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 STRATEGY FOR ENCOURAGING THE FAITH COMMUNITY 

OF GREATER CINCINNATI AND NORTHERN KENTUCKY 
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November 24, 2001 

October 2000 - March 2001

1.
Develop an overall understanding of the Faith Community in terms the numbers and types of 
         churches, synagogues, temples and mosques - for each of the counties in the Character Council 
         Region. 


  
    
[The GCNK Character Council community is comprised of 7 counties with a population totaling
          1.8 million citizens. In this community (according to the yellow pages) there are 1730
          congregations: 1490 Protestant, 164 Catholic, 23 Jewish and 52 other. Of the 1490 Protestant,
          32% are Baptist, 9% United Methodist, 6% Church of God, 6% Church of Christ, and 5% 
          Presbyterian.] 

2. Interview knowledgeable professional and lay Protestant, Catholic and Jewish leaders to learn how their congregations function internally and how they are interconnected, as background for developing a general strategy for reaching all of the congregations in the community. 

[In GCNK a primary feature seemingly pervading the Faith Community is autonomy: it appears that regardless of religious preference, each church, synagogue and temple is quite independent. Therefore, winning the endorsement of the archbishop, for example, does not mean that any individual Catholic church will be obligated to participate in the community-wide character initiative. Each individual church, synagogue and temple, it appears, is free to decide whether or not to participate in the community-wide character initiative. 

The general strategy for reaching the Faith Community, therefore, will be to try to enlist 6 - 10 individual churches and synagogues across the three major faiths to become a model “Church of Character” or “Synagogue of Character”, and then with their help, to seek to enlist the others.]

3. Recognizing the sensitivity of religious discussions by people of different faiths, establish and
make clear to the Faith Community the role and viewpoint of the Faith Committee and the
Character Council. 

[“The role of the Faith Committee of The Character Council is to support congregations: 
                - in their mission of encouraging the practice of good character 
                 

(we are not experts who are going to show them how to do it, but rather, by
     


being ones in contact with others doing it, we will offer to share ideas and
                             materials we learn about, network them to others, etc.)
                - based on the tenets of their faith
    
           
(we commit to not proselytize)
                - so that additional benefits stemming from practicing their faith may be realized.”

This commitment is facilitating a solid foundation for trusting and fruitful relationships.]


4. Explore with Protestant, Catholic and Jewish leaders practical ways in which to encourage their congregations in practicing the monthly character qualities.

[General findings are that:
    
- Pastors, Priests and Rabbis are very busy, and have little time for additional research
            and preparation
          - Pastors, Priests and Rabbis have their own priorities for preaching and ministering, 
            which they must try to accomplish within the limited time they have with their
            congregations.
   
- Religion classes tend to have pre-selected, long term curriculum, for which materials are
           already available for the future classes, and which are provided by sources with which
           teachers and leaders feel comfortable. 

The general conclusion is that, for the most part, efforts to encourage the congregation in practicing the character qualities of the month will have to supplement, rather than supplant,  the normal practices in the congregation. For example, rather than a whole sermon devoted to the character quality, a few minutes carved out of the normal sermon may have to suffice. But, on the other hand, significant results can be expected through creative use of newsletters, announcements, bulletin inserts, etc. since development of habits (character qualities) results from repetitive practice - which can be effectively encouraged through a repetition of short, small encouragements. ]


5. Develop a “supplemental plan” of occasions and actions for encouraging  congregations to practice the monthly character qualities which fits into the general practices and priorities of the three major faiths; and in terms of this supplemental plan, define commitments of a congregation which will qualify it to be identified by the CCGCNK and community as a “Church of Character” (or Synagogue, Temple, or Mosque).

[A "supplemental plan" has been developed, commitment to which confers upon a congregation the designation of a "Church of Character" ( or Synagogue, Temple, or Mosque). This plan entails 16 commitments (for one year at a time) to intentionally encourage the practice of the monthly character qualities in its congregation and in the community. In making these commitments, a congregation joins a select group of other members of the faith community in Greater Cincinnati and Northern Kentucky who have made the identical commitments. 

These commitments fall into three sets. The first focuses on commitments prior to commencement of the monthly encouragements. These begin with the commitment of the senior spiritual leader to personally try to practice, model and encourage others to practice, the monthly character qualities, and to intentionally encourage the other leaders to do likewise. This set also includes orienting members to this initiative through a newsletter, and providing means for members to avail themselves of some helpful materials.

The second set focuses on monthly commitments to encourage members to practice the character quality of the month. These initiatives are all supplemental to the normal preaching or homily series, the religious education curriculum, and other normal practices. But they have the merit of encouraging practice recurrently throughout the month and in small doses. These commitments include, for examples, a newsletter article orienting members to the new character quality, a 4-minute sermon at the beginning of the month motivating the monthly character quality from the tenets of the faith, weekly bulletin inserts and announcements personally encouraging the monthly quality and illustrating it through testimony from history or contemporaries, and short  studies or presentations for classes, groups and meetings. 

The third set focuses on monthly commitments of the church to encourage the community. These include initiatives such as displaying the monthly character quality on the church's marquees, encouraging each member to model the character quality in the community when opportunities arise, carrying out a monthly project to intentionally encourage the neighborhood, and passing on to the Character Council experiences and other informational items that can serve to encourage the community.

Most importantly, it is to be remembered that the ultimate goal of all of these initiatives is simply to encourage each individual to practice good character - so that they and all whose lives they touch can experience its benefits!

The general reaction experienced to date from Protestant and Catholic members of the faith community which are prospective models is that good character is very important, and this plan provides a clear strategy for trying to encourage it. The standards for a congregation to participate are high with this plan, but should be workable and effective if a congregation chooses to commit. As of this date, discussions of the 16 commitments are scheduled with members of the Jewish community.]

6. Identify materials and aids a congregation will need to fulfill its monthly, weekly and other
commitments, such as newsletter articles, sermon or homily messages, etc. 

[While many types of materials will be helpful, there are 6 types of materials which a church must  have to carry out its commitments as a "Church of Character"(or Synagogue, Temple, Mosque): an introductory document to the congregation orienting them to the character initiative and the church's participation; a monthly newsletter article or document orienting the members to the character quality of the month; a monthly 4-minute sermon or homily encouraging practice of the character quality from tenets of the faith; weekly announcements and bulletin inserts encouraging practice from real-life personal testimonies and by personal application; and 5-minute presentations or studies for groups or classes which encourage participants from the tenets of the faith to personally practice the monthly character quality.]

7. Identify sources of materials and aids which can be available to congregations to help carry out its monthly, weekly and other commitments as a “Church of Character” (or Synagogue, Temple or Mosque) in encouraging the practice of the monthly character qualities.

[Contributors are being enlisted to write the 6 types of materials a church needs to carry out its commitments as a "Church of Character". We are very grateful for the number who have committed to contribute Protestant materials, so far. These may be helpful, at  least in part, to the Catholic community and possibly the Jewish, as well. We look forward enthusiastically to receiving contributions from the other faiths.  

(We are also very grateful to the pastors who are contributing full length sermons on character to the website, as resources for others.]

8.
Implement on the Faith Community portion of the CCGCNK website a storehouse of materials and aids for assisting pastors, priests, rabbis, teachers and other leaders in carrying out their commitments to encouraging the character quality of each month - which, at no cost, they can view , download, revise, print or distribute as desired. 


[The Faith Community portion of the CCGCNK website is being set up to include a general section and separate sections for Protestant, Catholic, Jewish and Other Faiths. Included in each of the Protestant, Catholic and Jewish sections (and hopefully in Other later) is a subsection concerning character in general, as well as a subsection for each of the 49 character qualities. And for each of the character qualities, there are to be references, sermons and other materials pertaining to that specific character quality - including the contributed materials for each of the 6 types of materials need by a church in carrying out its commitments as a "Church of Character" (or Synagogue, Temple, Mosque). These materials are to provide suggestions and ideas, and can be downloaded if desired for modification or direct use. 

Concurrently, guidelines are being refined for the contributors of each of the 6 types of material (as well as for full sermons on character), and technical support being extended to contributors, as we all go through the startup stage together.]

9.
Enlist 6 - 10 individual churches and synagogues across the three major faiths to commit to become a model “Church of Character” or “Synagogue of Character”.


[Enlistment of model churches and synagogues is progressing well. The desire is for innovative, "early starter" congregations which can work with us to help implement the  processes for churches which effectively encourages parishioners to practice the character quality of the month. The plan is for these models to then help encourage additional churches and synagogues to join the character initiative. 


Realizing the sensitivity to matters of faith, all discussions with prospective models has taken place on a one-to-one basis with each prospect individually.


With great gratitude and enthusiasm I am pleased to report we have at this time 6 churches which have committed to be a "Church of Character". One is Catholic and 5 are Protestant. Among the Protestant, 1 is United Methodist, 1 is Church of God, 1 is Baptist, and 2 are independent; 2 are Afro-American. Congregations of the 6 churches range in size from 50 to 2500.


To date, 4 of the Protestant churches have begun with general sermons on character. The hope is to help all 6 begin implementation of some of the 16 commitments in March, with the character quality "Enthusiasm". This will be dependent to a large degree on the extent to which we can get supporting materials available for their access on our website. 

10.
Design a two - three hour training session for training “Churches of Character” and 
“Synagogues of Character”.

11.
Train the model “Churches of Character” and “Synagogues of Character”, and help them implement their encouragement plans.

12.
Institute a schedule of 1 ½  - 2 hour overview sessions for orienting and reaching the remainder of the 1730 congregations in the community.

13.
Follow up interested attendees of the overview sessions and encourage them to become a “Church of Character” (or Synagogue, Temple or Mosque).


14.
Institute for Faith Community participants in the community-wide character initiative, a plan of breakfast or other meetings for periodic fellowship, encouragement and updating of character happenings in the Faith Community and community-at-large. 

[Initial reaction of the several church models and prospective models with which the idea has been shared, has ranged from positive to very enthusiastic. There been expression of the lack of, and desire for, meaningful fellowship among senior leaders.]


******************************************************************************

15.
Throughout the process, encourage and cooperate with religious TV stations, radio stations and publications in providing encouragements in various forms to practice the character quality of the month, testimonies of individuals and congregations, schedules of upcoming orientation sessions, and other supporting programming.

April 2001 - November 2001

Most attention during this time period has been focused on working with the model churches in their

implementation of the 16 commitments of a "Church of Character". (Steps 5 - 9 in the strategy

outlined above.) Progress has been good and has been instructive for the future.

(1) 
Model Churches:


Of the original 6 models, 1 dropped out for internal reasons. However 2 have joined us: Anchor Baptist Church in Houston, TX and Fellowship Baptist Church in Panama City, FL. Both bring more experience with character initiatives. There are now 7 "Churches of Character". One is Catholic and 6 are Protestant. Among the Protestant, 1 is United Methodist, 3 are Baptist, and 2 are independent; 2 are Afro-American. Congregations of the 7 churches range in size from 40 to 3,000. The description of each church and its journal are located on this website in "Character Ministries".

(2)
Website Materials:


The Faith portion of this website of the Character Council of Greater Cincinnati and Northern Kentucky (CCGCNK) is now routinely offering supporting Bible-consistent materials for  pastors, priests, rabbis, teachers and others. For each monthly character quality on the national schedule, published by the International Association of Character Cities, the website posts (6 weeks in advance) the contributed sermons, 1-minute testimonies, children and family resources, Character Helps, bulletin inserts and other items to support the model churches. In addition to these materials for the monthly character quality, there is a bibliography identifying other relevant references by character quality, ideas for encouraging the practice of character qualities, and other supporting materials.

(3)
Website Structure:

It is noted that originally in the design of the website there were to be separate sections for Protestant, Catholic, Jewish and Other Faiths. At the suggestion of the Catholic model leader the Protestant and Catholic were combined into one, Christian. At the request of the editor, the Catholic leader reviews the more theological content of Protestant contributions before they appear on the website.

(4)

Experience with The Model Churches:

(a)
Through mid-summer a major focus was the supplying of materials for supporting the



models churches. One facet was getting procedures worked out with contributors, graphic



designer, and web coordinator so that supporting materials were regularly available 6



weeks in advance on this website. Other facets included the practical matters of training model leaders to access the materials on the website; determining economic and practical ways to reproduce (in color, black and white, or some combination) and distribute monthly the 6-page Character Helps to parishioners; and setting up capabilities to provide to models customized, multi-sized posters and tent cards for monthly character qualities and benefits of practicing monthly character qualities.

(b)
By mid-summer steady progress was being made. Most models were including the

character quality of the month in sermons at least once during the month. One was providing full sermons 3 or 4 times each month, one devoted the full sermon the first Sunday evening of the month, and 2 were including 5 or more minutes every Sunday. Newsletters and bulletin inserts were becoming regular, character bulletin boards were being established, and some Sunday School classes were including character.

(c)
In July it was observed that awareness of good character was increasing in the

congregations, and stories were emerging of individual's acts of good character and individuals taking steps to encourage others. For all this we rejoice! At this same time the question arose as to whether individuals could change and grow more rapidly. This question eventually led to the paper "Encouraging the Practice of Monthly Character Qualities". This paper stressed among other things that 5 elements are important for an individual to change and grow efficiently:

(aa)
Information: "Why do I need to grow? What are the benefits of practicing good character, and why should I be motivated? Am I really able to change? For this month's character quality, say, exactly what is the target I should be trying to change to? How exactly do I go about changing and growing to achieve this target in my life?"

(bb)
Motivation: Each of us needs motivation to consider changing, commit to changing, start to change, and keep on changing. We need to be continually reminded of the benefits and, as Christians, that the benefits of practicing the monthly character qualities are very significant - to me, to others, and to God - both in this life and the life to come! We need the encouragement in seeing and hearing testimonies of real people who are changing and who exhibit the qualities. We need the encouragement that comes when we experience progress and results of practice, both inwardly and by the recognition of others. 

(cc)
Reminding: Many things clamor for our attention. Consequently it is easy to forget to practice. Strategically placed signs, cards, posters to bring the topic to mind will be  helpful; reminders by friends can be very valuable; keeping a log of opportunities and successes can help motivate us to pay attention. Reminders are crucial to success.

(dd)
Accountability: "helping us do or remember to do the things we may or may not want to do so that we can be the person we want to be." Accountability is a very powerful factor in helping us to change. A most important means of accountability is self-accountability: setting goals, recording my activities, reviewing my results, and setting new goals for myself. Additional power results when we ask one or more others to hold us accountable, particularly the Lord. Especially beneficial is when the other(s) is also trying to practice and grow in the same character quality, for then we can share the triumphs and challenges of the journey together. 

(ee)
Prayer: Growth in good character is a joint process with the Holy Spirit. It is valuable to ask Him for power to be attentive, determined, enduring, and otherwise effective in our growth, and, in deed, to help us grow. 

These 5 elements become good filters in reflecting on how we are encouraging both others

and ourselves.

(d)
In the paper discussed in (c), self-accountability was seen as a very important key to

practice and growth for oneself and also for a person you want to encourage but do not have an on-going personal relationship with or regular contact with. The potential importance of self-accountability becomes especially relevant when we stop and reflect on church community today. There are still today some churches that still function as a close family in which the church is the center of social as well as spiritual life. But more and more, community life in church has diminished. In some churches most parishioners come for only 1 hour on the weekend, and have no contact with others during the week. In others, parishioners may come for 2 hours on Sunday including 1 hour for Sunday School. One pastor of a church still having Sunday morning, Sunday evening and Wednesday evening services lamented that, with parishioners now living in different and distant neighborhoods and today having very full schedules, community life among parishioners has decreased significantly. So unlike a school or a business office where people are together 30+ hours every week day, and can be encouraged and encourage each other continually to practice and grow in character, there may be in a church only a relatively few minutes each week to humanly encourage parishioners. 

This perspective places a high premium on using each a moment the congregation or group is together most effectively in encouraging practice of the monthly character qualities. It also places a high premium on finding ways to encourage each parishioner to encourage him- or herself between church meetings. Hence the interest in the potential of self-accountability. 

In the paper referenced above in (c), a simple "Opportunities-Success" (OS) process was suggested. The idea is simply to create a card with a column for each "I Will" the individual desires to practice. Each day the individual records a check in the column for each Opportunity (O) that occurred to practice that I Will, and circled the check as a Success (S) if he/she successfully practiced the I Will. Expecting to record O's and S's motivates one to keep the 'I Wills" in mind, prompts one to be alert for O's, and encourages one to respond successfully. Counting the O's and S's at the end of the day provides a record of progress in practicing the "I Wills", and motivation to do well the next day. In this way I hold myself accountable to help myself grow in the practice of the monthly "I Wills". Growing in this practice is important because practice of an "I Will" forms a habit, and these "I Will" habits help form the habit of the monthly character quality.

To test the effectiveness of this simple process, 23 people ranging in age from teens to seventies were asked to apply this simple OS process for 7 days. The results of the study are presented in the paper "A Field Study of The 'Opportunities-Success' Process". The conclusion reached in the study is that the simple OS process can indeed effectively help. (The results also provide instructive observations on making the process most effective and other considerations.) 

A number of model leaders personally participated in the study and continue to apply its idea in their personal life. Several models have introduced OS to others in their church, and several at this time are planning to introduce it to their congregations.

(5)
A Time for Review:

The present is a time of review of experience to date, even as progress continues in implementing all 16 commitments. It is a time for reflection on the process to date, for rejoicing in the progress that has been made, and for identifying possible improvements and refinements which can provide even greater effectiveness and efficiency in encouraging people to practice the monthly character qualities.  

It is proving valuable to think through the character initiative in a church with the aid of the 5 filters referenced in (4.c): information, motivation, reminding, accountability and prayer.

The journals of the two new model churches, which have had more experience to date, mention specific items being reviewed and considered. 
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