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This report intends to provide a summation of the Strategic Directions identified and acted upon by 

the leadership of Zion Lutheran Church during a 12-month planning process with concrete 

recommendations for continued work in the 5 (4 overall directions with one area – Equip- being 

divided into two) Strategic Directions 

 

Ministry Plan - Phase One (2017-2019): 

+We Worship (God) – Strengthen Worship 

This strategic direction came out of the Listening Process as people shared their hopes that Zion could broaden its 
use of various musical forms in both liturgy and hymnody, as well as developing concrete ways to involve children 
and youth more actively in worship.  Enlivening the use of the space and incorporating more artistic forms was 
suggested.  Specific feedback was shared about ways to strengthen the experience of worship for the newcomer.  
It should be noted there is broad-based support of the rich liturgical traditions at Zion and the hope is the best of 
the worship experience, music and liturgical strength is retained and built upon. 

Opportunities: 

This area is of critical importance for Zion as it moves into its next chapter of ministry.  The important issue to 
navigate well and with thoughtfulness is how to balance the rich, beloved liturgical tradition of Zion and its 
incredible music program with the growing desire on the part of many families and others to see a more dynamic, 
vibrant worship experience, particularly for youth and children.  In addition, this is an important area for the 
engagement of the newcomer in the life of the church.  We want a newcomer to come to worship at Zion and be 
spiritually moved and enlivened by the experience, and to feel the energy and spirit of a congregation fully capable 
of using diverse musical forms in worship. 

I have seen the Worship Team of the planning process working to engage this important issue with care and 
intention, particularly by looking for resources (books, planning resources, etc.) to help them learn, explore and 
experiment with the worship life at Zion.  These resources challenge them to look beyond the familiar and 
comfortable, while at the same time making sure the worship life of Zion is grounded in scripture and the 
theological focus on the grace and love of God.   Yet the temptation to “pull back” is very strong and it’s easier and 
more comfortable to do what is familiar, continuing to fall back on old patterns.  This is both an opportunity and a 
challenge, as will be spoken of more in the Challenges section of this Strategic Direction. 

Really involving the voices of parents, youth and staff who work with these age groups needs to be paramount for 
the Worship Team.  They need to not only listen to suggestions and input from the many gifted leaders of youth 
and children at Zion, but also concretely work to incorporate their feedback.  This may mean trying new musical 
forms that aren’t naturally comfortable or the “favorite” of people on the team.  Yet I have felt a sincere openness 
on the part of the leaders of this Team and want to encourage them to continue working on this core strategic 
direction for Zion. 

Mention should be made of the rich diversity of musical offerings and opportunities for involvement that exist at 
Zion.  Just the presence of a Flute Choir, Brass Group, Family Choir and the other incredible opportunities for 
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involvement of youth, children and adults of varying musical abilities is a testament to the core role the music 
program has played, and continues to play, at Zion. 

Challenges: 

There is the looming retirement at Zion of the beloved music team of Bob and Rosalie that nobody really wants to 
talk about.  And yet, it is very important that a transition plan be put in place as early as possible so people know 
what is going to happen when these retirements come.  This was a recurring question that was repeatedly spoken 
about during the Listening Process and mentioned in the Listening Report   There was, at that time, a lot of anxiety 
about both the retirement of Pastor Pries and the music directors.  People were afraid they would happen at the 
same time and the “bottom would drop out” of Zion.  A focus of the interim ministry needs to be working on the 
transition plan for the music team so it is done thoughtfully and with care for both the individuals involved and the 
ministries they have dedicated over 40 decades to building up.   

Living into change in worship is a great challenge for any congregation.  But our goal overall is continued growth of 
the core congregation at Zion.  A strong worship life is central to facilitating such growth, and I believe Zion is 
strong enough to continue working on this critical ministry element for the sake of the whole congregation. 

+We Equip (people to lead) -Ministry Leadership 

This strategic direction is meant to address both the staffing configuration at Zion and the functioning of the 
Ministry Team structure.  Strengthening lay leadership and finding ways for lay leaders to be empowered alongside 
existing staff is a priority of this strategic direction.  This area has been divided into two sub-teams, one focusing 
on staffing configuration and a second focusing on the organizational functioning of the Ministry Team structure. 

Early on after this strategic direction was identified, we realized it needed to be divided into two different Teams – 
Equip – Personnel/Staffing and Equip – Lay Leadership/Ministry Teams.  It became clear that these two areas were 
each part of the Equip strategic direction and had enough work to do that separate teams, with different leaders 
and charters, needed to be established.  Thankfully, there was significant interest in this strategic direction by 
many lay leaders at Zion and so recruiting Team Leaders for the two separate Teams was quite easy.  We were able 
to bring on two sets of leaders who are gifted, committed, experienced professionals; each of these Teams has 
been doing a stellar job building out their Team and its work. 

Equip – Staffing/Personnel 

One of the key findings that caused us to focus on this area was the need for a structured, functioning, consistent 
Personnel Committee rather than an “ad hoc” group.  The reason for this is to provide consistency, fairness and 
clarity regarding staff hiring and termination, benefits, salary ranges/guidelines/bands, consistent annual reviews 
along with 90-day reviews for new staff and a host of other best practices regarding staffing for large 
congregations.   

In addition, the staff configuration at Zion is made up of a mixture of full-time, part-time and contract staff.  Many 
of the part-time and contract staff have very small portfolios where they are working on a very specific area of 
ministry.  What seemed to emerge over time is when a need arose at Zion, an answer was to create a small staff 
position to meet that need.  The Equip-Personnel Team was tasked with looking at the overall staff configuration 
at Zion, matching job descriptions with ministry needs and functions, as well as strengthening feedback 
mechanisms for staff.  We also wanted to “level” the processes for hiring, annual reviews, etc. so it would be fair 
and clear for everyone on staff.  
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Opportunities: 

The Equip-Personnel Team has the opportunity to really look at the overall staff configuration and see if the needs 
of the ministry, particularly those identified in the strategic planning process, are build into job descriptions for 
staff at Zion.  I suggested this team look at ministry needs first, then functions that could meet those needs, and 
build these functions into roles for staff.  Many congregations, and I believe Zion is one of these, build roles first 
not necessarily looking clearly at what the specific ministry needs are that we want addressed in staff positions.    

In addition, this Team has the opportunity to make sure the existing staff configuration and job descriptions align 
around the key strategic directions identified in the planning process and asking “where are the gap areas?”  
Creating clear processes for staff feedback and evaluation will be a very important part of this Team’s work, as well 
as making sure staff are able to participate fully in evaluation processes.  I encourage a 360 model that enables 
staff to have a strong voice in the review process so they can get the support and help they need to do their jobs to 
the best of their ability.   

Challenges: 

The staff team at Zion is not a unified whole.  There are divisions and alliances within the staff team that need to 
be addressed.  This is probably one of the greatest challenges facing the interim pastor at Zion – finding a way to 
address staff divisions and work on helping them work together and collaboratively for the building up of the body 
of Christ at Zion.  The staff is somewhat divided into two camps.  What is saddest about the division is the reality 
that there are such creative people on Zion’s staff!  This congregation has been able to draw together a very strong 
group of gifted professional ministry leaders.  But somewhere along the way they weren’t equipped to work 
together or see themselves as part of a whole where every element of the formula was essential to make the 
formula work.   

Equip – Lay Leadership/Ministry Teams 

During the pastorate of Dwight DuBois a decision was made to significantly down-size the Council and build out 
Ministry Teams to work on specific aspects of Zion’s ministry.  It was part of a movement in the 1990’s to change 
church governance structures to be more stream-lined and nimble, rather than large and unwieldy.  Decisions are 
more difficult to make and move on when a large number of people are expected to align around ministry 
initiatives.   It was believed smaller groups were more able to make decisions and effect change.  Zion had a large 
Church Council at that time and it appears the effort was well-intentioned and based on research that supported 
moving in this direction.  Many large congregations throughout the ELCA made a similar shift at that time.   

As often happens after significant change is made of this nature, a “drift” occurs over time and the original hoped 
for intention of the change might become lost in the shuffle.  The Equip-Ministry Team is tasked with evaluating 
the overall ministry structure at Zion, asking if the Ministry Team structure is working, needs refinement or a “tune 
up,” or if it should be shifted in a significant way.  The change in governance structured occurred 20 years ago so 
such an evaluation is due.   

Opportunities: 

This Team is critically important because Zion is filled with very gifted lay leaders who are ready to get involved, 
help lead in various ways and share their gifts in the congregation.  There has been confusion at Zion as to how lay 
leaders get selected and involved, who does the recruiting of leaders (particularly Council leaders) and how 
decisions are made regarding recruitment of leaders.  This Team has the opportunity to shape the governance 
structure at Zion to enable broad-based involvement and support throughout the congregation.  Clear pathways 
for involvement need to be developed and broad-based sharing of information, in a fully transparent way, should 
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be a priority of this Team.   A focus on the newcomer, and “permeability” of the ministries at Zion (“permeability is 
how easily a new leader can “find their way in” to a ministry) is also very important for this Team.  My hope is they 
can look at their work through the eyes of a complete newcomer to the congregation, helping make it crystal clear 
how one can get involved with ministries and share their gifts in the congregation. 

Challenges: 

In some ways there is a culture of suspiciousness at Zion from lay leaders about how decisions have been made, 
particularly regarding recruitment of Council members and other leaders into key roles at Zion.  It was difficult for 
me to assess whether the suspicions were well-founded or whether it reflected a long-standing culture of mistrust 
at Zion.  I heard from several long-time members at Zion a mistrust of the ELCA, the Synod, and what is perceived 
as a bureaucratic structure in the ELCA.  There was a sense that “churchwide” asserts control over congregations, 
or at least tries to, in ways that were very uncomfortable to Lutherans coming out of a free-church vein of 
Lutheranism (particularly the Norwegian, Haugian tradition).   

Is the culture of mistrust based on a response to systemic dynamics at Zion that have been at work for decades, 
even generations?  Is it a response to real things that have occurred historically at Zion that were never fully 
worked out?  What is the best path forward for Zion to work at shifting this culture to one of trust and respect for 
each other and the ministry we share?  How can a new Senior Leader help work on creating a culture of trust and 
respect?  How might this also be used to strengthen the culture of trust and collaboration between staff 
members?   

Working on sorting through the functioning of the Ministry Team structure, which Teams are functioning and 
which are not, sorting through leadership of the Teams, etc. is going to be its own great challenge.  But this group 
is up to the challenge and has done significant work on each of these areas already.  This will be very important in 
creating the solid foundation that can help Zion move forward with clear entry points into ministry leadership for 
both the long-time member and newcomer alike. 

+We Welcome (all people) - Newcomer welcome– 

While many people find Zion to be a source of deep support and community for them, there was a consistent 
message heard throughout the Listening Process that Zion needs to strengthen its culture of hospitality and 
welcoming of newcomers.  Once people “find their way in” to the ministry at Zion, they are welcomed and 
empowered in faith and service.  But finding a way in can be challenging at Zion.  This area is also looking at ways 
to strengthen visitor follow-up and working to get people incorporated meaningfully into the ministry so they 
don’t disappear out the back door. 

Opportunities: 

Zion gets visitors every Sunday, and a good portion of them are searching for a church home.  If you read the 
Kairos report from the previous process many years ago, you will read that Zion’s members admitted to not being 
particularly friendly to newcomers.  Here we are, many years later, and the Listening Process uncovered the same 
dynamic still at work at Zion.  Why is that?  Why is Zion not a particularly welcoming congregation?   This Team has 
the opportunity to really work on this self-identified dynamic and teach the congregation the absolute importance 
of being a body of Christ that “welcomes one another as Christ has welcomed you, to the glory of God.”   

Tracking the Visitor Card, examining the materials and bulletins with the eyes of a newcomer, looking at how other 
churches welcome people have all been part of this Team’s work, and much more.   
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The congregation needs to be shaped and formed as a welcoming community.  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if Zion 
could see this as a core element of its missional identity? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if people were trained to look 
for the newcomer first, and their friends second, rather than talking first to the people they already know?  
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if the Coffee Hour could be “changed up” so people didn’t sit at the same table each 
week with their existing group of friends with not many openings for the newcomer to find a place.   

There was a lot of feedback about the group of parents who stay downstairs rather than joining the Coffee Hour 
upstairs during the Sunday School hour.  Rather than consider this a “negative” why not look at the reasons why 
the dynamic might be happening and if there is a way to welcome those folks in the space they seem to feel most 
comfortable – downstairs!  Again, the overall point of this Team is to evaluate the way newcomers are welcomed 
and connected in the congregation to strengthen the overall congregation of Zion. 

Challenges: 

A significant challenge for this group was mentioned in the section above, but the greatest overall challenge for 
the Welcome Team is to help shape the culture of Zion around this strategic direction.  Again, as mentioned in the 
previous section, a congregation needs to be taught, shaped, formed to be a welcoming community.  If each and 
every staff member would make a commitment to look for and welcome every newcomer they see at Zion during 
the week, that would help model for the congregation that this is a place that prioritizes welcoming the newcomer.  
It would show the congregation that this strategic direction is something the entire staff is “owning” and taking 
seriously.  It would enable the congregation to learn from and grow into a culture of newcomer welcome and 
hospitality.  As people see the congregation filling up more on Sundays, and the core congregation growing 
through regular, robust New Members classes, they will be both encouraged and strengthened in their own 
resolve to be part of this Welcome spirit. 

 

+We Embrace (children, youth and intergenerational families) – 

Children, youth and intergenerational family ministry is a strong priority for the vast majority of people at Zion.  
The congregation is interested in supporting new models of youth and children’s ministry that engage the entire 
family.  Looking for ways to integrate families with other church members is a priority for this area, as well as 
working with the Worship Team to find ways to engage youth and children more meaningfully in worship.   
Concern was expressed about the low presence of youth and families at worship.  This group agrees that ministry 
in the 21st century needs to be intergenerational throughout the entire ministry while acknowledging the 
continuing need to segment people at times by age.   

Opportunities: 

Zion has historically been very supportive of a strong youth and children’s program.  There was a time when the 
youth program was very large and vibrant, and people remember those days very fondly.  Yet, the world and 
church has changed significantly since that time and the ways to engage youth have changed, also.  The large 
Confirmation ministry at Zion is a significant asset, and a place to start in asking, “what can we do to continue 
strengthening this program so we are able to hold onto the confirmed youth more effectively?”  Zion is certainly 
not alone in this challenge, but because of the stable foundation of engaged families in the congregation, Zion has 
a unique opportunity to work from that foundation to build out a more robust youth program post-Confirmation.  
The Sunday School program at Zion is considered one of the best in Iowa City and many parents expressed that 
they came to Zion because of this program and its strong reputation in the community.  Some families were 
tenacious in the face of the lack of welcome of them when they visited Zion, but they kept coming back because 
they “wanted their children in Zion’s Sunday School program.”  This commitment, along with the already strong 
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foundation that exists at Zion for CYF ministry, is an opportunity to move from strength to strength in building up 
the youth program at Zion. 

Challenges: 

Zion is experiencing the effect of sports and all sorts of other extracurricular activities competing with its own 
programming for the time and attention of families and youth.  New models of doing youth ministry in the 21st 
(and really the 22nd century since any child born since 2000 is really a child of the 22nd century if they live to be 80-
100 years old!).  Consistent staffing in this area will be very important, and is its own challenge because people in 
these positions tend to stay shorter periods of time than in previous eras of church life.  But building relationships 
with youth and families, one on one, is critical and most effective with consistency of leadership.   

Helping the congregation learn about new models of ministry is both an opportunity and a challenge.  There will 
always be some hearkening back to the perceived “good old days,” but if the congregation sees youth present and 
active, even in smaller numbers than before, it will help significantly in this area. 

 

Phase Two (Fall 2019-2021):  
 

+We Give (generously) -  Zion is a generous, giving congregation.  The congregation is interested in strengthening 
this core priority even more, and this will be considered in the second phase of the Ministry Plan. 

+We Grow (through strengthening our membership, learning and building community) – Zion members want to 
get to know each other, grow in their faith through diverse opportunities for faith formation and see the core 
congregation at Zion strengthened.  People would like to see stronger attendance at the second service on Sunday 
and opportunities for the newcomer and existing member alike to actively find ways to grow in faith and service.   

+We Serve (our community) -through responding to unmet needs (Community Engagement Panel findings).  Zion 
has always been a serving congregation and wants to increase that engagement even more by strengthening Zion’s 
visibility in the local community and being an active partner in serving unmet needs.   

Summary: 

Zion is at a crossroads in its ministry and has tremendous assets with which to build out a strong future, 

with the help and grace of God.  I have rarely seen such a strong, engaged congregation with excellent, 

dedicated lay leaders.  The responsiveness alone of the staff and lay leaders in this planning process is a 

testament to this strength and dedication.  Identifying a new Senior Leader who has a demonstrated 

track record in the above strategic directions will be a great asset to Zion and its future.   

I will continue to pray for Zion, that God’s Spirit of hope, joy, outreach and grace will flow through every 

corner of Zion’s ministry, both in Iowa City and far beyond. 


