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Vital Congregations Initiative 
 

Report to the Council of Bishops 
November 2012 

 
 

Make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world 
 
 

The Vital Congregations Initiative continues to make strong progress to grow the spiritual and missional 
vitality of congregations. 
 
The following report reflects work being done in the conferences of the United States. The Vital 
Congregations Team is ready to support the work of increasing vital congregations in conferences 
outside the United States and encourages colleges outside the US to explore if and how this initiative 
can assist their conferences. 

 
 

Vital Congregations’ Goal  
 
Double the number of vital congregations in the United States by 2017 from 5,000 highly vital 
congregations to 10,000 (this will increase the percentage from 15% of our congregations to 30%) 
 
 
We seek to grow the number of highly vital congregations because highly vital congregations have 
greater fruitfulness in: 
 

1. Making new disciples of Jesus Christ 
2. Involving disciples in faith forming groups and ministries 
3. Engaging disciples in community mission  
4. Giving by disciples to mission 
5. Growing congregations 

 
These are the goal areas the Council of Bishops committed to assist congregational fruitfulness by 
setting goals and supporting congregations to reach these goals. 
 
 
Progress and Activity toward Vitality and the Goals 
 

• At General Conference we received and consecrated the vitality goals of 73% of the 
congregations in the US and the goals of more than 70 conferences world-wide.  

• By the end of October, more than 10,000 congregations (almost one-third of our US 
congregations) are inputting weekly statistics for their congregation’s goals through the Vital 
Signs web site. In addition to inputting their weekly statistics, they are also sharing stories of 
vitality online. 

• The umVitalCongregations.org web site continues to be a resource for conferences and 
congregations. Two resources at umVitalCongregations.org are proving to be valuable for 
congregations, 1) How to implement the 16 strategies/drivers for vitality, and 2) How to reach 
your goals. 
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Congregations continue to be supported through the Vital Congregations web site 
(umvitalcongregations.org) and through the work of their annual conference as they strive to reach their 
goals and implement the 16 strategies for growing vitality (drivers of vitality). To better assist 
congregations work on the strategies for vitality, we have reformatted the 16 drivers of vitality. People 
shared that 16 was an overwhelming number. The new format includes the 16 drivers but is 
communicated within the four ministry areas of vitality as illustrated below. 
 
The four strategic ministry areas of vitality 

1. Ministry – vital congregations offer effective and abundant opportunities for children and youth 
ministry, small groups, and missional outreach in the community and the world. 

2. Pastoral Leadership – Pastors who use their influence to help congregations set and achieve 
significant goals, inspire the congregation through preaching, serve in an appointment 
effectively and for a longer period of time, and coach and mentor laity to lead effectively. 

3. Lay Leadership – Laity who demonstrate a vital and active personal faith, develop and grow in 
their leadership effectiveness, and rotate new people into leadership positions so that more 
people have the opportunity to serve. 

4. Worship – Vital churches offer a mix of worship services appropriate to their context, tend to 
use topical sermon series, for mid-large size congregations they use contemporary music in 
contemporary worship and use multimedia in contemporary worship. 

 
Team Vital will launch with 11 conferences and will hold its first gathering in February 2013. A second 
wave of Team Vital will be organized within the next 6-12 months. Team Vital is committed to doubling 
the number of highly vital congregations by meeting over the next two years to learn together about 
what is and is not working as we assist congregations to implement the 16 strategies of vitality. It will 
center the Vital Congregations movement spiritually, explore and experiment with ideas and strategies, 
and offer learnings to the whole church. It will be a learning community grounded theologically and a 
group of explorers finding new ways to connect with the non and nominally religious. Each conference 
will send leadership teams of up to eight conference leaders each time Team Vital meets. 
 
 
Metrics 
 
There is significant resistance to the use of metrics within The United Methodist Church. In part, clergy 
and congregations are afraid that the metrics will be used “against them”. The Council of Bishops can 
lead the way by using metrics creatively and interpreting metrics as a tool to help us evaluate our 
fruitfulness. Metrics are one of several tools and must be used in conjunction with testimonies, 
storytelling, planning, goals, strategies and prayer. Bishops interpreting and using metrics consistently 
along with supporting clergy and congregations as they work on growing vitality will assist congregations 
in working with metrics. 
 
The table below is one way of looking at the metrics of a conference. A powerful conversation with 
conference leaders might ask the following questions: 
 

1. What can we learn about our conference in light of these metrics? 
2. How do we compare with our peer conferences? Peer conferences may include conferences of 

equal size or geographic region or similar budgets or a conference that is similar to yours 
because it is more rural or more urban. 

3. What measures do we aspire to have and over what period of time is reasonable? 
4. What will we do to reach our aspirations? 
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You may also want to provide the metrics of each of your congregations and ask your congregations 
these same questions from a congregational perspective. 
 

This chart reflects a different way of looking at the fruitfulness of conferences. It uses worship 
attendance as a standard for measuring health in other areas. It looks to strengthen internal ministries 
and activities that will grow disciples.  

 
 
The figures below are based on 2011 statistical reports from GCFA. They are unaudited and may change 
slightly. Those with an asterisk (*) are 2010 Statistics. Note that in the second column, the number of 
worshipers to make a profession of faith the lower the number the healthier. 
 
 
 

 

Worship 
Attendance 

Number of 
worshipers 
to make a 
profession 
of faith 

Percent of 
adult 
worshipers 
in small 
groups 

Percent of 
worshipers 
involved in 
a mission 
experience 

Dollars 
given to 
mission 
per 
worshiper 

Percent of 
congregations 
growing 

US Conferences Average 3,022,577 24 48% 15% $302 34% 

       DAKOTAS 20,142 31 28% 20% $390 36% 
DETROIT 42,591 20 38% 11% $256 35% 
EAST OHIO 62,710 26 44% 13% $241 31% 
ILLINOIS GRT RIVERS 64,355 31 40% 10% $283 32% 
INDIANA 114,261 30 41% 10% $230 33% 
IOWA 55,802 22 36% 11% $293 33% 
MINNESOTA 33,541 22 41% 10% $315 30% 
NORTHERN ILLINOIS 37,266 18 39% 15% $242 31% 
WEST MICHIGAN 36,330 24 39% 8% $281 32% 
WEST OHIO 111,043 27 43% 11% $243 36% 
WISCONSIN 36,696 20 37% 8% $254 29% 
NCJ Totals 614,737 25 40% 11% $262 32% 

       
BALTIMORE-WASH 65,478 18 45% 22% $369 42% 
EASTERN PENNSYLVANIA 42,727 22 44% 9% $227 27% 
GREATER NEW JERSEY 47,930 17 43% 9% $283 33% 
NEW ENGLAND 32,500 22 34% 8% $266 30% 
NEW YORK 33,679 14 33% 9% $301 26% 
PENINSULA-DELAWARE 32,975 21 37% 9% $255 39% 
SUSQUEHANNA 65,361 27 41% 8% $270 34% 
UPPER NEW YORK 50,603 29 32% 9% $226 30% 
WEST VIRGINIA 45,196 31 41% 5% $306 37% 

WESTERN PA 58,321 24 37% 8% $230 30% 
NEJ Totals 474,770 22 39% 10% $276 33% 
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      ARKANSAS 52,658 24 48% 15% $323 30% 
CENTRAL TEXAS 46,607 22 8% 23% $337 39% 
KANSAS EAST 30,742 23 55% 14% $221 40% 
KANSAS WEST 30,725 25 46% 11% $231 39% 
LOUISIANA 41,588 23 53% 23% $656 43% 
MISSOURI 80,331 24 46% 32% $239 36% 
NEBRASKA 30,012 19 43% 17% $268 38% 
NEW MEXICO 14,740 27 62% 9% $288 38% 
NORTH TEXAS 60,212 19 68% 33% $360 36% 
NORTHWEST TEXAS 19,523 31 78% 10% $446 37% 
OKLAHOMA 55,925 25 60% 27% $457 35% 
OKLAHOMA INDIAN MSN 2,072 26 29% 4% $105 40% 
RIO GRANDE 4,480 30 29% 1% $158 26% 

SOUTHWEST TEXAS 46,195 22 64% 13% $367 34% 
TEXAS 105,835 19 68% 23% $424 38% 
SCJ Totals 621,645 22 58% 22% $361 37% 

       ALABAMA-W. FLORIDA 65,164 27 51% 11% $298 31% 
FLORIDA 135,635 26 45% 12% $233 37% 
HOLSTON 68,688 31 55% 17% $270 39% 
KENTUCKY 56,752 26 41% 10% $262 36% 
MEMPHIS 30,260 42 46% 8% $332 33% 
MISSISSIPPI 71,383 36 39% 7% $265 31% 
NORTH ALABAMA8 70,341 29 56% 26% $288 34% 
NORTH CAROLINA 81,257 27 49% 11% $412 42% 
NORTH GEORGIA 129,306 21 50% 19% $316 33% 
RED BIRD MISSIONARY 637 22 38% 5% $109 43% 
SOUTH CAROLINA 92,506 27 55% 15% $265 35% 
SOUTH GEORGIA 50,916 30 58% 8% $299 30% 
TENNESSEE 49,257 27 49% 13% $355 38% 
VIRGINIA 106,810 25 50% 14% $431 31% 
WESTERN N CAROLINA 120,187 27 52% 39% $241 38% 
SEJ Totals 1,129,099 27 50% 16% $301 35% 

       ALASKA 2,144 17 40% 8% $388 39% 
CALIFORNIA-NEVADA 35,914 24 42% 9% $293 31% 
CALIFORNIA-PACIFIC* 47,551 19 40% 7% $318 40% 
DESERT SOUTHWEST 25,012 24 49% 15% $300 33% 
OREGON-IDAHO 13,734 25 59% 8% $326 36% 
PACIFIC NORTHWEST 20,373 26 48% 12% $348 36% 
ROCKY MOUNTAIN 30,680 21 63% 13% $271 38% 
YELLOWSTONE* 6,918 27 40% 7% $220 26% 
WJ Totals 182,326 22 48% 10% $304 35% 
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Conferences that consistently have higher metrics in these areas also have a greater percentage of 
highly vital congregations. The South Central Jurisdiction which has the most fruitful metrics in these 
areas is the jurisdiction with the highest percentage of highly vital congregations. These metrics also 
paint a picture of how we are building on our Wesleyan heritage. We were formed on a two-fold mission 
– personal holiness and social holiness, making and maturing disciples and engaging disciple and the 
church in social change. We were shaped through small groups and by engaging disciples in community 
mission. Today, we have 
 

• 51% of adult worshipers are involved in small groups for learning, growth and accountability 
• 16% of our worshipers are engaged in mission that is transforming individuals and communities 
• 34% of our congregations are growing  
• It takes 23 worshipers to make one new profession of faith 

 
What would The United Methodist Church look like to the world if 75% of our worshipers were 
gathering in small groups to mature as disciples and account for their living and serving? What would 
happen if 75% of our worshipers were engaged in justice and mercy ministries in the community? What 
if it took only 10 worshipers to make one new believer and if 60% of our congregations were growing? 
We might look more like the movement John Wesley began and Bishop Francis Asbury led. 
 
Prayer, deepening faith, and grounding our ministry theologically along with assisting congregations to 
implement the 16 strategies of vital congregations will reinvigorate the church and grow fruitfulness in 
ministries of evangelism, justice and mercy. 
 
Improving our metrics is not beyond our reach. Engaging more worshipers in mission, involving more 
worshipers in small groups, inspiring more disciples to make professions of faith is not a matter of more 
people or more money, but a matter of inspiration, focus, and what John Wesley called methods - the 
way we organize, what we practice, and the strategies we employ. Working together we can make a 
difference and we can reshape the church to for greater fruitfulness as we make disciples of Jesus Christ 
for the transformation of the world.  


