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On June 19 and 26, in-person sessions were held after the 9:00 a.m. worship service to give Bethel 
members the opportunity to share their experiences and hopes for their congregation. The facilitated 
sessions included an interview process framed on what is called “appreciative inquiry” which is 
aimed at uncovering experiences and values of members about Bethel and perceptions around their 
desires and concerns for their church. Using a structured interview worksheet, members formed 
pairs in which each person took turns interviewing the other and recording the other’s responses. 
This required active listening and dialogue. A total of 35 members attended, returning a total of 30 
worksheets. 
 
The attendees were largely older members, the majority of whom were retired and over 70 years of 
age. From comments made in person and in writing, the large majority of attendees were long term 
members of the congregation. 
 
Two ZOOM sessions were offered. However, only one member (who is also on the staff) attended 
the first session and agreed to complete and return the worksheet. Nine individuals attended the 
second ZOOM session with one person choosing to listen only. A group interview was conducted 
by the facilitator who recorded their responses. 
 
This report is structured to provide 1) a transcription of the actual written comments (with a few 
editorial changes to support readability without changing intent or content, 2) a content analysis of 
the responses from each question to discern overall themes and frequency of items, and 3) a 
concluding synthesis with recommendations for further strategic thinking and acting. 
 
Question #1.  BEST EXPERIENCE. Reflecting on your entire experience as a member of 
Bethel, tell me about a time when you felt most alive, most involved, spiritually touched, or most 
excited about your involvement. 
 

• When I was the usher program director. I’ve been a member since the 70s. Pastor was 
accessible; children were baptized here. 

• The new member class led by Pastor John. 
• Pastor Jake and all pastors counselled and supported when son was tragically killed – all 

came to support within 24 hours. Later, grief support during illnesses. 
• Experiences at Bethel Horizons. 
• Remembering Pastor Wee’s sermons from the 60s. 
• Kids in Sunday school. Involvement in choirs. 
• When Gary Lewis was here and choir was very active, in their glory years. 
• Three people stayed with me, caring and compassionate, until I was transported to a medical 

facility. 
• Pastor B’s sermons 



• Seeing my grandkids involved. 
• Working in the food pantry. 
• Taking the Bethel Series 
• The Bethel Hiking Group 
• Opportunities to be involved in Bethel’s mission 
• When Bethel Horizons was just beginning, working with Pastor Hanson. 
• Working with the Bethel Foundation. 
• I remember when, if you didn’t get to church on time, it was 100% full and overflow seating 

was downstairs on TV. 
• When involved in several music groups (vocal and handbells) Worship through music 

reaches my soul in a very deep way. 
• When I was the Council President 
• Felt very involved and connected around the Bethel Idea. 
• During the 1990s when there was lots of energy and activity. 
• Pastors would listen and follow through on commitments. 
• Involvement with C4C, an engaged and responsible group with lots of skills, very concerned 

about the future of the planet. Drew a growing audience because they came to recognize 
quality. Science-based programs by experts. 

• ACTJAM – a deep dive into racial issues, past and present. Considerable learning, response 
to a strong need. 

• C4C involvement. Stimulating, most positive. 
• Music program 
• ACTJAM 
• Took the Bethel Series, teacher module, felt very involved. 
• Feel Bethel is a family church, supports families with children 
• Involvement in prayer and Bible study groups. 
• Miss Margo and Pam – women in ministry 
• The services for my marriage and my dad’s funeral 
• Youth programs (Sunday school, youth groups) 
• Helped form the Homeless Ministry and served in it for 15 years. Saw God working to 

remove roadblocks, unexpected donations of food and clothing, great tremendous feeling to 
help others, felt it was a calling in retirement. 

• Bible study and the people I connected with 
• Personal interest from pastors 
• Sunday community feeling. 
• During my growing up years it was Sunday School and confirmation 
• At worship 
• Involvement with CCC (Current Christian Concerns), enjoy the quality of people involved in 

the group. 
• Many times at worship 
• Circle retreats 
• Caring for Creation in 2019. 
• Serving on the Community Ministry Team, welcoming new members 



• Alive Sunday School teachers in the past 
• Sanctuary beauty and spiritual feeling, filled with spiritual, loving people 
• Bethel is my spiritual home. I was married here in 1967. 
• Took Bethel Series years ago, taking again for second time. 
• When the entire congregation gathered at the Overture for the 125th anniversary, and also 

when the congregation gathered at the Alliant Energy Center for the 100th. 
• Good Friday service when the book was shut and the sanctuary was dark and silent, 

contrasted with the flowers and brightness and joy of Easter Sunday. 
• Involvement in the Food Pantry 
• Great deal of joy and satisfaction from the careful and thoughtful work of the Foundation. 
• Music, especially on Christmas Eve, an occasion when my children joined me at church. 
• The food pantry, especially the Thursday delivery crew 
• Attending the Women of the ELCA triennial convention – provided impetus to start the 

Call for Justice group 
• Taking the Bethel Series Bible study 
• Joined the church in 2016 because of its track record of accomplishments, including Bethel 

Horizons, Hispanic ministry, “faith active in love,” TV ministry. A vibrant community. 
• Talked to an immigrant 12-stepper at coffee hour. 
• Small group involvement really gave me opportunity to develop friendships with other 

members. 
• Serving on the Council in the late nineties, there was a lot of excitement and forward 

momentum with membership growth, positive budgets, and a growing Foundation. 
• Fully integrated Hispanic ministry. 

 
Summary of Best Experiences 
 
The best experiences can be synthesized into the following major categories: 

o Worship experiences including memorable sermons and special services like weddings or 
funerals for loved ones 

o Engagement. (volunteering in food pantry, homeless, youth, circles, Council) 
o Bethel Horizons.  
o Social Issues. (Caring for Creation, ACT JAM, Current Christian Concerns) 
o Education. (Bethel Series, Bible studies) 
o Music. (choir, worship) 
o Members. (care, compassion, friendship) 
o Family. (youth, Sunday School, family involvement and support) 

 
Questions #2. VALUES.  What are the things you value deeply about being a member of Bethel? 
 

• Friendships and support 
• Worship services 
• LWR 
• Staff support and relationship to all members of congregation 
• Strongly value church friendships 
• Proud to be a member of Bethel 



• Importance of traditional liturgy in church services 
• Strong pastoral staff supporting the congregation 
• I had a strict religious upbringing – I value the more open-mindedness of Bethel. 
• I value the teaching and preaching of very learned pastors (Dr. Wee and Pastor Borgwardt) 
• Learned faith from singing Requium and Magnificat 
• Bible studies and praying together 
• Concern for climate change (C4C) 
• Music in the church 
• Music of the church and how it can draw new members and non members 
• The relationships with members of Bethel 
• Being part of the circle and VDC. 
• Music program 
• Long time and deep relationships developed over the years. 
• Sunday services 
• Meeting old friends 
• Opportunities to worship/share/commune with other folk of similar faith 
• Travel to Eastern Europe with the church 
• Opportunity for spiritual growth through the Bethel Series 
• Diversity of resources of people in the congregation 
• Sense of community at Bethel 
• Friendship with other members 
• Connecting with people who have a wide diversity of talents 
• Variety of opportunities for engagement and connection to Horizons 
• Horizons – a place to build community intergenerationally and a place of retreat 
• Concern for real needs in the world. 
• Response to outreach locally and beyond. 
• Priority for serving others. 
• Relationships formed through ministry teams and programs I have worked on. 
• Respected outreach to the community (e.g., Homeless program run professionally) 
• Music program 
• ACTJAM 
• I value the music very much. 
• Adult Bible classes that Pastor Mike conducted – liked very much 
• Appreciate the music. 
• Program variety. 
• Value the people very much 
• Music is important – essential to the Sunday Service 
• Sense of community in the church is good – intergenerational mixing is good. 
• Welcoming place which encourages involvement 
• Very important for Bethel to help the poor and homeless 
• Concerned about dysfunction after Bill White retirement 
• People that I connect with 



• Variety of offerings in music program 
• Care and concern of other members; part of a caring community 
• Friendships made at church 
• Family involvement 
• I value my faith so I value the church and what the church represents: its life view, the 

vehicle through which I can view things. 
• The church helps me practice my Christian faith outside Bethel. 
• If I am troubled, I can turn to someone with my values. 
• Teaches and reinforces my faith understanding 
• Highly intelligent, articulate presenter to give us knowledge. 
• Knowledge sharing on big ideas in men’s discussion group. 
• Hope in the environmental issues. 
• Meeting new people and sharing my Christianity 
• Sanctuary is a beautiful place 
• Friendships made through education and worship 
• The energy and joy of belonging 
• Music program is wonderful on Sunday 
• Friendships, education, worship, sense of belonging, energy, comradery, music 
• Friendships, both old and new. Love seeing them on Sundays 
• Deep friendships that help with the ebb and flow of life’s challenges. They kept me rooted 

here. 
• Spiritual teaching and preaching, Bible studies 
• Appreciated Bethel being there for members during the pandemic 
• The church continues to include us, even when we don’t feel comfortable attending in 

person 
• The church is open and tolerant of diverse viewpoints, e.g., CCC 
• Bethel Horizons as a destination into nature 
• Music and the wonderful musicians 
• Relationships created and cherished 
• Thoughtful and transparent stewardship 
• Countless lives touched by addressing human needs 

 
Summary of Bethel Values 
 
Values can be consolidated into the following major categories: 

o Relationships. Many of the things members deeply value revolve around friendships with 
other members 

o Worship. The worship experience if valued very highly by many members and holds a 
central position in their identity with Bethel. 

o Music. Whether in worship, as a member of a choir, or music performances, music is highly 
valued by many members. 

o Growth. Citing Bible studies, sermons, and education in social issues, members view Bethel 
as a place to grow intellectually and spiritually. 



o Service. Bethel is also valued for the service opportunities it supports to help people in 
need, the church itself and its members, and others. 
 

Question #3. THREE WISHES. If you had three wishes for Bethel’s future, what would they be? 
 

• Growth with more youth 
• Contact members who aren’t coming to church 
• Better promotion of types and times of services 
• Keep doors open for growth 
• Keep doing what we do. 
• Retain staff 
• Congregation has to grow 
• At least one more pastor to support the congregation 
• Get more people to attend the contemporary service 
• Return to a fuller and more involved congregation in worship services 
• More involvement of younger families. 
• Larger pastoral staff 
• Need for more effective care-giving services to older people 
• More emphasis for teenage opportunities to be involved in church activities (usher, acolyte) 
• Recognition of older members 
• No connection with pastors at nursing homes 
• Restart singing groups (e.g., choirs for children) 
• Friendliness at coffee hour beyond a distant smile 
• Engage youth – competing with sports program for kids 
• Engage youth in the church 
• Continue to grow in membership 
• Engage more younger people in Bethel activities 
• Continue high quality preaching 
• Continue the investment policies of the Foundation 
• Grow membership 
• Engage more younger people in Bethel activities 
• Continue high quality preaching 
• A full church every Sunday 
• A senior apartment building on the parking lot 
• More contact with the University of Wisconsin students that live within10-15 blocks of 

Bethel 
• More young adult/families involved 
• More volunteers in services 
• A stronger sense of community that is highly engaged and supportive of one another. 
• That we have a deep sense of spiritual understanding that will stir energy and thought 
• Have a community that is so energized that they volunteer with great enthusiasm 
• Vibrant children’s programs and youth participation in worship (e.g., children’s service) 
• More effective, competent leadership, including more staff and teams. 



• Take advantage of young peoples’ attraction to service. Bethel needs to be outward looking. 
• Stem the loss of membership and loyalty to BLC. Reduce contention among various 

“factions,” relying on what we have in common. 
• Leadership which is more inclusive of members’ talents and abilities into BLC programs. 
• Reach out to campus ministries and establish collaboration with them. 
• Reach out more meaningfully to families on the Isthmus. 
• More young babies and young families 
• More baptisms 
• Support for groups 
• Get more staff 
• Support for young families or any who are struggling 
• For the men’s group, higher level Bible study 
• Continued use of ZOOM, especially for elderly and handicapped people 
• Continued variety, especially in music and programs. 
• Increase use of reading books from the library 
• ACTJAM 
• Find younger active members 
• More volunteer involvement by members in the worship services 
• Need at least a second pastor 
• Success in bringing new or more involved members to Sunday Services. 
• Market to downtown students and working professionals 
• Desire a Sunday 1 PM service (thinks Saturday 5 PM service is stupid) 
• Have more ZOOM meetings so not having to travel to church location. Older people have a 

hard time traveling to church 
• Library to be open more during the week 
• More time between services on Sunday 
• Rethink how to connect with the next generation 
• Get a pastor who can connect with the younger generation to aid Pastor Mike. 
• Need more than one pastor, with a different skill set 
• More stability with staff 
• Need different approach to evangelism and outreach 
• Someone to help Pastor Mike so building Bethel programs can be made possible 
• That Bethel would be a place where the cultural externalities would change so that people 

would be drawn to the life of faith. 
• Be known as a welcoming place, a place of activity 
• Many small groups for people to get to know one another 
• Young families surrounded by multiple families with different ages. 
• Lower environmental footprint, building on work of the past. 
• Multiple generations – connections across generations 
• Keeping our involvement within greater Madison (e.g., homeless, food pantry, Ukraine, 

Potters for Peace) 
• More small group activities 
• Reaching out to the University and neighborhood 



• Get to know more people 
• More outreach to the community and college 
• More diversity 
• A singular, galvanizing mission or focus (IMO it should be about families) 
• Greater diversity 
• Get the needed staff and keep them 
• Better communication 
• Need to increase the pastoral staff 
• Young family minister 
• More young people in church 
• Reach people who live downtown 
• Scrap the team structure, it isn’t working, Council is too insulated 
• Trim back the number of groups 
• Our literal position two blocks from the Capitol can drive how we interact with the 

community in order to be a vital, recognized and active participant in creating a better world. 
• Support and contributions annually to more than cover the calendar year needs and leave the 

Foundation grants to provide above and beyond experiences. 
• I wish that our social activism doesn’t alienate the “more information” view of so many 

current hot button topics. 
• We have always been a congregation of many and varied opinions and held beliefs and we 

need to actively recognize that and have it be embraces as our strength. 
 
Summary of Wishes for the Future 
 
The wishes of members for Bethel’s future almost universally fall under the category of MORE. 

o More members 
o More staff (pastors, retention) 
o More diversity 
o More young people (youth, families) 
o More services to elderly 
o More volunteers 

 
Question #4. CHALLENGES.  What do you see as the greatest obstacles of challenges facing 
Bethel that stand in the way of those wishes coming true? 
 

• Lack of younger members; 
• Accessibility 
• Older members’ resistance to change in the church 
• Lifestyle patterns of the younger demographic that we wish to attract 
• Today’s demands of the older demographic who are currently members 
• Inadequate parking in the church lot for elderly and disabled, especially for funerals. Walking 

from the parking ramp alone does not feel safe, especially at night and during the winter. 
• Money – congregation doesn’t have much input into purchases of sometimes superfluous 

items. 



• Pride among Bethel’s senior members 
• Are we inspired to reveal Jesus in our actions with others? 
• Both parents working 
• Competing with ecumenical program 
• Sports programs 
• Lack of parking 
• How do you have a congregation when you are not worshiping within one building? 
• How do you appeal to young people and attract them to worship at church? 
• With so many members worshiping on ZOOM, how do you maintain a cohesive 

congregation? 
• More publicity (advertising) to let the public know what Bethel is and does 
• Getting more people involved in person 
• Need to focus on people seeking faith development and who are ready to connect and are 

open to grow faith. Need a leader to develop family ministry. 
• Declining membership and its impact on giving 
• Relationships with lead pastor are fractured because staff don’t feel heard and valued. 
• Analyze extensive staff loss. What does that say about staff cohesion, management and 

culture? 
• Losing common sense of responsibility to social needs; substituting enhancement of Bethel’s 

reputation for meeting human needs; too much turning inward. 
• Challenge of attracting younger leadership and families with children. 
• Church Council composed of more professionally skilled and talented individuals. Change 

the composition of the Council; better to have more professional skills and diversity for the 
business of the Council. 

• Hire/retain staff 
• Better use of our facilities during the week; programs, rental, etc. 
• The culture we live in 
• Distractions of the present culture 
• Rapid (frequent?) staff and program changes 
• Covid still a problem 
• Travel distance to church and parking 
• Sunday morning services are not at the best time for everybody 
• Compilation of online services 
• Lack of support for each other; agreeing to disagree 
• Politics at Bethel are complex. 
• Staffing to offer more programs during the week 
• Need a female pastor 
• Lack of friendship formation 
• New generation thinking and values of time commitments 
• Lack of family connections 
• Younger generation does not connect 
• Families do not live in the same area or town 
• Fluidity of younger generation/ don’t make church friends 



• Younger people have lost the rhythm of faith as represented by church practice 
• Decline of the culture of church practice 
• Staffing – finding and keeping staff that use our resources effectively 
• Creating attractive and fulfilling work at Bethel 
• We need another pastor for youth and education. 
• Need a stable staff; too much turnover 
• Need additional pastors 
• Keeping and growing the congregation; getting younger members 
• Communication; currently need a communication director 
• Not enough pastors or staff to support all the areas of ministry 
• Staff is very qualified, but not enough pastors or staff 
• To reach young people downtown, Bethel has to be spectacular in its services 
• Children’s ministry should be an amazing experience for them 
• There are a lot of suburban churches that are doing very good things for families; Bethel has 

to compete in unique ways with them 
• Giving is rock solid, but low attendance is hurting us 
• Need leadership 
• Can’t lose sight of the elderly 
• Since about 2013 it’s felt like we’re actively in decline, either intentionally by leadership 

actions and policies, or by outside forces (e.g. pandemic). 
• Currently, the uneven staffing experience is unnerving – it’s a complex organization and 

transfer of knowledge from one to another is important and needs much improvement. 
 
Summary of Challenges 
 
The challenges facing Bethel that members think impede growth fall under several major categories: 

o The need for additional staff and concerns over the high rate of turnover among staff were 
cited often as a significant challenge.  

o Cultural influences were cited, especially as they recognized the different attitudes among 
young people about church membership, but also in recognition of competing influences 
such as youth athletics on Sundays. 

o For older members, the church’s location and its parking limitations were cited as significant 
challenges to personal participation in worship and church events on campus. 

o The need for additional financial resources to accomplish goals was cited in terms of 
stewardship, especially as the result of declining membership. 

 
ADDITIONAL THOUGHTS AND OPINIONS 
 

• Bring back Oakwood members 
• Paying outside help 
• Use congregation members 
• Greater involvement from members regarding this forum and other activities of the church 
• Planning is a good thing 
• How will we support programs with dwindling membership? 



• Older members who endowed the church would be shocked at how it is being spent. 
• Need for columbarium? 
• Promote getting young new members; they will not be promoting burial plans 
• It is hard to know who the leaders of the congregation are 
• It is a tough job, but Bethel has the personnel and hopefully the will to get it done. 
• The lead pastor needs a small cadre of experienced, dedicated members who are eyes and 

ears and who can speak truth to power. 
• Loss of education hour has come at a huge cost to adult education and much limiting 

children’s experience in and with the church, building a lifetime habit. 
• Excessive attention to room enhancement, furniture that could be spent on helping others, 

serving humanity, not ourselves. 
• More voice from the pulpit 
• More support for teams and programs from church 
• Need different voices from the pulpit 
• Faith based education programs once highly attended are no longer supported due to the 

elimination of the education hour. I pray that church leadership will recognized its value as 
community building and faith building and reinstate the adult education program. 

• Bethel seems to have moved away from its community outreach and turned inward; time 
and funds being spent on decoration and extraordinary (unnecessary) worship 
enhancements. 

• Young people grew up doing community service in schools and want to serve humanity. 
Outreach = growth and retention. We need to spend time in this area (service). 

• Teams need more coordination and support from staff – lack of staff is problem. 
• Need to keep searching for more pastors 
• Employees that are not members are not as dedicated to the church. 
• Building is great shape 
• Horizons is an interesting wing of Bethel, a wonderful place, but a great burden on Bethel. 

Horizons appears to be struggling to get more people involved with their programming. 
• Collaboration with other churches is important. 
• Hope this process filters to the teams with action plans. 
• Children’s ministry rooms need to be updated and made inviting to allow adults and families 

to connect. 
• Need consistent and timely messaging 
• Need to maintain and improve/upgrade building and property. 
• Bethel is not afraid to try new things 
• The Spanish ministry was awesome, too bad it went away 
• The Foundation has provided extraordinary financial support 
• The musical arts and fine arts exhibits are uncommonly good 

 
Conclusions Regarding Other Thoughts 
 
Other thoughts were shared by quite a few of the participants and covered a wide range of topics. A 
survey of the comments did not yield any generalizations and should be taken as the results of 
individual members’ perceptions of conditions at Bethel as they have experienced them. Those 



experiences are going to vary from individual to individual. At the same time, concerns or 
suggestions should be taken seriously as they reflect the thoughts of people who cared enough to 
share them. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION 
 

1. Relationships are very important to Bethel members. Close and deep friendships, 
relationships with staff and especially the pastors, and connections with families and children 
are experienced and sought at Bethel. As the congregation continues its journey toward 
becoming more diverse and inclusive of marginalized populations, care should be taken to 
ensure that the rich culture of close bondedness among members is extended to all who 
come into contact with Bethel. 

2. Current members consistently indicated that Bethel was a principal source for their religious 
and spiritual growth and expression. How those key values are supported to reach 
increasingly diverse interests and needs will be a significant challenge facing Bethel’s future. 

3. Many members cited the meaningfulness of personal engagement. Whether it was in the 
choir, serving on the Church Council, or volunteering in the food pantry or in the homeless 
program, direct involvement holds deep meaning for members. Finding opportunities for 
such impactful engagement of individuals in the larger community would seem to be a 
natural way to connect people, acclimate them to the congregation, and perhaps result in 
more formal affiliation with the church as members. The truism that engagement precedes 
membership should be considered as a paradigm for any growth strategies, especially as the 
congregation seeks a more diverse and younger membership. 

4. Being of service to the community to meet human needs is not only an opportunity for 
engaging volunteers in meaningful work, but is missional in the sense that the church is 
called to bring hope and healing to all, and not just those who are members. How works of 
compassion and mercy to the needy and marginalized get expressed is a challenge for Bethel 
moving forward. How such work gets carried out in collaboration with others who share 
that missional sense is also an important consideration. 

5. Concerns around communication with and among members was raised which suggests that 
the congregation leaders should consider alternatives to more effective sharing of 
information with the congregation. With a majority of members falling into the upper age 
cohorts, reliance on digital media may create a communication gap. Communication of 
vision and activity from the teams to members seems lacking in the minds of many. 

6. Aspirations as expressed in the “three wishes” do not align with the congregation’s current 
capacity, especially in terms of the staff and volunteers needed to achieve such goals. Most 
of the dreams for the future also reflect memories of a glorious past when pews were full 
and there were additional pastors. Building capacity in the face of limited resources is the 
challenge. However, investing resources in a clear vision for the future which is supported by 
realistic goals should be considered.  
 


