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Pastor Swanson burns the mortgage! 
 

Celebrating Godõs Grace Fulfilled 

Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one 
another, for whoever loves others has fulfilled the law.  Romans 13:8 



 

 

PASTORôS 
CORNER 

 Thoughts, dreams, and ramblings of some-
one who just wants to connect you to Jesus 
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State of the ChurchñPart 1: 
 
Over the course of the last few years things have sure been moving and changing quickly.  In 
the fall of every year, we begin to get into the mission and vision season.  We talk about 
what it will mean for us to be church in the coming year; and we share what it will take from 
all of us collectively for our time, talents, and resources to achieve that vision. In preparation 
for that season, we are going to take a good deal of space to try to share all that has been 
going on in 2021 that brings us up to this current day. 
 
As we finished 2020, we were able to raise over $40,000 to finish paying off the mortgage 
on the 2013 addition.  We were able to see our stewardship totals get us to within 2% of the 
budget, and the use of about $8,000 from Capital Reserve balanced out the year.  (It is im-
portant to note that we accomplished this with over $45,000 in PPP funding for 2020, and we 
have been granted another $50,000 in 2021.)   
 
We have learned how to analyze worship statistics to include the mixture of in-person and 
online worship.  The metrics provided us a good understanding that we had succeeded in 
maintaining a majority of our pre-Covid-19 worshiping body as well as reconnecting with 
members who had moved away with age or other life changes.  Each time we have opened 
from a phase of Covid-19, we also saw consistent engagement from persons who had found 
us online. 
 
 This year we spent time in our Church Council talking about the needs of the church. Since we 
had moved from a full-time youth director to part-time, we concluded that it was time to sell 
the parsonage next to the Mason Building.  This parsonage no longer met our Annual Confer-
ence guidelines for a clergy person and was deemed not a strong enough attraction piece vs 
its liabilities for employment.  The house sold for just above $125,000.  The proceeds from the 
sale were intended to build a garage and replace the boiler system in the Mason Building.  
While investigating the needs to accomplish both of these projects, we engaged Keith Engi-
neering  to provide plans that would modernize our heating system and yield good savings on 
our utility bills from the efficiency improvements of an updated system.  The cost of the work 
was bid by four firms, and the lowest bid came in at $145,000 with another $15,000-20,000 
in related costs.  The Church Council, Trustees and Finance teams gathered and affirmed the 
acceptance of the lowest bid following careful consideration of the options.  The conversation 
covered changes to the bid documents as well as the possible sale or abandonment of the 
building; but in the end, the body concluded that it was in the best interest of the congregation 
to move forward with the work and spend the proceeds from the parsonage sale along with 
Capital Reserve Funds (balance of $107,000 at the time of the meeting) to proceed with the 



 

 

Mason Building boiler system replacement.  The garage project has been tabled, and a sim-
ple shed is being built to meet our lawn care needs at this time. 
 
In 2021 we have seen our in-person attendance fluctuate between 120-180 with a high of 
over 230 at our Celebration worship service.  Our online worship continues to see 30-60 in 
live attendance between the two services on Sunday mornings, and typically we see a total 
reach of double that within the week.  Our worship numbers tell us that our overall engage-
ment is steady. This is a positive sign for us given the broader realities of most churches post 
COVID-19, as well as the number of persons who have moved out of state or passed away 
in the past two years.  We are anticipating the launch of a new online-specific worship ser-
vice this fall to reach those who will find online to be the primary form of connection to us at 
Grace.  In parallel, we are launching several new small groups and building a process for 
launching others so we can train more members to meet the needs of new worship partici-
pants.   
 
One of the struggles that we are experiencing is a decline in our regular tithes and offerings 
due to the loss of long-term members.  The financial impact of the losses of members due to 
death since 2020 reflects a decline of more than $84,000 in yearly budget support.  Each 
year we expect the budget to go through a predictable curve with 1st quarter giving to be 
near need,  2nd & 3rd quarter to be below need, and a 4th quarter that historically is 1.5 
times the average of the other 3 quarters.  In 2020 we saw many of our one-time yearly 
contributions were shared in the middle of the year, and we believe that we saw a slight de-
cline in budget giving that was instead directed to the building payoff or other needs due to 
families impacted by COVID-19.  In 2020 and 2021 we received a grant from the Paycheck 
Protection Program that helped us bridge the gaps in stewardship.  That shared, we are still 
seeing a slower than normal rate of contributions, especially in one-time-a-year giving.    
 
All is not doom and gloom financially, as with the building payoff and so many of the little 
projects we have seen this past year.  We are finding that God has been providing in the 
spaces of our needs.  Some of this provision is in historic giving that continues to provide for 
our church.  Some of this is in individual grants and partnerships that prove the line ògiving on 
faithó is such a powerful contribution to the church.  
 
We are currently anticipating that our 2022 budget request will see a 7-9% overall reduc-
tion.  We will accomplish this through a combination of changes that we are proposing so as 
to not disrupt any one ministry area or terminate any thriving ministries.  Some of the shifting 
will require us to meet needs with our funds that reside outside of the budget process, and 
others will become fundraiser-based funding.  Each choice will be in spaces we truly believe  
we are equipped to do so with excellence. 
 
We have been engaging a process for moving our Endowment funds from Busey Bank to 
Morton Community Bank.  This is coinciding with proposed changes to the Endowment docu-
ments that would allow for us to bring that document into line with modern expectations for 
the way the Endowment is handled as well as for allowing us to better invest in todayõs in-
vestment tools.  The hope is that our Endowment income from interest will allow us to put 
funds back into the operational budget each year, fund our streaming ministry, equip the 
Music ministry, and continue to provide higher education scholarships to students who come 
from Grace.   
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In our work as a church, we are particularly proud of how our Children/Youth ministries, Music 
ministries and Missions ministries handled 2020 and 2021.  If someone would have said that 
these ministry areas would see vibrant growth in and through a global pandemic, we would 
have been skeptical.  Yet today the Childrenõs ministry from the work of Emmy Thies has 
grown in our effectiveness of reach to our direct neighbors as well as our partnership with  
Pekin First UMC.  Greta Long has changed how our Youth ministry functions, and we truly be-
lieve we are setting up a new process for forming leaders who can grow the church for gen-
erations.  Jim Rimington and Sam Neff have shaped our worship teams, kept them safe during 
the worst of the pandemic and used the time to grow the skills of those involved. Truly remark-
able work has been accomplished in all these areas.  
 
We have been actively working on modernizing the church governance model.  We are work-
ing with a program developed by one of the best in United Methodist Church governance, 
Kay Kotan, who has written and developed the Simplified Accountable System for church 
management.  In short, it condenses the Church Council, Trustees, Finance, SPRC, Endowment 
and Memorial teams into one 9-person board to set governance guidelines while setting the 
remainder of the congregation free to work in these and  other areas without the 3+ year 
commitments, monthly meetings or other business processes that often disengage new persons 
who seek to join our team. We will maintain the Nominations and Lay Leadership team and 
build systems around intentional lay leadership development for us to see new generations of 
church leaders. 
 
Friends, 2021 thus far has been a bit of a wild ride.  We have our current struggles, but Jesus 
never told us that we would be without struggles this side of paradise.  We have our current 
miracles, those that show the success of the church and those that have brought so much heal-
ing to our neighborhood.  What we will have tomorrow, in this life, is not promised to us.  
What is promised to us is that Jesus says we have a future with a hope.  The redeeming work 
of Jesus is that hope, and our work is to see that felt by as many people as possible.  Thank 
you to everyone who has been a part of making that happen at Grace and I want to wel-
come all who would take up the mutual task of bringing in the kingdom of God.   
 
As we get ready for the vision for 2022, I  want to offer you these direct things you can be 
doing: 
 
¶ Pray  Pray for our ministry, our church, our city, and Godõs will to be done in them. 
 
¶ Participate  Faithful participation in worship, discipleship and mission helps you and those 

who are with you.  We are in this together. 
 
¶ Support financially  It was the collection of the early church that gave so much healing. 
 
¶ Lead  Lead someone to faith, lead someone into discipleship and lead someone into the 

skills that could replace you some day, as we all will at some time join the church trium-
phant, and we want the church on earth to be equipped to reach each successive genera-
tion for Jesus Christ. 

 
Grace + Peace, 
Pastor Eric 
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