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	This is the fourth in a series of articles about the “Albany Lutheran Cluster”. Past topics have included the origins of the Cluster, its evolution over the years, and its current ministries. The topic of this (and continuing) articles will be: what could or should the Cluster’s function be in the future.

There are many possibilities, and many people have been trying to discern the best path forward through prayer, committee and Council conversations (both within our individual churches and together at Cluster meetings), data gathering,


combined worship, etc. During this past Lenten season, an average of 60 to 70 people per week came together on five Wednesdays to discuss various aspects of our congregational life: fellowship, worship, nurture, etc. Our Pastors correctly insisted that we sit in small groups during these discussions, assuring that no more than 2 or 3 people from any one congregation sat at a given table. The result was very positive. We had a chance to meet new people, to share our thoughts and feelings, and to reflect on past memories as well as future visions. In all, it was a very rewarding experience, and each of the Pastors has documented the outcomes of those sessions. The excellent attendance was a telling indicator of the depth of our members’ care and concern about the future. 

And what might that future be? One way to discern this is to learn from what has already taken place, and in this regard the recent experience of Holy Spirit (Albany) can provide some insights. Two or three years ago, the folks in this congregation came to the harsh realization that their income no longer matched their expenses. In fact, savings were being used up quickly----not just the earned interest, but the principal----which pointed to an unsustainable future. The Council and Finance Committee developed a five-year budget that projected future expenses and income, and the results showed that all savings and special funds would be expended within that time period. The group then looked carefully at the details of those budgets for clues about how to proceed, and these were some of the findings: 

· even if all line items for ministries (worship, social ministry, education, fellowship, etc.) were eliminated, the budgets would still not come close to being balanced. It would do little to look for cost savings here, which in a way was a good thing. These ministries, after all, are critical and necessary for our congregational life. They represent why we exist as a church.

·  a major set of line items had to do with Property, and they included things like utilities, maintenance, insurance, snow plowing, grounds upkeep, etc. The group felt that this was certainly an area where costs should be decreased or eliminated, and an effort was made to do so to the greatest extent possible. But it still wasn’t enough.

· the most startling finding was that the greatest costs—and therefore an opportunity for budget reductions—was in the area of personnel. Again, an effort was made to reduce costs for the part-time Secretary, Organist, and Sexton, but the greatest expense was clearly that of having a full-time Pastor. The group proceeded to develop numerous alternative budgets that considered having a part-time Pastor (2/3 time, 1/2 time, etc.) and found that this strategy could indeed create a balanced budget once again, without the congregation having to exhaust its savings and special funds------and ultimately folding up.

This is where God took over. Lisa Strawn (Pastor Ray’s wife) was diagnosed with a chronic lung condition that made it very difficult for her to be healthy during the cold/dry winters of the northeast US. She needed to move to a tropical climate, so Pastor Ray made formal inquiries about a possible ministry in Florida. Again, God stepped in to help him receive a call to a church that especially needed one of his key skills: Natural Church Development. So Pastor Ray and Lisa would be moving…….and the events that followed

were nothing short of miraculous.

First, the Pastors of the Albany Lutheran Cluster agreed to serve as Holy Spirit’s Pastoral Transition Team after he left for a period of six months. This worked out wonderfully!!! Next, Holy Spirit contacted Synod to request that its pastoral vacancy be filled by a part-time Pastor. It happened that, at exactly this time, Synod was reducing its staff due to decreased finances, which made Pastor Dave Preisinger available to accept a part-time call in the Capital Region. And that’s exactly what happened—he accepted a call at Holy Spirit, ministering there 50% of his time and 50% on the Synod staff. God assured that everyone’s needs

were taken care of: Pastor Ray’s, Lisa’s (whose health is greatly improved), their Tampa Bay congregation’s, Pastor Dave’s, Synod’s, and Holy Spirit’s—which now has a balanced budget, has repaid its internal loans to savings, is on track to get its mission commitment back to at least 10% of income, and is once again on firm financial footing. The value of the Cluster Pastors serving as Holy Spirit’s transition team, along with the generosity of the sister congregations in allowing this to happen, must also be recognized. This was an amazing gesture of caring and friendship that will never be forgotten, and it brought all the churches closer

together in a spirit of harmony and cooperation. And by the way, Holy Spirit is finding that having a

half-time Pastor is working out very well. Only God could have assured this complex outcome.

This has turned out to be a fairly long story; however there are many “lessons learned” that can be gleaned as we develop a model for the future of our individual Congregations and the Albany Lutheran Cluster. Over the next month or two the following will be happening:

· Pastor Vernon has announced his intent to retire in July 2011, and again the Cluster Pastors have volunteered to serve as First Lutheran’s Pastoral Transition Team for the second half of the year. The people of First Lutheran have accepted this offer, and (based on Holy Spirit’s experience) they will be well cared for by friends whom they already know well and who care deeply about them.

· As Holy Spirit did, each of the Cluster churches will also develop five-year budgets in an effort to more clearly understand what their financial situation will be at the end of that period. Again, they will be looking not only at the bottom line, but at the individual budget categories to see where the opportunities for savings and balancing their budgets lie.

· All cost reduction measures will be important to consider, but if Holy Spirit’s experience is any indicator, the most obvious place to start looking will probably be in staffing, especially in Pastoral positions. Recalling that Holy Spirit is doing very well with a half-time Pastor, might it be possible that the five Albany Cluster congregations could function well with just four Pastors, perhaps augmented by an Intern??? There are many other possible scenarios and ways to make best use of each Pastor’s individual spiritual gifts. Pastor Vernon is retiring soon, and the other Cluster Pastors point out that they too are fast approaching an age where retirement becomes an option. All this provides a unique opportunity to do some conscious thinking and planning about how to proceed. What strategy will help us to not only survive, but thrive?

· Other possible areas to explore are those associated with property, facilities, and administration. For example, the Cluster churches have already demonstrated that they can join forces to significantly reduce computer software costs, so the same may also be true for things like insurance, maintenance contracts, soft goods, etc. But should we also think about the implications of consolidating buildings as well as Pastors??? This is a very upsetting prospect for many of us, but it is something that our Cluster planners ought to give careful thought to and at least identify potential options for the future. In the end, (again based on Holy Spirit’s recent experience), we can have faith that God will guide us to a path forward that leads to revival and resurrection.  

The next article will report on the findings of the above studies.

