DEANERY OF ALGOMA

Deanery of Algoma
Report to Executive Committee
October 22-23, 2014

The Shipwreck, J.M.W. Turner

"I urge you now to keep up your courage, for there will be no loss of life
among you, but only of the ship."
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Introduction
The Deanery of Algoma met on Saturday, Oct. 4th, 2014
at St. John's Anglican Church. We opened our day
together in worship as we were led back into our
guiding narrative of Paul and his companions'
shipwreck on the way to Malta from the Book of Acts.
The meeting was well attended and all but two
parishes were well represented. The members were
encouraged to sit in a mix of laity and clergy and apart
from their parish groups. The agenda for the day was
to continue our ongoing conversation over the process
of rationalization within the Deanery. At the time of
the meeting every parish but two had submitted their
self-assessment reports to the Congregational
Development Officer (CDO). There was however, only
one parish in the Deanery to receive their full report
back from the CDO in time for the meeting. We did
directly address the lack of final reports from the CDO
and counselled patience and understanding.
The initial rationalization report was reviewed with those present. Only about one-third of
the participants were familiar with the content of the first report. We reaffirmed the
importance of this process and the communications coming from them. We encouraged
parish leaders and all of the members of Deanery Council to engage the conversation more
deeply and intentionally.
Drawing on the imagery from our Acts narrative we wanted to present as full a picture of the
ship we find ourselves in. The deanery officials collected data from parishes in order to paint
the picture. We will present that data below, report on our discussion and offer some
commentary and update our strategies moving forward.
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Percentage of Expenses for Deanery
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Shifts in Average Attendance, Deanery-Wide

Deanery-wide attendance in 2000 was 898 per Sunday. Reported numbers for 2013 were 508.
Projected, following trend, is 118 worshipping Anglicans Deanery-wide by 2027.
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Unpacking the Numbers
Preliminary qualification: these numbers are not exact given the complexity of reading
budgets from a variety of sources and styles. For instance, mission/outreach expenses
needed to be clearly marked as such on a budget line. Deanery officials have rendered these
numbers as faithfully as possible. While they may not be exact, they are accurate.
In the first spread-sheet graph, we have presented a full picture of the Deanery from reported
numbers in 2013, both in terms of attendance and finances (yellow). We divided those
numbers into rural (green) and urban (orange). We also took the overall expenses of the
deanery and divided them by the average number of Anglicans in the Deanery. While we
recognize that our resources come not only from membership but from fundraising and other
streams we also recognize that those other streams bear a cost in terms of energy, time and
other resources that are not easily quantifiable. The purpose of coming up with a monetary
figure for each regular member was to quantify what is needed from each member (including
children and young people) for the ship to stay afloat. The rationale for the figure for a
"family of four" ($176.92/week) was to allow deanery members to recognize what exactly we
are wishing for when we express the desire for more young families to join our ranks. As it
stands, a family of four (on average) is burdened with a figure of approximately $9200.00 per
annum to maintain the deanery in its present situation.
While this sounds unrealistic (I don't know of any young families currently at this level of
giving!) it points to the other troubling trend that our top 10%-20% givers are bearing a large
(40%) portion of this financial responsibility and the potential dangers of this imbalance. We
also divided up our financial picture into what percentage of resources are going to
personnel, outreach/mission, apportionment, and into our physical operating expenses. The
purpose of this was to recognize how much of our resources are being invested in our
physical sites of operation and how much to our personnel and mission/outreach.
The pie-charts bear out the percentage of where resources are currently being allocated
deanery-wide and again sub-divided into our urban and rural settings. Of note is the high
percentage of resources allocated to our operational expenses which, in rural settings is
proportionally higher than in our urban parishes. This gives us a good picture of the
differences between urban and rural ministry in our Deanery. Rural parishes are spending
close to half their resources on buildings and operational expenses while only a quarter of
their resources are going to personnel. Their outreach/mission percentage is slightly higher
than our urban churches.
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Perhaps the sharpest numbers were evidenced in average attendance throughout the
Deanery. In 2000, there were on average 898 Anglicans worshipping on any given Sunday
throughout the Deanery. Last year, there were 508 on any given Sunday. Should this trend
continue at the present rate and not speed up or slow down, by 2027 there will be 118
Anglicans worshipping in the Deanery of Algoma. Sobering numbers.
These numbers were presented, not to create a fearful people, but in the service of informing
the body public of our present situation. After reporting the numbers, the members, by table,
were asked for their initial responses under the same three headings as our last gathering:
what surprises you? what concerns you? and, what excites you?
Surprises
There was genuine surprise at the extreme rate of loss of average attendance. The word used
from a variety of members was "free-fall". One rural parish reported, while sharing their
surprise at the rate of loss that they had recently lost 20% of their total resources in a span of a
couple of months due to the death of one member and the re-location of another without the
prospect of where they would or could recover those resources.
There was surprise at the expectations we might have of new, younger members in terms of
what would be needed to keep the ship floating. Surprise too was expressed at how fast our
attendance is dropping but the expenses keep rising.
Surprise was expressed around the disproportion of the burden that physical sites are having
on rural in distinction to urban churches.
Concerns
Concerns expressed included that we are not using our resources as faithfully as possible.
Too great a percentage of our resources are going into buildings and operational expenses.
Many concerns revolved around the reality that a "drastic change" is needed. From one table
came the concern that we have a huge public relations problem because the public (both
inside and outside the church) see us as a club who needs members and not an intentional
community engaged in making disciples. Many tables expressed concerns over the number
and sustainability of our buildings.
Excitement
Tables expressed that they were excited that we are having open discussions around these
present-day realities. People expressed that "we are being engaged and have the choice to
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listen and make changes". From a number of tables came the excitement that these
discussions are raising the question for us as to what it means for the church to be the church.
Many were excited that change is a real possibility for the Anglican Church in Algoma.
After digesting initial reactions we continued to "find ourselves" in the narrative of the
Scriptures by posing our three guiding questions for table discussions:
What might be important for us to cast off? What ships might we need to let go of? What is
God calling us to hold on to?
In response, each table reported back what they thought we might need to cast off. We list
these responses below. Let go of/cast off:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

buildings and their expenses
attitudes of control and division (parochialism)
the notion that fundraising is the vehicle for salvation
conflicts over prayer books
preconceived ideas that we 'need' buildings, certain structures, etc. to be the church
our inward focus and look outwardly for ministry opportunities
our expectations that ordained leadership is going to do everything!
church and worship as a 'commodity' to be consumed by the participants
our unhealthy attachment to things/history/spaces/places

In response to what we need to hold onto, participants replied:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

relationships within the church, our people
our faith (Scripture, discipleship)
clergy and leadership
ministries in our parishes and their neighbourhoods even if churches close
ministry & outreach in the community
our mission of feeding people, working with children
our distinct tradition
our practices (sacraments, etc)

The question was then asked of the members, "Given that the above are our discernible
desires, what is holding us back, can we name our fears?"
What are we afraid of? What fears do we have as church?
In response the participants listed that,
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We are afraid:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

of the loss of identity
of offending people in the pews
of being open to "other" church communities in the event of mergers
to be uncomfortable
that if change is needed it suggests that we've been doing it wrong for a while
that God won't rescue us
that if any changes are made, we will lose people in the pews
of losing our history, tradition
that our finances will constrain us into inactivity
that clergy and congregations won't have enough energy for change
of losing livelihood (from clergy)
of heavy-handedness from deanery and diocesan leadership
of closing buildings
of loosing the visible presence of church in communities
of diminished status of church in society
of loosing our Anglican identity
that the few are holding the many hostage
that we won't recognize ourselves after the storm (we'll be too beat up and battered)

Where do we see God's rescue?
Tables were asked to name places and examples of where they might see God's rescue. They
named the following.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

God's rescue embodied in the new energy present in the clergy of Sault Ste. Marie
God's rescue in his provision of opportunities for ministry
God's rescue that people still want baptism and marriage in church
God's rescue in these open discussions
in discovering new ministries (Back to Basics, Community Garden were named aloud)
there is more willingness to accept change
in the sacraments, in outreach and mission
in our submission to each other
continued ministry to hospitals and shut-ins
some younger people seeking Anglicanism from other denominations (transdenominational growth)
rescue in the fact that conversations about amalgamation/merging of resources is
happening
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•
•
•

the change of life in our community (the change in the children through St. John's Back to
Basics program as a perceptible measurement)
in our ability to use our buildings as more community centred
in the vision that might be cast for the deanery

Reading between the Lines
Many of our concerns noted in the first report carried over and were reinforced by this
meeting. We have long cultivated a culture of assimilation (addressed in the first report) and
we have a difficult time imagining what change might look like. From one table came the
hope that God is rescuing us but that "we need a vision cast for us so that we can see it and
grab ahold of it".
People were readily able to name their fears (for they are Legion!) but had difficulty naming
where they see God's rescue and what it looks like. We need to be better equipped and
schooled as disciples to be able to see and name God's rescue.
The pragmatic/functional dynamic (explored in the first report) in relation to youth and
young families as a silver bullet solution was widely dispelled by the data when members
realized, in monetary form, what sort of burden would be placed on new families. There was
a secondary and related recognition that new members will most likely not be versed in the
Christian tradition of giving (stewardship). There was a palpable sense that there is no silver
bullet that will rescue the church but that this is a time and place where the church needs to
learn to live into the tension of its contraction and decline as faithfully and functionally as
possible. "There are no easy answers and we will need to stick together" came up as a
response more than a couple of times.
Fear of identity loss, which included the possible loss of buildings seemed to be the one fear
that was universal and deep-seated. This is not a surprise. It is however, deeply connected to
the nature of Christian discipleship. Where is our identity rooted? Who are we as the people
of God? Is our identity bound up wholly in our buildings without remainder? It seems that
for many, the answer is yes. From one table came the recognition that if they closed their
building and began meeting in houses or community centres they could probably be more
faithful with their resources for the kingdom of God. With that said, their proviso was "but
you'd have to burn the church down for me to let go of it!" We note this not in judgement but
in recognition of how deeply we are connected to our histories and their places and spaces.
What might it mean to speak into this reality, with St. Paul, that "your life is hid with Christ
in God"?
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There was a wide and healthy recognition that what we do outside of Sunday worship is vital
to our life together and to our identity as church. That we are using so many resources on our
physical buildings and so little on mission means that we are compromising our identity. This was
an important recognition by this gathered body.
The data also bears out that duplication is happening throughout the deanery both in terms
of ministry and operational expenses. This trend has historically and continues to promote a
fraction in the Body.
Moving Forward
We continue to affirm the four-part focus of our deanery strategies as outlined in our first
report. However, we also recognize that our priority in strategy needs to shift to focus first
and foremost upon the development of creative conversations and the cultivating of a clear
vision of the future shape of the deanery. Part and parcel of this strategy is the need to
identify people who are not currently present on deanery council who need to bring their
gifts to bear upon these conversations. Given that parishioners recognize God's rescue in the
leadership of our clergy, it is incumbent upon our leaders to actively engage, participate and
encourage these conversations.
Avenues and opportunities for these conversations, as they arise, will be made transparent to
the members of Deanery Council. Support for individual parishes from the Program
Associate as well as the Deanery leaders will be brought to bear as parishes continue to
receive and digest their full reports. Parishes that have not completed their self-assessments
are being encouraged to do so.
Additionally, strategies around cultivating Christian identity informed by a rich theology of
our being identified as "in Christ", not "in the building" or "in the tradition" or "in this way of
worshipping" will go a long way as we look to the future of God's promise to be faithful to us
in the Deanery of Algoma.
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