






































When I began my ministry I felt 
as if I had cheerleaders beside me­
all the authors of these materials, all 
the faculty who conferred upon me 
my newly minted seminary degree, 
all those who had supported me 
through search and call, and all 15 
members of the little congregation 
that I had agreed to pastor. Each of 
these voices cheered as I set out to 
be a turnaround pastor for Bethany 
Christian United Parish, a United 
Church of Christ congregation in 
Worcester, Massachusetts. "You can 
do it," they chanted. "You can make 
it to the finish line." 

We did make it to a finish line, 
but one that was quite different from 
what my studies had described. Along 
the way, I learned that success is not 
measured by having enough income, 
or enough people, or enough space, 
or enough of anything. I learned that 
our goal is not a place, a time, or even 
a mission. Success does not come 
from looking at a line ahead of you 
but from the way you run the race. 
We had a successful journey. Our walk 
on God's path was about facing loss, 
finding healing, and learning to let go. 
Bethany Christian United decided to 
step out on God's path. In doing that, 
we risked all that we had and all that 
we were. In taking the risk we found 
death and, ultimately, resurrection. 
First Steps 

In the 1970s, Bethany was a vibrant, 
large congregation still full of the 
excitement created by the merger 

of four congregations, the competi­
tion of three youth programs, the 
thrill of overcrowded worship, and 
the challenge of combining three 
denominations' liturgical styles. Thirty 
years later, the dilapidated sanctuary 
felt empty even when all of the 45 
remaining members were present. 

But although the building was 
crumbling, the people were not. They 
were determined to do more than 
wait for the last dollar of their endow­
ment to be spent and the last member 
to be buried. The church building 
was sold and a turnaround pastor was 
hired-that's me. After my arrival, all 
of our processes of decision-making 
were streamlined and our outreach 
to the local community was fine­
tuned. We adopted a local mission, 
created a new and innovative worship 
service, and told our friends what we 
were doing. We had a table at almost 
every event in Worcester, put ads in 
community publications, and hung 
flyers in local businesses. 

All of that was simply not enough. 
We had visitors almost every week, 
but few returned. Forty-five members 
voted to leave behind the church 
building the congregation had occu­
pied for several decades, but only 15 
arrived at the storefront where we 
had agreed to come together again 
to worship. Newcomers raised our 
average attendance to 25, but that 
was not enough-not enough energy 
to organize the additional worship 
service, not enough money to reduce 
our stress, and not enough people to 
sustain the hope that we could turn 

Church is . . .  a journey, a path of 

healing and risk taking, of comforting and 

challenging, of faith and doubt-a road 

we take together and a process that 

sometimes pulls us apart. 
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ourselves around. 
Still, the congregation was not 

willing to give up. Perhaps we 
could merge again, they suggested, 
join with another church to create 
something new. Sadly, it was this 
notion of creating something new 
that stalled merger discussions. We 
talked to five different congregations 
before we found one that was willing 
to imagine-initially, anyway-a 
different kind of church. After months 
of discussion, however, they were not 
able to envision letting go of things 
"the way they are." We voted against 
merger and began the conversation 
about how to close. 
A New Definition 

Local churches adopt many meta­
phors to describe themselves. One is 
"people of God," another is "refuge in 
the storm." One congregation in our 
area thinks of themselves as "the new 
Jerusalem," another as "the faithful 
remnant." In each case, metaphor 
communicates worldview. But meta­
phors also risk miscommunicating the 
Christian message. 

For Bethany, our metaphor was one 
found in many small congregations: 
"\i\Te are a family." We take care of 
each other. Our relationships extend 
beyond Sunday morning. As "brothers 
and sisters" in Christ, we try, and 
sometimes succeed, in holding each 
other, especially in times of crisis. 
Churches that focus on their life as 
"family of God" can be healthy, but 
the metaphor creates some traps for 
congregations trying to change. 

In the face of change, congre­
gations easily pick up family-like 
dysfunctions: triangulating complaints, 
maintaining a false peace, and defer­
ring decisions until the matriarch 
or patriarch has spoken. "Family" 
churches require a waiting period 
before new ideas are "adopted"; new 
members must wait for the matriarch 
and all the aunts to give the okay. The 
language and work of turnaround is 
about change, and change has a hard 
time finding a place in communities 
that use the family metaphor. 

For Bethany, family language did 



Bethany Christian United Parish was revitalized, 

renewed, redeveloped, turned around, and made new by 

Christ's love. It happened in the journey we took, a journey 

that required our death. 

not adequately explain the changes we 
had experienced. Why had members 
left? Where had we been in the face 
of some personal crisis? How could 
we deal with grudges and anger in 
the face of change? Family language 
does not speak to dwindling numbers 
and resources. Most of all, at a time 
when our community needed to take 
risks, the family metaphor said "don't 
change." Families are not risk-taking 
operations. 

Changing visions, reaching outside 
boundaries, developing new practices, 
restoring historical values, and risking 
death in the hope of resurrection are 
all actions outside the metaphor of 
family. In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus 
tells his disciples they are going to 
Jerusalem to risk their lives and, in 
fact, to die (Mark 10:32-34). Jesus's 
message is still hard to hear. But it is 
in risking and in dying that resurrec­
tion and salvation take place. Risk­
taking is the metaphor of the Body of 
Christ, not the metaphor of family. 

The metaphor of the Body of 
Christ includes working toward 
developing spiritual gifts ( 1 
Corinthians 12) and combining gifts 
to express the fullness of Christ in the 
world. But for a church that wants 
to revitalize itself, for a congregation 
that wants to find new life, the Body 
of Christ metaphor says clearly: 
"Those who want to save their life will 
lose it, and those who lose their life 
for my sake, and for the sake of the 
gospel, will save it'' (Mark 8:35). 

The journey for Bethany was a 
journey toward picking up our cross 
in the same way that Jesus willingly 

carried his. We needed to forget 
about saving our life and instead turn 
our path firmly toward Jerusalem. In 
Jerusalem is the risk of humiliation, 
beatings, and possibly death. But the 
trip to Jerusalem brings opportunities 
to tell Jesus's stories, feel Jesus's 
healing, know Jesus's presence. It 
is Christian witness to the power of 
the gospel to become a church that 
recognizes that the greatest loss is not 
death but the loss of God's Kingdom. 

Choosing Risk 

something new in the world. 
It requires great confidence in 

God's new thing to look coldly at the 
fear in a struggling congregation. It 
is tempting to soften the figures or 
imagine that miracles will happen. 
We are inclined to avoid looking too 
closely at spending or at the endow­
ment. We avert our eyes from the date 
that this ministry will end. But if we 
are the Body of Christ we will speak 
boldly, as Jesus did, of the end. Do not 
be anxious, but be honest. 

When Jesus took 
that fateful trip 
to Jerusalem, the 
disciples could not 
imagine the end 
result. When Jesus 
predicted his death 
the disciples reacted 
without hope, only 
with fear. When Jesus 
was arrested the 
disciples were afraid.
When Jesus was 
beaten he felt only 
pain. When Jesus 
died, his followers 
believed his ministry 
was over. Even when 
the resurrected Jesus 
appeared, the 
disciples were locked 
in a room, afraid for 
their lives. And yet, 
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in the face of that 
fear, they continued 
on, confident that 
God was doing 
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In the risk-taking-in the mistakes 

and successes, in the fear and the hope 

-we found healing again and again.

\Vhen I arrived at Bethany, our 
projected end date was July 2012. 
This was a date that initially offered 
a poignant comfort to about half 

Do we hang on so we can bury our 
members? Or do we stop hanging on 
and start reaching out? Do we want 
to take the trip to Jerusalem? 

of our members, who felt confi-
dent that they would die before the 
church did. They took consolation 
in the notion that the congregation 
they had been a part of for so long 
would bury them. (At this point we 
measured the doors of our storefront 
and discovered that we could not, 
in fact, have a funeral there, so even 
this small comfort was lost.) And 

We considered what it would cost 
to increase our outreach, expand 
our mission, become involved in the 
local community, advertise our exis­
tence, increase our pastor's hours, 
and make our space welcoming. The 
risk involved not merely money but 
also our energy, gifts, and time. The 
risk was the fear of telling others 

we asked again and again: Is that 
what we do as the Body of Christ? 

our story and meeting people we 
don't yet know. The risk was that we 
would change. And the risk was that 
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we would do 
all of this and 
still not succeed 
in becoming a 
growing, vibrant 
church. 

We spent time 
understanding 
and developing 
our choices. 
We could hang 
on for 10 more 
years or we 
could take a risk. 
If our outreach 
succeeded our 
future was prom­
ising. If it failed, 
we would be 
out of money in 
four years. The 
hope was real; 
so was the fear. 
In the face of 
fear, the disciples 
stayed with Jesus 
on the journey 
to Jerusalem. 

Bethany Christian United Parish 
chose to take the risk, too. We chose 
to embark on our own journey to 
Jerusalem. We tried a lot of things 
and we made a lot of mistakes. 
Some things succeeded and others 
failed. But more importantly, in the 
risk-taking-in the mistakes and 
successes, in the fear and hope-we 
found healing again and again. 

There were little healings, of our 
bodies, and of our little frustrations 
vvith one another, but there were 
huge healings as well. We named our 
angers and frustrations with the past; 
we learned to forgive and to move on. 
We stopped thinking of ourselves as 
a group that had failed and instead 
learned to see the ways we had 
followed God to hard places. We 
gained confidence in our ability to 
present our church to others, learning 
to name the important ways we were 
grmving spiritually. Mostly we were 
healed from being victims, beaten 
on by the world, and became instead 
deciders, deciding for ourselves 
which risks to take and choosing as 
a group to continue to take the risks 
needed to grow. 

After three years of effort it 
was clear we were not growing in 
numbers. We recalculated our encl 
elates. We could close in six months 
and use our remaining funds for 
resurrection in other congregations, 
or we could stay open with minimal 
pastoral leadership for two more 
years. Bethany chose to close. It did 
so six months later, in June 2005. 

Finding Resurrection 

It is possible to tell the story of 
Bethany quite simply. We tried 
to redevelop, we failed to get enough 
new members to sustain our ministry, 
and the church closed. That true 
sentence assumes that church is a 
place we should go to, a finish line, 
or a goal that we failed to reach. But 
I think church is instead a journey, 
a path of healing and risk taking, of 
comforting and challenging, of faith 
and doubt-a road we take together 
and a process that sometimes pulls 



us apart. We became a church that 
recognized the journey's passions 
and resurrections. We were resur­
rected on the way. 

We were resurrected as the Body 
of Christ. When 15 gathered in our 
storefront location, we faced our own 
painful sto1y of loss. Along with the 
pain of losing the organ, the baptis­
tery, and the church building was 
the fear that our hist01y was lost. 
And beyond that was incredible pain 
about the loss of people. In addition 
to feeling sadness about our losses, 
many of us were also really angry: 
Why did they give up? Why did they 
leave us? When we discussed our 

healing and hope. Family members 
who hadn't been to church in years 
joined us and cried with us through 
the healing. And members of the 
congregation shared their struggles 
with alcohol, with their grown chil­
dren, and about their fear of illness 
and death. 

But beyond individual healing 
we experienced incredible healing 
as a community in the creation 
and development of that worship 
service. We learned together how 
to think about the parts of worship, 
how to plan the flow of the service, 
how to make space for uplift but 
also for desolation. Members got a 

Our resurrection was about letting 

go. We had to let go of our image of 

our church as a family.

values, one stood out: we held on. 
Why did we hold on when others 
were letting go? 

Our resurrection was about 
letting go. Centmies before us, 
the disciples had to let go of their 
pichire of Jesus overcoming the Roman 
auth01ity. Now we had to let go of 
our image of our church as a family. 

We talked about what it meant to 
hang on-about loyalty, integrity, and 
perseverance. And then we worked 
on how to let go: How do we let go of 
our anger? How do we let go of our 
sadness? Finally, how do we let go 
of Bethany? In continuing along the 
journey we were called to make we 
were led to answers to these questions. 

Our resurrection was about 
healing. As part of our outreach, we 
began a healing worship service on 
Sunday nights. (We were supporting 
a local battered women's shelter, and 
a healing worship seemed like the 
logical next step.) We were amazed 
and unprepared for the way people 
were healed. Visitors came, calling us 
later with stories of rest and calm, of 

1 chance to tiy on different gifts and 
got feedback as to which fit best. 
On discovering healers and singers, 
greeters and socializers among us 
we affirmed each individual for his 
or her particular gift. Conversation 
began to include the parts of 
our lives that had been hard. Six 
members of the congregation had a 
chance to share about times when 
they had considered suicide. Several 
others shared what it was like to live 
with mental illness. The sharing, 
the new depth, the expanded stmies 
about how God had saved our lives, 
all of this healed us, both as indi­
viduals and as a community. 

Our resurrection was also about 
giving of ourselves. When the 
members of Bethany took the risk 
to spend our endowment in the 
hope of turning our church around, 
our image was still one of holding 
onto our church, to a thing and a 
people that we knew and loved. 
Three years later, when considering 
whether to hold on a few more 
years or to close while we still had 

money to give away, we had grown 
into a new image of church. Our 
discussions about money had moved 
from family budgeting decisions to 
questions about our role in creating 
the Body of Christ in the world. We 
had learned to let go and had found 
healing on our journey; we had 
grown into people who believed that 
Christian churches have money not 
for the purposes of holding on but 
in order to reach out. We gave the 
money away so that it could reach 
out with Christ's love. 

Bethany Christian United Parish 
was revitalized, renewed, redevel­
oped, turned around, and made 
new by Christ's love. It happened in 
the journey we took, a journey that 
required our death. We made it to 
the finish line because we made the 
decision to risk all that we were, and 
we made that decision intention­
ally, thoughtfully, and prayerfully. In 
following the path we were called to 
take, we let go of what hurt us, we 
were healed as a community, and we 
gave away all that we had. We made 
it to the finish line: we found resur­
rection on the journey. • 

Questions for Reflection 

1. What is your congregation's

metaphor for itself? Is it one that

is helping you move forward?

2. Do you and your congregation

know what the end date for your

congregation will be if you continue

on the path you are on?

3. What criteria would you use to

determine whether your congrega­

tion is successful right now?

4.What are the risks ahead for your

congregation? Do you understand

them? Are you willing to take them?

What are the risks of the status quo?
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CHANGING the 

CONVERSATION 
Nurturing a Third Way for Congregations 

ANTHONY B. ROBINSON 

Consultant, author, 
and pastor Anthony B. 

Robinson asks us 
to engage with 10 

illuminating questions 
to re-discover how to 

Changing the culture of orga­
nizations, institutions, or a 
society is about changing the 
conversation. Different topics 
are introduced, new language 
is employed ( or old language 

"be church" in our I recovered), and alternative ways 
changing world of framing the situation are 

offered. One 1night observe that each week in worship the church seeks 
to "change the conversation" through the language of liturgy, the stories of 
Scripture, the proclaiming of the Word, and the celebration of the sacra­
ments in order that we might see ourselves, our neighbors, and the world 
in which we live in ways that are both new and truthful. 
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For congregations-particularly 
congregations of the mainline Protestant 
tradition-the way forward has everything 
to do with changing the conversation. 
This also means that we will decline the 
interpretive formulation being offered 
by the larger culture in order to change 
the conversation in ways that permit us 
to see afresh, to hear good news, and to 
act faithfully. The dominant interpretive 
framework of American society is on view 
during each presidential election, when 
the television networks present us ,vith 
maps showing the country divided into 
reel and blue, with no alternate colors or 
shading. This representation constitutes 
a narrative of polarization. The polar-
ized alternatives it encompasses may be 
described as left and right or liberal and 
conse1vative, or their clerivates, like 

the polarized alternatives of either 
liberal or conservative, left or right, reel 
or blue, traditional or contemporary, 
praise or classical? If it is possible, is a 
third way merely a compromise between 
e>..iremes, a muddle in the middle, or 
is it a vital center and a new framing 
of the conversation? One framing of 
a third way comes to us from Diana 
Butler Bass in the description of "inten­
tional churches" she offers in her book 
Practicing Congregations. Such congre­
gations are not adequately described 
as liberal or conservative, left or right. 
They combine intentional Christian 
practices and Christian formation with 
service and justice emphasis. Another 
way to describe tl1ird-way congrega­
tions would be as congregations tlrnt 
are "rooted in faith and engaged in tlie 

Is a third way possible-

a way beyond the polarized 

alternatives of either liberal or 

conservative, left or right, red or 

blue, traditional or conte1nporary, 

praise or classical? 

"pro-life" and "pro-choice" or "pro­
economy" and "pro-environment." 
While not an exact parallel to tl1e red/blue 
interpretive schema, the way this polmiza­
tion gets framed in churches is often evan­
gelical versus liberal (or progressive), or 
the megachurch model versus the estab­
lished church. These polarized distinctions 
come to the fore pmticularly witl1 refer­
ence to worship and music. In worship, 
we find "contemporary" worship pitted 
against "traditional." In music it is praise 
music versus traditional hymns or classical 
music. Working, as I do, witl1 a variety of 
congregations and denominations, I 
find this narrative to be both ubiquitous 
and unhelpful. Often it is worse: it is 
destructive. 

Is a third way possible-a way beyond 
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world." In such congregations, spirituality 
is real, worship is vital, God is alive, and 
people m·e engaged in practicing and 
e>..'Pressing-living-their faitl1 in tl1eir 
vocations and relationships, in service 
and advocacy on behalf of tlie poor and 
marginalized. In eitl1er formulation, 
these are congregations whose primary 
identity is not eitl1er left or right, liberal 
or conseivative, but "Christian." Their 
reference points ar·e Scriphire, Word, 
m1d Sacrament, life in community, and 
a social critique informed and shaped 
by all tl1ree. Their reference points are 
not Democratic or Republican. They are 
not churches that care only, or primarily, 
about either personal trm1sforrnation or 
the public square. They care about m1d 
work at both. 

For congregations that seek such a 
third way, tl1ere are perhaps 10 impor­
tant conversations that need to be deep­
ened and sustained in their ongoing 
life. These conversations are all contri­
butions to and different takes on the 
overall effort to change tl1e conversation 
in ways that nurture an emerging third 
way that moves beyond current and 
tired polarization. 

Conversation 1: 

It's Not about You 

Many dis-spirited, bewildered, 
pedaling-as-fast-as-we-can, struggling, 
or conflicted congregations have come 
to believe that what they are under­
going is about them. "We are a bad 
church," or a dying church, or a failing 
church, say leaders and members of 
such congregations. While there are few 
congregations that cannot stand some 
improvement, much of what is being 
faced and experienced by many main­
line Protestant churches is not about 
them. It is about the end of an era, a sea 
change in the religious ecology of North 
America and the role of congregations 
in our society. American Christendom 
is over. \Vhile this may not be news to 
most clergy, it remains news for many 
in our congregations. Church leaders 
need to do a better job of helping 
their congregations understand what 
is meant by "Christendom" and what 
that era meant in terms of church role, 
Christian formation, mission, and the 
role of clergy. While we no longer live 
in the world of American Christendom, 
old habits die hard, especially if they 
are not lifted to a conscious level and 
examined. ot only is Christendom 
over, but in crucial ways modernity is 
too. Because many mainline Protestant 
churches hooked their wagons to the 
rising star of modernity in the past, this 
presents many challenges. In all too 
brief summary, tl1e end of Christendom 
means that congregations must learn 
anew how to do adult Christian forma­
tion. The end of modernity means 
that too highly rational or intellectual 
congregations need to rediscover spiri­
tuality. To put it another way, they need 
to re-encounter both mystery and a 
living God. 



Conversation 2:

And Yet ... It Is About You 

It is a psychological and spiritual truism 
that we do not control what life brings 
to us, but we do have some control over 
how we respond to what life b1ings. 
If we are preachers, we didn't bring 
on an end to Christendom with our 
preaching. If we are church members, 
we did not cause these changes by not 
being good enough Christians. We did 
not cause this, but we must figure out 
how to respond to it. Often this involves 
doing some grieving. Christendom 
was a known world, and for mainline 
Protestants it was our world. We have 
lost a good deal. People in our congre­
gations, especially those over 55, are 
grieving. As we engage in Conversation 
1 about what's changed, and as we do 
our grief work, however, we are also 
seeking to discern what God is up to 
in our new time and to respond with 
as much wit and courage as we can 
manage. As we do, we may notice 
that we not only grieve some aspects 
of Christendom's demise, we are also 
liberated by that death. We are free 
to embrace the wonderful, liberating 
oddity of being Christians, of following 
Jesus in a life more challenging and 
adventuresome than Christendom 
imagined. 

The bottom-line point of Con­
versation 2 is urgency. Congregations 
and their leaders can't wait until the 
dust settles and the smoke clears. It is 
urgent, if our congregations and denom­
inations are to have a place and a role 
in North America in the 21st centmy, 
to step up to the plate and take on the 
work that God has given to us in our 
time. There is, in my experience, a 
good deal of anxiety in congregations 
and denominations, but not nearly 
enough urgency. 

Conversation 3: 
A New Heart 

Not long ago I found myself working 
with the congregations of a particular 
judicatory. One of their four pri01ities 
was "renewing faith," which they told 
me seemed tl1e hardest to get a hold 
of, the hardest to make progress on. 

I observed that the phrase "renewing 
faith" implies that we already have faith 
and need only dust it off or heat it up. 
Perhaps, I suggested, we might do better 
to think less in terms of "renewing" and 
more in terms of "new-ing," or, to use 
biblical scholar and author Marcus Borg's 

formulation, "meeting Jesus (again) for 
the first time." The civic faith opera-
tive in many of our congregations is not 
adequate for this time. Just renewing that 

will not get us headed in the right direc­
tion. Something deeper, something more, 
is needed-a new heart. 

I have come to think that there are at 
least four key vessels to this new heart. 
One is that evangelism starts at home 
and with us. Many mainline congrega­
tions rediscovered or tried to rediscover 
evangelism in the 1980s as a response 
to membership declines. To them, 
"evangelism" effectively meant church 
growth. That's not what it means. It 
means hearing and receiving the good 
news about what Goel has done and is 
doing in Jesus. Before we endeavor to 
share this \vith others, we need to hear 
it ourselves. The first audience for 
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There is, in my experience, a good 
deal of anxiety in congregations 
and denominations, but not nearly 
enough urgency 

evangelism, for the good news of the 
gospel, is us, our congregations. 

A second vessel of the new heart 
is the message about God. The ques­
tion that drove Martin Luther and the 
Protestant Reformation was "Where 
can I find a loving God?" In our secular, 
technological, market-driven age, the 
new urgent question is "Where can I 
find the living God?" In many of our 
mainline congregations we talk much 
of a loving, welcoming, inclusive God. 
All well and good. But whether God is 
loving or judging may not be the ques­
tion. The question, the real one, is 
whether or not God is living, powerful, 
vital, and capable of changing, healing, 
and delivering us. If not, then quit 
wasting your time. 

The third vessel of a new heart is 
Scripture. Is Scripture a kind of archaeo­
logical relic or anthropological artifact, 
or is it the trustworthy mediation of 
the living God? Too often it seems 
that the Bible is treated as decorative 
or as "great literature" (that we haven't 
read and have no intention of reading) 
rather than the truth about who God is 
and who we are. 

Finally, to create the fourth vessel 
of our new heart, theology needs to be de­
professionalized. "Amateur" need 
not be interpreted as meaning half-
baked or poorly done. It can speak of 
something done for the love of the thing 
itself. For a centmy or more, theology 
has been limited to professionals, with 
the consequence that many in mainline 
Protestant churches are clueless about 
the core convictions of Christianity and 
what difference they might make. Without 
engaging in this third conversation, 
efforts toward a third way will forever be 
underfunded and seen simply as the latest 
new gimmick or program. When lives 
are transformed by the mercies of God, 
energy is produced--energy that trans­
lates into new forms, mission, and vitality. 
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Conversation 4: 
Who Will Lead Them? 

During the era of Christendom, clergy 
tended to have three roles: chaplain, 
scholar, and part of the authority struc­
ture of the town or community. Note 
that neither "leader" nor "congregational 
leader" is on the list. Today, however, 
clergy must be leaders. That is, they 
must be capable of helping their congre­
gations identify and make progress on 
their own most pressing problems and 
deepest challenges. Moreover, clergy 
must be teachers of the faith and ministry 
mentors. Both of these roles mean that 
the ministry is not done primarily by 
clergy (as in Christendom) but by the 
people of the church, the members of the 
congregation. 

If clergy in the Christendom era 
tended to be chaplains and scholars 
who did what ministry was done, laity 
tended to run the church or manage 
the ministry. This meant large numbers 
of church members served on seemingly 
endless boards and committees. Today, 
particularly for third-way churches, 
major shifts are in order. Increasingly, 
leadership needs to be entrusted to the 
called and elected leaders of the congre­
gation, while ministry needs to be given 
to the laos, the people, the church. 

Conversation 5: 
Why Are We Here? 

Many-too many-long-established 
congregations have come to see their 
purpose as being to maintain themselves. 
The question that goes begging in these 
congregations is "For what are we main­
taining ourselves? What is our mission?" 
I prefer the word "purpose" to "mission" 
since the latter tends to carry a good deal 
of baggage. Why are we here? What is 
our purpose? Would we be able to tell if 
we were fulfilling our purpose or not? 

I do not think that the purpose of the 
church is all that mysterious or elusive. 
It can be adequately suggested, in my 
view, by responses such as, "Churches 
exist to change lives," or "Churches 
exist to grow people of faith," or 
"Churches are here to be and make 
disciples ofJesus," or "The Church 
teaches and embodies love of God and 
love of neighbor." What is mysterious is 
the way churches manage to forget or 
misplace their purpose. Without much 
thinking about it, many congregations 
and their members have come to think 
that the purpose of the church is the 
comfort and satisfaction of its members. 
But this seriously distorts the whole 
venture. The ongoing conversation 
about purpose and staying "on purpose" 
is crucial for third-way congregations. 

Conversation 6: 
Let's Get (Less) Organized 

Some of the best clergy with whom 
I have worked are saying things like, 
"I don't have energy for the institu­
tional thing, but I do have energy for 
discipleship." I take that to mean that 
many Protestant congregations have 
become burdened with elaborate, nearly 
Byzantine organizational structures that 
have assumed a life of their own but do 
not effectively f'miher essential ministry 
or core purpose in this new time. The 
comment of clergy is mirrored in the 
difficulty that many congregations are 
ex'Periencing in getting sufficient names 
to fill out the slate for their boards and 
committees. In too many congregations, 
the way the congregation is organized to 
do business, and the implicit idea that 
the best way to get people involved is 
to get them on a committee, is proving 
counterproductive. Moreover, the 
elaborate organizational structures of 
many congregations are designed more 
for maintenance than mission; they are 
designed to maintain the status quo 
rather than respond to new challenges. 

An alternative to the typical way 
in which congregations are organized 
may be gained from the field of "whole 
systems design," in which a congrega­
tion is thought of less as an organization 
and more as a system. If a congrega­
tion is a system whose purpose is to 



grow people of faith or to be and make 
disciples of Jesus Christ, what are the 
key components of such a system? They 
might be as few as three: welcoming 
or inviting, transforming and forming, 
and prepa1ing and sending. People are 
welcomed to the community, engaged 
in experiences that grow faith, and 
sent into the world to serve, in ways 
that make use of their gifts, as instru­
ments of God's grace and presence. 
Congregations might restructure 
around such a simple and integrated 
systems approach. Unlike the organi­
zational model that often pits one area 
of church life against another ("more 
money for music means less for social 
action"), a systems approach to congre­
gational life requires that each part of 
the system be healthy because each 
part depends on every other part for 
the whole to work. 

Conversation 7: 
Taking on Adaptive Challenges 

I find useful the distinction leadership 
expert Ronald Heifetz makes berween 
technical problems and adaptive 
challenges. The latter, in my view, 
require intrinsically spiritual work for 
they involve loss, risk, and the changing 
of hearts and minds. The former tend 
to a problem/solution frame, and typi­
cally experts or authorities are called 
upon to do the work. Once purpose 
is in place, congregations and their 
leaders need to ask, "What are the 
adaptive challenges upon which we 
need to work and make progress 
in order to more fully realize our 
purpose?" Adaptive challenges facing 
many congregations include learning 
how to do adult Ch1istian formation, 
or how to work with God to make 
Christians, how to make the shift from 
board culture to ministry culture, and 
how to move from stewardship as
meeting the budget to growing congre­
gations of generous people. Any one 
of those is a five-year piece of work. 
Together, t\vo or three key adaptive 
challenges make up a congregation's 
vision. In the helpful formulation of 
Wesley Seminaiy church leadership 
professor Lovett \,'\Teems, purpose 
stems from exploring the question, 

"Why are we here?" and vision emerges 
from asking, "Given why we are here, 
what is God calling us to do in the next 
five years?" 

Conversation 8: 
The Church and the 
Public Square 

Once the mainline churches dominated 
the public square, literally. We stood 
there, proudly, adjacent to the bank, the 
town hall, the libra1y, or the hospital. 
Our preachers addressed and often 
provided the leadership for reform 
movements from abolition to civil rights. 
Today we have shrunk and mainline 
Protestant churches have mostly opted 
out of the public square. Oh, tl1ere may 
be denominational offices lobbying 
in \i\Tashington, D. C. or ecumenical 
agencies advocating for this or that at 
the state capital, but as for congrega­
tions and clergy who are tl10ughtfully 
engaged, as Christians, in tl1e public 
square, little is happening. Instead, one 
of two tl1ings tends to occur: either the 
church tries to make the world over 
again in its own image, and wakes up, 
as usual, to discover that the world ( or 
the Republican Party) has made tl1e 
church over again in its image, or tl1e 
church slinks off to the margins "vitl1 
little to say or do save wring its hands. 

theme of this article, the church and 
its leaders must find a way to speak 
tl1at does not simply say, "I agree with 
that" or "me too" to tl1e Republicans 
or Democrats, to the left or right, but 
speaks Christianly and theologically in 
ways that are provocative, compelling, 
and faithful. 

Conversation g: 
Death and Resurrection 

There are some congregations where 
deatl1 is not the worst tl1ing that can 
happen. It may even be the best tl1ing 
tl1at can happen, because without a 
death tl1ere can be no resurrection. 
Some congregations of the historic 
mainline will be able to make tl1e shifts 
necessary to become churches of a 
third way and expe1ience new purpose 
and vitality. Otl1ers, however, will not. 
In some situations, congregations and 
denominations need to be about tl1e 
work of death and resurrection. 

Take t\vo examples from my own 
recent experience. One neighbor­
hood church had dwindled to about 
20 members \vitl1 an average age of 
83. Its denomination had poured in
thousands of dollars to "renew" this
congregation, but to no avail. It had
become a kind of club, and efforts at
growth tended to be, "Corne join our

The question that drove Martin 
Luther and the Protestant Reformation 
was 'Where can I find a loving God?'' 
In our secular, technological, market­
driven age, the new urgent question is 
'Where can I find the living God?'' 

That is to say, either there is a new kind 
of triumphalism or tl1ere is a be\vildered 
quietisrn. What is the role of the church 
in the public square today? Is it not 
possible that we might play a role tl1at 
is neither triumphal nor tongue-tied 
but rather speaking fortl1rightly and 
acting resolutely as a voice in the public 
conversation? In line \·vitl1 the general 

club (but don't change anytl1ing!)." 
Not without some struggle a plan was 
developed that called for closing the 
church, having a fallow or sabbatical 
period, and choosing a new name, a 
new purpose, and a new pastor-all of 
whom reflected the racially and cultur­
ally diverse look of the community 
around the church. Today, six years 
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later, this resurrection experiment is a vital congregation of between 150 and 200 active participants. Without death, this resurrection could not have taken place! Another example, a work in progress, features six congregations in a university district. Taken alone, each congregation was e>-']Jeriencing scarcity: not enough money, not enough members, not enough future. However, when the six looked at themselves in a new frame, as one new congregation with a variety of spiritual traditions and practices, they saw abundance. Together they have land assets valued at over 100 million dollars. They have a rich tapestry of spiritual traditions. But, again, a resurrection will necessitate a death. 
Conversation 10: 
Where Do We Start? 

With so much work to do and so many conversations to be had, where do you start? Do you start with exploring the sea change in the culture, the end of American Christendom and its implica­tions for virtually eveiy aspect of the 

church's life? That may be the right 
place to start in some situations. In others it might be the case that people know things have changed, and what's needed is to build a sense of urgency. Still another starting point, should your congregation be in a pastoral search process, is to ask, "Do we want a leader or a chaplain?" For many congregations, focusing on "purpose" will be a good starting point. If that's the case, keep in mind that arriving at a reasonably clear, theo­logically sound statement of purpose is only half the battle. Congregations not only need a clear and compelling statement of purpose, they also need a sense of purpose. The two are related but different. A statement of purpose puts the big idea into words. A sense of purpose gets you out of bed in the morning and keeps you going in the face of challenges. Wherever you start, it's important to bold together two qualities that don't always go well together: urgency and patience. This work, recognizing that Christendom is over and yet the need for the church and gospel is not over 

but, if anything, more acute means we can't wait. We have to get on this right now. We have to work to become new congregations with a great sense of urgency. And yet we must be patient. We must be patient with each other because this is tough, demanding work. We must be patient with our leaders as they learn new ways and as they struggle to acquire new skills. We must be patient as old structures give way and we don't quite know what the new ones are. Doing this work means that we don't have the answers in advance. We are learning as we go. Like the Hebrews who were learning what it meant to be Israel during their long journey in the wilderness ,  like the church in the Book of Acts learning what it meant to be church, we are in a time of new learning. As we change the conversa­tion we shall come to see this new time not as a time of inevitable decline or disarray but as a new time of learning, of deepening faith, and of a great and godly adventure. • 

What to Expect from an Alban Event 

... Stimulating Experiential Learning 

... Creative Problem Solving 

.. .Interaction with Alban Authors and Consultants 

Upcoming Events 

Discerning a New Vision for the Long Pastorate, Sept. 17 - 19 

Senior Pastors: Leading a Multi-Team Staff, Sept. 18 - 20 

Balancing Your Ministry, Renewing Your Life, Sept. 25 - 27 

Health, Holiness, and Hospitality: Individual and Community in Congregational Life, Oct. 1 - 3

""'!!,'I-.,..;;._ Becoming a Praying Congregation: The Art of Teaching Spiritual Practice, Nov. 12 - 14
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'?ts I mentioned at the seminar, I believe it was one of the best, most infonnative, and 

most practical, I have ever attended. I think that I can use the information I received 

immediately and often. I got a l.ot out of the seminar. Now the challenge is to apply it. 

Thank you for your time and attention." 

Full schedule on our website: www.alban.org 



Giving up the Myth 
How One Congregation Saw Itself as 

It Was and Created Itself Anew 
SHARON WILSON 

N 
O CONGREGATION WILL EVER ENJOY AN ABUNDANT MISSION LIFE 

until they have first discovered who they are. Sounds simple enough-

a little history and geography and the job's done, right? Maybe not. In the 

case of the church I was called to serve a decade ago, a lengthy period of self-examina­

tion, experimentation, and committed effort was required to discover who we were and 

what we were called to do-despite what appeared to be a long history of vitality and 

commitment to mission. 
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Windsor Park United Church was 
founded in 1958 in the mud of a new 
subdivision, and in its early years it 
thrived. Even though there was no 
church building for the first five years, 
the congregation grew steadily from a 
portable trailer into a nearby elemen­
tary school and then into the commu­
nity's large secondaiy school. As the 
suburb grew, families seemed to pour 
into the church without a whole lot of 
effort or planning on the part of the 
church leaders. 

Once the congregation moved into 
its own building, they were able to 
offer a nursery school program and a 
seniors' club along with hosting Guiding 
and Scouting groups. The sanctua1y 
was full for both morning services, and 
area schools still needed to be used to 
accommodate the huge Sunday school. 
It was a heady time. By the 1970s the 
church board realized that a plan was 
needed to guide the congregation's 
growth in the future, so a seminaiy 
student was hired to study the neigh­
borhood, which now encompassed 
another substantial housing develop­
ment, and to prescribe a strategy for 
the church's ministry. Despite this 
foresight, the church later began a 
period of decline. 

of the ministry and mission. In 1989 the 
church entered a period of intentional 
interim ministry that lasted nearly eight 
years. There were a number of reasons 
for this unusually long sabbatical from 
called ministry. Most important was 
the need to stop and reflect after a long 
pastorate, but there were still conflicts 
that needed to be resolved as well as 
patterns of leadership that required 
reflection. Although the congregation 
achieved a much healthier calm after 
several years of interim ministry, the 
church's leaders still felt that more 
needed to be done if they were to be in 
a position to embark on a call to a new 
minister, so in 1995 a retired minister 
was invited to give leadership to a 
vision committee. Over the course of 
many months a variety of folk from the 
congregation were gathered for discus­
sions about the future. They wrestled 
with the lack of youth and young adult 
programming, the explosion of residen­
tial development in the neighborhood 
without an attendant change in church 
membership, the challenges of church 
finances, and the special needs of an 
aging congregation. For the most part 
the vision committee was energized 
by their work and full of hope for the 
future of the church. I was called in 

The people coming to our church bring 
a yearning for meaning in their lives. They 
are young, bright, busy, and successful. 
Curiously, for all they have attained, there 
is still something missing. They want their 
lives to have value on a higher level. 

By the mid-1980s, attendance had 
slipped to the point that only one 
morning service was required. The 
congregation had undergone periods of 
conflict, and it did not have a constitu­
tion nor an operating structure that 
enabled the laity to take foll leadership 
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1997 to what I believed was a healthy, 
vital congregation. 

While the reports of the study 
undertaken in the 1970s and the work 
of the 1995 vision committee named 
youth ministry, community outreach, 
and the need for a mission focus as 

critical to the congregation's future, there 
was little or no initiative to act on these 
findings. When I arrived, I encountered 
members of the congregation who fondly 
recalled the years when the church 
had offered two morning services and 
boasted nearly a thousand children in the 
Sunday school, but that was not who we 
were in the late 1990s. We were a church 
looking inward and hying hard to survive 
\vithout changing. 

This called to mind a huge debate 
that had taken place in Canada in the 
1960s. The Anglican Church of Canada 
had commissioned popular writer Pierre 
Berton to give an outsider's view of the 
church. What resulted was the bestseller 
The Comfortable Pew (Lippincott, 1965), 
a scathing denunciation of an institu­
tion that had lost its passion for the very 
beliefs it espoused. (Similarly jolting 
findings of complacency, irrelevance, 
ineptitude, and aimlessness emerged 
from a United Church of Canada 
symposium held in 1966.) Berton chal­
lenged the church to liberalize itself 
and to engage in the world. This call to 
mission became the rallying c1y for a lot 
of church leaders, but it also signalled a 
significant and costly shift in the church. 
Mission and faith became increasingly 
distinct from each other, and church 
membership declined steadily. Too 
often we substituted social action for 
an authentic call to mission based on a 
lively, informed understanding of scrip­
ture. We acted as though the Bible and 
the life of Christ had no relevance to 
current affairs. In the 40 years following 
the ferment of The Comfortable Pew, we 
continued to wrestle with fuzzy self-defi­
nition as believers and a lack of claiity 
on why we do mission. This was the situ­
ation I found in 1997 at Windsor Park 
United. 

Fast forward to 2007 and we find a 
ve1y different congregation than the 
one I came to 10 years ago. The core 
membership from 1997 remains as 
dedicated as ever, but there is clearly a 
transformed atmosphere. Our worship 
attendance has risen to the point that 
our unused balcony has been returned 
to service, with gym bleachers providing 
seating for nearly 60 worshipers. We've 
hired a youth minister and are planning 
with youth and young adults in mind. 



The message of scripture has to make a clear connection 
between the faith of the individual and the world he or she 
inhabits. To me, this is non-negotiable. If people are to address 
their yearning and find meaning in their lives, the church 
worship hour must be the place where this happens. 

We've committed to a variety of mission 
projects that involve not just money but 
the gifts of our time and skill. And we've 
identified our community, figuring out 
who lives within the catchment area 
of our church, and have taken steps to 
invite them in. 

This transformation did not happen 
by accident or come about without 
considerable discomfort, but what 
has occurred is the direct result of 
embracing who we were and what was 
needed to get where we wanted to be. 
When a church stops living by its own 
mythology and confronts its reality, the 
potential for faith and mission explodes. 
We have discovered that when you 
nurture a faith community you inspire a 
mission community. 

Making_ the Connection

After coming to Windsor Park United 
and recognizing its reality, I saw that if 
we were to change as a faith community 
then I would have to do some serious 
soul searching and make some changes 
in my preaching. Like it or not, the 
worship hour is the main source of 
spiritual nurture for most people. In the 
busy 24/7 world of our culture, many 
families don't have the luxury of expan­
sive church involvement. This means 
that in the worship hour we have to feed 
the souls and send them out with a chal­
lenge. 

Without a doubt, I preach differently 
today than I did a decade ago. Having 
learned more about my congregation, 
I now know that many of the people 

in the pews on Sunday have little or 
no experience of church, in contrast 
to churchgoers of decades past. For 
instance, some of them need the index to 
find a book in the Bible (not having that 
informative Sunday school song rattling 
around in tl1eir brains like so many of 
the rest of us!) Theology and creeds and 
denominationalism aren't part of their 
vocabulary. An indicator of this was 
the response to a sermon I preached 
in September 2006, which addressed a 
question a member of tl1e congregation 
had asked several months earlier: "What 
are the differences between being reli­
gious, pious, faithful, and spiritual?" We 
received more requests for transcripts 
and tapes of that sermon than any other 
sermon I'd ever preached. At the core of 
the question the sermon spoke to was a 
desire to know what our Christian faith is 
and what we are to do with it. 

Over time it has become increasingly 
clear to me that the people coming to 
our church bring a yearning for meaning 
in their lives. They are young, bright, 
busy, and successful. They are populating 
our growing suburban neighborhood and 
filling our schools and recreation centers. 
Curiously, for all they have attained, 
there is still something missing. They 
want their lives to have value on a higher 
level. For many it is a return to the faith 
left dormant since childhood. For others, 
embarking on a faith journey is an adven­
ture into unknown territory. 

When I realized this, I started to 
reframe how I approached preaching. I 
began searching for ways to make scrip­
ture more understandable in worship. 

I have always used an introduction to 
preface the reading of scripture, but now 
I do so assuming that it is all news to the 
congregation. This has added a fresh 
and invigorating focus to the Word. I 
also began to use The Message, Eugene 
Peterson's contemporary paraphrase 
of the Bible, more often. Sometimes 
Peterson's choice of words or phrases can 
be quite startling, but this has given me 
the opportunity to do some comparing 
with the NRSV right in worship and has 
intensified how the congregation hears 
scripture. The Bible has become less 
locked in ancient times and far more 
relevant and interesting. 

The other major shift for me came 
directly from the call to know who we 
are. I have started asking a different set 
of questions of the people in the church, 
new and old: What do you do? What are 
the issues you face at work? How does 
your faitl1 help you witl1 those issues? At 
first, most people politely answered the 
first two questions and looked baffled 
by the third. Most simply didn't see a 
connection between their faith and their 
work. Their immediate reaction was to 
say that it would be inappropriate to talk 
about religion where they work When I 
agreed, they tended to look even more 
confused. From there tl1e discussion 
moved to Christian values and which 
ones we could name and how impor­
tant they were to our lives. Then we 
talked about the discomfort that comes 
from feeling like we live our lives in 
distinct compartments so that one aspect 
does not intrude upon another. What 
remained-and this was critical for me 
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Transform 
Revitalize 
Empower 
AUBURN COACHING INSTITUTE Learn to thrive in your 

ministry and life. Our action-oriented coaching program 

for church leaders helps you clarify goals and values, 

communicate effectively, prioritize and complete tasks, 

and manage stress; it includes two residential modules 

and regularly scheduled one-on-one coaching sessions. 

Other options for individuals and teams available. 

Contact cjm@auburnsem.org for more information. 

DOCTOR OF MINISTRY IN MULTIFAITH EDUCATION 

Confront the challenges of a complex world. Auburn 

has partnered with New York Theological Seminary 

to offer a new degree for clergy and educators who 

serve across religious boundaries. With a combination 

of retreat-style seminars and online learning 

this affordable program is now open for enrollment. 

Contact www.nyts.edu for details. 

AUBURN MEDIA SPEAKER TRAINING Convey your 

message powerfully. In our daylong workshop on public 

speaking, media skills, and communications strategy 

for religious leaders, you will learn how to shape core 

messages, develop media contacts, handle interviews, 

and gain comfort with radio, television and print 

terminology. Customized one-on-one and organizational 

training sessions are also offered. Contact 

jmw@auburnsem.org for upcoming workshop dates. 

Auburn Theological Seminary 

Where Religious Commitments 

Meet Contemporary Challenges 

Visit us at www.auburnsem.org 
3041 Broadway at 121st Street, NYC 10027 T: 212.662.4315 
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BECOME A PART 

OF OUR MISSION 

If you care about your congregauon and want to make a real 
dif

f

erence, become a member of the Alban Institute. You will 
gain access to a wealth of resources, creative ideas, and know­
how that can help you strengthen your congregation and your 
own leadership role. 

For more than three decades, Albans mission has been to build 
up congregations and their leaders to be agents of grace and 
transformation. By becoming pan of our mission as an Alban 
member, you will play an active role in helping to shape and 
heal the world. 

An individual membership costs just $50 a year. Benefits 
include a subscription to Congregations magazine, which you 
hold in your hand; access to members-only articles on Alban's 
website, a 25% discount on more than 300 Alban book titles; 
discounted tuition for Alban learning events; our Alban Weekly 
e-newsletter, and more. Alban members by natural inclination
are lifelong learners.

A CENTER FOR LEARNING 

Alban is an independent center of learning that crosses 
boundaries of denomination, faith, and disciplines. We 
interpret, synthesize, and generate knowledge, making it 
available to congregational leaders in ways that are accessible 
and motivating. We are a trusted voice with valued approaches 
to learning and leadership development. As a safe place to 
engage in vital work and connect with peers, resources, and 
expertise, Alban creates vibrant learning communities. 

TESTIMONIALS 

"Alban gives me the hope that there is someone else out there who 
is thinking along the same lines as I think but is able to spend a
lot more time researching, learning, teaching, and facilitating the 
creative development of vital new forms of ministry." 

"My institutional membership offers me the ability to share excellent 
resources and links with governing body leaders." 

800-486-1318
www.alban.org
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as a preacher-was to discover how to 
remove the dividers and make connec­
tions between faith, family, work, and 
play. That has become the core of my 
sermon preparation now. The message 
of sctipture has to make a clear connec­
tion between the faith of the individual 
and the world he or she inhabits. To me, 
this is non-negotiable. If people are to 
address their yearning and find meaning 
in their lives, the church worship hour 
must be the place where this happens. 

Meeting New Needs 

Another next step toward helping people 
understand who they are and what they 
believe was to look at our educational 
programs. Typically, study groups met 
in the evening. Attendance was low. 
The regulars would be there no matter 
the time or topic, but we had to ask 
ourselves why all the others were staying 
away. Family and work commitments 
were the most frequently heard excuses, 
so we included an insert in our bulletin 
one Sunday, asking when people would 
find it most convenient to participate in 
study programs. To our surprise, Friday 
morning at 7:00 a.m. over breakfast 
was the top pick So that's what we did. 
We attracted a few folks who had not 
attended before. 

We implemented other new 
programs at new times, too. Two years 
ago we embarked on our Living the 
Questionsl program, which includes 
dinner. We were overwhelmed by the 
response, which we attributed to the 
timely subjects covered, such as how to 
be a mainline Christian in an increas­
ingly evangelical world. This year we 
added a new twist to our plan. One of 
the barriers to participation in study 
groups was the desire of parents to 
have evenings with their children. In 
the fall we decided to offer a children's 
program to coincide with the adult study 
of Serious Answers to Hard Questions. 
Again, the floodgates did not open, 
but we did get several more families 
involved because their children were 
treated with the concern and commit­
ment of the congregation. This has 
been another way of discovering who 
we are-in our case, a congregation of 
many young families-and responding 

with programming that addresses our 
members' needs. Now with Saving Jesus, 
a new 12-part program on the person 
ofJesus from the Living the Questions 
resources, we see steady growth in 
participation and a diversity in our 
participants that more closely reflects 
the diversity of our neighborhood. 

The other significant shift that has 
occurred in the last five years is in our 

I membership process. No longer are 
candidates for church membership teen­
agers just doing what their parents have 
told them to do. Instead, we have had to 
make adjustments to accommodate the 
people who are now presenting them-

I selves as candidates, many of whom are 
between 30 and 50. Some have never 
been baptised and others come from 
traditions different from the United 
Church of Canada. In many instances 
they have been active in the church for a 

difficulty in obtaining suitable supplies 
of clean water for preparation. One of 
my high school friends got very involved 
in the boycott and found a means to 
participate through a church. I was 
surprised by this turn of events given 
that she had not attended church while 
we were growing up. Curiously, when 
the boycott ended, she left the church. 
Her reason to be there had disap­
peared. This confirms my belief that it 
is hard for any church to do mission if 
the congregation is not acting out of a 
mature, nurtured faith. If we are not 
constantly feeding the quest for spiri­
tual meaning and connecting it with the 
real world, then we will have succeeded 
in producing only contemplatives or 
ungrounded do-gooders. 

This is where the fun begins. As 
one member of the congregation 
described it, "We're finally being the 

When a church stops living by 
its own mythology and confronts its 
reality, the potential for faith and 
mission explodes. 

long time but are only now making this 
very official declaration of their faith and 
commitment. This is hugely significant. 
It is indicative of a deepening of their 
faith, and that is a reflection of what is 
happening more broadly in the whole 
congregation. Our faith, collectively, is 
intensifying in a significant way. 

Enlivening Mission

So what does this have to do with 
mission? When I was a seminary 
student, a boycott of Nestle was in 
full swing. Advocacy and social justice 
advocates within and outside churches 
discouraged the purchase of Nestle 
products in an effort to stop the 
company from supplying baby formula 
to mothers in developing nations. Baby 
formula was seen as a poor alternative 
to breastfeeding given its price and the 

church we said we were in our mission 
statement!" He's right about that. Our 
mission statement declares that we will 
embrace diversity, reach out to others 
in the surrounding community, and 
work together in service to Creation. As 
recently as a decade ago these aspira­
tions always took a back seat to looking 
after ourselves. Not anymore! Now this 
church is abuzz vvith activity. Even more 
important, people are living their faith 
with joy! 

Let me give you just a sample of 
what's happening now. We decided that 
our growing neighborhood needed to 
know where to find us. After several 
tries we finally found a communication 
vehicle tlrnt works. Three times each 
year we send professionally designed 
postcards to all 13,000 households in 
our catchment area. These postcards 
outline upcoming events at the church 
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and feature pictures of past activities. 
The response they've generated has 
been amazing. \Ve get a dozen or so 
phone calls and e-mails in the week 

challenges in life who would benefit from 
a style of worship that is focused more 
on healing. That inspired the worship 
council to develop monthly evening 

We have discovered that when you 
nurture a faith community you inspire 
a mission community. 

after the mailing. Our Web site gets 
more hits. Families arrive at our door 
for worship. It works! 

We now offer contemporaiy worship 
about six times per year as part of our 
Sunday mornings, complete with music 
from our teen Praise Singers and Praise 
Band. Those who said there would be a 
mass exodus on contemporary Sundays 
have been forced to squeeze into their 
favorite pews, which are now over­
flowing with newcomers. 

These contempora1y services 
stemmed from an outreach ministry we 
spent three years doing in the newest 
suburb adjacent to us. That effort 
involved holding evening services in a 
newly built school. While this gave us 
a chance to worship in a new way and 
to explore new music and drama, it 
didn't result in a sustainable worshiping 
community. Rather than see this as a 
failure, however, we instead brought in a 
staffperson from our presbyte1y to help 
us evaluate the ministiy. By doing so we 
discovered a long list of things that we'd 
learned and did not want to abandon: 
We wanted to continue to ex'Plore new 
forms of worship. We wanted to keep 
trying new ways to reach out into the 
neighborhood. We wanted to discuss 
issues that mattered to us that were 
happening outside the church. We were 
excited about our lives as Ch1istians and 
wanted to share this with others. This 
led us to institute our periodic contem­
porary se1vices. Thus success emerged 
from what bad initially appeared to be 
less than successful. 

In the sp1ing of 2006 our pastoral 
care team reminded us that there are 
people grieving or dealing with 
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services beginning in the fall of 2006 
based on the Taize and Iona traditions. 
(Taize is an ecumenical community in 
France that grew out of the World War 
II that focuses on healing, justice, and 
renewal through worship and se1vice. 
Iona is a religious community born in 
the late 1930s from the Celtic tradition
that also places emphasis on worship and 
justice.) Our musical leadership for these 
events comes entirely from within the 
congregation and is made up of young 
adults whose gifts were not being utilized 
previously. An invitation to these services 
is offered to neighboring churches, and 
the response has been most encouraging. 
A church in our neighborhood has a ve1y 
good, well-established grief program 
to which we send our members. Now 
they send their participants to us for the 
healing services. In this way, our churches 
are collaborating, to the benefit of both 
congregations. 

Ten years ago we talked about our 
commitment to our youth. Now we 
are walking the talk. Three years ago 
we hired a youth leader. Upon his 
university graduation we offered him a 
half-time position as youth, education, 
a11d outreach minister. We have all 
flourished since he has come on staff. 
Suddenly our youth are popping up all 
over the church, not just at their Saturday 
night gatherings. They have served food 
at a congregational dinner, collected 
board games for one inner-city mission 
and craft supplies for another, and they 
have taken a prominent role in the design 
and leadership of our worship. The 
energy entering our congregation from 
this component of our membership, 
for so long untapped, is exhilarating. 

Like most churches, at Christmas 
we prepare and deliver food hampers 
to needy families. A few years ago, 
however, the same people who prepare 
the Christmas hampers asked them­
selves if it was fair for families to go 
without at Easter. After a few phone 
calls to local schools, we were able to 
identify families who needed Easter 
hampers. The members of the 
congregation who delivered these gifts 
after Palm Sunday worship were moved 
to tears by the thanks they received. 
When you believe in the way of Christ 
and you get a chance to act on that 
belief, your life is forever changed. 
Once again, we have had a profound 
ex'Perience of connecting "I believe" 
with "how I live." 

We also have a tireless team of 
knitters who make afghans for 
women's shelters and homeless 
agencies. Hundreds are produced 
every year by a group of people in the 
congregation. As word has traveled 
through the community, others have 
offered to pitch in, moving this 
program beyond the confines of 
our own congregation. 

Likevvise, our refugee committee is 
bursting at the seams. It has become 
a place for many in our congregation 
to find an outlet for their se1vice. We 
have welcomed families from Vietnam, 
Bosnia, Afghanistan, and the Congo. 
Every aspect of this work-planning 
with government settlement agencies, 
gathering household goods, finding 
accommodations, making the transi­
tion with language, school, and work­
happens almost magically through the 
untiring efforts of the team. We have 
learned so much about injustice and 
tragedy from our refugee families. 
Their st01ies often frighten us, but 
tl1eir courage drives us to do more. 
While we are committed to our work 
as partners in the resettlement of 
refugees to Canada, we have also 
discovered other new and rewarding 
ways to be a part of the transformation 
of the lives of others. 

In 2000 I embarked on a great 
adventure that ultimately led the 
congregation to otl1er mission work. 
I had been asked by the Diocese of 
Gralrnmstown in the Eastern Cape 



Province of South Africa to work on 
their Land Reform Project, which 
involved identifying all the church­
owned land in the diocese and devel­
oping a process to turn it over to South 
Africans. Because of apartheid, land 
ownership was only a dream for the vast 
majority of South Africans. During my 
visit to South Africa, the head of the 
project, Rev. Jesse Sage, took me to visit 
a preschool in the area. Jesse's late wife 
Gil had seen the need for a program 
for young children, so, with the help 
of some local volunteers, she had had 
a shipping container moved to land 
next to the nursing station ( the only 
safe public space in the shantytown), 
had doors and windows cut into its 
walls, and transformed it into a nursery 
school. In 2005, with help from the 
European Union and local officials, a 
much larger preschool was constructed. 
It now serves nearly 200 children, many 
of whom are AIDS orphans. When I 
returned from South Africa, I invited 
the congregation to consider being a 
pa1tner in this project-over and above 
the support they were already giving to 
the United Church Mission and Service 
Fund. The congregation embraced the 
project. Our first fundraising effort 
went toward financing the school's 
construction costs. Later efforts went 
toward paying tuition for the many chil­
dren who have been abandoned. Now 
we provide the funding for the school's 
noon meal each day. 

In the fall of 2006, our Outreach 
Council decided we could do more. 
Some of the council members had met 
Akim Kambamba, who had talked in 
our adult membership classes about 
his life in Sudan and his work with the 
African community in Winnipeg. As a 
result of the inspiration Akim provided 
and our Outreach Council's vision, we 
held our first African Night in January 
to a sell-out crowd. Participants in this 
event enjoyed food from Sudan, Ghana, 
Sierra Leone, Nigeria, and South 
Africa, as well as dancing, music, and 
inspiring messages. Most important of 
all, the night closed with a passionate 
commitment to do more. Out of 
our celebration of African culture 
we discovered that the local African 
community had a vision for a cultural 

center. We have now joined with them 
to work toward that goal. 

There are many other ministries I 
could tell you about as well, such as 
our Little Moccasins program for 
mothers and young children, which 
touches families in need. We also 
offer computer training, a program 
especially popular with area seniors. 
We furnish the food for a meal program 
at an inner-city mission and drive their 
clients home from the book bank. We've 
hosted informational sessions on a wide 
variety of topics, including racism, 
human rights, drug addiction, estate 
planning, and the perils presented by 
a hog processor proposing to set up 
shop nearby. We have let it be known 
that our doors are open and we will 
respond to the expressed needs of the 
community. 

The congregation here is fueled 
for its mission. You can feel it in the 
air. This is a congregation of faith and 
passion tliat connects who we are with 
a life of purpose. 

When I began writing this article, 
I asked the members of my congrega­
tion for their input. Not surprisingly, 
I received a lot of e-mails. Let me share 
this response from Dorothy Talman, 
who came to Windsor Park United 
about six years ago: 

I remember reading once, 
a long time ago, that "to lose 
yourself in others is to find 
yourself." 

I have found that by getting 
involved in our various church 
groups/outreach work, I can 
make a difference, perhaps even 
change the lives of strangers 
who need help. 

I have found that working 
alongside members of our 
congregation, listening to their 
chatter that goes on when in 
the kitchen/attending meetings/ 
participating in outreach work, I 
am able to share in the sorrows 
and joys that take place in their 
lives, and as a result become 
closer with each of them. 

I have found that, because 
of my involvement in mission 
work, I am not alone, but have 
learned, through my church 

family, to be as caring and 
compassionate as they are, and 
can forget about "me." 

I have found that I have 
become more aware of the 
needs in our community, city, 
and world, and to respond to 
these needs as best I can. 

I have found my involve­
ment in tl1e mission work of 
Windsor Park United Church a 
very humbling experience. 

Dorothy's comments touch the 
heart of our experience: Vve have 
found ourselves at Windsor Park 
United. We have discovered who we 
are, where we are going, and what we 
will have to do to get to our destina­
tion. vVe have become a church that 
has made all the connections necessary 
so that faith, family, work, and service 
are part of a continuum that blesses 
the lives of our members with meaning 
and purpose. In finding ourselves as 
children of God we have discovered 
our call to the world-and we will 
never be the same again.• 

NOTES 

1. Living the Questions (http://www.living

thequestions.com) is a source of courses and

media designed to help people explore the

future of Ch1istianity and what a meaningful

faith can look like in today's world.

Questions for Reflection 

1. Who are you as a person of faith?

Where do your values and sense of

purpose in life come from?

2. Describe your church-its strengths,

its weakness, its mythology, its

aspirations.

3. Do you believe you can have faith

without mission or mission without

faith? Why or why not?

4. What do you do to connect faith

and mission in your church?

5. When people are grounded in faith,

how does mission transform them?
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Reviews 

REAL LIFE EVANGELISM 

\\nu \.I II rian \lclarcn 

f\facth, Grncc R«w 

"For the purpose of 
this book," writes 
Martha Grace 

Reese, "evangelism is anything you 
do to help another person move 
closer to a relationship with God, 
or into Christian community." 
With those freeing words, the 
Gospel already feels a little more 
unbound, and likely so will anyone 
who reads Unbinding the Gospel. 
Throughout this engaging book, 
the author relies on a combina­
tion of creativity, humor, straight 
talk, keen organization, and most 
importantly, the power of prayer to 
help us reframe what it means to 
be faithful disciples through evan­
gelism. She reveals the heart of 
what it means to share good news 
with others. 

Based on a four-year evan­
gelism research project that 
included 150 churches and more 
than 1,000 interviews, the book 
is written in three parts. The first 
examines the state of evangelism 
in mainline churches today, the 
second provides examples of "great 
churches sharing their faith," 
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and the third explores what Reese 
describes as "the possibilities God 
has in mind for you." Each part 
carries a helpful reminder of where 
one is in the "map" of the book, 
imparting Reese's clear sense of 
direction and purpose in writing the 
book in the first place. 

Though an excellent and practical 
study book for an evangelism team, 
it would be a shame if this volume 
gets pigeonholed as one more book 
about technique. In the end, Reese 
helps us take a long, hard look at 
what it really means to be church­
to be the living, breathing, effective 
Body of Christ in the midst of a 
world so desperately in need of the 
kind of peace Christ gives. 

The overall feeling one gets from 
reading Unbinding the Gospel is 
that of having a real heart to heart 
conversation with the author, one 
that is long overdue. Her delight­
fully conversational style is so punc­
tuated with exclamation points that 
from time to time I had the feeling 
I was reading Mark's gospel. But her 
sense of urgency is well-founded, 
as she illustrates. Citing sobering 
statistics, such as the fact that "in 
2000 there were only half as many 
mainline Protestants as there were 
40 years before," Reese prepares 
us for a hard landing by putting the 
numerical losses in human terms. In 
the next decades, she says, millions 
more will join the ranks of those 
who have never attended a church. 
"They won't have memories of a 
Christian grandmother, father, or 
next-door neighbor. The thought of 
'going back to church' when they're 
in trouble will never occur to them, 
because they have never been inside 
a church building in the first place. 
For them, a church is an alien, 
possibly intimidating place-not a 
cradle of comfort and hope." 

But if you think this is another 
shrill warning of the ecclesial sky 
falling, it's anything but. With a 
great deal of optimism, hope, and 
honesty, Reese helps us sort through 
the tangle of issues surrounding 

evangelism and distills one poignant 
question for us to ponder: What 
difference does it make in your own 
life that you are a Christian? Reese 
believes this is the pivotal question 
for those who follow the Risen Christ 
and is the foundation on which any 
evangelistic efforts must stand. For, 
if we don't know or can't articulate 
what is profound and transforma­
tional about Jesus in our own lives, 
how and, more crucially, why would 
we tell others? 

Reese has written a deeply 
insightful book that isn't simply 
another set of pages to chew on and 
place on one's bookshelf with the 
afterthought, "Well, now, that was 
interesting." Instead, what one finds 
in Unbinding the Gospel is a spiritual 
workbook, a comprehensive manual 
for those wanting to begin or jump­
start the intentional work of equip­
ping people to tell the gospel news in 
word and in deed. 

Evaluative criteria, practical 
measuring sticks, and provocative 
questions at the end of each chapter 
draw us deeper into the serious 
consideration of becoming bold 
witnesses. With clarity and sound 
theological grounding, we are invited 
into a grand adventure, one in which, 
Reese promises, the Spirit will be 
faithful. 

Reese has called upon her parish 
ministry experience as well as her 
work as a lawyer, consultant, and 
coach to produce what very well 
could be a watershed book for main­
line Protestantism. "The holy is 
encased in the pragmatic," she 
writes regarding strategies for evan­
gelism. It's not a bad description of 
her wonderful book, either. Readers 
will come away feeling nourished 
and inspired. 

Rev. Rebecca Gummere 

Grace Lutheran Church 

Boone, North Carolina 



. ....... , ... 

Books on homi­
letics generally fall 
into one of two 

categories: those dealing with a 
theological or methodological foun­
dation and those that deal primarily 
with pastoral or practical concerns. 
However, in The Fully Alive 

Preacher, a lively and in formative 
work addressed to pastors whose 
spiritual and pastoral wells have 
run d1y after years of ministiy and 
service, Mike Graves does justice 
to both topics. 

This book is not for neophytes 
in the pulpit but for pastors like 
myself who sometimes have a diffi­
cult time proclaiming the gospel to 
the same faith community season 
after season and year after year 
in creative and inspiring ways. 
So often, pastors find themselves 
ove1whelmed by the volume of 
administrative work they are 
responsible for, tasks that hinder 
their creativity and de-energize 
them for other work. 

In The Fully Alive Preacher, 

Graves seeks to bring pastors 
back to the basics in preaching 

as he encourages us to rekindle 
the spark of the Holy Spirit in 
our lives in order to once again 
bring God's Word to the local faith 
community. The book is divided 
into four main sections discussing 
what Graves refers to as the four 
"stages" of preaching: studying the 
scriptures, brainstorming stories, 
creating a sequence, and embodying 
the sermon. Each section includes 
short vignettes from the author's 
own preaching life or stories from 
famous preachers such as Barbara 
Brown Taylor, William Willimon, 
and Fred Craddock, among others. 
At the end of each section readers 
are presented with a short verse 
from scripture and asked to reflect 
on several questions about their 
own preaching experiences. Space is 
provided for those wishing to record 
their thoughts right in the book. I 
found the inclusion of these reflec­
tion questions ve1y fruitful in that 
they encourage deeper reading-or 
re-reading-and more profound 
comprehension and application. In 
many ways, The Fully Alive Preacher 

is a workbook to which the reader 
will return again and again for 
further reading and reflection. 

As professor of homiletics 
and worship at Central Baptist 
Theological Seminary, Graves 
certainly knows his topic. However, 
I found his writing style so colloquial 
as to be distracting. The text also 
seemed in need of some general 
editorial fine-tuning. Nevertheless, 
I believe this book will be a welcome 
contribution to pastoral renewal 
for both the pastor as well as the 
entire church. 

Rev. Dr. William C. Mills

Nativity of the Holy Virgin 

Orthodox Church 

Charlotte, North Carolina 

MANDATE TO 
AH INVITATION TO THE CONTEMPORARY CHURCH 

DIFFERENCE 

The ability to bridge 
biblical texts and 
contempora1y 

situations is a hallmark of Walter 
Brueggemann's work. His latest 
volume, a collection of essays and 
addresses given over the last several 
years, is no exception. In these 
selections, Brueggeman provoca­
tively explores the complexity of 
faithful living and minist1y amid the 
complex and powerful forces that 
vie for the control of Christians' 
minds and hearts. These essays are 
wide ranging, with probing explo­
rations of such topics as forgive­
ness, welcome, hope, Sabbath, the 
need for theological certainty, and 
the use of the Bible in American 
Christianity. Brueggeman's discus­
sions of the dangers the current 
political and economic climate 
poses for faithful living mince no 
words. He notes that the need to 
produce and consume has made 
Christians forget the gifts of rest 
and Sabbath. At the same time, he 
decries the therapeutic nature of so 
much of American religion, which 
he believes creates a society and 
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church full of "self-indulgence 
without fidelity and manipulation 
without gratitude." 

With that central danger and 
problem in mind, Brueggemann 
carefully but boldly interprets Old 
Testament texts in order to force 
us to question favorite assumptions 
about faith and the church. He urges 
Christians and their clergy to have 
more faith, and to trust God over 
technology, economic power, and the 
national security state. He worries 
about the existence of "red and blue 
parishes and red and blue clergy," 
noting that welcoming those who are 
different is central to the Christian life. 

Brueggemann consistently urges 
Christians to realize the complexity 
of both the biblical and contemporary 
world. He warns against the dangers 
of theological certainty, arguing that 
"a subset of singular silence occurs 
when individual persons arrive at 
absolute certainty and claim to iden­
tify their own view with the mind of 
God; such persons are characteristi­
cally engaged in profound denial about 
the complexity and conundrums that 
constitute the self." Brueggemann 
asks why we Christians trust our own 
devices and schemes. "Our faith is not 
about pinning down moral certitudes," 
he writes. "It is rather, about openness 
to wonder, and awe in glad praise." 

Seriously engaging this work will 
cause readers to take a close look at 
the work of ministry and proclama­
tion. This is a book that urges risk over 
comfort, rest amid tiring consumption, 
and recognition of complexity over 
"black and white" certainty. 

Brueggeman refuses to read the 
Bible in isolation from the realities of 
the world as we find it. In so doing he 
leaves the reader challenged, critiqued, 
and changed. 

Aaron Klink 

New York, New York 
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SPIRITUAL FREEDOM BEYOND 

OUR APPETITES 

LYNNE M, BIIA& 

FASTIN G 
"r'"'"•l r,�,,1.,,.. 

ll,�y,,n<I >.lu, ''rr«i(<> 

With tllis text, which 
successfully combines 
a self-help format and 

a quite navigable academic approach, 
Lynne Baab offers readers an intro­
duction to a spiritual practice that is 
enjoying a revival among contempo­
rary western Christians. Baab presents 
fasting as an exercise in freedom from 
subjugation to habit-particularly 
cultural and personal tendency toward 
excess-as a means to gaining new 
expe1ience, awareness, and insight into 
the presence of the divine in our lives. 

The construction of fasting presented 
in tllis text-"the voluntary denial of 
sometl1ing for a specific time, for a spiri­
tual purpose, by an individual, family, 
community or nation"-renders more 
timely and accessible what may seem to 
many of us a rather arcane or irrelevant 
endeavor. Integrating scholarly research 
witl1 shared and personal anecdotes, 
Baab makes a persuasive case for the 
development of a concept of defolitively 
Christian fasting that is biblically based 
and llistmically informed. Tllis is offered 
to readers as one element in the rhytl1m 
of a spi1itually aware life tl1at includes 
feasting-the practice of rejoicing in 

abundance-as well as fasting, the time 
dming wllich we acknowledge and mourn 
tl1e empty and broken aspects of our lives. 

Baab explores the contempormy 
western aversion to fasting, citing 
consumer culture and its concomitant 
self-indulgence as primary culprits in the 
creation of a negative view of self-denial. 
Otl1er identified complicit influences 
include histmically variable cultural 
notions of propriety around issues of diet, 
food consumption, body weight, appear­
ance, and correct attitudes. The aggregate 
of these influences, Baab asse1ts, has 
brought us to a point of vi1tual enslave­
ment, occupying our minds and lives to 
the detriment of spilitual pursuits. 

To her credit, Baab does not attempt 
to make things easy on herself by advo­
cating a generic "try fasting-it's good 
for everybody" type of approach. She 
unflincllingly examines tl1e pmticulari­
ties of sex and gender in relation to food, 
including the preponderance of eating 
disorders that tend to afflict more women 
than men and may tl1erefore affect 
women's experiences and conceptual­
izations of fasting. She also makes the 
astute obse1vation tliat fasting may offer 
men tl1e opportunity to move beyond 
limiting cultural notions of maleness 
and manhood as necessa1ily centered in 
personal strength and power over otl1ers. 
Incorporated as well is the important 
observation tl1at fasting is not limited 
merely to partial or total abstention from 
food, thereby opening up tl1e practice to 
all spi1itual seekers, including those who 
are precluded from food fasts by medical 
or otl1er types of conditions. 

Rather than emphasizing our fallen 
condition and fear tl1at our human appe­
tites must inevitably lead us into evil, 
Baab encourages a positive view of fasting 
as tl1e creation of available space in our 
lives for increased spi1itual awareness. 
Her book offers a practical and sc1iptur­
ally grounded guide for reclaiming what 
was, throughout biblical llistmy, an inte­
gral element of spiritual practice. 

Ginger Carter 

Freelance writer 

Decatur, Alabama 



For some years 
now, Harold Koenig 
has been a familiar 

name to those of us involved in 
end-of-life care research. Nearly 
a decade ago, his work influenced 
foundations to begin designing 
and funding studies that branched 
beyond investigating isolated 
medical decisions to include the 
intermingled moral conundrums 
faced by patients and families. 

In this book, Koenig, director 
of Duke University's Center for 
the Study of Religion/Spirituality 
and Health, focuses his thoughtful 
and thought-provoking eye on the 
role of churches and faith-based 
and community organizations 
in the immediate and long-term 
wake of natural disasters and 
terrorism. His central thesis is 
that governmental leaders need 
to integrate religious organiza­
tions more completely into formal 
disaster response systems. To 
support this thesis, Koenig writes 
a public policy book that princi­
pally addresses federal, state, and 
local government leaders, and 

secondly, religious leaders. 
Koenig begins by exploring the 

psychological, social, and spiritual 
responses to disaster, emphasizing 
the stages that victims go through. 
"The aim," writes Koenig, "is to 
help victims of disaster to better 
cope with the stresses they face, 
as well as help direct care workers 
(firefighters, police, health care 
providers, etc.) to deal better 
emotionally with the trauma to 
which they are exposed so they can 
remain effective and functional on 
the job." He further suggests that 
understanding the normal pattern 
of response to trauma will help faith 
communities know where their help 
is needed most and what kind of 
help is needed as time goes on. 

After a dry section outlining the 
systems of emergency manage-
ment and response at the local, 
state, and national levels, Koenig 
provides details on how faith-based 
efforts can be coordinated with such 
systems. As in politics, Koenig rightly 
suggests that all disaster is ultimately 
local and so emphasizes the coordi­
nation of faith communities at the 
local level, with the specifics of 
those coordination efforts depending 
on the size of the community 
affected. He includes advice 
from disaster experts about who 
should lead such efforts in order 
to maximize the contributions of 
religious communities. 

The most novel and helpful 
sections of the book are next. 
In the first, Koenig presents 
a disaster plan, showing faith 
communities how they can ready 
themselves to ensure the survival 
of their own members as well as 
meet the needs of others. Koenig 
emphasizes the future impact 
that individuals and communities 
of faith can have in helping commu­
nities not only bounce back after 
disasters but also become more 
resilient in general. 

The second section tackles the 
reality that lack of cooperation from 
local and national organizations, 

territoriality, competition, and other 
factors often prevent faith-based 
organizations from fully contributing 
to disaster response efforts. Koenig 
offers specific recommendations that 
emergency management agencies, 
public policy makers, mental health 
organizations, and faith communities 
can implement in order to address 
barriers to integration. 

This book is at once educational 
and practical. It educates those 
new to the area of disaster response 
coordination, and it provides 
guidelines and advice grounded 
in real-world experience. As past 
executive director of the West 
Virginia Council of Churches, 
I learned firsthand and on the 
job about the beautiful potential 
of faith communities to help with 
communities' immediate response, 
long-term recovery, and ongoing 
resiliency to disasters. Koenig's 
book gives substance and witness 
to all three. 

In the Wake of Disaster would 
be useful for policy leaders to 
connect and utilize the volunteer 
systems already in place in religious 
communities, for religious leaders 
to better understand emergency 
response systems, and for all people 
of faith to learn more about the 
role they can play in responding 
to disasters and terrorism. 

Rev. Nathan Day Wilson 

Clintonville Christian Church 

{Disciples of Christ) 

Paris, Kentucky 
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HOPE 

Conflict 
Discovering Wisdom in 
Congregational Turmoil 

Hope in Conflict is 
a well-written, easy­

______ -"--"....,,_"'--L-�� to-read handbook 

on how to manage church conflict. 
Its premise is that in the midst 
of church conflict God is at work 
bringing about, even calling for, 
transformation of the congrega­
tion. Throughout the text, David 
Sawyer, an ordained Presbyterian 
minister and a practitioner of 
family systems theory, encourages 
the reader to look for the emerging 
hope that lies beneath the chaos 
of conflict. The surface issues of 
conflict, he says, are nearly always 
symbolic of other complaints, 
usually those of a faction of the 
congregation that perceives failure 
on the part of the pastor. 

Sawyer uses family systems 
language to help the reader under­
stand the root causes of conflict 
and the hidden meanings of its 
manifestations. Comparing family 
dysfunction to congregational 
conflict, he makes the case that 
just as families develop problems 
when old methods no longer 
work, so do problems develop 

CONGREGATIONS , SUMMER 2007 

in churches when old methods or 
practices no longer meet the needs 
of the congregation. Through case 
studies of churches undergoing 
conflict, he outlines the course of 
problem development as it unfolds 
around a "stated complaint," which 
typically focuses on the pastor as 
the "identified problem." While the 
issues of the churches presented in 
the case studies differ, Sawyer helps 
the reader see the common strand 
among them all-that conflict is best 
understood through the unraveling 
of a congregation's structures (the 
way a system is ordered), stories (the 
narrative life of a congregation), and 
symptoms (a sign pointing to some­
thing else). This is a simple formula 
that uncovers the enigmatic nature 
of conflict while bringing purposeful 
meaning to the chaos. 

By "mapping" the interconnec­
tions that exist within the congrega­
tional structure, Sawyer also leads 
the reader to see that finding the 
hope in conflict emerges when the 
congregation can be understood as an 
organism, where a condition affecting 
one part affects the health of the 
whole. 

The author further assists the 
reader by providing reflection ques­
tions at the end of each chapter, as 
well as a number of worksheets and 
other practical tools that conflict 
resolution teams or pastors can use 
to measure the effectiveness of any 
interventions they implement. One 
particularly useful tool is the leader­
ship maturity scale, which suggests 
that the factor most significant to the 
success of conflict resolution is the 
degree to which a leader is able to 
remain engaged with and continue 
nurturing the system while at the 
same time challenging its symptom 
patterns. 

A shortcoming of the book, as 
the author acknowledges, is that the 
strategies it outlines do not work in 
dysfunctional churches. Ostensibly 
this is because the triangulation in 
these churches is so entrenched that 
the pastor is not able to both eluci-

date the problems and intervene 
in a way that is helpful. Because 
of the dysfunction, the congrega­
tion is unwilling to see the prob­
lems underlying the symptoms and 
instead locks onto the idea that the 
pastor is the problem. 

That said, Hope in Conflict is 
an aid to growth and recovery for 
churches that are healthy, albeit 
in conflict. It is useful because 
it defines the nature of conflict, 
identifies strategies to manage and 
resolve it, and helps the leader/team 
measure the effectiveness of inter­
ventions and leadership in vivo. 

Rev. Dr. Sandra J. Taulbee 

PC USA 

Menifee, California 

Consulting 
THE'C 

ALBAN ./ \ 
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care deeply about congregations and 

their leaders. Our whole systems 
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roadblocks. We will help you build 
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Beginning with the 
laudable proposition 
that the church and 

tells us that God is the Lord of All Life, 
and yet the theological frameworks that 
we use are not as helpful for financial 
decisions, job-related stress, and other 
"Monday to Saturday" concerns as they 
are for salvation and justification. 

In Making Spiritual Sense, Cormode 
mixes theological w1iting, cultural/psycho­
logical analysis, first-person experience, 
and excellent fictional scenarios about 
a character he calls "Pastor Charlotte 
Robinson" to convey his message. It is 
in these stories and their analysis within 
the framework of meaning-making and 
theological interpretation that Cormode's 
work shines. Parish pastors ,vill recog­
nize their own experiences in those 
of the fictional "Pastor Robinson" and 
will benefit from receiving, from the 
safe distance of unenmeshed observer, 
the theological and theoretical analysis 
provided about the challenges she faces. 

Cormode summarizes in eight points 
how Christian leaders can provide theo­
logical/spiritual interpretation for indi­
viduals and communities encountering 
new situations: 

tion is all about the sto1y we tell 
ourselves about who we are and 
how we live. 

4. Ensure clear actions based on the
narrative interpretation: the stories we
tell shape us and help us to determine
how to respond to each situation.

5. When possible, use "pre-legitimized"
interpretations: a new interpretation
based on accepted cultural norms
and stories is much more hkely to
be accepted.

6. On the other hand, sometimes leaders
need to legitimize fresh interpreta­
tions: this requires deep knowledge
of a community and what will help to
make an inte1pretation legitimate.

7. Help people to internahze the new
inte1pretation: we give meaning to the
world around us without analyzing it.

8. Leaders cannot control the meaning
that people will make of situations: all
that a leader can do is guide and offer
alternative inteipretations.

preaching should speak to those situ­
ations that "keep people up at night," 
Scott Corrnode writes to pastors who 
are ttying to figure out how to do that. 
Corrnode puts preaching and, in fact, 
all of pastoral ministry in terms of 
theological interpretation. "The first 
duty of a Christian leader," he writes, 
"is to provide a Christian perspec­
tive, an interpretative framework for 
people who want to live faithful hves." 
Cormode contends that our theology 

l. Change people's expectations: individu­
als and corn munities naturally seek to
provide farnihar interpretations for each
new situation until a new one is pro­
vided or discovered.

2. Draw from a different repe1toire of
cultural resources: the interpretations
of new situations that resonate the best
draw from cultural resources that are
familiar and already legitimate.

3. Weave the resources together using
narrative and story: spiritual interpreta-

This book provides a healthy mLx of
hypothetical scena1ios, practical advice, 
and themy from a theological and socio­
logical framework. It would be especially 
helpful to a pastor entering into a new 
congregational relationship, providing 
tools and fresh reminders for how to 
read and to change the culture of a 
community of faith. 

Rev. Seth Moland-Kovash 
All Saints Lutheran Church 

Palatine, Illinois 

II 

ENHANCE YOUR LEADERSHIP WITH THESE BOOKS BY PETER STEINKE 

NEW! 

CONGREGATIONAL LEADERSHIP IN 
ANXIOUS TIMES Being Calm and Courageous No Matter What 
PETER L STEINKE "It is a faithful booh,full of insight and illustration. If 

- NEW EDITIONS OF THESE ALBAN CLASSICS! 

1- HOW YOUR CHURCH FAMILY WORKS
--==- Understanding Congregations as Emotional Systems 

HEALTHY CONGREGATIONS A Systems Approach 
PETER L STEINKE you are a congregational leader, read it when AL3l9 s,a "Pete Steinke effectively offers the lens of family systems things are going smoothly. Then re-read it 

{],�\ when you hit a troubled patch. You'll be 
THE (� glad you did. "-Bishop Rick Foss ALBAN 
INSTITUTE 

• g 9 J 
through which to see congregational life. His style is witty,

L clea,; and loaded with insight. "-Dr. W. Craig Gilliam 

AL320 $18 The content you've come lo rely on man exicung nev.. formal 

800-486-1318 x244 WWW.ALBAN.ORG 
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Winning Grants 
to Strengthen Your Mini.-;try 

t 
., 

Doug Bixby , i 

The Honest 
to God Church 
A PATHWAY TO GOO'S GRACE 

Winning Grants to Strengthen Your Ministry 

JOY SKJEGSTAD AL331; $18.oo 

Joy Skjegstad shows how fundraising can be an integral part of ministiy-forcing us into deeper conver­

sation with God, expanding our relationships with others, and building both our faith and our discipline. 

Providing detailed guidance on the practical aspects of seeking grants from foundation and corporate

funders, Skjegstad desc1ibes approaches for researching potential funders, developing a case state­

ment, putting together an effective grant proposal, and following up with grant makers. She helps faith 

communities identify their own cultural beliefs, follow spiritual disciplines, and cultivate generous hearts 

as they work toward integrating their faith and their fundraising. 

The Meandering Way: Leading by Following the Spirit 

GARY A. SHOCKLEY 

This book is one pastor's story of his journey from a success-oriented drivenness to a significance-01i­

ented, meandering style of life. vVhat you will find are reflections from a fellow traveler who is now less 

desirous of doing something spectacular for God and is instead committed to doing something signifi­

cant with God-who is discovering a more grace-filled, Spirit-led way. Being a meandering leader is 

about being on a journey with God-personally and corporately slowing down the pace of our lives and 

following God's Spirit. This book is an invitation to journey into the depths of your own soul and to 

follow the Spirit's lead in your life. 

Choosing Partnership, Sharing Ministry: A Vision for New Spiritual Community 

MARCIA BARNES BAILEY AL333; $18.00 

Marcia Bailey invites pastors and congregations to a new understanding of minist1y, leadership, and 

the church that involves fully sharing responsibilities, 1isks, and rewards in mutual ministiy. This 

model took shape over 10 years as Bailey, pastoral colleague Marcus Pomeroy, and the congregation 

they served began writing their own definition of partnership-one that incarnated Jesus's example, 

was widely inclusive, delegated power, shared authority, and thrived with the multiplication of gifts. 

Partnership invites us on a journey that can transform us as leaders, as human beings, and as the 

church by unleashing the Spirit to create a new vision and reality among us, moving us one step 

closer to living into God's reign. 

The Honest to God Church: A Pathway to God's Grace 

Douc BIXBY 

Doug Bixby knows that many of us have had enough of the liberal vs. conse1vative battles in the church. 

In The Honest to Goel Church, he demonstrates how tl1ese extremes have distracted us from our 

true calling as conduits for God's grace-both individually and as congregations. He recommends we 

embrace the teaching of Ma1tin Luther that we all are saints and sinners simultaneously. Churches that 

do this raise disciples who readily admit their sin and brokenness and see God's grace as the only means 

for straightening out their lives. Bixby encourages all congregations to live this way-authentically and 

transparently-so that we do not have to pretend that we are okay when we are not. He challenges us 

to respond to Jesus's call to come as we are, not as we think we ought to be. 
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SUMMER 2007 READING RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE 

CONGREGATIONAL RESOURCE GUIDE 

Abernethy, Bob and William Bole. The Life of Meaning: 

Reflections on Faith, Doubt, and Repairing the 

World (New York, NY: Sewn Stories Press, 2007). Bob 

Abernethy and William Bole have collected and edited a 

series of c:ommentmies from people who have appeared on 

Religiv11 & Ethics Newsrceekly. Thoughts from Madeleine 

1:Engle, Desmond Tuti.1, Diana Eck, Martin Marty, 

\\'illiam Sloane Coflin, Harold Kushner, and others focus 

on prayer, suffering, spiritual paths, the nature of reality, 

and "lives well lived." 

Battle, Michael. Practicing Reconciliation in a Violent 

World (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse Publishing, 200.5). 

Michael Battle holds that we practice reconciliation by 

aflinning and acting on the belief that God is always and 

evel)where present, even when the world's siti.iations-and 

our own-suggest other.vise. This book offers m1 assess­

ment tool that will help individuals and communities under'­

stand how we approach peacPmaking in different ways. 

Collins, Fnmcis S. The Language of God: A Scientist 

Presents Eviden<,-e for Belief (New York, NY: Free 

Press, 2006). Francis Collins-geneticist ,md fonner leader 
of the Human Genome Project--examines what science 

says about the origins of the universe and life. He then 

critiques philosophical stances that have been offered in 

response-inclucling atheism, creationism, "intelligent 

design," and "biologos." His conclusion: "principles of faith 

are, in fact, c:omplementary ,vith the principles of science." 

Comins, Rabbi Mike. Wild Faith: Jewish Ways 

into Wilderness, Wilderness Ways into Judaism 

(Woodstock, Vf: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2007). Rabbi 

Mike Comins-founder of TorahTrek Spiritual Wilderness 

Adventures--<1raws on ancient rm<l c.'Ontemporcll)' Jewish 

,visdom to address the (.'()nnections between Torah and 

nature. Wild Faith features more than 40 exercises that 

deepen our spirih1al awareness of the natural world. Such 

exercises include journaling, practicing solitude, walking 

contemplatively, and creating wilderness "blessings." 

Lee, Chang-Rae. Aloft: A Novel (New York, NY: 

Riverhead Trnde Reprint, 2()().5). Jerry Battle, an early­

retiree, escapes life's challenges regularly in his airplane 

(although he flies only in fair weather when he c,m see 

the white X painted on his roof). While aloft, Jeny copes 

with family, aging, and his own lingering ennui. This novel is 

a funny, profound, and surprisingly real look at mmmitment 

and less-than-perfect love. 

Mercer, Joyce Ann. Welcoming Children: A Practical 

Theology of Childhood (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 

200.5). Drawing on her experience as a scholar, parent, and 

director of the Children in Congregations Project, Joyce Ann 

Mercer writes of her search for a theology that affirn1s chil­

dren and a church that welcomes, nurtures, and advocates for 

them. Such a church enables children to fully participate in its 

missional activities and honors children's ideas and initiatives. 

Peterson, Eugene. Eat This Book: A Conversation on the 

Art of Spiritual Reading (Gnmd Rapids, Ml: Eerdmans 

Publishing, 2006). Eugene Peterson uses the metaphor of 

"eating" to discuss how Scripture is intended for not only 

our study but also our lives. He explores lectio divina a� an 

approach to Scripture-focusing on what it mem1s to read, 

meditate, pray, and live the text. Through th.is practice, we 

are urged to encounter God in God's terms, not ours. 

Standish, N. Graham. Humble Leadership: Being 

Radically Open to God's Guidance and Grace (Herndon, 

VA: Alban Institute, 2007). Graham Standish offers a model 

of congregational leadership grounded in humility, one that 

says to God, "I will seek your will mid way as I lead others to 

<lo the smne." Humble leaders are selfoware (acknowledging 

their ignorance), prayerful (listening for God), uni�fog (seek­

ing the "common good rooted in God's good"), and spirit-led 

(following God's call). 

Vecchione, Patrice. Faith and Doubt: An Anthology 

of Poems (New York, NY: Henry Holt, 2007). Patrice 

Vecchi.one's anthology is a thought-provoking exploration 

of belie( spiritual affinnation, and the nahire of God. 

An award-winning poet and c:ollage artist, Vecchione gathers 

poems from around the world to help readers clarify their 

O\VIl faith and sources of strength. This mllection is well-suit­

ed for personal meditation or group discussion. 
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Congregational Change: 
What it Takes to Make it Stick 

Q
• Whyis it so 

hard to change 
• things in a

congregation?
Why don't the changes stick? 

A 
Let me begin to answer 
your question by asking 

• one: Have you ever visited
e a congregation where you

were told to take a brightly 
colored mug at tl1e fellowship hour so 
iliat members would know you were vis­
iting and could make you feel welcome? 
What was your experience? 

Occasionally tlus works and 
members provide visitors witl1 a warm 
and inviting welcome. More often than 
not, iliough, tl1e multicolored-mug-toting 
visitors report that tl1ey are avoided 
like the plague! 

I offer iliis example to illustrate tlrnt 
change within congregations is much 
more complex tlrnn we want to acknowl­
edge. Surface changes, like providing a 
special mug for visitors, do not typically 
b1ing about what is hoped for-unless 
there are accompanying changes at a 
deeper level. 

One large urban congregation I once 
worked witl1 wanted to be tl1e "foendli­
est congregation" in their large city. 
Indeed, the congregation had more 
visitors in a few montl1s ilian some 
congregations receive in a full year! 
In spite of this, the congregation showed 
only a moderate membership increase 
year after year. In exploring some of their 
patterns of interaction vvitl1 visitors to tl1e 
congregation on Sundays, it became clear 
tlrnt even wiili tlrnir special mugs, oilier 
tl1ings inhibited tl1eir growth. 

This was an urban congregation that 
drew its members from a wide geograph­
ical area, most of whom did not want 
to travel to tl1e congregation dming tl1e 
week. Consequently, most of tl1e church's 
meetings and programs were held 1ight 
after worship on Sunday mornings. 
When I asked members to describe a 

typical Sunday morning, tl1ey told me 
iliis was a time to say hello to a few of 
their friends, make photocopies of meet­
ing minutes, and rush off to committee 
meetings or programs. They immediately 
realized tlrnt tlus left ilieir visitors, rn ugs 
and all, standing around watching the 
active members scurry about. 

After making an agreement to not 
start any meetings until a half an hour 
after tl1e worship service, church mem­
bers agreed to use tlrnt half hour to "be 
present" to tl1eir visitors. We practiced 
vmious ways of interacting witl1 visitors 
and with being a welcoming presence 
using some intentional conversations 
and listening practices. 

A few weeks later I received a 
phone call from one of the congregation's 
leaders. "You'll never believe what hap­
pened," he said. "Last week I followed 
through on our agreement to engage 
vvith visitors intentionally dming ilie first 
half hour." 

"Great!" I said. "What happened?" 
"The moderator and I approached 

tl1is small group of visitors who were 
holding the multi-colored mugs. We 
used ilie questions that we had practiced 
and listened to iliem. Then, after a few 
minutes, one of the visitors said, This is 
the friendliest church my wife and I have 
ever attended."' 

This congregation began to become 
what it wanted to be-"the friendliest 
church in tl1e city"-by stopping ilieir 
ineffective behaviors and intentionally 
adopting practices that were more in 
line with tlrnir goals. Likevvise, change 
in any congregation requires discontinu­
ing what doesn't work and committing 
to new practices tailored to the changes 
being sought. 

This stmy also illustrates another 
point about change. The members in this 
sto1y not only made intentional changes 
in what they did, iliey also changed tl1eir 
way of being witl1 visitors on Sunday 
mornings. In our p1ior discussions, tl1ey 
had realized tl1at tl1eir "work" as a con­
gregation was not limited to ruslung of

f 

to participate in committee meetings. It 

ASK! 

also involved being a welcoming pres­
ence to tl1eir visitors. We had reflected 
upon the biblical passage, "Show 
hospitality to strangers, because you 
may be ente1taining angels unawares." 
They realized tlrnt tl1eir visitors may 
indeed be "angels" whose messages 
to tl1em would never be received if 
tl1ey did not practice hospitality. 

Change is complex. It is multifacet­
ed, and we can never achieve tl1e desired 
results if we focus on only one level of 
change. It requires discontinuing what 
doesn't move toward tl1e desired change, 
intentionally engaging in practices tlrnt 
embody ilie change, and shifting how we 
understand some aspect of congregation­
al life. In fact, changing how we think 
about a pmticular area of congregational 
life may bring about more sustained 
change-and create more transformative 
action over time-tlrnn just doing 
new things. 

One approach to change tlrnt I 
have used often with congregations, 
Appreciative Inqui1y, is designed not 
only to get a congregation to do new 
things but to also think differently about 
tl1ernselves, to ask different questions of 
each other, to look at the kinds of stories 
tlrnt tl1e members of tl1e congregation 
tell each otl1er, to find generative images 
of the future that shift the focus from 
merely problem-solving to what the 
congregation wants to be and to 
become-in essence, to create new 
possibilities. Research shows that such 
approaches bring about more self­
organizing or improvisational 
processes of change than are typical 
of more planned approaches to 
organizational change. 

Lawrence Peers is an 
Alban Institute consul­
tant who works with 
congregations using 
whole system approaches 
such as Future Search 
Conference and an 
Appreciative Inquiry 
Summit. 

DO YOU HAVE A QUESTION YOU'D LIKE US TO ANSWER? PLEASE SEND IT TO RICHARD BASS AT RBASS@ALBAN.ORG. 
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••will our Children Be Stewards?''

2007 Leadership Conference: 

Stewardship Staff, Christian 

Educators, Youth Leaders 

November 26-29, 2007 

TradeWinds Island Resort 

St. Pete Beach, Florida 

• Identify the culture of materialism that
targets children

• Understand the spirituality of children
• Explore ways to teach stewardship to

children

For more information, including updates 

and a schedule, visit the Ecumenical 

Stewardship Center website at 
www.stewardshipresources.org. 

Presented by the Ecumenical Stewardship Center 
1100 W. 42nd Street, Suite 225, Indianapolis, IN 46208 

office@stewardshipresources.org; (800) 835-5671 

Nathan Dungan is president and founder 
of Share-Save-Spend ™ , an organization 
that helps people of all ages develop and 
maintain healthy financial habits. His book 
Prodigal Sons & Material Girls was 
released in 2003. 

Bryan Sirchio will lead worship and 
offer ideas and music for teaching 

children and youth about stewardship. 

Rabbi Sandy Sasso is an 
award-winning children's 
author, columnist and 
teacher focusing on 
children's spirituality. 

Dick Hardel will offer a 
hands-on model for linking 

children's faith and steward­
ship that is adaptable for 

families and groups. 
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About the Alban Institute 

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

membership organization founded in 1974 to provide a comprehensive range

of resources to Christian and Jewish congregations. Our mission 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 

spectrum through consulting services, education events, book and 

periodical publishing, 'and research. Our work is supported by member-

ship revenue, grant funding, individual giving, and the sale of programs, services, and 

publications. 

The Alban Institute encourages dialogue 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 writ­

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

e-mail to membership@alban.org.

THE 'C 
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INSTITUTE 
2121 Cooperative Way 
Suite 100 
Herndon, VA 20171 

www.alban.org 

Coming 
This Fall ... 
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sites as windows to

congregational identity

• \Vhat recent research

shows about clerh'Y

strenhrths, areas of

rnlnerahility, and the need

for re-focusing clerh'Y

education and training

• Congregational discernment

and decision making as a

spiiitual practice

• How to give fr,edhack to

diflkult members of one's

congregation

... and n1uch n1ore 
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