
Where	  We	  Are…And	  Where	  We’re	  Going	  at	  PCOL	  
FAQ	  

This	  Frequently	  Asked	  Questions	  document	  details	  some	  important	  information	  
about	  some	  short-‐term	  challenges	  we	  face,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  long-‐term	  planning	  
process	  we’re	  beginning	  with	  the	  congregation.	  We	  ask	  that	  you	  take	  some	  time	  to	  
read	  it.	  

What	  is	  the	  short-term	  financial	  challenge	  the	  church	  faces?	  This	  year,	  after	  
cutting	  discretionary	  to	  the	  bone,	  the	  Session	  still	  faced	  an	  approximately	  $40,000	  
gap	  between	  recurring	  income	  (pledges,	  endowment	  income,	  building	  use	  rentals,	  
etc.)	  and	  expenses.	  

How	  has	  Session	  dealt	  with	  this	  shortfall?	  Session	  needed	  to	  make	  some	  difficult	  
decisions,	  but	  decided	  neither	  to	  cut	  staff	  nor	  to	  make	  draconian	  cuts	  to	  our	  
outreach	  budget.	  	  Moreover,	  Session	  opted	  to	  draw	  an	  additional	  $10,000	  from	  
PCOL's	  endowment.	  The	  church's	  fundraising	  goal	  has	  also	  been	  increased.	  	  Session	  
found	  other	  small,	  one-‐time	  pockets	  of	  income,	  and	  made	  the	  difficult	  decision	  to	  
furlough	  staff	  members	  for	  a	  week.	  

Why	  did	  this	  occur	  this	  year?	  This	  “searching	  between	  the	  couch	  cushions”	  to	  find	  
one-‐time	  pockets	  of	  money	  to	  fill	  the	  budget	  has	  been	  a	  necessity	  ever	  since	  the	  
Great	  Recession	  of	  2008.	  Over	  time,	  this	  method	  of	  budgeting	  becomes	  
unsustainable,	  and	  each	  year	  Session	  has	  found	  new	  resources	  to	  replace	  those	  one-‐
time	  income	  items.	  In	  spite	  of	  the	  congregation’s	  size	  remaining	  constant,	  PCOL’s	  	  
pledge	  income	  has	  not	  returned	  to	  the	  pre-‐recession	  level—this	  is	  the	  biggest	  
reason	  for	  this	  imbalance.	  	  Also,	  for	  various	  reasons,	  PCOL	  lost	  some	  of	  its	  largest	  
pledgers,	  further	  widening	  the	  gap	  between	  the	  church's	  income	  and	  its	  expenses.	  	  
Please	  refer	  to	  the	  accompanying	  chart,	  which	  illustrates	  the	  widening	  gap	  between	  
pledges	  and	  other	  sources	  of	  income.	  

Why	  did	  the	  Session	  choose	  to	  furlough	  staff?	  The	  2014	  budget	  calls	  for	  a	  2.5%	  
pay	  increase	  for	  all	  staff,	  which	  is	  consistent	  with	  inflation.	  The	  session	  considered	  
rescinding	  the	  pay	  increase,	  but	  decided	  instead	  for	  a	  furlough	  (which	  makes	  the	  
increase	  a	  net	  0.5%	  pay	  increase).	  Neither	  option	  was	  a	  good	  one,	  but	  Session	  
decided	  this	  was	  the	  "lesser	  of	  the	  two	  evils,"	  since	  it	  preserves	  a	  level	  of	  base	  pay	  
consistent	  with	  inflation,	  which	  has	  an	  impact	  on	  future	  years’	  pay.	  

Why	  do	  we	  seem	  to	  have	  so	  many	  more	  staff	  members	  as	  compared	  to	  30	  
years	  ago?	  We	  do	  not	  have	  more	  staffing	  than	  the	  early	  1980s	  –	  we	  have	  more	  staff	  
members.	  	  Long-‐term	  demographic	  trends	  have	  made	  it	  necessary	  for	  churches	  to	  
use	  staff	  to	  perform	  duties	  and	  tasks	  formerly	  performed	  by	  volunteers.	  We	  have	  
been	  able	  to	  keep	  staffing	  expenses	  consistent	  as	  a	  proportion	  of	  the	  budget	  (about	  
60%)	  by	  adding	  more	  part-‐time	  staff,	  which	  is	  a	  more	  efficient	  staffing	  pattern.	  We	  
only	  have	  two	  full-‐time	  program	  staff	  (pastors	  Vamos	  and	  Pigman),	  and	  one	  full-‐
time	  support	  staff	  (Victor);	  the	  remaining	  staff	  members	  are	  half-‐time	  or	  less.	  



Why	  is	  the	  leadership	  considering	  a	  strategic	  planning	  process	  now?	  Some	  
have	  wondered	  why,	  in	  the	  face	  of	  such	  short-‐term	  challenges,	  the	  Session	  might	  ask	  
the	  congregation	  to	  “dream	  big,”	  and	  to	  address	  the	  question:	  “What	  will	  be	  our	  
legacy	  to	  future	  generations?”	  	  The	  Session	  is	  unified	  in	  thinking	  that	  this	  is	  exactly	  
the	  right	  time	  to	  look	  toward	  long-‐term	  solutions	  to	  our	  challenges.	  Session	  wants	  to	  
emphasize	  that	  the	  Church	  has	  never	  been	  simply	  about	  surviving;	  rather,	  the	  
Church	  is	  about	  serving.	  Notwithstanding	  current	  challenges,	  PCOL’s	  congregation	  is	  
much	  healthier	  than	  the	  vast	  majority	  of	  main-‐line	  congregations.	  Now	  is	  the	  time	  to	  
look	  at	  our	  whole	  ministry,	  in	  light	  of	  the	  needs	  of	  the	  community	  and	  our	  
congregation’s	  needs,	  as	  we	  orient	  ourselves	  for	  the	  21st	  Century.	  	  Members	  of	  
Session	  believe	  the	  time	  is	  right	  for	  this	  exciting	  and	  energizing	  process.	  

How	  will	  a	  long-term	  plan	  address	  the	  short-term	  challenges	  as	  noted	  above?	  
Session	  has	  been	  looking	  at	  various	  creative	  and	  innovative	  ways	  that	  congregations	  
have	  “dreamed	  big”	  in	  expanding	  their	  ministry	  to	  congregants	  and	  community,	  
while	  creating	  new	  revenue	  streams	  to	  sustain	  ministries.	  This	  promises	  to	  be	  
integral	  to	  the	  long-‐term	  process.	  

Will	  the	  leaders	  decide	  what	  “dreams”	  we	  pursue?	  Session	  wants	  to	  assure	  the	  
congregation	  that	  this	  will	  not	  be	  a	  “top-‐down”	  process	  –	  in	  fact,	  the	  goal	  is	  the	  
opposite.	  The	  process	  will	  begin	  with	  listening,	  relationship	  building,	  and	  
community	  needs-‐assessment,	  so	  that	  everyone	  contributes	  to	  the	  vision.	  

But,	  what	  if	  we	  don’t	  have	  enough	  money	  next	  year?	  What	  then?	  Session	  is	  clear	  
that	  the	  best	  solution	  is	  increasing	  our	  congregation’s	  overall	  pledging.	  We	  
recognize	  and	  are	  sensitive	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  many	  already	  are	  “stretching”	  their	  
giving	  and	  that	  the	  solution	  can’t	  be	  found	  in	  increased	  pledging	  alone.	  The	  painful	  
truth	  is,	  though,	  that	  if	  our	  congregation	  can't	  increase	  recurring	  revenue,	  Session	  
will	  need	  to	  make	  even	  more	  painful	  choices	  next	  year.	  

And	  what	  about	  a	  solution	  for	  this	  year’s	  budget?	  Session	  will	  be	  considering	  
some	  of	  the	  comments	  and	  suggestions	  made	  at	  the	  annual	  meeting	  about	  raising	  
additional	  revenue	  this	  year	  –	  such	  as	  a	  special	  offering,	  or	  second	  pledge	  appeal—
especially	  as	  a	  way	  to	  avoid	  the	  furlough	  of	  staff	  members.	  	  Most	  Session	  members	  
have	  expressed	  the	  opinion	  that	  it	  is	  unwise	  to	  continue	  to	  address	  structural	  
budget	  problems	  with	  short-‐term	  solutions	  such	  as	  a	  one-‐time	  appeal	  and	  dipping	  
into	  the	  church’s	  endowment.	  

What	  can	  I	  do?	  As	  members	  of	  Session	  struggle	  with	  these	  issues,	  they	  would	  
welcome	  input	  from	  congregants.	  Feel	  free	  to	  contact	  PCOL’s	  Elders,	  and	  please	  pray	  
with	  them	  as	  they	  make	  decisions	  about	  these	  important	  issues	  (See	  list	  of	  Session	  
members	  on	  the	  accompanying	  cover	  letter).	  To	  be	  frank,	  none	  of	  us	  in	  leadership	  
would	  object	  to	  members	  increasing	  their	  pledge	  commitment.	  

What	  next?	  The	  Session	  is	  committed	  to	  keeping	  in	  touch	  with	  the	  congregation	  as	  
we	  all	  address	  these	  challenges	  and	  opportunities.

	  


