had a single joint worship 
service at Centennial and, afterward, 
members did a prayer walk to the St. 
Anthony Park campus—symbolizing the 
new path they’re taking together.

The following week, St. Anthony Park 
had its last worship service as a separate 
congregation, and the Well also had 
its last service. After renovating the St. 
Anthony Park building this summer, 
Centennial will launch a contemporary 
service there in late fall or early winter. 

“This was a way of saying, ‘we’re in this 
together and stepping into a new life,’” 
said Starkey.

Next steps

Between 40 and 50 people, some 
from Centennial and some from St. 
Anthony Park, are on a launch team 
that’s preparing for the second campus. 
In addition to worshipping at the 
new campus, they will participate in 
weekly training sessions on leadership, 
evangelism, and United Methodism—
and they will meet in small groups that 
additional people from the community 
will be invited to join even before 
worship launches later this year.

The launch team will also plan and lead 
various community events throughout 
the summer to make connections with 
new people—including monthly movies 
and activities in a park located a block 
from the new campus.

After renovations at the new campus 
are completed, the initial focuses will 

be on three things that Centennial 
already holds close to its heart: excellent 
worship, strong children’s ministry, and 
community outreach.

Hopes and dreams

Randy Oelschlager, a 25-year member 
of Centennial who had a deep love for 
the Well service, is a member of the 
launch team. He believes the timing of 
the invitation to consider merging with 
St. Anthony Park was no coincidence.

“As we were praying over the future 
of the Well community and how we 
reach out and become more than what 
we are, the opportunity to combine 

Church planter visits
New churches are always looking for financial support, prayers, and churches to partner with them 
as they seek to gain momentum and reach new people. Is your church interested in learning more 
about one of the conference’s newest churches—or hearing about what’s involved in planting a 
church? Many church planters—including Rev. Jeremiah Lideen of Uptown Church in Minneapolis, 
Rev. Tyler Sit of New City Church in Minneapolis, and Rev. Cullen Tanner of Northern Light Church—
would be happy to visit and share during worship or an educational forum. To arrange a visit, con-
tact a church planter directly or e-mail reach.renew.rejoice@minnesotaumc.org.
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Centennial UMC’s St. Anthony Park 
campus.
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with another congregation that was 
struggling with its own difficulties of 
moving forward just seemed like such a 
perfect fit,” he said. “It was meant to be. 
It was like God was right there listening 
and walking with us.”

Oelschlager’s greatest hope is that by 
bringing a contemporary service to an 
area that doesn’t currently have one, new 
community members will come to know 
Christ in new ways.

“I am so excited to bring new people in 
to share that passion and excitement for 
God, the community, and the world,” he 
said.

Wendy Rahn, who has been a member 
of St. Anthony Park UMC for more than a 
decade, is also part of the launch team. 
She looks forward to being part of a 
rebirth for a place she holds near and 
dear.

“I’m hopeful that the new style of 
worship can draw people back to the 
church or draw people for the first time,” 
she said. “I dream that we will have 
enough voices singing during worship 
that they can be heard throughout the 
neighborhood, a Sunday School program 
that’s going strong, and a church that’s 
part of the neighborhood conversation.”

Meanwhile, Starkey is already 
pondering how the new site will change 
Centennial’s culture and inspire it to 
continue to try other new things.

“What else is God calling us to do?” she 
said. “God is moving and working and 
calling us to keep dreaming. I can’t wait 
to have this win under our belt and then 
use the momentum to do the next big 
thing.”
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3-year progress
Reach • Renew • Rejoice calls for launching seven new churches, partnering 
with seven existing churches to launch new sites, and assisting 140 church-
es in revitalizing their ministries over seven years.  
Here’s a look at progress in the first three years:

By Christa Meland

There’s no shortage of stories about 
growth and vitality among churches 
that have completed a transformational 
process. But how does a congregation 
prepare itself for the Healthy Church 
Initiative (HCI) or the Missional Church 
Consultation Initiative (MCCI)?

Readiness factors

Members of the Cabinet—which in-
cludes the bishop, the district superinten-
dents, and Rev. Cindy Gregorson, director 
of ministries—invite churches to partici-
pate based on several readiness factors:

Leadership: The pastor must have 
the capacity to lead the congregation 
through a transformation process and 
changes recommended through it. “Does 
the clergyperson have zest for ministry, 
passion, perseverance to work a change 
process, and a heart for the gospel and 
reaching the community?” said Gre-
gorson. “We really look for leaders who 
have the trust of their congregation.”

Congregational health: For revitaliza-
tion to work, the congregation must be 
healthy in how members work and live to-
gether. A church isn’t ready for a process if 
there is conflict and discord. Another sign 
of readiness is having tried something 
new within the past few years. “We’re 
looking to build on what’s there, not fix 
something that’s broken,” Gregorson said.

Financial capacity: The congrega-
tion must have resources to implement 
change. Starting a new ministry or 
worship service, creating a discipleship 
or leadership development process, and 
other prescriptions can require money.

Commitment: There needs to be a core 
group of lay people who are committed 
to full participation in the process. “How 
much does the congregation want to 
adapt and change?” asked Gregorson.

How congregations can prepare

If the major readiness factors are in 
place, there are several ways a congrega-
tion can prepare itself for a revitalization 
process. Here are three:

Books: Gather a small team of leaders 
and read and discuss Missional Renais-
sance by Reggie McNeal and/or Renovate 

Readiness for revitalization

or Die by Bob Farr. This is a great way to 
get a core group thinking about change. 

Breakthrough workshops: The con-
ference offers several of these each year 
focused around key practices for congre-
gations of all sizes. Attending one and 
implementing recommended practices 
introduced is a great way to experiment 
with change and practice some of what 
HCI would involve but on a smaller scale.

Choosing the Faithful Path: This 
process, based on a book of the same 
name, is new to the conference and two 
congregations in the Southern Prairie 
District recently piloted it. Ideally suited to 
churches that have between 50 and 100 
in worship, the process is a 10-week self-
study that helps a congregation explore 
the question, “What are we able, willing, 
and committed to do to fulfill the call and 
commission of the church?” A facilitator 
is present at the beginning, middle, and 
end—and the in the weeks between, a 
group from the congregation reads the 
book and discusses it in the context of its 
own situation. Sometimes the congrega-
tion might discover that its faithful path 
is to merge or close, and other times, it 

may be going through a more intensive 
change process—like HCI. 

Choosing the Faithful Path

In recent months, Oakwood United 
Methodist Church in New Ulm and 
Springfield United Methodist Church par-
ticipated in Choosing the Faithful Path.

“It was a very healthy process for our 
church,” said Rev. Richard “Ric” Jacobsen, 
who serves Oakwood UMC. He said the 
process helps churches take inventory 
of their strengths and their challenges in 
many areas—including outreach, wor-
ship, and discipleship. While the process 
affirmed that Oakwood has strong out-
reach ministries (its multi-faceted part-
nership with an elementary school has 
become a model for other churches) and 
is in a pretty good financial position, it 
also uncovered some painful truths about 
areas for improvement. 

“Some of the things it pointed out about 
Oakwood are that we don’t do leadership 
development well—we’re not real inten-
tional about raising up new leaders—and 
we need to be more intentional about 
disciple making and spiritual growth 

l  The Beloved launched in 
St. Paul

l  Rosemount UMC initiated 
expansion to a second 
location 

l  21 churches began a 
revitalization process

2014
2015

2016
l  New City Church 

launched in 
Minneapolis

l  Embrace Church out 
of Sioux Falls, South 
Dakota, started a 
Twin Cities campus in 
Lakeland

l  19 churches began a 
revitalization process

l  Northwest Minneapolis 
United Methodist 
Ministry (a Hmong faith 
community) launched in 
Robbinsdale

l  Centennial United 
Methodist Church in 
Roseville will launch a 
second location

l  More churches will begin 
a revitalization process

through Bible studies and small groups,” 
Jacobsen said. 

Oakwood plans to make some 
changes immediately based on what it 
learned through the process—setting 
term limits for leaders so the church 
can train up new people, restructuring 
committees so members spend more 
time in service, and starting new prayer 
initiatives.

For Oakwood, Choosing the Faithful 
Path will likely be a precursor to HCI, 
which will help it identify and imple-
ment additional changes that represent 
new possibilities. It will likely become 
a first step for other small churches to 
determine readiness for HCI too—par-
ticularly given that Missional Journey (a 
revitalization process for smaller church-
es) has ended. Gregorson said it didn’t 
get enough traction, in part because the 
model didn’t offer as much coaching 
as churches needed. (More coaching is 
offered through HCI, which churches of 
all sizes can now participate in.)

On the horizon

Gregorson said now that some 
churches are a few years out from 
having completed HCI, it might be 
time to think about a next iteration of 
the process to help them keep moving 
forward. 

“If churches have been working their 
HCI plan for three years, now what?” 
said Gregorson. “You have to continue 
to reassess every three to five years. We 
want to help congregations be fruitful 
and make an impact for the long term.”

Members of Oakwood United Methodist Church in New Ulm pray for students and staff at 
a nearby elementary school they are partnering with after preparing appreciation gifts for 
teachers there.

Reflecting on the first three years
It’s been three years since the Minnesota 

Annual Conference authorized a feasibility 
study and subsequent capital campaign 
to start new churches and revitalize 
existing congregations. In response to 
this passionate vision and bold plan, 
Reach l Renew l Rejoice was born. Through 
it, we’ve focused our collective prayer, 
discernment, strategy, leadership, and 
money on reaching new people, renewing 
our congregations, and rejoicing in all that 
God is doing in and through Minnesota 
United Methodists. Aside from financial 
progress, there’s more to celebrate.

Christians need modern stories of hope 
and transformation. Yes, we’re people 
of the empty tomb, but we also seek 
evidence of God’s resurrection power in 
our world today. Ninety-seven percent of 
our churches opened their doors to pre-
sentations about our seven-year plan for 
congregational development. Thousands 
have heard about places of new growth 
and been motivated to make their minis-
try matter in their own neighborhoods. 

Leaders are willing to take risks if they 
know they’re not alone. Sometimes in 
faith, we make our road by walking. How-
ever, it is often challenging to take that 
first step alone. Letting go of ways we’ve 
always done church in the past is easier 
if other churches have blazed some trail 
before us and a coach comes back to lead 
us on a leg of the journey they previously 
traveled. Since the somewhat reluctant 
pilot congregations in our transformation 
processes took the first leap of faith sever-

al years ago, many churches are now excit-
edly preparing themselves for their turn.

New church starts positively impact 
neighboring congregations. We are 
deploying many ministry models in many 
mission fields. Existing churches in the 
area rarely have members who are drawn 
away to a new ministry designed to reach 
a different audience. At the same time, the 
energy of new Christians and the net-
working of a church planter in the area of-
ten stimulates an existing church to more 
intentionally address its own ministries of 
invitation, welcoming, and integration.

Younger people value spirituality, and 
older people yearn to leave a spiritual 
legacy. Through Reach l Renew l Rejoice 
presentations, younger people have 
asked questions and been excited to hear 
that faith is alive but that church is being 
reimagined for the future. Older people 
appreciate knowing that the roots of 
faith they have cherished for generations 
are still being cultivated. They often give 
to the changing church if they have the 
assurance that the fuel and flame of faith 
is being picked up by others even if the 
vessel in which it is carried looks different.  

Reach l Renew l Rejoice is not ending, 
but rather gaining new momentum as we 
continue to make disciples of Jesus Christ 
for the transformation of the world!

Dan Johnson

Director of Reach l Renew l Rejoice and  
Twin Cities District Superintendent


