By Gayle White
_gwhite@ajc.com

mas Aquinas Catholic
Church in Alpharetia
can seeni a bit over-
whelming,

About 5,000 families
are registered mem-
bers of the parish, representing
10,000 to 15,000 individuals. Each
Senday, priests conduct seven or
more worship services, many
standing room enly in a sanctuary
that seats 750.

But the church has found a
way for people to feel at home
among the masses at the Masses.
The parish sponsors 46 “small
faith communities” involving

about 700 of its most active mem- )

bers.

When Don and Kathy Hoffman
moved to metro Atlanta from
Ohio 11 years ago, they immedi-
ately signed up to participate.
“They've become family,” said
Kathy Hoffrman of her group of
about a dazen people.

n a first visit, St. Tho- -

Aworship siyle described by the pastor as “blended contemporary” marks services at st 12..5&33: Methodist mwmwnn..vm_ Church.

The network of sthall faith

- communities at 8t. Thomas Aqui-

nas helps make it one of the coun-

- try’s best Cathalic parishes, -

according to a recent study by
Paul Wilkes, a writer and adjunct
professor at'the University of -

North Carolina at Wilmington. -

* With funding from the Lilly

- . Endowment, Wilkés assembied .m.

team of researchers to identify
300 Protestant churches and 300
Catholic parishes that are among
the nation’s top congregations.
The results are being published
this year in two volumes, “Fxcel-
lent Protestant Congregations”
(Westminster John Knox Press,
$18.95) and “Excellent Catholic
Darishes” (Paulist Press, $22.95).
In metro Atanta, they include
fwo Catholic parishes and a dozen
other churches, ranging in metn-
bership from fewer than 250 to
more than 20,000

Wilkes said he was inspired to
conduct the study after giving a
series of talls at the Church of
the Preseniation, & Catholic par-
ish it Upper Saddle River, N.J.
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Maureen Welch (hands clasped) attends Mass at 5t. Thomas Aquinas.

“1 just had the time of my life,”
he gaid. “I'd never seen a church
lilke this. I’d never seer so many
people having so much fun wor-
shipping and helping people. 1

got back to my home parish and
immediately went into depres- .
sion, it was so lifeless.” '

» PLEASE SEE Churches, B5

t]

in nationwide study. BS




/

i

[The Attanta Journal-Constitution

> Continued from BI-

Wilkes, aware that there have been “1 gazil-
lion books” about excellence in corporations,
figured some of the same approaches totild be
applied fo churches: Find some.that are work-
ing and expose o%ﬂ.m to s&mﬁ they’re doing
right.

The task was &msmcmm There were 19, mm&.
nm?o:n parishes in the United States as om .
1999 and, Wilkes estimates, 100,000 to 206,000
other churches. How to choose?

“You can't send out a survey and say, ‘

you an excellent church? ” said Wilkes. So :m ,

asseribled “a stablé of experts in pastoral

institutes, congregational studies, people g&o ,

have written books about church excellence,
denominational officials and diccesan report-
ers,” mua asked them for amﬁ cream of the
cream.”

Wilkes .ammﬂmm nommnmmmmomm ﬂwmﬁ smg a
strong impact on the lives of their members
and on the communities where they were
located, “local churches that were beacons of

A

hope and guidance,” and, most of all, ‘ ,oosmwm- ,

gations with soul.”
After SEEEm a list, Wilkes and his fellow
. researcher$ visited a variety of the churches,

attempting to assemble a list that was denomi-

amﬁowm_.? geographically and m_“rEnmmw
diverse.-

The books are not about theory, trends or
statistics, Wilkes says. They are meant to be
“survival guides” for pastors and for church
leaders, offering ideas that can be replicated.

For people looking for a church to join,
Wilkes says he hopes the books will serve as
sort of “Michelin guides.”

The strengths of the different congregations
Willkes mentiens in his boek run the gamut
from worship to community involvement.

At St. Philip African Methodist Episcopal
Church in Atlanta, Wilkes and his co-workers
found a congregation with a child develop-
ment centar, a prison ministry, a credit uniomn,
several choirs and a dance troupe.

When the Rev. George Moore became pas- -
tor of the church 30 vears ago, it was a con-
gregation of about 200 members located in
Reynoldstown. Today it is an 8,000-member
chuorch with an impressive new sanctuary at

-the corner of Memorial Drive and Candler
Road.

“We are a loving and caring congregation,”
said Moore, who describes the osE.Qm_m wor-
ship style as “blended contemporary.”

Decatur’s Oakhurst w%\mmﬁ won praise for
its Sunday school, mission groups and sub-
stance abuse recovery programs.
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The Rev. Lenny Poters and Brenda Wallace,
assistant minister, sing at Oalchurst Baptist,

Qakhurst's pastor, the Rev. Lanny Peters,
found some irvony in his church's selection by
Wilices & Co. as an excellent church. The
Sounthern Baptist congregation is embroiled in
3 dispute within the Atlanta Baptist Associa-
tion over its willingness to ordain sexually
active homosexials as deacons and ministers.

. Its openness to gays and lesbians is just a
continuation of the spirit that has defined the
church since civil rights days, when some of
its members were unwilling to follow white
flight to the suburbs, Peters says.

“Many Baptist churches were standing in
the way of the civil rights movement; and
Cakhurst embraced it at great cost,” said
Peters. “The church lost two-thirds of its
members over that issue, and it changed the
idenitity of the church. As a result, I think, the
congregation has really been willing fo look mﬁ
the Pible and talk with each other about m=<
issue that comes along.”

At 5t Thomas Aguinas, in addition to the
small groups, Wilkes cited the parish’s out-
reach to Hispanic immigrants and its reli-
gibus education program, with an emphasis on
adults, as contributors to its effectiveness.
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The list made the church’s senior pastor,
the Rev. Albert Jowdy, very happy.

“Those are areas of our parish life we hav
noame.osmq worked on,” he said. For the mo:
part, the factors cited in Wilkes’ study were
responses to heeds Jowdy, his predecessors

‘and lay leaders saw in the community.

The small groups came about because of ¢

.consistent influx of new wmouwm into Em 29.
' year-old parish.

“The growth has _.._mm@m:mm 50 QEQ% w%
a lot of us still think of St. Thomas Aquinas &
a little country parish,” said Jowdy, who can
to the church in 1988 and was named senior
pastor in 1991, “We were looking for a strat-
egy-to keep some sense of intimacy in the
Eamﬁ of all that growth.” - : ,

The Hispanic ministry, which represents

“about one-fourth of Aquinas’ parishioners, -

resulted from a strong push by a lay leader
who “kidnapped” Jowdy, as he describes it
show him the number of Latinio itmigrants

. living in the Alpharetta area.

Church leaders “literally went knocking a
doors” to invite people to worship, with ser-
vices held-first in nearby neighborhoods anc
later at the church. The ministry has grown
from 10 or 15 families to more than 1,000 pe
ple at a weekly Sunday afternoon Mass con-
ducted in Spanish. “It's like ‘Field of - _
Dreams, ” mma Jowdy. “If you UEE it, they
will come.”

The samie could be said of the adult Sund:
school program. Several years ago the paris.
decided to make adult faith formation a prie
ty. Now it has a “cradle-to-grave” system of
religious education that produces strong lay
Ieadership, Jowdy said.

“It's a constant challenge to change the
mind-set that many of us have that faith is
something you learn once and have forever,
he said. “Faith is a living relationship with
God that, like all relationships, has to be nuw
tured.”

Asked whether, after all his research,
Wilkes has been able to make his own paris]
8t. Mary’s in Wilmington, more dynamic an
welcoming, he answers with a word. “No.”

But, he says, he will stay.

“The culture in my parish is not conduciv
to change,” he said. “But this is my family.
This is my home. Whatever I can do to be of
service fo my parish, I will do it.”

Wilkes said he makes no claims to have
found the 600 absolutely best churches in
America. He hopes, however, that his book
will spark discussion about the nation’s
churches. _

He said he has faith that with God’s help
they can become more appealing.
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- - After d two-year study funded by tho Lilly
Endowment, Paul Wilkes of the University of
North Carolina at Wilmington Identified these

-metra Atlanta churches as “excallent.”-

~Excellent Catholic
parishes
| Cathodral of Chwist tho King
2699 Peachtres Road N.E.
# Mambershlp: 4,950 famiiles

B Senlor paster; Monsignor Thonias Kenny -
. B8 Coimments: Ministres to the homebound and

hospltalized,; woll-attended women's Bible siudy;

10 cholrs, - o
- B Web page: ctihome.mindspring.com
& Phonet 404-233-2145- -

‘ Sﬁ-fhmwaéﬁqdlﬁas .

+ /535 Rucker Road, Alpharetta

- @Memborshlp: 5,000 familles ~ ©
@ Senlor pastert The Rev. Albert Jowdy
- @ Comments; Small faith communities; religlous

- education with emphasis on adult formation; Life

. Teen; outreach to recent Hispanle Imieigrants,
- EWeb page: wwwi.sta.org
- 8 Phone; 770_7475'«.4_50_1 :

Excellent Protestant
. congregations .
- Ben Hil United Mothodist Church -

- . 2099 Fairburn Road

 ®Moibarship: 9678 -
- - @ Senlor pastors The Rev..McCallister Holllns '
-8 Comments: Large Afrlcan-American congrega-
. ton has a strong music focus with nine cholrs;
- men's outreach; extensive youth programs; three

. Sunday worshlp services and youth church; full

 time preschool pragram; church takes a hollstle -
. #pproach to ministry, - o

- B Web paget www.benhifl-ume.com -

8 Phona: 404-344.0618

Blg Bathel African Mothadist Eplscopal
Chureh :

220 Auburn Ave. NLE, -

B Membershlp: 1,100 familios

@ Senlor pastor: The Rev, James Davis

8 Commerts; Numerous outreach programs
Includo Homeless Intervention and Prevention
Project and counseling for at-risk children;

- Andrew ministry teaches sharing ona’s fath with-

TET W g R 6T B wuy&% &i@ﬂ“ L (Wﬁﬁ? Mg}:fwﬁw‘wi/if‘?maﬁ f\j .

Atlanta area
e 14 churches

area,

@

itional list

- out fear; children's ministry; active shigles minls-

try; dance minlstry,
4 Web pagot www.bighethelama.org
1 Phore: 404-659-0248

Centval Preshyieran Chuvch

201 Washingron St S.W, '

H Marihership: 814 _

B Senlor pastori The Rev. Ted Wardlaw

@ Cownnenis: Outreach mintstrfes include work
with homeless familles;. Central Neighbors pro-
grain divicles the congregation into small parishes
to enfiatice pastoral care; cholrs for all apes.

1 Web page: www.centralpreshyterianatlorg

& Phones 404-659.0274 e

" Mew Birth Missionary Baptist Church

6400 Woodiow Road, Lithohta
@ Membarship: 22,000

-8 Senlor pastor: Bishop Eddle Long

# Cominenist Afrfcan-American congregation
provides substance-abuse minlstry, GED classes,

family lifo center, health services and outreach to

shut-lins] choral, orchestral groups; youth ministry.
Web pagos www.iiewblrth.org

‘B Phones 770-696-9600

" Oalihurst Baptlst Church
227 Fast Lake Drive, Decatur

B-Merbarship: 450
& Senlor pastor: The Rev. Lanny Peters

- @8 Coramentst Mustc and youth ministries; Suniday

school for all ages; mlssion groups; drug and alco-
hol recovery program for homeless men; church
has started many thiiving ministifes,

B Web page: www.oakhuisthaptist,org

B Phone: 404.378-3677 '

© Uakhurst Presbyterian Chureh

118 Second Ave.; Decatur

| Membarship 229,

A Senlor pastor: The Rav, Glbson (Nibs) Stroupe
B Comrmentst Multlraclal congragation with min-
Istry to gays and lesblans; communlty minlstrios -
include tutoring, senlor services, youth arts acad-
emy and prison minlstry; antl-racism and soclat.
Justice winlstries have recalved national attention,
2 Web pages In production

B Fhane; 404-378-6264

Ponchitven Prashyterian
3434 Roswell Road N.W,

" 8 Memborship: 9,306

¥ Benlor pastos Tha Rey, Victor Pentz

e
"

A5 /200

1 Cormments: One of the largest Presbyterian
churches in America; pastoral counseling center,
midweek afiernative worship servico; large singh
and youth minlstries; support, recovery groups.
i Web page: www.peachtreepres,org

# Phone: 404-842-5600

flay of Mope Chvlstian

2778 Snapfinger Road, Decatur

@ Membarship: 5,300 o

B Senlor pastort The Rev, Cynthia Hale

& Comments: Hosts Bible study and breakfast

~and provides transportation to Sunday services f
homelass men; quartérdy job falrs for youth and

adults; ernphasls on evangelisra aid the arts In
worship; extensive youth programis,

B Web page wwwirayofhope.org

& Phone: 770-696-5100

St. Phillp African Mothodist Eplscopal

240 Candler Road S.E, -

& Membarship: 8,000

1 Senloy pastor: The Rev. George Moore

& Comments: Inviting African-American congres
gatton has several cholrs; prison ministry; child
development center; outreach to the homeless;
dance minlsiry.

-8 Web page: wwwisaintphillp.org

B Phone: 404-371.0749

Trinlty Presbyterian Church

3003 Howell Mill Road NLW.

& Membership: 2241+

& Senlor pastor: The Rev. Joanna Adams

B Comments: Naw music center brings multl-
generational members together for arts festivals
and concerts; many small groups, Including groups
for sentors, young adults and young familios.

B Web page: www.trinityatlanta,org

& Phona: 404-237-6491 '

World Changers -
2500 Burdett Road, Collega Parl ;

1 @ Membership: 20,000
- @ Senlor pastor: The Rev, Creflo Dollar

& Comments! African-American congregation .
offérs a variety.of programs, including an athletic
ministry, business netwdrk, marrlage counseling,
savaral cholrs; outreach to nursing homes; per-

~ forming arts minlstry; extensive media services,

B Web page: www.worldehangers.org
B Phone; 770-907.9490

Young-Nak Prasbyterlan (Assoclate
Reformed) '
3100 Oakeliff Road, Doraville

# Membaership: 295

* 8 Senlor pastor: The Rev, Hyon K. (Paul) Shin

# Comiments: Has two Korean-language Sunday
sevices, traditional and contemporary, as woll as
English-language worship, Has 6 am. prayer
teetings Tuasday through Saturday and an all.
hight prayer meeting every Friday, .

# Web page: Not avallable

B8 Phone: 770-936-2600

== Gayle Whito
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One faith, two congregations
Both flocks sing praises c.)fm'rmgi}qi_]ea_u g
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