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Beginning of the Journey
Twenty-five years have passed since Highland Hills last 
participated in a strategic planning process. Much has 
changed since then in the worldwide Church, Highland 
Hills, Macon, and the larger world. After three years as our 
pastor, Jake Hall encouraged our church to enter a time 
of discernment and visioning for the future of Highland 
Hills. In February 2016, Jake asked for volunteers from the 
deacons to look into a visioning process. That initial team 
consisted of three deacon 
officers—Allen London, Emily 
Brumley, and Paul Lewis—
along with Larry Brumley and 
Gloria Marshall. The group 
contacted Bill Wilson with 
the Center for Healthy Churches, and in June 2016, the 
deacons met with Bill Wilson and approved the process for 
discernment and visioning.

Nature of the Journey
The discernment and visioning process was built around 
the philosophy of Appreciative Inquiry, a process that 
identifies and builds on an organization’s strengths. The 
process was a journey in which the whole congregation 
was invited to discern what God wants the church to be 
and to do—not what we would like to see. 

The focus of the process was to:
• Determine areas of focus that would build upon the 

congregation’s current strengths.
• Determine areas for future missions and ministry.
• Develop ministry goals and action plans to guide the 

congregation in fulfilling its calling during the next 
three to five years.

Leadership Team and  
Journey Schedule
To guide this process, a group of nine individuals were 
selected from the 38 trusted leaders that the congregation 
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nominated. These nine leaders were commissioned on October 12, 2016, and the 
team gathered for a retreat with Bill Wilson, where they learned about the philosophy 
of Appreciative Inquiry and the basic design for the discernment process. The team 
chose the Vision 20/20 theme and the motto, “praying, listening, seeing, doing.” The 
team adopted a schedule built on the liturgical calendar:

• Advent: Devotional exercise “Forty Days of Prayer”
• Epiphany: Recalling our past
• Lent: Taking stock of our present
• Easter: Dreaming for the future
• Pentecost: Spirit-inspired initiatives

Congregational Conversations
The congregation was invited to participate in a series of three congregational 
conversations—January 23, March 12, and April 23—to examine our past, take stock 
of our present, and dream about our future. Our examination of the present also 
included a “Macon Neighbors” series, with community speakers on Wednesday 
evenings, and a session with Bill Wilson about the challenges facing the church today.

Results and Implementation
The congregational conversations generated over 1,500 individual suggestions and 
over 250 “God-sized dreams” or provocative proposals. The results of these proposals 
produced six initiatives, which were affirmed by the congregation on Pentecost 
Sunday, June 4, 2017. The implementation plan, which includes focus areas and 
action steps for each of the initiatives, was presented in worship and a congregational 
meeting on September 10, 2017.
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Recalling our Past—January 23
In this first congregational meeting, we displayed a 
timeline from 1953 to the present, which identified 
significant events in the life of the church, the community, 
the state, the nation, and the world. Participants were 
asked questions intended to identify the core values of 
HHBC. The top answers to the questions are reflected here:

Why I joined HHBC
• Relationships (parents, 

spouses, friends)
• HHBC’s identity (CBF, 

supportive of women 
in ministry, openness, 
inclusiveness, etc.)

• Faith development 
(Sunday School, 
Children’s and Youth 
ministries, etc.)

• Preaching/pastor/staff

Why I stay at HHBC
• Relationships
• Faith development
• HHBC’s identity
• Ministers

Our conversation also revealed that a significant number 
of participants joined HHBC in the 1990s, which was a 
time of transition in Baptist life. This growth spurt occurred 
when Highland Hills moved in a moderate direction, 
affirming women as ordained leaders and embracing 
an ecumenical and liturgical worship style. This shift in 
the 1990s allowed us to represent an alternative to most 
Baptist churches, and our moderate identity continues to 
be a key part of our church today.

Core Traits of HHBC
• Moderate/progressive identity
• Caring and supportive
• Warm and friendly atmosphere
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Taking Stock of the Present—March 12 through April 8
The second phase of the process had two parts. In part one, we used our second 
conversational conversation to look in a metaphorical mirror in order to learn about 
who we are as a congregation in the present. We asked where our passions lie and 
discovered the areas of our church that need more attention. Participants shared 
30-second elevator speeches and described HHBC as “not the usual Baptist church,” 
“welcoming,” and “loving.” Participants also 
looked at the comprehensive life of the church and 
reflected on what they would like to keep, add, 
improve, and/or drop for each of six ministry areas.

In part two, we looked through a metaphorical window to learn more about our 
community and world. During Lent, we hosted “Macon Neighbors” on Wednesday 
evenings, inviting community leaders to share their thoughts on the promises and 
challenges facing Macon-Bibb over the next few years. Some common themes 
emerged from their presentations, including:

• Macon has great potential, and we need to get the word out.
• Growth is happening and will continue to happen downtown and in the urban 

core.
• Religious communities need to embody their inclusivity and progressivity to 

engage younger generations.
• HHBC is geographically well positioned for the new Mill Hill arts development and 

planned walking trails connecting to downtown.
• Economic development and public education remain challenges.

We also researched Macon-Bibb demographics to look for trends that would influence 
the future of our church. We found that the population of Macon-Bibb is expected to 

shift to downtown and the urban core; over 
25% of the population is age 18 or younger; 67% 
of the population is non-white; and 27% of the 
population lives at or below the poverty level.

As we continued to look through the window, Bill Wilson examined the State of the 
Church. From him, we learned that: 

• More than ever, people believe in God, but not the institutional church.
• Trends for churches of all ages and sizes include aging and declining attendance, 

high percentage of budget devoted to staff, and bulk of giving from people over 
65.

• Thriving churches are in love with and engaged with their cities; they measure 
success in ways other than membership and giving; and they balance messages 
that invite people to come to us with actions that go out into the world.

“...not the usual Baptist 
church,” “welcoming,” and 
“loving.”

Macon Neighbors helped us to 
discover needs and opportunities 
in our community.
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Some of the more challenging implications for our church gleaned from this look 
through the window are the following:

• If all faith communities struggle with retaining the young—and doing so requires 
becoming more inclusive and progressive—we will then need to embrace our 
identity as a moderate and progressive congregation.

• If the churches that thrive are in love with and engaged with their cities—and the 
population is expected to shift downtown—we need to establish a downtown 
presence.

• The population statistics about age, ethnicity, and economic status suggest ripe 
areas for our mission and outreach efforts.

Dreaming for the Future—April 23
In the third congregational conversation, participants were asked to dream “God-
sized dreams” and provide provocative proposals for ways that they envision God 
leading Highland Hills in the future. We received 250 proposals from individuals and 
table groups. The proposals were focused on six areas 
of church life that had been determined earlier. We 
also received 1500 suggestions and comments based 
on the keep, add, improve, and/or drop exercise in the 
second congregational conversation. All of these suggestions and proposals were 
systematically studied, summarized, and incorporated into the future implementation 
plans.

From these hundreds of God-sized dreams and proposals, six themes emerged 
to become the six initiatives that define the vision for our future and serve as the 
compass for this journey. They were thoughtfully chosen to reflect the voices of the 
congregation. They are affirming and aspirational. They remind us to live into what 
God wants us to be as a church.

Dreaming “God-sized 
dreams” together...



The dreams and proposals clearly indicate that our 
congregation envisions worship that is vital rather 
than mundane, faith development that intentionally 
encourages spiritual growth, hospitality that radically 
reaches out to our community, a mission plan that 
is ready to take risks, a church community that 
passionately cares for our own, and giving that comes 
from generous hearts.

Vital Worship
Worship at Highland Hills calls us 
to praise, love, and serve God 
with our whole heart, soul, mind, 
and strength. Worship draws 
creatively from diverse Christian 
traditions, along with the gifts and 
experiences of the entire congregation. 

Intentional Faith Development
Members of HHBC are biblically 
literate, theologically and 
historically knowledgeable, 
and growing spiritually 
so that they engage 
community and culture in 
ways faithful to our unique 
Baptist identity. A variety 
of serious faith development 
opportunities are available for 
all age groups; some take place 
on Sunday mornings and others 
throughout the week at different 
locations in the city. 
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Risk-Taking Missions
HHBC involves every age and ability in practicing 
transformational love for our city, while partnering 

with national and global agencies to further God’s 
kingdom around the country and world. 

Passionate Community
HHBC is characterized by such a strong sense of 
community that we are motivated to care for the 
physical, emotional, and spiritual needs of our 
members across generational lines.

Generous Stewardship
All members of HHBC, as one of their spiritual 

disciplines, give generously of their time, talents, and 
money. The church makes wise use of these gifts for the 

furthering of God’s kingdom. 

Radical Hospitality
HHBC embodies Christ’s radical call to welcome all people to 
participate in the reign of God. Not only do people feel at 
home and valued inside the church walls, but the church 
also reaches across Macon-Bibb to address the range of 
human needs: physical, mental, social, spiritual, etc.



Initial Implementation Plan
Six design teams, led by the Vision 20/20 leadership 
team and enlisted members from the congregation, 
began the process of putting action to the dreams that 
emerged from the congregation. From May through 
August 2017, they reviewed the data, including the 1,500 
suggestions and 250 God-sized dreams, and began to 
organize these visions into actions. The following focus 
areas and action steps are just the beginning. 

VITAL WORSHIP
Focus 1: Create Living Liturgies

A. Convene a seasonal worship 
planning team, comprised of 
clergy, worship leaders, and musical 
and visual artists. (30 day)

B. Enlist readers, prayers, ushers, and worship 
volunteers from across the generations of our 
congregation, reflecting the diversity of God’s gifts 
among us. (30 day)

C. Issue a call to musicians interested in service 
in worship and incorporate them into worship 
regularly. (60 day)

D. Incorporate children’s and youth choirs into 
worship regularly. (60 day) 

E. Host creative writing group to produce litanies and 
readings for use in worship. (60 day)

F. Engage congregation by offering an on-going 
sermon reflection group, using multiple avenues. 
(30 day)

G. Invite local musicians to share their gifts in worship 
seasonally. (90 day)

H. Use the gifts of our congregation to produce 
stoles, vestments, and paraments, for use during 
the church year, that reflect the unique identity of 
Highland Hills. (180 day)

Focus 2: Educate and Engage Celebrants in Worship

A. Educate our congregation on the typical elements 
of a worship service, including the use of arts. (60 
day)

B. Issue a call for people of all ages willing to lead in 
some facet of worship. (30 day)
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C. Host frequent opportunities for lector training for public reading of scripture and 
prayer. (30 day)

Focus 3: Expand Sacred Space for our Community 

A. Host worship beyond the walls by investing in the audio and visual equipment 
necessary to broadcast, podcast, and YouTube our worship and discipleship 
services. (180 days)

B. Open our sacred spaces for use by our community. (180 days)

Focus 4: Integrate Theology and the Arts

A. Build upon the use of visual arts elements to enhance worship. (30 day)
B. Dedicate space for liturgical art through our building, during seasons like Advent 

and Lent. (180 days)
C. Create small groups dedicated to the contemplation and practice of the arts: 

painting, sculpting, poetry, and storytelling. (180 days)
D. Host community events that engage theology and the arts. (180 days)
E. Apply for a worship renewal grant from the Calvin Center for Worship to 

connect our church to the Macon Arts Alliance for a joint visual offering. (180 
days)

INTENTIONAL FAITH DEVELOPMENT
Focus 1: Engage all Generations in a Congregational Faith 
Formation Program

A. Develop and implement a comprehensive offering for 
faith formation through an interest/need survey, recruitment 
of leaders, and creation of new classes for adults. (30 day)

B. Invite the congregation regularly to engage in faith formation 
offerings through: social media, pew cards, visitor invitation 
package, multimedia resources, and testimonies about learning 
experiences. (90 day)

C. Offer regular opportunities for different generations to develop biblical literacy 
alongside one another. (180 day)

D. Engage teachers in training for best practices. (30 day)

Focus 2: Create Spaces for Faith Development that Meet Needs of People from 
Many Perspectives

A. Form regular discipleship opportunities to introduce people to basic ideas about 
the Bible, Jesus, and theology. (30 day)

B. Engage youth in a wide scope of faith formation practices. (180 day)
C. Develop a rhythmic, generative system of small groups that meet beyond 

Sunday mornings. (180 day)
D. Develop, implement, and engage families in a “sacred syllabus” of biblical and 

theological knowledge for both children and youth. (90 day)
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Focus 3: Engage People in Innovative Opportunities to Deepen their Faith as Fol-
lowers of Christ

A. Develop innovative community meet-up opportunities to engage people in the 
wider Macon community with faith development. (30 day) 

B. Develop in-depth studies on contemplative practices, faithful memoirs, and 
theological topics. (180 day)

C. Use multimedia resources to provide content to the congregation and people 
from the community. (30 day)

D. Create offerings like one-day “Highland Hills Academy” and one retreat per 
semester on various theological topics. (90 day)

RADICAL HOSPITALITY
Focus 1: Inform Congregation of Outreach Opportunities

A. Implement church administration software (e.g., Realm) 
that informs members of outreach opportunities and 
tracks participation. (30 day)

B. Utilize one of the main hallway bulletin boards to advertise 
ongoing outreach opportunities and provide sign-up sheets 
to gauge interest and availability. (30 day)

Focus 2: Inform Community about HHBC

 Increase advertising about HHBC in publications that reach downtown (e.g., The 
11th Hour), radio ads (The Creek), and social media. (30-day)

Focus 3: Develop Visible Presence at Macon Events

A. Map out the rest of 2017 and all of 2018 with Macon community activities, where 
HHBC might have a presence such as Bragg Jam, Cherry Blossom Festival, 
Magnolia Street Soap Box Derby, Macon Beer Festival, various runs for a cause, 
and civic gatherings, etc. (30 day)

B. Design and create HHBC t-shirts for every member to wear when they attend 
events and missions projects on behalf of HHBC. (60-day)

C. Partner with mission team to develop ongoing service through local 
organizations (community schools, Loaves and Fishes, Daybreak, Ronald 
McDonald House, etc.). (60 day)

Focus 4: Develop System for Welcoming Visitors to HHBC 

 For example, present visitors with a gift bag with a coffee mug, etc., as well as 
information about the church and programs. (60 day)

Focus 5: Develop Additional Off-Campus Events 

A. Build on the success of Tavernsong with other alternative, community-oriented 
meetings. Examples: “Corks and Canvas” wine and art project gathering, “A 
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Taste of Soul” Sunday brunch, “A Pint with a Professor,” gathering with a local 
professor to discuss cool topics, morning yoga devotionals in the courtyard (“Yo 
God?”). Options are only limited by our imaginations. (180 day)

B. Sponsor an “Americana Vespers” series, based on the success of Gospel Gothic 
and the Gospel Gothic Live event, featuring live music and discussion. Open to 
the public and advertised on The Creek and in The 11th Hour. (180 day)

Focus 6: Host Occasional Neighborhood Gatherings at HHBC 

 These neighborhood gatherings could be: fun days in the courtyard, 
speaker series in our chapel or Great Room, concerts or movie nights in the 
amphitheater, the nativity drama at Christmas, and Easter egg hunt in the 
spring. Promote in the neighborhoods around HHBC, including the loft and 
condo spaces downtown. (180 day)

Focus 7: Expand Touch Ministry 

 Expand Touch Ministry by writing to community members who are not church 
members. (60 day)

RISK-TAKING MISSIONS
Focus 1: Focus on the Formation of a Missional  
Congregation

A. Coordinate work of existing mission groups. (30 day)
B. Tell the story of our church on mission using multimedia 

resources and social media. (60 day)
C. Host educational session about missional topics that 

emerge from these activities. (180 day)

Focus 2: Engage in “Micah Projects” to Minister to Our Macon Neighbors with  
Community Partners through Five Areas: Housing, Feeding, Caring, Empowering,  
and Serving

A. Participate in build days for both Fuller Center for Housing and Macon Area 
Habitat for Humanity (60 day).

B. Coordinate across all SS classes to pack and deliver meals for Loaves and Fishes 
and Daybreak. (30 day)

C. Provide “kid friendly” food pantry items and 300 blankets for homeless Christmas 
party with Mentor’s Project. (60 day)

D. Hold a “Christmas in the Neighborhood” event in Kings apartment complex, and 
provide 50 bicycles. (60 day)

E. Support Burdell-Hunt Elementary School clothing closet. (30 day)
F. Determine needs at King-Danforth Elementary School. (30 day)
G. Support Family Literacy Night and coordinate with summer program for students. 

(180)
H. Connections SS class host build day for clothes closet for LifeSpring. (30 day)
I. Host Family Fun Night with LifeSpring residents. (60 day)
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J. Host Arts Night with LifeSpring residents. (60 day)
K. Educate congregants on ways to support LifeSpring graduates. (180 day)
L. Invite speakers from Micah Project partners such as Mentor’s Project, Loaves 

and Fishes, LifeSpring, etc. to share about their ministries. (30 day)
M. Recruit at least 60% of the congregation to participate in a Micah Project in 

2018. (180 day)

Focus 3: Engage Congregation in Partnering with Global Missions

A. Continue to support existing CBF Global Missions partners such as the McNarys in 
Slovakia, Missy Ward-Angala in Uganda, and the Foushees in Japan. (30 day)

B. Participate in Together for Hope and CBF/GA, gathering a team to help form 
this response to rural poverty in Georgia, and planning mission trips with Together 
for Hope. (180 day)

C. Engage congregation in Rise Against Hunger event. (60 day)
D. Educate congregation about support for CBF Offering for Global Missions. (60 

day)

PASSIONATE COMMUNITY
Focus 1: Engage all generations in Activities that Develop 
Community within the Congregation

A. Develop and implement a Senior Adult Leadership 
Team. (30 day)

B. Engage congregants from different generations in the 
fellowship activities of youth, preschoolers, and children. 
(90 day)

C. Develop story-sharing opportunities between senior 
adults, youth, children, and adults, using both verbal 
exchanges and technology. (180 day)

D. Expand Touch Ministry by engaging youth and children in regular practices of 
encouragement. (30 day)

Focus 2: Create Practices of Congregational Care in Seasons of Life

A. Develop a coordinated system of care called “Care Notes,” curated by office 
and sent to all related caregivers weekly. (30 day)

B. Intentionally nurture college students in our area through care packages, 
events, adopted family. (180 day)

C. Develop and train a Congregational Care Team to respond to needs such as 
communion, meals, and repairs. (90 day)

D. Create retreats to develop healthy practices for couples, parents, single adults, 
and senior adults. (90 day)

Focus 3: Develop Opportunities to Enliven Fellowship among the Congregation

A. Develop quarterly recreation opportunities for sharing joy and gladness such as 
bowling, movies, sports events, variety shows, “date nights,” etc. (90 day)
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B. Develop regular opportunities to learn skills together and welcome newcomers 
such as painting events, hiking, crafts, group excursions, touch-a-truck. (180 day)

C. Develop a system to assimilate newcomers into vital membership and 
participation. (30 day)

D. Use social media and multimedia resources to share content, announcements, 
and life experiences of congregants. (90 day)

Focus 4: Develop Congregational Leadership Skills

A. Develop education for congregation about church leadership and calling. (180 
day)

B. Develop church leadership skills of youth through mentoring, training, placing in 
leadership moments. (180 day)

C. Develop regular training for deacons, including in deacon meetings, deacon 
retreats, and guest speakers. (90 day)

D. Create regular affirmations and tokens of appreciation to encourage those in 
leadership roles. (30 day)

GENEROUS STEWARDSHIP
Focus 1: Develop Generous Disciples through Use of Gifts 
and Talents

A. Encourage every member to know their gifts and 
talents through teaching and training for ministry. 
(ongoing)

B. Survey members of Highland Hills to 
participate through a review of gifts, interests, 
and passions. (30 day)

C. Redesign our volunteer team and 
nomination procedures to encourage 
greater participation from members of our 
congregation and community. (60 day)

D. Communicate opportunities for visitors and members to openly participate in 
ministry areas through seasonal, as well as, annual sign up. 

Focus 2: Nurture Generosity through Stewardship Education across Generations 

A. Plan budgeting seminars to teach best practices for faithful household finance. 
(180 day)

B. Create a stewardship education program that challenges members to give 
offerings based on their interests and to pledge tithes based on their earnings. 
(60 day)

C. Develop educational resources for estate and planned giving through related 
committees. (180 day)

D. Create opportunities in worship for families to hear testimonies of God’s 
faithfulness. 
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Focus 3: Create Culture of Generous Stewardship as an Organizational Value 

A. Train and equip congregational leaders regarding stewardship and best 
practices. (90 day)

B. Communicate the financial vital signs of our congregation through regular 
communications. 

C. Develop metrics that reflect a holistic approach to stewardship in our 
congregation. (60 day)

D. Develop a realistic budget that is based on these ministry priorities and 
congregational values. (90 day)

E. Adopt a best practices approach to financial accountability and reporting by 
partnering with the National Association of Church Business Administration. (180 
day)

F. Update office procedures to utilize all forms of giving pathways: offering 
plate, ACH transactions, online giving, mobile giving through our website and 
accounting software. (30 day) 

G. Review budgeting and accounting software to enhance our financial oversight 
and reporting abilities. (30 day)

H. Review and align staffing structure based on ministry initiatives, budget 
requirements, and congregational needs. (270 day)

Focus 4: Generously Share our Space with our Neighbors

A. Convene a Building and Grounds council in order to plan for preventative 
maintenance with related support staff. Develop preventative maintenance 
schedule with the maintenance team and building supervisor. (30 day)

B. Communicate the availability of our building and grounds for weddings, 
funerals, and community events, as well as, space for contemplative retreat for 
individuals and groups. (30 day) 

C. Invest in the long-term sustainability of our physical plant. (180 day)

Focus 5: Regularly Review our Sense of Calling and the Needs of our Community 
in Response to the Work of God in Macon-Bibb County

A. Deacons, staff, and congregational leaders periodically review our missions and 
ministries. (180 day)

B. Continue the Macon Neighbors series, providing valuable information about our 
community. (annually)

C. Review annual and seasonal events using the KoolAid sheets or some other 
metric. (as needed)

These plans indicate the initial attempts to make the dream a reality, but much of the 
work will be done when the ongoing ministry teams are formed and begin to live out 
the vision. This will begin on September 10, when the congregation is invited to join the 
new ministry teams. 
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In order to put the church’s new dreams and visions into 
action, we must begin the process of aligning church 
structures, finances, facilities, and staff with this vision. This 
process will take three to five years to put all the pieces in 
place. The process will also be fluid, and may change as 
we encounter new opportunities and challenges. 

The emerging church structure will most likely include both 
ministry teams and committees. Ministry teams will consist 
of members who have chosen to serve, following their 
calling and passion. Committee members will be selected 
by the Nominating Committee and elected by the church. 
Existing committees and organizations will continue to 
function and serve. The committees and organizations 
will communicate with each other and partner with the 
ministry teams to carry out their service to the church 
and community. The resulting organization might look 
something like the chart on the following page.
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In this visioning process, we have prayed for guidance and 
an indifference to anything other than what God would 
have us be and do. We have listened to and for God’s 
voice in the voices of the congregation. We have seen 
that God is calling us to undertake these six initiatives. We 
have begun to act by affirming them. Again, we are still 
early in the process. Some changes can be put into place 
quickly, while others will come later in the process, as we 
slowly bring all dimensions of church life in line with this 
vision.

As we do so, we will need to continue to pray, listen, see, 
and do. We remain confident that just as God’s Spirit 
has spoken to Highland Hills through the voices of the 
congregation up to this point, the 
Spirit will continue to guide us as we 
live into these dreams.
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listen, see, and do.


