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Responding to our charge 

A self-study is part of the process leading up to the search for a new pastor.  Our 

committee was charged with conducting this study.  The results are intended to help 

understand and share our history, to describe ways in which we are currently engaged 

as a congregation and to help think about our focus for the years ahead.  

From the outset we were charged to listen widely and deeply.  This helped us to hear 

what was shared with us in faith and in confidence and discern meaning, threads, and 

patterns that enable us to weave a tapestry of reflections of our ongoing journey as a 

community of faith.  It is in a spirit of humble service, and with a strong sense of 

excitement for the future, that we present this report of the State College Presbyterian 

Church self-study committee. 
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The committee would also like to thank Meg Meloy for her assistance in constructing the 
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Executive Summary 

Over the course of eight months, we heard from over 650 persons in the church and 
community about SCPC. 
 
This report is organized in three main sections reflecting: (1) who we are as a 
congregation, (2) where we feel called to respond to the needs of our congregation and 
our community, and (3) the desired characteristics of the pastor who will lead us through 
the next stage of our evolution as a community of faith.  Each of the sections 
summarizes the central themes that emerged from our self-study.   
 
Main areas of strength that characterize who we are include: 

 our building and location,  

 how we care for children and youth,  

 meaningful worship and music programs,  

 vibrant mission work,  

 a stable and dedicated staff, and  

 a diverse congregation that is involved in the life and work of the church. 
 
The most commonly stated ideas for the future direction of our church, grouped into 
several broad categories, are:  

 pastoral care issues,  

 small group ministries,  

 mission and social justice issues,  

 improvements in communication/technology, and 

 ever increasing variety in music programs.  
 
Several characteristics of the person who will lead us include: 

 deeply rooted faith, 

 quality preaching, 

 strong administrator and leader, 

 gifts complementary to other staff, 

 pastoral care. 
 
Overall, we have tried to reflect both the content and the tone of feedback from multiple 
conversations with the congregation and the community.  Additional detail is included in 
the appendices. 
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Information Gathering Events 

 

May 8, 2011 Congregational Survey administered during first and second 

services 

May, 2011  Interviews with SCPC staff 

June 23, 2011 Listening session with SCPC members at Brookline  

June 29, 2011 Listening session with SCPC members at The Village at Penn State 

July 20, 2011  Listening session with SCPC members at Foxdale Village  

July 2011  College-Age Survey distributed via the web 

June, July, &  Interviews with leaders of the State College community ï  

August 2011 domains include: police, judicial, school district, Penn State, health 

care, human service agencies, leaders of other faith communities 

June, July, &  Listening session with individuals upon request 

August 2011 

September, 2011 Listening session with PW Board 

September, 2011 Open listening sessions  

 September 12, 2011 

 September 14, 2011  

 September 15, 2011 

 September 18, 2011  

October 5, 2011 Listening session with Fellowship in Senior High (FISH) participants 

October 16, 2011 Open listening session during adult education 
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Introduction 

 

This report is organized in three main sections reflecting: (1) who we are as a 

congregation, (2) where we feel called to respond to the needs of our congregation and 

our community, and (3) the desired characteristics of the pastor who will lead us through 

the next stage of our evolution as a community of faith.  Each of the sections 

summarizes the central themes that emerged from our self-study.  Additional detail is 

included in the appendices.  Overall, we have tried to reflect both the content and the 

tone of feedback from multiple conversations with the congregation and the community.  

 

Who we are 

 

This section reviews our history, our core strengths as a congregation, and the ways in 

which we are engaged within the church and the community.  

 

The State College Presbyterian Church (SCPC) is a community of faith established in 

State College in 1890.  Our current Mission Statement reads, ñThe State College 

Presbyterian Church has been called by God and organized to proclaim the good news 

of Jesus Christ, to minister to the needs of members of the congregation and residents 

of the community, and to promote peace and justice in the world.ò  In living out that 

mission statement we have grown into a congregation of approximately 1,180 members.  

 

SCPC is blessed in many areas.  These areas have been identified by the Self Study 

committee through a congregational survey, meetings with staff and with leaders in the 

community at large, and through listening sessions with church members.   
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Main areas of strength that characterize who we are include: 

 our building and location,  

 how we care for children and youth,  

 meaningful worship and music programs,  

 vibrant mission work,  

 a stable and dedicated staff, and  

 a diverse congregation that is involved in the life and work of the church. 

 

The church is located in downtown State College one block from the Penn State 

campus.  Our original charter was to provide worship and Christian Education 

opportunities for students at Penn State and our location is ideal for that mission.  Our 

building dates from 1911 with significant additions made in 1941 and 1994.  Members 

appreciate the aesthetic appeal of the gray stone sanctuary and bell tower and 

especially value how well the physical plant is used, not just on Sundays but also 

throughout the week.  An additional blessing related to our location is the presence of 

two large parking garages within one block of the church. 

 

Programs for children and youth at SCPC include the Stay and Play preschool, 

Christian Education on Sunday mornings, midweek programs for elementary, middle 

school, and high school youth (LOGOS ï which includes first through fifth grade youth - 

Geckos, and middle-school youth - Chrysalis, and Fellowship in Senior High - FISH).  In 

addition there is an active college ministry within the church and also on the Penn State 

campus.  All of these programs are almost universally valued by church members and 

are as important to older members as they are to families with children.  

 

Our worship services are typically traditional services held twice on Sunday mornings.  

In addition, a Taize contemplative service is held once a month.  Our membership 

identifies itself theologically in equal parts as conservative, moderate, and liberal.  We 

are blessed to have so many viewpoints represented in our congregation and that we 

are able to worship together in meaningful ways.  Members indicate a high level of 

satisfaction with worship and experience inspiration and a sense of Godôs presence 
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during worship.  Considerable importance is placed on the quality of preaching.  The 

expectation is that sermons will challenge us and deepen our understanding of our faith.  

 

The music program at SCPC is a significant contributor to the high satisfaction with the 

worship experience in general.  There are opportunities for participation beginning in 

first grade through late adulthood.  Specific programs include the LOGOS and Chrysalis 

music programs, Voices of Praise which is a high school and young adult choir, the 

Chancel Choir, the Bell Choir, and other special choirs and orchestras.  Overall, we 

value traditional music and hymns, but also have a significant number of members who 

appreciate contemporary music. 

 

Doing Godôs work in serving congregation members, the local community, and the world 

at large is important to our members.  Our community recognizes and values the 

mission and outreach work of SCPC.  Our congregation is aware of the needs of our 

neighbors, both locally and worldwide.  We value and support mission projects and 

initiatives for their positive impact and also for the opportunities they provide for 

members of the church to work together toward a common purpose.  An example which 

is cited over and over again in group discussions is the Habitat House project which 

was completely funded and built by church members.  

 

In each of our listening sessions the strength of our professional staff, individually and 

collectively was raised as an asset.  The support and appreciation for our staff is very 

strong across the congregation.  The programs that make us strong as a church would 

not be possible without the guidance of a dedicated and talented staff.  We have been 

blessed by the lack of turnover in most staff positions and strong leadership from a long 

time senior pastor who encouraged the staff to work to its full potential. 

 

Support for our programs and outreach is the result of both staff leadership as well as a 

high level of involvement and commitment by congregation members.  Our membership 

numbers have remained stable which is noteworthy in a transient university community.  

Among our congregational survey respondents, 35 percent have been involved for more 
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than 20 years and 21 percent have become active or joined in the last five years.  

Almost half of those responding to the survey serve in leadership roles in our church 

programs.  Equally important, slightly more than half of respondents are active in social 

service or advocacy groups in the community at large. 

 

The strengths and blessings that define us as a community of faith are truly gifts from 

God which reflect the presence of the Holy Spirit in who we are and what we do.   

 

Where we are being led as a congregation  

 

What is the future of the State College Presbyterian Church?  Where are we being led 

as a congregation?  What are the unmet needs that need to be addressed?  From our 

many conversations and the congregational survey, we found that there is a common 

desire to continue our strong work in the areas outlined above.  But many members also 

voiced a wish to move in new directions to address unmet needs and to expand our 

mission activities.  This section will describe the most commonly stated ideas for the 

future direction of our church, grouped into several broad categories:  

 pastoral care issues,  

 small group ministries,  

 mission and social justice issues,  

 improvements in communication/technology, and 

 ever increasing variety in music programs.  

 

Pastoral care 

 

The need for greater pastoral care was mentioned at nearly every meeting held by our 

committee, and was a particular concern during our conversations with SCPC staff and 

with residents at the local assisted living facilities (Brookline, Foxdale, and the Village).  

There is a consensus that we, as a church, can do a better job keeping track of our 

membersô needs and communicating those needs to the pastoral staff and/or matching 

those needs with what others in the congregation can offer.  
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Pastoral care is more than a single phone call or visit in a period of intense need ï 

although these are also important ï and in some cases may require semi-regular 

visitation for a defined period of time.  Some examples of situations where ongoing 

pastoral care may be desired:  continuing care for new babies, continuing care for family 

members with disabilities, individuals with heavy medical/social needs, and follow up 

visits after a period of grieving.  Although pastoral care is an issue that affects members 

of all ages and family situations, we also recognize that pastoral care is especially 

important to our population of older members (age 55 and older) who are 

disproportionately affected by health challenges and grief.  While some pastoral care 

may be achieved by other members of the congregation (some suggested approaches 

include, exploring the role of  Deacons, visitation Deacons, or adding a Stephen 

Ministry), visits by one of the ministers are very important, especially to our members in 

assisted living situations and those who cannot attend services regularly.  For examples 

relating to pastoral care, please see appendix 4. 

 

Small group ministries 

 

On the congregational survey, the three activities or programs of the church which 

received the lowest satisfaction scores were:  spiritual formation/small groups (52 % of 

respondents said they were either very satisfied or satisfied), Presbyterian Womenôs 

group (38% very satisfied or satisfied), and Presbyterian Menôs group (30% very 

satisfied or satisfied).  Similarly, during our open meetings with the congregation, the 

second most frequent topic of conversation was a desire for small group ministries 

which could serve as an avenue for connecting with others in the congregation and 

forming stronger bonds within our church family.  Recognizing that small group 

ministries require a lot of time and effort, this is another topic of discussion to take up 

with our new head pastor.  It is clear from our work that this is an area of spiritual 

development that our congregation is craving. 
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Small group ministries were discussed with respect to several areas of possible growth 

for SCPC.  These ministries could help people find their niches and get to know other 

individuals with similar interests, could be used to address shortages in programming 

that appeal to specific age-cohorts, and could provide an avenue to create more 

intergenerational programs which allow people to interact with members of different 

ages.  In particular, this committee heard members wanting ministries involving seniors 

(55+ years old), college-aged and young adults (broadly, 20-40 years old), more 

gender-specific groups, single adults, married couples without children, and 

intergenerational groups. 

 

Adult education is another type of small group ministry that many felt could be 

improved.  Several people expressed interest in a greater number of adult Bible studies, 

including more long-term in-depth studies of the scripture.  

 

For examples relating to small group ministries and adult education, please see 

appendix 4. 

  

Mission and social justice issues 

 

One question on the congregational survey asked worshipers how satisfied they are 

with 21 various activities, programs and services at our church.  Overall, most 

respondents said they were very satisfied or satisfied with local mission/outreach (82%) 

and global mission/outreach (71%).  More than half of respondents were very satisfied 

or satisfied with social justice (63%) and inclusiveness/diversity (60%).  Yet, the topics 

of expanding our mission focus, social justice issues, and being a welcoming church 

came up repeatedly during our open meetings with the congregation.  This suggests 

that, although many church members are comfortable with our current mission 

endeavors and attention to diversity, a significant and vocal minority are ready to 

challenge our church to rethink our views in these areas and to do more. 
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Our current mission and outreach efforts include a variety of projects, mission trips and 

programs in which our members seek to serve beyond the walls of SCPC.  Because 

mission needs and concerns are not static, our approach to mission should be dynamic 

and allow us to respond to new challenges as they arise.  This includes continuing to 

provide leadership in the local community and Presbytery on a variety of social issues, 

promoting stewardship of the natural world, and showing compassion for those in need, 

both locally and globally.   

 

We are already at work on becoming a more welcoming church.  A theme for the 2011-

2012 program year, as exemplified by several of Pastor Susanôs sermons already, is 

ñWelcome.ò  This emphasis on welcoming and inclusiveness may mean different things 

to different people.  At its simplest, it means being more friendly and welcoming to 

visitors by smiling and introducing ourselves to newcomers.  It means making it easier 

for new members to get involved, by helping people to find their niches and use their 

gifts.  Going a little deeper, we should strive to make the physical church more 

accessible to people in wheelchairs or with other physical limitations.  

 

Several people suggested that SCPC increase our outreach to the international 

community in response to the growing international population at Penn State and in 

State College.  We could make our food-related gatherings more welcoming by serving 

more healthy foods and being mindful of dietary restrictions.  At its most complex, 

becoming a more welcoming and inclusive church may mean being more intentional 

about inviting everyone to be a part of our church.  That is, it is not enough to be 

welcoming to all who come through our doors; we also must make sure everyone feels 

welcome to enter.  Specifically, many felt we should explore what it means to welcome 

those whom the traditional Protestant churches have not included as full members and 

leaders.   
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As a congregation, we are not of a single mind with respect to social justice issues.  

This time of transition may be our opportunity to challenge ourselves with more 

discussion of social justice, at the same time being careful to respect our diverse 

opinions and not create unnecessary divisions within the church.   

 

For examples relating to mission, outreach and social justice, please see appendix 4. 

 

Communication and technology 

 

Another theme that we heard when talking about future plans was to improve methods 

of communication, especially by increasing the use of technology.  Right now, the main 

avenues of communication between the church and its members are the bulletins (used 

during the two services) and the PresbyPost.  People who are unable to attend worship 

services (either on a particular Sunday, or systematically due to health/transportation 

issues) never get to see the bulletin.  And the PresbyPost is delivered via postal mail 

only once per month.  If there are more time-sensitive announcements to share with our 

members, how can we get this information out to all of our members quickly and 

efficiently?   

 

In addition to the method of communication, there was also discussion about the 

importance of greater communication between different groups within the church.  We 

are a large church and sometimes it is possible for one group to be unaware of what is 

going on within another group.  More effective communication could also help get new 

members more involved by putting new members in touch with others (individuals and 

groups) in the church with similar interests. 

 

A few persons also mentioned expanding the use of technology during worship 

services, for example, using a projector to display lyrics or images.  Typically, these 

comments were balanced with concern that we donôt want to bend over backwards to 

entertain, and that some will find the use of technology in this way to be distracting.  

Communication between the church and the State College community is also important.  
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Perhaps a greater emphasis on publicity and marketing (including, but not limited to, 

revising and expanding our website) could help to grow our membership and 

relationship with the larger community.  

 

Ever increasing variety in music programs  

 

The final theme highlighted by members of the congregation was a desire for more 

contemporary music in our worship.  In the congregational survey, 89 percent of 

respondents said they are satisfied or very satisfied with music at SCPC.  During our 

listening sessions, a few parents felt that the current worship service does not ñspeakò 

to their teenagers, and that adding contemporary music would enhance the worship 

experience for these youth.  There is a feeling among some that we need to adapt to 

meet the needs of older youth (tweens) and teenagers in order to keep them and their 

families coming to church.  Interest in contemporary music was not limited to parents of 

teenagers, but was expressed by people across the age spectrum.  

 

Church members offered two specific ideas for how to achieve this goal.  First, we could 

incorporate more contemporary music (or, more diverse music offerings in general) into 

our current worship services.  Second, it was suggested that SCPC consider adding a 

contemporary worship service at a new time, possibly on a Saturday evening, to draw in 

new members.  This idea appealed in particular to college students and families with 

older children who participate in many school and/or sporting events on Sundays.   

We should point out that, on this topic, the voices we heard during our open meetings 

were somewhat different than those who responded to the congregational survey.  The 

survey results suggest that the current level of diversity in worship music is sufficient for 

most people who attend the worship services.  However, the age-groups who are likely 

most interested in contemporary music ï children/youth, teenagers, and college 

students ï were much less likely (relative to older adults) to complete the survey. 
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A final aspect of the music program that was mentioned by several people was a desire 

to allow children and youth who do not participate in the mid-week LOGOS programs 

(Geckos and Chrysalis) to sing in the worship service.   

 

For examples relating to the music program, please see appendix 4. 

 

Final thoughts on future programming 

 

Looking back through this report, we see the long lists of programs that our church 

currently supports and areas in which we would like to expand.  As we look to the 

future, this committee acknowledges that increased programming will also require 

increased financial support.  Further, expanding our program offerings and mission work 

may also be constrained by physical space and staff.  One theme that ran through the 

many varied responses to the question ñwhat challenges do we face as a churchò was a 

caution not to overextend ourselves:  we have limited facilities, staff, and resources, so 

we should make sure that whatever we do, we do well.  That said, the State College 

Presbyterian Church should move in the directions where we truly feel called to be, and 

trust that God will provide the resources to sustain our efforts in these areas. 

 

Who Will Lead Us? 

 

This section outlines the attributes we are seeking in a new head pastor.  Throughout 

the self-study process, the skills and talents identified here were consistently highlighted 

by members of the congregation.  

 

As we move forward as a church, State College Presbyterian Church (SCPC) is looking 

for a strong head pastor who will lead us.  First and foremost, we believe our next head 

pastor should have a ñdesire to submit joyfully to the Lordship of Jesus Christ in all 

aspects of lifeò (2011, revised PC (USA) ordination standards).  It is important to our 

staff and members that our next head pastor be deeply rooted in the scriptures and has 
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a high degree of spirituality that is continuing to grow.  In being so, we hope she or he 

will be able to help the congregation meet the spiritual needs of its members and staff.  

 

Quality preaching is important to the members of SCPC.  While we may have a wide 

diversity of ideas when it comes to what should be preached on Sunday, we agree that 

strong, well-thought-out, engaging, and thought-provoking sermons are important.  

 

We recognize that SCPC has many leaders ï lay leaders, Deacons, Ruling Elders 

(Session), staff members, and Teaching Elders (Ministers) ï all of whom are important 

in the life of this church.  We have heard throughout this process that our next head 

pastor will need to be a good manager.  He or she must be someone who will work with 

the strengths and weaknesses of the current staff, someone who will encourage 

leadership from the members of the congregation, and someone who is willing to admit 

their weaknesses and delegate tasks.  

 

Another important characteristic of our future head pastor is strong administrative skills, 

including sound financial management.  This point was heard in all meetings with staff 

and members of the congregation although it seemed to be of lower priority in the 

survey.  Specifically, it is important that the new head pastor come to understand clearly 

how to make decisions on behalf of the staff, session, and congregation when needed.  

The associate pastor, and the role he has at SCPC, is very important to the 

congregation; therefore, it is important that the head pastorôs gifts complement the gifts 

of the associate pastor, as well as other members of the staff.  SCPC would like the 

head pastor to be a strong leader of a very diverse congregation, a talented and strong-

willed staff, and in the community, the Presbytery and beyond. 

 

A pastor, who is a good communicator, is approachable, has a warm personality, is 

honest and exhibits appropriate humility, and is compassionate and comforting, would 

work well with SCPC.  Because we heard repeatedly from the congregation that 

pastoral care requires attention and improvement, we recommend the next head pastor 

excel in this area and be willing to creatively address this issue with the congregation.  
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Conclusion  

 

The State College Presbyterian Church is a vibrant and dynamic community of faith.  

We give of our time, our money and our talents in a wide-array of programs within the 

church and in the local and global community.  We value our youth, our staff, and the 

opportunity to serve through mission, recognizing and appreciating that we are a 

congregation with members at every stage of life and spiritual formation.  What we have 

learned through this period of self-study is that we are a community of diverse opinions 

and talents, deeply connected to our faith and to each other and mindful of the power of 

fellowship to express our faith and live into our calling.  As such, there is a solid 

foundation upon which to build as we call a new head pastor to lead us.  We 

acknowledge that we are in a state of transition in our understanding of living as 

Disciples of Christ at the beginning of the 21st century.  We look forward to the next 

stage of our evolution confident in our strengths and prepared to respond to the 

challenges and opportunities that lie before us. 
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