
•11

• 1 
i 

..l-

i! i 
i ' 

tti 11•
1 

't•+ 



Clergy Spin.tual Li/e and 
Leadership: Going Deeper 

An ecumenical program to nurture the spiritual 

heart and leadership of clergy in congregations 

Clergy Spiritual Life and Leadership: Going Deeper 
includes an at-home spiritual support group of laity, 
contemplative practice and ecumenical peer groups, 
supplemented by two intensive 7-day residential 
gatherings. 

This new Shalem program is for clergy of all 
denominations and geographic locations who serve 
on the staffs of local churches or whose ministry 
involves the local church. 
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5430 Grosvenor Lane, Bethesda, MD 20814 

For more information about this or other Shalem programs, 
contact Gigi Ross, 301.897.7334, ext. 209 or e-mail gigi@shalem.org 

Visit our web site at www.shalem.org 

cAnd behotd, one came up to him, saying, 

"&eacher. • • J�atthew 19:16RSV 

The following degrees are available through the 
School of Christian Education: 
Master of Arts (Christian Education) 
Master of Arts (Youth Ministry) 
Master of Divinity/Master of Arts 

Dual Degree 
Doctor of Philosophy 

For further information about degree programs in 
Christian Education, please contact: 
the Office of Admissions & Financial Aid 
Princeton Theological Seminary 
P.O. Box 821 
Princeton, NJ 08542-0803 
or call 1-800-622-6767 ext. 7805 
www.ptsem.edu 

Princeton Theological Seminary is a theological institution 
of the Presbyterian Church (USA). 
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Where can you turn to meet the opportunities and challenges of change in today's congregations? ·om the Alban lnstit....te
Your Brain Goes to Church offers a new perspective on how the brain affects a congregation's 

i dentity and behaviors. 0 Practicing Right Relationships helps congregations and their leaders Order today!

learn how to build and maintain loving relationships. 0 Discover how one church's journey to become inwardly 

and outwardly healthy helped it to discern God's purpose in Becoming a Blessed Church. 0 An invaluable 

resource for worship planning, Designing Worship Together outlines a thoughtful, field-tested process for 

planning, implementing, and evaluating life-enriching weekly worship. 
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in Focus 

Pastor and author Frank Wade explores the gift of serving as a large 
church pastor, and what it takes to succeed-and thrive-in that role 

Alban senior consultant Gil

Renelle explores large church 
leaders' increasing use of story 
as a powerful means of shaping 
a congregation's sense of com
munity, identity, and vision 
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Alban Institute president Jcunes 

P Wind reflects on the life and 
work of Bishop John Walker, as 
revealed in a new book about 

this well-loved leader 
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Journalist Marlis McCollum discusses what three congregational 
studies reveal about U.S. churchgoers, large churches, and the most 
reliable predictors of church growth 
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Associate pastor Greg Cootsona addresses the most pressing problem 
facing large congregations: how to nurture Christian fellowship in the 
large church setting, where it's easy for both pastors and members to 
slip into anonymity 

Freelance writer Marlis McCollum ei.-plores the challenges of balance 
large church pastors face as they attempt to fulfill their dual roles of 
manager and leader 

Pastor Jeff Zurheide desc1ibes the challenges of his transition from a 
small church to a large one and the insights about his own gifts and 
call that emerged from this journey 

( Practicing Our Faith in a Digital Age 
Pastor and researcher Steve Jacobsen shares what he learned from 
a five-year research project on the benefits and distractions of 
technology in the practice of faith 

3f To Wear or Not To Wear 
Rev. Elizabeth Dilley-Gonzales explores the uncharted tenitory 

Gen X ministers must navigate as they face questions of identity and 

pastoral responsibility unique to their generation 

4 Ask Alban 
Senior consultant Larry Peers 

describes how congregations can 

engage in a visioning process 

that really makes a difference 
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LILLY ENDOWMENT INC . 

"O sing to the Lord a new song."- Psalm 96: 1

2005 NATIONAL CLERGY RENEWAL PROGRAM 

At the center of the congregation is the pastor. Spiritual guide, scholar, counselor, preacher, 

administrator, confidant, teacher, pastoral visitor, and friend, a pastor has a privileged position 

and performs many roles. In season and out, a pastor is called upon to lead communities to 

the life-giving waters of God. 

The National Clergy Renewal 

Program, offered by Lilly Endowment Inc., 

is intended to strengthen Christian congre

gations by providing an opportunity for 

pastors to step away briefly from the demands of daily parish life and to engage in a period of 

renewal and reflection. They are asked: "What will make your heart sing?" They are invited to 

plan the steps that will make that happen. The Endowment will provide up to 

120 grants of up to $45,000 each directly to congregations for support of a 

renewal program for their pastor. 

Applications are now being accepted. They must be postmarked by 

June 10, 2005, and the award announcement will be made by October.

L I L L Y 

ENDOWMENT 

+ I NC + 

For information: Contact the Endowment's Web site: lillyendowment.org , click on Religion, then on National Clergy Renewal Program, Request for 

Proposals; e-mail clergyrenewal@yahoo.com; call 317/916-7302, or write to Program Director, Religion, Lilly Endowment Inc. 2801 N. Meridian 

St., P.O. Box 88068, Indianapolis, IN 45208-0068. Pictured top: The Rev. Melissa Bane Sevier, 2001 recipient of a clergy renewal grant. Above, 

left to right: The Rev. Ivan D. Hicks, 2004 recipient; the Rev. Michael Mather, 1999 recipient, and the Rev. William C. Schooler, 2000 recipient. 
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Rememberin� Bishop 

F 
or the past year I have been tracking a quiet little project going on in 

Washington, D.C. A small group of people with ve1y large memmies 

had decided to remember John T. Walker, the Sixth Bishop of the 

Washington, D.C. Diocese of the Episcopal Church. The group had shared stories, 

raised money, and commissioned an author to make something of their meinories. 

The result is a new book,John Walker: A Man for the 21" Century, by Robert Harrison 

(Cincinnati, Ohio: F01ward Movement, 2004). 

In a time when it seems one must be a 
CEO, politician, or celebrity to merit a 
biography, this eff01t stood out as a 
glaring anomaly. To the best of my 
knowledge, books about bishops, or 
clergy for that matter, are not a major 
litera1y genre these days. Yet a small 
group of people decided to counter this 
trend. What, I wondered, was it about 
Bishop Walker that motivated these 
very busy people to unite in this 
endeavor 15 years after the bishop's 
premature death? 

Part of the answer comes from the 
many positions he held, among them 
dean of the Washington Cathedral, first 
chairman of the Urban Bishops 
Coalition, first president and driving 
force behind the formation of the 
Interfaith Conference of Washington, 
chairman of the Black Student Fund, 
and longtime chairman of Africare. 
These positions and many others appear 
on his resume. But there is a lot that this 
resume does not tell us. Walker was the 
great-grandson of American slaves and 
he came of age as America faced its fail
ures to include African Americans in the 
American Dream. As \i\Talker climbed 
the Episcopal ladder, he frequently was 
the first to cross the color line in the 
Church's elite institutions. He was the 
first African American seminarian at 
Virginia Theological Seminary, the first 
African American to teach at St. Paul's 
School, the first African American dean 
of the Washington National Cathedral, 
and the first African American bishop of 
Washington. One of the central themes 
in his life was his tireless work to over-

come the barriers of racism, not merely 
in America, but around the world. His 
witness against racism and his coura
geous commitments to the central 
justice questions of his era were clearly 
central reasons why his admirers 
wanted to remember. 

But Walker also clearly was a man 
with a story. He had something to say. 

One of the special features I appreci
ated in this book was the generous 
serving of his sermons and speeches. 
As one reads, we see that this bishop 
knew how to take the core sto,y of his 
Christian faith and relate it to the most 
difficult challenges that America faced 
in the second half of the 20'h century. 
As he told the stories of Christmas, 
the Passion, the Resurrection, and 
Pentecost, people found themselves 
invited into the Christian narrative, into 
a community of faith, 
and into God's 
ongoing work of 
reconciliation. In 
words-and deeds
he brought the 
Gospel to life in some 
of the most hopeless 
situations that 
America has faced. 

Given the powerful 
positions he held and 
the nature of the city 
of Washington, it was 
inevitable that he 
would dance along the 
line of separation 
between church and 
state. Invited to 

participate in many political events in 
his city and around the world, hosting 
the nation's leaders in worship services 
and occasions of state, and protesting to 
people who e"-'Pected acquiescence. To 
him, it was clear that the church had a 
higher authority and that there were 
moments (in his case, many of them) 
when the church must say "no" to the 
powers that be. 

There are clear lessons here about 
what it means to be a bishop. Among the 
lessons I learned from this new book are 
that one must have a stmy to tell, one 
must be able to make institutions work 
and to invent new ones, and one must be 
able to call people into God's work of 
reconciliation. But there is one more 
lesson. There is something about the 
se1ious work of remernbe,ing that is ve,y 
powerful. This project did not produce 
the final critical biography on John T. 
Walker. Instead, it pulled together key 
pieces of Walker's story and key fragments 
of his preaching to help us see more of 
the whole stmy of a bishop. In a day when 
most of us know each other primarily 
through the functional h·ansactions that 
we share, we can see more of a whole 
person and more of what that person's life 
is about when we actively remember. 
Such reflection about our leaders and 
colleagues should be neither hagiography 
nor character assassination. Instead, it 

should help us see 
more deeply into the 
movements of sin and 
grace in our world, and 
this book accomplishes 
that beautifully. 

Rev. Dr. James P. Wind

is the president of the 
Alban Institute. P1ior to 
joining the Institute in 
1995, he served as 
program director at the 
Lilly Endowment's reli
gion division. Dr. Wind is 
the author of three books 
and numerous aiticles, 
including "The Alban 
Institute Special Report 
on Leadership." 
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STEVE JACOBSEN 

ne Sunday afternoon, a teenager in my 
congregation woke up terribly depressed. 
She decided to end her life. She wrote a 
simple will, but it was not on a piece of 
paper. Instead, she e-mailed it to her 
friends. She then took an overdose of pills. 

One of the friends was at home that morning and online. She 
heard the tone signaling that her computer had just received a 
new message and opened it. When she read the message, she 
called 911. The paramedics arrived in time and the girl was 
saved. If that friend had not been online on Sunday morning, 
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the girl would have died. When I want to flee from the new 
digital culture, I am reminded of this story. 

Technology continues to transform American life. Some of 
the changes are conspicuous and some are subtle. Some 
changes appear as blessings, others seem more like curses. 
How can people of faith navigate through these strong 
currents of change to claim the blessings while avoiding the 
curses? What practices can help us find our way? 

In 1999, I began five years of grant-funded study and 
pastoral reflection on this topic. The first grant allowed me to 
get a sense of the emerging global issues during a sabbatical 
leave from my California parish. This project included a 



national survey on the effects of technology on personal and 
family life and research trips to India and Silicon Valley. 

In Silicon Valley, I spoke with Jan English-Lueck, a 
cultural anthropologist who is tracing the effects of digital 
culture on family life. Among her many stories, one in partic
ular comes to my mind often. She was sitting down at a 
dining room table one evening to interview a family. This was, 
by most contemporary standards, a well-functioning, healthy 
family with solid relationships. As they gathered, the mother 
realized this was the first time in weeks that the family had 
been together face to face around the dinner table. Each 
family member had, in his or her bedroom or separate room 
in the house, his or her own computer with high-speed 
Internet access, cable television, and a personal phone. 
They had fallen prey to what English-Lueck dubbed "the 
centJipetal effect''-the tendency of technology to draw 
people away from interpersonal time toge.ther in favor of 
digitally dependent time alone. 

Like a behavioral force field, technology 

seems to exert a steady, invisible pull 

on our behavior, decisions, and lifestyle. 

Following this first project, I wanted to ex'Plore the larger 
themes on a more personal scale. I received a second grant to 
support a study with groups of my own parishioners over a 
two-year period. I had previously found the 12 spiritual prac
tices Dorothy Bass describes in her "Practicing Our Faith" 
project to be useful in my congregation's life. In this study, I 
chose seven of the practices to use in an experiment in which 
people would see how technology might be affecting them as 
they seek to practice their faith. The seven practices I chose 
were "honoring the body," "household economics," "saying 
yes and no," "keeping Sabbath," "discernment," "shaping 
communities," and "healing." 

I also decided to focus primarily, though not exclusively, 
on some specific communication and information devices
personal computers, the Internet, and cell phones. From the 
writings of Albert Borgman, I had learned that a "device" is 
not just a tool. On the surface, it is a technological product 
that appears to simply give us what we want in a more effec
tive way. But, in actual use, devices change our relationship to 
the natural world, our selves, and other people. So the ques
tion became: What effect are these new devices having on 
our lives, and what is the relationship between their 
increasing use and spiritual practice? 

With these considerations as background, I formed four 
focus groups that involved 33 people. Three adult groups met 
over a nine-month period and one group of teens met over 
a three-month period. In each meeting, one of the seven 
practices was presented and discussed in relationship to the 
presence and use of technological devices. Each participant 

was given a menu of specific activities to tiy before the next 
meeting. From the list, they chose one or two of the activi
ties. The next meeting began with a discussion of their 
experiences, followed by a presentation of the next practice. 
A survey was given at the end of the study to determine 
which, if any, practices were found to be helpful in making 
the use of technology more intentional. 

Nine months later, I polled participants to see what long
term effects the project had had on them. I wanted the 
project to not only help us actively reflect on the role of tech
nology in our lives, but also to see how our congregational life 
might be shaped in light of our findings. 

This series of gatherings led to the following insights: 
• Actions involved in "honoring the body"-savoring a

bath or shower in quiet, taking walks without being
"plugged in" to a device, tahing time to wear a piece of
clothing that had personal meaning-helped people
move from the typical, distracted reality to a more
vividly personal and physically grounded one.

• When asked, during the "household economics" session,
to make an invento1y of how many technological devices
they had in their homes (including discarded items in
the garage), many people were surprised at the length of
their lists.

• We discussed the practical truth that saying "yes" to one
activity (say, television watching or aimless computer use)
often means saying "no" to something else (for instance,
time with others). People discovered that devices do 
indeed lure us to retreat into p1ivate, technologically
dependent worlds, particularly in the evening, minimizing
face-to-face contact with one another. One husband said,
"My wife and I used to talk in the evenings . .. now she
comes home and spends time on the Net keeping up with 
all these 'friends' she's never seen." Saying "yes" to being
constantly immersed in devices makes it difficult for
children to learn to rely on tl1eir imaginations; one mother 
realized her younger daughter was virtually incapable of
being alone. "I have to be entertained!" the daughter said.
Saying "yes" to increasing reliance on technology at work or 
at home exposes us to fear and trembling when a computer
crashes or e-mail fails.

• The Sabbath unit asked people to take a day or part of a
day to intentionally be "off line" and avoid the use of
devices. Many found this to be both challenging and
rewarding. "I make more of a conscious effort to save
Sunday as a day of rest, away from paying bills and TV,"
said one participant. In my own family, one Sunday my
youngest daughter sat down at the computer and began
to play a game. I reminded her that we were going to
keep the computer off that day as a Sabbath practice.
She was not happy. I suggested she call one of her
friends to play. She told me they were not getting along.
My parental authority prevailed and she left the
computer. A little while later, boredom led her to call
her friend anyway, and they decided to get together.
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They ended up having an enjoyable afternoon playing 
improvised games. 

Technology was not judged particularly helpful in 
discernment. There is, of course, an extraordinary 
amount of information accessible through the Internet, 
and some information can be helpful. However, when 
we have to make significant decisions, there is no substi
tute for turning devices off and spending time in 
silence, journaling, and prayer. "Being quiet and finding 
the inner peace and stillness is where all the 'answers' 
have come from ... not while I'm on the computer, my 
cell phone, the palm, etc.," said one participant. 

• While technology usually eliminates the face-to-face
encounters that are essential to a deep sense of commu
nity, technology was found to be helpful in making
connections that would not otherwise be possible. One
person noted that e-mail has enabled him to create several
mini-communities with people whom he could not see in 
person, such as regular contact with members of his old
high school car club and fellow practitioners of a particular
form of meditation. At the same time, as someone who
works professionally with computer technology, he is able 
to work at home and misses, occasionally, the face-to-face
sense of community of his p1ior workplace.

• In terms of"healing," many had stories of how useful
the Internet is in medical situations. Information on the
Web helped them understand diagnoses, find highly
specific groups of people expe1iencing a particular
illness, and sources of prayer support with people who
were acquainted with the unique challenges they were
facing. E-mail kept people in touch with loved ones
during an illness or after a loss.

At the end of the initial nine-month period, participants 
gathered for dinner, discussion, and evaluation. The 
majority agreed that the experience had raised their 
awareness of the effect of technology on their lives. The 
practice of Sabbath and the mindfulness of "saying yes 
and no" received the best marks. "I have more awareness 
of how technology is not either good or bad, it is more how 
we choose to let it into our lives .... Having a faith to guide 
those choices is helpful," said one participant. "I focus 
on using moderation with technology, just as I would with 
sugar, alcohol, or anything that can be addicting," 
said another. 

The teen group, of course, lives in another world. Those 
of us who are Baby Boomers or older were raised in a 
culture that did not have personal computers, the Internet, 
and cell phones. Like immigrants, we learn new practices 
and achieve some competency with them, but we will never 
be "native born." Most American teens are totally immersed 
in digital culture, and my focus group was no exception. 
They are fluent "multi-taskers," able to simultaneously 
follow five Instant Message conversations on a screen while 
doing homework, listening to downloaded music, answering 
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Digital culture and youth culture are 

almost interchangeable, and all of us 

who care for youth and families must 

understand it as best we can. 

a cell phone, and fending off adult questions about their 
ability to concentrate. Even so, they reported that the very 
act of raising the question of how technology affects their 
lives and faith was an important one. The most spiritually 
powerful times for them are the times at retreats away from 
so many screens-listening, reflecting on life, finding 
moments of silence, and singing with full hearts and no 
amplification. But their practice of community is marked by 
an extraordinary degree of digital communication. As a 
pastor in his fifties, I find I have an ongoing internal debate 
about their future. One voice tells me I am worrying too 
much-that they will thrive in the digital age. Another tells 
me they need to know more than ever the perils of digital 
saturation-the tendency to be constantly distracted and 
never find a sense of soul, the latent powers of natural 
imagination, and the importance of doing things slowly. 

Nine months after the group dinner, I polled all of the 
participants to see which practices were still valuable. 
Awareness of the issue continued, but changes in behavior 
had diminished. Like a behavioral force field, technology 
seems to exert a steady, invisible pull on our behavior, 
decisions, and lifestyle. Respondents did note that the prac
tice of "saying yes and no" was still one of the most helpful, 
and the experience had influenced their parenting. One 
mother, reflecting on how the study had helped her appre
ciate technology's influence, said," ... though religion has 
become very global with technology, it can still be brought 
down to some very basic ideas and ways to learn, teach, and 
practice our faith." 

The project has influenced our congregational life. I now 
include references to our overdependence on technology in 
our liturgy. We regularly include periods for silent prayer 
and meditation in our services, consciously offering a 

"sanctuary from distraction." While we make extensive use 
of e-mail, I often begin group prayers before a meeting 
with gratitude that we will be free from the intrusion of 
television or cell phones as we do God's work face to face. 

Two years ago, we moved into a new sanctuary that has a 
state-of-the-art computer projection system. We have been 
experimenting with how to best use it. We briefly tried 
using Power Point templates for sermons, employing the 
standard "bullet point" programs, but decided it was not for 
us. "It makes me feel like I'm back at work," said one 
engineer. Another person said looking up at the screen 
interrupted her eye contact with the preacher, making the 
worship experience more impersonal. At the same time, 



I have been using the projection system to display 
artwork-both traditional and contemporary-as part of 
the sermon. In a culture where images are used primarily 
to market products and keep our minds busy, I believe 
learning to look steadily and carefully at a great work of 
visual imagination can be a kind of contemplative practice. 
We are increasingly using the screen to project lyrics to 
music we are singing, but we're avoiding any clever effects. 
While some don't like it, some older members find the 
screen easier to read, and some disabled members find it 
frees them from having to hold a hymnal. 

In the first session of new member classes, I introduce 
the themes of "saying yes and no" and 
Sabbath, and ask people to use the exercises 
to practice living apart from technology. 
Once we begin to see how much our 
behavior, lifestyles, and stress levels are influ
enced by technology and culture, and begin 
to experience some ability to make choices 
about these influences, we are more ready 
to see worship, service, and fellowship activi
ties as spiritual practices that require inten
tional focus. 

The project has also influenced my role 
as a volunteer in the local public schools. 
In his book The Flickering Mind, Todd 

installed cochlear implant. Technology has radically decreased 
the isolation she would have known a decade ago. 

Technology's influence is inescapable. The blessings it can 
bring are often causes for genuine gratitude. Digital culture and 
youth culture are almost interchangeable, and all of us who care 
for youtl1 and families must understand it as best we can. At tl1e 
same time, used uncritically, it can misshape our lives, keep us 
from knowing otl1ers and ourselves, and inhibit our ability to 
discern God's living voice within us and in nature. Church 
leaders and congregations have an imp01tant role to play: to raise 
awareness about technology's influence and to provide practices 
that help us find what being faitl1ful means in a digital age. • 

David J. Schlafer 

Playing With Fire 
Preaching Work as Kindling Art 

Starting with the fire of Scripture, and engaging in the 

work of preaching as play, Schlafer offers new ways of 

approaching the preaching moment. Taking into 

account the preacher's call, the stages of preparation, 

the role of the congregation, and the presence of the 

Holy Spirit, we discover that playing with fire is a 

sacred act indeed. 
Oppenheimer demonstrates that school 
districts have spent extraordinary amounts of 
money on technology in the last decade. It 
may be impressive to see a row of shiny new 
computers at Back to School Night, and 
digital literacy is obviously a requirement of 
contempora1y life. But much of that 
technology is unused, underused, or soon 
obsolete. At budget meetings, I advocate 
spending less on new hardware and more on 
what Oppenheimer calls "enlightened 
basics"-for example, part-time assistants to 
help English teachers grade essays. 

Rosalind Brown and Christopher Cocksworth 

On Being a Priest Today 

Despite these concerns, I continue to hear 
stories that remind me of technology's bless
ings. An eighth-grade girl in my congregation 
arrives home from school and enters her 
room. She has been deaf since birth. At 
school she e»'Periences a degree of isolation 
due to her disability, but in her room life is 
different. She sits down at her computer and 
begins Instant Messaging with friends. 
Conversations using "IM" minimize her 
disability. In her room she has a smoke alarm 
that will shake her bed at night if a fire is 
detected, an alarm clock that flashes her 
bedside light in the morning, closed 
captioning on her television, and a battery 
charger for a recently developed, surgically 

T his important book explores the many contemporary 

and denominational varieties of priestly ministry: male 

and female, paid and unpaid, parish and work-based, 

catholic, evangelical, charismatic. Essential reading for 

priests, priests in training, and anyone considering 

ordained ministry. 

Ormonde Plater 

Many Servan ts 
An Introduction to Deacons 

In this newly revised and updated introduction to the 

permanent diaconate, Plater includes a history of 

deacons in the early church, a survey of deacons from 

the Reformation to the present, stories of modern 

diaconal ministries, including first-hand accounts, and 

a discussion of formation, training, and deployment. 

COWLEY PUBLICATIONS 

1-800-225-1534

www.cowley.org
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Thriving in a Large Congregation 

FRANK WADE 

he wise among us will carefully consider the special aspects of the role of 
senior pastor in a large congregation before leaping into it. I have been 

uniquely privileged to serve in a variety of congregations-from rural to small 
town to a large congregation in a major city. Since 1983 I have been rector of St. 
Alban's Episcopal Church in Washington, D.C., where attendance on an average 

Sunday is about 600. It's no megachurch, but certainly big and complex 
enough to fit into the company oflarge congregations. The perspective gained from a long
term pastorate in such a place may have some value for those who are considering a call to a 
similar ministry. 



Most of us in congregational 
minist1y are a little like Teddy 
Roosevelt, who is said to have wanted 
to be the bride at every wedding and 
the corpse at eve1y funeral. There is 
some ham in all of us, and the desire 
to play out our roles on a larger and 
better lit stage is tempting. It is 

tempting because it is rewarding, 
make no mistake about that. But there 
is more to be considered than what 
one might experience at moments of 
high liturgical drama. Many fine 
pastors have followed an upwardly 
mobile career track only to flnd them
selves trapped in a gilded cage or 
leading a life of high-pressure mise1y. 
Neither God nor the Church is 
served in such circumstances, and the 
burned out wrecks of so many of our 
brotl1ers and sisters are evidence iliat 
mishearing God's call can be costly. 

But some do thrive in the role, and 
looking closely at them may provide 
some valuable insight. 

My own journey to this calling 
wound through various judicatory roles 
while I was serving smaller congrega
tions. Service on committees, helping 
to plan judicatory events and 
programs, and working with multiple 
constituencies unlike the basic homo
geneity of a self-selecting congregation 
all served to introduce me to the large 
church pastorate. Discovering that I 
could understand reports, communi
cate effectively with strangers, and 
interpret budgets was personally satis
fying but also an indication of aptitude 
for this ministry. The discove1y that I 
liked politics-boili in the literal sense 
of dealing in the affairs of people and 

in the common sense of getting things 
done in a system-was a major factor. 
I did not know that these involve
ments and discoveries were laying the 
groundwork for a certain ministry, but 
when it came time to consider the call 
to St. Alban's, these points were a 
significant part of my "yes." My "yes" 

was, of course, one of those holy 
guesses that make up a life of faith. I 
really did not know what I was getting 
into, but I have since learned some 
things about the joys and sorrows that 
attend large church ministry. 

Consider Albert Schweitzer, the 
incredibly gifted physician, tl1eolo
gian, concert organist, and missionary 
who did so much to bring witness and 
relief to the people of Africa. I am 
told that he was once asked why he 
did not use his lucrative talents in 
Europe since that would have enabled 
him to send several doctors and 
missionaries to Africa. He replied that 
he knew that, but he had to be tl1ere 
himself. Such thinking gives us 
another reason to admire Dr. 
Schweitzer, but it also indicates that 
he would not have been happy as the 

senior pastor of a large congregation. 
The role is not one that satisfies the 
hands-on, do-it-yourself instinct. 
Senior pastors work with systems 

more than individuals. We make it 
possible for pastoral care to happen on 
a large scale, but we do not often get 
to the hospital ourselves. The intima
cies of congregational life are not our 
regular fare. If one's reward system 
responds mainly to walking with indi
viduals at key moments, the senior 
pastor role will not be especially satis
fying. If one cannot clearly see faces in 
budgets or ministry in meetings, if one 
does not appreciate the gospel procla
mation that can be made by estab
lishing a good policy, or if one does 
not draw pleasure from seeing systems 
work as they should, the ministry 
aspect of this role vvill prove illusive. 

Zubin Metah is a marvelous musi
cian who has conducted orchestras 
all over the world. He once made 
the point that in a symphony tl1e 
conductor makes no sound. Similarly, 
the senior pastor does not do a lot of 
the traditional work of congregational 
ministiy but, like the conductor, he or 
she makes everything else happen. 
Finding delight in making iliings 
happen, as opposed to actually doing 
iliem oneself, is a key to thriving in 
ilie large church pastorate. 

The primary community we serve 
in a pastoral role is the staff. That 
role is more than a little complicated 
by the fact that we hired those people 
and may, on occasion, be required 
to fire them. Our prima1y job is 
to provide clarity for their roles, 
resources for their work, and direction 
in selecting their priorities. We are 
part of every problem they have, as 
well as eve1y success they enjoy. On 
our best days we can lessen tl1eir 

problems and heighten their 
successes. In my experience, the best 
pastoral care I can offer is based on 
prayer. The staff community needs to 
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know that I pray for them daily and, in 
the best of worlds, pray with them 
regularly. Those prayers establish a 
meeting ground where the dynamics 
of the office are less of a factor and 
the dynamics of our lives can have 
freer reign. 

I genuinely like and admire the 
people with whom I work. I care 

about their lives and I think we know 
and trust one another well enough for 
them to call on my pastoral gifts as 
readily as whatever gifts I may have in 
administration, decision making, and 
planning. One would hope that this 
would be the case after 21 years, but it 
is not automatic and does not come 
with every corner office with a nice 
view. Staff issues are common 
concerns among senior pastors and 
much anguish is lavished on them. 
Oftentimes the "senior" part of the 
job must take precedence over the 
"pastor" part. In those difficult times, 
it is hard to enjoy the warm satisfac
tions of caring for the people closest 
to you. Enjoying the role of pater 
familias in the staff setting without 
losing one's humanity or humility is a 
bit of a trick that relies on mental as 
well as spiritual health. But the role 
can be ve1y rewarding, especially if 
one finds joy in seeing others do well. 

Like pastoral care, money is a 
defining quality of life in a large 
congregation. Having a big budget is a 
heady thing. Because of their financial 
abundance, large churches are full of 
possibilities, and the sense of largess is 
satisfying. It is important, however, 
to remember that the topic Jesus 
addressed most often was the spiritual 
dangers of wealth. His point was not 
to celebrate poverty but to emphasize 
the vital importance and challenging 

121 CONGREGATIONS • WINTER 2005 

demands of stewardship. The million
or multi-million-dollar budget is an 
enormous responsibility. Turning 
those assets into useful service in the 
Kingdom of God is no mean task. 
The temptation to wallow in some 
ill-begotten concept of opulence has 
ruined more than one pastor, 
pastorate, and congregation. 

The greater financial base of a 
large congregation can also serve to 
isolate the senior pastor from his or 
her colleagues. The person serving 
amid the rewards and demands of a 
smaller congregation is not likely to 
be sensitive to the pressures and 
issues of the Big Steeple clerics. The 
clergy person who is cranking his own 
mimeograph machine may well think 
that a multi-staff situation would solve 
all of his problems. Actually, of 
course, it simply provides a different 
set of problems-and opportunities. 
These differences in large and small 
congregations make some of the 
bonds of collegiality difficult to 
connect. If, as is often the case, there 
are only one or two large congrega
tions in one's jurisdiction, the result 
can be a particular kind of loneliness 
where there should be a particular 
kind of fellowship. 

Most of the features of large 
church life that make it different from 
that of smaller ones are matters of 
degree rather than actual substance, 
but those degrees make a difference 
worth noting. I find that I work with 
ideas a lot more than I remember 
doing in other congregations. My job 
is to guard and appropriately proclaim 
the principles that govern our congre
gational life. This requires tending the 
junction of ideas and action. Since 
most people and institutions rightly 

focus on action, I have to keep my 
attention on the ideas. Oftentimes, 
otl1ers actually apply the themes and 
principles to programs and events. I 
do a lot of planning, goal setting, clari
fying, and reviewing, and less often 
experience the work and satisfaction of 
leading a small group or joining a 
mission effort. The same can be said 
for community involvements. I meet 
and think with others about needs and 
resources, but I do not get my hands 
dirty as often as I used to or probably 
should. Finding money for a worth
while project is challenging and 
important, but the effort and rewards 
are different from traditional sweat 
equity. I teach and preach to large 
groups and I love it, but it means that 
more people know me than I know in 
return. People hear how I think and 
understand far more often than I get 
to hear how they think and under
stand. This requires a major effort on 
my part to find opportunities to listen 
to others' hearts and minds lest I 
trip into thinking that my view is 
everyone's view or-what is worse
that my view should be everyone's 
view. Large church pastors need to be 
heartily proactive in the work of 
finding out what is going on in the 
lives and, more importantly, inside the 
lives of individuals. 

If I were to sum up my ministry in 
this wonderful place it would be to 
think of myself as a traffic cop on the 
road to Emmaus. It was on that road 
that disciples were discussing the 
events of the days we call Holy Week 
when they were joined by Jesus. As 
they walked, Jesus revealed the truth 
to them by teaching, and ultimately in 
"the breaking of the bread." What I 
have been doing these 21 years is 
helping people-lots of people-get 
on a path where the Lord can speak to 
them, tell them tl1e truth, and share 
the wonder and mystery of worship. 
That may sound simplistic, but it really 
is what all of the meetings, reports, 
speeches, sermons, plans, fundraising, 
and just plain work are about. It is, in 
some ways, a silly way to make a living, 
but it is a wonderful way to live. • 



Congregation Size: 
What the Research Tells Us 
MARLIS MCCOLLUM 

hile considerable attention has been paid in recent years to small 
churches and megachurches, far less has been given to large 

churches-those with a minimum average attendance of 350 but not 
reaching the 2,000 mark often used as the cut-off point for defining a 

megachurch. However, studies and other research efforts have revealed 
some interesting and little-known findings about these churches-and 

church size in general. 
"By any measure, most congregations are small" (p. 17), writes Mark Chaves in 

Congregations in America, in which he describes the findings of the 1998 National 
Congregations Study, a survey of 1,236 U.S. churches, the majority of them Christian and 
Jewish. "Fifty-nine percent of U.S. congregations have fewer than one hundred regular 
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pmiicipants, counting both adults and 
children; 71 percent have fewer than 
one hundred regularly pa1iicipating 
adults" (p. 17-18). These are stunning 
figures, but perhaps even more star
tling is anotl1er statistic Chaves cites: 
that 10 percent of U.S. congrega
tions-the largest ones-contain half 
of tl1e nation's churchgoers 1

• "Even 
though there are relatively few large 
congregations with mm1y members, 
sizable budgets, and numerous staff, 
these large congregations contain most 
of the people involved in organized 
religion in the United States" (p. 18). 

Similar results were obtained by 
later surveys. "Most congregations 
are small. But most worshipers are in 
large congregations" (p. 21), write 
Cynthia Woolever and Deborah 
Bruce in A Field Guide to U.S. 

Congregations, based on the U.S. 
Congregational Life Survey of more 
tl1an 300,000 churchgoers from 434 
congregations, conducted in 2001.2 

"Ten percent of U.S. congregations 
[ the largest ones J draw 50 percent of 

all worshipers each week. Another 40 
percent of congregations have 39 
percent of worshipers attending serv
ices that week. The remaining 50 
percent of all congregations [the 
smallest ones] have only 11 percent of 
tl1e total number of worshipers in a 
given week" (p. 22). 

Similarly, the Faith Communities 
Today (FACT) study, unde1iaken in 
2000 by tl1e Hartford Institute for 
Religion Research at Hartford 
Seminmy, found that only 10 percent 
of U.S. churches have more than 1,000 
regularly pmiicipating adult members. 
Half have fewer than 100 participants, 
and one-fourth have fewer than 503. 

Church Growth: The Where 
and Why 

Fifty-one percent of tl1e congregations 
in tl1e FACT study reported tl1at they 
had grown in the previous five years, 
with 34 percent reporting a member
ship increase of 10 percent or more. 

LARGE CHURCHES ACCOUNT FOR MORE THAN HALF OF ALL 

U.S. CHURCHGOERS 

As Mark Chaves notes In Cong,egatlom In America, In which he analyses the data from the 1998 

National Congregations Study, that study showed that 53 percent of the people who attend

church In the U.S. attend 10 percent of the nation's churches, those with average attendance of 

more than 350- Sixteen percent attend churches with an average attendance exceeding 2,000, 

or a rnegachurch. Even when Cathollc churches, which tend to be larp, are excluded from these 

cakulatlons, 39 percent of American churchaoe,s are still found In 8 percent of the churches

the largest ones. 
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Factors contributing to the greatest 
growth, the Hartford researchers 
found, included being located in the 
suburbs (particularly newer ones), 
offering a variety of social ministries, 
attention to social justice issues, 
denominational loyalty, a clear sense of 
mission, well-organized programs, 
uplifting worship, spiritual muiure, and 
inclusion of contemporary worship 
styles and music-characteristics tl1at 
describe many large churches. 

New suburban communities, 
Hartford researchers Carl Dudley and 
David Roozen found, are particularly 
favorable to the growth of faith commu
nities because they offer the family 
composition, higher educational and 
income levels, and the available 
teenage, male, and young adult popula
tions that are conducive to such growth. 
According to these researchers, the 
larger the congregation, tl1e more male 
participants it has•. In addition, "Newer 
and larger congregations in growing 
suburban communities report a higher 
percentage of active high school youth. 
The ability to attract teenagers and 
youth also contributes to membership 
growth," they write (p. 21). 

Additionally, many large churches 
tend to ve1y socially conscious, develop 
strong ministries, are often located on 
arterial highways or other convenient 
access routes, offer plenty of parking, 
and are frequently highly denomina
tional, the researchers found. "They do 
the tradition and tl1ey do it really well. 
They are not required to be so much 
innovative as excellent," says Dudley, 
faculty emeritus for the Hartford 
Semina,y and the Hartford Institute of 
Religion Research. 

However, Dudley says, "Large 
churches do not necessarily grow at all. 
The growth of a large church is typically 
based on how good a job it has done at 
providing family-based programming." 
Many growing large churches, he says, 
are located in "feeder suburbs"
suburban areas where there is a match 
between a church's ministry and the 
surrounding population's needs and 
desires, causing the community to 
"feed" members into the church. This 



PARTICIPATION IN SMALL, 
MID-SIZE, AND LARGE 
CONGREGATIONS 

According to the Faith Communities Today

study of 14,000 congreptlons from 41 denomi
nations and faith groups, conducted In the sum

mer of 2000, adult participation In congrega

tions of various sizes was distributed as follows: 

Source: Carl 5. Dudley Ind DIYld A. Roozen, •faith 
Communities Toclly: A Report on Rellpln In the United 
States Todly, • Hlrtford Institute for Religion Resurch, 
H1rtford Semln1,y, March 2001, page 8. 

heavy reliance on local support sets the 
large church apart from the 
megachurch. As Dudley points out, 
megachurches are often regional insti
tutions, drawing their members from a 
wide geographical area. Consequently, 
their growth potential tends to be more 
independent of the reaction of the 
people living in the immediate area. 

The Perception of Vitality 

Dudley and Roozen also found that 
larger, newer, and growing congrega
tions are more often described by their 
members as vital and healthy than are 
other congregations, and that the 
perception of vitality contributes to 
continued growth. Older, larger 
congregations-especially those in the 
suburbs-report better financial 
health than other congregations, as 
well. Directly related to a church's 
growth and financial well-being, the 
FACT study suggests, are clarity of 
mission and purpose and the strictness 
of the church's expectations of its 
members. Larger congregations, the 

researchers say, are more likely to be 
clear about their mission and purpose, 
and more likely to emphasize 
personal morality. 

Larger congregations are also more 
likely than others to welcome change, 
the FACT study indicates, especially 
if they are Evangelical and located in 
growing suburban areas or Western 
states. More recently organized 
congregations appear to be more 
willing to change than older congrega
tions, which tend to have more 
established patterns that appear to 
make them less able-or more 
resistant-to making changes. 

When it comes to the breadth of 
program offerings, size makes the most 
significant difference, the Harvard 
researchers contend. "While Sunday 
school, Scripture study, and prayer 
groups are the most universal 
programs, other programs for spiritual 
development seem to require a 
minimum critical mass of participants, 
funding, and building space to sustain 
the activity. Larger congregations, 
therefore, have the option of devel
oping a much broader range of 
programs" (p. 44). 

The ability to offer a wide array of 
programs, in turn, affects reports of 
the church's vitality. "Congregations 
with the broadest offerings of 
programs report greater vitality among 
their members. For many participants, 
community outreach is as much an 
expression of faith as participation in 
prayer groups, liturgical practice, or 
doctrinal study. Congregations working 
for social justice and with a broad array 
of outreach ministries are more likely 
to express vitality. Congregational size 
has the predictable effect on social 
ministries, with larger congregations 
generating more programs and 
speaking to more issues" (p. 47). 

Scores on Spiritual Growth and 
Nurturance 

Size alone, however, should not be 
viewed as a reliable predictor of 
growth, cautions Deborah Bruce, asso-

ciate research manager of the 
Research Se1vices Office of the 
Presbyterian Church (USA). Like the 
FACT study, her research with Cynthia 
Woolever revealed that a church's 
commitment to caring for its children 
and young people through adequate 
programming is a significant predictor 
of church growth. So is level of partici
pation. In other words, says Bruce, 
"the degree to which people are 
involved in more than just worship"
whether that takes the form of singing 
in the choir, teaching a Sunday school 
class, participating in a small group, 
serving on a committee, or getting 
involved in the church's outreach 
programs-is a strong indicator of how 
likely the church is to grow. 

Size may actually be a drawback in 
some ways. As Woolever and Bruce 
note in Beyond the Ordinary: 10 
Strengths of U.S. Congregation, 
although worshipers in mid-size and 
large congregations report being "more 
satisfied with the spiritual nurture they 
receive from their congregation" (p. 20) 
than those attending small congrega
tions ( those with average attendance 
under 100), small church members 
gave much higher ratings on factors 
relating to "growing spiritually" than 
did those attending larger churches. 

Perhaps most significantly, small 
churches received the highest average 
scores from their members on the 
following six out of the ten strengths 
Woolever and Bruce believe are tied to 
church growth:5 

growing spiritually 

meaningful worship 

participating in the congregation 

• having a sense of belonging

sharing faith

empowering leadership

Mid-size congregations had the 
highest average scores on the following 
three strengths: 

caring for children and youth 

• focusing on the community

looking to the future

Large congregations received the 
highest average score on only one 
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strength: welcoming new people. 
Contrary to what they expected, the 
authors say their research indicates 
that congregations with high scores on 
their Growing Spiritually Index are 
less likely to be growing numerically. 

"Unfortunately, congregations that are 
strong in the area of spiritual growth 
are rarely strong in welcoming new 
people, a congregational strength that 

powerfully predicts growing in 
numbers" (p. 23). Nevertheless, they 
caution against viewing growth as the 
key to determining a congregation's 
health and vitality, and warn that 
"congregations whose members fail to 
spiritually change and grow" are likely 
to ultimately see membership 
declines-and possibly even their 
own demise.6 

• 
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Pastor-Centered Churches versus Large Congregations 
Large congregations are vastly different from smaller congregations in a number of ways, as are the roles of their pastors. Alban 
Institute senior consultant Gil Rendle has drawn the following conclusions about these churches from his work with congregations 
of various sizes. 

PASTOR-CENTERED CHURCHES 

(average attendance: 75-200) 

Pastor-driven. The pastor is often the primary or only provider of 

focus, program oversight, pastoral care, and leadership energy. 

Pastor-dependent. The pastor's personality and effectiveness are the 

primary determinants of the congregation's growth and success. 

More relational than organizational. The currency of leadership is in 

the forming, managing, and shaping of relationships. 

LARGE CHURCHES 

(average attendance: 350-2,000) 

Staff-driven. Aspects of ministry typically handled by the pastor in 

smaller churches-such as pastoral care and program oversight-in 

the large church are typically handled by other staff members. 

Staff-dependent. The staff's effectiveness and ability to work in 

harmony with each other and with lay leaders determine the success 

and growth of the congregation. Healthy communication and effec

tive accountability systems are therefore a must. 

More organizational than relational. The currency of leadership is 

organizational, through attention to vision, goals, staff supervision, 

and outcomes. 



Communal and relational advantages. The size of the congregation Mission advantages. Financial and human resources enable large 

supports a sense of community and creates a familial environment, churches to develop and sustain numerous and varied programs. 

in which members typically know and care about each other. 

Characterized by homogeneity and simplicity. These churches tend to Characterized by complexity and diversity. Large churches tend to 

have homogeneous memberships and limited options in regard to offer a variety of worship styles, music, and program offerings, thus 

worship styles, music, and programs. attracting people of diverse backgrounds, ages, and interests. 

Expect conformity. Individuals tend to be expected to conform to the Expect individuality. Individuals control their level of participation 

style and level of participation of other members. A willingness to and commitment. Because of the variety of offerings available in 

work closely with others and establish close relationships with them large churches, individuals may choose to opt for small-group inti-

is often expected. macy or full-group anonymity. 

Private communities. Often have a singular purpose and tend to be Public presence. Large churches have a significant institutional pres-

self-contained communities. ence in the community, and their leaders are able to speak to 

multiple issues and audiences in the community. 

Denominationally supported. Pastor-centered churches tend to rely Less denominationally supported. Large churches tend to look outside 

on denominational support for resources and training. their denominations for resources and training. 

Broad leadership role. The pastor's role and responsibilities tend to be Narrow leadership role. The senior pastor's role and responsibilities 

broad and encompassing, requiring a generalist approach. tend to be focused on preaching, visioning, staffing issues, develop-

ment, and working with the governing board. 

Heavy reliance on volunteers. The pastor is often the only paid staff Heavy reliance on staff. Programs are of such a magnitude and 

member. In many other small churches, the pastor and one other complexity that trained staff are needed to fulfill the roles that 

person constitute the paid staff. volunteers are able to fill in smaller churches. 

Governing board meetings are brainstorming and decision- Governing board meetings are moments of discernment and visioning 

making sessions. and-at best-events where direction and policy are set. 

Vision alignment takes place within the governing board and in the Vision alignment and organizational strategy take place in 

work and focus of the pastor. staff meetings. 

Personalized expectations. Members are often willing to accept what- High expectations. Expectations of quality are high, so greater atten-

ever leaders and members offer-of whatever quality. tion is given to detail and quality in the large church. 

Personalized discontent. Discontent often has a very personal orienta- Organized discontent. Large churches are more vulnerable to 

tion around the practices or personality of the pastor. organized discontent because leaders are not as involved with 

members, and dissatisfaction can therefore go undetected for an 

extended period of time, leading to people to organize around 

their dissatisfaction. 

Multiple networking opportunities. Pastors of smaller churches have Limited networking opportunities. Pastors of large churches have few 

many opportunities to network and form friendships with pastors of opportunities to network with pastors of similar churches. 

similar churches. 
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So Many People, So Little Time 
The Challenge for Large Churches 
GREG COOTSONA 
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y friend Derek and I have both served large churches, and we're 
constantly looking for the perfect number-the exact size at which a 
church gets too big and loses its character as a Christian community. We 
want to know when a church simply becomes a mass of strangers. Is 
there a time, for example, when it has to "double down" and stait a 

second congregation? And when will we know? Although the specific 
integer fascinates us, a related question of greater imp01tance has emerged: How can big 

churches maintain intimacy and nurture healthy relationships among their members? 
Life in a variety of congregations has certainly taught me both the benefits and liabilities 

of large congregations-and by "large" I mean having an average of between 500 and 2,000 



people in worship on Sundays. My first 
experience came as a college student in 
a church with three Sunday worship 
services attended by a total of about 
1,200 people. Currently, I serve as asso
ciate pastor of Bidwell Presbyterian in 
Chico, California, which sees about 700 
on an average Sunday in its sanctuary. 
In between these chapters of church 
life, I participated in a church with 60 
members in worship on Sundays. A few 
years later, I served as associate pastor 
of Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in 
New York City, which averaged around 
1,200 during my six years there. In my 
two decades in churches, about 90 
percent of my time has been spent in 
large congregations. 

A moment ago, I conceded tl1at big 
churches often lack intimacy, and I 
expect many of you nodded your heads, 
thinking, "This is precisely the problem 
of a large church-it's not a real 
Christian community. Look, Jesus had 
only 12 disciples. A large congregation 
becomes just one gigantic exercise in 
herding sheep and producing mounds 
of policies and procedures." 

You're light, it can and often does. A 
large church can also be a hotbed for 
plide ("Look how big we are. Look how 
dynamic we are. Look at how God is 
moving. Look at us!"). Witl1 its jungles of 
forms and intlicate tangle of committees, 
it can also become a bureaucratic offense 
to the way of Jesus. And despite ilie 
inherent plide of many larger churches, 
they certainly have no lock on producing 
ilie best Chlistian leaders. Presbytelian 
churches of about 100 mem hers have 
produced two of ilie most dynamic 
voices in our country, auiliors Anne 
Lamott and Kailileen Norlis. 

In light of these contentions, I need 
to build a case for large churches. Here 
are four basic reasons: 

• They provide resources suffi
cient for quality programming.
For instance, a 50-member choir
led by a full-time choir director
sounds better than a six-member
one staffed by a part-time high
school band teacher.

• Their facilities and numbers
offer more effective outreach-

an important benefit if we want to 
proclaim the Gospel to people 
who aren't yet inside our doors. 
Fifth Avenue Presbyterian is an 
example of this. It accounted for 
10 percent of the New York City 
presbytery in terms of members 
and 25 percent of the growth. The 
percentages are similar for Bidwell 

Presbyterian and the Sacramento 
Presbytery. (Part of large 
churches' success at outreach 
stems from the current desire for 
anonymity in checking out a 
church. I've heard one too many 
stories about young people 
walking into small congregations 
and having every head turn.) 

• Larger congregations achieve
efficiency of resources. This is
tl1at old Economics 101 "economy
of scale" idea. In more biblically
grounded terms, we're talking
about stewardship of resources. In
other words, one pastor caring for
30 people is not nearly as efficient
as one caring for 200. Also, it
simply requires an ample number
of congregants to afford a church
building, the accompanying utility
bills, and a pastor's salary.

• Larger churches offer an
assembly of smaller "congrega
tions" in the same stage of life.
In oilier words, there emerges a
c1itical mass in discrete demo
graphics. For example, youth
groups consisting of three people
simply do not attract participation
as well as those witl1 30 members
do. Larger churches ilierefore offer
their members greater opportuni
ties for connecting witl1 others in
the same stage of life. And, because
of ilieir ability to offer a valiety of
programming, iliey tend to attract
members of all ages and a vaiiety of
oilier demographics.

So, large congregations are not Satan 
in ecclesis. But do tl1ey fulfill Chiist's 
call to true koinonia, or Christian 
fellowship? Here I lean on Jesus' words 
in John 13:34 as the final criterion: "I 
give you a new commandment, that you 
love one another. Just as I have loved 
you, you also should love one another." 
Christ's ultimate work of love is self-

sacrifice. But too often we slip into 
"Fine, how are you's" during coffee 
hour as the sole (soul?) form of "fellow
ship." Or perhaps-especially for 
Presbyterians-"community" equals 
coming together at a committee 
meeting. But true koinonia is where we 
ask one another, "How are you?" and 
truly listen to the answer! If that's not 
true, we are not realizing God's gift 
of community. 

Having offered the advantages for 
large churches and Christ's goal for 
Christian community, it's time to tackle 
the big nemesis of large congregations: 
finding tl1at church members are 
simply strangers lost in a crowd-with 
the result that new members come in 
one door and, in a short time, leave 
through another. As daunting as this 
problem may seem, it is entirely 
surmountable. Below I outline six 
strategies for creating koinonia. 

Small Group Communities 

I once engaged George Gallup as a 
speaker at Fifth Avenue Presbytelian. 
He's a wonderful Christian. Not only 
did he challenge our congregation with 
a call to spiritual nurture, but he also 
spoke of how critical small groups are 
for developing Christian community. 

A large church must find ways to 
grow smaller as it grows larger. The 
concept of building intentional gather
ings of tl1ree to 12 people who meet 
regularly for prayer, fellowship, and 
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study is textbook wisdom. Go to your 
local Christian bookstore and you'll 
find abundant mate1ial on the subject, 
but one of my denomination's own, 
Roberta Hestenes, realized a couple of 
decades ago that Presbyterians have a 
ready-made answer to small group 
community. They can turn "commit
tees into communities." In other 
words, why not see the weekly or 
monthly gathering of Session, Worship 
Committee, and even staf

f 
as a 

covenanting small group? Why not 
take these meetings and set aside time 
in them to nurture one another's spiri
tual lives? By doing this herself, 
Hestenes discovered that when people 
are nurtured in fellowship, there isn't 
as much pointless babble in the meet
ings, and the business gets handled 
more efficiently. At Bidwell 
Presbyterian, our head of staff, Steve 
Schibsted, believes this community 
model starts with senior staff-that if 
the value of intimate Christian 
koinonia is a priority at Bidwell, it 
must start with us. As a result, our 
senior staf

f 
has sought to model this by 

making sure we include in the weekly 
agenda time for sharing our lives and 
for prayer together. 

Creative Adult Education 

Related to tl1e call for intentional small 
groups, but often forgotten, is the 
importance of excellent adult educa
tion. If you're going to get to know your 
congregation as a pastor, you'll have to 
expand beyond greeting members at 
coffee hour or at the door after the 
worship service, and making appoint
ments to meet with individuals in your 
office. Here's where adult education 

classes help. I regularly teach at least 
one class a week in five-week incre
ments. (I describe tl1is model more 
fully in "Renewing Minds" in tl1e winter 
2004 issue of CONGREGATIONS.) Why 
the five-week blocks? First of all, it's a 
lengtl1 of time to which people can 
commit easily without failing. More 
imp01tantly for the topic at hand, I'm 
able in this way to "shuffle the deck" and 
encounter a variety of members from 
my congregation throughout the year
at the same time providing oppo1tunities 
for them to meet one another. 

Volunteering and Fellowship 

The worst sentence a pastor can hear 
is, 'Tm not needed in this church." 
Large congregations with sizable staffs 
of professionals may offor the illusion

of taking care of everything without 
needing tl1e help of church members. 
Let's take this to the extreme: 
Megachurches like Willow Creek near 
Chicago and Saddleback Community 
Church in Lake Forest, California 
continue to attract and retain members 
because they know the importance of 
volunteer recruitment. Harvard 
Business Review has even studied 
Willow Creek's metl1ods, and 
Saddleback has included a means for 
new members to discover their 
"ministries," one of the four "bases" of 
their assimilation process. At Bidwell, 
we have constructed a "Gifts and Call" 

class designed to follow our "New 
Members" class. It guides our new 
Bidwellians to discover their gifts and 
then to see where they can connect 
with the church. 

You Can't Know Them All 

It's important to realize that, in a 
church where 500 to 2,000 people 
come to worship every Sunday, you 
will not know all of their names. This 
is primarily a call to psychological 
health. In other words, "It's okay, 
you're only human." The recognition 
of this human limitation is necessary 
and sometimes painful, such as when 
a church shifts from being a small 
congregation to a large one. There 
used to be a time when the entire 
congregation of Bidwell Presbyterian 
Church could gather in our sanctuary. 
There used to be a time when the 
senior pastor knew eve1yone's name. 
This day has passed. It needs to be 
both mourned (because it is definitely 
a loss) and celebrated. There will 
always be those who can't stand me
my personality, the way I preach, my 
nose ring (actually I don't have one, 
but if I did, it might be a problem). 

The up side of a multiple staff is that 
these members can connect with 
another pastor. 

The Role of a Multiple Staff 

A multiple staff is not just multiple 
people doing the same thing as a solo 
pastor. In larger congregations, all the 
pastors can't attend any one event. 
That doesn't increase your effective
ness at all. According to my reckoning, 
four pastors engaging in the same 
event that only one pastor previously 
attended actually decreases the effec-



tive use of your resources by 300 
percent. Let's be honest, congregants 
like it when all their pastors are at 
their committee meetings or raffles. 
But we've had to learn to utter 
sentences such as, 'Tm son)', but all 
five ministers can't attend the 
Presbyterian Women's Christmas Tea, 

but Jim will be there." And, tlms, 
other ministers are freed to take the 
church's youth on a retreat, prepare a 
sermon, or even take a day of 
Sabbath. In addition, the participation 
of multiple pastors can move closer to 
that much-desired pastoral attribute 
of omnipresence, or at least multi
presence. In other words, there can 
be pastors in multiple places at the 
same time. 

Keep in Prayer 

I've heard the st01)' of a pastor visiting 
a woman from his congregation at 
an assisted-living facility. He had been 
told that this woman was suffering 
from dementia and might not even 
remember his name. As soon as he 
arrived at the bedside-and before 
he even spoke-she exclaimed, "Jeff, 
it's so good to see you. I've been 
praying for you." The pastor knew 
what kept her mind sharp and her 
heart active. It was prayer. Prayer life 
increases care life. Indeed, it increases 
our ability to connect with our congre
gations. It even physically sharpens 
the brain. Studies in the bot field of 
"neuroplasticity" have verified that 
using the brain actually strengthens it, 
just as physical exercise tones muscles. 

So, pastors, keep praying! The 
Apostle Paul is our model here. Check 

out 1 Thessalonians. It begins, "We 
give thanks to God always for you all, 
constantly mentioning you in our 
prayers ... " (1.2). In every letter 
(except Galatians, where he's so angry 
he forgets to do it), Paul prays for the 
communities he loves and to whom 
he's writing. It keeps his relationships 

alive even at a distance. And that 
practice helps me, too. Physically, I 
cannot be with most of the members 
of Bidwell most of the time. In addi
tion, I often feel as if I suffer from 
declining memory as I look at the sea 
of faces during the worship service 
and recall seemingly few names. But 

I've made it my practice to pull out 
the pictorial directory and pray 
through a page or two. Or, when I 
meet a new college student at our 
church dinner following the Sunday 
evening service, I jot down his name 
and intercede the next day. Gradually, 
I've come to know the names of 
many of the people in my care and, 
more importantly, I've deepened 
my ministry 

So, in conclusion, Derek and I will 
stay committed to the viability of 
pastoral minist1)' in large congrega
tions-with both its benefits and chal
lenges-while, of course, we keep 
discussing that optimal number. 
There is one final element I haven't 
yet mentioned: Though I've written 
this article with professional church 
staff in mind, the experience of 
pastoring a larger congregation has 
taught me that not all community is 
pastor-centered. In large churches, 
ministry does not equal the minister. 
This, indeed, may be tl1e most impor
tant lesson of all. • 

SIX PATHS TO CREATING COMMUNITY IN LARGE CHURCHES 

OR:UW¥foh�M11i11i•hlm;gNurture intentional communities of three to 12 people. 
These will help a large church grow smaller. 

�m:iflfflm'eMultiple classes throughout the year offer the staff excellent ways 
to connect with church members (and non-members). 

�\'lil:lftd#ID!t.1JJ:Jifml �·riJ1Jjfl]j4f:TffiR!Il,w1.Illfi]!.Classes (and/or a volunteer 
coordinator) are indispensable for helping new members find their niche in the church. 

�·)•i!i!,�lt's okay. You're only human.Just make sure 
your congregational members are connected with someone on the staff. 

�It is important to communicate clearly to the congregation 
that not all pastors can participate in all events, and that there are advantages to this 
arrangement. When one pastor is present at an event, there is a pastoral presence. That's 
enough. By limiting the number of pastors at any one event, there can be a pastoral 
presence in several places at once. 

-,-,�This is God's way of keeping us connected-and remembering namesl
as well a key responsibility for our church work. 
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A Structure and Process 
Research has shown that leaders of large congregations deal with much more 

complex daily management issues than do small church pastors. But how do 

they do so while still providing a leadership that shapes a community of faith 

out of a diverse group of gathered people? This question is still being 

explored, but one answer that appears to be emerging is that effective 

visionary leaders of large congregations tell stories. 

Alban consultant 
(;il Bendle explores the 
power of story to shape 
congregational rnission 

and idcntitiy 

In a stunning article wiitten in 1987, J. Gordon Kingsley, 
then president of William Jewell College in Liberty, 
Missouri, tried to answer the question of what a 
college president does. 1 Naturally, he acknowledged 
all of the business of leading: the meetings, the phone 
calls, the handshakes, the presentations, the dinners, 
the budgets, the spreadsheets, the personnel issues
the list goes on. But, having summarized the activities 
and tasks of a president, Kingsley made the claim that 
all of this is still not at the heait of what a college 

president does. In claiming the central purpose of the president's role, Kingsley turned to images of the 
bard, the poet, "the solitary singer galvanizing a people to noble, even heroic action by the power of 
Their St01y" (p. 18). With conviction, and with a suitably convincing telling, Kingsley wrote that the real 
work of the president is to learn the sto1y of the college in order to tell its sto1y-to help others find 
their place in that story, so that they can become pa1ticipants in writing the college's next chapter. 
Kingsley was pointing to the critical difference between all of the management activities that determine 
how an organization fulfills its purpose and the critical leadership skill of being able to give voice to 
why an organization fulfills its purpose. 
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I would argue that Kingsley's thinking 
has direct application not only to 
colleges and their presidents, but also to 
congregations and their leaders. 
Leaming, telling, and rewiiting the story 
of the congregation is, I believe, a key 
and c1itical practice of leadership in the 
large congregation that needs to be 
understood more deeply. Attention to 
congregational size confirms that leaders 
in large congregations must develop 

more administrative and organizational 
forms of leadership. This shift challenges 
tl1e management skills and capacities of 
many large congregation leaders, who 
ai·e suddenly responsible for a complex 
organization wiili often competing 
differences and a sensitivity to quality 
and pe1formance-all of which can no 
longer be negotiated by simply getting 
people togetl1er to agree, as is often 
done in small churches. Indeed, it is 
essential for large congregation leaders 
to master many of ilie organizational and 
administrative tasks named by Kingsley 
as tl1e responsibility of a president of a 
college. But still we are not talking of 
leadership-of what makes the commu
nity "hum," gives action purpose, gives 
faith meaning, makes ministry live. 

Increasingly, I believe I am watching 
leadership surface in a new way as 
leaders tell the stories of tl1eir congrega
tions. The effective use of sto1y is lead
ership that goes well beyond efficient 
and effective organizational manage
ment. To be sure, large congregations 
require effective management, but a 
well-run organization does not call a 
person to personal searching, nor a 
community to reach beyond its own 
comfmt for greater pmpose. 
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The Power of Story 

In tl1e stmy of Estl1er in tl1e Hebrew 
Bible, Mordecai learns of a plot to destroy 
tl1e Jews. Haman, an officer of King 
Ahasuerus, plots against the Jews because 
Mordecai, himself a Jew, will not bow 
down before him as did all the otl1er 
se1vants of the king. When Mordecai, 
knowing iliat all will be lost if tl1e king is 
not alerted, charges Estl1er witl1 going to 

the king in her role as queen to plead on 
behalf of tl1e Jews, Estl1er shrinks from 
the task because she has not been 
summoned to speak witl1 the king, a 
considerable problem since tl10se who 
speak uninvited are subject to deatl1. But 
Mordecai is not put off. He retells 
Esther's own sto1y in a way to empower 
and embolden her. "Who knows?" he says. 

"Perhaps you have come to royal dignity 
for just such a time as this." In his retelling 
he shifts Estl1er's understanding of herself 
from one of powerlessness as one of tl1e 
seivants of the king to a position of power 
in which she sees herself in a role of royal 
dignity. She is moved from fear to 
courage-all in tl1e retelling of who she is. 

Powerful stmies do not need to be long 
and elaborate. Jesus, walking by tl1e Sea of 
Galilee, came upon two brotl1ers, Simon 
and Andrew, who were fishermen. "Follow 
me," he said to them, "and I will make you 
fishers of men." In this very brief retelling 
of Simon and Andrew's stories, Jesus used 
simple wordplay (from fishermen to 
fishers of men) and the first disciples 
answered ilie call and set out to do tl1ings 
they had never before dreamed of. 

There are modern-day examples of the 
power of even the simplest stmy, as well. 
For instance, in a community divided by 

factions, one congregation realized that 
they were a safe place for all parties to 
meet, so they began to tell their story as 
the town "meeting place." This retelling 
of their place in the community shifted 
them from a passive role to one of active 
ministry in reconciling groups with 
contentious differences. 

Howard Gardner, professor of educa
tion at Harvard University, wiites that 
when one thinks of the leader "as a story

teller, whose stories must 
wrestle witl1 tl1ose tl1at are 
already operative in tl1e minds 
of the audience, one obtains a 
powe1ful way of conceptualizing 
ilie work of leading."2 Gardner 
says tl1e visionaiy leader doesn't 
just reheai·se or retell an existing 
story but, having learned the 
story of tl1e people, actually 
creates a new stmy iliat 
produces change. Jesus took 
simple Galilean fishermen and 

gave tl1em a better story to live: as fishers 
of men. Similarly, tl1e "better story" told 
effectively and embodied authentically by 
tl1e leader of the large congregation galva
nizes, directs, and provides leadership. 

Old Centers No Longer Hold 
-----

The people participating in large congre
gations are less and less able to find a 
common center around ilie links that 
once held people in congregational 
community togetl1er. Personal family 
relationships, ethnic identity, a shared 
denominational histmy or identity, 
polity-tl1e way of"doing church"-or a 
neighborhood location were ways in tl1e 
past by which the people in a congrega
tion could share a commonly held center. 
While these centers can still hold in 
smaller congregations, tl1ey have, for tl1e 
most part, disappeared in tl1e large 
congregation. People are drawi1 to large 
congregations for tl1e multiple opportu
nities and choices among programs, for 
tl1e alternative worship settings they 
represent, and for tl1e small group 
connection wiili oiliers like them that 
tl1ey offer, all of which underscore the 
differences tliat people bring to the 



congregation rather than providing a 
common center that all share. 

Increasingly, what seems to form the 
new center in the large congregation is 
the story-the narrative of who we are as 
a congregation, as a people of faith. The 
story that one large congregation tells is 
of being a place where people of great 
theological and social differences can 
gather, but where discernment and deci
sions will come from their center as a 
part of the reformed Christian move
ment. People of great differences in 
this congregation know that they are 
welcome, but that their congregation will 
behave in a way guided by tradition. The 
story that another large congregation 
tells is one that begins in the moments of 
high risk taken during the turmoil of the 
national civil rights movement in the 
United States. Participants know that 
their congregation, true to its history, will 
continue to seek social justice on a wide 
number of fronts, not all of which they 
will agree upon. To be sure, there are 
many smaller stories in each of these 
large congregations that serve as exam
ples and evidence of how the larger st01y 
of "who we are" rings true. The power of 
the story in the large congregation is that 
people can share a sense of "belonging" 

as long as they can see themselves in and 
as pait of the larger story, yet they do not 
need to be in agreement or share great 
similarities witl1 everyone else. 

In one large urban congregation in tl1e 
middle of a large metropolitan city, where 

people of very great differences live day 
by day, the central unifying story is one of 
the gathering together of great diversity. 
Members of the congregation see their 
church as having received this location as 
a gift from God, so they include in their 
congregation a ve1y wide range of people 
of different ages, races, economic means, 
genders, sexual orientations, nationalities, 
political alignments, and theological 
backgrounds, and they encourage people 
to hold these differences proudly. Like 
many large congregations, they are able 
to hold all the tension of their differences 
because the individual participants do not 
need to engage all of these differences 
directly. Participants can appreciate the 
differences present in the congregation, 
but because the congregation is large and 
provides multiple small groups and task 
forces with focused purpose, individuals 
can make their deeper connections in 
subgroups of people that they find to be 
much more like themselves. The idea of a 
fully diverse congregation and the visible 
witness to their differences can easily be 
seen in public moments, such as times of 
worship. But members and participants 
in the large congregation do not need to 
reconcile all of these differences. 
Diversity can be appreciated in the large 

gathe1ing and in tl1e identity of the 
congregation. But individual participants 
then commonly participate in small group 
programs with the people with whom 
they have the most in common-such as 
the people focused on public policy, the 

people centered on spiritual healing, the 
people who are gay and lesbian, or the 
people committed to neighborhood 
mission. Reflecting on the tension 
between the diversity of the whole and 
the similarities sought out in smaller 
groups, the senior pastor observed that 
"belonging" is never negotiated in the 
congregation. As long as individuals are 
able to see themselves in the congrega
tion's st01y about the inclusion of the 
great differences in God's creation they 
can both participate themselves and 
welcome the participation of others who 
do not share their particular interests or 
life experiences. 

Connection, Resonance, Meaning 

Clearly, leadership is not telling people 
what tl1ey want to hear. It is not creating 
the story witl1 enough "spin" to manipu
late people for personal or congregational 
advantage. Leadership happens when the 
leader tells a story sufficiently healthy, 
authentic, and pmposeful for others to 
feel connection, respond with resonance, 
and find greater meaning. Connection 
happens when people are able to say to 
themselves, "I see myself in that st01y." 

Connection seems not to rely 
upon full agreement or a need 
for compliance from otl1ers. To 
feel like a part of the larger 
whole seems to be enough. 

Resonance suggests that the 
hist01icity or accuracy of the 
story is not as important as the 
question of whether or not it 
1ings hue. When the story rings 
true it enables tl1e listeners to 
generate a new way of thinking 
and acting that embraces-and 
even advances-tl1e truth ilie 
story represents. 3 

Meaning suggests that a 
purposefulness is found in the 
story. We increasingly under

stand faitl1 and religion as a doorway to 
creating meaning in our lives. Much has 
been written about the spiritual search for 
meaning that has taken hold in a post
modern, post-9/11 world that found mate
rialism and consumption to be empty and 
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science and technology to be incomplete 
by themselves. The life-giving story has to 
point beyond ourselves and our congre
gation to some greater purpose. As such, 
the empowering st01y of the congrega
tion must be connected to the much 
larger story of our faith. 

Telling a Congregation's Story 

How do leaders provide st01y leadership? 
The most probable answer to that ques
tion is that they do so intuitively. Good 
leaders in large congregations seem to 
just know the power of story and intu
itively learn to use the congregation's 
sto1y to shape the community and guide 
ministry. Narrative the01y applied to 
organizations, institutions, and commu
nity has not been public long enough to 
give a rich language to this leadership by 
story. Nonetheless, there is a structure 
and a process that leaders bring to the 
authentic telling of the story. In this brief 
article, that structure might be captured 
simply in the notion of'leaming, chal
lenging, and collaborating. 

The first movement of leading by st01y 
is to learn the st01y that is currently being 
lived. This is leadership by listening
listening to how a people talk about 
themselves: the metaphors they use, the 
way in which behavior and attitude do or 
do not match tl1eir words, the mem01ies 
captured and retold, and also the memo
ries forgotten or denied. The leader, at 
this stage, does tl1e homework of the 
objective, or dispassionate, learner, whose 
task is to capture the larger picture of tl1is 
congregation in tl1e real context of its 
own hist01y, its changing environment, 
and in a shifting culture. The leader 
learns what is said and unsaid, seen and 
unseen, and willingly searches for 
com1ections to the biblical text and to 
spiritual practices. 
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Having listened, the leader tl1en 
begins to tell the story of what was 
learned. In this second movement of 
leadership, tl1e retelling task of tl1e leader 
is always directed to helping the people 
find and live tl1e "better" story of tl1eir 
future. To be in relationsl1ip with God, 
who believes that we can ever be more 
tl1an we presently are, means to submit 
our st01ies of who we are to the challenge 
of the story of who we might be. So the 
leader sl1ifts from the listening mode to 
tl1e talking mode. As the st01y is retold, 
tl1e leader challenges whetl1er tl1ere can 
be more or less to the story-more 
healtl1, more depth, more meaning, or 
less fear, less caution, less control. This 
period of challenge produces anxiety for 
all, including the leader. When our 
st01ies are challenged our identity is 
questioned, and tl1is is experienced as a 
moment of chaos. What was once known 
is now unce1tain, and what was once 
home is now wilderness. We all do not 
behave at our best in such anxiety, so tl1e 
leader must provide support and safety 
along with the challenge of tl1e retelling 
in order to help the people stay with and 
live into their new st01y. 

The third movement of'leadership by 
st01y comes as leader and people 
together use what tl1ey have learned to 
collaborate on tl1e new telling of the story 
or the wiiting of its next chapter. Some 
large congregations use formal planning 
processes at tl1is collaborative stage. 
Planning is a p1ime opportm1ity for tl1e 
congregation to rehearse the formation 
questions of ministry tl1at rest at tl1e 
center: Who are we? What has God 
called us to do? Who is our neighbor?" 
Some leaders use focusing moments such 
as leadersl1ip retreats since tl1ese are 
times to step away from daily duties and 
consider tl1e "big picture" tl1at allows for 
thinking about tl1e future in a new way. 
Leaders will commonly use tl1e estab-

lished paths of structured 
conversations that come out of 
sermons, teaching moments, 
staff meetings, and governing 
board discussions. The new 
telling or the next chapter often 
has the energy tl1at ignites 
passion in people, and a clarity 
that attracts people. In the large 

congregation, tl1e new story does not 
always have all members' agreement. In 
fact, tl1e new collaboration is often the 
product of and dependent upon tl1e 
ongoing argument and accommodation 
tl1at will continue into tl1e future as a way 
to shape and shai1)en the story. 

But is it Leadership? 

The Nmth American assumption of'lead
ership is tl1at it must be decisive and 
directive, a kind of leadership in wl1ich 
tl1e single leader points a direction that 
otl1ers cannot see. Leaders in large 
congregations do need to be decisive and 
able to make decisions at appropriate 
moments. But tl1e truer act of'leadersl1ip 
in the faith community-particularly in 
large, diverse congregations-is to stand 
with a people to discern togetl1er a future 
tl1at is faitl1ful to God's call. The impor
tance of shaping and claiming the story 
of identity and purpose in tl1e large 
congregation stands out as even greater 
than the management tasks of budget, 
personnel, and program development. It 
is the leadership that stands at tl1e center 
of the congregation. + 
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Senior Pastor or CEO? 
The Challenges of Balance in Large Church Leadership 
MARLIS MCCOLLUM 

astors transitioning from a small or mid-size congregation to a large 
church often believe their work will be much the same, only on a 

larger scale. Nothing could be further from the truth, say those who
have already taken the leap. 

When the Alban Institute interviewed eight ministers from five denomina
tions about their own moves to large congregations, all described the large 

church ex'Perience as markedly different from that of past01ing a smaller church. Gone 
are the days of spending large portions of time personally tending one's flock, using 
board meetings as brainstorming sessions to flesh out fledgling ideas, and working 
closely with a handful of long-term staff members and a well-known cadre of volunteers. 
Instead, the pastor spends more time with his or her staff than with congregants, 
surrenders many aspects of minist1y to a large and continually changing staff, and 
assumes responsibility for the management and administration of an organization that is 
far more complex than any he or she has typically known previously. 

According to Joseph Britton, associate dean of Yale Divinity School, the large church 
has very different staffing and leadership needs than the small church. Far more staff are 
needed to handle tasks that can be effectively hcmdled by volunteers in small churches, 
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and the church leader takes on a much 
broader scope of responsibility and a more 
public role. There are also financial chal
lenges in large churches that do not exist in 
smaller ones, he points out, such as larger 
congregations' need to rely on a variety of 
sources for funding, including endowments. 

In addition, worship services, staff 
assignments, program innovations, and 
ministe1ial commitments must be planned 
and scheduled years in advance. "In the 
mid-size church, you are generally planning 
for the next year. In the large church, you 
need to plan three to four years out," says 
Laurel Hallman, senior minister of First 
Unitarian Church of Dallas, a congregation 
of nearly 1,000 members and an average 
worship attendance of 500. 

Similarly, a great deal of preparation is 
necessary before a proposal is brought 
before the governing body of a large 
church. Due to the sheer number of 
reports to be heard and decisions to be 
made at these meetings, there is little room 
for the kind of discussion that takes place in 
small churches' board meetings. Instead, 

when a proposal is brought before a large 
church's governing body, "it's a 'go' or 'no 
go' situation," says Norbe1t Oesch, former 
pastor of what was then a 4,600-member 
church, St. John's Lutheran Church in 
Orange, California, and current executive 
leader of the Pastoral Leadership 
Institute, which has provided leadership 
training to pastors for the last seven years. 

On the plus side, large churches have 
the opportunity to do programs that 
smaller churches are not able to do, but 
the more programs a church offers, the 
larger its management strncture becomes. 
More people are needed to coordinate and 
manage the church's various programs and 
more funding is needed to support them, 
necessitating increased oversight of the 
revenues and expenditures associated with 
each program. 

Sh01tly after transitioning to a large 
church, most ministers find themselves in 
a state of shock---or surp1ise, at a 
minimum---over these dramatic changes 
in their roles and responsibilities, as well 
as the organizational strncture of the new 

TEN KEYS TO Success IN LARGE CHURCH MINISTRY 

orbert Oesch, executive leader of the Pastoral Leadership Institute, which has provided 

leadership training to ministers since 1997, offers the following advice to those about to 

embark on their first large church ministry. 

Get leadership training for yourself that Includes some system of support and accountability. 

Keep as your primary focus the goal of connecting people to God. 

Learn what to say"no"to. 

Invest your best energy and resources In Sunday mornings. That is still where So percent of 

your outreach happens. 

Trust your people and love them. Trust their capabilities, their love for the Lord, and their 

desire for the good of the church. 

, Lead from strength and staff to weaknesses: Spend the bulk of your time and energy 

working In your most gifted areas, and hire or assign others to handle the rest. Don't be 

afraid to bring on staff or volunteers who are better at certain things than you are. 

Deeply invest In leadership training for your staff and lay congregational leaders. 

Spend intentional and systematic time with unofficial leaders-those who are influential in 

the congregation though they hold no elected office in the church. 

• Give close attention to the history and culture of the congregation and the surrounding

community. Discover the strengths there, and build on them.

• Remember that the church and the people are not yours but God's.

church they have been selected to lead. 
"It seems I have been on vacation all 

these years," Hallman recalls one 
colleague remarking shortly after leaving a 
small congregation to assume the leader
ship of a large one. This minister's reaction 
is not uncommon. Even the seasoned 
large church ministers in Alban's survey 
recall with claiity the culture shock they 
experienced when they began their lai·ge 
church minishies. 

Shifting to Systemic Ministry 

The management function, they believe, is 
often the most challenging pa.it of the 
transition from a small church to a large 
one. Compaiisons with rnnning a business 
are common. In some ways, many say, 
leading a large church is actually more

difficult thai1 rnnning a business. While a 
business may be responsible for manufac
tu1ing a single object, a church has a 
multiplicity of functions. And, while busi
nesses ai·e rnn by people u·ained for their 
positions, many pastors find themselves 
with little training or expe1ience in the 
tasks they ai·e charged with, such as fiscal 
management; the hiring, firing, and 
managing of staf

f

; forecasting mai-ket 
trends; ai1d overseeing multiple programs, 
depaitments, and initiatives. 

John Buchanan, senior minister of 
Fourth Presbyterian Church of Chicago, 
says the management challenge is also 
greater for ministers than for business 
owners for another reason-because "the 
leader must remember that a church is 
not a business ai1d must be very inten
tional in his or her leadership." 

In Oesch's view, this intentionality is 
clearly defined. "The pastor in a large 
church must move dramatically toward 
leadership-setting the vision, unifying 
the people, designing change, and espe
cially narrowing the band of people he can 
closely minister to," he says. "The e>.-pecta
tion of the people is that the pastor is 
going to be available to them as a pastor, 
and that becomes next to impossible." 

Similarly, letting go of old notions, such 
as that the pastor should be at eve1y 
meeting for every program, can be prob
lematic, says Arvid Straube, lead minister 



of First Unitarian U niversalist Church of 
San Diego. The pastor himself must realize 
that it is logistically impossible to do this 
and must now channel his energies. His 
congregation must also realize and accept 
this change, Straube says. 

Hallman recalls that it was a consultant 
who helped clarify this both for herself and 
the church's board of directors. Through 
his teaching, she learned to shift from what 
she calls a "relational ministry" to a 
"systemic ministry." 

"In my former church, I had done a lot 
of spiritual direction with individuals. 
Within about a week of coming here I 
figured out that I couldn't do that," she 
recalls. "I had to be a spiritual leader, but it 
had to be in a larger context, and eve1y
thing was like that. Everything I did had to 
be leveraged. I had to leverage myself, 
teaching other people how to do the things 
I had once done rather than my being a 
sole practitioner in my ministry." Hallman 
advises ministers new to the large church 
setting to give the bulk of their attention to 
vision and mission, to staff, to resources, 
and to preaching. "Recognize that you can't 
pay attention to eve1ything, so be really 
discerning about those things." 

One group of people Norbe1t Oesch 
says he would have paid more attention to 
if he had known during his large church 
pastorship what he lrnows now are those 
leaders who do not currently hold elected 
positions though they may have held such 
positions i_n the past. "I naively thought the 
p1imaiy-and perhaps the only-leaders I 
needed to look to were the elected leaders, 
as is so in small churches. In large 
churches, however, many of the leaders 
who have served before continue to have 
positions of influence." Today, Oesch says, 
he would set up quarterly meetings with 
these unofficial leaders, clarify theii· posi
tions, and bind them to being truthtellers 
"because the large church gets divided 
through half-truths, and most of these 
leaders will tell the truth if they know it." 

Reframing the Pastoral Role 

Even as large church ministers pass the 
torch of pastoral care to other staff 
members and cultivate a broader leader-

ship role, they maintain an awareness of 
the congregation's expectations that they 
vvill be available for pastoral care, and the 
disappointment that can occur when they 
are not. They deal with this tension in a 
variety of ways. 

Oesch recommends continually lifting 
up those who are providing pastoral 
care-at worship services in particular-as 
well as publicizing in the church's bulletin 
and newsletter, ai1d on its Web site, the 

routes through which members may 
request pastoral care. The senior 
minister's role then becomes primaiily one 
of ensuring that the congregation is taken 
care of by those responsible for providil1g 
the pastoral cai·e, he says. 

While they recognize that they cannot 
provide all of the pastoral care that tl1e 
thousands of members of their congrega
tion will require, many large church minis
ters are reluctant to give up their pastoral 
role entirely, despite the many other 
demands of the job. For some, this may be 
an indication that the large church setting 
is not a good fit, says Peter Marty, senior 
pastor of the 2,900-member St. Paul 
Lutheran Church in Davenport, Iowa, 
where attendance averages about 1,100 
each Sunday. Maity cautions ministers not 
to move to a large church if they want to 
spend the bulk of their time on pastoral 
care. Likewise, he says, those without the 
skills and passions needed in the larger 
church-leadership, visionaiy capacity, 
and the ability to inspire others and foster 
togetherness, to name a few-would be 
better off not transitioning to a lai·ger 
church. Not only will they lose the contact 
with people that they value, he says, but 
they will also be ill-equipped to effectively 
lead a large church. 

"I believe people can grow in leader
ship, but some people have more of a 

natural gift than others, and to know 
what your limits are is really impo1tant," 
he says. "I have many colleagues who 
simply immerse themselves in manage
ment tl1eory books until they lose the 
sense of tl1e rich literature that they 
need to have in this faitl1, which is built 
on the Word. They talk this manage
ment talk that doesn't have anything to 
do with the member of tl1eir congrega
tion who is dying of esophageal cancer, 

and they still need to be a pastor to her." 
Large church ministers, he says, "have 

to fight to maintain a deep, personal sense 
of pastoral ministry, where you connect 
interestingly with people's lives and you 
don't just attend meetings or cast visions, 
but you actually know how to hold 
someone's hand at a critical moment." 

Marty uses travel time to connect with 
the members of his own congregation. 
"I b1ing a clipboard with me and I dial 
people constantly while I'm on the road. I 
do everything I can to touch base with 
people, to let them know that I am their 
pastor, and that I'm available to them." 
Maity also believes in interrupting the 
pressure and pace of his job as senior 
pastor by occasionally doing something 
out of his normal routine, whether it's 
helping the church custodian change a 
few lightbulbs or unloading cases of wine 
from the trunk of a congregant's car. 
"Those kinds of things help to remind me 
that nothil1g is beneath me, and I think 
that helps a senior pastor keep perspec
tive. If they are not careful, senior pastors 
can lose perspective on the servant char
acter of their work, and consider them
selves to be nmning fiefdoms," Marty 
says. "Once you get into that mode of self
importance, you lose interest in and an 
affection for people, and you lose a credi
bility in dealing with them." 
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For Ann Svennungsen, president of the 
Fund for Theological Education and a 
recent senior pastor of a 3, 700-member 
church, one of the challenges of large 
church ministry is staying engaged with and 
connected to the congregation without 
becoming enmeshed in its dynamics. "One 
secret," she says, "is not taking things 
personally-seeing things as part of what is 
going on in the system." A spi1itual director 

or coach, she suggests, can be invaluable for 
assisting senior ministers in maintaining 
tl1eir perspective and seeing cleai·ly what is 
occuning in tl1eir congregations. 

Giving Staff a Front Seat 

While many lai·ge church ministers may, at 
first, be shocked by how little time is avail
able to connect with individual members, 
tliey ai·e likely to be equally surprised to 
discover the vast amounts of time tl1ey 
spend managing tl1e staff. 

"I devote 40 to 50 percent of my time 
to tl1e staff-edifying, inspiring, encour
aging, redirecting, retrieving-in eve1y
thing from e-mails to office visits eve1y 
day of the week," says Marty. "It is like 
working \vitl1 a small congregation, but it's 
built on the tl1e01y that if the staff is 
strong, and they are inspired to serve God 
happily and competently, the congrega
tion \vill be strong similarly. " 

According to Svennw1gsen, "tl1ere ai·e not 
mai1y weeks when tl1ere is not some staffing 
issue on your desk-whether it be conflict, 
someone leaving, or someone needing 
encouragement-and you really need to be 
attentive to those key relationships." 

While the success of a small congregation 
depends lai·gely on tl1e pastor, a large 
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church's success depends not only on the 
minister but also on the staff, explains 
Buchanan. The senior minister, therefore, 
must be able to motivate and empower 
existing staff and make sound decisions 
when hiring new staff. With a large staff, 
departures are commonplace, so the 
search for new staff can be an ongoing 
process, particularly since competent staff 
are not easy to find. But finding them is 

critical, says Hallman. "Those decisions 
have tl1e longest life and it's ve1y hard to 
go backwai·d on tl1em." 

B1inging new staff members on board 
is just tl1e beginning of the pastor's job, 
tl1ough, and many believe mai1aging a 
large staff is the task for which most large 
church pastors ai·e least prepared. As 
Oesch points out, tlie number of relation
ships tl1at must be managed increases 
exponentially witl1 eve1y additional staff 
person. 'When you add one more staff 
person to five, you don't just have six. In 
terms of relationships, you have many 
more multiples of tl1at one person, so tl1e 
shift from a 12-member staff to a staff of 
70 is huge." 

But a large staff is a necessity in a large 
church. Jobs once competently handled 
by volunteers in tl1e smaller congregation 
must now be done by trained staff. As 
Hallman notes, it would be relatively 
simple for a committee of volunteers in a 
small church to raise $5,000, but raising 
hundreds of tliousands-as may be done 
in a large church-requires experience 
and professional know-how. 

Nevertheless, large church ministers 
recognize the staff as a vast resource of 
ideas, suppmt, and inspiration. "One of 
the incredible joys of being a pastor of a 
large church is working witl1 others of 

vision and gifts, fresh ideas, and fresh 
wisdom," says Svennungsen. "You want 
creative, smait people on your staff. The 
challenge then becomes how to continue 
to guide that group in a common vision." 
Svennungsen says she does so by being 
very clear about the intent of meetings, 
and by continually demonstrating that 
staff members will be heard, that there 
will be a process that will be respected, 
and that decisions vvill be made tlu-ough a 
process of discernment. 

"Surround yourself witl1 very good 
people," advises Marty, "people who have 
both good business sense and very good 
church sense, a deeply felt faith, and a 
deep commitment to the church." 

"Don't be afraid to bring on people 
better tl1an you," adds Oesch, who recom
mends large church leaders focus tl1e bulk 
of tl1eir time and effmt in areas in which 
tl1ey excel, hiring or assigning staff to tl1e 
areas in which tliey are not so adept. 

For Marty, loving the staff is also tl1e 
mark of a good large church leader. 
"You simply have to delight in other 
people .... On many days, I need to be 
more interested in my colleagues than I 
am in myself or my tasks. They deserve 
not my supervision but my attention and 
my respect, because tl1ey are working 
hard in the trenches and doing every
tl1ing they can. If I can't delight in that, 
I shouldn't be in this position." 

Taking On Too Much 

When they are new to the job, though, 
large church pastors may make too little 
use of the talents of their staff-a bad 
idea, old hands say. "I think the most 
common mistake for senior pastors to 
make when they come to a large church 
is to pretend to themselves that they 
have all of the ideas, tl1at they have all 
the gifts for effective leadership," says 
Marty. "Seminaries don't equip you to 
be extraordinarily capable of eve1y
thing. There are many, many things you 
need to learn quickly and quietly from 
gifted laypeople and staff people. 
You've got to be more of a listener and 
a quiet leader than someone who 
pretends to know it all." 



Likewise, a senior minister who takes 
on too much can be detrimental to all 
concerned. "A really critical question for a 
pastor moving to a large church," Oesch 
says, "is: What will you say 'no' to? To say 
'no' for the sake of the ministry, the staff, 
and the congregation is not easy, but it is 
c1itical." Hallman agrees. "I found that 
choosing what to ignore was almost as 
powe1ful as what I did." 

Relying too heavily on themselves and 
trying to do too much are not the only 
traps new large church ministers fall into. 
Experienced large church pastors also 
caution against claiming credit or owner
ship of the church and its accomplish
ments. "I see some pastors operate as if the 
church is theirs, not God's," says Oesch. 
"The best of the large church pastors do 
just the opposite. It is such an incredibly 
empowering thing when a pastor speaks 
about the church as God's church, and 
speaks about the people and what they are 
doing. It unleashes the energy of the 
community of saints like hardly anything 
I've every seen. When consistently lifting 
up the people becomes pait of tl1e DNA of 
tl1e pastor, people just can't wait to se1ve." 

Requiring Accountability 

No matter how eager tl1e staff and congre
gation are to se1ve, tl1ough, unless effective 
systems of accountability are in place, their 
energy and entlmsiasm can result in little 
better tl1an chaos-unmet promises, 
people left unse1ved, confusion over roles 
and responsibilities, and any number of 
otl1er tangled issues tl1e senior pastor will 
be left to unravel. 

"Accountability is an impmtant tl1ing in 
a church, and tl1at's a hard concept for 
many people to grasp because tl1ey think 
of church as a place to just be spi.Jitual and 
be in community," says Hallman. But tl1e 
way to create tl1e kind of community the 
members of the congregation are seeking, 
she suggests, is by establishing systems to 
ensure tl1at people do what tl1ey say tl1ey 
are goi.J1g to do. 'We're so worlied about 
turning into a business tl1at we're afraid 
not only of being a business but also of 
power: We're afraid to give people power 
and we're afraid of having power because 

we have a deep belief tl1at power corrupts. 
But it is unaccountable power, I tllink, that 
is the biggest problem." 

An accountability structure for tl1e 
mi.Juster is also crucial, accordi.J1g to
Oesch. One of tl1e most common mistakes
he has seen pastors new to the large
church setting make is to believe tl1ei.J· staff
can serve as tl1eir accountability group.
"They cannot be tl1e minister's accounta
bility group because tl1e miluster is their
supe1visor. The staff simply will not
venture i11to areas tl1at need to be talked
about, nor will ilie senior pastor expose
lumself to his staff in tl1e way he needs to."
In lus own life, Oesch has an accounta
bility group consisti.J1g of t\vo professional
church workers who are not themselves
members of tl1e clergy. "I consider tl1em
people that I am accountable to, and I
bare my soul to them. There is no substi
tute for askil1g people to come into a rela
tionslup like that witl1 you, where tl1ey'll be
honest witl1 you, have no fear of you, love
you, and want ilie best for you," he says.

Taking Time for Renewal 

For many milusters, a pmticularly chal
lenging aspect of tl1e shift from a smaller 
church to a large one is finding time to 
renew tl1emselves. "The biggest challenge 
for me is the relentlessness of it, and 
trying to keep spilitually alive and 

refreshed amid all tl1at pressure," says 
Hallman. To ensure tl1at she has this time, 
Hallman schedules blocks of "untouch
able" time for herself. "In order to be able 
to wlite and have some depili, you have to 
have that time," she says. 

A side effect of being overscheduled 
is the loss of imagination, says Oesch. "If 
your table is so full of plates tl1at there's 

no room for even one more, your 
psychological, emotional, and mental 
capacities will stop any new idea because 
you have no energy." 

Also crucial to effective large church 
leadership, Marty believes, is for tl1e senior 
pastor to have a strong tl1eological center. 
"If you don't have a center, you have no 
circumference. How are you going to hold 
and shape a community if tl1ere's no center 
to yourself?" Marty credits lus own 
groundedness in his faith as the source of 
his ability to serve effectively as a large 
church miluster. "That orientation, tl1at 
capacity to know every smgle day who I am 
and what I most deeply believe helps me 
make decisions in realms where I've never 
before had to make a decision. Witl1out 
iliat deeply rooted, grounded sense of self 
in Christ, a lot of pastors flounder." A lack 
of such groundedness, he says, may cause 
pastors to be easily swayed by ilie opinions 
and wishes of certain groups or i11divid
uals-such as tl1e larger contributors i.J1 the 
congregation or the more forceful 
members of tl1e board-only to "flip like a 
weathe1vane" when anoilier strong opinion 
is dil·ected tl1eir way. "But if you have a 
strongly rooted center of faitl1 in Jesus 
Ch1ist, you know how to make sense of tl1e 
1ich donor, who may be a great guy but 
who has no busmess rnnnmg the church. 
You also know how to retlieve the little 
person in ilie back pew witl1 her need for a 
hearing aid when tl1ere are some big 

people wanting to ignore her. Simply to 
operate witl1 management tl1eory in tl1e 
absence of a consistently grounded faitl1, I 
clunk, is trouble."• 

Also contlibuting to this aiticle was Alban 
Institute researcher Rowena Martineau, 
autl1or of "The Large Church Project," 
June 2004. 
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The Stresses of Size 
One Minister's Journey to the Land of the Large 
Church and Back 

JEFF ZURHEIDE 

CONGREGATIONS • WINTER 2005 

y ministerial resume can be summed up fairly well in three 
phrases: a suburban church, an inner-city church, and a small
town church. As dizzying as that varied list may sound, I feel 
fortunate to have had such a variety of experience. If pushed to 
identify which of these contexts was the most challenging, 

however, I would single out the inner-city congregation, First 
Baptist Church of Oklahoma City, as the most strenuous of the three. 

Such realities as our being located in a transitional neighborhood, the general shift 
in focus from downtown to suburbs in terms of population growth and energy, and 



dynamics having to do with aging ( of 
the congregation and the building) all 
most certainly came into play. But 
size, in terms of both the congrega
tion and the physical plant, was 
perhaps the key issue for me. 

Corporate Challenges 

First Baptist's history is hardly unlike 
any "first" church in any large city. 
I'm sure you know the story quite 
well: Downtown congregation grows. 
Downtown church expands building. 
Downtown congregation dwindles. 
Large building remains. As I have 
heard the many accounts of the 
congregation's "glory days," browsed 
the archives, and gotten hopelessly 
lost in the church's cavernous halls, I 
have concluded that the church 
complex of my former parish must 
have been built during an era when 
most senior pastors lived by the 
adage, "A building program is the 
sign that God's Spirit is at work in 
your church." (Judging from the 
monstrosities that continue to be 
built today in God's name, maybe 
such a notion lives on.) 

I have often wondered, while 
marveling at that particular church 
building's expansiveness, if the place 
was ever fully occupied. "Only 
briefly," some of the resident church 
historians have told me. Unforeseen 
demographic changes, not to 
mention church controversies, soon 
served to render the voluminous 
space unnecessary. 

Since there continues to be no 
such thing in congregational life as a 
demolition program (imagine how 
long a pastor would last after raising 

that prospect at the next business 
meeting!), many large-building 
congregations are forced to continue 
to trudge along, burdened by exorbi
tant maintenance costs. Today, the 
plumbing has failed up on the third 
floor. Tomorrow, air conditioning 
units number 34 and 41 will give up 
the ghost. Next month, either the 
sanctuary roof will need to be re
shingled or a drip-catching paper cup 
system will need to be "installed" 
around the pulpit! 

"And I Saw a Great Beast" 

John must have seen something a lot 
more formidable in his Revelation 
than brick and mortar, but for those 
putting together church budgets each 
fall, the costs of keeping up the phys
ical plant are likewise beastly 
specters. Such realities prompt all 
sorts of questions in my mind around 
the issue of stewardship. How can we 

continue to spend so much of the 
funds God has entrusted to us on 
buildings? When is a skyrocketing 
maintenance budget simply too 
much? Just because you can afford to 
build-and to keep up your large 
building-should you? The world's 

people are crying out for food, 
medical care, and an economic 
"hand up." There are undoubtedly 
people in our own communities who 
struggle to pay the light bill, and 
who must conclude, while gazing up 
at hundred-foot spires (or crosses), 
that the Christian faith is more 
about empire building than sharing 
tangible love. 

And let's face it, aren't there 
other options for the overbuilt 
church? How about selling off 
church buildings that no longer 
meet the needs of particular congre
gations but have instead become 
financial "millstones," actually 
serving to prevent congregations 
from fulfilling the call God extends 
to them today? I'm not suggesting 
here that an inner-city church hang 
out the white flag and flee to the 
"'burbs." It may be possible to 
purchase a smaller, more efficient 
structure that is also located down
town, if that remains the church's 
locus of Spirit-confirmed ministry. 
Such a change, while difficult and 
potentially controversial, may in fact 
enable the congregation to experi
ence new life with a more profound 
witness and the financial ability to 
carry out its mission. 

By the same token, for those 
congregations seriously considering 
upgrading to megachurch "digs," I 

would offer a cautionary word. The 
popularity of particular congrega
tions rises and falls with the fickle 
tastes of human beings, real estate 
cycles, and pastoral personalities. 
(While I have known this to be 
particularly true in the Bible Belt, 
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the same may also be applied to other 
regions of the countiy.) I have seen 
the "in" church (with all of the 
"bigger barns" invested in a decade or 
so ago) become the "out" church in a 
matter of months. The result, regret
tably enough, is staff transition, finan
cial crisis, and, in dire circumstances, 
buildings that become stone-cold 
mausoleums. Why not move to having 
multiple worship services, home cell 
groups, or planting a new congrega
tion in another part of town rather 
than undertaking a multi-million
dollar building program? In light of 
the needs that call to us both near 
and far, from the standpoint of stew
ardship and Biblical priority, I have a 
tough time justifying such an extreme 
expenditure. 

Naive Expectations 

While the sheer size of church 
edifices begs all sorts of very practical 
questions, as suggested above, large 
congregations also pose a myriad of 
pastoral challenges. Let's now get 
personal about the ministry dynamics 
inherent in large congregations. 

I have to admit, in retrospect, that 
when I first began to explore a move 
to a much larger church family and 
ministerial staff, I rather naively 
assumed that I could smoothly transi
tion from solo pastor generalist to 
senior pastor specialist. I thought that 
a large staff would free up my time 
for preaching, teaching, and other
wise leading. I imagined from afar 
that, rather than having to do it all, I 
could invest my time in a few partic
ular aspects of ministry. Well, guess 
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Mi seer.al 

conceP.tual, 

where I ended up focusing my time 
and energy? On the ministerial staffl 
While clergy literature encourages 
senior pastors to replace the atten
tion they once gave to the entire 
small congregation ,vith enabling the 
work of the staff of the large congre
gation, I was taken aback by the 
sheer volume of time this required. 
And in our particular context and 
circumstances, I also had the 
dubious honor of having to downsize 
the entire church staff by 50 
percent! Imagine the time and 
energy that facilitating that difficult 
transition took, both in handling 
congregational politics and exer
cising compassion in my relation
ships ,vith staff, both those who left 
and those who remained. 

I somehow expected that, with 
the significant staff support that was 
still in place, I would be able to leave 
behind the heavy administrative and 
organizational responsibilities of my 

solo pastor days, and instead concen
trate on things I loved. This was not 
to be. Two realities stared me in the 
face: One, there is only so much 
time given us in a certain week. 
Preparation for sermons, Bible 
studies, Sunday school classes, 

funerals, and weddings, while enjoy
able and rewarding to a point, occu
pied an amazing amount of my time. 
Two, administration merely grows in 
proportion to the size of the institu
tion. While we had in our employ a 
ve1y competent church administrator, 
there were some substantial issues and 
projects that I simply could not hand 
off. And, as in a smaller church, it was 
still necessaiy to attend an array of 
impmtant meetings (with the deacons, 
trustees, finance committee, and 
personnel committee, to name a few). 

A related naive expectation was 
that a large ministerial staf

f 

would 
afford me the opportunity to do 
quality praying, reflecting, and 
visioning, but this did not happen 
\·vith any consistency. Perhaps my 
priorities were out of whack, or I 
simply was not disciplined enough to 
take regular time for retreats away 
from the office (a must if one expects 
to achieve any depth of reflection or 
visioning). Any visioning I did accom
plish was squeezed in on my days off, 
when recreational diversion probably 
would have been the healthier 
personal option. 

Representational Ministry 

Ministers, as human beings, are 
limited by space and time. While this 

other.wis ) 

is the case in every ministerial 
context, this truth must become the 
mantra of eve1y senior pastor of a 
sizable congregation. In this context, 
ministry must become more repre
sentational than personal. For 
instance, in the smaller church family 



the pastor does pastoral care directly. 

She goes to the hospital, spends time 
with the family, and offers the prayer. 
In a larger context, the senior pastor 
simply can't cover all of the pastoral 
care needs personally. And if one 
picks and chooses, favoritism 
(whether deliberate or otherwise) 
becomes the charge. 

Representational minist1y requires 
that pastoral care be done en masse. 

Identifying the hurts and needs of 
the congregation in general and at 
arms lengtl1 must replace the hands
on approach. Acknowledging those 
who have passed away over the past 
year, say, in the course of an All 
Saints Day worship service, or as part 
of a Memorial Day service, would 
take the place of phoning all of the 
bereaved, not to mention visiting 
each of them in their homes. 
Significant changes in one's orienta
tion are a must if large church 
ministry is the choice. 

Having said that, it concerns me 
tl1at large church pastors-as well as 
some others-who do not spend time 
with people in the church who are 
hurting, have little idea how to 
preach and teach and lead their 
particular congregations. Preaching 
requires a visceral connection with 
people and their needs. Othervvise, 
whether evangelical or mainline, 
contemporary or traditional, pulpit 
activity is merely conceptual, just 
empty theory. 

As a pastor who thrives on 
personal minist1y, who wants to know 
everyone's name and be able to be 
,vith them in their times of joy and 

sorrow, large church ministty 
presented me with a dilemma. The 
impossible choice was between 
limiting the exercise of my gifts of 
pastoral care for the sake of time 
management or continuing to pastor 
individuals to the detriment of best 
fulfilling other responsibilities. In 
certain respects, I continued to 
pastor as if the church were smaller. 
This certainly enlivened my 

preaching! But it left me pulled in 
far too many directions. And, while 
satisfying to me and eagerly received 
by the congregation, this was not the 
ideal way to lead the church. I could 
do the work. I was well loved and 
respected. But I knew I was not at 
my best. Which leads to the question 
of whether pastoring a large church 
fits everyone. 

"How are you wired up?" 

No, the large church context is not 
appropriate for everyone. The adage, 
"Bigger is better" (which Jesus 
seemed to refute in his parables), has 
led to the expectation that one should 

increase the size of the congregation 
to be served in tandem with one's age 
and years of ministerial experience. 
"Moving up" to a bigger church is 
seen as a kind of promotion. This 
should not be the case. Depending 
on one's gifts, orientation, and prefer
ences, the smaller congregation 
might be the context of choice. 

Such questions as, "Do you prefer 
to know everybody's name?" "Do you 
prefer to be a solo act?" "Are you 
more of a generalist?" and "How do 
you feel about investing in a staff 
rather than the congregation as a 
whole?" might serve as a starting 
point as one considers the alterna
tives. While I have serious misgivings 
about the stewardship issues inherent 
in large institutional churches, and 
while representational ministty has its 
potential pitfalls, there are many 
senior pastors who thrive in the large 
church context. I have decided, 
however-after having a taste of large 
church ministty-that, personally, it's 
just not for me. 

I treasure my time with that 
particular larger congregation. I love 
the people I left behind. I do not, 
however, miss the budgeting chal
lenges of maintaining an historic 
building that covers an entire city 
block. I do not miss the dissonance 
I experienced in being able neither 
to do it all nor to sufficiently 
specialize. Having learned a great 
deal more about ministry and about 
myself in the process of serving a 
large church, I now truly celebrate 
the pastoring opportunities daily 
afforded me by the smaller church. 
I have found my place. • 
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'' 

ELIZABETH DILLEY- GONZALES 

just want you to know," said a member of the search 
committee to me after she extended the committee's 
invitation to be their candidate for pastor, "that there 
were a couple of people on the search committee who 
had a little problem with your nose ring. It's not a big 
deal, but it is a deal." 
I had expected this conversation to happen. For months, 

all through the fall and winter when I was preparing my profile 
for circulation and preparing to interview ,"lith churches, I had 
agonized about what I should do about my nose ring. My father 
told me simply not to wear it-"Don't give them a reason to reject 
you." My field education supervisor noted that, "Someone may 
use that as a reason for not liking you," a red herring to mask 
resistance to a young woman's leadership. Several of my seminary 
friends scoffed, "Ha! That nose ring is barely noticeable! They 
should be more worried about your theology!" 

36 / CONG REG AT IONS • W I NT ER 2 0 0 5 

None of this was particularly helpful. I found myself working 
myself into a frenzy of terror and frustration, compounded only 
by the ever-increasing piles of homework I was e;,,,'Pected to 
complete while seeking a call. Finally, my sister-friend at semi
naiy, who was about two months al1ead of me in the process, 
offered her experience of the in-person interview that had led to 
her recent call. "I just had to be myself, and leave it to them to 
decide if they wanted me as their pastor." 

A Question of Identit\1 

This subtle reframing allowed me to consider my dilemma 
from a whole new vista. How important was my nose ring to 
my identity? As it turned out, important enough to wear to an 
interview with a small church in rural Iowa-even though I 
knew it was risky, even though I desperately wanted to be 
their pastor. They deserved to have the real me present at the 



interview, and I dese1ved to know if they truly wanted me to be 
their candidate. 

Don't get me wrong-this nose ring is hardly noticeable, at least 
as far as such things go. It is a tiny silver stud, no hoops or dangly 
things, and rarely does it include a jewel any more extraordinary 
than a faux diamond. And I am not unmindful of how different rural 
Iowa is from Berkeley, where I went to seminary, or New York City, 

They deserved to have the real me 

present at the interview, and I 

deserved to know if they truly wanted 

me to be their candidate. 

where I'd gotten my nose pierced in the first place, and that even 
such a tiny thing as this could be very alienating to people. But it is a 
patt of me. And if that patt of me was so alarming that a congrega
tion would refuse to call me as their pastor, then perhaps God was 
calling me elsewhere. 

Happily, this did not prove to be the case. While it was a "deal" 
with some of the older women in the congregation, others saw it as a 
delightful sign that I would bring youthful energy to the church. Still 
others thought it too ridiculous to merit discussion, and were 
outraged that it would even come up in conversation. I daresay 
several people (including some of the youth and children) didn't 
even notice. Dming my candidating weekend, I wore my nose 1ing 
to all the potlucks and meet-and-greets, fielded several interesting 
questions about it and our probable transition to rural Iowa, and 
waited for the Holy Spirit to direct me concerning the nose 1ing 
during my candidating se1vice. Sunday morning, as I was ready to 
walk out of the hotel, tl1e Holy Spirit said, "Go gently on ilie older 
women," and I removed my nose ring wiiliout any hesitation or 
regret. As it turned out, bai·ely anyone noticed its presence or its 
absence, and no one cai·ed. The congregation unailimously affirmed 
my call, nose ring and all. 

Changing Culh1n\ Shiftin.g Expectations 

The question of identity and pastoral responsibility is one that all 
ministers have to face, no matter what generation they are from. 
For Gen X ministers, however, the questions are different. "Your 
wife will play the organ, right?" has been replaced with, "How 
does your significant other suppmt your ministiy?" Likewise, 
"You will work constantly for us, won't you?" has been replaced 
with, "How will you care for your family?" Particularly in my 
milieu-which I characterize as predominantly white, typically 
middle- to upper-class, and socially progressive-clergy are being 
asked new questions. "Are you comfortable being 'out' in this 
community?" "How will you connect with people your own age?" 
(This question was crucial and ultimately very challenging for a 
single friend of mine, who se1ved a small church in a small 

Georgian town!) And of course, "What about that nose ring?" 
Such questions signal not only a shift in pastoral expectations 

by congregations, but also an acceptance of tlrn changing social 
mores in U.S. culture today. However reluctant this acceptance 
may be, churches have come to realize that tl1ey need to 
consider the "whole person" when seeking a pastor, and tl1at this 
requires new kinds of questions. Many Gen X pastors, in pattic
ular, expect and even relish the oppmtunity to respond to such 
questions with our words and our deeds. 

Balancing Personal Identity and 
Pastoral l)utv 

Generation X as a whole is notmious for being independent and 
fierce, refusing to take tl1e well-traveled patl1 in favor of new 
adventures, new journeys. Additionally, we Gen Xers guard our 
personal integ1ity as one of our most prized assets. This is a 
necessa1y corrective to previous generations, many of whose 
members felt tl1ey had to give eve1ytl1ing ai1d save nothing for 
tl1e sake of their own spilits. Yet ilie pendulum can swing too far, 
guardil1g personal integrity at the cost of miJlistering to others. 
We younger pastors must weigh the balance between personal 
integ1ity ai1d pastoral duty in new ways, wiili fewer supports and 
resources to do so approp1iately. 

For example, one male youth minister loves to wear his hail· 
long, but knows tl1at tllis causes great consternation to a number 
of tl1e elderly women in the congregation, for whom such a hair
style is disrespectful and perhaps even dangerous. As a result, he 
occasionally cuts off the long hail· for "Locks of Love," an orgaili
zation tl1at makes wigs for people who lose their hair from 
cbemotl1erapy. Now, when tl1e women want him to tiim !us hair, 
they simply ask, "Isn't it about time for anotl1er donation?" 

Acts of Liturgical Disobedience 

Wllile congregations may be accommodating on ce1tain issues, 
sometimes it is tl1e clergy who must be accommodating to tl1e 
will of tl1e congregation. Some Gen X clergy (and, doubtless, 
clergy from otl1er generations, too) engage in what my colleague 
Timotl1y J. Luoma calls "subtle forms of liturgical disobedience" 
as iliey tiy to maintain individuality in a role that seems to 
demand a measure of conformity. Often these acts of"disobedi
ence" revolve around issues of appropriate clergy attire. One 
pastor, in response to a congregational expectation that she wear 
collared shuts, tie-dyed a clergy shirt and weai·s it to worship. 
Anoilier, after his congregation "insisted" he wear a necktie, 
wore several featu1ing Ma1vil1 ilie Martian, a popular caitoon 
character. Working witllin ilie constraints required, many Gen X 
clergy find similarly creative ways to let their spi1its and person
alities come ilirough. 

While se1ving an international church, one pastor encoun
tered tl1e issue of"appropriate travel companions." She repmts 
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that the e>.pectation of her congregation was that "as a woman, I 
should only travel with women." By contrast, she argued, "Our 
generation can have mixed friendships, so if my travel compan
ions were men and women, why should the church care?" 
Despite the fact that they did care, she traveled with men and 
women, even arguing at times that it was beneficial to have men 
along "for secmity reasons." 

Unfortunately, while one may cheerfully obey the letter of the 
law while still attempting to challenge its spirit in such situations, 

The question of identity and pastoral 

responsibility is one that all ministers 

have to face, no matter what genera-

tion they are from. For Gen X ministers, 

however, the questions are different. 

not every case lends itself to such subversive activity. Take 
Khanna Amos, a 30-something pastor in an MCC church in 
northern Virginia. In her congregation, composed mostly of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people, tl1e use of 
ilie tenn "queer" when refening to tl1e LGBT community, or 
even individual members of it, is a problematic one. "In our 
generation," she says, using tl1e term "queer" in public discourse 
is "totally acceptable. In tl1e generation of many of my congre
gants, it's not." Ilow, then, might Khanna even begin to address 
tl1e issue of appropriate and relevant language in her congrega
tion-to say nothing of tl1e larger, heterose>.1.1al community tl1at 
surrounds her? 

A Shortage of Supports 

With such new and peculiar questions emerging, is it any wonder 
tl1ere are so few resources for us? Yet most Gen X seminary 
students and pastors know that if we are to do ministry with gener
ations other tl1an our own, we will need to ponder these questions 
deeply, to pray and to discern what is 1ight for tl1e good of tl1e 
whole as well as what is life-affirming for ourselves. Those answers 
may be different tl1an we expected, but we must accept tl1at 
ministry often involves sacrifice on tl1e part of pastors. Sometimes 
we must give up what we want in order to do what we need to do. 
In so doing, it is possible to find a deeper sense of integrity tl1at is 
botl1 rooted in commw1ity and located within each individual. 

But oppmtunities for such prayerful discernment are often 
quite difficult to come by. The relative dearth of Gen X clergy 
makes creating discernment communities among that age group 
even more challenging. Statistics often vary in tl1e particular·s, but 
it is nonetl1eless clear tl1at, in nearly every denomination, young 
people are simply not entering the ministry in large numbers. 
Tl1is "clergy crisis" not only bodes ill for tl1e future, but those who 
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do choose to enter tl1e mi11istry find few peers who are in a similar 
"place" in life witl1 whom tl1ey can connect. 

Furthennore, many Gen X ministers face patronizing or belit
tling attitudes from otl1er ministers in denominational and local 
ecumenical settings. While I am often praised for my "energy," 
my input is often slighted with such comments as, "How sweet," 
or "You'll learn." Often tl1ese remar·ks come from well-mear1ing 
but older ministers witl1 many years of experience, but ilieir effect 
is nonetheless aggravating and belittling. Wl1ile some of these 
comments surface as a response to my gender as well as to my 
age, I have learned that older colleagues often treat Gen X clergy 
with such seemingly be11ign acts of head-patting. This, in turn, 
makes it difficult for us to feel comfortable risking tl1e vulnera
bility required for meaningful tl1eological reflection on the new 
questions of ministiy. 

Yet there are signs of hope for peer-supported reflection on 
these "new questions." Gen X clergy are a resourceful bunch. If 
the need is present, you can be sure we'll throw ourselves into 
addressing it. Covenant groups composed of seminary friends, 
denominational peers, and local ministerial alliances are places 
where many Gen X pastors find spiritual nourishment, provided 
there is a critical mass of young clergy to support tl1em. In addi
tion, some organizations have seen this need and are actively 
seeking to fill it. The First Parish Project, a Lilly-funded initia
tive from the Hinton Rural Life Center in North Carolina, 
provides an opportunity for ongoing reflection and resource for 
young, new clergy. Meeting six times over the course of two 
years, a group of 26 clergy under the age of 35 come together 
to worship, pray, support, and challenge one another. Small 
groups ,vithin the larger one provide deeper connection and 
relationship, and group members can stay connected through 
scheduled online chats and more "traditional" methods, such as 
letters and phone calls. 

Younger pastors must weigh the 

balance between personal integrity 

and pastoral duty in new ways, with 

fewer supports and resources to do 

so appropriately. 

In the eight and a half months since I've been serving First 
Congregational UCC in Red Oak, I've performed two memorial 
services for women I'd never met. I kept my nose ring out for 
both services. My sense of responsibility to be the pastor for 
these women and their families (whom I'd also never met) 
overrode my personal preference concerning my nose ring. It 
just seemed more respectful of me to leave it out. Perhaps, 
years from now, when I bmy the women and men I have come 
to know and love in this church, I will wear my nose ring at 
their graves. But not today. + 



LEADING YOUR CONGREGATION 

TO NEW LIFE 

It's a paradox that we 
Christians live with from 
our baptisms: Death is 

the way to life. We must die in order to 
be born again. This book reminds us 
that birth-and rebirth-always 
involves pain. This is true not only for 
individual Christians but for Christian 
institutions as well-in this case, 
Christian congregations. 

James A. Harnish has written a 
thoughtful and articulate volume on 
how and why this is the case. The 
decline of mainline denominations is his 
focus. Harnish doesn't spend much time 
on statistics to convince the reader of 
the need for mainline renewal. Instead, 
he dives right into the prescription
and the medicine is hard to take. 
Congregations with declining participa
tion (pa1ticularly those of the mainline 
churches, but not exclusively so) must 
die in order to live. 

I have several years of experience as a 
member, elder, lay educator, and small 
group leader in a declining congregation 
within a declining mainline denomina
tion. I understand firsthand the annual 
goals for growth, the congregational 

plans and the hard work of imple
menting them, the dashed hopes, and 
the seemingly unheard prayers. 
Tomorrow I will be recommending that 
every leader in my congregation read 
You Only Have To Die. I am confident 
that it will shed new light on our 
dilemma, helping us-and all congrega
tions like ours-to understand why we 
haven't been able to grow. The hard 
truth is that it's because we haven't been 
willing to die. 

Harnish writes that congregations 
must be willing to die to all the things 
that keep us from being true disciples 
and making disciples of others. We have 
to be willing to die to a focus on our 
glorious past, to old habits, to self
destructive behaviors, to avoidance of 
painful truth-telling, to antiquated 
structures, to old ways of decision
making, to traditional (habitual) but 
non-transcendent worship, to long
established programs that no longer 
accomplish our mission, to anything that 
does not contribute to our specific 
congregational calling. To be willing to 
die in all these ways and more will be an 
inevitably painful process, but only 
through such difficult and faith-testing 
losses can a consistently declining 
congregation make room for the experi
ence of resurrection. 

The autl10r uses the metaphor of his 
own cardiac arrest and physical rehabili
tation to lead his readers through tl1e 
steps that will move a congregation from 
decline tl1rough death and back into life 
and healtl1. "Congregational cardiology" 
is what he calls it. This is an apt descrip
tion for congregational heart work for, as 
Harnish insists, "tl1e heart of ilie matter 
is always a matter of the heart." 

After building a new and large 
congregation, Pastor Harnish was called 
to move to a smaller, older, declining 
congregation within ilie United 
Metl10dist Church. He accepted that 
call, and through it learned much about 
how God requires both new mega
congregations and older established 
congregations to bring God's kingdom 
to earth. He shares the inspiring story of 
this older church's transformation, how 

it came to understand its new vision 
and mission, and how it strives to live 
out its unique calling in every phase of 
its existence. The author also shares 
his own struggles and mistakes, as well 
as his successes, in facilitating this 
radical change. His congregation's 
specific transformations in worship, 
education, caring ministries, and 
witness are outlined as examples that 
may inspire courage for action in otl1er 
congregations. 

This book is not addressed to 
Christians on eitl1er tl1e theological 
"right" or "left." The autl1or finds that, 
while botl1 types can be Christ
centered, botl1 also can be rigid, 
unyielding, and hard-hearted. His is an 
equal-opportunity presc1iption for 
rebuilding a vital, Christ-centered 
congregation, committed to trans
forming the faithful into true disciples. 

Of particular interest to a broader 
spectrum of readers will be Harnish's 
chapter devoted to small groups. He 
uses a model that harkens back to tl1e 
class meetings or societies of the early 
Wesley movement. As a group leader, I 
can attest tl1at his outline for building 
small groups within a congregation is 
impressively detailed and is a plan that 
is likely to work Even tl10se in growing 
churches who may be interested in 
starting or revitalizing small groups will 
find tl1is particular chapter useful. 

You Only Have To Die is a well
organized book, witl1 many lists that 
keep the reader focused and questions 
that clergy and lay leaders can answer 
to ascertain how the material 
presented may be applicable in tl1eir 
unique situations. 

If you are looking for help in re
growing a congregation to do God's 
work in iliis world, James Harnish has 
written ilie book for you. Be prepared 
for a difficult but rewarding challenge. 
And keep ilie faith, remembering that 
Jesus taught that the road is hard that 
leads to life (Matthew 7:14). 

DR. CYNTHIA H. (HERTOS 

Bethesda Presbyterian Church 

Bethesda, Maryland 

w I NT E R 2 0 0 5 • c ONG REG AT ION s I 39



David Yount, journalist, 
religion columnist, 

----������ and for1ner se1ninary 
chairman and college dean, takes the 
reader on an astonishing survey of the 
state of Christian faith in the U.S. today. 
Yount struggles with the paradoxes of 
the pervasive influences of Christianity 
in the U.S., even as this country seems 
so far adrift from Christian priorities. 
He ponders megachurches, church 
shopping, parachurches, fundamen
talism, liberalism, social gospel, 
controversies over sexuality, and the 
charismatic movement-just to name 
a few-and repeatedly observes that 
Christian faith in America is "mile
wide" and "inch-deep." 

The author laments that, in sphere 
after sphere, Christianity has become 
largely innocuous. We have departed from 
substantial faith and obse1vance. The 
consequences are serious: Social bonds 
are loosening, faith is growing fuzzy, 
generosity and voluntee1ing are declining, 
church attendance is decreasing, and 
confident faith is eroding-in spite of the 
fact that the church has so much potential 
to be influential. 
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This book is derived from a series of 
lectures Yount first delivered at the 
Chautauqua Institution. It covers much 
information with imp01tant implications in a 
condensed form. Sometimes Yount's pace 
takes one's breath away. At other times he 
covers so much that his approach veers a 
little too closely itself to being mile-wide and 
inch-deep. 

The author argues that the true American 
dream is a Christian-inspired social vision 
exemplified by such luminaries as the first 
Puritans, and more recently by Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. He is aware tl1at tl1is 
vision is far from being fulfilled and tl1at tl1e 
American dream is too often co-opted by 
materialistic priorities. 

I share Yount's cautions and reservations 
about using Christian crusader ideas in 
American foreign policy, and I concur that 
the latest Gulf War is seen by otl1er nations 
as a particularly unfortunate and dangerous 
manifestation of Christianity. (Yount and I 
botl1 belong to 11istoric peace churches; he is 
a Quaker and I am a Mennonite.) Yet, at 
times, I struggled witl1 Yount's ideas. I 
remain unconvinced about intrinsic 
Christian intentions in tl1e founding of the 
U.S. I would argue tl1at the American dream 
of a basic right to tl1e "pursuit of happiness" 
is fundamentally flawed and inherently un
Christian. I was also surprised tl1at Yount 
was not more careful to include gender
inclusive language. 

There is, nevertl1eless, much tl1at I like 
about tl1is book Recommending a book 
depends on tl1e purpose for wl1ich one uses 
it. Readers should not rely on tl1is one for 
detailed sociological analysis. For tl1at, one 
must go elsewhere. But I appreciated the 
quick smvey, tl1e longing for social progress, 
the priority of ecumenicism, and the 
persistent hope tl1at tlungs could change in 
tl1e church. 

Tl1is book has many uses. Yount includes 
telling statistics and vignettes that pastors 
will be glad to note and cite in various 
sermons or teaching. It also would be a good 
resource for discussion groups. 

REV. DR. ARTHUR PAUL BOERS 

Author of Never Call Them Jerks (Alban 

Institute, 1999) 

Elkhart, Indiana 

HOW NOT TO KILL A GROWING 

CONGREGATION 

Despite tl1e title of 
iliis book, autl10r Bob 

_.____..__L.._"'--"-"--�� Whitesel does not 
believe planning is wrong. Instead, he 
argues tl1at "tl1e problem comes wiili 
planning iliat does not fully under
stand the factors tl1at contributed to 
growili in ilie first place" (p. 11). This 
book is number iliree in a series. 
Whitesel claims that altl1ough it is not 
necessa1y to read tl1e previous two, 
they do "build a foundation for the 
planning steps tl1at are outlined in iliis 
book" (p. 12). 

Whitesel developed tl1is material 
from his research with actual congre
gations. Eleven chapters are devoted 
to desc1ibing the "missteps" of once 
steadily growing congregations iliat 
have since stagnated and declined in 
vitality, witl1 each chapter devoted to 
one of tl1ese issues, which include staff 
influence, worship celebrations, 
prayer, budgets, new facilities, innova
tion, evaluation, dysfunctional people, 
staff education, small groups, and ilie 
centrality of Christ. Each of these 



chapters follows the same format: 
Factors that caused the church's initial 
growth are presented, followed by the 
erroneous decisions that led to 
plateauing, a brief desc1iption of 
corrective steps to regain growth 
(illustrated by another church's success 
sto1y), and study questions that enable 
individuals or groups to apply the 
mate1ial to their context. 

There are some ve1y good points of 
advice and aids available here. For 
example, Whitesel states that people 
attending church "must find and 
connect to a small group within the 
church if they are to connect with and 
remain in a congregation" (p. 139). 
This advice holds true regardless of the 
style of church. He also cautions 
churches who are building new build
ings to be aware that architects and 
builders may be ell.-pe1ts in the codes 
and engineering of structures, but "few 
are acquainted with the principles and 
strategies of church growth" (p. 78). 
However, I found myself asking more 
questions in response to much of the 
material presented. Given that only one 
"misstep" was addressed in each 
chapter, the issue addressed seemed to 
be isolated from other systemic issues 
that could have contiibuted to the 
church's situation. Nonetheless, 
Whitesel offers concrete, constructive, 
and practical steps for regaining 
momentum in church life. 

A primary target audience for this 
work would be leaders in congregations 
that adl1ere to and participate in the 
church growth movement. Leaders in 
congregations of this type will resonate 
with and benefit from the material. 
Many other ministiy leaders searching 
for alternative approaches and ideas for 
dealing with plateaued congregations 
would also find the material stimulating 
and helpful. 

REV.(. FRANKLIN GRANGER 

First Baptist Church 

Athens, Georgia 

REMEMBERING WHAT IT MEANS 

TO BE THE CHURCH 

HE����� 
amne��Q

ri:-mr:mbcri11g whot 
it r!H:um fo be the church 

For·eword by Tony Campolo 

PAUL NIXON 

Jacques Ellul, author 
of Anarchy and 
Christianity, reminded 

us that we suffer mightily from living in 
the age of technique, a world where 
success is defined by employing the 
1ight approach at the 1ight time. The 
end result often is that, while we 
achieve what we desire, it is not what 
we trnly want or need. 

At the heait of Paul Nixon's Healing 
Spiritual Amnesia: Remembering 
What it Means to Be the Church is this 
same notion. This insightful book by 
an expe1ienced director of congrega
tional development within the United 
Methodist Church ignores the infinite 
array of specialized se1vices and 
consultants available for church revi
talization efforts, the latest multimedia 
tools designed for churches, and the 
plethora of books on marketing strate
gies to make the church relevant. 
Instead, Nixon moves us to consider 
what he sees as the core issue: forget
ting that the church's greatest chal
lenge is to make the gospel available in 

new and compelling ways to those most 
in need of hearing it. 

Rather than advocating the abolish
ment of existing churches in favor of 
new church plants staited from the 
ground up, as some recommend, the 
author urges the church at large, and 
mainline churches in particular, to 
recover their memmy around four 
distinct areas: remembering who Jesus 
is, remembering the holy habits of faith, 
remembering our neighbors, and 
remembering how to be effective. He 
eschews cookbook formulas and other 
supposedly easy ways by which this 
transformation can be accomplished, 
reminding readers that the healing of 
spiritual amnesia requires-even 
demands-divine intervention coupled 
with human openness. 

A series of eight fictitious but all too 
recognizable churches populate the 
book and allow Nixon's ideas to take 
form and live in the reader's mind. A 
final chapter pulls the threads together 
with concrete suggestions about how to 
employ the ideas in this book in order 
to recover the best of what it means to 
be church. The author wants the 
church to carefully and forcefully 
consider how it is different than the 
world and how its programs and 
outreach differ from the world because 
it is the institution created by God to 
reach the world. This requires the 
recovery of a biblical sense of who the 
church is, what the church is for, and 
what the church needs to be in the 
wider world. Nixon's message is timely, 
finely tuned to context, and impas
sioned. Leaders and congregations will 
benefit from grappling ,vith this book 
and its central challenge to "remember 
what it means to be the church." 

REV. DR. DENNIS w. CHEEK 

John Templeton Foundation 

Radnor, Pennsylvania 
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& Noteworthy 
FROM THE ALBAN INSTITUTE 

Designing Worship Together: Models and Strategies for Worship Planning 

NORMA DEWAAL MALEFYT AND HOWARD VANDERWELL AL286; $16.00 

This book draws on more than two decades of collaborative worship planning by pastor Howard Vanderwell 
and musician Norma deWaal Malefyt of the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship. The authors offer 
thoughtful, field-tested processes for planning, implementing, and evaluating life-emiching weekly 
worship. DeWaal Malefyt and Vanderwell claiify the vital role of worship in the life of a healthy congrega
tion, identify the biblical assumptions underlying Christian worship, highlight the importance of teamwork 
in worship planning, and name the barriers worship planners must overcome. Also included in this invalu
able resource for worship planners are more than a dozen field-tested tools and a selected bibliography. 

The Hidden Lives of Congregations: Discerning Church Dynamics 

ISRAEL GALINDO AL297; $18.00 

Israel Galindo, a professor at Baptist Theological Seminary in Richmond, Virginia, takes leaders below 
the surface in this book to provide a comprehensive, holistic look at the corporate nature of church rela
tionships and the invisible dynamics at play in congregational life. Informed by family systems the01y and 
grounded in a wide-ranging ecclesiological understanding, Galindo unpacks the factors of congregational 
lifespan, size, spirituality, and identity and shows how they work together to form the congregation's 
hidden life. He provides useful tools for diagnosing and understanding bow congregations function and 
suggests leadership skills needed to help congregations achieve their mission. 

Becoming a Blessed Church: Forming a Church of Spiritual Purpose, Presence, and Power 

N. GRAHAM STANDISH AL302; $18.00 

In this book, pastor Graham Stat1dish shares the story of Calvin Presbyterian Church in Zelienople, 
Pennsylvania, and its journey to become a "blessed church," one that is spiritually deep, inwardly and 
outwardly healthy, and intimately connected to the living God. Calvin Presbyterian discovered that by being 
open to God in eve1ything they did-from worship and administrative meetings to the creation of budgets 
and sermons-blessings flowed through their church in ways they had never expe1ienced before. This book 
offers a guide and toolkit that will help other congregations enter the same process Calvin Presbyterian has 
to create a church that is open at its foundations to God's purpose, presence, and power. 

Practicing Right Relationship: Skills for Deepening Purpose, Finding Fulfillment, and Increasing 

Effectiveness in Your Congregation 

MARY K. SELLON AND DANIEL P. SMITH AL304; $16.00 

In this profound yet practical book, Mary Sellon and Daniel Smith make the case that the health of churches 
and synagogues depends on congregations leai11ing bow to live out love in "right relationships." Sellon and 

ea::;:;"'" Smith bring together the findings of several prominent researchers with the wisdom they acquired in their 
work with dozens of pastors and congregations to show the practices that are central to relational leadership. 
They present theo1ies, stories, and tools that will help congregations and their leaders learn how to build and 
maintain the loving relationships that provide the medium for God's transforming work 
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To order these or other Alban titles, please visit us online at www.alban.org or call us toll-free at 
1-800-486-1318, ext. 244.
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Gahn do, Israel. The Hidden Lives of Congregations: 
Discerning Church Dynamics (Herndon, VA: Alban 
Institute, 2004). Israel Galindo takes leaders below the 
surface of congregational life to look at the corporate 
nature of church relationships and the invisible 
dynamics at play. Infonned by family systems theory and 
ecclesiological understanding, Galindo unpacks such 
factors as congregational lifespan cm<l size to show how 
these fonn a congregation's hidden life. 

Heifetz, Ronald and Martin Linsky. Leadership on 
the Line: Staying Alive through the Dangers of 
Leading (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 
2002). Because leadership involves moving communi
ties through moments of sustained and often painful 
change, it is dangerous work. The authors explain the 
skills needed to successfully lead adaptive change: 
gaining perspective, developing allies, allowing issues to 
Iipen, controlling conflict, and giving the work back to 
those who must make the changes. 

Large Congregations: Ideas, Reflections, and 
Experiences. (www'.congregationalresources.orgl 
LargeCngs.asp). For people seeking a quick overview 
of the plinciples and forces diiving large congrega
tions, this online list from Gil Rendle is invaluable. 
Here readers will find Renelle's \visdom on issues 
large congregations face in the areas of structure, 
conflict, leadership, relationships, planning, and 
cultural realities. 

Mann, Alice. The In-Between Church: Navigating 
Size Transitions in Congregations (Bethesda, MD: 
Alban Institute, 1998). Starting with Arlin Rothauge's 
description of family, pastoral, program, and corporate 
size churches, Alice Mann explores the challenges that 
arise in the "plateaus" between church sizes and 
hinder new member assimilation. She helps readers to 
consider whether their church should be growing, and 
discusses the "why," "what," "who," "how," and "time 
frame" of size transitions. 

Mann, Alice. What Size Should We Be? (Bethesda, 
MD: Alban Institute, 2000). Is our congregation in a 
size transition? What are the signs? Can our congrega-

tion cross our size barlier? Do we, in fact, have a voca
tion to make room for more people? This video explains 
what it takes for a congregation to change sizes, why 
congregations make the saciifices needed to grow, and 
how they can develop a plan for growth. 

Mcintosh, Gary. Staff Your Church for Growth: 
Building Team Ministry in the 21st Century (Grand 
Rapids, Ml: Baker Book House, 2000). Presenting a 
functional and biblical approach to church staffing, Gary 
Mcintosh helps senior pastors answer questions about 
the "what," "how," and "why" of multiple staff ministry. 
Included are models for team ministry, guidelines for 
adding staff, techniques for interviewing staff candidates, 
and steps for dealing with staff conflict. 

Peterson, Eugene. Under the Unpredictable Plant: 
An Exploration in Vocational Holiness ( Grand 
Rapids, Ml: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1992). Eugene 
Peterson urges a paradigm shift from "pastor as program 
director" to "pastor as spiritual director." He demon
strates why we should not think of pastoling in terms of 
"efficiency" or "outcomes." Drawing on his own pastoral 
journey and the biblical story of Jonah, Peterson explores 
the need to avoid enslavement to programs so that one 
may discover the holiness of one's vocation. 

Rendle, Gilbert R. Leading Change in the 
Congregation: Spiritual and Organizational Tools 
for Leaders (Bethesda, MD: Alban Institute, 1998). 
This book is for congregational leaders trying to be 
faithful in an unpredictable environment. It provides 
leaders with practical diagnostic tools for leading change 
spiiitually. The case studies, analyses, worksheets, and 
games included here \vill help congregations and their 
leaders understand varied reactions to change. 

Staff Meetings in Large Congregations (www.con 
gregationalresources.org!LargeCngMtgs.asp). In this short 
online article, Gil Rendle outlines the purposes of staff 
meetings in large congregations and e;,,.-plains why such 
meetings are so important. Ile then desc1ibes some key 
points to keep in mind when conducting staff meetings: 
maintain a standard format, don't rush to decisions, and 
delegate and entrust. 
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Creating a Vision that Makes a Difference 

Why does our congregation need to have a vision? How can we ensure 
• 

• that it is not only worth the effort and time it takes to develop one-

but that it also makes a difference for our congregation? 

A: 
Visioning is often seen
as a panacea in congre
gations. However, 
having a vision in and of 

itself does not satisfy the need for 
congregations to involve their 
members in a discerning process that 
brings the wisdom and imagination of 
the whole system to bear on the ques
tions, ''Who do we want to be?" and 
''What do we have to do to get there?" 

One day, at a religious organization 
where I once worked, each staff 
member received a copy of "the vision" 
of the organization. We learned that we 
should appreciate this "hard work of 
the executive staff' and that we, of 
course, would be the people imple
menting the plan they had outlined. 
Sadly, although we "had a vision," it 
lacked momentum. Because little effort 
had been made to gather the wisdom 
and stir tl1e imaginations of tl1ose who 
would implement it, the vision we had 
been given had little impact on our 
day-to-day work. This anecdote typifies 
what often occurs in congregations. 
There is a better way! 

The visioning process I have found 
most effective is one tl1at brings 
together representatives of tl1e whole 
system to review the past, assess 
present challenges, and develop a 
common vision and an action plan for 
achieving it. Congregations often balk 
at the idea of asking their members to 
give up a weekend to participate in this 
process, but I have not yet found a 

congregation that issued such an invita
tion that did not ultimately have to 
scramble to accommodate all those 
who wanted to attend. 

Consider the following questions 
as you begin to consider your own 
congregation's visioning and strategic 
planning process: 

Why now? Some congregational 
leaders propose engaging in a 
visioning process as a way to avoid 
dealing directly with a conflict. 
Other times, congregational 
leaders expect that visioning will 
solve some spiritual malaise. All 
too often, congregations have tl1e 
energy for articulating a vision, but 
no commitment to doing what 
needs to be done to implement it. 

• What outcomes are you
seeking? Usually these outcomes
are broader than "having a vision"
and relate to achieving some clarity
of direction, setting priorities,
aligning human and financial
resources, discerning God's call,
and determining new ways to be in
relationship to tl1e surrounding
community and the changing
world. Spelling out these goals
helps to clarify that the vision is
the start of a process of redevelop
ment and realignment in the
congregation-not an ending.

What are the critical questions
that need to be addressed?
Identifying a few overarching, crit-

DO YOU HAVE A QUESTION YOU'D LIKE US TO ANSWER? 
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ical questions is an important part 
of designing a visioning and 
strategic planning process. I use the 
image of interlocking Russian dolls 
to help congregations discover the 
big question into which their 
various questions fit. 

How will you connect the best 
of the past to the challenges of 
the present? A vision is often 
empowered if it builds upon the 
congregation's past strengths and 
considers responding to present 
challenges in ways that remain true 
to the congregation's own "story" 
and identity. 

Who needs to be in the room? 
In order to achieve the commit
ment to the vision that will be 
required to make it a reality, it is 
critical to draw from the various 
experiences, insights, and commit
ments of the various stakeholder 
groups within tl1e congregation and 
the surrounding the community. 

Rev. Lawrence Peers is 
a senior consultant with 
the Alban Institute. He 
works with congregations 
during times of change, 
transition, and conflict, 
using an integrative 

approach of whole systems planning, appre
ciative inquiry, congregational studies, and 
spiritual discernment processes. Rev. Peers 
also works with middle juclicat01ies and 
national denominational bodies. 
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Grow joyful stev,ards in 
your congregation 

Giving, the annual periodical of the Ecumenical Stewardship 
Center, pro�ides fresh, creative resour�es to help pastors and church/ · *'!Bf!F;,< 
leaders cultivate a generous character in the heart of God's people. "'- · �-

Look what the 2005 issue brings! 

e Interviews with a new generation of stewards 

e Teresa Blythe's guide to subverting a spirit of consumerism 

e A look at electronic giving 

e Gilberto Collazo's notes on the "money factor" and new church planters 

e Book and resource reviews 

To order copies of Giving, contact: Available 
January 

2005 

Ecumenical Stewardship Center 
1100 W. 42nd Street, Suite 225 
Indianapolis, IN 46208-3304 
(800) 835-5671 or (317) 926-3525
www.stewardshipresources.org
stewardshipcenter@ameritech.net

A New 

Published by 

@ Abingdon Press

t for Ministry 
-A Different Set of Rules-

The Very Large Church: New Rules for Leaders, 
by Lyle E. Schaller. Contemporary leaders should realize, asserts Schaller, 

that the rules have changed for everyone involved in organization life. 

Both volunteer and paid staff must recognize that their old rule book is 

obsolete and that church life should no longer be defined by local 

traditions, geographical boundaries, or yesterday's stereotypes. The new 

context for ministry is defined by the culture, the societal context, a 

theological belief system, a passion for evangelism, a high level of 

competence, creativity, innovation, and a new and different set of rules. 

He helps church leaders understand how to make the transition to the 

megachurch culture while retaining Christian integrity. 

CAS-06 87090458. Paper, $20.00 

Cokesbury� Shop in-store, by phone, or online 

Cokesbury.com I 1.800.672.1789 



CONGREGATIONS is a quarterly publication of the Alban Institute, a nonprofit, interfaith 

founded in 1974 to provide a comprehensive range 

of resources to Christian and Jewish congregations. is to provide clergy 

and lay leaders with practical, research-based information and ideas for effective ministry 

as they grapple with an ever-changing environment. 

The Alban Institute serves leaders - both ordained and lay - across the denominational 

Our work is supported by member-

ship revenue, grant funding, and the sale of programs, services, and publications. 

The Alban Institute with many faith traditions, people of 

diverse ethnicity, men and women, large and small congregations, and urban and rural 

congregations. We Invite you to join in conversation with us by becoming a member or 

writing an article for CONGREGATIONS - or both! Please call us at 703-964-2700 or send an 

e-mail to membership@alban.org.

THE tC.... 
ALBAN _,1\ 

INSTITUTE 

2121 Cooperative Way 
Suite 100 
Herndon, VA 20171 

Con1ing 
This Spiing. 
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• The shift from organizational to

organic, discernment-based

models of governance

• How churches are successfully

applying a new governance par

adigm from the nonprofit world 

• Challenges to existing norms

and notions about church

boards

Pl11s 

• Rebuilding congregational

boundaries after clergy sexual

misconduct

• Ways to support ministers in 

ecumenical marriages



Contributors 

Greg Cootsona 

Marlis Mccollum 

Gil Rendle 

Jeffry R. Zurheide 

Rev. Dr. Greg Cootsona is associate pastor of adult discipleship at Bidwell Memorial Presbyterian 

Church in Chico, California, former associate pastor for education at Fifth Avenue 

Presbyterian Church in New York City, and author of Creation and Last Things: At the 

Intersection of Theology and Science (Geneva Press, 2002). Dr. Cootsona's current research 

focuses on the reconciliation of science and art from a theological perspective. He can be 

contacted at GCootsona@bidwellpres.org. Page 18 

Rev. Elizabeth Dilley-Gonzales is the pastor of First Congregational United Church of Christ in Red 

Oak, Iowa. She has a degree in educational theatre from New York University and a master 

of divinity degree from Pacific School of Religion. This is her first pastorate. Page 36 

Rev. Dr. Steve Jacobsen is senior pastor of Goleta Presbyterian Church in Santa Barbara, California. The 

author of Hearts to Goel, Hands to Work: Connecting Spirituality and Work (Alban Institute, 

1997), he recently completed five years of grant-funded study on how technology is affecting 

spiritual practices in congregations. He can be reached at steve@goletapres.org. Page 6 

Marlis McColl um is a freelance writer who has written for a variety of organizations, including tl1e 

College of Preachers, the Alban Institute, the National Endowment for the Humanities, and 

the National Gallery of Art. Pages 13 and 27 

Rev. Dr. Gil Rendle is a senior consultant for the Alban Institute with expertise in strategic planning, 

change management, team building, and leadership. Dr. Rendle is tl1e co-autl1or, with Alice 

Mann, of Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning as a Spiritual Practice for Congregations 

(Alban Institute, 2003), and the author of several other Alban titles, including Leading 

Change in the Congregation: Spiritual and Organizational Tools for Leaders (1998), 

Behavioral Covenants in Congregations: A Handbook for Honoring Differences (1999), and 

The Multigenerational Congregation: Meeting the Leadership Challenge (2002). Page 23 

Rev. Dr. Frank Wade has served as rector of St. Alban's Episcopal Church in Washington, D.C., for 

more than two decades. A nationally renowned preacher, teacher, and speaker, his sermons 

have been included in a number of anthologies. He has also authored a number of books, 

most recently The Art of Being Together: Common Sense about Life-Long Relationships, an 

audio book available through Episcopal Media Center in Atlanta that is soon to be published 

in print by Forward Movement Press. Among Rev. Wade's otl1er publications are 

Companions along the Way: Sermons about Relationships (Posterity Press, 1996) and Rites 

of Our Passage: Reflections through a Christian Year (Posterity Press, 2002). Page 10 

Rev. Dr. Jeffry R. Zurheide is senior pastor of the First Baptist Church of New London, New 

Hampshire, an American Baptist congregation. Previously, he was senior pastor of tl1e First 

Baptist Church of Oklahoma City, Oklal1oma. He is the author of When Faith is Tested: 

Pastoral Responses to Suffering and Tragic Death (Fo1tress Press, 1997) and (with his 

spouse, Karen J. Zurheide) In Their Own Way: Accepting Your Children for Who They Are 

(Augsburg Fortress, 2000). Page 32 
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\Vhen vou received this issue of CONGREGATIONS, a 
�;uesti,?n may l�,:l\e come to mind: \\'hat do you mean by
1arge church? It's a fair question. Last year, when Alban Institute 

researcher Rowena Martineau began a project to learn more about the workings of large churches 
and the demands they place on their leaders, she asked six self-described (current or former) large 
church leaders for their definitions of a large church. She received six very different answers: 

• a church with more than 350 people in worship, on average
• a church with at least 500 people in worship, on average
• a church with at least 400 members and some form of endowment
• a church with at least 550 members
• a church with more than 2,000 members on its roster
• a church with more than 2,000 people on its roster, an average of 800 to 1,000 in worship, an

operating budget of $2 to $3 million, and a staff of 20 to 30 people
In the literature, there is similar disparity. Large congregations are sometimes described as 

"corporate-size" churches, defined in some places as churches with average worship attendance 
ranging from 500 to 2,000 people, elsewhere as churches with more than 350 attending members. 

Given the lack of agreement on church size terms and definitions, not to mention the develop
ment of new ones, some clarification of what we mean when we refer to "large churches" is indeed 
called for. For the purposes of the discussions in this issue, we're defining the large church as one 
with an average attendance of more than 350 but less than 2,000, and we've given somewhat more 
emphasis to the churches in the upper half of that range. 

We should be clear that our focus is not the megachurch, whose size has afforded it a great deal 
of media and research attention in recent years. Likewise, it is not the small or mid-size church, 
both of which have been the recipients of considerable study and discussion as fears of their decline 
or disappearance have loomed large in certain circles. Far less is known, however, about the large 
churches that fall in between these two extremes. Yet, according to several recent studies, these 
churches are the spiritual homes of a large propo1tion of U.S. churchgoers. If this population is to 
be properly served, we need to know more about the large churches these Americans have chosen 
to attend and the skills required of the pastors who lead them. It is therefore on these congregations 
that we focus our attention in the following pages. 

The issues we explore are many: Who is best suited to large church ministiy, and how does one 
know if this is or is not his or her calling? How can large church ministers make personal connec
tions with the many people in their care? What is the emerging wisdom about how a congregation's 
st01y can create a shared identity and vision in a community characterized by diversity? In this issue 
of CO'.\TGREGATIO'\iS, we gladly share our findings and the wisdom of your colleagues on these 
and many other aspects of large church ministry. 

In faith, 

7:J��� 
Director of Publishing 
rbass@alban.org 
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