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Introduction to Parish Profile

Thank you for taking the time to read the parish profile for Grace Episcopal Church.  We are

looking forward to talking to people who are interested in our parish and excited about our work

to answer God’s call and transition to the next phase of the life of Grace Church.

As Father Alan James, our interim rector, said in his Annual Report, “Our collective experience is

that transitions are not absolute ends. They are liminal times of moving from one place or way of

being to another. Even death itself is not final. Our work, God’s work in and through us, is to move

Grace into our next chapter as a spiritual community at the crossroads. We don’t know what the

future will look like, we wonder, and we focus on discerning the next step, allowing the unseen

future to unfold. If we look too far out it is easy to become fearful, but God’s message, the words

God’s angels and messengers typically begin with are words for us in our time, ‘Do not be afraid.’ “

While a ‘normal transition’ is probably a myth, our circumstances are particularly challenging. In

addition to our change in rectors are layers of uncertainty and adversity, such as:

● Addressing our unsustainable budget

● Restructuring our primarily programmatically driven staff into a volunteer lead staff with

minimal paid positions

● Ending a 60+ year Preschool ministry that could no longer be financially underwritten

● An ongoing global pandemic that has prevented us from gathering together in person

In the face of all the challenges, our Senior Warden’s Annual Report highlighted many of the

Church’s accomplishments during this difficult time, including:

● The increase in pledges for 2021 over 2020

● The repeated participation of potential new members during our Sunday Zoom services

● The practical and spiritual support of the Diocese of Western Michigan

● The commitment of the Preschool staff and parents who formed Grace Preschool LLC in

record time and now lease space from us – generating income and offering the potential

for continued collaboration between the church and preschool

● The interest of outside entities interested in potential lease arrangements 

● The willingness and commitment of those who are leading and participating in our two

new important initiatives: Church Growth and Evangelism and Community Engagement

● The commitment of the Discernment Committee, who are diligently and efficiently

working through the process to call our next permanent rector

As noted above, the Vestry established three ministry teams to lead our discernment and work

during this season of transition: Rector Discernment Committee, Church Growth/Evangelism, and

Community Engagement. The latter two teams are charged with leading visioning processes and

engaging the whole parish in the work of:

● Sharing our faith and growing our church using the tools and resources of the Invite,

Welcome, Connect Ministry and

● Building up our work in and connection to the needs and people of the local community.
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God’s Spirit is clearly at work in our midst. We give thanks and draw hope from that, but we are

not passive about our future. As our new Mission Statement says, Grace Episcopal Church is a

community that invites and supports everyone to live out the teachings, love, and actions of Jesus

Christ.  Come and join us in this endeavor.  We look forward to hearing from you.
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Grand Rapids Area
Our Local Community
Grace Episcopal Church is located in East Grand Rapids, just a couple miles from downtown Grand

Rapids. The village of East Grand Rapids is a pedestrian-friendly residential community with a

vibrant central business district. Valued for its nationally ranked school system, it is a favorite

among families, singles and empty nesters alike.

The city’s premier asset is Reeds Lake, which is surrounded by parks, woodlands, and walking

trails. From fishing on quiet mornings to an afternoon of sailing or water skiing with family, Reeds

Lake draws people from miles around to enjoy the outdoor landscape. 

However, like many U.S. cities, Grand Rapids has large disparities in income, opportunity, and

quality of life.  These disparities largely go along zip code, family background, and race.  Grace

Church literally sits on the line between the third ward of the city of Grand Rapids, which has the

highest percentage of Black people in the area and the least investment over the recent past, and

the City of East Grand Rapids, one of the wealthiest suburbs.  As a church straddling these two

realities, we realize we need to do more to invite and welcome all of our neighbors into our

congregation.  As such, our Engagement and Outreach team is currently working on how we can

align future outreach activities towards the residents of the area adjacent to Grace.   In addition,

these same neighbors might be the very people we should be reaching out to and inviting to join

us as members of Grace Church.

Nevertheless, Grand Rapids is a vibrant community that newcomers and their families would find

a pleasing place to put down roots.

The Greater Grand Rapids Area

Greater Grand Rapids is the business, financial, legal, cultural, medical, and religious center of

Western Michigan. With a population of over one million, the metropolitan area is one of the

fastest growing regions in the Midwest. The city is located on Michigan’s largest river, the Grand

River, and is only a 30-minute drive from scenic Lake Michigan. Chicago and Detroit are only a few

hours away. 
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Grand Rapids offers residents a myriad of educational, recreational, shopping and cultural options.

We enjoy a regionally renowned symphony orchestra and ballet company, as well as local and

Broadway theatre. The city is home to minor league sports teams such as the Griffins, a first-tier

minor league hockey team affiliated with the Detroit Red Wings, and the West Michigan White

Caps, a Class A baseball team associated with the Detroit Tigers. All of these offerings, plus a

state-of-the-art convention center and multiple music and entertainment venues, give greater

Grand Rapids a vibrant, big-city feel while retaining small-city charm in its quaint neighborhoods,

boutique shops, and tree-lined streets.  With over 20 distinct neighborhoods, from trendy

Eastown to historical Heritage Hill to family-oriented East Grand Rapids, greater Grand Rapids is

the right choice for any lifestyle.

Notable cultural attractions in Grand Rapids

include the Gerald R. Ford Presidential

Museum, the 150-acre Frederik Meijer

Gardens and Sculpture Park, and ArtPrize,

which The Art Newspaper called, “the most

attended annual public art event on the

planet.”  Artists representing Grand Rapids, all

50 states, as well as over 40 countries, exhibit

more than 1500 works of art throughout the

city over 2 ½ weeks in the Fall. Both the public

and art experts award prizes.

Grand Rapids is also known as ‘Beer City’ and boasts over 80 craft breweries. Our local restaurant

scene is exploding, and Grand Rapids has been ranked #25 of the best 100 food cities in America

by Wallet hub.

Outdoor Recreation 
Grand Rapids offers a variety of outdoor activities,

including fishing, kayaking, golfing, hiking and biking

trails, and close proximity to beautiful Lake Michigan

beaches. Ski locally at Cannonsburg Ski Area, or travel

“up north” to one of Michigan’s premier ski resorts.

Education
East Grand Rapids Public schools are consistently among the top-rated schools in Michigan.

Niche.com ranks East Grand Rapids High School as the #2 high school in the state for athletics and

#22 (of 758) for academics.

The Grand Rapids area is home to 20+ colleges and universities with Grand Valley State University

being the largest with over 25,000 students. Many of them are faith-based institutions such as

Calvin University, Aquinas College and Cornerstone University. Michigan State University’s medical

school is also located in Grand Rapids at the west end of downtown’s “Medical Mile.”
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Our Diverse Economy 
Grand Rapids’ Medical Mile is a designated area within the city. It began with medical-related

development in the Hillside District, which borders both sides of Michigan Street and has since

grown to an area five times larger. The corridor originated from the 1996 founding of Van Andel

Institute by Jay and Betty Van Andel. It has since expanded to include the Grand Rapids

Community College's Calkins Science Center, Spectrum Health's expanded Butterworth Hospital

complex, Grand Valley State University's Health Campus, and Michigan State University Secchia

Center Medical School, among other facilities in the area.

Other major industries in the greater Grand Rapids area include office furniture manufacturing,

grocery distribution, automotive, and computer and electronic manufacturing. Steelcase, Amway,

and Meijer all have corporate headquarters in Grand Rapids.  

Faith Communities
Grand Rapids is home to people of every race, creed, color, religion and national origin. Our

public-school students represent more than 40 languages and 53 countries.

West Michigan’s religious and spiritual roots are deep and wide ranging.  In fact, the very first

European settlement within the city limits was a mission to the local bands of Native Americans. It

also has a long history in Christian Publishing which includes Zondervan’s, Baker and

Eerdmans. Our faith-based heritage is evident in the extraordinary level of volunteerism and

philanthropy of our community members. Many of our key institutions--schools, hospitals, and

museums--have received major funding from successful businesspeople who want to give back to

their community. 

Today there are approximately 650 churches, mosques, temples and synagogues in the area.  The

dominant denominations in the area are Roman Catholic and Christian Reformed. The Christian

Reformed Church’s administrative headquarters is located in Grand Rapids. We also are home to

Temple Emanuel, which is one of the oldest Reform Jewish congregations in the United States. 

There are five Episcopal churches in the city, with the oldest dating back to the 1840s and made

out of limestone rock quarried from the river bottom. Of note in our own parish, President Gerald

and Betty Ford were married at Grace Episcopal and both private funerals were held here as well. 

Even the most casual visitor will immediately realize that Grand Rapids and its environs constitute

a cohesive, faith-based community.

Notable Rankings
#1 of “7 Places to Go in 2020 Before the Crowds Hit” Jetsetter

#1 of “Best Cities for First Time Homebuyers” (2020) SmartAsset

#21 “Best Places to Retire in the U.S.” (2020) U.S. News and World Report

#23 “Best Places to Live in the U.S. in 2020” U.S. News and World Report

#25 of “100 Best Food Cities in America” (2019) WalletHub

For more information
About Grand Rapids: www.rightplace.org, www.experiencegr.com

About Diocese: www.edwm.org
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About Grace: www.gracechuchgr.org

+++
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History of Grace Church
Humble Beginnings
Grace Church was established in the 1870s as an offshoot of the Mission Sunday School of St.

Mark’s Episcopal Church in downtown Grand Rapids. Sunday School, originally an Anglican

innovation, was an important means by which the poor were served through education. 

Through this missionary initiative, Grace started in an old wooden building at the corner of

Wealthy Street and South Prospect, which was appropriately a repurposed former elementary

school. In the early 1870s, this neighborhood was on the outskirts of the city and only sparsely

populated, mostly by the suburban poor.

Grace Church served the community as a mission school for the first several years of its existence.

It started with eighty pupils and seven teachers and, within two years, grew to 250 pupils, with a

faculty of fifteen. In 1875, the mission was incorporated as the Grace Church Parish, with thirteen

charter members. In the transition from an educational mission to a parish, Grace struggled. There

were few homes nearby, so Grace Church needed to sustain itself in this sparsely populated,

mostly poor, exurban location. With Grace’s growing maturity, St. Mark’s withdrew its sponsorship,

and the fledgling parish stepped out on its own. By 1877, it outgrew its former schoolhouse and

built a small brick chapel at the corner of Lafayette Avenue and Cherry.

Grace, at times, seemed like a training ground for

clergy, who often left for larger parishes. Yet

somehow, the church managed to grow. Finally,

in 1888, the parish called Dr. John B. Hubbs to be

rector, who was described at the time as “very

spiritually minded” and a man whose “sermons

were of a high order.” Hubbs, an accomplished

scholar, would later go on to be chair of the

history department at Hobart College. 

Indicative of its growing prosperity, in 1892 a new

church building was constructed on the same

site, more than doubling its seating capacity. The building was completed just before the great

financial panic of 1893, the most severe economic downturn prior to the Great Depression. The

parish hunkered down and, with dedication and with God’s grace, weathered the downturn. In

1897, the economy recovered, and an era of rapid growth began. That same year, Dr. Hubbs left

for St. Peter’s church in Geneva, New York, and Grace called R.H.F. Gairdner to be the new rector. 

Changing Demographics
As Grand Rapids expanded outwards, the demographics of the Wealthy Street corridor changed.

The once rural community began to more fully resemble the economic status implied by the name

of its main thoroughfare, marking the slow gentrification of a formerly humble neighborhood. So

too, the social composition of Grace evolved, in step with the community itself, with its

constituency shifting from the working-class poor to the prosperous middle and upper classes.

The parish, now located in a wealthy suburb, accrued the reputation of an elite parish. 
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A New Home
Over the ensuing years, Grace Church both witnessed and represented the changing fortunes of

its community through World War I, the Great Depression and World War II. Grace Church

survived the upheavals of those several decades, serving its parish and the needs of a membership

constantly in flux. By 1954, a campaign of urban renewal by the City of Grand Rapids necessitated

a move two miles east to the corner of Hall Street and Plymouth Avenue. This location, squarely in

the middle of a residential

neighborhood, provided

room for expansion, on-site

parking and easy

accessibility. The newly

constructed brick church

could seat almost 400.

Within a few years, a parish

hall addition was built, and

in the mid-1980s, the

building was made

handicap-accessible with an

elevator and a barrier-free entrance. 

The building was expanded yet again in the early 2000s, including a Fellowship Hall and kitchen off

the sanctuary for coffee hour and events; expanded Preschool and playground facilities; and

showers and a laundry room to better serve the homeless families who make Grace their home

during our weeks of sponsoring the Interfaith Hospitality Network, which is described further in

the ministries section.

During our last rector’s tenure, many parishioners left the parish for various reasons, including a

number who had been active in the parish for several years. Around 2011, then Bishop Gepert

declared Grace to be a distressed parish, and Grace was governed by an appointed vestry for

about three years. Some new families joined over the years, but overall, there was a net migration

out of the parish over the past 12 years.

In spite of the challenges we have faced over the past several years, including our rector’s

departure, financial pressures and a global pandemic, the congregation and vestry have been

working together to adapt to this new reality, adjust our budget, and move forward in a spirit of

cooperation.

President Gerald R. Ford
Grace Church has long been known as the home parish of

President Gerald R. Ford and his wife, Betty Ford. Mr. and Mrs.

Ford were married in the old Grace Church sanctuary in 1948,

which was after his service in the US Naval Reserve but just

before his election to the US House of Representatives (1949)

and eventual service as the United States’ thirty-eighth
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President. Grace Church, in 2006, was the site of President Ford’s private funeral. Grace Church

remained the home parish of Betty Ford until her death in 2011.

Liturgy
Liturgically, Grace Church has reflected the changing emphasis of the Episcopal Church in America,

with shifts in liturgical practice over the generations at Grace as a matter of degree, not wholesale

alteration. Grace has always attracted people who seek the middle ground between the

non-liturgical practices of many Protestant denominations and the high-church rituals of the

Roman Catholic tradition. Anchored by history and practice, Grace Church nevertheless continues

to reflect prayerfully on the rich tradition of the past while looking for ways to innovate in the

present and into the future.

Our real history is found in our continued celebration,

togetherness, and affirmation we share in the sacraments.

+++
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Ministries of Grace Church
Worship
Our Sunday mornings (pre-Covid) depend on several ministries, each doing their part to contribute

to a well-run service that is warm and welcoming.

Altar Guild ensures that the elements and altar are prepared and ready for the service and cleans

the communion rail after the service.

Lectors/Chalice Ministers read the assigned readings for that Sunday and aid the celebrant in the

distribution of communion.

Ushers welcome parishioners and visitors, distribute the order of service, collect the offering, and

direct parishioners to the altar for the Eucharist

Choir – Prior to 2020, the Grace choir led the congregation in worship each Sunday starting with

the Sunday after Labor Day through Pentecost.

Mary Baas, skilled choir director and organist,

leads the choir and selects thematically and

liturgically appropriate hymns and anthems.  The

choir not only offers anthems each Sunday and on

special holy days, but also leads congregational

singing of hymns, chanting of the psalms, and

other liturgical responses.  In prior years, the

choristers have also regularly added their voices to

worship.

Our organ was built in 1981 by Fritz Noack at his

workshop in Georgetown, MA. It has 40 stops

distributed over three manuals and pedals and is

entirely mechanical action. Its tonal design is

eclectic, effectively playing music of all style

periods.

Communication, Video/Livestream support

Prior to 2020, Grace did not broadcast Sunday services. The need arose in spring of 2020, and we

have been blessed to have a small but dedicated and technologically gifted group of parishioners

who coordinate our weekly on-line broadcast, using a WiFi-connected camera, Facebook Live and

Zoom.
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Outreach
While Grace Church has seen many changes over the years, one constant has been our church’s

commitment to outreach, and we continue to consider new ways to engage the needs of our

community. 

Family Promise of Grand Rapids
Family Promise of Grand Rapids provides us with a way to live out our Baptismal Covenant to seek

and serve Christ in all persons. The purpose of Family Promise is to end family homelessness, one

family at a time, through the Interfaith Hospitality Network (IHN) and Partners in Housing (PIH)

programs. 

IHN – Grace Church was one of the sixteen founding churches in the IHN. For the past 21 years our

congregation has provided families in a housing crisis with sleeping quarters, a hospitality room,

meals and loving support. Grace hosts families for one week 3-4 times a year, on a rotating basis.

During the day, the families go to the Family Promise headquarters, the children go to school,

parents go to work or look for housing and employment, and receive other supportive services.

Our bulletin board is filled with thank you notes from families who have been touched by the

warmth of our Grace Church families.

In 2019, an 8-year old boy was staying with his family in the shelter for the first time. As

they were packing up on Sunday morning, he asked a Grace volunteer why they were

leaving and burst into tears. When the volunteer hugged him and explained they were

going to another church where they would be welcomed the boy responded, “I don’t want

to leave - I like it here!”  Fortunately, the mother had a car and a job, and they were

rehoused in two weeks.

PIH - This program provides a permanent home for qualifying families in the IHN program.

Pre-owned manufactured homes are purchased by PIH and refurbished by volunteers. Grace has

provided adult and youth volunteer work crews who improved, painted, cleaned and landscaped

six homes.  The family pays the rent and is mentored weekly.  After nine  months, they get the title

to their home, providing they are financially stable. This very successful program moves families

from homelessness to home ownership within 12 months.

Community Engagement
For many years, Grace parishioners have wanted to be more involved in the community.  Grace

recently initiated a Community Engagement committee to research and coordinate ways the

parish can be further serve the community. This committee created a survey that will soon be

issued to all parishioners to help determine interest and potential areas to serve. The aim is to

establish areas of interest and research how we can engage in meeting the needs of our brothers

and sisters in the greater community. 

Grace Preschool
Grace has the distinction of hosting the oldest preschool in the Grand Rapids area. For over 60

years, Grace Preschool has welcomed children and provided them with a warm, welcoming and

nurturing environment. After a building project 20 years ago, Grace was able to expand the space
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devoted to the preschool, and five years ago, expanded the program to include Young 5s. At the

beginning of this program year, Grace had enrolled over 40 children. Unfortunately, due to the

limitations on meeting in person and financial hardships related to Covid, Grace closed the

church-owned preschool for the remainder of this school year. However, a group of parents

reopened the preschool as a private entity in January. The children enjoy Father James’ regular

visits to the preschool to read stories. We hope that our next rector will help explore options for

this ministry.

One of the highlights of every (non-Covid) year is the preschool Advent Pageant, where dozens of

children gather at the front of the church to present charming renditions of Christmas songs and

carols. We’ve included a few photos of the pageant below and we look forward to holding it again.

Parish Life

Fellowship
The Fellowship Committee provides fun social events for the parish to come together for food and

fellowship. Prior to 2020, we held some large events, such as the Harvest Dinner and Basket

Auction and Mardi Gras, along with smaller events, such as Lenten Soup Suppers and weekly

Coffee Hour. Below is an explanation of some of the Fellowship Committee events we look

forward to hosting.

Harvest Dinner and Basket Auction - Until recently, the Grace Fellowship Committee hosted this

annual event in cooperation with the Youth Group teens and parents to raise funds for the Youth

Mission Trip. The event starts with the Basket Auction on our main level Parish Hall where people

can bid on dozens of items donated by parishioners and local businesses In the past, some of the

donated items included evenings at the ballet or the theatre, prime seats for a Detroit Red Wings

game, cottages for the weekend, sets of books, beer and wine assortments, gift certificates to

local restaurants, as well as small games and prizes for children. After a fun and exciting time

bidding on baskets, we gather in the Undercroft for delicious food and fellowship. 

Mardi Gras - Our prior rector came to us from a parish in Louisiana and brought the tradition of

celebrating a family-friendly Mardi Gras with him. Families gather the weekend prior to Ash

Wednesday for a lively evening of festive games, Cajun music, indoor kids’ parade, and delicious
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potluck dinner, usually with at least one platter of jambalaya. The evening culminates when

someone finds the baby Jesus hidden in the King Cake with the crowning of the Mardi Gras King or

Queen.

Lenten Soup Suppers - After Mardi Gras, our events quiet down for a season. During Wednesdays

in Lent, we usually have two dozen parishioners gather for quiet evening Eucharist services. After

the short service, we gather in the Parish Hall for a simple supper of soup and hors d'oeuvres and

quiet fellowship. 

Coffee Hour – On a weekly basis, our Fellowship Committee hosts Coffee Hour with a light snack

before parishioners head to Formation classes.  Volunteers donate food items and rotate the

responsibilities of set up and clean up. 

Renegade Readers - Our women’s book club gathers on a monthly basis to discuss a variety of

books, fiction and nonfiction, secular and sacred. This is one social event that has continued via

Zoom during 2020. 

Young Adult Fellowship - Prior to this year, Grace parishioners hosted young adults, mostly college

students and 20-somethings, in their homes each Sunday for a time of food and fellowship

following the morning service. Even during the pandemic, the Young Adult Fellowship continues to

meet, offer compline, listen to podcasts, read scripture, and conduct book studies.

Although we have had to forgo most of our

in-person gatherings and services during 2020,

we did host an outdoor socially distanced Fall

Festival in late October in our parking lot. We

had carefully spaced pumpkin-carving stations

and two portable fire pits. For many of us, it

was not just the first and only parish event of

the year, but the first social event beyond

family members. We held a virtual White

Elephant Gift Exchange for Epiphany this year. 

Church Growth/Evangelism
Grace recently initiated a Church

Growth/Evangelism committee to research and

coordinate ways Grace can welcome others into our community.

Parishioner Care
The Grace Church community strives to fulfill our mission of living as a disciple of Christ. A key

element to prepare for this mission is Parishioner Care. By helping each other during times of trial,

celebrating together during times of joy, and always lifting each other up in prayer, we begin to

build a Christ-centered community.

At Grace we are pleased to have an active Parishioner Care team. Our current ministries include

● A Parish-wide Prayer List that is read aloud each Sunday during the service and names are

printed in the bulletin
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● Private prayer chain where requests are kept confidential

● Lay minister visits throughout the community, as well as hospital visits by several of our

team members who work in the area health systems. 

● Parishioner-provided meals and meal train coordination if a meal is helpful during a time

of change, such as a death, illness, or arrival of a new baby.

Formation
Children's Ministry - Prior to 2020, Grace offered Formation activities for children of all ages. For

the past 20 years, Grace has used Jerome Berryman’s Godly Play, which is a Montessori-based

curriculum. Godly Play has a broad range of stories that are Bible stories or liturgical action stories.

Our storytellers present the stories using tangible objects and figures, then invite the children to

enter into and respond to the story through play and art. We have one class for children in

preschool through 3rd grade, and another for children in 4th and 5th grade called Godly Wonder,

which adapts the Godly Play curriculum for older children.  

During Covid, Grace has offered some intergenerational activities for families and individuals to do

independently. 

Children’s Chapel meets during the first half of the service and is led by various volunteers.  Using

the lectionary-based Lesson Plans That Work from the Episcopal Church, the program is geared

toward children in preschool through 3rd grade. Activities include a child-friendly story and a craft

or game based on the readings for that Sunday. Children rejoin their families in the service just

before the Eucharist. 

Youth Groups are held weekly and gather together teens/tweens 6th-12th grade for study and

fun. Prior to 2020, Grace had a part-time Youth Minister who led group gatherings, social events,

service projects and one-on-one discipleship. 

Most years, our youth minister led a group of 6-12 high school teens on an annual mission trip or

retreat, traveling to such places as the Dominican Republic, hiking in Colorado, canoeing Boundary

Waters in Minnesota, or visiting Heifer International in Arkansas to learn about global hunger and

poverty.

When our Youth Minister took another position earlier this year, we shifted our youth program to

a joint youth group offered with area Episcopal churches. Grand Rapids Episcopal Youth (G.R.E.Y.)

offers an opportunity for teens to gather for study, social events and service projects, though most

of this has been virtual during 2020, and Grace youth have had little involvement. 

Adults are offered formation activities led by the priest or a parishioner. These sessions usually

have from 6-12 adults. Grace has been blessed with college professors and seminarians who share

the leading of these sessions with our clergy. Some series are based on books of the Bible and

others on other spiritual literature. 

In 2020, we had a 3-month series based on C.S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity, which began in person

on Sundays and then shifted to Thursday nights via Zoom. Last year, we had a series examining the

Psalms and another on James Bryan Smith’s The Magnificent Story. 

18



During Covid, we host formation by Zoom with group discussions in breakout sessions. Father

James presents three questions each week based on the sermon and readings to help us grow

deeper in our faith and our awareness of the needs of others. Many parishioners commented that

these Zoom discussions have provided a meaningful way to connect during this time of physical

separation.

Intergenerational Events - In addition to age-based formation activities, we offered

intergenerational events 2-3 times a year prior to Covid, often around key Sundays in the church

calendar, such as Advent, Lent and All Saints’ Day. These events, hosted by our children’s minister

or a parishioner, offered a half a dozen different activity stations where adults and children could

come together and work on an art project or an activity based on the season. Last year during

Lent, we had a session on creating origami butterflies, representing new birth.

Morning Prayer - Grace also offers Morning Prayer on Wednesday mornings, with a small and

devoted group of parishioners who meet to pray. When in person, we met in the side chapel,

otherwise meeting by phone. 

Vacation Bible School - Until a couple years ago, Grace had a tradition of hosting a week-long

Vacation Bible School program during the summer. Using the Group Publishing curriculum, Grace

hosted a week of lively music, entertaining skits, active games, and thoughtful Bible lessons for

between 50-100 kids. The children’s ministry missioner led the program along with the youth

minister and preschool director, with help from more than twenty Grace parishioners and youth. 

Finance and Administration

Building and Grounds, Building Rental
The Building and Grounds Committee ensures that our physical space is well-maintained, inside

and out, working closely with our building manager to ensure everything from the furnace and

kitchen appliances to the Columbarium are operational and up to code.

Given Grace’s visible location and appealing space, Grace rents its space to a few community

groups. A local camera club has been using our undercroft for many years. At other times, Young

Life has utilized our space.
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Finance Committee
Our Finance Committee meets regularly to review expenditures, plan for upcoming projects,

financial audits, and prepare the annual budget.

Endowment Board
Grace has been blessed with an endowment fund that has helped us support church and

community programs during prosperous times and sustain the church during lean years. The

board, who are members of the vestry, is responsible for the prudent investment of our

endowment.

Stewardship
As with other churches, our Stewardship Committee comes together each fall to coordinate the

yearly pledge drive.

+++
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Grace Church: Who are we and who do we seek? 
Summary of the Grace Church Survey and Focus Groups

Introduction
In January 2021, the Grace Discernment Committee conducted a survey in order to
understand how best to move forward on our new rector search.  A pdf of the survey is in
the Appendix.

We received 38 survey responses.  Some of these are single persons and others are
couples or families.  The number is consistent with the number of Zoom units that
regularly participate in our Sunday service during this period of virtual services.

Demographic Information
Here is some basic demographic information on the parish based on the survey
responses. 
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Rankings of Roles of the Rector
The main section of the survey was ranked choice voting.

Worship 
First, we asked people to prioritize the role of the rector in worship. We identified
preaching as the clear priority, the ability to clearly present the fullness of the Gospel and
make it relevant. Using liturgy as a means of formation and outreach was also very
important. While music is not the sole focus for the rector, the importance of the role of
music in worship is apparent in other parts of the survey. 
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Congregational Care
As for the rector’s role in Congregational Care, we prioritized pastoral counsel and care for
people so that they are nurtured and equipped for growth within the faith community.
Recognizing the need for growth, we also valued the rector’s role in hospitality. In other
discussions, we acknowledged that while having a warm, hospitable rector is important, it
is the work of the entire parish to invite others and make them feel welcome. Similarly,
diversity affirmation ranked lower for the role of the rector, not because it is not
important, but because it is the role of the entire parish to make all feel welcome.  
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Christian Formation 
The two highest priorities here are Spiritual Leadership (inspiring us to develop spiritual
disciplines and gifts) and Education (facilitates faith journey through educational
offerings). 

*The purple bar in the above graph stands for Evangelism.

Outreach
As identified in the ministries section, Grace has had a long history of Outreach, and while
much of it has depended on lay leadership, we rely on our rector to set the tone. We
value the rector’s role in Social Ministries—encouraging the congregation to be aware of
and respond to those in need—as well as in Community Leadership and helping to
facilitate our response to needs within the community. 

While partnering with other churches ranks lower here, in other discussions we
acknowledged that as a small parish, we may need to collaborate with other
congregations to extend our outreach. 
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Parish Administration 
Since we are a smaller parish, parish administration is a relatively lower priority, however
we value the rector’s role in clearly and lovingly communicating with those within—and
outside of—the  congregation. We also recognize that we need someone to raise and
thoughtfully steward the resources for ministry, both financially and spiritually.

Overall Rankings
Overall, we place a high value on a rector who serves as both preacher and worship
leader, and someone who is skilled in pastoral care. We value the Sunday experience of
worship, liturgy and music, and this appreciation came through in many of the survey
questions, including what Grace does well, how we experience God, and Grace’s impact
on faith. We are seeking a rector who will present the Gospel message to us in an
engaging yet relatable manner and has a pastoral approach to all parishioners—including
parish newcomers and those who have been here their entire lives. 

While Outreach ranked lower than other categories, as noted above and in other
discussions, Grace has had a long history of Outreach, and much of it has depended on lay
leadership. 
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Short Answer Questions
After the committee received the surveys responses, we grouped the short answer
questions into four sections and summarized the answers into these categories:
1) Individual spiritual life questions
2) Positive aspects of Grace Church
3) Challenges facing Grace Church
4) Additional Qualities the congregation would like in a new rector.

Spiritual Life
In the spiritual life section of our survey, our members feel that they experience God at
Grace through the liturgy, worship, fellowship, and the formation offerings.  Grace has
provided a space in which we can live out our faith with others and has challenged us to
live out our faith in the world.  We feel that God is calling us to reach out and serve the
community beyond East Grand Rapids by working with other churches and faith
communities.  In our calling, we see Grace as a place of healing and hospitality and also
see the possibility as serving as a hub of the community.

Grace Church Challenges
Our congregation is under no illusions that we have challenges to solve.  Parishioners are
concerned that declining finances and membership could lead to closure.  Some are
concerned about spiritual drift and/or becoming too political, and some are concerned
about leadership fatigue.

When we asked the congregation how Grace Church can be challenged to grow, the
answers were varied.  The most common response was for new leadership that is
dynamic, pastoral, and practical.  We need someone to help us find a vision and a call to
action as a parish, including engaging those of all ages both within our parish and in our
community.  Other responses suggested that we try new ideas, including sharing space
and new ways of worship.
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Positive Aspects of Grace Church
In our survey, we asked people about what they appreciate about Grace Church.  Most of
our members see Grace as their long-term church and are committed to it.  They
appreciate the music, experiencing the liturgy of the prayer book, and preaching of the
Scriptures.  They find Grace to be welcoming to newcomers, committed to community
outreach, and a worshipful and transcendent place to meet God.

Future Rector Qualities 
Grace Church parishioners give high priority to hiring a Rector who is compassionate,
welcoming and inspiring, and will convey a joyful love of God and His word. 
We are seeking a Rector who:

● Can grow church membership and attendance
● Serves as a pastoral leader who can connect on an individual level with our

parishioners
● Possesses strong communication skills as both a listener and preacher

Challenges of a part time Rector
There is a general consensus that we can find success with a part time Rector, with the
understanding that parishioners will need to step into unfilled roles on a voluntary basis.
We recognize the importance of stating a clear and appropriate job description and
expectations, while respecting the limitations of a part time Rector. 

A minority of our respondents question whether having a part time Rector will attract the
best candidate, and if they will have time to grow the parish and address administrative
needs as well. 

Focus Groups 

The Discernment Committee also held two focus groups over a couple evenings to dig
deeper into the answers with more diversity of opinion. The focus groups were run by our
interim rector, The Rev. Alan James.  After holding our focus groups, we still had a variety
of responses similar to our survey. However, we say this was a useful exercise since our
congregation didn’t have many opportunities during the pandemic to discuss the rector
search. This experience was helpful for people to hear each other talk about their hopes
and dreams for Grace. 

In our group discussions, we explored three topics: the worship experience, inviting
others, and the outreach. 

● Worship: We value the Sunday experience of worship, liturgy and music. This
appreciation was evident across multiple survey questions: what Grace does well,
experience God, impact on faith. At the same time, responses to other questions
(such as challenged to grow and ways to improve) suggested that we need to be

27



open to other expressions of faith. While we have a deep appreciation of our
traditional worship, we are not so rigid as to resist some variety, especially if it can
be a means to inviting and welcoming others into our worship. We would welcome
using music from other hymnals, such as Lift Every Voice and Sing, and we would
be open to other styles of music, such as Taize, but not a praise band.

o Therefore, we are seeking a rector who shares our appreciation for
traditional worship, yet be willing to incorporate something new,
occasionally introducing us to other liturgical expressions, and possibly
incorporating music from supplemental hymnals. 

o We are also seeking a rector who will present the Gospel message in an
engaging yet relatable manner.

● Inviting: Grace has a rich history and a beautiful building with wonderful facilities.
Not only do we have room to grow, we need to grow in order to sustain our
present location. We know that growing the church is a shared role.

o Therefore, we are seeking a rector who is warm, welcoming, and friendly
who will help us grow and equip us with the tools to grow so that we can
do our part to invite and welcome others.  

● Outreach: Grace values the church’s rich liturgical tradition and the development
of an interior spiritual life. We also appreciate its application of how we live out
our faith in the world. Grace has a long history of providing outreach in the form of
direct aid, such as working with community groups, tutoring, and a long
partnership with IHN in housing homeless families, as mentioned in our ministries
section. Through our work with the Community Engagement committee, we are
looking for ways to not only strengthen our partnership with IHN, but also build
partnerships with other churches and ministries in the community.

o Therefore, we are seeking a rector who develops both our inner life and
outer caring, and will be a collaborative leader who will partner with the
congregation, and also potentially other churches (whether Episcopal or
not), the diocese, and local community organizations. 

Summary

Overall, Grace Church people value the diversity of opinions in our community, want to
worship together, to have a place for us and our children to learn about God, to reach out
with love to those around us, and to have fellowship with one another., We desire
someone who can help us help ourselves to continue to do these things. 
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3 Courtesy of Stephen Norregaard

+++
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Financial Information

Grace Church has experienced major changes in the last few years.  For many years we had a

stable income and good control over our expenses, but were overly reliant on withdrawals from

our endowment to support these expenses.  The December 2020 Endowment balance is now

approximately $473,210.  During this time, we conducted regular audits and reviews of both Grace

Church and the Grace Church endowment.  

We developed three divisions of our church operations that provide oversight and direction for

spending:

● Mission includes expenses for our diocesan pledge, preschool, and other community

service

● Preparation for Mission includes expenses for worship, discipleship formation, parishioner

care, and fellowship

● Support for Mission includes expenses for clergy and lay employees

In 2019, The Rev. Dr. Stephen Holmgren, our last rector, left his ministry at Grace Church and the

Vestry made some financial cuts and staff reductions including our Sexton, Youth Minister and our

Christian Education Director.  

In 2020, we called The Rev. Alan James to be our interim rector just as the COVID-19 affected our

life here at Grace Church.  We have experienced reduced revenue due to less giving and preschool

tuition.  We reluctantly decided to close the preschool because too many parents were no longer

comfortable sending their children to preschool during the pandemic. Looking forward to 2021,

our current draft budget reflects the challenges which we have faced.

Attendance and Membership

Year 2017 2018 2019 2020

Attendance 116 114 82 77

Membership 228 205 202 135

Income vs. Expense

Year 2018
Actual

2019
Actual

2020 Actual 2021
Budget

Pledged & Unpledged Income $286,330 $221,919 $166,157 $180,700

Preschool Income $118,071 $ 96,161 $ 76,079 $           0

Withdrawal from Endowment $244,986 $304,134 $155,850 $128,087
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Total Revenues $649,387 $622,214 $398,056 $308,787

Mission $ 96,237 $ 112,445 $ 87,792 $  51,443

Prep for Mission $ 10,974 $    8,847 $      254 $    3,800

Support for Mission $587,253 $493,267 $395,188 $253,544

Total Expenses $694,463 $614,558 $387,162 $308,787

Further information available upon request.
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The Diocese of Western Michigan
While Grace is going through this period of transition and

discernment, the Diocese of Western Michigan has also been

going through a period of transition and discernment. In 2019,

the Diocese of Western Michigan (EDWM) and the Diocese of

Eastern Michigan (EDEM) began a 3- to 5-year period of

partnership and collaboration, in part because the EDEM was

in between bishops. In mid-2020, our bishop, the Rt. Rev.

Whayne M. Hougland, Jr., was placed on a 1-year suspension,

leaving both dioceses without a bishop.

Despite the disruptions of the past year, the dioceses continue

working together through the unanticipated challenges of

ministry together, while also being vulnerable and

transparent.

The Diocese of Western Michigan remains an invaluable source of spiritual leadership for Grace.

Parishioners and lay leadership participate in diocesan and provincial training events and

conferences, including sessions on Safeguarding God’s Children, dismantling racism, and lay

leadership. 

The Diocese represents 8,000 people in 57 communities of faith and is headquartered in Grand

Rapids, Michigan. The diocese is governed through three diocesan offices – one in the south near

Kalamazoo, one up north near Traverse City, and one main headquarters near Grand Rapids – each

led by a Canon Missioner, who have graciously and effectively risen to the challenges of these

times.

Diocesan staff includes five full-time employees, four part-time employees, four non-stipendiary

deacons and several volunteers who assist the Diocese on various projects during the year.

Diocesan Mission:
To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom. To teach, baptize and nurture new believers. To

respond to human need by loving service. To seek to transform unjust structures of society, to

challenge violence of every kind and to pursue peace and reconciliation. To strive to safeguard the

integrity of creation and sustain and renew the life of the earth.

Diocesan Vision:
Our Vision is to live our values and be healthy, mission-focused

diverse parishes with innovative, collaborative engagement at

all levels.

See The Episcopal Diocese of Western Michigan website at

http://www.edwm.org.
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Appendix: Parish Survey
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