
September Remarks from Our Pastors 
 

In their reports to Council each month, Pastor Gregg and Pastor Rachel conclude with some               

personal remarks that summarize the most recent period of their leadership here at Grace. 

 

Senior Pastor’s Remarks: 
 

What will the future bring? Obviously, none of us knows the answer in any great specificity. Still, it can be 
helpful to look at present trends and imagine where they might lead us. The Pew Research Group set out to do 
just that in its recently published study: Modeling the Future of Religion in America. I suspect some of you 
won’t have the time to read the whole thing, so I’ll summarize a bit.  
 
Pew conducted a survey of more than 15,000 American adults, learning they identify themselves in these 
ways: 64% Christian, 30% unaffiliated, 6% other religion. Using a variety of models, Pew projects that in 50 
years, the number identifying as Christian would likely be somewhere between 54% (in the overtly optimistic 
model) and 35% (in the model that assumes current trends will not slow). Imagine that – just fifty years from 
now, if the current rate of decline does not slow, the number of Christians in this country will be reduced by 
almost half. In case you were wondering, other religions don’t gain much in these models. Rather, current 
trajectories suggest that by 2070, almost half of the population that currently identifies as Christian will 
instead opt to identify as unaffiliated with any faith tradition whatsoever. Since 1972, the percentage of 
people disaffiliated from Christianity has increased six-fold.  
 
After all those gloomy statistics, you might be feeling a little discouraged; that is not my intention. The 
disaffiliation we are seeing is nothing new – the rate of disaffiliating is increasing, but this pattern has been in 
one direction for some time. One might argue Christianity has been on the decline since the breakup of the 
Holy Roman Empire, if not before that. The waning numbers have not stopped the people of God from 
worship, study, service, and fellowship. Numbers are one thing, but impact is quite another. If we can separate 
numbers and impact, this information can be helpful to us. 
 
What can we learn from the growing the number of people who are disaffiliating from organized Christianity? 
One could read that as an ongoing failure. Jesus, however, tells us a story about leaving 99 sheep to find just 
one that was lost. He tells us about a woman who rejoiced when she found just one coin that mattered to her. 
Just one can be important. Just one is enough to matter in the eyes of the one who formed you. You, Grace 
family, matter to God. Whether we are barely able to fit everybody into the pews or have plenty of options for 
where to sit on Sunday, we still matter to God. Nothing is more important than that, including our attendance 
or even the number of members we have.  
 
The statistics about church decline are real but they do not necessarily reflect our impact. This study does not 
speak to our unique Lutheran expression of Christianity, nor the ELCA within that, nor our region of the ELCA, 
nor our synod, nor our conference. This study does not tell us how we are doing as witnesses to the gospel of 
Jesus Christ in Rock Hill, SC. What it does do for us is remind us that there is a widespread trend that the 
number of people who call themselves Christians is likely to keep diminishing, while saying nothing about the 
impact of the ones who continue. The impact is still up to God.  With that in mind, this study invites us to ask 
ourselves: is our faith making an impact on us?  
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https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2022/09/13/modeling-the-future-of-religion-in-america/


It would be easy to ask whether we are making an impact on the community around us and leave it at that. 
We could try to measure that impact with numbers – people fed, members joined, offerings given – and while 
these things are important, they are not the primary product of a church. As Dan Hotchkiss has written, the 
product of the church is a changed person. The intended outcome of our faith is that we would be faithfully 
changed people!  
 
Numbers can tell us a great deal, and they often follow faithful people, changed by the cross of Christ. But if 
we only assess ourselves that way, we will have missed the whole point of Christianity. Look to Christ on the 
cross – the most striking symbol of our faith – and ask, How many Christians were around that day? They 
could be counted on one hand. Yet because Jesus was willing to endure execution at the hands of the 
supposedly powerful, and because God was unwilling to allow the grave to have the last word, resurrection 
broke through, extending eternity to every time, place, and people. Could that impact have been predicted as 
Jesus breathed his last on the cross? After all, what kind of leader had no followers at the end? Yet we know 
differently. Faith remained. Trust and hope remained. The number of disciples has always been in flux; let us 
not lose sight of the more important matter: their impact and ours.  
 
Peace in Christ,  
Pr. Gregg   
 
 
 
 
Pastor’s Remarks: 
 

This past weekend, I led the Grace Youth Ministry Beach Retreat. Melissa Tucker and Sarah Lowrance gave 

their weekend to help lead, and we are very grateful to them! We had 9 youth from 6th to 11th grades along 

for the trip. 4 of our youth were first-time Beach Retreat’ers. 

 

The Beach Retreat is always a whirlwind; getting to and from the Isle of Palms and having a good time in 

between in less than 48 hours is intense! More than once, in the midst of the organzing and bustling, I’ve 

wondered if this is worth it. But every time, I have come away from the Retreat knowing that the time, energy, 

and funds have been well spent, because I can see the formation happening in our youth. This weekend was 

no exception.  

 

Non-stop, flood-level storms were forecast for our weekend, which was not ideal. What’s a beach trip when 

you can’t go to the beach? But when we gathered in the parking lot on Friday afternoon and we talked about 

this possibility, I was proud that every youth took it in stride. They  

 

And then – it didn’t rain! Instead, we had an awesome night beach walk when we arrived, and then a beautiful 

sunny Saturday. Because we’d make non-refundable backup plans, we got to do even more things than a 

’regular’ retreat weekend would’ve included. We went to the SC Aquarium and the Charleston Market, had an 

excellent BBQ lunch, went to the beach for several hours, played many games, and spent the whole day 

enjoying each other’s company. On Sunday, the great weather continued, and we worshipped on the beach 

before heading home.  
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And while the activities turned out great, the formation is what was really spectacular. The main purpose of 

the Beach Retreat is to build strong relationships among the youth that will lay a foundation for the year to 

come (and beyond). Eating together, playing together, talking on car rides... all of this centers on connecting 

with one another, finding common interests, and learning about each other.  

 

One of the adults and I reflected on how our group is so fluid and unconcerned with age in relation to 

connection. It’s easy to break into little groups divided by grade or school, but our youth didn’t do that. Most 

often, they grouped themselves around common interests – which game they wanted to play, who wanted to 

stay in the ocean and who wanted to sit on the sand, who wanted to share wings at lunch.  

 

When we asked what the youth enjoyed about the weekend, a number of them commented on making new 

friends and growing in relationship with current friends. They were glad to have been part of the group. No 

one was left out.  

 

These connections are valuable, not just because they make youth meetings more enjoyable, but because 

they will be where our youth turn when it’s time to celebrate and when things are hard. These youth are 

learning they can trust each other, and their adults. They are creating a community where they can ask 

questions, be who they are, and explore their faith with confidence. They are building church.  

 

From the outside, it can look like a fun trip with little substance, but I want you to know – these retreats 

matter. They are formative in ways that an hour meeting just cannot be. They create a foundation for faith 

formation, for connection, for safe space, which will make a difference for our youth for years to come. Grace, 

thank you for being part of this formation for our youth; your support makes all the difference.  

 

Peace in Christ,  

Pr. Rachel 

 


