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MEMORANDUM 

 

TO:  Hodges Boulevard Presbyterian Church  

 

FROM: The Rev. Dr. Cynthia M. Benz 

 

DATE: June 10, 2018 

 

SUBJECT: Focus Group Analysis  

 

Synopsis: 

There were 5 focus group meetings scheduled originally, then 2 additional meetings were added, 

for a total of 7 (March 7 [2]; March 19, 20, 21; April 10 [2]), on various days of the week and 

various times of the day. 

 

56 members of the congregation participated in those 7 meetings; 

9 of 19 session members (47%) attended meetings.  

There were: 3 PNC members present at 1 meeting, 

2 PNC members present at 4 meetings, and 

1 PNC member present at 2 meetings. 

Co-Chair, Tod McVey, was in attendance at 2 of the meetings, and 

Co-Chair, Chris Gesdorf, was in attendance at 5 of the meetings. 

There was a total of 12 PNC member-visits to the meetings. 

 

I encouraged attendees to let me know if they thought of anything later to add, but only received 

back a few pink comments cards, and those came immediately after a couple of meetings. The 

total number of “slots” available to participate in a focus group meeting was 84, for a 

participation rate of 67%. Average attendance at the focus group meetings was 8, with a high of 

11 and low of 4.   

 

Hodges Boulevard Presbyterian Church’s membership reported to the General Assembly for 

2017 was 390. Based on that total, the participation rate was 14.4%. However, when calculated 

on the active members (using 169 as an approximate number, which is based on January-

February-March 2018 average worship attendance), the number is considerably higher at 33%. It 

should be noted that any amount over 10% is typically considered a success in the corporate/ 

secular world, whereas, in the church we regard 22-23% as the benchmark for a successful 

endeavor. Judging by these figures, I think we can consider this a very successful endeavor. 

Thank you for your help in promoting and attending the meetings.  

 

The age distribution of those members who participated broke down as follows: 
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     % participants   % members    % active 

 Age  Number     (56)            (390)       (169) 

 Under 40: 1 1.79 0.256 0.59 

 40 – 49: 3 5.36 0.769 1.78 

 50 – 59: 5 8.93 1.28 2.96 

 60 – 69: 14 25.00 3.59 8.28 

 70 – 79: 27 48.21 6.92 15.98 

 80 +: 6 10.71 1.54 3.55 

 Totals 56 100.00 14.36 33.14 

 

For those who may be curious as to how it broke down by gender, approximately 59% of those 

who participated were female, and 41% were male: 

 

 Age Male Female 

 Under 40:  0  1 

 40 – 49:  1  2 

 50 – 59:  2  3 

 60 – 69:  5  9 

 70 – 79:  13  14 

 80 – 89:  2  4 

 Totals 23 33  

 

Each meeting was opened with Scripture (Genesis 12:1-5) and prayer, and an explanation of the 

process. In the explanation and throughout the meetings, a few stories of my past experiences 

were shared with the participants in order to convey the importance of “Coming to Terms with 

History,” one of the Developmental Tasks of an Interim Ministry Specialist. It was also 

explained that these meetings were a time of information-gathering for the PNC, not a time for 

character assassination; it was a time for identifying God-given spiritual gifts and leadership 

skills and abilities which were either present or preferred in the 3 former pastors of Hodges 

Boulevard Presbyterian Church, going back as far as 1992. (In one meeting there was also a brief 

mention by an attendee of a former interim pastor, but I explained that interims have different 

responsibilities and skill sets, so reviewing the former interim ministers was not included in this 

process.) The size of the groups was limited to 12 in hopes of fostering a spirit of intimacy, 

which would conceivably lead to a certain level of comfort in sharing. Generally speaking, the 

participation was very good and the attendees seemed to genuinely appreciate the opportunity to 

have their voices heard. 

 

For your records, I am including the list of questions that were asked: 

1. What are some of the spiritual gifts/leadership skills you believe God gifted <former 

pastors’ names> with? What gifts/skills could they have benefitted from having more of?  

These questions were asked in order to identify the experiences, i.e., known quantities, of 

these pastors. Example: If a member said he would like to call a minister who is as smart 

as a rocket scientist, but had never had that experience, the member would not truly know 

if that was a good characteristic or not – a genius pastor could be greatly stimulating, or 

terribly boring. In this case, more often than not, experience is the best teacher. 

What was helpful?  And, not so much? 
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2. What are the things about your church that you believe are pleasing to God? What are 

some concerns you have about your church that you believe God may be calling you to 

address?   

The hope is that these answers will identify the areas where HBPC needs strengths in 

leadership, as well as help in identifying a vision for the future life of the congregation. 

What’s working?  NOT? 

3. What one change would you make at your church that you believe would be most 

pleasing to God? 

This will help the PNC recognize what some of the hopes and dreams are, as in long-term 

goals/mission/vision of the congregation. A candidate with some vision and strengths in 

how to lead towards these goals would be a plus.  Everybody gets to suggest one … 

4. What is getting in the way of your church being able to fully worship and glorify God?  

This not only helps with identifying leadership skills, but mission/direction of the 

congregation.  What’s in the way?   

5. Understanding that we are first and foremost called to worship and glorify God, what 

have I not asked that you believe would be helpful for the PNC to hear and consider in 

seeking a new pastor?   

Because of time constraints, it is impossible for me to ask everything. This question is the 

“last-ditch effort” at finding out any particular things that were on the members’ minds.  

What else???  

6. At the end of each focus group meeting, I shared the “Indications of Resolve,” which is 

the interims’ way of expressing that a congregation has all its significant issues settled, is 

healthy, and is truly ready for commitment to new pastoral leadership: 

a. Living in the present, while accepting the past 

b. Closure of relationship with former pastor/s/staff member/s 

c. Open to change and ready to try new ideas 

d. Stabilizing of membership, giving, and participation 

e. Asking process questions: 

~ Where are we going? 

~ What do we want to do now? 

 (More specifically, what would God have us to be and do now?) 

f. Investment in the future  

g. Healthy humor. 

 

It is my considered opinion that as far as Hodges Church is concerned, it is in pretty darn 

good shape on all of the Indications of Resolve; not perfect, but plenty healthy enough to 

move forward in this process. If I were to rank each of the 7 indicators above on a scale 

of 1 to 5, 5 being “achieved,” it would probably look something like this: 

a. 4.0 

This is largely based on comments I hear regularly in reference to the size of 

worship attendance and participation in Wednesday night supper and activities, in 

particular. Neither of these is unusual in any church these days, but the acceptance 

that things are different now is sometimes hard to grapple with.  
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b. 4.5 

The only basis for this not being a 5 is because there are still some close 

relationships with former pastors. The only reason this is worth mentioning is 

because continued relationships between members and former pastors sometimes, 

understandably, causes a little discomfort for the new pastor. 

c. 3.5 

This is related in many ways to item (a); it might be helpful to use the word 

“transformation,” rather than “change,” when referring to new ideas. 

d. 3.0 

Membership is relatively stable; attendance is mostly stable (i.e., not vacillating), 

albeit slightly lower (typical during a time of transition, some want to “wait and 

see”); giving seems at least consistent; participation (both volunteers for specific 

responsibilities, and members, in general) needs work, but this is also true in 

pretty much every church in America. 

e. 4.0 

This is really more a question for the session. 

f. 4.0 

g. 5.0 ☺   

 

I did take time in each meeting explaining that in the questions asked, the answers we were 

seeking are those that were discerned through prayer and conversation with God. I was surprised 

at the number who said they had not seen the questions ahead of time, even though they were 

published in a number of different places, on multiple occasions. 

 

The reason the specific questions asked were important is because, since there are a number of 

them asked in different ways, they assist the PNC in narrowing down the field of Leadership 

Competencies on the church’s Ministry Information Form (MIF) (there are 33 choices). Not all 

of the responses from the “spiritual gifts/leadership skills (or not)” questions correspond exactly 

to those listed on a MIF, but they give the PNC additional insight into areas on which to focus 

when searching/interviewing.   

 

Observations: 

The questions posed in the focus group meetings were primarily to identify input for Narrative 

Question #1 (the church’s vision for ministry), #4 (characteristics needed by the candidate), and 

#5 (tasks, assignments, and program areas of responsibility), and the Leadership Competencies. 

Before moving to specific data, however, there are a couple of observations that ought to be 

shared first. 

 

1. You need to know, and I shared this with the PNC, that Jesus Christ is not available 

for this installed position.  ☺   (Sorry!  I can never resist saying that!) 

 

2. There were a lot of comments about all aspects having to do with young families and 

children, youth and youth ministry and a youth director, but, at the same time, it is 

important to be cognizant of two important issues in relation to that, and is also 

important for the session to acknowledge as it plans and leads: 
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a) the hard data where participation in the process was concerned: 84% were over 60 

years old; 57% were over 70 years old. I feel fairly certain these figures are also 

indicative of the actual demographics of the congregation’s membership. Even 

though ministry for older adults was only specifically mentioned about 10 times 

(which is a lot, in my experience) as an area on which to focus in this search, 

older adults are presently still quite a reality at Hodges Boulevard Presbyterian 

Church. And, retirees are moving to Florida in record numbers. 

Plus, 

b) maybe more critically, there is one question, in particular, that needs to be 

explored before any decisions are made in regards to future ministry focus: Is this 

congregation, whose desire appears to be attracting young families, children, and 

youth, really willing to make whatever changes/growth/transitions are necessary 

to accommodate this younger set? It may mean that Hodges Boulevard Church 

will look like a much different place than it is now. How high is the “stink-eye 

factor” when kids are noisy or disruptive in worship (think especially about the 

11:00 service)? Does it mean expanding the contemporary service – or changing 

its time – or day? 

➢ Speaking of the contemporary service, here’s a fact I find sort of fascinating:  

There has been research in recent years that indicates what the younger generation 

seeks (and I don’t recall how “younger generation” was defined) is “high church 

traditions” (e.g., liturgy, confession), history, depth (spiritually, musically). 

➢ And, finally, it might also be a worthwhile exercise to look around at the 9:00 

a.m. worship service and make a mental note of the age breakdown. It could 

surprise you. 

 

Here, I offer you further observations where specific gifts and skills are concerned. Those of you 

who attended a focus group meeting know there was a wealth of information shared. Once I 

began sorting through and grouping together like comments, a number of traits for a pastor rose 

to the top rather quickly, as did a number of concerns about all things church-related. 

 

Surprising results: 

The most desired characteristics/gifts/skills in a new pastor have, in my experience, always been 

– without fail – completely predictable with Preaching and Pastoral Care, in that order, at the 

very top of the list. For the first time in all my years doing this, not only did those two not come 

in first place, neither of them was even in second. They came in third and fourth, respectively. 

When it got right down to counting how many times who said what about these categories, the 

one at the top of the list was Administration (including anything that had anything to do with 

staff), at 66 comments, followed by a grouping of Family-Age-Youth, at 61 comments (noting, 

specifically, that only 16 of those were directed at youth ministry). Next was Preaching (59), 

then Pastoral Care (58).  For there to be a 7-point spread between Administration and 

Preaching has been unheard of before now, and for Family-Age-related comments to be a 

minimum of 45, is extremely unusual.  

However, when this report was presented to the PNC, it came to light that the probable 

reason Preaching and Pastoral Care did not show up at the top of the list is because those 

gifts/skills are assumed by the congregation.  In other words, Hodges has always had good 

preaching and pastoral care, and, of course, we will continue to have them. 
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One other group of comments that has been discussed with the PNC has to do with gender. 

According to the Book of Order (F-1.0403, Unity in Diversity), it is required that all searches be 

an Equal Employment Opportunity, and “No member shall be denied participation or 

representation for any reason other than stated in this Constitution.” Also, according to the 

Ministry Information Form: 

 

Each Pastor Nominating Committee and search committee is expected to 

undertake its search for a Teaching Elder [pastor] in a manner consistent with the 

good news that in the church “….as many of you as were baptized into Christ 

have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 

there is neither male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 

 

Important to note: This is Biblical. ☺  Once I tallied all the gender comments, I was surprised to 

see a total of 12. There were attendees clearly on both sides of the issue of calling a female 

pastor, and the PNC has had a fair amount of input from the congregation directly about this. 

One last thing to know about this category is that there were a couple of comments about having 

a family (2) and being open to husband/wife co-pastors (1), which is different from gender 

preference. 

 

Specific categories: 

Following are the major categories from the meetings, in order of volume (sub-bullets mostly in 

alpha order): 

 

• Administration/Staff  

1. addressing staff issues 

2. organization, planning, and preparation; attention to detail 

3. ability to delegate  

4. effective communication (with congregation, as well as staff) 

5. follow-through (projects, as well as promises) 

6. team player 

7. mentoring 

 

• Family/Age/Youth 

1. age (specifically, want a young pastor, but not first call) * 

2. experienced, but not retirement age (this is about age, as well as congregation 

size) 

3. attention to older adults  

4. attractive to younger people 

5. relate well to all ages  

6. spouse participation (& strong marriage) ** 

 

• Preaching/Worship Leadership *** 

1. preaching (variety of styles)  

2. relevant (practical) 

3. inspiring  

4. theology (history, good exegesis) 
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5. from memory (I assume this means no manuscript, which is not necessarily a 

realistic expectation)  

6. good storyteller  

 

• Pastoral Care (some of these cross over into personality traits) 

1. good listener (to all ages)  

2. visitation (including home communion)  

3. caring and compassionate  

4. inclusive 

5. empathetic 

 

• Mission/Outreach/Evangelism/various activities 

1. increase outreach/missions (local, global, especially Family Promise, Meals-on-

Wheels, Mission House, Hunger Fight, specifically) 

2. church growth 

3. be supportive of small (covenant) groups  

(other notable comments) 

– increase mission opportunities for kids 

– more fellowship opportunities 

– (address/evaluate/“recover”) Wednesday Night Supper 

 

• Other “Honorable Mentions” 

(items of great concern and/or repeatedly mentioned) 

1. skilled in conflict management 

2. angst over time commitments (and thus availability/participation) of members 

3. exclusivity in small groups 

4. technology, website, social media 

– buildings & grounds/property – LOTS of comments here (~25 times), but, 

interestingly, only one specifically about a building campaign 

 (a couple of notes of my own) 

− In regards to education:  Notice that 2 of your 3 former installed pastors going 

back to the beginning (and at least one of your interims ☺ ) were “the Rev. Dr.” A 

church this attractive should have no difficulty calling someone of that caliber and 

level of education again. 

− There were several remarks made about a gender-inclusive search, but none about 

an ethnically-inclusive search … which is also covered in our Equal Employment 

Opportunity instructions. 

 

Footnotes: 

* Be careful about ageism. 

** Do not make the mistake of assuming all candidates must be married, because this 

 eliminates the possibility of considering single women or men, many of whom are  

 quite excellent candidates. Besides, excluding these folks based on their marital  

 status alone is also against the rules. 

*** One thing that many pastors (including me) are particularly sensitive about is  

being told how or what to preach. PCUSA polity stipulates that pastors have 
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complete authority over only about 5 things in the entire world, and preaching is 

one of them, so many ministers get a little uncomfortable when anyone insists on 

instructing us in this area. Certainly, a desire for style or subject matter can be 

expressed, but directives relating to this are unacceptable. 

 

There is a wide body of information in all the foregoing that may serve to guide your session in 

determining vision and goals for the future. 

 

For future consideration: 

Following is information gleaned from the meetings that is pertinent to consider as it relates to 

the state of the congregation now, its wishes and desires. 

 

1. What is the congregation’s or organization’s vision for ministry? Additionally, describe 

how this vision is lived out.  (These questions are from the MIF Narrative Questions.) 

• BIG on missions – local, global – maybe more $ than time 

• 2 worship services/styles to appeal “to the masses” 

• Community use of buildings/property/campus  

• Commitment to grow physical plant to better meet needs of church and community 

• Representation of youth on session (1-year term) 

• Commitment to exceptional hospitality 

• Uniquely organized and active Diaconate 

• Commitment to adding full-time staff person for youth/young adults 

 

2. How do you feel called to reach out to address the emerging needs of your community or 

constituency? 

• Much $$ given to mission, but a widespread inclination (at least, on the part of those 

who attended these meetings) to increase actual, physical presence in local missions 

• Mentoring and Counseling 

• Increase diversity of congregation 

• Offer ministry to young adults (gap age) 

 

3. How will this position help you to reach your vision and mission goals? 

(These indicate particular interests to be aware of for future planning.) 

• Proficiency in social media 

• Engagement of volunteers 

• Supportive/encouraging of Pre-School 

• Connection of members from both services 

• Evaluate/restructure staff and session 

 

Conclusion: 

I believe the members who participated in the focus group meetings were grateful to be able to 

share their thoughts and ideas, and grateful to be a part of the process. As a blanket reminder, I 

always strongly encourage the PNC with the following: 

• Trust the process and do the job faithfully and well. 

• Honor the process and do not try to take shortcuts or give it the short shrift.  

• Be thorough: check references, do background checks. 
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• Be open to a diverse set of candidates. 

• View more than one DVD (not just CDs) per candidate; view more than one sermon. 

• Always, always, always honor the covenant of confidentiality. 

 

And, in closing –  

The most important thing to remember in any search process is that … 

God is the one who is in charge, 

God has already chosen a pastor for this (and every) congregation, and 

it is the PNC’s job to discern what God’s will is. 

The reason I say this last one is just to make a distinction between what members think they want 

(i.e., members’ “will”) and God’s will. There has been a lot of input from the congregation, for 

which we are grateful, but the PNC’s first and most important task is to listen for God to speak. 

And, it needs to be acknowledged that, sometimes (actually, oftentimes), God’s answer sounds a 

little different from our own. But, you can absolutely trust God! God has never failed us, and I 

do not believe that is going to change now! 

Rejoice always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances; 

for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.  --- 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18. 

 

If it sounds as if the members of Hodges Boulevard Presbyterian Church have described Jesus 

Christ as the one they want to call as their next pastor, you are probably right. And, even though 

we all know Jesus won’t be the one sitting in that corner office, I do firmly believe that 

whomever God calls to serve the Hodges Church next will be just exactly who and what you 

need. All that is required of EVERYONE in the congregation in the meantime is to pray, pray, 

pray, pray, PRAY!!!  And, let God do the rest. 

 

My fervent hope is that all this information, albeit possibly a little overwhelming, will be helpful 

to you. I stand ready to answer questions and interpret this data further as you may need. 

 

Your servant and friend, 

 

Cindy  
 

 


