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Breakthroughs
Celebrating growth, vitality, and progress  
through Reach • Renew • Rejoice

By Christa Meland

A Twin Cities campus of Embrace Church 
launched Nov. 8 with two worship services and 
438 people in attendance—making it the largest 
launch of a single United Methodist Church site 
in Minnesota in recent decades.

“It was electric,” said Rev. Austin Walker, who 
leads the new “St. Croix” campus in Lakeland, 
about 35 miles east of Minneapolis. “The entry-
way was packed full of people from all different 
generations.”

Embrace, based in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, 
was recently named the 10th-fastest-growing 
church in America. It began in 2006 with 40 peo-
ple and now averages more than 3,000 in weekly 
worship attendance across four physical loca-
tions (three in South Dakota, plus the Minnesota 
campus) and an online community.

Embrace’s new campus is located inside what 
used to be St. Croix Valley United Methodist 
Church. Members of that congregation, which 
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Embrace launches Twin Cities campus with  
two worship services, hundreds in attendance

Embrace leaders used social media, mailings, and door hangers to get the 
word out about the new campus, which welcomed 438 on its first Sunday.

Funds raised to date are already at work. The Minnesota Conference is already using Reach • Renew • Rejoice 
funds to plant new churches and revitalize existing churches across Minnesota. Churches and individuals will be 
fulfilling pledges for the next five years, but funding collected to date is already being put to good use, helping 
congregations reach new people and make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. 

5 things you should know about Reach • Renew • Rejoice
By Christa Meland
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50 gather for ‘Friendraiser’ to help 
shape future of New City Church
By Christa Meland

What could a weekly experience look 
like that makes you come alive? What op-
portunities, education, or experiences will 
help you get involved? If you had $1 bil-
lion, how would you make your communi-
ty more just? And what keeps Minneapolis 
from acting and living justly?

Fifty people—mostly Millennials who 
live in or near the area—gathered at the 
Powderhorn Recreation Center in Minne-
apolis in September for a “Friendraiser” 
to discuss those four questions and to 
help shape the future of New City Church, 
which Rev. Tyler Sit began planting in 
June in the Phillips-Powderhorn neighbor-
hood. (Reach • Renew • Rejoice will make it 
possible to start seven new churches over 
the next seven years; New City Church is 
the second of those seven.)

Sit told attendees that New City Church 
will begin with two components: a weekly 
evening worship experience inside a 
home and social justice formation oppor-
tunities that teach people hard skills they 
can employ to make a difference in their 

communities—for example, fundraising 
or community organizing.

Those ideas resonated with attendees, 
who chose which of the four key ques-
tions they most wanted to discuss and 
then sat in small groups to talk about 
them. They shared their ideas with each 
other and wrote them on Post-it notes 
that were pasted on the wall for all to 

see and later compiled into an e-book.

Small-group discussions touched on a 
wide variety of topics. Many expressed a 
desire for worship services to be a co-cre-
ated experience rather than a spectator 
event—and Sit said he’s looking at spiri-
tual exercises like art meditations, journ-
aling, and discussions about sermons in 
order to fulfill that desire.

When talking about challenges  
people in the Minneapolis mission field 
are facing, attendees cited isolation, 
college debt, housing segregation, 
food scarcity, power dynamics, and the 
cost of health care. But they also talked 
passionately about their dreams for their 
neighborhoods—safe spaces where  
people can build community, holding 
each other accountable to work for 
justice, creating practical connections 
between worship and service, partner-
ing with groups already working toward 
equality, and bringing people of  
different races, classes, and backgrounds 
together.

“The fire is re-ignited,” one attendee said. 
“I actually have hope in Christianity again,” 
said another.

“I think God showed up in serious ways,” 
said Sit. “The Holy Spirit really invigorated 
that room.”

Rev. Tyler Sit (right) talks with two people 
who came to the “Friendraiser” and 
shared ideas for the future of New City 
Church.
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By Rev. Paul Baudhuin, Pastor,  
Aldersgate UMC

Have you ever redone a room in your 
house? Y’know, you revamp your entry way 
and living room so dramatically that you 
hardly even recognize your own house? 
And then you find yourself using that space 
more than you ever thought you would 
and in ways you never thought you could? 

This is what happened at Aldersgate 
UMC in St. Louis Park. Through the Healthy 
Church Initiative (HCI) process, Aldersgate 
determined that its entry way needed to 
be redone. So leaders of the church began 
to wonder what would happen if this area 
became less of a pass-through space and 
more of a space in which you might spend 
some time. Plans to knock down walls 
began; the church would sacrifice class-
room and meeting space in order to gain 
conversational space. A once-small, dark, 
pass-through area was to become a place 
to stop, sit, and (oh no!) perhaps even be 
late for worship or Sunday School.

No one knew if this would work. Was it 
worth the cost? Was it worth the energy? 
Was it worth the time? As the project came 
to a close, the community of Aldersgate 

suddenly and tragically lost a 56-year-
old member. About 200 people came to 
grieve, pray, and celebrate a life. As those 
200 gathered in this new space, and it was 
used for the first time, it became clear: This 
space was more than just space. It’s holy 
space—space where souls connect in grief, 
in laughter, and in everything in between. 
Today, this space is used more than we 
thought it would be and in ways we never 
imagined it could be. Sunday mornings 
have taken a 180-degree turn: “Education 
Hour” has become “Connection Hour,” as 
friends, both new and lifelong, sip coffee, 
have a cookie, and connect. Other changes 
have come as well, such as adding tables 
and relevant activities for kids in the sanc-
tuary and a new early childcare center.

Aldersgate still has a long way to go, 
but now we know that, though change is 
hard, it is fruitful. When it’s done carefully, 
intentionally, and purposefully, God can 
get a hold of new things and use them in 
ways we never imagined. But you have 
to step into unknown waters. You have 
to take the hard and scary risk of saying 
goodbye to something you’ve loved and 
held dear and wade into the unknown to 
discover the activity of God in your midst. 

So here we go, on into the future. The 
waters of the next new thing are no less 
scary, but now we know that the goal 
is not to cross them but simply to kick 
up our feet and get swept away in their 
current.

Delano UMC renews faith of community through big tent revival
By Christa Meland

Earlier this year, around the time when 
members of Delano United Methodist 
Church were hearing about the Minneso-
ta Conference’s Reach • Renew • Rejoice 
initiative for congregational develop-
ment, they asked themselves: How can 
we bring Reach • Renew • Rejoice to our 
community?

Those questions led them to organize a 
big tent revival for their community Oct. 
3-4 that welcomed about 500 people, 
roughly half of whom were from outside 
of the church. 

The event featured meaningful worship 
around the themes of “reach,” “renew,” and 
“rejoice”; Bible studies; excellent music 
from Delano musicians and the Twin Cities 
Community Gospel Choir; delicious (and 

free) food; games; and fun for the whole 
family. Three dynamic clergy from across 
the state served as guest preachers.

The goal was to reach new people, 
renew their spirits, and ignite in them a 
passion for Christ—and Rev. Matt Sipe 
said the event did just that.

“The affect this is having on our com-
munity is still being talked about and felt,” 
said Sipe. “We still are receiving cards, 
letters, and visits from people who were 
moved by God’s Spirit during the event. It 
has our community talking about the Holy 
Spirit and people speaking of our church 
in a positive and Spirit-filled way.”

Although the church is always looking 
to grow, the primary goal of the revival 
wasn’t to get more people in Delano 
UMC’s pews. It was to meet people where 
they’re at and share the message of God’s 
love and grace.

“We hope that they left there fired up 
for God…that they know God’s love, that 
they experienced God’s love,” said Sipe. 
“We were trying to inject some Holy Spirit 
into this community.”

Aldersgate UMC knocks down walls, creates holy space
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had become older and smaller in recent 
years, voted in August to discontinue 
and give their building to Embrace so 
that Embrace could launch a new cam-
pus there.

“We’re so excited to be a small part 
of what God is doing and will do in the 
Minnesota Conference,” said Embrace 
Lead Pastor Adam Weber.

Prior to launch Sunday, Embrace 
leaders got the word out about the St. 

Croix campus through social media, 
mailings to the surrounding area, and 
door hangers with Coke bottles that 
they left on the door steps of people in 
the community.

“We challenged anybody and every-
body that we knew to invite their neigh-
bors, friends, and coworkers,” said Walker. 
Many people who used to attend St. Croix 
Valley UMC were among those present. 
Several had tears in their eyes as they told 
Walker they could feel God’s presence 
and loved seeing the church full again.

Walker, who is from Minnesota and 

spent eight years as the youth director 
of Hastings United Methodist Church, 
returned this fall after having spent eight 
months leading one of Embrace’s South 
Dakota campuses.

Many people in close proximity to the 
new campus don’t have a church home, 
and he said he looks forward to continu-
ing to welcome newcomers.

“We concentrate on every Sunday 
being the most important Sunday of 
the year,” said Walker. “We want to do 
anything and everything we can to reach 
the next person for Jesus.”
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We are ahead of schedule in implementing the plan. The Reach • Renew • Rejoice plan calls for launching one 
new church, partnering with one existing church to launch a new site, and assisting 20 churches in revitalizing 
their ministries each year for seven years. In year one (2014), The Beloved launched in St. Paul and Rosemount 
UMC expanded to a second location (called “The Bridge”). In year two (2015), New City Church launched in 
Minneapolis and Embrace Church out of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, started a Twin Cities campus in Lakeland. 
And during each of the past two years, more than 20 churches have started one of the conference’s three trans-
formational processes—the Healthy Church Initiative (for mid-sized churches), the Missional Church Consulta-
tion Initiative (for large churches), or Missional Journey (for small churches). 

Pledges have topped $3 million. This means we’ve already exceeded our $2.5 million “breakthrough” (or, initial) 
goal, and we’re now working toward our “rejoice” (or, ultimate) goal of $3.7 million. The seven-year Reach • Re-
new • Rejoice plan will require $3.7 million, so the hope is that pledges that come in over the next few months 
will get us there. Thank you for your generosity in helping us achieve this important milestone.
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People of all ages and churches of all sizes are supporting this initiative. One of those people is Orem Robbins, 
who is 100 years old and a longtime member of Hennepin Avenue UMC. Robbins, who put himself through 
college at the University of Minnesota, founded Security Life Insurance Company of America in 1956. He said 
his faith and church have made a significant difference in his life, and he wants to do all he can to help more 
people find God. “I like any concept that gets people to church,” Robbins said. “A church is people and people 
do things. There’s a need and I answered the call, and I’m blessed for having answered the call. If you help 
expand the church, you’ll be blessed. You have to do as much as you can while you’re able to.”
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Reach • Renew • Rejoice will reach thousands of new people. One hundred fifty-four churches will be start-
ed, revitalized, or expanded over the next seven years through this initiative. Based on past history and 
future projections, an estimated 12,000 new people will call these 154 churches home and experience the 
life-changing love of Christ. 

5

5 THINGS
>  CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1


