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And the King shall answer and say to them, “Truly I say to you, in as much 
as you have done it to one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, 

you have done it to me.” 

Matthew 25:40 

Decatur First: Connected and in Mission 

In the year 2025, Decatur First United Methodist has come to understand itself 
as a church in mission to and with the Decatur community. We are a church that has 
experienced the love of God and is empowered by the Holy Spirit to create ongoing, 
dynamic relationships with the Decatur community that utilize our God-given gifts and 
reveal the Body of Christ. We are in Decatur; we are part of Decatur; we are 
connected to Decatur. 

The congregation at Decatur First has for years now strived to connect—first to 
each other, and then to the larger Decatur community. But these aren’t just social 
connections. We ground our efforts in Jesus’s Great Commission to make disciples of 
all nations. We make disciples in our community by learning about the talents that are 
present in Decatur, getting to know the needs of Decatur, and working with the people 
of Decatur to fill those needs with the love of Christ.   

The connections we have forged with this community take many forms. They 
look like the group from Decatur First who gathers each week with refugees to bake 
bread. They look like the single-parents support group that grew out of a youth 
basketball league. They look like the produce market in a south DeKalb food desert. 
They look like the CAYA band leading concerts and conversation around town. They 
look like a casserole ministry for new parents, those undergoing chemo, and shut-ins. 
They look like free hot dogs on the Fourth of July, and tutoring classes on weekday 
evenings, and community Bible studies, and worship services where we talk to each 
other, and a church building that is rarely empty. They look like ministry teams 
spreading out to Decatur, across the country, and around the world. 

Our mission efforts today, however, are not the mission efforts of five or ten 
years ago. We continually seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit to see how things are 
going to be different moving forward. We understand the dynamic relationship 
between the God-given gifts in our congregation and community and the needs of 
Decatur. So the congregation is empowered to go out and serve in whatever ways it 



feels called—in the name of, and with the blessing of, Decatur First United Methodist 
Church.  

From 2015 to 2025 

Where we were 

The discernment process of 2015 forced us to take a hard look at who we were. 
We seemed a congregation out of touch with itself and with the community around it. 
Our attendance and our giving had declined for a decade; we were finding it hard to 
maintain a high level of programming. We lacked a common purpose. This was all the 
more unsettling because the town around us was booming with life. While we 
struggled, Decatur had transformed itself from a snoozy suburb into a growing, 
enlivened urban center.  

We weren’t connected to the new Decatur, and that was disappointing. But 
what bothered us even more than that was that we weren’t connected to each other. 
We walked the halls of the church and attended worship with many people who felt 
like strangers. Yes, most of us had a Sunday school class, or participated in choir or 
drama, or shared a weekly pew with familiar faces. But at best, the church was a 
collection of disconnected groups. 

Connecting with each other 

Initially, our driving force was to set out a BHAG—a Big Holy Almighty Goal—
something that we ourselves could not do without God’s help. We dreamed big. While 
we saw what we wanted to be, our first great insight of the discernment process of 
2015 was that we would never make disciples of Decatur if we were not bound 
together in Christian unity. So after we committed ourselves to becoming a church in 
mission, we spent 2016 getting to know each other—getting connected.  

It started with a series of deliberate exercises designed to bring the 
congregation together. We spent a few worship services mixed up in random 
groupings. Sunday school classes of different ages gathered together for a series of 
dinners over several months. Each adult member was encouraged to spend a Sunday 
participating in both youth and children’s activities. We even had three more “triplet” 
gatherings, in which randomly paired congregants met for discussion, prayer, and 
study. What developed was a palpable sense of community within our walls. Each 
person in the church began to recognize his or her brothers and sisters in Christ within 
the congregation. We realized that we shared a deep desire to be in Christian mission.   



From 2016–2017 we engaged in a campaign to discern and catalog our spiritual 
gifts. We discovered the unique talents that each member of the congregation could 
use to be in Christ’s mission. And we were amazed how talented this congregation 
turned out to be. We had dancers, gardeners, storytellers, writers, preachers, 
builders, carers, teachers…the list went on. Everyone had gifts! We uncovered a 
bountiful set of tools within us, and we committed those tools to God’s mission in our 
community. 



Out into Decatur and the world 

Beginning in 2018, we looked outward. This was part of the plan. We made it a 
point to find out how our gifts can serve the Decatur community. That meant getting 
out into the Decatur community. We went to festivals, schools, coffee shops, bars, 
our neighborhoods, colleges, retirement homes. Mostly we listened—to people’s 
stories, to what they could offer, to what they would like to see in their community.  

One by one, mission teams began to form. Sometimes they sprung up as an 
extension of existing small groups; sometimes a particular person in the congregation 
realized she had a spiritual gift to share with the world, and she sought out others 
with complementary gifts. It was a bottom-up phenomenon, and it was clearly led by 
the Spirit that was connecting and motivating us. It didn’t all happen at once. It took 
a couple of years and some trial and error to see how we could make this work. But 
just as we had made connections within our church walls, we built real relationships 
between the people of Decatur and the people of Decatur First United Methodist.  

We were careful not to call our missions to Decatur “service” projects. Sure, 
we know that Jesus called us to be servants. But our goal is not simply to give to 
Decatur. We want to be in mission with Decatur—and through Decatur to the world. 
We understand ourselves to be part of this community, and we are as invested in this 
community as those who will never set foot in our church. So we partner with them to 
use our combined gifts to meet the needs of Decatur and beyond, bringing the love 
and light of Christ wherever we go.  

The Shape of Decatur First 

Leadership 

To support our mission focus, the role of the clergy and staff has evolved over 
the last decade. Today, they focus their energies on empowering the laity to be in 
mission and ministry. The church doesn’t see the clergy and staff as the people who 
do the ministry of the church, but rather the team that facilitates the ministry of the 
church. The clergy and staff are hands-on, nimble, and creative—moving and adapting 
in ministry as Decatur First moves and adapts within the community.  

To that same end, we streamlined our lay leadership structure. We now have a 
single Church Council that governs church operations. Having only one layer of 
leadership has brought two benefits. Running important decisions only through the 
Church Council allows us to move quickly: we can reallocate resources as necessary 
without bureaucratic slowdown. In addition, because there are fewer of them, the lay 
leaders have become more visible and accessible to the entire congregation. The work 



of ministry and mission is now a bottoms-up job, where team leaders gain approval 
for new projects in a matter of weeks. Before you know it, teams are out in the 
community doing God’s work. 

Facilities 

We’ve engaged in an organized campaign to bring the community into our 
church building. We use our space for local missions for the needy—feeding and 
clothing those who ask. We even open up our church as a shelter on cold nights. We 
also liberally rent out our space to local groups. We feel like the more the community 
walks through our halls, the greater the chance that they will get drawn in to the 
work of Christ happening in this place. 

Programs 

Of course, our church programming hasn’t stopped. In fact, we consider church 
programming an essential component of our missional focus.  But we have refined our 
programs to ensure that they foster discipleship and empower our work in the 
community. As God has led us outward over the last decade, we have carried forward 
the programs that continue to thrive and form the fabric of our church, and we have 
let those without sponsors or energy come to an end. We still have vibrant ministries 
for children, youth, and adults, but many look different than they did in 2015. 

Worship 

We’ve also refocused our worship. But the change has not been about 
“contemporary” or “traditional.” It’s been about connection—each time we meet in 
worship we anticipate connecting with God and with each other. The laity has become 
a full participant in worship. Accordingly, our worship is active: we sing together, we 
read together, we pray together, and we celebrate our connection by taking 
Communion together.  

And so… 

• In 2025, Decatur First is thriving.  

• We have a sense of purpose, and we are confident that God has 
blessed the work of this congregation.  

• Our participation and giving are strong, and they continue to increase.  

• The bonds that our congregation has forged within the Decatur 
community are too numerous to count and too fruitful to name.  



• We are a church in mission, and as we look forward to 2035, we know 
that we will continue to be the hands and feet of God in Decatur and 
beyond. 


