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Foreword

C

hristian congregations, like just about everything else in our
culture, are undergoing tremendous change. That’s not a huge
revelation. Almost everyone involved with congregations agrees
with that statement, because we live with that reality.
One of the central changes for congregations today is that they
are no longer the center of social and cultural life in most communities.
Today, depending on where you live, churches are somewhere between
slightly off center and all the way at the margins of centers of social influence in their communities. Perhaps no group of churches has experienced
this shift more dramatically than “Old First” churches.
Another change is that denominational organizations are no longer
the repository of all resources, services, and expertise that congregations
need to be effective. Often, the true “experts” are not denominational
organizations, but other congregations. The best denominational organizations see their task, primarily, as cultivating a network of churches and
ministry partners and connecting them to one another as a community
of mutual learning and resourcing.
With these changes in mind, Cooperative Baptist Fellowship of
North Carolina (CBFNC) partnered with First Baptist Church Wilmington and others in 2010 to produce the first “Hopeful Imagination”
conference. The centerpiece of the conference was telling the story of
FBC Wilmington in the words of its leaders. It was a story of how an
“Old First” church adapted to our changing times and managed not only
to survive, but also to thrive.
In addition to the resource of the FBC story, we brought in other
leaders who made contributions to the corporate learning. Teams of congregational leaders attended the conference, listened to the stories, and
returned home to apply their learning in their own congregations and
communities.
Ministers Mike Queen and Jayne Davis have now compiled some
of this information in book form as a way for you to experience the
benefit of that conference. It’s a way for a much larger group of congregational leadership colleagues to share their learning with one another as
we seek to be faithful to God’s call to be transformed and transformative
in the changing times in which we all find ourselves.
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We have no better leaders to take us on this journey than Mike and
Jayne. Not only can they take us back to experience and understand the
twenty-five-year transformational sojourn of FBC Wilmington, but also
more importantly, they can help each of us and our congregations to take
a similar—though never identical—journey of faithfulness in the pursuit
of God’s mission. Mike and Jayne are gifted communicators and effective
leaders. They are joyful conversation partners. And to me and a growing
number of colleagues, they are wonderful friends.
My strong advice to pastors and congregational leaders is this:
• Pull together a group of leaders from your church who are spiritually and emotionally healthy and who are respected by fellow church
members, but who are not content with maintaining the status quo.
• Secure a copy of this book for each person in the group.
• Gather once every week or two to study a chapter of this book together.
• Listen to Mike and Jayne and the Holy Spirit as they tell the First Baptist
Wilmington story.
• Explore how the FBC Wilmington story intersects with your congregation’s story.
• Let Jayne guide you by completing the exercises she suggests.
• Dream together of what God may be leading your congregation to
be and do in ways that are inspired by, but never a duplication of, the
remarkable example of FBC Wilmington.
• Allow these friends to help you cultivate a “hopeful imagination” for
the future of your church.
After Mike’s retirement from the pastorate of FBC Wilmington,
he told me that he and Jayne were planning to start a ministry with the
same title as the 2010 conference. Their goal, he said, was to help old
churches and young ministers. I believe their ministry, beginning with
this book, will find a much larger audience.
Larry Hovis
Executive Coordinator
CBF of North Carolina

The Best Is Yet to Be
Practicing Hopeful Imagination is to believe
that our best days are still ahead of us.

“Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of
Midian; he led his flock beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb,
the mountain of God. There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in
a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it
was not consumed” (Exod. 3:1-2 NRSV).
You know this story well. In that holy moment, Moses was called
to a position of leadership that he neither sought nor particularly wanted.
He was doing what he was comfortable doing. It was safe herding sheep.
He had no dreams and no aspirations beyond Midian.
In a wonderful article in Congregations magazine from the Alban
Institute, Lawrence Peers asks three poignant questions:
1. How often do we prefer the familiar and the safe?
2. How much do we prefer to remain with what is, with no inclination
to move toward what is possible?
3. How often as leaders of faith communities do we stay on the edge of
our own Red Sea waiting for some miracle to occur before we even
budge?
These are important questions we must ask ourselves if we are going to
“move beyond Midian” into the future to which God is calling us.
“We need practical directions as we embark on our own expeditions into what is possible,” Peers says, “not just for the congregations
we lead but also for ourselves as leaders. In fact, for us to effect deep
change—that is, change that is not just episodic and on the surface but
change that is generative and transformative—we need to re-author our
own leadership. In so doing, we are not merely agents of change but, like
Moses, we are changed.”1
Leading change is not just doing something different. Moses did
not only lead his people out of Egypt, but he also led them to a new
understanding of who they were and of what was possible.
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n the late spring of 1986 I was called as the pastor of First Baptist
Church in Wilmington, North Carolina. It was a sizeable congregation that ran about 380 in worship. Both the church and I faced a
challenge because I had never before been a pastor. For five wonderful
years it had been my privilege to serve as associate pastor at First Baptist
Church in Greensboro, North Carolina, but I had preached only thirtyone times in my whole life. While Dr. Alton McEachern, the pastor in
Greensboro, taught me well, to say that I was in over my head did not
begin to capture just how green I was. But the Wilmington pastor search
committee felt led by God’s Spirit to take a chance on me, and for that I
shall always be grateful—to them and to God.
A lot of wonderful things happened during my twenty-five years
at Wilmington. While we were an old downtown church with no parking, we continued to grow and thrive year after year. Eventually, at every
turn, someone was asking to come visit our church to observe what was
happening at old FBC; to come and spend time with our staff and laity.
Sometimes it was just the pastor or a staff person. Sometimes it was the
whole church staff. One church brought twenty-four people and spent a
weekend with us, for the most part just listening to our story.
A few years ago Jim Everette, Jayne Davis, and I were invited by
Ron Crawford, president of Baptist Theological Seminary at Richmond
(BTSR), to go to the seminary and tell our story as part of the Hoover
Lecture Series. I reminded Ron that we were not academics but rather folks
who have spent our lives as practitioners of ministry in the local church.
He said, “That is precisely why we want you to come to BTSR.” Add to
Ron’s invitation the fact that several other churches were asking to come
spend time at Wilmington, and we wondered aloud if maybe we actually
had something to offer to the broader church by way of encouragement.
The next year our staff was in a retreat at the North Carolina
Baptist Assembly at Fort Caswell. To say that we were in a bit of a funky
mood would not quite capture the feelings we were experiencing. With
the economic malaise that had gripped the country and in turn our
church since 2008, we were simply flat—and a bit unsure of ourselves
and of our future. Giving had flattened out. Attendance had flattened
out. All of us were flattened out, too. Still, and because we really do
believe “the best is yet to be,” we began to try to figure out “what next.”
At that retreat we considered the notion of offering a one-time
conference that told our story to anyone who wanted to come and hear
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it. As a staff, we anguished over the idea that it might be perceived as
self-serving, but in the end we simply wanted to offer encouragement to
other ministers and traditional churches like ours. We believed that God
was calling us to this unique ministry.
The following October, in 2010, all of those plans came together.
In partnership with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship (CBF), CBF of
North Carolina (CBFNC), and The Columbia Partnership, we offered
a two-day conference, “Hopeful Imagination: Traditional Churches
Finding God’s Direction in a Changing World.” We borrowed the title,
“Hopeful Imagination,” from a book written by Old Testament scholar
Walter Brueggemann. Those two words resonated deeply with us, capturing much of what we as a staff and congregation had experienced
across the years.
In that book, drawing on the previous work of Gerhard von Rad
around the poetry of Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Second Isaiah, Brueggemann
said his purpose was to make a contribution to the discussion about
vitality in ministry. Early in the book he commented:
My sense is that the ministry of the American church is in
many ways fatigued and close to despair. That is so because
we are double-minded. On the one hand, we have some
glimpses of the truth of God’s gospel . . . and we see where
it may lead us in terms of social reality. On the other hand,
the church is so fully enmeshed in the dominant values of
our culture that freedom for action is difficult. In any case, it
is evident that ministry will be freed of fatigue, despair, and
cynicism only as we are able to see clearly what we are up to,
and then perhaps able to act intentionally. Such intentionality is dangerous and problematic, but when and where the
church acts with such freedom and courage, it finds the gift
of new life is surprisingly given.2
Again and again we found Brueggemann’s words to be true for us.
By no means were we always as intentional as we could or should have
been. We could have taken more risks. We could have been far bolder.
But we were an old downtown church in a southern city that was quite
content with things as they were, and yet we were able to experience that
gift of new life. It soon became obvious that our story, as limited as it was,
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held some interest for others. We offered the conference for those who
were “fatigued and close to despair.”
More than 350 people from eight states and several denominations
participated in “Hopeful Imagination.” Clearly we had touched on a need.
After the conference, people kept asking for the particulars of
the story. “You need to write a book,” they said. I always contended
that I would never write a book, sensing that I had little of value to say
to others that had not already been said. But at the encouragement of
my good friends George Bullard, Eddie Hammett, Johnny Pierce, and
Walter “Buddy” Shurden, here we are. This is not a “how to” kind of
book. You do not need or want to be First Baptist Church Wilmington.
Rather it is our witness to what God has done in and through this congregation and staff. Our hope is that you will find yourself in the story
and catch a glimmer of both hope and imagination for what God wants
to do in you and in your church.
One of my seminary professors, Dr. Bob Dale, spoke words that
have influenced me throughout my ministry. “Your best ministry,” he
said, “will come after you have been in a place for at least seven years.
Because few ministers stay in one church that long, most of you will
never know what your best really is.”
Those words haunted me. I desperately wanted to know what “the
best” could be.
That gave rise to the question in me: “How do you go to a church
and stay forever?”
Prior to coming to Wilmington, I called two respected long-term
North Carolina Baptist pastors, Dewey Hobbs and Jim Cammack, and
posed the question to them. Both gave virtually the same answers: “First,
you have to go to a good church. And second, you have to work hard.”
I believe they were spot on with their analysis.
As younger ministers have asked similar questions of me, I have
added a third ingredient to the mix: “You have to believe that the best is
yet to be.”
For me, I had to continually look around the corner for what God
was going to do next in our congregation. The idea that “the best was yet
to be” propelled us forward through the years, as we eagerly anticipated
the next new and challenging opportunity God had planned for us.
If you don’t believe in the good that is ahead, if you believe that
your best days are behind you, then you may as well close the doors to
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your church. Our God is a God of new beginnings, and he is continually
at work.
In order for a church to believe that, it has to have hope—and lots
of it. It has to be able to “imagine” a future better than its current reality.
And the leader has to believe that the congregation’s best days are yet to
be. The stories in this book give testimony to those realized hopes. But
none of this happened overnight.
Eugene Peterson has written a fine book with an even better title,
A Long Obedience in the Same Direction. I think it is helpful to recall that
title as you “hear” the story of First Baptist Church Wilmington. Where
we are today is not where we used to be. It has truly been a journey—and
a long one at that—one that I hope has been “a long obedience in the
same direction.”
As we share this story, it remains our hope that you will have both
a realistic and hopeful view of ministry in the local church as we have
experienced it. We do not pretend to have all the answers. Our failures
along the way have been far more plentiful and of some magnitude. I can
assure you that we have learned much more from our mistakes than from
our achievements.
While our staff has been privileged to be a part of that story, we are
not the only authors. Those folks in our wonderful congregation, along
with the eight generations who went before us in the 200-plus-year history of FBC, have invested their lives and resources in this story as much
as, if not more than, we have.
None of these stories would have emerged without four key components in the life of First Baptist Church. Each in its own way was
critical to what unfolded over a couple of decades.

Openness to Change
First, FBC Wilmington members were open to change—that is, eventually. In time, they were willing to trust the staff and other church leaders.
They were willing to take risks and to go to places they had never before
been. They were willing to launch new ministries and interact with people very different from themselves. They were willing to sacrificially fund
all of these initiatives. And most importantly, they were willing to give
their time and energy to serving in the church and in the world.
If your church is not quite so open to change right now, take heart.
In the beginning, FBC was not a church that embraced change gladly.
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In my first week as pastor, Jeff Lewis, who had been called as minister of music just three months before me, came to me with a question:
“Can we sing ‘Amazing Grace’ this Sunday?” he asked.
He had included the old hymn in an order of service a month or so
earlier, but had been told by a church secretary that “we don’t do music
like that around here.”
“Amazing Grace” did not fit with that week’s message, but I told
him that, when it did, we would sing it. A few weeks later, the hymn
seemed to fit so I told Jeff to include it. In great distress, the dear lady
who typed the order of service asked me what to do about it. She said she
had warned the minister of music about this before. I told her it was fine
and that we would sing the song on Sunday, at which point she suggested
that I might want to call the chair of deacons for approval. I told her that
if I needed that kind of approval, I was probably in the wrong church.
So, “living on the edge,” we sang “Amazing Grace” the next
Sunday, and from what I could tell, we sang it well, as though we might
have sung it somewhere else before.
Emboldened by such “courageous” leadership on my part, I took
my next big stand.
It was my first Christmas at FBC. Traditionally, the church held a
candlelight Communion service at 11 p.m. on Christmas Eve. Bemoaning the fact that children could not participate in such a late service, I
suggested moving it to 5 o’clock. No one was in favor of that. So, in the
spirit of Christian compromise, we settled on 7:30, which proved to be
the absolute worst time for such a service. Hardly anyone showed up.
One woman, in particular, took me to task over this seemingly
minor decision. She informed me that she would be at St. James
Episcopal Church on Christmas Eve at 11 p.m., the appointed time
when Christmas Eve actually took place. Apparently, many other members of the church joined her at St. James that year, as the next Sunday
several of them told me how wonderful the service was. The next year we
conducted two services: one at 5 p.m. and another at 11 p.m. We tried to
learn from our mistakes.
The new guy was one for two. Fortunately, over time, my average
improved.
Openness to change doesn’t just happen. It emerges out of trust—
trust of God and of one another. You receive a certain amount of trust
from the congregation when you walk in the door as the new pastor; the
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rest of it has to be earned. It is that trust that gives you the right to lead
change in a congregation, and earning it simply takes time.
We learned together over the years, the congregation and the staff.
We learned to listen to one another, to take chances, to believe that God
had something more in store for us, and through us, for the world.

Timing
The second component in our story was timing. What is happening
around your church is as integral a part of your story as what is happening in it.
In the early 1970s, Wilmington experienced the racial strife that
infected many southern cities in that era of civil rights struggles: school
burnings, curfews, massive arrests. It was not a pretty time in Wilmington’s history. Downtown was not always a safe place to be. The church,
which had thrived throughout the first twenty years of Randolph Gregory’s ministry, began to erode a bit. Evening services on both Sunday and
Wednesday were cancelled because of the curfews. A “white flight” to the
suburbs was in full motion.
In 1975, led by Reverend Gregory, the church acquired land and
built an activities center four and a half miles from the downtown church.
It was a controversial move since some members of the congregation
wanted to relocate the entire church to the new location, while others
feared such a move. That decision to build the activities center and to
remain downtown proved pivotal in the emerging future of the church.
That same year, with the retirement of Reverend Gregory, the church
called Allen Laymon as pastor. With the opening of the new activities
center in the late ’70s, the church began to stabilize and develop youth
and recreation ministries that were unmatched in the area.
My wife Bobbie and I arrived at FBC in 1986, just about the time
that the Wilmington Downtown Area Redevelopment Effort (DARE)
was beginning to take hold. In the mid-’70s that group began to clean
up the urban decay of the historic downtown. By 1986, downtown was
finally becoming the place to be—albeit in a way far different from the
1960s. Trendy restaurants began to open, and a vibrant center to our
small city began to emerge along the Cape Fear River and throughout
the historic district, which included the church property. Then, in 1990,
Interstate-40 opened to Wilmington, bringing with it a large number of
retirees who came with the incredible ingredients of time, expertise, and
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resources. That move, along with a host of young people who wanted to
live at the beach, transformed the whole community.
FBC was a beneficiary of all of that. We grew as our city grew. Not
every church did, though. We worked very hard and with intentionality
to reach out and to fold all those new folks into meaningful ministries at
FBC.

Staff
The third component of our story is particularly precious to me. All
too often I have heard other ministers bemoan the lack of dedication of
church members and/or staff colleagues, and that saddens me. The staff
at FBC has simply been the best. While we have had a few staff members
to come and go, each in their own way made a contribution to our story.
But it is the core staff members with long tenures who have helped transform FBC. Part of it has been the result of good chemistry, but, in the
end, we were intentional in building trusting relationships.
Sometimes people ask, “Yes, but how did you do that?”
First of all, my office door was always open. The staff knew they
had access to me whenever they needed it. And I knew I could walk
through their doors at any time, too. We talked a lot with one another
and in groups. We were engaged in one another’s lives and work.
Second, everyone had an expansive freedom to do their work. Talk
to any one of them and they will tell you there were few boundaries when
it came to new ideas and/or ministries. They were professionals and were
treated as such.
Last, we really did trust one another. That doesn’t mean we didn’t
have differences of opinion, but we were unified in support of one another.
More than that, we enjoyed our work, and we enjoyed working with one
another. They are my friends with whom I was privileged to minister.
Don Vigus has been a part of the staff for thirty-five years, thirty-two
as minister to youth and the last three as minister of recreation and missions. Don possesses the most simple and deep faith of anyone I know. He
is incredibly imaginative and fun-loving, generating many a laugh for our
staff and endearing himself to two generations of youth and parents.
Jim Everette has served as associate pastor for twenty-one years.
He has been my trusted confidant and my loyal friend. He and I shared
the bulk of pastoral duties. Beyond that, he led the charge to make us
into a missional church—before “missional” was even a word. Jim helped
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members of our congregation to engage every ministry in Wilmington,
which proved to be just as transformational for the church as it was for
the community.
Kurt Wachtel has served as minister of music and worship for
more than twenty years. Assisted by his talented organist wife, Jean, Kurt
planned all of our worship services and led dedicated volunteers in the
chancel choir and praise team in such a way that they inspired all of us
in worship week after week, year after year. Having a worship leader who
is as comfortable directing a thirty-five-piece orchestra and a sixty-voice
choir as he is leading a praise band is a blessing to FBC. It was a great
time with those three guys.
Jayne Davis joined the staff thirteen years ago as minister of spiritual formation. Her creativity, sensitivity, wisdom, and intellect made
us a better staff. She has led members of the church to write all of our
Sunday school materials and also a daily devotional. She is also the one
member of the staff who had the ability to see the big picture in all we
did. She always led us to go deeper in every undertaking. She made us all
better than we might have been otherwise.
Jeannie Troutman came on staff at the same time as our minister
to children. Her tireless efforts to provide the best learning experience for
our children still cause all of us to marvel. She brings people together to
craft the most creative ways to share our faith with the newest generations.
With the help of many good people, Jeannie completely re-engineered
children’s ministry at FBC. Our children are being rooted in scripture
and the essentials of our faith.
Daryl Trexler, our first-ever minister of administration and senior
adults, and Stefanie Riley, our first minister of connections, joined us a
few years later. Both of them have proved to be invaluable team members
who have brought a new perspective to some of us “older” ministers.
These two younger ministers have inspired me to invest a lot of my energies in retirement in the next generation of ministers. They give me great
hope for the future of the church.
Frank Hawkins, a retired pastor, has proved to be invaluable as the
part-time minister of pastoral care. He has also provided sound counsel to all of us across the years. Amanda Norris capably launched our
FBC preschool as its first director. Joe Capell and Vicki Dull have served
as excellent executive directors of our Harrelson Center. Our support
staff members have supported every effort in the church. They are Tim
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Age, Judy Brown, Ashton Gourlay, Michael Gunday, Margaret Johnson,
Marie Lane, Paula Philemon, Kelly Reynolds, and Brenda Walden. We
could not have accomplished the things we have done apart from their
selfless work ethic. No pastor has ever been more blessed by the folks he
or she was privileged to work alongside than I was.

The Holy Spirit
Finally, and most importantly, God has blessed this church in ways far
beyond our human efforts and abilities. There are parts of this story,
as you will see, that cannot be explained apart from the power of the
Holy Spirit. It has been incredibly humbling to be a part of this story.
To attempt to say anything more about what God has done would be to
trivialize it all. It has been a “God thing” for sure—to which the stories
in this book will bear strong witness.
Make no mistake, we are all on a journey; we all have our mess, but
we also have a word of hope to share. Things will never again be as they
once were for most American churches. The world has changed, and the
church must change to reach the new world reality. To be missional is to
be in the world. This is the calling and the hope of today’s churches. Our
God is the one who promises to “make all things new”—including the
church.
To the best of our ability, Jayne Davis and I have sought to tell
the story of Hopeful Imagination at First Baptist in Wilmington. While
I have recounted the experiences of our congregation, Jayne has framed
each chapter, beginning with a lesson learned from Hopeful Imagination
that we believe may have relevance for your church. Then at the conclusion of each chapter she has offered her own reflections on the meaning
of the story for FBC along with coaching questions to help you and your
church on your own journey of hopeful imagination. As you listen to our
story, we hope you will think about your own story. Think about what
God wants to do next in your life, your ministry, your church, and your
town. We hope this story will encourage others who love their church as
much we love ours.
Mike Queen
Pastor Emeritus, First Baptist Church
Wilmington, North Carolina
January 2014
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Cultivating Hopeful Imagination
Something has to change for you to go to another place.
This book is about you and your church. Yes, the stories are about
First Baptist Church Wilmington, North Carolina, but they are told to
encourage you as you look for ways God is at work in your own congregation, and to offer hope and to spark your imagination as you think
about the future to which God may be calling you. To that end, we offer
the following suggestions for how to get the most from this book.
Prime the pump. Pray that God would guide you to see what he is doing
and desires to be doing in you and in your church. Think about your
own God stories. What are the best things that have happened in the life
of your congregation over the last ten to fifteen years?
God doesn’t work in a vacuum. The events and circumstances that
have brought you to this moment have shaped you along the way—your
identity as a church, your sense of mission and self-understanding. They
have uniquely prepared you for something yet to be discovered.
Pay attention to the Spirit. As you read the stories in each chapter, pay
attention to how the Spirit is nudging you regarding your own ministry
context. Listen for . . .
• Whispers: How is God prompting your imagination?
• Groans: What connections do you make to needs in your church or
community?
• Praises: What resources or individuals come to mind that could help
you move forward?
The stories in this book belong to FBC Wilmington, but the
learnings belong to all of us. Each chapter concludes with a few of those
learnings and some coaching questions to help you flesh out what they
might mean for you and your church. Find the ones that resonate with
you and allow them to be a springboard for further discussion.
Connect the dots. When we want to understand what Jesus is talking
about in the Gospels, one of the things we listen for is repetition. If some-
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thing comes up again and again, we need to pay attention. The same is
true as we listen for Jesus’ voice in our own stories today.
Think about the “whispers,” “groans,” and “praises” you heard as you
read. Consider which learnings and coaching questions resonated with you
and your congregation. Think about the God stories that have emerged in
your church over the years. When taken all together, ask:
• What do these stories tell you about your church?
• Where do you see repetition of ideas, themes, or issues?
• What is capturing your imagination?
• Where is there energy?
Identify one or two areas or ideas to focus on initially. Gather a
group of trusted leaders and share those ideas. Brainstorm possible paths
you could follow to pursue them further. Choose one and move forward,
with hope and imagination.
For five years, we have been producing our own Sunday school
curriculum at FBC Wilmington. In every issue since we began, the same
challenge has been printed in the front of each booklet. I offer that challenge to you now as you embark on this journey of hopeful imagination:
This isn’t an exercise.
This is your life, your life with God.
Make something of it.
Expect to be changed.
Expect to change the world.
Jayne Davis
Minister of Spiritual Formation
First Baptist Church
Wilmington, North Carolina
January 2014
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For help and encouragement as you engage your
congregation in a journey of Hopeful Imagination,
visit our website at www.HopefulImagination.com.

