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The Mission Study Team (MST) received excellent support from many others in the  

church who agreed to be interviewed, completed surveys, participated in Congregational 

Gatherings and encouraged and supported the team in completing its work.  The members  

of the Mission Study Team understand that this document can only reflect the opinions we 
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together.  We will welcome the reactions and comments of the Session and the  

congregation.  We are grateful for every contribution to this study. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Dear Friends, 

One day soon the members of Hopewell Presbyterian Church (HPC) will be welcoming a new Pastor.  

As we prepare for that day, it is our privilege to share this Mission Study Report with you.  As you 

read its contents, we hope you are touched by all of the ways God has blessed our church.  And, while 

many questions concerning our future have yet to be answered, we pray you are filled with optimism 

about what God is calling HPC to be in the years to come. 

Anchored by the certainty that Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever, the Mission 

Study Team (MST) was tasked by the Session to reflect on our past, assess our current state, and dis-

cern what God wants for us in the future.  Our responsibility was to produce this Mission Study Re-

port as a guide to a Pastor Nominating Committee in its search for our next Pastor and as support to 

church leaders and staff as they carry out HPC ministry goals.  True to our charge, we spent the past 

six months thinking about “what has been” and visioning about “what can be” for HPC, listening for 

God’s voice in the process. 

Creating this Report was a community-wide effort, and many people participated in our process of 

discernment through the Listening Groups, the Lunch Conversation, after-worship Bible Studies, and 

discussions with members of the MST individually.  We praise God that so many were moved to share 

what God placed on their hearts.  Those contributions have shaped this Report, and many prayers 

have sustained and inspired us.  We are also thankful to the members of our church staff who gener-

ously assisted the MST.  

HPC’s members and staff have applied their time and energy to discerning who they are, what their 

purpose is, and what God is calling them to do.  They have taken this exercise to heart, believing that 

doing so will make a difference both in their congregational life and in the wider community where 

they live and work.  That belief, shared by the MST, has firmly guided us in conducting the Mission 

Study and in discerning what will be important for the congregation and its pastor, on the journey 

forward. 

Our hope is that this Report will do more than play a role in assisting the Pastor Nominating Commit-

tee in its search.  We pray that it will also challenge and encourage each person in the congregation, 

today and in the future, to watch and listen for God’s plan for HPC, and to spread the seeds of God’s 

Kingdom through our demonstration of His love for us.  We submit this Report with great humility 

and thankfulness to our Lord for His faithfulness.   
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THE MISSION STUDY 
 

If people can’t see what God is doing, they stumble all over themselves;  
But when they attend to what God reveals, they are most blessed. 

Proverbs 29:18 (MSG) 
 
How was this Mission Study conducted? 
 
The 2017 HPC Mission Study formally began in April with guidance from Interim Pastor George 
Betz.  As a congregational self-study, it was informed significantly by results from a set of Listen-
ing Group meetings.  These were organized in January by the church’s Minister of Spiritual Devel-
opment, Cathy Peterson, and led by Pastor George in February.  In addition to using the input 
from those Listening Groups, the Mission Study Team added two further components designed to 
engage the congregation.  These were a Lunch Conversation on Sunday, May 21, and a series of 
After-Worship Bible Studies on the four Sundays in June. 
 

The Listening Groups met in 11 members’ homes over the course of 3 weeks and approxi-
mately 80 people attended. The following questions were provided in advance, and notes 
were taken to record the ranges of responses given at each meeting. 

 
 How did you come to HPC, and why did you stay? 
 What do you need in a church? 
 What do you need in a pastor? 
 List three things you believe need to be addressed and acted upon at HPC. 

 
The Lunch Conversation was held at the church following worship, with a simple meal 
provided, and approximately 55 people attended.  The purpose was to review, and provide 
another opportunity to consider, the questions and answers from the Listening Groups.  A 
slide presentation of the compiled results from the eleven February meetings was used to 
help focus the table discussions. 
 
On the same Sunday, May 21, during the education hour before worship, Heidi Kahme,       
chairperson of the Hopewell Valley Municipal Alliance, presented the findings of a 2016 youth 
survey titled “What’s Up With Our Kids?” Approximately 30 people attended.  The               
presentation, and the survey on which it was based, provided highly useful insights for this 
report. 
 
The Bible Studies in June were held at HPC after worship, lasting for up to an hour with 
from 8 to 20 people participating in each session. Each session focused on the sermon for that 
day and the scriptures on which the sermon was based.  The overall theme was Jesus’ call for 
the Church to be about the business of disciple-making. 
 

The Mission Study Team met weekly to engage in Bible study and devotions and review the          
congregational input.  The team discussed in considerable depth many of the issues that were 
raised by members.  This gave us the opportunity to consider the context for the congregational 
comments that we had received.  We looked for and made note of patterns among the various 
comments, which helped us in framing the most useful ways to present them in this report. 
 
The following observations and corresponding findings are offered as opportunities for insight. 
We believe our observations summarize key HPC attributes.  
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HISTORY OF HOPEWELL PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
 

I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So neither the one who plants nor 
the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.   

The one who plants and the one who waters have a common purpose,  
and each will receive wages according to the labor of each. For we are God’s servants, 

working together; you are God’s field, God’s building. 
1 Corinthians 3:6-9 

 
 Congregation organized in 1877;          

history traceable to the mid-1800s.   
 Long tradition of outreach to the       

community and beyond 
 Only two pastors between 1928 and 

1984; four pastors between 1984 and 
2016 

 Tradition of strong lay leadership,       
independent of pastors 

 Many spiritual and missional initia-
tives over the years 

 Making Connections, a major               
reconfiguration of the buildings, 2009
-2013  

 Declining church membership and 
attendance and increasing age over the last 20 years 

 
The beginnings of a Presbyterian presence in the village of Hopewell can be traced to the Pennington 
Presbyterian Church’s establishment of a Sabbath School, at what is now 75 West Broad Street, in 
1857.  This building is almost opposite the present church buildings and is adjacent to the original 
1877 chapel and the 1892 Manse.   
 
The idea for an actual Presbyterian Church is first documented in 1873, the year that the railroad 
came to town.  In 1876 detailed planning began, and in 1877 the Presbyterian Chapel was built on a 
lot on the south side of Broad Street, opposite the present church.  The congregation was formally 
organized in December of that year with 35 members.  In 1892 a manse was built immediately west 
of the chapel. 
 
By the early 1900s, plans were already afoot to build a larger sanctuary on the “triangle” between 
Louellen Street and Broad Street.  After purchase of the property, building of the present sanctuary 
building was commenced in 1914 and completed early the following year. 
 
The pastorate of John Ginter began in 1928.  Ginter served the church for 35 years, with a break for 
war service in 1943-1945.  Fellowship Hall, the first major addition to the 1914 building, was com-
pleted in 1952.  Fellowship Hall was evidently intended as a multi-purpose space for use by both the 
congregation and the community:  an important theme in the church’s history. 
 
Ginter’s record of long service was followed by another: the 20-year pastorate of Robert Berringer 
(1964-1984).  For 56 years in the 20th century, therefore, church members experienced only one 
change of pastor.  Quite a contrast to four pastors between 1984 and 2017, with a couple of lengthy 
interim periods between. 
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Berringer was a beloved and dynamic minister whose memory remains strong with those who knew 
him.  His time is remembered as something of a “Golden Age” when the church had a large                     
membership (claimed to have been as high as 755 in 1975), and the church had a strong presence in 
the Hopewell community.  The two-story Education Wing was completed in 1968, accommodating 
both Sunday school classes and a nursery school.  Another lasting legacy of Berringer is the 
Hopewell Council of Churches. 
 
In the 33 years since Berringer’s departure, the church has been served by four full-time pastors 
(Doug Brouwer 1985-91, Scott Starbuck 1992-97, Virginia Smith 1999-2004, and Michael Capron 
2008-16), each of them in place for an average of just under six years.  An interim pastor was found 
for each of the gap periods.   
 
Having a relational pastor (an approachable, engaging, people person) has always been important to 
this congregation, yet this has not been a predominant gift of our last three pastors.  During the         
pastorates of Starbuck and Smith, additional pastoral staff members (Roy Weeks, Kevin Dill, Michael 
Bruner, Chris Kile) helped to fill this relational gap.  A solo pastorate is in special need of these skills.   
 
Beyond the cultural factors driving a general decline in wider church membership, some of the           
internal factors that have impacted HPC membership include closure of the nursery school (2002), 
differing views on the effectiveness of recent pastors and interim pastors, and results of the natural 
church development survey (part of the Living Stones report).  However, a cumulative positive effect 
of the searches for interim pastors and senior pastors since 1991 was that church leadership          
engaged the congregation in self-study at each juncture and the congregation developed a healthy 
self-awareness.  Therefore, the church as an institution remained strong through these changes, 
thanks largely to a tradition of widespread and effective lay leadership.  For a great many people 
during its 140 years, HPC has been a home and a family.   
 
Below are some of the programs that have been developed in concert with pastors and sustained by 
lay leaders.  
  

 Interfaith Hospitality  
Network (IHN):  This  
program of hospitality for 
homeless families         
involved partnering with 
other churches both in 
Hopewell and elsewhere 
in Mercer County.  It       
required strong lay         
leadership and extensive              
volunteer participation, 
plus a willingness for 
people to move out their               
comfort zones.  It was 
challenging but very       
successful, both in terms of helping the families in the program and by engaging many 
members of the congregation in a new ministry.  After a hiatus, the church is now an       
active participant in a similar program, Family Promise of Hunterdon County. 

 

 Stephen Ministry: Multiple members of the congregation underwent rigorous training as 
Stephen Ministers, enabling them to be a source of spiritual and emotional support for 
both the congregation and the wider community.  This ministry remains active in 2017. 
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 Small Group Ministry:  Small group ministry has been an integral part of HPC for many 
years.  Groups have ranged from bible studies to studies of books, and at one time they 
were organized as ChristCare small groups.  Small group ministry is still a very important 
part of the church’s life, albeit less prominent than in the past. 

 

 Montgomery Ministries: Working with the Presbytery of New Brunswick, the church     
established Montgomery Ministries as a church-planting ministry under the leadership of 
ordained HPC member Michael Prewitt.  The vision was to establish a new congregation 
serving the needs of the increasingly affluent and diverse population of Montgomery 
Township.  Montgomery Ministries still meets to provide support and spiritual direction 
but is much smaller than it was when first established. 

 

 Workshop Rotation Model:  In this innovative Christian Education program for children, 
a centrally important biblical story was creatively taught over a four to five-week period. 

 

 The Church Has Left the Building: On a fall Sunday, HPC cancels morning worship service 
and launches out to be Jesus’ hands and feet in community projects.  Over the years this 
program has expanded to include other local churches and is the culmination of 40 days 
of prayers, sermons, and bible studies.    

 

 Other programs that have been important at HPC are a Divorced and Separated Support 
Group, New Testament Greek classes, a Spiritual Gifts Inventory (twice), and significant 
involvement by Princeton Theological Seminary students.   

 

 Since the departure of Rev. Capron, a new preschool, Creative Connections Play School, 
has become a ministry at HPC.  See “The Cultural Setting of HPC” in the Community         
Analysis section.   

 
Over the last 33 years, which were marked by many changes in pastoral leadership, a shift in think-
ing developed from a “pastor leads – people follow” mindset to one in which the “pastor encourages – 
people lead”.  We need a relational pastor who will encourage us to discover and use our gifts and 
continue to help us lead.   
 
1n 2009, the congregation took a great leap of faith and embarked on “Making Connections,” a             
reconfiguration of the buildings to make them more welcoming, integrated, and handicapped-
accessible.  Serious planning for the project began in 2009, with a final congregational decision to 
proceed being made in January 2012.  Construction began in August of that year and on November 
13, 2013 the reconfigured sanctuary was used for the first time.  The total project cost was $1.65        
million, and the congregation has no debt from the project.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2017 Mission Study Report                                            -6-                                    Hopewell Presbyterian Church 



Now, in 2017, Hopewell Presbyterian Church faces a paradox.  We have facilities that are as good as 
they have ever been which are being used extensively by both the congregation and the community.  
We have a loving, caring and faithful congregation.  And our finances are sound.  However, our mem-
bership, like that of most mainline congregations, is both aging and declining in numbers. We are al-
so failing to connect with an important demographic in our community: young families.  Addressing 
these issues will be crucial to HPC’s future ministry. 

 
~ ~ ~ 

 

CONGREGATIONAL ANALYISIS 
 

Let us hold tightly without wavering to the hope we affirm, for God can be trusted to keep his 
promise.  Let us think of ways to motivate one another to acts of love and good works.   

And let us not neglect our meeting together, as some people do, but encourage one another,  
especially now that the day of his return is drawing near. 

Hebrews 10:23-25 (NLT) 
 

Where is Hopewell Presbyterian Church Today? 
 

 A spiritually diverse, loving and caring faith community 
 

 A church which acknowledges we are in challenging times for the                  
denomination, the community, and our world 

 

 A congregation declining in numbers and increasing in age, reflective of many                   
congregations in the U.S. today 

 
There is no doubt  in the opinion of the MST, that HPC members who participated in the various 
meetings in 2017 see the congregation as continuing to be a strong community of loving people.  
We have a heart for worship and expend a great deal of energy on fellowship, congregational and 
community engagement, and spiritual development for all generations.  The congregation is able 
to accept a diversity of faith perspectives.  We aspire to be welcoming and inclusive, and we want 
to share what we have with others.  But it is widely recognized that we are in challenging times, 
both as a church congregation and 
as part of the wider community and 
world.  The feedback received       
during the Mission Study delivers 
this message:  HPC is doing good 
work for God’s kingdom in a very 
spiritual and God-led way.  God has 
plans for us. 
 
At HPC, people of all stages of  
Christian development are             
important members of the family of 
faith.  Throughout our history, we 
have deeply appreciated the unique 
contributions of older and younger 
members, the rich blessings of inter
-generational connections, and the 
opportunity to minister to people of 
all ages. 
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The congregation is overwhelmingly white and well educated, reflective of the surrounding            
community.  The majority of members live within 15 miles of the church, coming from Hopewell 
Borough, Hopewell Township, Pennington, Princeton, Ringoes, Belle Mead, Lawrenceville, Ewing, 
Hamilton, Skillman, Flemington, and Lambertville. 
 

 

 

One immediate challenge is declining membership.  On January 1, 2017, the rolls of HPC reflected 
a total of 189 members.  During the 2016 calendar year, average weekly attendance at Sunday 
services was 74. Both membership and worship attendance have declined steadily since 2011, 
when membership was 256 and average weekly attendance was 91. The number of children in 
Sunday worship is small (typically fewer than 10), and the majority of attendees are in the 55-to-
70 age group.  These congregational data are similar to overall trends in the nation as a whole 
(Mark Chaves in American Religion: Contemporary Trends , Second Edition, Princeton University 
Press 2017). 
 
Beyond the members on the rolls, there are about 20 “Friends of HPC” who are connected to us 
and participate as a part of our church body.  Some attend worship regularly but are not ready to 
join.  Others receive email communications such as the Messenger or weekly email blasts.  They 
join in our prayer concerns, rejoice in good news, and participate in special events.     
 
HPC is a faith-giving church without formal pledging.  Our financial viability is, however, strongly 
dependent on disproportionately large contributions from 16 givers, more than half of whom are 
over 60 years of age.  The financial situation, and therefore our ability to meet costs for staff and 
programs, could change very rapidly.   
 
The MST’s insight is that as we become smaller it is becoming steadily more difficult to discern 
where to devote our energy without a more defined linking vision.  Such a vision can provide the 
context for whatever missions we are called to.  We seek a leader to challenge us to define that 
common vision and lead us toward achieving it.   
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The Making Connections project transformed our facilities in a way that has not been seen since 
the building of the Education wing in the 1970s.  Building accessibility, connection, and deferred 
maintenance were addressed.  It strengthened connections with our community.  We continue 
to be challenged by our physical plant; it is an older facility, but we strive to be responsible  
stewards.  Our facilities are an enormous blessing and tool, welcoming, accessible, and a           
resource for our community.   
 
What does the HPC congregation feel called to be and do? 
 
Here are the key insights that the Mission Study Team has gained from engaging the congregation 
on this topic. 
 

 HPC recognizes that our church, 
our community, and our world 
are faced with challenges:           
declining membership and               
attendance, congregation not        
reflective of the community        
demographic, and an increasingly 
secular world.  

 

 HPC members have disparate  
experiences based on our            
previous church involvements.  
We have a variety of visions on 
how to achieve our missional  
purpose. 

 

 HPC members are eager to learn how to 
be and make disciples.   

 

 HPC seeks to welcome people of all ages 
and backgrounds into relationship with 
us and with God with worship that is  
inclusive and inviting to visitors and new 
members. 

 
Mission Study Team Insights 
 
The issue of decline has been raised in various con-
versations with congregational groups during the 
course of the Mission Study.  The MST has also stud-
ied and discussed church participation decline in the 
broader social climate and in HPC’s own situation.  
We believe the reality of this decline must be acknowledged as a serious challenge for us, in order to 
discern and assert the church’s priorities as it prepares for a new pastor.  We have felt a sense of 
urgency driving our team’s work, as we view this decline in the face of the pressing need for God’s 
grace and mercy in our changing culture. 
 
HPC members have clearly expressed the desire to be more of a “discipling” congregation – that is, 
to be primarily about sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ in a disciple-making way.  They have also 
stated a desire to be more “missional” – that is, to be deliberately and actively part of God’s mission 
and purpose in our community and our world.   
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The church’s sense of its missional purpose is keen, but our understandings of what that means, and 
our visions for achieving it, are many.  We express our understandings and visions in different ways: 
discerning and meeting needs, reaching out, serving others, nurturing, engaging in spiritual                
development, spreading the gospel, sending and supporting missionaries, discipling, and witnessing.  
While none of those understandings are wrong, and many of them are reflected in our church         
activities, the congregation as a whole lacks a clearly articulated missional purpose to affirm and  
follow, one that spells out HPC’s unique calling as a Body of Christ in this particular time and place. 
 
In an April 2014 education-hour discussion about being a “missional” congregation, members heard 
that “a missional church does more than take God to the world; it goes to the world, sees what God is 
already doing there, and finds ways to join in.” 
 
The MST sees and hears that HPC wants to be and do these things, but needs pastoral leadership in 
order to more fully understand and embrace them.   
 
What do we desire in a pastor? 
 

 A highly relational pastor – approachable, engaging, a people-person 
 

 A pastor gifted in planning worship and preaching biblically-based sermons 
 

 A leader with a proclivity for discerning spiritual gifts and making disciples 
 

 A person who engages a variety of spiritual perspectives   
 

The overwhelming desire expressed in the listening and discussion groups was for a "relational"  
pastor. The MST understands the concept of a relational pastor to mean a Christ-centered person 
whose greatest gift is modelling interpersonal relationships, both within and beyond the                  
congregation, that are nurturing, affirming and empowering.  Such effective interpersonal skills are 
needed to encourage staff, empower leadership, equip the congregation, and engage the community.  
The MST believes that such a pastor will lead HPC in developing a widely-held practice of                 
disciple-making. 
 
Both our close relationship with Princeton Theological Seminary and our strong lay leadership have 
given HPC a desire for a variety of voices in the pulpit.  In addition to being relational, our pastor 
needs to be able to engage our rich variety of spiritual perspectives.  Many recognize that the same 
sermon may speak to each listener in a different way.  There is also a belief that effective                       
proclamation of scripture encourages the movement of the Holy Spirit in those gathered.  Ultimately, 
the congregation desires sermons rooted in scripture and prayer, sermons that call us to respond.   
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COMMUNITY ANALYSIS 

 
But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf,  

for in its welfare you will find your welfare. 
Jeremiah 29:7 

 
I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.  

John 10:10 
 
 
The Cultural Setting of HPC 
 
Located within the square mile of Hopewell Borough, HPC is a small-town church with a regional 
draw (see map below).  We consider our community to include nearby townships and neighboring 
counties.  As far away as Bucks County, Pennsylvania, as diverse as Hamilton, as small as West          
Amwell, and as near as Montgomery.  For a fuller description of the demographics, please see           
Appendix C-1. 

 
Hopewell Presbyterian Church 

“Our Community” 

 
 
Though located in the borough of Hopewell, our congregation comes from a much larger area and 
our ministry extends beyond perceived borders.   
 
HPC is a welcome presence in the community.  In addition to having a representative on the 
Hopewell Valley Municipal Alliance, we are part of the Hopewell Borough Council of Churches, a 
partnership with the other four churches in town, through which we pool resources to support hos-
pital chaplaincy programs, assist those in crisis or need, provide or support summer programs for 
families and children, support monthly food drives of the local elementary school, and take part in 
ecumenical worship for Thanksgiving, Christmas and Lent.  Once a year we engage with other 
churches in the region for The Church Has Left the Building, a Sunday morning set aside to take part 
in service and mission projects.   
 
HPC has recently reinitiated a preschool ministry, Creative Connections Play School (CCPS).  The  
mission of CCPS is to help children build upon their personal interests through the encouragement of 
creative thinking in a supportive, enriching environment.  We undertake the re-establishment of this 
ministry with optimism that it will help HPC foster more relationships with young families.  Our 
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building has increasingly become a re-
source for the community, providing meet-
ing space for Scouts, a quilters guild, 
community choir, music lessons and 
recitals, yoga classes,  counseling, as well 
as various presentations, lectures, recep-
tions and    celebrations.  With assistance 
from other churches, we host homeless 
families from Family Promise of Hunterdon 
County for six weeks throughout the year.  
We         continue to seek ways to support 
all of these groups more personally and to 
invite them to join us in ministry. 
 
Our community is generally affluent,            
largely white, and well-educated, with      
significantly more bachelor and higher       
degrees than the New Jersey state average.  
There are many young families and an 
above average percentage of students in grades 1-8.  A high cost of living, including high property 
taxes, is driving away older adults and seniors.  The community age structure is not reflected in the 
HPC age structure.  See       Appendix C-1 for statistics on Religion in Mercer County 2010.   
 
The majority of people in the community surrounding HPC (the wider geographic area described in 
the first paragraph of this section) are neither members of, nor participants in, religious institutions.  
This includes people who may have been raised in a church but do not participate today, as well as 
their children.  Despite this cultural shift, spiritual curiosity seems to abound as evidenced by         
devotion to practices such as mindfulness, yoga, meditation and care for the Earth.   
 
This is the community in which God planted HPC.  Our roots run 
deep, but we must discover new ways to cultivate this garden 
and help it grow. 
 
The Hopes and Hurts of Our Community: A Closer Look 
 
Beyond our church walls, the congregation engages the             
community in many ways, including opportunities to interact 
with neighbors while taking a stroll or enjoying a concert in the 
park, or spending time at the coffee shop or at Cruise Night or 
Food Truck Fridays.  Both within and beyond the borough, we 
develop relationships with our neighbors in book groups, at 
school functions, and on the sidelines while cheering on our  
children at sports events.  In these ways and more we have come 
to understand the hopes and hurts of our community. 
 
This organic way of assessing “hopes and hurts” began in 2013.  
Amidst debate about orchestrating a formal survey of             
community leaders and residents, an adult class at HPC was      
devoted to conversation pertaining to what we already know 
about our community, simply from being part of it.  The fruit of 
that discussion is included in Appendix C-2.   
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As presented to our congregation in April 2017, the Hopewell Valley Municipal Alliance (HVMA) 
partnered with the Search Institute in 2012 and again 2016, to survey a sampling of middle and high 
school students, developing a profile of the youth in the Hopewell Valley schools.  After studying 
these results, we infer that, to a great extent, the attitudes of the young people reflect those of their 
parents; and we believe the results also reflect the communities beyond Hopewell Valley.  (The 
HVMA is a group of representatives from all sectors of the community including municipal             
governments, businesses, schools, law enforcement, civic organizations, healthcare professionals, 
clergy, recreation organizations and parents who work together to make Hopewell Valley healthier 
and safer for its youth.)   
 
The congregation has learned from its own interactions that people are drawn to this area for job 
opportunities, the sense of community, the award-winning school system, and the beauty of the      
preserved open space.  Residents seek opportunities to make a difference, give to those less            
fortunate, and positively influence the world around them.  There is a prevailing sense of civic-
mindedness.  However, the survey results support our growing awareness that these altruistic        
attitudes do not insulate us from struggles and challenges.  There is a social expectation to achieve 
and excel – in work, academics, sports and other organized activities – that can lead people to be 
over-worked and over-committed.  The survey results show that these stressors and pressures have 
led to an increase in drug and alcohol abuse, depression and anxiety. 
 
Some of the key insights from the HVMA survey results and from U.S. Census data, particularly       
relevant to HPC, are: 
 

 Between 2012 and 2016, the portion of Hopewell Valley students reporting active            
involvement in a religious institution declined from 50% to 35%. 

 

 In 2010, 47% of the population of Mercer County reported no religious affiliation in the 
U.S. Census, up from 33% in 2000. 

 

 In 2012, 15% of 10th graders surveyed reported depression and suicidal feelings or           
attempts. 

 

 Between 2012 and 2016 there was a more than 10% decrease in the number of students 
stating that it was important not to be sexually active or use drugs and alcohol. 

 
The challenge and call for HPC is to creatively engage our community. To build a bridge between  
appreciation for the spiritual dimension of life and the abundant life Christ brings.  To support the 
hopes and help heal the hurts of our community with the grace of God.   
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SPIRITUAL ANALYSIS OF THE CONGREGATION 
 

Here’s another way to put it: You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colors 
in the world.  God is not a secret to be kept.  We’re going public with this,  

as public as a city on a hill.  If I make you light-bearers, you don’t think I’m going 
to hide you under a bucket, do you?  I’m putting you on a light stand.   

Now that I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand – shine!   
Keep open house; be generous with your lives.  By opening up to others,  

you’ll prompt people to open up with God, this generous Father in heaven. 
Matthew 5:14-16 (MSG) 

 

How the Congregation was engaged 
 

On four successive Sundays during June, the congregation was invited to gather after worship to      
discuss the scriptures for the day and the sermons that focused on them.  The goal was to study Bible 
passages about discipleship and thereby help members discern God’s calling for HPC to be and act in 
particular ways at this point in its life. 
 

The scriptures were chosen by George Betz, 
Interim Pastor, who also preached three of 
the sermons.  The other sermon was 
preached by a youth member on Youth  
Sunday.  The after-worship discussions 
were led by members of the MST, who also 
made notes of the key insights that came 
out of the discussions.   
 

The MST found the overall exercise quite 
fruitful.  Participation was not large,       
ranging from 8 to 20 people including MST 
members, but members who came offered 
thoughtful, heartfelt comments and asked 
pertinent  questions.  We engaged in vigor-
ous conversation about the church, our desire to do more than “good works,” and what it would take 
to become a more deliberately disciple-making congregation.   
 

The Bible passages we studied were:  Jesus Calls the First Disciples (Matthew 4:18-22); Jesus           
Chooses the 12 Disciples (Mark 3:13-15); Jesus Urges the Disciples to Pray for Workers (Matthew 
9:35-38); Jesus Commissions the Disciples (Matthew 28:16-20); The Believers Meet Together (Acts 
2:41-47); and Peter Heals a Crippled Beggar (Acts 3:1-10).   
 

Insights about Discipleship and Disciple-Making at HPC 
 

This represents a composite of our findings and pooling of notes from the four discussions.  Actual 
comments made by members are included.  We are aware that these insights have been drawn from 
a subset of the congregation and that they do not necessarily represent the desires and attitudes of 
all members. 
 

Understanding what disciple-making means   
 

We affirmed that disciple-making is different than Christian service, where good works or mission 
projects are goals in themselves – for example, giving nutritious food to hungry people.  With          
disciple-making, the goal is to connect people to Jesus (not necessarily to the church), by giving 
spiritual food to meet a spiritual need.  We also agreed that clarity of true discipleship, with love, 
needs to be applied through education and active demonstration.  
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What members feel HPC needs to be a disciple-making congregation   
 
Within the discussion of the future the group acknowledged the truth that “God equips those whom 
he calls.”  Along with that we asserted that with appropriate direction, a church can serve as an es-
pecially fertile equipping ground. 
 
Thus, the MST feels the congregation desires ongoing nurture, education, spiritual development, 
and grounding in the teachings of Jesus.  Small groups are a tried and true way to achieve this, offer-
ing encouragement, support, tools, models, and God-sighting storytelling opportunities.  The church 
has had an active small group ministry for at least 20 years, at one time based on the ChristCare 
model from Stephen Ministries. 
 
In addition to the nurturing and equipping, members expressed a need for a variety of opportunities 
where the art of disciple-making can be developed and practiced.   
 
Members also expressed admiration for Christians who have sought freedom from the bonds of a 
materialistic life focus. 
 
Means to achieve the goals of disciple-making 
 
Comments on this subject showed an interesting juxtaposition of wisdom and humility.  One mem-
ber said, “start from where the other person is, from their expressed or perceived need.  Listen, ac-
cept, learn.”  Others said, “really listen,” and “earn the right to be heard and accepted – by acknowl-
edging your own doubt, brokenness, and vulnerability.”  And a key insight was the need to “name 
and honor the source of the spiritual food that we offer: Jesus, our gift from a loving God.” 
 
We shared ideas about the most basic ways to disciple someone.  Witnessing or telling personal sto-
ries of receiving grace and mercy was the primary example given by various members, affirming 
that it’s something everyone can do.  It can be modeled and practiced, and can become second na-
ture.  It may seem like a small gesture, but it can be contagious and have far-reaching effects.  A 
church can be a chain of witnesses. 
 
Desire for successful disciple-making efforts  
 
A member asked how we can make sure our efforts to make disciples will be successful and several 
others offered comments in response.  We can’t ensure our own success.  We can invite, connect, 
educate, nurture, and equip.  Only God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit can bring our efforts to fruition by 
reaching someone’s heart and winning it over, possibly using the seeds we plant or the water we 
provide.  It may not be for us to know or see the results, successful or not.  We agreed that’s often a 
hard truth and can discourage some people from engaging in disciple-making. 
 
Implications for Pastoral Search 
 
Redevelopment of a robust small group ministry at HPC is one of the keys to growing as disciples 
who in turn can do disciple-making work in our communities, neighborhoods, families, and work-
places.  The practice of storytelling, witnessing, and sharing reports of God working in our daily 
lives needs to be vigorously encouraged on a regular basis in all our church-led activities and com-
munications. 
 
It is vital that we find a new pastor with a strong desire as well as excellent skills and proven experi-
ence in modeling how to disciple others; in discerning, shaping, and putting to use the spiritual gifts 
of others; and in reaching out/relating/connecting to people, community, and the world. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

In light of all this, here’s what I want you to do. While I’m locked up here, a prisoner for the Master,  
I want you to get out there and walk—better yet, run!—on the road God called you to travel.  

I don’t want any of you sitting around on your hands.   
I don’t want anyone strolling off, down some path that goes nowhere.  

And mark that you do this with humility and discipline—not in fits and starts,  
but steadily, pouring yourselves out for each other in acts of love,  
alert at noticing differences and quick at mending fences.    

Ephesians 4:1-3 (MSG) 
 

The statements in this section are intended to summarize the primary implications of what we, the 
Mission Study Team (MST), have presented in this Report.  We believe these assertions are a true 
distillation of the collective comments shared by church members during the Mission Study.  It is 
our prayer that these will be the guiding assumptions used by the HPC Session, the Pastor                  
Nominating Committee, the congregation, and all those who are considering leading us. 
 

Church is a community of faith. 
Church is a community of hope. 
Church is a community of love,  
     where sin is forgiven, grace abounds,  
     and dividing walls are torn down. 
Church is the body of Christ. 

(F-1.03) The Book of Order 
 

We are on a JOURNEY with God, who has brought us together and is leading us forward.  We invite 
the HPC congregation to think of its life and ministry – past legacy, present hope, and future        
promise – as a continuum.  We are supported and informed by our past, our history.  Right now, we 
live in the present (yes, it’s a gift).  And we believe that God has plans for the HPC Body of Christ!  He 
is calling us to pay attention to what he is already doing in our community and our world, and to 
join in with enthusiasm and determination.  We believe our Mission or Purpose is to find and         
embrace opportunities for doing ministry and making disciples throughout our larger           
community, in Jesus’ name. 
 
We are blessed with a strong sense of community, excellent facilities, and strong finances.            
Nevertheless, HPC has challenges as a declining main-line church in an increasingly secular                 
environment. 
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The MST speaks for our congregation in asserting that:  
 

 We want a relational pastor who will draw us to use our spiritual gifts, a pastor who will 
support and encourage us as leaders and ministers. 

 
 We want our worship, activities, and public face to be inviting, welcoming, and inclusive 

to all.  We want our congregation to be more reflective of the community around us in its 
balance of ages, genders, circumstances, backgrounds and perspectives, emphasizing that 
there is a place for everyone here. 

 
 We need guidance in defining a clear, common vision for our journey together.  We need 

help to discern and develop the steps we are to follow in pursuit of our called purpose. 
 
 We want to empower and encourage each other as we seek to reach people with the 

good news of Jesus Christ.  We want to support their hopes and help heal their hurts. 
 
 We’re ready to be trained in how to fulfill Christ’s “great commission,” so we can be 

about the work of disciple-making wherever we go.  We want to learn natural and loving 
ways to nurture and develop the spiritual hunger in people around us, to prepare them 
to be drawn by God. 

 
Here is another way to express what we believe HPC hopes to be and do: 
 

KNOW we’re loved, trusting God’s Word.   

GROW as followers of Jesus Christ.   

SHOW compassion and grace to all in Jesus’ name.   

GO where God’s at work making disciples, and join in. 
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2017 Mission Study Report                                         -18-                                    Hopewell Presbyterian Church 



 

APPENDIX A: HPC HISTORY 

2017 Mission Study Report                                         -19-                                    Hopewell Presbyterian Church 



APPENDIX B:  CONGREGATIONAL ANALYSIS – LISTENING GROUPS RESULTS 
 

HOW I CAME – WHY I STAYED 

OTHER:  wanted to plug into the Hopewell community, church shopping, welcoming feel of the          

building, Christmas Eve worship, website inquiry 

 

WHAT I NEED IN A CHURCH 

OTHER:  connection to the lonely and elders, balance between tradition and innovation, more        

children, relationships with groups that use the building, comfortable/non-judgmental place,          

intergenerational act ivies, more contemporary use of AV, more seat cushions, welcoming,                      

invitational 
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congregational relationships 
 

                    
sense of community 
 

                    
inspiring worship, sermons, music 
 

                    
nursery school, children’s              
programs, youth programs 

                    
invited by friends/neighbors 
 

                    
brought as a child, raised in the 
church 

                    
enthusiasm, sense of the Holy  
Spirit 

                    
this is my church home 
 

                    
missional focus 
 

                    
location 
 

                    
strong preaching, message that  
challenges, inspiring worship 

                    
small groups 
 

                    
spiritual development, guidance 
on the journey 

                    
caring relationships, sense of           
community 

                    
outreach, mission trips 
 

                    
address tough questions, social 
principles, what unites us 

                    
clean, comfortable building 
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APPENDIX B:  CONGREGATIONAL ANALYSIS – LISTENING GROUPS RESULTS 
 

WHAT DO I WANT IN/FROM A PASTOR? 

OTHER:  soundly educated, theologically astute, accepting of all, understands building maintenance 

 

THINGS WE NEED TO ADDRESS 

OTHER:  reach out to broken people, collaborate with churches outside of Hopewell, hold social 
events for the community, embrace our differences, healing, financial stability—endowment, become 
people of prayer, become discipling community, men’s ministry, affirm positives, invite community 
to help with Family Promise, ask if lives are being changed, get youth leader, more people on mission 
trips, welcome visitors with booklets  - use nametags, make decisions about 86/88, compile “friends 
of the church” list of those who help with service projects, get more people in the building 

                    
relational, approachable,       
people person 

                    
strong preacher/worship 
leader 

                    
compassionate, effective       
pastoral care 

                    
leadership  -  empowering, 
encouraging other 

                    
enthusiasm, joy 
 

                    
participates in church events 
 

                    
visible in community 
 

                    
good listener 
 

 

                    
reach out to involve younger          
families/individuals 

                    
invite/involve more people in  
ministries 

                    
define our message/vision &          
mission 

                    
discover spiritual gifts 

                    
improve internet & social media 
presence 

                    
restore broken relationships/ 
reach out to those who’ve left 

 



 

APPENDIX C:  COMMUNITY ANALYSIS 
 
 

Appendix C-1:  COMMUNITY ANALYSIS APPENDIX: SELECTED STATISTICS 
 
Religion in Mercer County (2010) 
 
About 52% of the population claimed to be members of a Christian congregation in 2010, about the 
same as in 2000. 
 
8% of the population was mainline protestant, 33% Catholic, and 4.5% evangelical protestant.  The 
denominations whose numbers are growing are Catholicism (up by 11% 2000-2010) and evangeli-
cal protestants (up by 88% from 2000 to 2010).   
 
The biggest increase, however, was in those citing no religious affiliation.  This number increased 
from 33% of the population in 2000 to 47% in 2010. It seems very likely that people with no reli-
gious affiliation with form the majority of Mercer County’s population within the next few years.  
 
1. National changes in Religious Affiliation and Observance. Some examples. 
Percentage of U.S. Population Self-Identifying as “No Religion” in Census 
1957: 2.7% 
2000: 9% 
2014: 23% 
 
Percentage of U.S. Population claiming Church Membership 
1957: 60% 
2000: 47.4% 
 
2. Religion in Mercer County in 2010 
Percentage of population claiming Church Membership: 52% 
Breakdown of denominations: 
 Mainline Protestant: 8% of population 
 Roman Catholic: 33% of population 
 Evangelical Protestant: 4.5% of population 
Percentage of Population listing “No Religion”: 47% (up from 33% in 2000) 
 
3. Hopewell Valley Regional School District Data 
Between 2012 and 2016, there was a decline from 50% to 35% in the number of surveyed youth 
reporting involvement in a religious institution. 
 
4. Economic Status of Hopewell Borough (2014 numbers): 
Median household income: $100,000.  
Compare: 

Mercer County as a whole: $56,000 
New Jersey: $72,000  
United States: $73,000 
 

(all data is from U.S. Census, apart from 3, which is from the 2016 Search Institute Report: Develop-
mental Assets: A Profile of Our Youth (Hopewell Municipal Alliance)) 
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People Thrive on: 

 Opportunities to give back to others 

 Opportunities for their lives to make a difference 

 Opportunities to positively influence the world around them 

 Opportunities to be part of enhancing their community 

 

APPENDIX C-2:  HURTS AND HOPES  
 
In 2013, amidst debate about orchestrating a survey of community leaders and residents, an adult 
class was devoted to conversation of what we already know about our community simply from being 
part of it.  The lists below are the fruit of that discussion.   
 
 

HURTS AND HOPES OF OUR COMMUNITY 
 
 

2017 Mission Study Report                                         -23-                                    Hopewell Presbyterian Church 

Hurts 

 Stress 

 Over commitment 

 Overworked 

 Parenting 

 Must Excel 

 Abuse of drugs, alcohol, sex 

 Depression 

 Anxiety 

 Isolation 

 Divorce 

 Widows 

 Single Parents 

 Caregivers 

Hopes 

 Belong to a Community 

 Feel safe 

 Find peace 

 Preserve open space/environment 

 Make a difference 

 Be a positive influence 

 Give back to others 

 Security/happiness or children/good 

education 

 Elderly care 

 Keep healthy 



 

APPENDIX C-3:  HVMA SURVEY RESULTS 
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