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How we do something can be as important as what we 
do. \Veddings, meetings, the inevitable criticism-they 

will all happen. How they happen, though, and how we respond, is not 

predetermined. It is up to us. Listen to some of the writers in this issue: 

Jan Edmiston, in "(Weddings that Are More than) One Perfect Day," writes 

that "we who take se1iously our role in spiritually nurturing individuals and fami

lies know that marriage preparation has been wholly overshadowed by wedding 

preparation" and calls us to "nwture a clear and faithful understanding of what 

is happening in the course of uniting two people in maniage." The point here, 

of course, is not only about weddings, and it is not only for those who officiate at 
them; it is a reminder to help connect the needs of God's people with God. 

From the Editor 

Similarly, Maitin Copenhaver, in "\ Vho Is Robert, Anyway? And Why Do We Think We Have to Follow 

His Rules?" reflecting on the typical church meeting, writes: "The way the meeting was run, it could have 

taken place anywhere. There was nothing that distinguished it as a church meeting grounded in spi1itual 

practices." And, well , if that's true of a church meeting, it might be true of other aspects of congregational 

li fe too. Maitin finds a path to meetings grounded in discernment by exploring Congregational history and 
finding "the spi1itual riches of [his] own he1itage that, in many respects, had been lost along the way." 

This kind of historical work is at the heart of many of the practices discussed by Topper Sherwood in 

his piece about a conference on "The Church in the 21st Centmy" held at the National Cathedral in May 

(which Alban cosponsored). I was fortunate to attend part of that conference, and while the speeches, 

workshops, and table-talk were inspi1ing, I found around the edges some pastors who wondered about how 

all this would fly back home in the Bible Belt. An excellent question to contemplate, and while I may be 
tempted to say, "Better than you may think," I know it is up to them and their congregations to become the 

churches they are called to be. 

:{3ut change, big or little, can sometimes open a pastor to c1iticism. Lee Beach, in his piece on "When 

Your Critics Set the Agenda," reminds us that the issue "was not whether the c1iticisms were true but 

how I would handle them." Instead ofletting critics define what is happening, he advises, "let your vision, 

strategy, and theology set the agenda." Let your how be as important as your what. 

This issue also includes two reports on research about clergy and congregations. One, on the emotional 
and leadership traits of seminarians, shows that they are not nearly so needy as they are sometimes 

portrayed; rather, they possess personality traits that suit them well for leadership. In the other, Jo Anne 
Schneider, who has been studying faith-based organizations for a number of years, reports on how the work 

of these organizations reflects the faith of their founders. 
Also in this issue, I'm pleased to point to the first appearance of a new column, written by our colleagues 

at the Indianapolis Center for Congregations. In a form that is helpful, readable, and based on experience, 

CE TERview will share \vith our readers some of the things the Center is learning in its work. We are ve1y 

pleased to feature these reports in our pages. 

We are also taking a slightly different approach to book reviews with this issue, featuring two review 

essays, one on recent books about science and religion and another on the life's work of Frederick 
Buechner (whose work I , too, recommend to you). 

Finally, I'd like to welcome back for a second year our readers throughout the Episcopal Diocese of 

Washington. Through a special arrangement with us, the diocese is making copies of Congregations avail

able to the clergy and vestry members of its paiishes and mission congregations. If you are one of these 

readers, we trust that you are finding the magazine helpful to your mission and ministry. If others would 

like to discuss a similar arrangement, please drop me a line. 

Faithfully, 

Richard Bass 

Director of Publishing 
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Pastors Have Lives! 

A 
SPECIAL PRIVILEGE THAT COMES WITH MY WORK IS 

the oppo1tunity to meet and get to know a sizable number of pastors and 

rabbis. Whether these encounters have been only for a portion of a day or 

have stretched over decades, they have provided me an unending stream of glimpses 

into the full, complex, fascinating- and, at times, mysterious-lives of pastors. What 

other group of people read sacred tex.i:s, talk to a couple about the pain in their 

marriage, plan a mission trip to Appalachia, listen (again) to Mrs. Tetlinger's complaints 

about her aches and pains, rush to the hospital to pray with new parents of an infant 

in the intensive care unit, and fix the boiler-all on a single day? Over the years I have 

heard inspi1ing stories from American clergy of guns taken out of troubled peoples' 

hands, jobs created or found, homeless shelters opened, timid congregations inspired, 

large amounts of money raised, and city halls brought to their knees. And I have 

listened to the other kind- accounts of unfathomable cruelty, incredible smallness, 

lethal hatred, and life-alte1ing betrayal. Ameii ca's pastors confront life at its best and its 

worst every day and in eve1y form imaginable . 

Most congregation members see only 
pieces of these pastoral stories-the pa1ts 
that intersect with their own overloaded 
lives. The larger public that lives at 
greater distance from the congregations 
these ministers serve lives with outdated 
images and distmting caiicatures that 
do not begin to capture the drama of 
pastoral life. And most pastors are too 
busy, too modest, or too tired to give us 
bigger ai1d better pictures. 

A year ago, Jackson W. Carroll 
repmted the findings of the largest study 
eve1y unde1taken of pastoral leader
ship. Under his supervision, researchers 
looked at how pastors used their time, 
what their incomes were, and how they 
felt about their seminaiy educations and 
the denominations they belonged to. 
Clergy were asked about their health, 
their sense of competence, their family 
lives, ai1d their overall satisfaction. The 
researchers concluded that there were 
tvvo basic readings that pastors had of 
their own lives. Some felt they belonged 
to "a troubled profession, perhaps even 
one in c1isis." Others saw the ministry as 
"a deeply satisfying calling to which it is 
wmth giving one's life." 

But even the painstaking work of 
teams of scholars does not tell the whole 
stmy. Once in a while an individual pastor 
pulls back the curtain and writes about 
his or her own life. It is when I read these 

accounts that a 1icher picture emerges. 
Over the centuries, a few intrepid priests, 
prophets, rabbis, and pastors have been 
brave enough to share their journeys. 
As they hold their eJ>..pe1ience up for 
examination, we have a chai1ce to marvel, 
evaluate, and discern, and to let their lives 
illumine our own. 

When I have heard too much of the 
problems with congregations, the trouble 
,vith denominations, or the tragic flaws 
in our national culture, turning to one of 
these kinds of stories gives me a glimpse 
of hope. In the midst of so much chaos 
and struggle there are these lives that 
continue to light up the dai·kness that 
surrounds them. 

Three recent examples come to mind. 
The fu-st, which I have mentioned once 
before in this column, is Richard Lischer's 
fine book, Open Secrets (Doubleday, 
2001). Lischer takes his readers into the 
world of a mid-western rural church 
ai1d reveals the hidden richness 
ai1d intricacy that exist there. As he 
shares the quiet myste1ies of New 
Cana Lutherai1 Church ai1d its non
flashy members, he also shares his 
life, letting us ride the emotional 
and spilitual roller-coaster of a 
young minister who comes to his 
first call only to meet a congrega
tion that seems wrong for him. As 
he tells of pastoral calls in counby 

The Leading Edge 

homes, taciturn trustees, and the powers 
of congregational grapevines, we see 
how life happens, how it unfolds, how it 
surp1ises, and we watch the transforma
tion of a pastor in the thick of it all. 

A more recent book is Heidi B. 
Neurnai·k's Breathing Space (Beacon 
Press, 2003). Neumai·k invites readers 
into a ve1y different kind of life as 
she recounts her spiritual journey in 
the South Bronx. This story of urban 
ministiy has blood on the streets, graf
fiti on the walls, crack cocaine on the 
street comer, and gunshots in the night. 
Neumark also shows us how a pastor's 
life unfolds over 20 years in one place. 
She tells of transfigured lives, including 
her own. 

Last year, Barbara Brown Taylor 
revealed a different part of the pastoral 
life in Leaving Church (Harper, 2006). 
Unlike Lischer and eumark, who focus 
on beginnings of ministiy and the para
doxes of daily pastoral work, Taylor takes 
us into the relatively uncharted teni
tory of exodus from pastoral ministry. 
She reminds us that each pastor is on a 
personal spi1itual journey that unfolds 
before, during, and after one assumes 
the public role of pastor or rabbi. 

These three well-written books reveal 
how full, how deep, how contradic-
tory, how painful, ai1d how wonderful 
pastoral lives can be. Each presents 
a life with moments of breakdown, 
revelation, grace, and adventure. When 
one considers that there are hundreds 
of thousands of clergy in this country, 
the power and drama in all these lives 
is incalculable-even if it goes largely 
unnoticed. All too often we see those 
people as functionaiies. We !mow them 
for what they do for and to us. But if we 

take the time to know 
who they ai·e-to enter 
their lives-we might find 
much more than we ever 
imagined. We might find 
that their lives are icons, 
windows into all that is 
going on in this world. 

Rev. D r. James P. 
Wind is president of 

the Alban Institute 
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(Weddings that are More than) 

One Perfect Day 
Helping Couples Create Sometning Inspiring 
JAN EDMISTON 

61 CONGREGATIONS , FALL 2007 

W 
E ALL HAVE OUR WEDDING STORIES. WE WHO OFFICIATE AT WEDDINGS 

have all experienced our share of obsessive brides and grooms, fanatical family 

members, and theologically challenged wedding coordinators. We have witnessed 

wedding preparations that can only be described as glaring examples of "acquired situational 

narcissism"-also known as "My Day Syndrome," according to Emily Yoffe of Slate Magazine.1 

My own wedding stories include the bride who made her wedding party and guests wait more 

than an hour before they could begin the rehearsal dinner because she had broken a fingernail at 

the rehearsal and required an emergency manicure. Another b1ide asked me-a week before the 

wedding-if I could find a male pastor to officiate in my place "because the pictures wouldn't look 

right with two women in the pastor photograph." And then there was the wedding with dueling 

fathers-both professional photographers by trade-who almost came to blows in the balcony 

during the processional, fighting over the best "down the aisle" shots. 



Every clergyperson alive has a collection 
of these stories. And it's not much of a 
secret anymore that many of us would 
rather officiate at a dozen funerals for 
every wedding. We know that grieving 
people generally do not care--0r even 
notice-if the flowers don't match the 
crupet. But brides and mothers of the 
bride and opinionated foends of the bride 
often care very much. Some of them have 
been pondering such details for decades. 

While bridal magazines have long 
inspired some women to begin plan
ning "their day" since prepubescence, 
The Knot (www.theknot.com)-a Web 
site that repo1ts 3.2 million new visi-
tors each month-is credited for fueling 
the wedding industrial complex to 
move toward eye-popping new heights 
of consumerism. The Knot "assists" 

brides-and their grooms, mothers, 
and friends-in the execution of every 
possible detail that will create The Perfect 
Wedding. The site covers everything from 
wedding dresses to wedding cakes, from 
tuxedos to table settings, from hairstyles 
to honeymoon reservations. They even 
sponsor The Nest (www.thenest.com) and, 
of course, The Nest Baby (www.thenest
baby.com.) for future needs. 

The wedding checkhst appears to be 
more hke a shopping spree tool thru1 a 
helpful device for scheduling. But this 
is hru·dly a surprise to anyone who has 
planned or attended a wedding in the last 
20 years. 

According to Wiiter Meghan 
O'Rourke of Slate Magazine, weddings 
have indeed become statements of love: 
"the love of buying things-pruticularly 
things that have been personalized to 
express one's taste ... and essence."2 

So when did weddings become show
cases of personal "essence" rather than 
a holy rite or sacrament of the church in 
which two people of faith declru·e their 
lifelong intentions and ask for divine 
and community support? Or a civil act 
in which two people \vithout faith can 
declare their hfelong intentions and ask 
for community support? 

While church tradition describes a 
wedding as a service of worship, these 
days one can no longer assume that 
the focus of that worship-even in 
church weddings-is God. Often what 

Even when brides and grooms 

integrate socially and emotionally 

meaningful practices into their wedding 

preparations and ceremony, a spiritual 

gap remains for many. 

is worshiped is personal pageantry and 
self-expression. Increasingly, brides and 
grooms hope to create something that 
honors their spilitual tradition while also 

expressing their own unique quintes
sence. 

So what does this mean for the offici
ating minister? It means that negotiating 
music, readings, photographer placement, 
ru1d vows can involve tense premarital 
discussions. Some couples, busy with 
other details, find little time to meet with 
the pastor at all. What simply used to 
be "the wedding" has evolved into "the 

wedding weekend"-an extravagm1za 
including such matrimonial activities as 
• sporting events hke the wedding-party 

softball game or the groomsmen's golf 
outing 

• multiple breakfasts, brnnches, lunches, 

cocktail pruties, and dinners 
• group spa treatments, intended not 

only to relax the wedding party but also 
to assure the bride that all fingers, toes, 
and hair will match. 
It's no wonder that the actual wedding 

ceremony has lost its place as the focal 
point. The wedding liturgy, therefore, 
may seem hke an afterthought, pondered 
only after selecting numerous invitations, 
dresses, menus, ru1d signature colors, 
not to mention the reception and honey
moon venues. The whole spectacle has 

resulted in the prenuptial phenomenon 
commonly now knoW11 as the creation of 
B1idezilla-a term first used in a Boston 
Globe ruticle in 1995.3 Occasionally, but 
more rarely, Groomzilla also makes an 
appearance in the months and weeks 
before the wedding. 

Stories detailing B1idezilla behavior 
could fill several books, and in fact, they 
have. Altared: Bride;:,illas, Bewildennent, 

Big Love, Breakups, and What Women 
Really Think About Contemporary 
Weddings by Colleen Curran offers a 
collection of real-hfe stmies by both known 

and unknoW11 personalities about their own 
wedding experiences. Many confess that
much to theii· smp1ise-they were sucked 
into the wedding vmtex themselves. 

Rebecca Mead's One Perfect Day: The 
Selling of the American Wedding high
lights the increasingly consumerist trends 
of2pt_centu1yweddings. What's clear is 
that- secular or religious, simple or exces

sive-couples want the day to be mean
ingful and memorable, according to their 
OW11 beliefs and tastes. 

Making it Meaningful 

What is a meaningful wedding? Even 
the most obsessive and consumer-driven 

among us still hopes for a nuptial end 
result that b1ings some semblance of 
spiritual fulfillment-whether that fulfill
ment feels more hke a "happily ever after" 

Disney movie or the fruition of what Karl 
Ralmer called the establishment of a new 
"little church"-a faith community of two 

in which there is prayer, 1itual, shruing, and 
a Ch1ist-hke contribution to society. Either 
way, there seems to be a universal desii·e to 
create at least a moment, a glimpse of exis

tential peace, as two people become one. 
Cynics might concur with O'Rourke's 

point that B1idezilla is only interested 
in trru1sforming her "inward self' by the 
"outward accumulation of stuff."4 But 
there are others who sincerely hope to plan 
a wedding that serves more than self. This 
is where we pastors come in. We have the 
unique opportm1ity to help a couple plan 
a wedding that is about more than one 

perfect day. 
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In talking with colleagues and 
thoughtful former brides and grooms, 
I've learned that resources for creating a 
wedding that inspires more than envy or 
embarrassment are indeed available. 

We, as pastors, can offer some mean
ingful suggestions for engaged couples 
to consider when planning their nuptial 
celebration. Consider sharing these: 

Honor faithful examples of love 
and service from your own circle of 
friends and family. There are more 
ways to include beloved family and 
friends than asking them to wear a hoop 
skirt and carry a parasol, or inviting the 
mothers to initiate the lighting of the 
unity candle. 

• Instead of choosing individual readers, 
ask significant couples in your lives 
to share the readings together. One 
colleague offered that, at her wedding, 
newlywed f1iends read Song of Songs, 
friends married for 30 years read from 
1 Corinthians 13, and an aunt and uncle 
manied for more than 50 years read 
the Gospel passage. 

• Instead of increasing the number of 
attendants or reception staff, consider 
inviting people who share in your work 
and volunteer life to participate in 
the festivities. One bride who teaches 
deaf children taught her class the 
10oth Psalm in sign language. Lined 
up in front of the congregation, one 
speaking child recited the verses while 
the other students signed Psalm 100 as 
the Call to Worship. Another couple, 
wanting to include the entire 1.:Arche 
Community with which they had 
worked, invited their 1.:Arche friends 
to bring simple appetizers to share 
pot luck-style during the receiving 
line greeting time so that guests could 
enjoy refreshments while the wedding 
party received a long line of family 
and friends immediately after the 
ceremony. 

Offer your wedding celebration as 
an opportunity to benefit other good 
causes. While weddings are great fun, life 
is bigger than dressing up as a prince and 
princess and 1iding away in a Cinderella 
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Bible Study 
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Need studies fast? 
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for downloadable 
Christian resources at 
the click of a button. 

caniage. The I Do Foundation, estab
lished by nonprofit leaders Bethany 
Robe1tson and Peter Murray in 2002 
(www.idofoundation.org), blends the 
realities of wedding consumption with 
charitable giving. 

• Instead of party favors, couples can 
make a donation in the name of each 
guest to their church or temple, 
literacy programs, homeless shelters, 
medical research facilities, or any 
number of other charities. The I Do 
Foundation makes available place 
cards informing guests of your dona
tion in their name. 

• Instead of expecting duplicate appli
ances and unneeded linens, couples 
can register a favmite charity, offering 
wedding guests the option of making a 
donation in the couple's names instead 
of buying a tangible gift. Particularly 
in these days when couples often 
many after establishing themselves, 
this solves the issue of what to give 
a couple who already own two fully 
equipped households. 

March 2-5, 2008 
Anna Carter Florence, Associate 
Professor of Preaching, Columbia 
Theological Seminary, Decatur, Go. 

Otis Moss Ill, Pastor of Trinity United 
Church of Christ in Chicago 

Claudio Carvalhaes, Louisville 
Seminary Assistant Professor af 
Worsh ip and Preaching 

Debra Mumford, Louisville Seminary 
Assistant Professor of Preaching and 
Worship 



• And if couples really do need new 
towels and tools, the I Do Foundation 
offers gift regist1ies that give up to 
eight percent of the guests' purchases 
toward a charity of the couple's choice 
if guests make their purchases onhne. 

Show your care for the environment 
by making your wedding greener. 
\VhiJe some "green wedding" Web sites 
suggest incorporating ative American 
prayers and serving vegan food, simple 
choices such as intentional scheduling 
,md limiting numbers will make an enor
mous difference in terms of reducing 
the carbon footprint of any wedding. 

• Instead of scheduling a summer 
wedding, consider a date in which the 
sanctmuy will already be decorated, 
if possible. WhiJe some congregations 
do not schedule weddings on week
ends close to Ch1istrnas or Easter, 
some indeed allow weddings when 
the sanctuaiy is already decorated 
with poinsettias or lilies. 

• Consider decorating with potted 
plants or shrubs that can be replanted 
neai· the first home of the couple or 
donated to a school. 

• Instead of limiting the number of 
guests merely for the sake of your 
budget, consider limiting the numbers 
for the sake of the plai1et. According 
to DrivingGreen.com, large weddings 
are among the worst offenders in 
terms of generating carbon dioxide. 
A two-day wedding weekend for 250 
guests produces 72,000 pounds of 
C02:5 

• Make a concerted effort to buy local 
in-season Oowers and foods, to focus 
more on weaiing "something old" 
and "something borrowed" ai1d less 
on weaiing "something new," and 
to minimize the use of throw-away 
items, from wedding programs to 
paper products used at the reception. 

Remembering Our Role 

Couples with some sense that their 
wedding is about something bigger them 
tl1e two of them will flnd satisfaction in 
incorporating these ,md otl1er practices 
into their wedding plai1s. But even when 

brides and grooms integrate socially and 
emotionally meaningful practices into 
their wedding prepai·ations and cere
mony, a spiritual gap remains for many. 

The truth about most weddings, 
and perhaps the core concern of 
most congregations, is this: we who 
take seriously our role in spiritually 
nurturing individuals and families 
know that marriage preparation 
has been wholly overshadowed by 
wedding preparation. And it shows in 
countless ways. We clergy have merely 
become "religious decorations at the 
narcissistic cleavage conventions we 
call weddings," in the words of the 
Rev. Jody Vickery in Christianity 
Today .6 

the ancient traditions with modem flour
ishes, removing all "offensive" features 
along with much of tl1e "religiosity'' of 
liturgy. In otl1er words, Ms. Gioia is all 
about offering countless options and 
crafting a collage of spiritual and cultural 
symbols. No two weddings are the ever 
the same, and guests routinely approach 
her after the ceremonies, commenting 
tl1at "that was the most beautiful 
wedding I have ever been to."7 

Interestingly enough, I often hear 
this comment as well, as do mai1y of my 
colleagues. Perhaps it arises from tl1e 
deep need people have to e>.'Perience 
sometl1ing authentically spiritual, even 
when the rituals result in a strange 
stew of faith traclitions, as in tl1e case 

When the presiding minister is 
authentic and personal, witnesses who 
rarely cross the threshold of church 
buildings anymore (if they ever did), or 
those whose secularism has erased even 
vague memories of the Divine, find 
themselves longing for more. 

In her book One Peifect Day, 
Rebecca Mead features a nondenomi
national, "multifaith minister" named 
Joyce Gioia who does not serve any 
paiticular congregation. Her priestly 
duties solely involve independent offi
ciating at weddings. For $1,000 per 
ceremony, Ms. Gioia will create and offi
ciate over a personalized wedding that 
blends a variety of cultural ai1d religious 
traditions, using resources from the 
Bible to Marianne Williamson. She has 
been known to dress in costumes-for 
instance, as a baseball umpire for a 
baseball-tl1emed wedding, or in a 
hooded robe for a medieval theme. She 
routinely memorizes each ceremony, 
and offers benedictions recited in 15 
different languages. She aspires to blend 

of Ms. Gioia's ceremonies. Especially 
when the presiding minister is authentic 
and personal, \vitnesses who rarely 
cross the tl1reshold of church buildings 
anymore (if they ever did), or those 
whose secularism has erased even vague 
mem01ies of the Divine, find tl1emselves 
longing for more. They seem shocked 
that a wedding might involve real spiri
tual moments. 

I remember officiating at the 
wedding of active church members 
whose spiritual journeys were well 
known to me as their pastor. Someone 
approached me after the service to 
repeat the oft heard, "That was a beau
tiful ceremony," but then he added, 
"It sounded like you actually knew the 
bride and groom." It seemed beyond 
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this guest's comprehension that I would 
laiow the b1ide and groom. 

Most of the congregations served 
by my colleagues have taken a strong 
stand against becoming mere wedding 
chapels. They hold fairly strict require
ments spelling out who can be married 
in their sanctuaries and what those 
weddings can look like. While some 
ministers still consider weddings to be 
a tool for evangelism ("Maybe through 
premarital counseling they will return 
to the faith and join ... "), more churches 
refuse to allow couples to be married 
in their sanctuaries if neither the bride 
nor the groom has a connection to that 
congregation. 

And even when there is indeed a 
connection to the congregation, couples 
often set out to reserve their reception 
sites before calling the church office 
to schedule the wedding. In almost 25 
years of ordained ministry, having offici
ated in over 80 weddings, only once has 
a couple contacted the church office 
to schedule their wedding ceremony 
before contacting potential reception 
venues. Only once. It seems that finding 
the right reception space trumps finding 
the space where vows are exchanged 
between God and invited "witnesses." 

Perhaps we've lost the sense that 
we are vvitnessing something holy at 
all. Maybe we have forgotten that we 
marry-or celebrate, for that matter-in 
the presence of God. We focus instead 
on the presence of our favorite people, 
ensuring that they will be impressed, 
comfortable, and/or have a good time. 

As Mead puts it, many couples in our 
culture believe "that a wedding cere
mony, like a wedding reception, ought 
to be an expression of the character of 
the couple who are getting married, 
rather than an expression of the char
acter of the institution manying them."8 

This is so true that it is almost laughably 
unnecessary to say. Institutional alle
giances have certainly weakened in our 
postmodern culture, clearly overshad
owed by individual expression. Perhaps 
this is why couples gladly gravitate 
toward wedding ministers like Ms. Gioia 
and wedding venues like hotel ball
rooms for their nuptial needs. 

When traditional institutions require 
formal church membership, while also 
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expecting couples to agree to restric
tions about candles, flowers , and flash 
photography, many couples who would 
have respectfully agreed with whatever 
the church required in the 1950s now 
balk and head for the door. They have 
neither the theological background 
nor the patience to make the connec
tion between church rules and spiritual 
expression. And so it makes no sense 
to them why, in the local Presbyterian 
church, for example, the bride and 
groom can't serve each other commu
nion while the rest of the congregation 
watches with glowing admiration. 

So how does the 2l5t-century church 
convey its essential role in the engage
ments and weddings and marriages of 
2l5t-century couples? It seems clear 
that most human beings indeed long for 
meaning and a connection between their 
own hectic lives and the Holy. Human 
beings indeed want something personal 
and real. The postmodern church would 
do well to remember that an attitude 
of survival ("Maybe we should turn this 
sanctuary into a wedding chapel because 
we sure do need the money.") instead 
of an attitude of service ("How can 
we minister to couples planning to be 
married?") vvill only result in a deeper 
cleft between the needs of God's people 
and God. 

Perhaps we who officiate at weddings 
need to remember that, even if a couple 
has come to us as an afterthought, and 
even if the wedding ceremony seems 
less important to them than finding the 
right wedding rings, we still hold the 
great privilege of pointing to holy things 
especially in the throes of busy wedding 
planning. We still have opportunities 
for sitting with a couple and lifting up 
the powerful meaning and beauty of the 
vows they will exchange. The trick is to 
avoid acting as if the ceremony is incon
sequential to us, even if this is what the 
bride and groom appear to believe. 

Before we can expect couples to 
recognize the sacred nature of what they 
are planning, we in the church who help 
them in this process-from the offici
ants to the sexton, from the organist 
to the office manager-would also 
do well to nurture a clear and faithful 
understanding of what is happening 
in the course of uniting two people in 

marriage. We all want and need to 
be inspired. • 
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Questions for Reflection 

1. Honestly talk with your church 
staff about the basic goal of church 
weddings for your congregation. 
Are weddings considered a tool 
for reaching potential members? 
A means of enhancing the church 
budget and staff salaries by 
charging fees and honoraria? An 
opportunity to prepare couples for 
Christian marriage and family life? 
How is that working? What changes 
need to be made? 

2. What is the process for wedding 
preparation in your church, and 
does it need to be revised? Are there 
opportunities to unpack the guide
lines your governing bodies have set 
to explain theological or spiritual 
reasons for those guidelines? 

3. How is hospitality evident in 
the process of preparing for a 
wedding ceremony and marriage 
in your congregation? Are church 
staff members aware of their 
opportunities for showing hospi
tality as they work 



Who Is Robert, Anyway? 
And Why Do We Think We Have to Follow His Rules? 

MA RT IN B . COPEN HA VER 

A 
FTER LEADI G A CHURCH MEETING, HENRY ROBERT, A TRUSTEE OF 

First Baptist Church in New Bedford, Massachusetts, came home feeling frustrated, 

discouraged, and even a bit embarrassed. He had been a trustee for some time, but 

this was the first meeting he had been called upon to chair, and it had not gone well. Clearly 

it was more difficult to run a meeting than he had imagined. The matters discussed at the 

meeting were not momentous, but they seemed to take on a life of their own. As the discussion 

went on, people became short with one another and, before long, there was an almost complete 

lack of decorum and order. Even though the hour was late, the trustees seemed unable to 

resolve their differences and, as chair, Robert felt ill-equipped to lead them to a 

decision. So on his way home he vowed that he would never chair another meeting until he had 

a set of governing rules and procedures to guide him. As a former officer in the Army, he knew 

where to turn: parliamentary law. 
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Increasingly, I am convinced that the Congregational 

form of polity is a real mess without a high doctrine of the 

Holy Spirit-the kind of mess that might prompt someone 

like Henry Robert to craft some rules to bring some order 

out of chaos. 

And that is how we got Robert's 
Rules . They are the result of one man's 
experience of an almost universal 
phenomenon: frustration with a church 
meeting. In 1876 Henry Robert 
published the first edition of Robert's 
Rules of Order, and today the meetings 
of many congregations, as well as other 
"deliberative assemblies," are governed 
by these rules. To be sure, most often 
the result is more orderly and efficient 
meetings than we might have other
wise. But Robert's Rules can create 
other problems. 

Picture this scene: The congrega
tion has gathered for a meeting to 
act on a proposal to build an educa
tional wing onto the church. There 
is a lengthy presentation , then a 
motion to approve the plan is made, 
followed by a second. The moderator 
asks, "Is there any discussion?" And 
of course there is. After considerable 
discussion a man stands to offer an 
amendment requiring that bids be 
sought from additional contractors. 
After the amendment is seconded, 
someone stands to ask a question 
about the building plans and is called 
"out of order" because the group is 
now discussing the amendment. After 
a few other people speak, a woman 
stands and says, "I would like to make 
a different amendment asking the 
committee to come back with some 
modifications to the building plans that 
bring the project back in line with our 
budget." The moderator asks, "Is this 
an amendment to the original amend
ment?" She responds, "I suppose so." 
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"Is there a second?" There is. 
Someone else stands to say, 

"But I had something to say on the 
first amendment." The moderator 
responds, 'Tm sorry, but we are now 
discussing the second amendment." 
The man who offered the original 
amendment stands and says, "Point 
of privilege!" And then he goes on 
to make a confusing assertion using 
an odd language that no one seems 
to understand. The moderator, now 
looking like a tired pitcher who is 
being shelled and longs to be pulled 
out of the game, says, "Do we have a 
parliamentarian?" Someone answers, 
'Tm sorry, but Bob's out of town." 
Someone in the back of the room 
shouts out, "I call the question!" The 
moderator, visibly relieved, responds, 
"Someone has called the question. 
We will now vote on whether to close 
debate." The woman who offered 
the second amendment says, "May I 
ask something?" The moderator says, 
'Tm sorry, Sally, but when someone 
calls the question all discussion 
stops, unless we vote to proceed with 
debate." Sally counters, "But when do 
I get to ask my question?" The moder
ator says, "Maybe never. Let's see ." 
The congregation laughs, then votes to 
close debate. Sally finally gets to ask 
her question in the parking lot after 
the meeting. 

To be sure, this meeting ended in 
time for everyone to get home for 
Sunday supper, but in what other 
ways was the congregation served? 
The way the meeting was run, it could 

have taken place anywhere . There 
was nothing that distinguished it as a 
church meeting grounded in spiritual 
practices. The emphasis was on the 
individual. There were clear winners 
and losers. The process was slanted in 
favor of those who knew the rules and 
could manipulate them. Is this any way 
to make decisions in a church? 

Until a few years ago I did not 
know that there was another way. In 
fact, I stumbled into an alternative 
to Robert's Rules through something 
like desperation. The congregation I 
currently serve had voted to become 
an "open and affirming" congregation 
several years before my arrival. ("Open 
and affirming" is the designation for 
congregations of the United Church of 
Christ who have declared themselves 
to be open to and affirming of all 
persons, regardless of sexual orienta
tion.) The process leading to that vote 
had been so divisive, however, that 
the congregation added a caveat to 
its policy: it would not allow services 
of commitment for same-sex partners 
without an additional congregational 
vote. The compromise did indeed 
keep the congregation from splin
tering. Nevertheless, people on both 
sides of the issue agreed that it was a 
kind of half-way covenant that would 
not long stand. 

So when I arrived on the scene the 
issue was waiting for me. Some of the 
wounds were still fresh. Some parish
ioners seemed ready for a fight, while 
many others recoiled with anxiety at 
the prospect of one. Every time the 



issue was raised there was a palpable 
tension in the room. I was not sure how 
we should proceed, but this I knew: 
the usual congregational processes 
would not suffice. Of course we would 
study scripture and pray together, but 
it seemed clear that in other ways we 
would need different practices than the 
ones we normally used. If we simply 
raised the matter, tried to "educate" 
one another, shared our opinions, 
debated the issue, and then took a vote 
under Robert's Rules , the toll on the 
congregation would be incalculable. 

I was eager for another way of 
making decisions that would be more 
like a spiritual practice than a business 
procedure. For some time I had been 
intrigued by the discernment practices 
of the Quakers (also called "Friends") . 
The Quakers seek to discern God's 
leading in silence. In what is called 
the Meeting of Friends they seek to 
make themselves open to the leading 
of the Spirit. When a Friend experi
ences an "opening" (that is, a revela
tion or insight), it is shared with others 
in the Meeting. The rest of the time 
Friends wait in silence. When they 
meet to make decisions, Friends strive 
to obtain the "sense of the meeting" 
from those present before taking 
action. Votes are not taken and, in fact, 
the Meeting proceeds in a way that is 
even something more than building 
consensus. If a minority opinion is 
deeply felt and continues to be raised, 
the Meeting will continue to hear it 
until such a time as a "sense of the 
Meeting" is achieved. 

As intrigued as I was by these 
discernment practices, they came from 
outside our tradition. They were a long 
way from Robert's Rules , which our 
bylaws stipulated were to be followed 
in church meetings. Besides, I could 
not imagine the verbal and passionate 
members of my congregation sitting 
very long in silence. 

Gratefully, at this same time I was 
doing a lot of reading about the early 
history of the Congregational tradition 
in anticipation of our congregation's 
bicentennial (our congregation, affili
ated with the United Church of Christ, 
was founded as a Congregational 
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church in 1798). There I encountered 
some of the spiritual riches of my 
own heritage that, in many respects , 
had been lost along the way. Soren 
Kierkegaard said the church of his 
time drew so little on the richness of 
the Christian tradition that it was as 
if they had inherited a grand estate 
but chose to live in a tent in the front 
yard. As I read more of the history of 
my own tradition, it was not difficult to 
conclude that something like this had 
happened in regard to congregational 

discernment and decision making. 
We had been living in the tent and I 
was beginning to look longingly at the 
grand estate. 

The Congregational tradition 
can be traced back to England in 
the early 17th century. At that time 
there were those who felt called to 
a different kind of church than what 
was represented in the state church, 
the Church of England. Perhaps 
the most distinctive characteristic 
of the Congregationalists was their 
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belief that no individual-whether a 
bishop, priest, or lay leader-is fully 
equipped to discern and follow God's 
will. These early Congregationalists 
believed that the workings of the Holy 
Spirit can be discerned in community 
by receptive hearts that are molded 
in prayer. Indeed, the very name 
"Congregational" derives from the 
understanding that it is the congrega
tion informed by scripture and molded 
in prayer that is best able to discern 
what Christ would have them do. They 
put into practice their understanding 
that the gathered community is the 
true vessel of the Spirit of Christ-a 
term that they used often. They met 
often and their meetings were seen 
as opportunities to encounter God 
in their midst. That is , they were 
more like worship than legislative 
sessions. The community did not 
gather for decision making as much 

much like the Quakers do-only they 
talked more. 

Increasingly, I am convinced that 
the Congregational form of polity is a 
real mess without a high doctrine of 
the Holy Spirit-the kind of mess that 
might prompt someone like Henry 
Robert to craft some rules to bring 
some order out of chaos. When we do 
not actively and continually call upon 
the Holy Spirit, this form of polity 
collapses like a lung with the wind 
knocked out of it. Perhaps it is unfair 
to say that much of this rich heritage 
had been lost along the way. But this 
I do know: it is quite different from 
how I heard people-both laity and 
clergy-interpret our tradition. 

What I heard was: "Here we don't 
have bishops to tell us what to do, 
just local churches ordering our own 
affairs, doing and believing what we 
think is right." 

I was eager for another way of 

making decisions that would be 

more like a spiritual practice than 

a business procedure. For some 

time I had been intrigued by the 

discernment practices of the 

Quakers, [ who J seek to discern 

God's leading in silence. 

as for discernment. They listened to 
one another not out of some humanist 
notion that people of opposing views 
are worthy of respect but because 
one can never know who the Spirit 
will choose to speak through on any 
given occasion. In other words , these 
forebears in the Congregational tradi
tion approached decision making very 
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Or, "Here the individual is free to 
believe as he or she wants. It is up to 
each person to decide what God's will 
is for him or her." 

Or, "A Congregational church is a 
democracy. We air our own differing 
points of view and then make impor
tant decisions by voting." 

Obviously, these understandings do 

not begin to reflect the richness and 
depth of what I was learning about the 
Congregational tradition. Rather, they 
represent little more than the hollow 
shell of that tradition. 

Contra1y to what is commonly 
assumed, Congregational polity is not 
about the individual. It is not about 
asserting ourselves. A "majority rules" 
way of thinking is what happens we 
when take God out of the congrega
tional process. It is not that no one 
can tell us what to do. Rather, we seek 
together to discern what Christ would 
have us do. vVe listen to one another 
because we are listening for the voice 
of the Holy Spirit. As did the people 
at Pentecost, we wait upon the Holy 
Spirit, the Spirit that alone is able to 
fashion understanding and unity out 
of diversity. 

It was this understanding that we 
decided to put into practice in our 
consideration of the congregation's 
"open and affirming" policy. How did 
we do that? Imperfectly, of course. 
But clearly we were doing something 
different and it made all the differ-
ence. 

We spent considerable time-in 
worship, meetings, and educational 
events-introducing people to the 
practice of spiritual discernment and 
how it differed from other forms of 
decision making. We were careful to 
make distinctions between a demo
cratic process and spiritual discern
ment. The congregation is not a 
collection of individuals asserting 
their own views in an effort to deter
mine what the majority wills. Rather, 
through prayer, silence, and the words 
of fellow members of the body, the 
congregation seeks to discern what 
Christ might say to them. Votes may 
be a part of the process, but they are 
not the end toward which the entire 
process proceeds. Instead, voting is 
a way of testing consensus, of asking, 
"Do we sense that we discerned 
the mind of Christ on this matter?" 
Note, however, that this practice of 
discernment is beyond even consensus 
building. The goal of consensus 
building is to fashion agreement out 
of the diversity of perspectives repre
sented in a group. In other words , it is 



focused on the opinions of the people 
in the room. Consensus building is a 
way for a group to figure out together 
what they think should be done. By 
contrast, through spiritual discern
ment we seek to discover what Christ 
would have us do. 

We held numerous gatherings in 
which people were invited to listen 
to one another and to listen for the 
Spirit. We found it helpful to ritualize 
the understanding that this form of 
spiritual discernment is different from 
decision making in a civic club or 
town meeting. So, for instance, during 
congregational meetings we invited 
people to respond to each person's 
words by saying together, "May the 
Holy Spirit speak through us." Notice 
that we were not affirming that the 
Holy Spirit always spoke through us. 
Rather, we were asking the Spirit 
to speak through us. By repeating 
that invocation as a kind of litany 
throughout the meeting, we continu
ally reminded ourselves and 
one another that this was to be a 
Spirit-led process. 

We made room for silence and 
asked people to wait upon the Holy 
Spirit through the silence . We were 
neither fully capable of keeping, nor 
willing to keep, extended periods of 
silence, as the Quakers do, but we did 
ask that there be at least half a minute 
of silent prayer between each state
ment made at the meeting. In most 
meetings people are used to jumping 
up immediately to respond to what 
someone else has just said. Simply 
interjecting a moment of silence 
deepened the reflection and made 
the conversation less like a debate . 

We not only began and ended 
gatherings in prayer, we also stopped 
for prayer in the midst of a gathering 
whenever someone felt led to off er 
one. Our goal was to approach 
our meetings as an opportunity to 
encounter God, and not just one 
another. In other words , we sought 
to have our meetings be more like 
worship than a business proceeding, 
so generous helpings of prayer 
were essential. 

When people asked when we were 
going to take a vote we told them that 

They listened to one another not out 

of some humanist notion that people of 

opposing views are worthy of respect 

but because one can never know who 

the Spirit will choose to speak through 

on any given occasion. 

we didn't know and invited them to 
join us in waiting for further direction 
from the Holy Spirit. 

Spiritual discernment is not an effi
cient process, certainly not as efficient 
as a meeting run by Robert's Rules. 
It does not allow for someone to "call 
the question" to bring a meeting to a 
speedy end. But that does not mean 
that, in the end, spiritual discernment 
is more time consuming. Meetings that 
may seem "efficient" at the time some
times result in decisions that, for one 
reason or another, do not hold, and so 
the process has to be taken up again. 
Besides, if discernment is approached 
as a spiritual practice, the journey itself 
can be as important as the destination. 

When we approached our decision 
making as discernment, the Spirit did 
not disappoint us . Eventually a vote 
was taken. It was not unanimous, but 
there was no great division, either. 
Remarkably, no one left the church. 
People on both sides of the ques-
tion talked about what a powerful 
spiritual experience the whole process 
had been. In fact, we were awed by 
it. Imagine: the tradition that we had 
been given actually works! 

And now, thank God, there is no 
turning back. We do not use the full 
range of discernment practices with 
every decision the congregation makes. 
For more routine decisions, not all 
of the tools need to be employed, as 
long as we remain clear about how our 

decision making is always a form of 
spiritual discernment. Nevertheless , 
in taking up larger or more difficult 
matters, we empty the tool box and use 
all of the discernment practices that 
have been passed down to us. We have 
even begun to hold our congregational 
meetings as a part of worship. Now we 
are no longer as surprised that, when 
we approach discernment as a spiri
tual practice, the Holy Spirit-who is 
the true hero of this story-can billow 
through us in powerful ways. • 

Questions for Reflection 

1) In what ways do Robert's Rules 
facilitate good decision making, and 
in what ways do they inhibit good 
decision making? 

2) In what ways might Robert's Rules 
need to be modified in order to more 
fully approach decision making as a 
spiritual practice? 

3) What are some of the ways in which 
spiritual discernment differs from 
consensus building? 

4) What are some initial steps your 
faith community could take now 
to make decision making more of a 
spiritual practice? 
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John L Thompson 
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IS RELIGION DANGEROUS? 
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John D. Witvliet 
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Living through the Lord's Prayer 
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When Your Critics Set the Agenda 
How to Avoid One of the Biggest Mistakes a Leader Can Make 

LEE BEACH 

F OR THE MOST PART, MY FIRST 11 YEARS AS A SE IOR PASTOR WERE 

wonderful years. Of course no pastor is without critics, but the criticism I faced was 

sporadic and easy enough to put behind me. This changed drastically in my twelfth 

year of ministry-my seventh as a senior pastor. At that time I began to face harsh, personal 

criticism from other leaders, all of whom I respected and had counted as rock-solid supporters 

and friends . When faced with their criticism I fell prey to one of the greatest mistakes a leader 

can make, and it cost me dearly both as a pastor and a person. 
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What was the great mistake? I let my 
critics set the agenda. I allowed them to 
define reality, both about the state of the 
congregation and who I was as a pastor. 
Their story slowly began to become 
the narrative through which the health 
of the church was perceived by other 
leaders. Their view of who I was as a 
pastor and as a person began to become 
my own self-understanding. The result 
was that I became exhausted from trying 
to respond to the various perceived 
deficiencies that were being raised, and 
I was never able to achieve the level of 
performance my powerful critics set 
for me. The church was hindered as we 
became increasingly inwardly focused, 
and the leadership team became 
muddled as we struggled and sometimes 
fought over who we were as a church. 
In the end, I was left wondering whether 
I even belonged in ministry. 

Were the criticisms fair? In some 
cases they were. In others they 
weren't. In many ways the issue for 
me as a leader was not whether the 
criticisms were true but how I would 
handle them. It was important for me 
to listen to my critics and seriously 
weigh their concerns. They deserved 
thoughtful consideration, a respectful 
response, and changed behavior, where 
necessary. However, in my attempt 
to "be open" to criticism I ended up 
giving it far too great a place in my 
life. If we are not careful, criticism 
can be the main lens through which 
we see ourselves and our ministries. 
When this happens, difficulties for all 
concerned are bound to follow. 

How Did It Happen? 

How does this happen? Why do 
we sometimes fall prey to allowing 
our critics to define reality and set 
agendas? In my case I can think of at 
least seven reasons . 

The first was inexperience. As a 
young pastor I was especially vulner
able. Not having faced a similar chal
lenge, I was not exactly sure what to do. 
I lacked experience to guide me. Add to 
this the regular, ongoing challenges of 
leading a church and it was easy to feel 
overwhelmed and unsure as to what the 
right move was. 

I also had a misplaced sense of 
wanting to "be like Jesus ." I saw Jesus 
as someone who was meek and mild. 
He was the one who faced his accusers 
in silence and, like a sheep, went to 
the slaughter. If I defended myself too 
vigorously or stood up to people too 
firmly, I believed I was not being very 
Christ-like. In one board meeting, I 
challenged one of my opponents, whom 
I believed was directly behind some 
proposed changes to my job descrip
tion. I asked honestly, in what I thought 
was an appropriate tone, if this was the 
case. He reacted strongly, telling me 
he did not think my comments were 
appropriate. I immediately apologized. 
Following the meeting, I rushed after 
him to apologize again. He reiterated 
that he thought I had been wrong in 
my assertions. In retrospect, however, 
I don't think my questions were wrong. 
They were honest, even if they were 
uncomfortable for me to ask and for 

Through this experience I ... 

discovered how deeply committed 

I was to trying to please people . ... 

I became more committed to pleasing 

people than I was to pleasing God. 
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him to hear. Yet his displeasure both
ered me immensely. I felt as if I had 
failed to act like Jesus, and that made 
me feel extremely guilty. To me, being 
like Jesus meant being gentle and 
essentially passive. 

Through this experience I also 
discovered how deeply committed 
I was to trying to please people. I 
learned how much I disliked conflict 
and how far I would go to avoid it. I 
would apologize for things that I did 
not need to. I would make decisions 
I didn't believe in or reverse previous 
decisions , again without conviction, all 
in an effort to make people happy with 
me. This was completely exhausting 
and ultimately a sin: I became more 
committed to pleasing people than I 
was to pleasing God. 

Another factor that influenced 
my behavior was fear. I was afraid of 
losing my job, of losing esteem among 
my colleagues, and of more conflict. I 
was afraid that if I could not win back 
my critics I would end up fired ( or 
"resigning") and then what about my 
family? What about my reputation? 
Fear motivated me to t1y to meet the 
standards my critics were setting, in the 
hope that I could win their approval and 
a fresh vote of confidence. 

Respect for my critics played into 
my actions as well. I honestly had great 
respect for the people who were telling 
me that I was no longer up to the job of 
leading our church. They were sincere 
followers of Christ who cared about 
the church and gave their energy to it 
as much as anyone else. Many of them 
had been close friends of mine. One in 
particular had been a trusted friend I 
often met for breakfast and with whom 
I had experienced many times of honest 
sharing and mutual encouragement. I 
believe my critics genuinely believed 
their motives were pure. Because of 
this, I wanted to respect their words and 
give them a place in how I was leading 
the church. 

I had a sense of vision for the church 
and, along with other leaders, had 
sought to clarify it more fully. However, 
when that vision ( or my ability to lead 
it) was challenged, I soon abandoned it 
and tried to conform to the vision that I 



A clear overall vision and strategy that emerge from our 

theology are crucial. A clear vision helps us determine our 

priorities. It helps us know why we do what we do. It helps 

us answer our critics and tell them that we will not do what 

they are telling us to do because it is not in keeping with 

what God has called us to be. 

thought others wanted. I neglected my 
central theological and methodological 
commitments and compromised them 
in an attempt to appease my critics 
more fully. 

These trials uncovered in me a 
lack of confidence in who I was as a 
person. It showed me that deep down 
I suspected that I wasn't acceptable 
as a person or as a pastor. I would 
stand in the foyer after a service on 
Sunday and hear people tell me how 
much they appreciated the message 
I had preached, yet inside I would 
never really believe they were telling 
me the truth. My assumption was that 
they were just being nice, serving me 
platitudes because they did not know 
what else to say. However, when I was 
attacked as a person and as a pastor, I 
was more than willing to accept what 
my critics said because I already had a 
voice inside of me that told me I was 
not worthy of respect, that my gifts 
were suspect, that my personality was 
not conducive to ministry. This broken
ness in me made me ripe for letting my 
critics set the agenda. 

Once the critical views about me 
and the church began to hold sway over 
me it was not long before they began 
to have influence over other leaders in 
our church, too. This is not to suggest 
that everything at the church had been 
wonderful before. Like every congrega
tion we had definite issues and weak
nesses, but soon after the criticism 
began we were being perceived by 
some of our leaders as an "unhealthy" 
church-despite the fact that we were a 
church that was leading people to faith 

in Christ, seeing solid numerical growth, 
developing believers, and adding new 
ministries. 

A Healthier Response 

What could have been done to thwart 
this trend? How could I have responded 
in a way that gave genuine respect to the 
criticism I received while at the same 
time preventing my critics from setting 
the church's agenda? 

Reading my Bible more closely
particularly certain sections of it-would 
have helped. The truth is, all leaders get 
criticized. Jesus was criticized heavily 
for being true to the mission he was 
sent for. Paul was constantly defending 
himself against his critics. Moses took 
strong criticism for his leadership. The 
Psalms should be regular reading when 
we are feeling betrayed and hurt by the 
criticism of others. 

I personally neglected the wealth 
of encouragement that the scriptures 
offered. While I continued to read my 
Bible, I intentionally did not seek out 
passages that may have been particu
larly helpful. In fact, I became cynical 
toward them, thinking, "That was them. 
Their situation is not mine." However, 
had I actually read the accounts and the 
responses of these leaders, I may have 
found great solace and direction in the 
midst of criticism. There is something 
very powerful in knowing that the great 
leaders of our spiritual heritage were the 
objects of harsh criticism as they tried 
to lead people in fulfilling God's vision 
for tl1em. As we allow tl1ese leaders to 
walk closely with us when we are under 

attack, they can become companions that 
strengthen us along the way. Add to this 
a little familiarity with church history, or 
even with the stories of secular leaders 
who have accomplished much, and we 
can take heart that everyone who ever 
accomplished anything important had 
people-and often people they had once 
been close to---criticize them. 

In any ministry, there are always 
things to criticize. Sometimes all it takes 
for these issues to become the focal 
point of leadership is for someone with a 
little credibility to come along and start 
declaring these shortcomings as norma
tive indications of the health of the 
organization. That is why a clear overall 
vision and strategy that emerge from our 
theology are crucial. A clear vision helps 
us determine our priorities. It helps us 
know why we do what we do. It helps us 
answer our critics and tell them that we 
will not do what they are telling us to do 
because it is not in keeping with what 
God has called us to be. A clear strategy 
determines how we will do ministry and 
allows us to hold strong to the things 
we are convinced contribute to our 
achieving God's vision. A clear theology 
informs why we do what we do. It 
enables us to stick with our strategy and 
vision because we believe that ultimately 
they are an expression of God's revealed 
will for his people. 

These must be exercised with 
courage. As a young pastor I failed to 
honor my convictions. Although the 
congregation had a vision and strategy, 
and although I had some theological 
convictions about God and ministry, 
when faced with the pressure of hard 
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questions, I deferred to my critics 
rather than stand up for what I truly 
believed was God's calling on my life 
as a church leader. I did not do this 
consciously, but I now know that it is 
true. If I had understood more fully 
the importance of maintaining a clear 
vision, strategy, and theology, I would 
have been more inclined to stand up 
for my beliefs and to those who were 
challenging them . 

For some of us, responding firmly 
to criticism is a natural response. 
However, for many pastors, this is 
not what we naturally do. One night 
in a board meeting an elder made 
a sweeping statement about the 
complete ineffectiveness of a segment 
of our ministry. I spoke strongly against 
his position and gave examples of how 
he was wrong, after which he backed 
down. Yet, as always, I felt guilty and 
apologized several times. The next 
day the chairman of the board called 
me. I was surprised when he asked, 
''Why did you apologize?" He went 
on to tell me that it was appropriate 
for me stand up to the statement and 
challenge what was obviously an overly 
negative attitude. Again, my concept 
of Christ was erroneous. Jesus was not 
one to shrink back from a fight. Many 
occasions in the Gospels describe 
Jesus pushing back against his critics. 
Luke 15 is a response to those who 
did not like his spending so much time 
with "sinners." Matthew 23 is a searing 
criticism of the religious leaders who 
often strongly opposed him. Paul, too, 
stood up to his critics, as shown in 1 
and 2 Corinthians (especially 1 Cor. 
4:18-21 and 2 Cor. 10) and Galatians. 
Almost every Epistle includes sections 
where the writer challenges critics 
either from witl1in tl1e body or from 
outside of it. 

This is not to imply that appropriate 
respect, love, and graciousness are not 
also required, but if we are to stop crit
ical voices from taking control of the 
church's agenda, it will require us to 
stand up to false and unfounded criti
cism and challenge it respectfully-not 
for our own sakes but for the sake of 
being faithful to what God has called 
us to lead. 
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Discerning the Value of Criticism 

How do we decide when criticism is valid or not? Further, how can it actually 

become profitable in our lives? Marshall Shelly, in his book Well Intentioned 

Dragons (Bethany House Publishers, 1985), offers the following timeless advice 

for discerning the difference between fair and unfair criticism. 

Is the critic a committed member of the church? Is he or she 

involved in ministry? Does this individual demonstrate integrity in his or her own 

life? These are significant factors in determining how much weight to give specific 

· criticisms. If the answer to all of these questions is "yes," one must pay careful 

attention to what the critic is saying. If the critic is insisting that«it's not just 

me, many people feel the same way,"then you should expect that some ofthese 

"many"will also step forward. If no one does, then the criticism should be treated 

more skeptically. If several people do indeed reiterate the criticism, then attention 

must be paid. 

Does this criticism come from 

rational reflection or emotional fervor, from weeks of observation or hours of 

upset? Good criticism is redemptive and designed to be helpful. "Fair criticism, like 

fertilizer, should be gentle enough to nourish a person's growth without destroying 

the roots," Shelly writes. While harsh criticism may contain "truth," it needs to be 

dealt with differently than criticism that is given in a constructive manner. 

While our imme

diate reaction to an angry outburst is usually to try and pacify the speaker, silence 

is often the best response. "If the anger is all out of proportion to the issue raised, 

chances are the real issue has not surfaced," Sheqy suggests. "The only thing to do 

is hear the person out completely." If the underlying issues don't emerge, it is prob

ably time to enlist the help of trusted elders or other church leaders to help the 

critic sort out and articulate his or her thoughts more fully. 

2 Kings 19 offers a model. King Hezekiah receives a. critical 

letter from a rather tough critic named Sennacherib. In dealing with his critic's 

charges, we read that Hezekiah "spread it out before the Lord . ."Through prayer he 

sought God's discernment for how to respond to criticism. 

Criticisms such as ''I'm not being fed 

spiritually" or "I'm not growing" are general and vague. However, when criticisms 

include specific issues or ideas we should entertain them far more seriously. 

Objective friends, a spouse, and private conversa

tions with church board members or leaders can help with the processing of criti

cism and provide a broader perspective on what has been said. 



Good leaders try to listen to criticism 

and learn from what is helpful. ... That 

does not mean, however, that they 

simply do what their critics say. In fact, 

that is bad leadership. 

It is important to not let the c1itics 
become your p1imary focus. Keep 
working with other leaders who are 
firmly on board. This involves at least 
two things. First, it is important to let 
them know that criticism is out there. 
Sometimes people criticize us and 
e>..pect to fly under the radar; they don't 
want others to know that they are being 
critical. Never give them that lm'Ury. 
Tell other leaders what the c1iticisms 
are and who is making them. Get their 
honest feedback. They may affirm 
some of the criticism, in which case you 
need to pay attention to it and consider 
closely what you are going to do about 
it, or they may completely disagree 
with the criticism and thus encourage 
you. However, we die a slow death 
when we try to weather criticism alone. 
Second, we need to stop other leaders 
from getting poisoned by the criticism 
by making sure they do not become 
overly focused on it. If we do not work 
with other leaders and help them to 
keep the criticism of others in proper 
perspective they can easily get caught 
up in trying to please the c1itics just as 
we can. We need to coach other leaders 
through c1iticism and not allow them to 
become panich.")', reactionary, or overly 
responsive to the critical people who 
are t:Jying to set the agenda. 

Essentially this means listening 
to the criticism but not succumbing 
to it. This is a difficult balance. 
Good leaders try to listen to criti
cism and learn from what is helpful. 
Good leaders try not to dismiss their 
critics completely but to find a way 
to work with them. That does not 
mean, however, that they simply do 

what their critics say. In fact , that is 
bad leadership. Three things here 
can help: First, recognize the spirit 
of the criticism. Sometimes it is 
lovingly and constructively deliv
ered. When this is true, pay careful 
attention. Other times it is deliv
ered in a way that clearly says, "I 
don't like you and I want you gone." 
When this is the case, give it far less 
weight. In the latter case, there still 
may be truth to what is said, and 
maybe we should make changes as 
a result, but do not give this kind of 
criticism a strong place in your life. 
You will never please these people. 
Do not let their opinions set the 
agenda of your organization and, 
more importantly, do not let them 
define your view of yourself. 

Instead, let your vision, strategy, 
and theology set the agenda. The 
clearer you are on tl1ese things the 
more effectively you and other 
leaders will be able to evaluate the 
viability of the criticism. Often, if you 
are the key leader, it is up to you to 
keep reminding your leadership team 
of these things. Keep them faithful to 
what you have determined is God's 
calling for your organization. 

Finally, stay positive! If we 
become too negative or discour
aged it will be contagious. In fact , I 
have come to believe tl1at negative 
attitudes are much more contagious 
than positive ones. It is not hard to 
convince Christian leaders that they 
are not doing well; we are all too 
aware of our shortcomings. Thus, we 
have to try to stay realistically posi
tive and buoy other leaders around 

us with a general optimism about our 
situation and the future. 

\Ve cannot ignore criticism, but we 
also cannot let it set the agenda for 
our ministries. \Vhen my critics began 
to set the agenda, the progress of our 
church was slowed, morale dimin
ished, and I stopped leading effec
tively. These are the consequences of 
not dealing efficiently with criticism. 
We all know that criticism ,vill come; 
the question is not if but when. When 
it does come, the question we must 
ask ourselves is, ,vill we let it set the 
agenda or will we put it in its appro
priate perspective? • 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Is criticism setting the agenda 

of your church leadership team? 

Are the negative voices currently 

shaping the conversation and 

image of the church? If so, can you 

identify how? 

2. Are there any critics you have 

allowed to "fly under the radar" 

and whose criticisms need to be 

made known to others so that 

you can process the criticism 

more effectively? 

3. What issues in your life make you 

more susceptible to internalizing 

criticism? 

4. As you think of sources of criticism 

in your life, which ones would you 

identify as "constructive critics," 

seemingly outright opponents who 

nonetheless must be paid attention 

to? Who are the critics in your life 

whose criticism you need to just 

walk away from? 

5. Are there any ideas that you can 

identify from the article that could 

help you more effectively process 

criticism that you are currently 

receiving? If so, how will you imple

ment them? 

FALL 2007 . CONGREGATIONS I 21 



National Cathedral Eve 



in Focus 

Journalist Topper Sherwood presents 
an inside look at what's being done to 

envision, encourage, and energize 
congregations for the 21st century 

elps Launch "New Reformation" 
TOPPER SHERWOOD 

As the Rev. Stephen Baden arrived at the Washington National Cathedral for a 

conference on the future of the church, he carried a burden that other pastors 

would call "a good problem." The group of "nomadic seekers" attending an alterna

tive service, called the Bridge, was growing too large for its cozy meeting space in 

Braden's First Presbyterian Church (of Elkhart, Indiana). 

The Bridge congregation, mostly young, had been meeting in the church basement 

every Sunday for more than four years, and during that time had grown to 70 or more 

participants. Two other traditional Sunday services, by comparison, were drawing 

about 200 "established" parishioners. 

"We are increasingly nomadic and rootless as a society," Braden explained, "and 

[younger] people are searching for community. This worship is designed to meet that 

need. We are now bumping into the limits of our space, and we're trying to decide 

what to do about that." 
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With its use of video and roundtable 
discussions in place of scriptural readings 
from the puJpit and age-old formalities, 
Braden said the Bridge was something 
of a challenge to a few longtime church
goers who'd grown up "by the book" 
He was mulling over how and when 
to integrate the two groups last May, 
when he attended "Christianity for the 
2ist Century: A Gathering to Envision, 
Encourage and Energize Congregations," 
a conference sponsored by the Cathedral 
College at Washington National Cathedral. 
"Christianity for the 21st Century" 

brought together a Whos Who of writers 
and thinkers to raise the issue of what 
Christianity can (and should) do for today's 
first generation of media-savvy, "nomadic" 
Christians, many of whom are communi
cating in ways never dreamed of by Martin 
Luther or Pope Julius II. 

Fed by a growing body of new writing, 
Web sites, discussion groups, congregations, 
and other resources, Braden's challenge is 

being tackled by more and more churches
both mainline denominations and young 
"upstart" organiz.ations. 

'This is an amazing time to be in the life 
of the church," declared the Very Reverend 
Samuel Lloyd, dean of the Washington 
National Cathedral College, in his welcoming 
address to the approximately 250 conferees. 
"The spirit is doing something new and 
remarkable in our lifetime." 

"Many of us are drawn here by a sense 
of urgency that is closer to exhilaration than 
anxiety," said Tennessee author Phyllis Tickle 
in her conference keynote address. 'W e 
stand-and we know it--0n the threshold 
of Something .... And we are gathered here 

241 CONG REG AT IO N S • FA LL 2 0 0 7 

in prayer and consultation in order that 
we may discern and act faithfully." Tickle 

called our time a defining moment in 
which institutionalized and established 
forms of Christianity "are no longer suffi

ciently viable to sustain the whole of the 
Living Church, eitl1er now or over tl1e five 
centuries al1ead." 

'What [ new, progressive church leaders] 
are saying is that the 'business-as-usual' 
church has failed, and we have to do some
thing different," observed researcher and 

author Diana Butler Bass. 'There is now 

a big cluster of people who are attempting 
to do just that, in various ways, witl1in tl1eir 
congregations." 

The Changing Church 

At a time when fewer Americans, generally, 
are filling the pews of mainline denomina

tions, more of the faithful are asking what 
is to be done: How do centuries-old institu
tions oriented around "tl1e Word"-from 

gospel to docbine, liturgy, sermon, and 
even music--respond to the needs of 
future generations of nonlinear, media

savvy, text-resistant Internet e>..plorers? Can 
the church welcome and feed tl1e spiritual 

hunger of this changing global society 
without sacrificing what is truly sacred? 
And, finally, could changes in worship and 
theology, however welcome, create entirely 

new theological meaning, new alignments, 
or even new denominations? 

Bass, Tickle, and a range of forward
thinking speakers-including Marcus Borg 
(author of Meeting]esus Again for the First 
Time, HarperCollins, 1995) and Emergent 

Village coordinator Tony Jones-spoke 

before a receptive audience of clergy 
and lay leaders, each bearing wimess to 
contemporary change and where it might 

be heading. 
Completed in 2006, Bass's research 

and subsequent wiiting examined 
50 moderate to progressive churches 

and the approaches tl1at are energizing 
their parishioners-in contrast to the 
"prevailing wisdom" of recent times tl1at 

suggests only conservative megachurches 
are growing. Progressive churches, said 
Bass, "made tl1is really interesting move" 
in response to the biblical scholarsl1ip of 

tl1e 1980s and 1990s. 
"Basically, they're saying it's time to go 

back into the stories," she said. "Instead of 

demytl1ologizing them, we need to go 
back and reapply tl1e integ1ity of tl1e 
stories-to understand tl1em as being 

real, true, and meaningful spiritual 
stories . .. . We can understand them, who 

wrote them, and why, but then sometl1ing 
beyond tl1at: there is an attempt to reach 
toward an 'essential narrative' in Jewish 
and Christian lives." 

Aggravated by what tl1ey see as religious 
rigidity, intolerance, outdated traditions, 
and political polarization, tl1ese members 

of the faitl1 are intentionally planning and 
creating tl1eir own contemplative commu

nities. They are doing so, apparently, witl1 
ru1 entlmsiasrn and diversity that resembles 

Christianity's earliest congregations. 
"These people today are very social 

justice-oriented," said Bass, "but tl1ey 
tend not to think of social justice in terms 

of impacting systems or institutions. 



They tend to think of it more in terms 
of a grassroots movement----community 
organizing and strategies that work from 
'down' to 'up."' 

The "2l5t Century'' conference agenda 
was organized around "best practices" 
areas inspired by Bass's Christianity for the 
Rest of Us (Alban Institute, 2004), a book 
desc1ibing the vitality that has emerged in 
churches that have intentionally grounded 
themselves in traditional Christian practices. 
The agenda included hospitality, contem
plation/discernment, healing, testimony, 
diversity, justice, worship, reflection/forma
tion, beauty, African-American Community 
Circle, emerging churches, Latino/Hispanic 
Community Circle, network themy, and the 
new monasticism. 

Presenters and participants shared 
their ideas in essays, affirmations, mani
festos, bullets, and broadsides, each 
speaking with a mix of questions and 
answers, authority and doubt. The work at 
hand was very much a work in progress. 
Many wondered aloud about the role 
of their own and other denominations, 
the ways of their parishes, and their own 
personal paths to the future. The sense of 
calling to new work was strong, and often 
with the question: What does 
God require? 

"Beware of anyone who tells you they 
know where it's all going," said Todd 
Guinn, a United Methodist youth ministry 
director from Wichita, Kansas. 

During the short term, at least, it 
doesn't take much imagination to see 
fatigue from the decades-long rise of 
conservative politics and religion. The 
response of Christian "tolerance" became 
an easy-to-spot conference thread. To 
strike a blow for tolerance, Eric Elnes, 
the young pastor of Scottsdale (Aiizona) 
Congregational United Church of Christ, 
was moved to walk from Phoenix to 
Washington, D .C. Elnes told conference 
participants about his 2,600-mile hike, 
which he took with a handful of suppmters 
in 2006, launching their "Cross Walk 
America" campaign. The group left 
Phoenix in April that year with their state
ment, "The Phoenix Affirmations," calling 
for people of faith to give greater attention 
to issues of peace, poverty, tolerance, and 
environmental care. 

Blogging and videotaping the whole 

way, Elnes and his colleagues marched their 
message through many Southern "red state" 
districts. They were astounded, he said, 
at the support they found there, despite 
their open call for interfaith understanding, 
a respect for science, inclusivity for gay/ 
lesbian members, and opposition to the 
"commingling of church and state." 

''There is a huge hw1ger out there for 
just this kind of faith," said Elnes. "Over and 
over, people told us, 'I thought I was the 
only one.' It was the big refrain we heard all 
along the way." 

Progressives' tolerance being what it 
is, there was little hint of conferees calling 
for any "destruction of the temple." Most 
speakers recognized change as inevitable 
and, indeed, already happening from 
within-a wealth of refonns being nurtured 
in traditional sanctuaries, the faith's "old 
growth forest," as Bass and others called it. 

At least one presenter, however, turned 
from the "old-growth trees" metaphor and 
proposed another. Tony Jones spoke of the 
nonhierarchical horizontal growth that is 
occuning--of the kind powered by the 
Internet-less like trees, he said, and more 
like rhizomes, the creeping underground 
system of web-like strands emerging from 
decentralized nodes. 

"Rhizomes follow no predetennined 
or predictable routes to growth," he told 
his audience, adding that such growth "is 
dispersed and dissimilated." New interpre
tations of Christianity are "springing up and 
then connecting with each other" in unex
pected ways, all the time, he said. 

Jones and a group of like-minded friends 
have, for about a decade, worked to define 
their own Emergent Village, recognizing 
their sense of Christian fellowship, innova
tion, and a hopeful outlook for the future. 
Jones said emergents are very comfort-
able witl1 tl1e paradoxical relationships 
(as between faith and science) that seem 
to threaten other congregations. He also 
colorfully described emergent skepticism 
of certain traditional fonns ( tabernacles, 
denominations, and fonnal seminary 
education) and outright rejection of otl1ers, 
notably tl1e politics of right versus left. 
'We tl1ink this is a false script," Jones told 
conferees. "I look at 'left' and 'right' like 
two boxers coming out for tl1e last round. 
They're too tired to fight, leaning on each 
other, holding each other up." 

The Search for Definition 

With so many authors ai·ound, it was 
natural to see the conference as the struggle 
for appropriate language to capture the 
moment. New communication systems 
disseminate positions in greater quantity 
and quality, with increasingly rapid and 
wider distribution than ever before. Videos, 
podcasts, blogs, and e-mail all contribute 
to tomonow's body of work and are being 
issued many times faster than it takes to 
compose and print tlus page. 

Yet, with all tl1e rese1ve of the parish 
priest ( as many of them were), conferees 
exainined and assessed tl1e institutions and 
edifices that Christianity has built across 
the centuries. For many, tl1e goal was being 
more intentional about Christian service in 
one's community and tl1roughout the world. 

"Take seriously that you chose to be a 
part of this conference," writer Marcus 
Borg told his listeners. "And [take seriously] 
how intentional you are being about your 
own Christian life." 

The Portland scholar and book 
autl10r went on to describe a "tale of two 
Ch1istianities," examining the conflict 
between contemporary change and 
resistance to change-both theological 
and political. Borg sketched the two 
sides, one embracing tl1e "belief-centered 
paradigm" and the otl1er the emerging 
"transformation-centered paradigm" 
embracing a human understanding of 
Jesus's life and work as "grounding" for 
ongoing personal and social change. 

"The transformation-centered paradigm 
is not an accommodation or reduction of 
the Christian ti·adition to modem thought," 
said Borg. "Rather it is neo-traditional ... a 
recovery, a retrieval of what was most 
central [ to tl1e faitl1] before tl1e collision 
wiili moden1ity." 

The transfonnation-centered paradigm 
has profound implications for how progres
sive leaders are "doing church" today. 
These leaders are reananging tl1e sanctuary 
fun1iture and installing video screens as 
they find new ways to empower members 
of their congregations. They are inti·o
ducing new welcon1ing rituals, more tables 
of discussion, and even alternative ways of 
structuring session meetings. 

'We look like a regular church," said 
the Rev. Grahain Standish, refening to his 
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Calvin Presbyterian Church in Zelienople, 
Pennsylvania, "but we're handling matters 
of leadership in a more prayerful way .... 
We have moved away from the evangelical 
toward genuine discussion of what 'God 
calls me to do."' 

Standish, author of Humhl,e Leadership: 
Being Radically Open to God's Guidance 
and Grace (Alban Institute, 2007), has 
served Calvin Presbyterian for more than a 
decade. He says his tenure there began with 
an appeal from members of his session to 
"help the congregation grow spiritually." 

Since that time, the session has shelved 
Robert's Rules of Order in favor of an 
agenda that more closely resembles a 
worship service, with leaders engaging 
in study, discerning prayer, and personal 
sharing before turning their attention to 
the business of the church. 

"There is more exploration and 
brainstorming," said Standish. 'We are 
searching for something that resonates .... 
It's more organic [ than the traditional 
approach]." 

While the Pennsylvania pastor 
addressed a group of participants on 
the subject of healing, the Rev. Roy 
Terry was in another circle, leading a 
discussion on hospitality. Pastor of the 
Cornerstone United Methodist Church in 

aples, Florida, Terry is a man who loves 
welcoming people-and he's watched his 
congregation become one of the most 
diverse groups you can imagine. Terry has 
worked to open his church to all, making it 
a place where the homeless sit down with 
the well-to-do, and where grandparents 
and teenagers might enjoy the same music. 

'We just try to tell people who we are 
without putting on airs," he explained. 
"\Ve try to make it safe and cool to be who 
you are. This is not for everybody," Teny 
admitted. "People either come in and say, 
'This is great! ' or they leave." 

"And quickly," added Cornerstone 
parishioner Steve Hart with a smile. 

Hart defined Cornerstone's goal as 
being to "change the conversation of the 
public $quare so that when we talk about 
moral values we're talking about biblically 
authentic moral values. Scripture calls 
upon us to care for the poor and the sick," 
he said, "to be peacemakers and to be 
good stewards of the planet." 

The true work of Cornerstone, Terry 
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added, is "being intentional about who we 
are as a people of faith." 

In his nearby presentation on reflection/ 
fonnation, the Rev. Paul Hoffman began 
by humorously paraphrasing an old admin
istrative "dictum" on recruiting church 
members: "It was: 'Get 'em in, make 'em 
members, get 'em envelopes, collect the 
pledge, and call it good.' " he smiled. 

Hoffman-who, along with Elnes, 
Standish, and Terry was a conhibutor to 
From Nom.a.ds to Pilgrims: Stories from 
Practicing Congregations (Alban Institute, 
2005), Diana Butler Bass's book about 12 
revitalized congregations-has been pastor 
of Seattle's Phinney Ridge Lutheran Church 
for more tl1an 11 years. Early in his tenure, 
he and his leadership decided to come up 
with a new catechumenate class, a year-long 
process of group discussion and contempla
tion that allowed new members "to settle in 
and feel safe.'' 

'We do not talk about membership 
anymore," said Hoffman. 'We talk about 
discipleship and participation .... It's about 
formation, not information. It's about disci
pleship, not membership." 

The class has no set cuniculum, 
Hoffman explained. Meeting regularly, 
members' progress is punctuated by small 
public rites that allow the congregation the 
opportunity to pray and participate in the 
group's spiritual journey. 

'We are fanning them in the faitl1 by 
responding to the questions they bring," he 
said. 'We are going from offering a series 
of hoops for people to jump through to a 
series of welcome mats." Hoffman said he 
not only has seen attendance double during 
his time there but has also experienced a 
congregation whose participation has deep
ened. 

These were just a few of the "21st 
Century" conference participants whose 
work illustrates Borg's "transfonnation
centered paradigm." Their constituents are 
often the unchurched, the seekers, and the 
"nomads," who are being raised in a world 
tl1at is, for the most part, very different from 
that of their parents and grandparents. 

"So the challenge for a congregation is 
this," said Braden in an interview after the 
conference. "How do you integrate the 
established Christians with the nomadic 
pilgrim Christians? The way we've done it is 
to establish an emergent community within 

the established community. For some long
established churches in decline, it may be 
their best hope to create a new, emerging 
congregation. For some pastors it would be 
challenging ... but I thoroughly enjoy the 
Bridge worship, just as I enjoy the tradi
tional worship." 

'We're at the edge of cultural change 
that's affecting all these institutions-in 
politics, the media, the arts," Bass 
observed. "Some of these institutions are 
navigating change well. They are doing it 
with grace and creativity, and in such a way 
that tl1ey're going to be around for at least a 
little while longer. They're making it into a 
new world." • 



Myth-Busting 
Challenging the Notion of Emotional and 
Interpersonal Deficits in Candidates for Ministry 
MARK SUNDBY, SUSAN NIENABER , AND JOHN HENRICH 

O VER THE PAST TWO DECADES A VARIETY OF OBSERVERS HAVE RAISED 

concerns about perceived clergy ineffectiveness in managing conflict or change. 

The application of family systems thinking has brought a new awareness of the 

role that family-of-origin "baggage" plays in leadership and the need for self-differentiation by 

clergy when handling conflict. This new awareness has led some to charge that many clergy are 

ineffective because they are drawn to ministry out of personal neediness and deficits in family

of-origin "formation." 

Lack of self-awareness, poor interpersonal skills, dependency needs, and people-pleasing 

personality traits are often offered as reasons for the "ineffective" leadership of clergy during 

congregational conflict or change. Examples of these charges are numerous. In reading just two 

articles published in well-known journals, we found the following statements: 
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• "Psychological profiles of clergy across 
denominational lines, observed over 
almost three decades, suggest that 
certain deficiencies in ego development 
are consistent and typical."1 

• "Clergy often lack basic ego fonnation, 
clear self-defmition, and a solid level 
of self-esteem-perhaps to a greater 
degree than the general population."2 

• "In everyday terms, clergy strnggle with 
self-image, self-worth, and self-esteem 
every bit as much as the general popula
tion, or more so. In and of itself, this 
fmding need not be significant-except, 
as suggested above, clergy may be 
seeking to 'hide' in a no-longer-viable 
professional hiding place. "3 

• "Many (clergy) lacked self-awareness. 
As a result, their unconscious needs and 
motivations expressed themselves in 
ways the ministers were blind to."4 

• "Ministers come in a smorgasbord 
of personality types. My experience 
suggests, however, that ce1tain styles 
are more common to clergy. Let's look 
at three: the grandiose personality, 
the perf ectionistic personality and the 
depressive personality."5 

While these dynamics show up to some 
degree in almost any professional popula
tion, our own experience in the roles of 
therapist, assessor, coach, and consultant to 
candidates and pastors of many different 
denominations led us to a different set 
of hypotheses regarding overall clergy 
candidate emotional health and interper
sonal functioning. Analyzing a significant 
volume of data from psychological testing 
of candidates for ministry at North Central 
Ministry Development Center in New 
Brighton, Minnesota, we uncovered some 
intiiguing trends that challenge these 
common myths . 

Our Approach 

We looked at the data of 750 students at 
two seminaries in the Minneapolis-St. 
Paul area-one evangelical Protestant and 
the other mainline liberal Protestant-to 
determine if common assumptions about 
the emotional health and psychological 
well-being of clergy are trne, at least at 
the beginning of their careers. Does the 
role of minister itself attract people who 
are fundamentally less assertive, overly 
dependent, and emotionally unaware? 
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As part of their programs for psycho
logical and spiritual formation, these 
seminaiies administer standardized 
psychological instrnments during each 
year of a seminarian's experience to 
identify areas for development. At the 
beginning of their first semester of semi
nary, each student completes the 16PF 
and the BarOn Emotional Quotient 
Inventory. The 16PF, a well-researched 
instrnment developed and refmed over 
the past 60 years, measures personality 
across 16 dimensions, purported to be 
common to people regardless of age 
and cultural background. The BarOn 
Emotional Quotient Inventmy, based on 
the popular concept of emotional intel
ligence, assesses emotional intelligence in 
15 areas related to self-management and 
interpersonal skills. Analyzing the data 
of a recent three-year period, we were 
able to ar1ive at some preliminaiy conclu
sions about how the personality styles 
and emotional matu1ity of the students 
we studied stack up against those of the 
general population. Our hope is that we 
cai1 debunk some common myths related 
to clergy personalities and emotional 
development-or at least spark further 
research and discussion. 

Myth vs. Reality 

MYTH 1: Clergy Lack Self-Definition 
An assumption rooted in systems theory 
is that clergy often get into trouble 
because they lack self-knowledge and the 
ability to define themselves in the face 
oflai·ger forces at play in their congrega
tions. To some, they might come across 
as wishy-washy. Because they lack clarity 
about their own sense of self, they act as 
chameleons, trying to please everyone 
but satisfying no one. 

REALITY: Clergy Are Emotionally 
Seif-Aware. In fact, the seminaiians we 
studied scored as significantly more self
aware than individuals in tl1e general 
population; they are able to identify their 
emotions and the reasons behind them. 
According to researchers in emotional 
intelligence, this ability is foundational to 
effective leadership ai1d the rest of the 
competencies of emotional intelligence, 
as it is akin to intuition. Once a minister 
can identify and name what he or she is 
feeling and why, that minister can learn 
to make accurate decisions based partly 

on "gut feelings." In contrast to what 
some clergy obseivers argue, these semi
narians would seem to be less likely to act 
in blind and destrnctive ways. 

MYTH 2: Clergy Are Unable to 
Make Decisions. This myth relates to the 
previous one, but with tl1e elements of 
people-pleasing and emotionality thrown 
in. It is the belief that, because clergy are 
attuned to the needs of others, they often 
forego their own needs in order to meet 
those of others. They feel pulled every 
which way by the competing demands 
of different individuals or groups in their 
congregations, and they are at a loss of 
how to resolve tl1em. 

REALITY: Some Clergy Likely Struggle 
with Decision Making. The data reveal 
an interesting pattern of scores that may 
point to challenges in decision making. 
It should be noted that, for each score, 
seminarians score near tl1e average, but 
the combination of higher and lower 
scores within the personality profile 
might point to difficulty. On average, the 
seminarians score higher than the general 
population for being sensitive to others' 
emotional needs as well as their own 
internal processes, but they score lower 
for exercising logical problem-solving 
skills . Given their level of emotional 
sensitivity, they may make decisions out 
of concern for the emotional and inter
personal elements of a situation more 
often than most people. Another charac
teristic may also interfere with decision 
making. According to the data, seminar
ians tend to think in abstract terms, which 
can interfere with their ability to focus 
on the practical, concrete, and tangible 
concerns of their congregations. 

MYTH 3: Clergy Are Emotionally 
Dependent and Needy of Affirmation. 
It would seem that, because clergy 
are emotionally sensitive and adept at 
reading the affect of others, they might 
be especially vuh1erable to others' nega
tive judgments and criticisms. Many 
clergy appear to be motivated in their 
work by praise and deflated when 
congregational members express dissatis
faction. We all know ministers who over
work in what seems to be a vain effort to 
win the approval of others. 

REALITY: Clergy Are Self Sufficient and 
Reasonably Assertive. These seminaiians 
are significantly more likely to trnst their 



own judgment than are individuals in the 
general population. Their scores suggest 
that they take time apait to reflect upon 
their decisions and to fo1111ulate their 
own perspectives. Although they may not 
be overly forceful in expressing them, 
due to their concern for congregational 
members' feelings, they tend to know 
their own opinions and assert them about 
as often as most people. They appeai· to 
have a well-differentiated sense of what 
they personally believe. 

MYTH 4: Clergy Lack Self-Care Skills. 
Common wisdom suggests that clergy 
wrestle with self-care, as they put in long 
hours, fail to set approp1iate work/life 
boundaiies, and strive to meet the expec
tations of tl1eir congregations. Because 
of the ill-defined pai·ameters of tl1e role, 
such as tl1e lack of set hours and tl1e 
open-endedness of mini.shy tasks, tl1e 
potential certainly exists to work oneself to 
exhaustion. Is tl1ere something about the 
clergyperson's personality tl1at also places 
him or her at risk? 

REALITY: Clergy Tolerate Stress Well. 
Although tl1ese seminaiians are sensitive 
to tl1e needs of otl1ers, which can place 
tl1em at increased risk for str·ess, tl1e data 
indicate tl1at they are also unusually skilled 
in taking steps to cope positively witl1 
stress. Based on their scores, tl1ese indi
viduals tend to keep events in perspective, 
to remain optimistic, ai1d to view setbacks 
as challenges. Their scores fmther indi
cate that tl1ey tend not to overreact to situ
ations, such as by losing their temper ai1d 
saying or doing tl1ings they later regret. 

MYTH 5: Evangelical Clergy Are 
Intolerant and Rigid. A stereotype 
persists in some circles tl1at evangelical 
clergy are inflexible and rigid due to a 
strict moral code ai1d traditional values. 
Compai·ed to otl1er clergy, they 1isk being 
seen as intolerant and judgmental. 

REALITY: Evangelical Clergy Are 
Reasonably Flexible in Their Personality 
Style. On average, evai1gelical seminaiians 
score simi.lai·ly to individuals in tl1e general 
population for tl1eir ability to be flexible in 
ilie face of changing circumstances and to 
be tolerant of diverse viewpoints. Looking 
at ilie flexibility subscale on tl1e emotional 
intelligence instrument, tl1e evangelical 
and liberal seminaiians have almost iden
tical scores, witl1 the evangelical seminai·
ians actually scoring a tad higher. 

Implications 

The overall conclusion of our analyses is 
tl1at these seminarians appear remarkably 
sinlilar in emotional health and person
ality style to tl1e general population. Their 
scores on ilie 16PF and BarOn Emotional 
Quotient Inventory do not suggest that 
tl1ey are any more likely to be grandiose, 
perfectionistic, or depressive tl1an anyone 
else. If we were to draw a profile of the 
type of person attracted to ministry, 
before tl1ey actually se1ve churches in 
the clergy role, he or she would appear to 
have tl1e following positive characteristics: 
emotionally self-awareness, sensitivity to 
tl1e emotions of self and others, a str·ong 
sense of social responsibility, a socially 
outgoing nature, tl1e ability to cope well 
witl1 str·ess, ai1d an interest and skill in 
abstr·act tlunking. As drawbacks, iliey tend 
not to score as well for self-discipline or 
logical problem solving, though still in tl1e 
average range. Witl1 regai·d to problem 
solving, iliere is some research to indicate 
tl1at clergy, botl1 effective and struggling, 
feel unprepai·ed by tl1eir seminaiy training 
for tl1e decision-making responsibilities 
of congregational leadership. Our results 
would seem to confinn that tlus is not 
a skill iliat tl1ey have developed prior to 
seminaiy eitl1er. 

Our study suggests iliat tl1ere is notl1ing 
inherent in "the clergy personality" tl1at 
would place seminaiians at risk for the 
stresses of congregational ministry. Oilier 
reseai·ch and anecdotal evidence demon
strate ,-vell tl1at clergy often do feel over
whelmed, stressed, and burnt out. If it is 
not the type of person attracted to ministry, 
tl1en what places clergy at risk? The good 
news is that it is likely a lack of specific skill 
traiiung, such as problem solving, strategic 
tlunking, conflict resolution, decision 
making, and the like, wluch could be more 
intentionally tai·geted in serninaiy and 
tl1rough continuing education. 

There is little doubt that denomina
tional leaders, cle rgy, and seminariai1s 
would benefit from additional research. 
Ideally, sh1dies would combine statistical 
analyses witl1 qualitative methods, such 
as inte1views and focus groups, to learn 
more about tl1e expe1iences, motivations, 
and sources of well-being of seminaiians 
ai1d clergy. It would also be interesting 
to see if tl1ere is a shift in emotional well
being and personality when individuals 

transition from seminaiy to congregational 
leadership. Could it be that ilie clergy role 
literally rewrites the emotional health of 
many clergy? For instance, a once self
sufficient and assertive seminarian, after 
taking enough bumps in a congregation, 
might unconsciously learn iliat it is easier 
(and perhaps even necessaiy for smvival 
in some contexts) to become accommo
dating and passive. Finally, what about 
those clergy who not only smvive but 
thrive? Research into ilieir personality 
characteristics and emotional intelligence 
might be paiticularly telling. It could be 
that it is not enough to score average-as 
measured by the scores of the general 
population-but iliat certain characteris
tics set thriving clergy apart and contribute 
to their effectiveness. The church at large 
1rught benefit from no longer accepting 
vague, general characterizations of clergy 
as flawed, dependent, depressive, narcis
sistic, and ilie like, and to begin to chaimel 
efforts into identifying iliose traits, skills, 
and competencies that can raise ministries 

to the next level. • 

NOTES 
1. Howard F riend, "The Failure to Form 
Basic Partnership: Resolving a Dilemma of 

ew Pastorates," Congregations, September/ 
October 2002. 
2. Friend. 
3. Friend. 
4. Doug Anderson, "Dr. JekyLI and Pastor 
Hyde," Christianity Today/Leadership Journal, 
October 1, 2001 (available onbne at http://www. 
ctlibrary.com/le/2001/fall/19.102.html). 
5. Anderson. 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Do you think the pastoral role literally 

rewrites the emotional health of clergy? 

2. How does the pastoral role affect your 

emotional well-being? 

3. Do you think there is such a thing as a 

clergy personality? 

4. Do you handle conflict differently in your 

pastoral role than in your personal life? 

5. Do you feel more emotionally self-aware 

or more shut down since dealing with 

people in the pastoral role? 

6. What steps might seminaries and 

denominations take to teach problem

solving skills? 
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Connecting Faith to Works 
Strategies for Working with Faith-Based Organizations 

J O ANN E SC HN EI DER 
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F 
AITH COMMUNITIES HAVE ALWAYS PROVIDED FOR THOSE IN NEED in the 

United States, founding hospitals, social service agencies, and other organizations. 

While congregations continue to conbibute to this work today through volunteelism, 

donations, and spilitual support for those involved in social se1vice efforts , research shows that faith 

communities would rather work with nonprofits to provide complex services in their communities 

than attempt to do so themselves.1 Recent research by the Faith and Organizations Project offers 

insights i11to how vaiious Ch1istian, peace church, and Jewish faith communities differ in the ways 

they go about providil1g social se1vices and the approaches that would work best for pastors, p1iests, 

rabbis, ai1d lay people seeking to work more effectively with faith-based organizations to provide 

these se1vices. 



The Faith and Organizations Project 
is a national research/practice project 
designed to help organizations and faith 
communities strengthen their relation
ship to each other and to assist faith
based organizations in maintaining their 
founding faith in agency practice. As a 
foundation for our future work, in 2006 
we conducted a pilot study2 of faith-
based organizations in Philadelphia and 
the metropolitan Washington, D.C. 
area in which we explored the relation
ships between faith communities and 
the organizations they create, the role of 
founding religious values in organization 
structure and practice, the relationship of 
faith-based organizations to government 
and other organizations, and interactions 
between faith-based organizations and the 
people they serve. The study compared 
the experience of Catholic, Jewish, main
line Protestant, Quaker, Mennonite, 
and evangelical Christian organizations, 
revealing some interesting differences and 
suggesting effective approaches for those 
seeking to work with these organizations. 

Faith-based organizations, we found, 
still reflect the unique faith of their 
founding religion, and these institutions 
provide opportunities for congregations 
to practice their religion's social theology. 
But, for many religions, theology is not 
so much overtly expressed as reflected in 
the structure and background practices of 
their organizations, and each religion has 
its own way of connecting nonprofits with 
individual congregations and larger faith 
community structures. Understanding 
these denominational di.ff erences can 
help clergy and laity better connect faith 
to works when working with faith-based 
nonprofits . Some key theological and 
structural differences are particularly 
important in detennining the most effec
tive ways to work with these organizations. 

First of all, it's important to recognize 
that religions have developed two styles 
for providing supports in local communi
ties. Catholics and Jews provide supports 
through institutional community-wide 
systems, with members usually working 
through the archdiocese or Jewish federa
tion to contribute to nonprofits. In these 
religions, faith-based support is seen as 
the responsibility of the faith community 
as a whole rather than as individuals' acts 

[A] hallmark of most mainline 

Protestant faith-based work is that 

it tends to downplay overt expressions 

of faith in order to offer service 

equally to all who need it. 

of faith. In contrast, mainline Protestant, 
evangelical, and peace churches ( Quaker, 
Mennonite, and Brethren) employ a 
congregational system, in which indi
viduals' calls to serve are central to reli
gious service and congregations are vital 
supporters for nonprofits. Differences 
between these two systems are based on 
theological variation.3 

Mainline Protestants 

Mainline Protestants, for instance, see 
the congregation as the fundamental 
organization foster111g faith-based service. 
These congregations encourage their 
members to participate in "helping the 
stranger among you" or assisting those in 
need, as modeled in the biblical story of 
the Good Samaritan. They foster involve
ment through volunteerism, direct service 
provision, collecting donations, providing 
in-kind support, as well as sometimes 
creating faith-based organizations as 
a congregational project or through 
umbrella groups, such as interfaith orga
nizations. 

The strong connection between indi
vidual mainline Protestant congregations 
and their agencies means that mainline 
Protestant nonprofits involve congrega
tions directly in se1vice provision and also 
reach out to congregations for support. 
For example, a large, established Lutl1eran 
organization we studied depends on 
congregations to serve as primary sponsors 
for the refugees it helps. In another case, 
six African American Metl10dist congrega
tions created a nonprofit that runs a youth 
program overseen by representatives from 
tl1e congregations. Many of the program's 
staff and volunteers also come from tl1ose 
congregations. 

Emphasis on individual faith under-
lies mainline Protestant social ministries. 
Calls to se1vice harken from an obligation 
to practice faitl1 through works. People 
become coworkers of and vessels for 
God in carrying out divine intentions on 
earth through vocation, calls by God to 
perform a particular meaningful activity. 
For example, one person's vocation might 
be working in an agency, while another 
may work in industry but organize clothing 
drives as a volunteer. In these communi
ties, individuals' collective work contributes 
to the greater good. 

Our study also showed tl1at anotl1er 
hallmark of most mainline Protestant 
faith-based work is that it tends to down
play overt expressions of faith in order to 
off er service equally to all who need it. 
Based on a sense that the common good 
is best achieved by providing suppmt to 
everyone, regardless of religion, all of 
tl1e mainline Protestant organizations we 
studied stressed tl1at volunteers and staff 
should be careful not to proselytize or use 
outward signs of religion in most program
ming. Most of the social se1vice and youth 
programs we examined included no refer
ences to faith in tl1eir programs. However, 
behind the scenes, staff and volunteers 
were encouraged to rely on their faith, and 
sometimes the organizations offered reli
gious opportunities for these workers . This 
embedded faitl1 appeared in numerous 
ways in the congregations and organiza
tions we studied. For example, in the 
youth program mentioned above, many of 
the youtl1 said tl1ey did not perceive the 
program as offering any religious suppmt, 
but tl1e staff expressed an understanding 
of the religious underpinnings of the 
program's work and often prayed for indi
vidual youth among themselves. 
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These key elements of Protestant social 
ministry suggest the following imp01tant 
strategies for ministers, lay leaders, and 
people of other faiths working in or with 
mainline Protestant-founded organiza
tions: 
• Congregations should expect to provide 

direct se1vice as pa1t of faith-based 
activities. Pastors and lay leaders will 
need to develop volunteer recruiting 
and management skills and learn to 
work with organizations as pmtners in 
providing service. 

• Connecting faith to works involves 
assisting congregants in cla1ifying voca
tion through work or volunteer activities . 
This discernment may involve working 
individually with people to clarify their 
missions or through group activities, 
such as helping teens develop a service 
activity based on calls to seivice. For 
people working in either faith-based or 
secular nonprofits, helping individuals 
discern vocation in their work is often 
helpful. For example, many nursing 
assistants and caseworkers reported that 
they relied on their faith to perform 
their demanding jobs. 

• Congregations involved in service will 
need to understand how to walk the 
fme line of acting based on faith but not 
proselytizing. 

Evangelical Christians 

Our study revealed that evangelical orga
nizations have much in common with 
mainline Protestants, including direct 
connections to congregations and a belief 
that work in the world reflects individuals' 
calls to service. As is true of mainline 
Protestant organizations, congregations are 
essential to evangelical church programs, 
providing in-kind suppmt, donations, 
staff, and volunteers. However, we found 
that evangelical Christians e>.press their 
religion more openly in their programs, 
believing that sharing their faith is an 
important part of providing se1vice. Many 
evangelical Ch1istian programs believe 
individual religious transformation is an 
important part of problem resolution. 

In some evangelical organizations it was 
felt that moral teachings through Bible 
study and other religious practices should 
provide the framework for programming. 
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For example, one evangelical youth 
program for inner-city teens stressed 
"godly" behavior and included Bible 
study along with tut01ing. In other cases 
religious references were melded with 
secular programming. For example, a 
seniors' program nm by an evangelical 
Afocan American church included 
prayers, gospel singing, and other refer
ences to religion, along with crafts m1d 
opp01tunities to travel. Pmticipating 
seniors were asked if they had a "church 
home" and were encouraged to visit the 
sponsoring church. Most of the seniors 
self-selected into this openly religious 
program over a secular program located 
nearby. They repo1ted feeling comfo1t
able with the openly religious elements 
because they came from similm· religious 
backgrounds. Mm1y teens in the evangel
ical youth program also came from reli
gious backgrounds, but it was less clear 
that they were at ease with the progrmn's 
moral teachings. 

The staff in these agencies had close 
ties to evangelical congregations, and 
used their faith in all aspects of their 
work Staff discussions often addressed 
the importance of religion in program
ming, and volunteers 
were drawn from 
churches as well as 
Christian college youth 
programs. 

Based on our 
resem·ch, the advice we 
off er to pastors from 
evangelical Christian 
congregations or 
those working with 
evangelical orgm1iza
tions includes the first 

"My spiritual life and 

pastoral leadership 

hove been profoundly 
influenced. And I hove 

service opportunities that are in keeping 
with evangelical churches' expectations 
that these opportunities will involve 
open religious practice and sharing of 
faith with progrmn pmticipants. 

• Volunteers and staff working in evan
gelical organizations need to work 
through how the emphases on sharing 
faith and religious transformation 
relate to federal and state requirements 
on not using government funds for 
religious purposes or requiring pmtici
pants to attend religious activities.4 

• Evangelicals working with organiza
tions founded by other faiths should 
always ask about these organizations' 
guidelines regarding the expression of 
religion with program pmticipants. 

Peace Churches 

Quakers and Mennonites, we found, also 
have much in common with mainline 
Protestants. Their congregations are 
important in stmting organizations and 
providing support to them. Quaker and 
Mennonite faith-based nonprofits also 
come out of individual calls to address 

• Do you wish to deepen yo ur spiritual life 
and open yourself more fu lly to God? 

• Do you wish to lead from your spiritual 
heart and a revitalized sense of coll? 

• Are you searching for on inspiri ng fa ith 
community of peers? 

two suggestions we 
made for mainline 
Protestants, but the 
role of religion in 
se1vice provision is 
ve1y different. Our 
pilot study findings 
suggest different strat
egies regarding reli
gious involvement, as 
follows: 

not changed so much as 

become more deeply and 
genuinely myself..." 

Sholem lnstitute 's 15-month ecumenical 
program provides structured support for 
nurturing spirit-led leadership in both you 
and your congregation. Two formotionol 
7-doy residencies ore held in a retreat 
center outside Baltimore, MD. 

• Pastors and lay 
leaders from evangel
ical Christian congre
gations should select 

5HALEM 
THE SHALEM INSTITUTE 

FOR SPIRITUAL FORMATI ON 

For over 30 years, Sholem hos been 
at the forefront of supporting and 
integrating deep interior experiences, 
spiritua l community, and understanding of 
contemplative classics. 

www.Sholem.org 
301 -897-7334 



a particular social problem. However, in 
these peace churches the community as a 
whole-usually an individual "meeting," 
or congregation-tests the religious 
authenticity of any idea before it moves 
forward. Cmporate involvement in the 
organization and ongoing discernment of 
the faith base for activities is :m impor
tant part of work in the world for peace 
churches. 

This system of community car·e means 
that peace church organizations that 
actively maintain ties to their founding 
faith often codify community involvement 
through board membership. Oversight 
of the organization is based on key tenets 
of peace church practice, such as nonvio
lence, simplicity, ar1d "that of God in 
each individual." Members of these faith 
communities may play a more active role 
than other churches in evaluating ways 
in which their organizations reflect the 
values of their faith. 

Quaker organizations might be under 
the care of one or two meetings ( congre
gations) or a quarterly or yearly meeting, 
administrative structures that bring 
together multiple congregations. Social 
service activity among Mennonites may 
be affiliated with the Mennonite Central 
Committee, which brings together 
Mennonites from vaiious groups. Higher 
level Quaker and Mennonite entities 
are bottom-up structures responsive to 
the individual congregations ai1d their 
members. 

The Quaker belief in the spiritual 
presence within those served underlies 
peace church programs, translating into 
programming that respects the values 
of program participants and is tailored 
to the needs of the people being served, 
including respect for their religious tradi
tions and cultures. 

Peace churches involve all members of 
the community in decision making, and 
both their congregations ar1d organizations 
lack hierarchy. These organizations tend 
to function as communities, using cmpo
rate decision making through consensus. 
Organizational charts tend to be flat, and 
all people involved in the orgar1ization, 
including volunteers ar1d program partici
pants, often become active in designing 
programs ai1d participating in them. For 
example, in a Mennonite group home we 
studied, planning efforts included resi-

dents as well as all members of the staff. 
As with mainline Protestants, peace 

church congregations and their members 
play a large role in their faith-based orga
nizations. These organizations may offer 
religious activities based on their founding 
religions, but they often also include reli
gious traditions of others. For example, 
the Mennonite group home mentioned 
above supports Faith and Light, a spili
tual organization for the developmentally 
disabled founded by a Catholic pliest. 
People from all religions are encouraged to 
practice their faiths. In light of these char
acte1istics, the following considerations are 
recommended for Quakers, Mennonites, 
Brethren, and people of other faiths who 
ar·e working with peace church nonprofits: 
• Volunteers, staff, and board members 

need to understand that programs 
focus on the program participants, 
and they should be prepared seek God 
within those se1vecl and to learn from 
this experience. 

nization leaders and faith community 
members need to understand ways iI1 
which members can productively partici
pate in the orgar1ization's activities. 

Catholics 

In contrast to denominations following 
the congregational system, Catholic social 
welfare is seen as the responsibility of the 
church as a whole. Reflecting Catholicism's 
hierarchical structure, the archdioceses 
or religious orders usually hold responsi
bility for the church's organizations, with 
palishes working through higher level 
adjudicatolies. For example, donations and 
volunteers are recruited through a bishop's 
appeal or an archdiocese-wide volunteer 
oppmtunity. While Catholics are encour
aged to participate iI1 service, the parishes 
themselves ar·e less likely to start initiatives, 
mstead working through archdiocese sbuc
tures or lay associations like St. Vmcent de 

In contrast to denominations 

following the congregational system, 

Catholic social welfare is seen as the 

responsibility of the church as a whole. 

• Volunteers and the supp01tiI1g commu
nity will play an active role in the orga
nization. Volunteers may have much 
more of an opportunity for mput thar1 iI1 
organizations founded by other faiths. 
Stewardship of the orgai1ization may 
involve other members of the commu
nity in addition to the boar·d, and issues 
within the organization may become 
discussion topics in the supportmg 
communities. 

• Peace church organizations se1ve as 
places where members of the religion 
can carTy out tl1eu· leadiI1gs. This mear1s 
faitl1 community members need to be 
prepared to help a member discern a call 
for services as well as provide oversight 
for an evolvu1g organization. Established 
orgar1izations also provide opportunities 
for se1vice, which rnear1s tl1at botl1 orga-

Paul, an international lay person's seivice 
orgar1ization that coordinates opportunities 
for se1vice, such as in food pantiies. 

Catl10lic orgai1izations rarely reach out 
to palishes directly for volunteers. Like tl1e 
parishes, they also tend to work tl1rough 
archdiocese systems. For example, one 
Catholic agency we studied reported that 
some of its tutors came from a near·by 
pmish, but our fieldworker found no 
volunteer recruitment rnatelials at the 
parish. The center usually worked through 
tl1e archdiocese to rec1uit volunteers and 
gamer otl1er supports from ,u-ea Catholics. 

While individual faitl1 is an important 
aspect of se1vice for Catholics, their partici
pation is part of tl1e cmporate witness 
of tl1e church and tl1eir responsibility as 
church members. The tl1eology behind 
Catl1olic participation in these activities 
sterns from church teachings elaborated 
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through doctrinal statements on social 
policy. Catholic social welfare reflects 
teachings on social justice and chaiity, with 
a dynamic tension existing between the 
two approaches. For example, Catholic 
Charities' mission is "to provide services 
to people in need, to advocate for justice 
in social structures, and to call the entire 
Church and other people of good will to do 
the same." Social justice activities reflect 
Vatican II and later encyclicals on various 
1ights. Liberation theology also informs 
these activities. Chaiity involves assistance 
to the needy. To quote the United States 
Catholic Conference, "Chaiity is the 
greatest social commandment... Charity 
inspires a life of self giving." 

Although Catholic parishioners partici
pate in the same social support activities 
that people from other religions do, these 
chai·acte1istics and approaches suggest 
that expectations of strong parish involve
ment in social welfare activities are less 
appropriate for Catholics. 

Our pilot study suggests the 
following strategies for organizations 
attempting to draw support from 
Catholic parishes and priests involved 
in social ministry: 

• Work through the archdiocese systems 
or lay societies to gamer volunteers and 
other supports from Catholics rather 
thai1 contacting parishes directly. 

• Connect social welfare activities to 
church teachings on justice and chaiity, 
helping paiishioners understand these 
two alternative tl1eological approaches 
to working witl1 those in need and tl1e 
connections between them. 

Jews 

Like tl1e Catl1olic system, Jewish social 
welfai·e is orgai1ized communally, witl1 
mai1y of the Jewish nonprofits operating 
under the auspices of tl1e local Jewish 
Federation, a member benefit organiza
tion focused on plaiming and fundraising 
for social welfare, health, leadership devel
opment, ai1d Jewish education. However, 
unlike tl1e Catholic system, tl1e Jewish 
system is not hierai·clucal and it separates 
social welfare provision from worsl1ip 
communities. Federations evolved from 
European Kehillah, tl1e Jewish commu
nity admil1istrative bodies tlrnt existed in 
tl1e Middle Ages. However, in tl1e U.S., 

341 CONGREGATIONS • FALL 2007 

Jewish congregations are completely 
separate from the Federations. Synagogue 
members relate to the Federations as 
individual members, contacting the Jewish 
social welfai·e system tl1rough individual 
agencies or Federation-wide referral 
systems. Federations run fundraising 
efforts for member agencies and otl1er 
Jewish causes. 

Jewish social welfare is highly profes
sionalized, usil1g fewer direct-service 
volw1teers tlrnn organizations founded 
by other religions. Local chapters of 
member orga11izations like B'nai Britl1 
and Hadassal1 support social service ai1d 
healtl1 il1itiatives tl1rough fundraisil1g and 
volunteer service, but tl1is rarely involves 
tl1e level of dfrect seivice voluntee1ing 
common among Protestants. Jewish 
congregations do not expect agencies 
to reach out for volunteers or program 
participants directly. For example, one 
Jewish agency i11 our study found congre
gations puzzled by or unresponsive to 
requests to inform them directly about 
agency services. (The agency made no 
attempt to seek volunteers from these 
congregations.) 

Two tl1eological concepts lie behind 
Jewish social welfare provision: tzedakah 
ai1d tikkun olam. Tzedakal1 combi11es 
tl1e concepts of charity and justice. Jews 
believe they have a duty to cai·e for the 
less fmtunate, preferably through mecha
nisms that will enable tl1ese i11dividuals to 
take care of tl1emselves. For example, tl1e 
Pl1iladelphia Jewish Federation sought 
Jewish professionals to provide guidance 
to Soviet Jews from tl1e same professions, 
hoping tl1at tl1ese relationships would lead 
to professional employment for the refu
gees. Tikkun olam is Hebrew for "to heal 
the world," but Jews debate whether tl1is 
means providing succor to otl1er Jews or 
to tl1e larger commm1ity. 

Two suggestions emerge from our 
study of tl1e ways i11 which tl1e Jewish faith 
connects to work i11 tl1e world: 

• Involvii1g Jews in social welfai·e activi
ties is best accomplished tl1rough Jewish 
agencies, tl1e local Jewish Federation, 
or by reachii1g out to individuals 
dfrectly (ratl1er tlrnn through outreach 
to congregations). However, Jews have 
a long history of participating in advo
cacy and social justice activities tl1rough 
congregations and it is appropriate to 

contact Jewish congregations to let 
them know about opportunities to 
participate in tl1ese activities. 

• Drawing on the social justice aspects of 
tzedakah ai1d tikkun olam, some Jewish 
congregations have become involved 
in inte1faith activities or other social 
welfare activities. Inteifaitl1 outreach 
using these concepts may gamer the 
best reception. 

General Implications 

Taken togetl1er, tl1e findings of the Faitl1 
ai1d Organizations pilot study suggest that 
clergy ai1d lay leaders should pay attention 
to tl1e m1ique tl1eological, cultural, and 
structural aspects of each religion when 
attempting to involve tl1e faitl1ful in social 
welfare activities. Usii1g strategies appro
priate for each religion and connecting 
se1vice activities to that religion's tl1eology 
will lead to more successful and mean
ingful experiences for all concerned. + 

NOTES 
1. Ram A. Cnaan, The Invisible Hand: 
American Congregations and the Provision 
of Welfare (New York: University Press, 2002) 

and Mark Chaves, Congregations in America 
(Camb1idge, MA: Haivard University 
Press, 2004). 

2. Copies of the pilot study repo1t and informa
tion on the project ai·e available at home.gwu. 
edu/-jschneid. 
3. For more information, see Jo Anne 
Schneider, "Orgai1izi.ng Faith-based Se1vice: 
Congregational vs . Institutional Models," 
Family and Community Ministries: 
Empowering through Faith, Summer 2007. 

4. A discussion of separation of church ai1d 
state in faith-based nonprofits is available 
through the Roundtable on Religion and Social 
Welfai·e Policy at http://www.religionandsocial
policy.org/. 

Future Work 
Additional Faith and Organizations Project 

studies are planned. Those interested in the 

Project's pilot study or future work may contact 

Jo Anne Schneider at jschneider@ubalt.edu 

or 410-837-6145 for additional information. 

Add itional information is also available at 

home.gwu.edu/-jschneid. 



Charles Daiwin Goes to Church 
A Literature Guide to the Evolution versus 

Intelligent Design Debate 
ROBERT CORNWALL 

W HE THE "ANSWERS IN GE ESIS"-SPONSORED CREATION MUSEUM 

opened near Lexington, Kentucky in June 2007 amid much fanfare, protest, and 

even a bit of ridicule, SoMA Review editor John Spalding wrote tongue-in-cheek 

that he hadn't realized- until that moment-that there were dinosaurs in the Garden of Eden. 

If Ken Ham and his fellow creationists are correct, he wondered, why don't our illustrated 

children's Bibles have pictures ofT-rexes happily playing in Adam's Edenic garden?1 By vi1tue 

of modern photo-enhancing software, Spalding took care of this oversight by inserting a few 

dinosaurs into the mix. 
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Humorous as Spalding's riposte might 
be, this event should serve as a wake-up 
call to the church. Poll after poll suggests 
that surprising numbers of Americans 
take the Genesis stories of creation quite 
literally. This creates something of a 
quandary, because it runs counter to the 
findings of mainstream science-which 
accepts a very different explanation of 
human origins-and makes Christianity 
look as if it has been left behind intel
lectually. To many Americans it would 
appear that we're left with a seemingly 
unsatisfactory choice: God or science? 

From the time of Copernicus, if 
not before (Augustine recognized that 
literal interpretations of Genesis did 
not fit with the science of his own day) , 
religion and science have often been at 
odds. Most Americans don 't believe in 
a geocentric universe, despite biblical 
allusions to such a reality, but they seem 
unable to accept the idea that we share 
a common ancestor with primates. As 
presidential candidate Mike Huckabee 
said in a debate, "If anybody wants to 
believe that they are the descendants of 
a primate, they are certainly welcome 
to do it." He made it clear he believes 
otherwise, and that is a widespread 
sentiment among many Americans, and 
not just among those in conservative 
evangelical churches. 

There is a strong providentialism 
permeating American life, which makes 
Darwin's theories problematic. If he 
is correct and we are the product of 
chance and not design, then not only 
must we reject literal interpretations 
of Genesis, but we must also watch as 
humanity is dethroned as the crown 
of God's creation . There is no sense of 
providence in such an eventuality. 

As we consider the implications of 
Darwin's theories, the voices that yell 
the loudest are the most extreme. It is 
either the militant fundamentalist or 
the militant secularist-Ken Harn and 
Ann Coulter or Richard Hawkins and 
Sam Harris. These two extremes agree 
on one thing: that literalism is the only 
legitimate religious voice, which means 
that one must choose between God and 
evolution. 

There is , of course, a third option, 
but for some reason this voice of reason 
has not gotten a fair hearing. That may 
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be because moderate and progres-
sive clergy have not done a good job 
at making this option available to their 
congregants. The reason we have failed 
to do so may stern from the fact that 
most clergy are like me and lack a 
significant background in the sciences. 
We may feel unequal to the task, but 
it is a task that I believe we must be 
willing to undertake for the good of the 
church . 

A good starting point in this quest to 
forge a middle way is to recognize that 
religion and science are not enemies. 
As Krista Tippett, author of Speaking 
of Faith, states so perceptively, "These 
conversations [ with scientists J teach 
me that the insights of science and of 
theology are complementary disciplines 
that can mutually enrich and illuminate 
the deepest questions and frontiers of 
human life and faith."2 

If we are to engage in a fruitful 
conversation with science, then 
perhaps the best place to start is with 
an in-depth look at the history of the 
creation versus evolution debates. 
There is no better introduction to this 
history than the newly revised and 
expanded edition of Ronald Numbers' 
The Creationists: From Scientific 
Creationism to Intelligent Design. 3 

With Numbers as a guide, an exami
nation of some of the many works of 
Anglican cleric and physicist John 
Polkinghorne should prove beneficial. 
Polkinghorne is a physicist turned 
Anglican priest who has a clear grasp 
of both the theological and scientific 
issues at hand. His works are not light 
reading, but they are readable. With 
these works as our starting point, we're 
ready to explore a plethora of newly 
published books that should prove 
both interesting and enlightening. 

One new book explores some of the 
same issues that caught the attention of 
Americans during the Scopes Monkey 
Trial of 1925, which pitted two of the 
great orators of the day-Clarence 
Darrow and William Jennings B1yan
against each other, creating a historical 
rallying point for the debate between 
partisans of traditional religion and the 
scientific establishment that has lasted 
to this day. Indeed, the 2005 trial chal
lenging the Dover, Pennsylvania school 

board's decision to require high school 
biology teachers to discuss alterna-
tives to evolution, including the theo1y 
known as "intelligent design," has been 
called Scopes II. Although this trial 
may have divided a local community, it 
proved to be a major battle in a national 
conflagration. This became the great 
test case of the legal viability of intel
ligent design. 

Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist 
Edward Humes takes up this compel
ling st01y in his recently published 
book Monkey Girl. Humes sympathizes 
with one side in tl1e debate, but he also 
offers a fair and engaging look (even if, 
at times, a disturbing one) at the Dover 
trial in its historical and social context. 
We meet tl1e relevant participants, 
both local and outsider, including the 
Thomas More Law Center (financed by 
Dorninos pizza mogul Torn Monaghan); 
Philip Johnson, intelligent design 
strategist and University of California, 
Berkeley law professor; his allies at the 
Discoveiy Institute (the leading intel
ligent design tl1ink tank); and the two 
leading lights of the intelligent design 
movement, mathematician William 
Dembski and biologist Michael Bebe. 
On the other side of the battle we meet 
up with the ACLU and such defenders 
of evolution as biologist Kenneth 
Miller of Brown University and science 
educator Eugenie Scott. While the trial 
itself asked whether and how evolution 
and intelligent design could be taught 
in public schools , the back sto1y is one 
of intrigue and deception, with much 
of the deception coming from the side 
of the intelligent design backers. At 
least in the minds of the author and the 
judge in the case, it was the defenders 
of evolution who had the upper hand 
both intellectually and legally.4 

Humes' book is intriguing and, at 
times, fun to read, but perhaps a more 
important offering is a book edited 
by Eugenie Scott and her colleague 
from the National Center for Science 
Education, Glenn Branch. Written 
primaiily for science educators, admin
istrators, and school board members , 
Not in Our Classrooms: Why Intelligent 
Design is Wrongfor Our Schools offers 
six essays that argue for the exclusion 
of intelligent design from the nation's 



public school science classrooms, among 
them a brief historical account by Scott 
of the intelligent design movement, a 
legal analysis of the recent court cases 
by Jay Wexler, and a piece written by 
theologian Ted Peters and Roman 
Catholic biologist Martinez I-Iewlett.5 

Although these essays were written with 
educators rather than clergy in mind, 
they should be read closely by clergy 
and then shared with anyone involved 
in education at any level. Especially 
pertinent to the faith community is the 
essay by Peters and Hewlett, who argue 
that the Christian commitment to truth 
requires Christians to seek out the best 
science, the science that offers the most 
fertility for scientific discovery-and, 
in their opinion, that is not intelligent 
design, which they believe should there
fore be rejected. This little book is, for 
the religious community, a cry for help. 

If the previous two books focus on 
controversies involving the relation
ship of faitl1 and science education, 
Philip Kitcher's Living with Darwin 
forces us to wrestle with the challenge 
Charles Darwin poses to religious 
faith, and Christian faitl1 in particular. 
Although he is, by his own admission, 
a secularist, Kitcher believes, unlike 
Dawkins and Harris, that religion does 
more good than harm, and tlms he 
writes witl1 a great degree of sympathy 
for religious claims. He argues quite 
strongly, however, that if faith is to 
be anything but obscurantist it will 
have to accommodate itself to Darwin 
and evolutionary theory. This is not a 
book without faults, but it is a book 
that pushes the reader to wrestle with 
Dan.vin 's legacy, a legacy that is not apt 
to go away any time soon-even as reli
gion is unlikely to be done away with 
in the near future. But, as Peters and 
Hewlett suggest, if people of faith are 
to seek the truth wherever it leads, they 
must deal credibly with Darwin. 

Francis Collins' recent book The 
Language of God has been much in the 
news of late, and while I have not read 
this book I have read several essays by 
Collins, including tl1e transcript of his 
Time Maga;::,ine debate with Richard 
Dawkins. Collins is a renowned scien
tist, which makes his contributions 
noteworthy, but in his debate with 

--'-----~ 

For some Christians the choice is 

stark-God or evolution. For other 

Christians the choice is unnecessary. 

Dawkins he comes across as a theological 
neophyte . His science is impeccable, 
but his theology has the ring of Sunday 
school to it. That he is willing to confess 
his faith is wonderful, but theologically 
he is not ready for primetime.6 

A much more satisfying attempt to 
wrestle with faith and science is found 
in a set of essays by Harvard University 
astronomer and historian of science 
Owen Gingerich. God's Universe is less 
an apology for faith in tl1e age of science 
than it is a humble meditation given by 
a leading American astronomer on the 
possibility that a scientist can be a person 
of faith and retain intellectual cred
ibility. Like Collins and Polkinghorne, 
Gingerich is a theistic evolutionist who is 
willing to confess God as Creator of the 
universe. He accepts the scientific datum 
demonstrating tl1at we are the product of 
evolution and rejects intelligent design 
(as defined by Philip Johnson, Michael 
Behe, and the Discovery Institute) as 
an alternative scientific explanation for 
human origins. This rejection of intel
ligent design as an ideology doesn't rule 
out the possibility of what he calls "small 
'd' design." His is , therefore, a humbler 
quest, one that looks to theology rather 
than to scientific theory for a sense of 
meaning and purpose in the universe. 
Recognizing the differences between 
the two disciplines, Gingerich notes that 
science is geared toward finding answers 
to questions, while religion is comfort
able with the answerless questions. 
Science and faith are different, but they 
need not be enemies, he contends. 7 

Bruce Sanguin is a progres-
sive Christian preacher from British 
Columbia who sees himself as part of 
what Marcus Borg calls the "emerging 
paradigm." His book Darwin, Divinity, 
and the Dance of the Cosrrws8 is an 
apology for an "ecological Christianity" 

that assumes the interconnectedness of 
all of creation. In his reconstruction of 
the Christian faith, he argues that the 
universe itself has a consciousness and 
that evolution is the primary driver of 
its sacred stmy. While many creationists 
oppose evolution because it allegedly 
dethrones humanity as the crown of 
God's creation, Sanguin celebrates this 
possibility because it affirms humanity's 
connectedness with the rest of creation 
and paves the way for an ecologically 
affirming faitl1. Welcoming the insights 
of science to the formation of Christian 
faith, Sanguin faults modern science 
for de-enchanting nature. Although he's 
not a fan of intelligent design themy, 
he does see hints of intelligence in the 
created order, which leads him to the 
conclusion that evolution is a "divine 
unfolding." For him, evolution isn't 
purposeless, and it's not the survival of 
the fittest, either. In fact, he speaks of 
the evolutiona1y process as the survival 
of the "most loving." What evolutionary 
theory does is provide the foundation for 
an ecological Christianity that affirms 
the interconnectedness of the universe. 
Unlike Collins or even Gingerich, he's 
not interested in reconciling evolution 
with traditional theology. Instead, he 
sees in evolution a revelation of a new 
way of being Christian. While Sanguin's 
interpretation of scripture and theology 
stretch the limits of the Christian faith, 
he is to be commended for thinking 
through a revisionist practical theology 
for the church. 

For some Christians the choice is 
stark-God or evolution. For other 
Christians, including those of us who 
have participated these past two years 
in observing Evolution Sunday 
(www.evolutionsunday.org), the choice 
is unnecessary. The question posed by 
the four books under consideration is the 
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church's ability to reconcile itself to the 
scientific data. The stakes are high, for 
the church faces the possibility of losing 
the ear of those who, like me, trust the 
evidence of science and yet are open 
to the possibility of a Creating God. As 
both Kitcher and Sanguin remind us, a 
church that ultimately succeeds at this 
quest will be one that is open to change, 
and of course change is at the heart of 
evolutionary theory. Their solutions 
might not, in the end, be the correct 
ones, but they do offer possibilities 
worth exploring. There is, after all, much 
at stake in this discussion-whether 
it be solutions to global warming and 
stem cell research, the threat of extinc
tion and the cure for cancer, or perhaps 
most important from an ecclesiological 
perspective, the intellectual credibility 
of the church. Those of us who are 
teachers within the Christian commu
nity need reminding that if the polls are 
correct, we have failed in our responsi
bility to faithfully teach the faith. • 
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A JOURNEY THROUGH HIS WRITINGS 

The contributions of 
theologians to minis

.__-6--"-''--"-...,____..__ ters are too often 

confined to a handful of comments 
hazily remembered from seminary 
days or buried deep in the pages of 
largely unread tomes. A few schol
arly giants-such as Augustine, 
Aquinas , Luther, Edwards, Wesley, 
Tillich, and Barth-are quoted by 
clergy more often to lend a dash of 
intellectual integrity to a sermon 
or a pastor's monthly newsletter 
column. Yet there is still a very small 
chorus of theological voices that 
speak with such authenticity and 
immediacy, as well as timelessness, 
that their words are repeated with 
considerable affection by a host of 
preachers, teachers, and laity. One 
of those voices, now the longtime 
companion of doubting Christians 
and truth tellers , is Frederick 
Buechner. 

Some authors from the public 
square also attract a substantial 
readership among the clergy. They 
are not academic theologians, as 
such, but writers whose insight and 
wisdom are prized. Contemporary 

examples include Walker Percy, John 
Updike, Anne Tyler, Toni Morrison, 
and Anne Lamott. They are cited 
repeatedly in Protestant and Catholic 
homilies with approval and recom
mendation for individual reading and 
study groups. One of those authors is 
also Frederick Buechner. 

There are very few names indeed 
that occur on both the lists of theo
logians and authors. Other than 
sociologist Andrew Greeley, who else 
comes to mind? Yet there is Frederick 
Buechner, and he would not be at the 
bottom of either list. 

Consider, too, the preachers whom 
other preachers read and quote . Here 
again we find Frederick Buechner, 
whose memorable sermons are an 
inspiration to countless nervous 
preachers late on Saturday night. 

So what is it that makes Buechner's 
theological and literary creations 
so compelling for such a diverse 
following as oldline and evangelical 
Christians, ordained or not, plus many 
who never warm a pew? The best way 
I know to find a tentative answer to 
that elusive question is to read and 
ponder Dale Brown's excellent anal
ysis, The Book of Buechner: A Journey 
through His Writings. Brown was for 
20 years professor of English at Calvin 
College in Grand Rapids, Michigan. 
He is now director of the Buechner 
Institute (buechnerinstitute.org) at 
King College in Bristol, Tennessee, an 
organization dedicated to the exami
nation of the intersection-and some
times collision-of faith and culture as 
exemplified in the life and work of its 
famous namesake. 

And what can we learn from 
Buechner, as transmitted to us via 
Brown? That depends considerably on 
what exactly the reader is prepared to 
discover, for there are very different 
types of literature that Buechner 
has produced over his long life. It 
would be possible to read The Book 
of Buechner, for example, to gain 
appreciation for Buechner's contribu
tions to the world of literature and 
culture, without a care for theological 
truths. Alternatively, a seeker for theo-



logical wisdom could use The Book of 
Buechner as a dependable guide to 
the labyrinthian theological journey 
Buechner has undertaken in search 
of the Absolute. Both types of readers 
will praise both Brown and Buechner. 

Memoirs to Share 

Those who are just beginning to 
read Buechner-and there are many 
recent converts-will find The Book 
of Buechner a grand resource. Brown 
masterfully presents Buechner as 
person, minister, writer, and seeker 
of truth. Those new to Buechner can 
read Brown's analysis gradually as they 
find their way through Buechner's 
more than 30 books. There are many 
possible starting points. Perhaps the 
simplest is to discover Buechner's 
memoirs in The Sacred Journey 
(1982), Now and Then (1983), Telling 
Secrets (1992), and The Eyes of the 
Heart (1999). As Brown reminds us, 
one of the overarching themes of 
Buechner's work is learning how to 
listen to our lives for the "possibility 
of grace." The memoirs are fine exam
ples of how to do such listening with a 
keen mind and sensitive spirit. 

Ministers whose last in-depth 
encounter with a spiritual autobiog
raphy was Augustine's Confessions, 
or perhaps C. S. Lewis's Surprised by 
Joy, will find Buechner's memoirs the 
revealing story of a "creative believer" 
(Brown's phrase) who struggles with 
the "ambiguities of human exis-
tence" -including the God question
as did his notable predecessors. More 
than most faithful witnesses (and 
Buechner is an ordained Presbyterian 
minister), he wrestles mightily with 
his doubts and fears intermixed with 
traces of hope and hope again. This 
struggle describes his faith journey 
for more than 80 years. And while he 
can affirm hope and promise, there is 
always a profound reluctance at play 
that will not allow easy certitude or 
triumphalism. Brown cites numerous 
examples of these spiritual dynamics 
from Buechner's memoirs. 

This alone is a valuable and honest 

reminder to anyone who is tempted 
to trivialize Christian conversion or 
absolutize a form of Christianity as 
uniquely authentic in contrast with 
all others. The God Who Is God is 
both known and shadow, now and not 
yet, incarnate and mystery. Buechner 
knows this theological terrain well. 
His memoirs are an invitation to hear 
what he has discovered in his own life 
about God that can help his readers 
attend more closely to their own expe
riences that are anything but merely 
ordinary events . 

The Dictionaries of Faith 

Buechner is a marvelously quotable 
author. He has made the task almost 
too easy for preachers, particularly 
the lazy sort who just read aloud to 
their congregation an entry from one 
of his lexical trilogy, which began with 
Wishful Thinking: A Theological 
ABC (1973, 1993). What preacher 
has not referenced a Buechnerism to 
clarify a difficult theological concept 
for a sermon? Need a memorable 
sentence or two for a sermon on voca
tion? Try this: "Neither the hair shirt 
nor the soft berth will do. The place 
God calls you to is the place where 
your deep gladness and the world's 
deep hunger meet." 

Perhaps you have exhausted the 
translations and paraphrases searching 
for a clever way to present a signifi
cant but sermon-worn biblical char
acter like Joseph. Turn to Peculiar 
Treasures: A Biblical Who's Who 
(1979) . Suddenly the ancient narra
tive from Genesis takes on new life 
and the old story is heard afresh by a 
grateful congregation. 

Confronted with doubters in your 
congregation? If so, then Whistling 
in the Dark: A Doubter's Dictionary 
(1988, 1993) was written for you. The 
entries address a theme that runs 
throughout Buechner's varied works: 
"faith as a kind of whistling in the dark 
because .. .it helps to give us courage 
and to hold the shadows at bay. To 
whistle in the dark isn't to pretend 
that the dark doesn't sometimes scare 

the living daylights out of us. Instead, 
I think, it's to demonstrate, if only to 
ourselves, that not even the dark can 
quite overcome our trust in the ultimate 
triumph of the Living Light." You see, 
the temptation to quote Buechner is 
strong and grows more so over time 
because he is indeed "on to something," 
and that "something" is the Holy. 

Novels of Grace 

Buechner resists the appellation 
"Christian writer," yet he has written 
so much and so many different kinds 
of material that interpreters reach for 
some term that describes it all. In truth, 
if Buechner only wrote novels he would 
still rate highly among contempora1y 
American novelists for Christians and 
many non-Christians. 

This is one of the areas of Buechner's 
art where Brown's extended discus
sions are most helpful. He retraces the 
key characters and story line of each 
of Buechner's major novels , offering 
interpretive comments and enlightening 
questions. Novels such as The Book 
of Bebb (1979), Godric (1980), and 
Brendan (1987) demonstrate not only 
Buechner's developing command of the 
literary form and his preoccupation with 
saints but also the range and nuance of 
his artfulness as an author. Brown is a 
guide, and a fine one at that, to these 
and other novels, but in the end the 
intrepid spiritual inquirer should read 
Buechner on his own terms. While his 
novels are not as easily accessible for 
sermon illustrations as his memoirs 
or dictionaries, they will, nonethe-
less , reward readers with finely told 
stories and expertly crafted characters. 
In congregations they are an excellent 
resource for adult study groups. And 
Brown's Buechner can be kept handy to 
facilitate discussion. 

The Homiletician 

If Buechner had written no memoirs, 
no dictionaries, and not a single novel, 
then his contributions to preaching 
alone would be considered in the first 
tier of his generation. That is a signifi-
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cant claim because Buechner has never 
served as the pastor of a so-called 
"regular" parish. 

He has preached, of course, to 
prep schoolers while school minister 
at Phillips Exeter Academy in New 
Hampshire (1960--1967) and to tens 
of thousands since that time through 
various invitations. And, happily for all 
preachers and sermon lovers, he has 
published some of those efforts. The 
Magnificent Def eat (1966) and The 
Hungering Dark (1968) remain among 
the finest sermon collections available, 
and those who have not yet read Secrets 
in the Dark (2006) should add it to their 
"must read" stack Brown does not say 
ve1y much about the sermons, but they 
speak well enough for themselves. 

With Appreciation 

There are highly influential works by 
Buechner, favorites to many, which 
are in addition to those named so far 
in this article. For some, The Alphabet 
of Grace, Buechner's 1969 William 
Belden Noble Lectures at Harvard 
University, is not to be missed. In these 
lectures are examples of Buechner's 
poetiy-yet another of his literary gifts. 
Others cling tightly to their favorite 
devotional collection, Listening to Your 
Life: Daily Meditations with Frederick 
Buechner (1992). There they find the 
great affirmation, " ... although the night 
is corning, it is not darkness but light 
that is the end of all things." Almost 
everyone who reads that line marks 
the page and remembers the first 
time they read it. 

As Brown's Buechner helps us to see 
ever more clearly, Frederick Buechner's 
ministry to us all centers on his writ
ings. Diverse, courageous, doubting 
then believing, his work is a consider
able gift indeed to the church. And a 
telling witness to tl1e Gospel. 

Rev. Dr. Gary S. Eller 

Omaha Presbyterian Seminary Foundation 

Omaha, Nebraska 
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FINDING A NEW CHRISTIAN FAITH ALONG 
THE HIGHWAYS OF AMERICA 

hid 13111 U iiii,Mdl-· M ·iii E"I 

ASPHALT 
JESUS 

FINDING A NEW CHRISTIAN FAITH 

ALONG THE HIGHWAYS t OF AMERICA 

United Church of 
Christ pastor Eiic Elnes 

.__.._.....__.....L-"-"'...a..c...._ became consumed 

with an idea that just wouldn't go away. 
Through a careful discernment process, 
his dream became a reality with tl1e 
creation of Cross Walk America, a 
nonprofit committed to sharing a bold 
and affinning vision of a more compas
sionate and inclusive Ch1istianity. In 
2006, Elnes and otl1er Cross Walk volun
teers traveled 2,600 miles on foot from 
Phoenix to Washington, D.C. Along the 
highways of America they learned that 
Ch1istian faith in America is not what one 
might expect. 

Asphalt Jesus tells the story of what 
they discovered along the way. As the 
journey unfolds, the reader is introduced 
to conservative, liberal, and moderate 
congregations as well as to fundamen
talists, mainliners, and the "spi1itually 
homeless." These "faithful" are signifi
cantly different from tl1ose portrayed in 
tl1e media. Elnes asserts tl1at, despite 
what most people glean from tl1e media, 
"tl1e vast majority of Christians in the 
U.S. [inclucling evangelicals] believe 
that God can be found in other faiths .... 
Oddly enough, tl1e majmity of Christians 
seem to feel tl1eir fellow believers think 

exactly tl1e opposite." 
In Asphalt Jesus we meet a God who 

b1ings ilie unexpected: a fundamentalist 
minister opening his church and his heait 
to tl1e Cross Walk walkers-despite holding 
different views about inclusiveness, a 
LGBT church that is hospitable when 
ilie mainline ministerial alliance is not, a 
fundamentalist Baptist rninister who invites 
tl1e walkers to talk to school children about 
commitinent, and a conservative Cruistian 
radio station that is supportive despite 
differing tl1eologies. 

Each chapter offers compelling nai-ra
tive about tl1e diverse individuals and 
religious communities encountered on 
tl1e journey, as well as sciipturally rich 
tl1eological reflections suppo1ting what 
are known as the Phoenix Affirmations. 
Elnes' 2006 book The Phoenix 
Affirnuttions: A New Vision for the Future 
of Christianity e>..plores tl1ese affirmations 
created by mainline clergy, lay leaders, 
biblical scholars, and tl1eologians to a1tic
ulate "what the patl1 of Jesus looks like 
in tl1e modern world, following tl1e prin
ciples Jesus himself identifies as central: 
love of God, love of neighbor, and love 
of self." Asphalt Jesus moves Elnes' ideas 
from the abstract concepts presented in 
The Phoenix Affirmations to the lived 
experience of tl1e road. 

Elnes, who holds a doctorate in biblical 
studies from Princeton Theological 
Seminaiy, has an insightful understai1cli.ng 
of scripture iliat shines tl1roughout tl1e 
book This knowledge contiibutes much 
to tl1e value of his reflections. Likewise, 
his passionate commitment to ti·ansfonn 
Christianity into a more affirrning and 
inclusive faitl1 steeped in biblical w1der
standing is boili inspiling and challenging. 

This book is exhilai·atiJ1g and tl1ought
provoking. It is highly recommended to 
clergy ai1d laity interested in revitalizing 
Christianity. With its compelling faith 
stmies, travelogue, rich tl1eological reflec
tions, and discussion guide, Asphalt Jesus 
lends itself to lively and challenging group 
discussions. Asphalt Jesus is unquestionably 
a book to be read, discussed, ai1d shai·ed. 

Amanda Moore 

Hendrix College 

Conway, Arkansas 
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c§:i Ten Thin s You Need to Know about Sacred Space Projects 
NANCY DEMOTT AND BRENT BILL 

B
uildings communicate. Stained-glass 

windows, high altars, multipur-

pose worship-gymnasium spaces, 

Plexiglas pulpits, padded pews-all these 

and other architectural elements say some

thing about a congregation's theology and 

mission. They point to a faith community's 

beliefs about worship, identity, purpose, and 

more. Sacred spaces speak loudly. What 

they say can either reinforce a congrega
tion's mission or deb·act from it. 

That's one of the things we at the 

Indianapolis Center for Congregations 

have learned in our more than nine years of 

working with Indiana congregations about 

issues related to their buildings. We've held 

consultations with congregations, hosted 
a conference on sacred space, and led 49 

Indianapolis-area congregations through 
the Sacred Space Grants Initiative (SSGI). 

This latter project required representatives 

from participating congregations to attend 

four learning sessions before applying for 

a matching grant to address a building 

project. At the conclusion of their projects, 

the congregations submitted final rep01ts 

describing what they learned. The expe1ience 
of the Indianapolis Center and the SSGI 

participating congregations has led us to this 
list of ''Top Ten Things We Learned about 

Congregations and Sacred Space Projects." 

We are confident your congregation will find 

these pointers helpful as you think about 

addressing your building's needs. 

I. Connection to mission is para
mount. Sacred space projects are about 

more than bricks and mortar. Writing, 

rewriting, and/or studying your congre

gational mission statement is cmcial to 

grounding sacred space decisions in the 

things that matter to your congregation. 

2. Communication is key. It is impos

sible to overstate the necessity of clear 

and continuous communication with 

the congregation throughout a building 

project. Some congregations we worked 

with expressed swprise at the number of 
meetings and the amount of work it took 

to make sure that everyone was infonned 

on an ongoing basis. 

3. Congregational input is cmcial. There 

may be no aspect of congregational life 

that elicits more extreme differences of 

opinion than do building-related issues. 

That's why a nwnber of congregations 

underscored the value of including all 

members of a congregation in evolving 

discussions that were used to make deci

sions. One participant noted that with 

dialogue, discussion, prayer, imd a will
ingness to be flexible, consensus can be 

achieved. 

4. Teamwork is essential. Our SSGI 

required each congregation to have 

a sacred space team to shepherd the 

process. Congregations fow1d that this 

team helped them listen to one another, 

appreciate each person's insights, and 
work through the difficult process of 

reaching consensus in the midst of diver

sity. One participant wisely noted that a 
sacred space team leader needs to "be 

strong but buly indifferent about the final 
outcome." 

5. A master plan provides focus. A 
master plan by an architect helps a 

congregation consider its future growth 
and expansion in light of cwTent prop

erty and facilities and helps avoid costly 
mistakes. For instance, one congregation 

avoided the major expense of re-paving 
its cun-ent par·king lot when tl1e master 

plan revealed tl1at the next building phase 

meant that tl1e par·king lot would have to 

be torn up. 

6. A conditions assessment helps define 
priorities. A conditions assessment 

studies tl1e status of the congregation's 

existing facilities and provides a repair, 
maintenance, and replacement schedule 

for all of its major systems. Several 

congregations using conditions assess
ments discovered that tl1ey had imme

diate pressing needs regar·ding masomy 
and drainage issues, leaking roofs, and 

more. 

7. A sphitual foundation is essential. 
One participant described her congrega
tion's spuitual work during tl1eir sacred 

space project as "'slaying dragons'-

dragons of w1ce1tainty, fatigue, fear of 
the unknown, disb11ction." Teams and 

congregations tl1at prayed togetl1er consis
tently and repeatedly fow1d the strengtl1, 
wisdom, and gwdance needed for tl1eu· 

sacred space projects. 

8. Project cost is more than consbuc
tion cost. Many congregations mistakenly 
budget only for tl1e cost of construction. 
This misses tlie bue cost of tl1e entire 

project, which also includes site develop
ment, furnishings, new space upkeep, and 
much more. 

9. Expect the unexpected. We heard 
many sto1ies about the unexpected chal
lenges tliat congregations working on 
sacred space encountered. These ranged 
from tl1eir ar-dlitect dying to being asked 
to docwnent a land purchase in the 1800s! 
Prepar·e yourselves for the unexpected. 

10. Building projects demand time and 
commihnent. There is really no way to 
anticipate the an1ount of time volunteers 

will need to invest in a congregational 
building project. Though sacred space 
projects inevitably take more time and 
commitment tl1an anticipated, volunteers 
who se1ve report a sense of satisfaction 
and pride u1 what the project achieved. 

For more infonnation about tl1e sacred 

space model used in the Sacred Space Grants 
Initiative, read Holy Places: Matching Sacred 
Space with Mission and Message by Nancy 
DeMott, Tim Shapu·o, and Brent Bill, coming 

soon from the Alban Institute. 

Brent Bill is executive vice 
president of the Indianapolis 
Center for Congregations 

Nancy DeMott is the 
resource director of tlie 
Indianapolis Center for 

Congregations 

The Indianapolis Center for Congregations, founded in 1997, is an affiliate of the Alban Institute dedicated to helping Indiana congregations find solu
tions to their pressing practical problems by connecting them with excellent local and national resources. The Center is a gift from Lilly En~owment Inc. 
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Healthy Disclosure: Solving Communication Quandaries in Congregations 

KIBBIE SIMMONS RUTH AND KAREN A. MCCLINTOCK 

Congregational consultants Kibbie Ruth and Karen McClintock show clergy and laity how to appropri

ately handle information. From proper ways to respond to rumors to relating information about a staff 

firing to the congregation, Healthy Disclosure is filled with step-by-step ideas for handling different 

types of sensitive material. It helps clergy and other congregational leaders understand levels of disclo

sure, including how and when to reveal information, the difference between privacy and secrecy, legal 

issues related to public knowledge, and the power of secrets from a congregation's past. Ruth and 

McClintock guide readers in developing the skills needed to create a congregational environment of 

healthy disclosure. 

Tribal Church: Ministering to the Missing Generation 

CAROL HOWARD MERRITT 

Carol Howard Merritt, a pastor in her mid-thirties , examines how churches can approach young adults 

on their own terms. Outlining the financial, social, and familial situations that affect many young adults 

today, she describes how churches can provide a safe, supportive place for young adults to nurture 

relationships and foster spiritual growth . Merritt casts a vision of the church that embraces the gifts of 

all members while reaching out to those who might otherwise feel unwelcome or unneeded. Mainline 

churches have much to offer young adults, as well as much to learn from them. By breaking down arti

ficial age barriers and building up intentional relationships, congregations can provide a space for all 

people to connect with God, each other, and the world. 

Shaping Spiritual Leaders: Supervision and Formation in Congregations 

ABIGAIL JOHNSON AL340 ; $18.oo 

Supervision-the shaping of spiritual leaders-occurs formally and informally in many aspects of 

congregational life. Every year, thousands of pastors supervise field education students and interns; 

staff members and lay leaders supervise committee members or other staff; and clergy and lay leaders 

supervise each other as a way to offer support and establish accountability. While supervision enhances 

the work of all concerned, it is rarely explicitly addressed in congregations. This book provides a hands

on approach to supervision, addressing key areas such as identifying a learning focus, covenanting, 

managing conflict, understanding and using power and authority, offering and receiving feedback and 

evaluation, and celebrating and ending the supervis01y relationship. 

When Moses Meets Aaron: Staffing and Supervision in Large Congregations 

GIL RENDLE AND SUSAN BEAUMONT AL341 ; $20.00 

Alban senior consultants Susan Beaumont and Gil Rendle have developed When Moses Meets Aaron to 

help clergy responsible for several-member staff teams. They have taken the best of corporate human 

resource tools and immersed them in a congregational context, providing a comprehensive manual for 

supervising, motivating, and coordinating staff teams. Rendle and Beaumont give both detailed and big 

picture guidance on hiring, job descriptions, supervision, performance evaluation, staff-team design, 

difficult staff behavior, and more. Their combined experience in consulting and training with staff and 

leaders oflarge congregations proves invaluable in this manual for today's leadership demands. 
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FALL 2007 READING RECOMMENDATIONS FROM 
THE CONGREGATIONAL RESOURCE GUIDE 

Baab, Lynne M. Fasting: Spiritual Freedom Beyond 
Our Appetites (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2006). Lynne Baab discusses fasting as an opportunity 
to gain new experience, awareness, and insight into the 
presence of the Divine in our lives. She ex1)lains how 
the freedom arising from temporarily and thoughtfully 
relinquishing food, <lrink, television, the Internet, or 
other habit-forming products and activities can nu1ture 
spiiitual growth. 

Bailey, Brian with Terry Storch. The Blogging Church: 
Sharing the Story of Your Church through Biogs 
(San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2007). The Blogging 
Church addresses three central questions posed by 
churches considering a blog: "Why should my church 
embrace blogging? What can biogs accomplish? How 
can we get sta1ted?" It also helps congregations avoid 
building bad biogs and alerts leaders to common prob
lems with biogs. Here is a must-read for congregations 
seriously considering biogs. 

Brueggemann , Walter. Mandate to Difference: 
An Invitation to the Contemporary Church 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007). 

Walter Bmeggemann provocatively explores the 
complexity of faithful living and ministry amid contem
porary forces that vie for the control of our attention and 
allegiance. These essays are wide-ranging-probing such 
topics as forgiveness, welcome, hope, Sabbath-keeping, 
the need for theological certainty, and the use of the 
Bible in American Ch1istianity. 

Hellenga, Robert. Philosophy Made Simple: A Novel 
(New York, NY: Little, Brown and Company, 2006). 

Seven years after the death of his ,vife, empty-nester 
Rudy Harrington sells his Chicago home and purchases 
an avocado grove in Texas. He also begins probing Plato, 
Hume, and Schopenhauer as he reads Philosophy Made 
Simple, a college text by Siva Singh. Interesting twists 
occur when Rudy attempts to plan a Hindu wedding 
between his daughter and Singh's nephew. 

!shouts, Jean-Pierre. The Biblical World: An 
Illustrated Atlas (Washington, DC: National 
Geographic, 2007). This lush collection of photos, 
articles, an<l maps explores the geography of the Fertile 
Crescent, or Holy Land. Arranged according to biblical 

chronology, the atlas offers an introduction to each biblical 
segment, relevant hist01ical and contemporary maps, and 
sidebars highlighting significant aspects of daily life in 
biblical times. The three Abral1amic faith traditions are 
discussed. 

Kennedy, Sheila. God and Country: America in Red 
and Blue (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2007). 

Law professor Sheila Kennedy examines religious factors 
informing cultural divisions in current American politics. 
Unlike other books that draw stark lines between people 
of faith an<l secularists , God and Country fosters a fuller 
understanding of religious diversity. It also helps Americans 
evaluate democratic processes and engage in mutually 
beneficial dialogue. 

Majida, Arthur J. Opening the Doors of Wonder: 
Reflections on Religious Rites of Passage (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 2006). What signifi
cance do religious rites of passage hold for those who go 
through them'? How do these 1ites shape, or fail to shape, 
people's lives? Arthur Majida seeks answers by inte1viewing 
representatives of Jewish , Christian, Muslim, Hindu, and 
Buddhist traditions. Included are thoughts from Bob 
Abernethy, Huston Smith, Harold Kushner, Elie Wiesel, 
and others. 

Reese, Martha Grace. Unbinding the Gospel: Real 
Life Evangelism (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2006). 

Defining evangelism as "anything you do to help another 
person move closer to a relationship with God, or into 
Christian community," Mmtha Grace Reese shares the 
results of her four-year evangelism research project. She 
discusses evangelism in mainline churches today, presents 
churches tlrnt are effectively sha1ing their faith , and helps 
readers tap into their own evangelistic spirit. 

Ruth , Kibbie Simmons and Karen A. McClintock. Healthy 
Disclosure: Solving Communication Quandaries in 
Congregations (Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 2007). 

Consultants Kibbie Ruth and Karen McClintock show 
congregational leaders how to appropriately handle sensi
tive information-including information related to a staff 
dismissal or a current rumor. They explain how and when 
to reveal information, the difference between privacy and 
secrecy, legal issues related to public knowledge, and the 
power of secrets from a congregation's past. 
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Helping Volunteers Get Back on Track 

Q: Congregational leaders are challenged to help staff 
and volunteers work cooperatively-in other words, 
to be aligned. What should a leader do when a 
valued volunteer is on the wrong track? 

A To help congregational 
• leaders and members have 

the difficult conversations 
• they sometimes need to 

have, I have developed a process called 
the Covenantal Caring Conversation, 
based on Dr. Marshall Rosenberg's work 
in nonviolent communication (see www. 
NVC.org). Covenantal caring is not 
servitude. Rabbi Hillel's famous words 
speak of the need to find a balance 
between our own needs and the needs 
of others: "If I am not for myself who 
will be for me; if I am only for myself 
what am I?" (Avot 1:14). Rosenberg 
suggests that we can make our concerns 
known, but in a nonjudgmental way. He 
suggests that leaders let others know the 
following: 
• their observations: the concrete 

actions they are obse1ving that are 
affecting their well-being 

• their f eelings: how they feel in rela
tionship to what they are obse1ving 

• their needs: the needs, values, and 
desires that are creating these feelings 
for them 

• their requests: the concrete actions 
they request in order to enrich tl1eir 
lives (and to enrich their communities) 

The following example may be 
helpful to illustrate how this approach 
can work: Sue is an active, capable, and 
valued member of the Beth Shalom's 
Welcoming Task Force, but several 
times in the last year she has left tasks 
incomplete until shortly before an 
event was to take place, tl1en reacted 
witl1 anxiety and tl1e expectation that 
others should drop everytl1ing to help 
her complete the tasks on time. Most 

recently, she noticed two days before a 
Friday dinner she was planning that the 
reservations for the dinner were a little 
light. She wanted help in calling at least 
100 members. She came into tl1e office 
on Wednesday, demanding tl1at tl1e 
administrative assistant, Barbara, make 
tl1is an immediate priority. She did so 
without working tl1rough the executive 
director, Frank, and witl1out knowing 
that one of the otl1er staff members 
was scheduled to be on leave half a day 
on Thursday. When Barbara informed 
Sue that her request would be difficult 
to manage, Sue called the president to 
make her case. The president responded 
by communicating his observations, feel
ings, needs, and requests: 

Observations: "I understand that 
you spoke to Barb at 10:00 a. rn . on 
Wednesday to ask her to help in setting 
up plans for tl1is Friday. Barb was doing 
a priority assignment for Frank." 

Feelings: "I appreciate all of the 
projects here at Beth Shalom, but I get 
concerned when members ask our office 
staff to do things without coordinating 
with Frank. I feel it confuses tl1e staff. " 

Needs: "I have been encouraging 
Frank to improve communications 
and planning witl1 the whole staff and 
between tl1e staff and tl1e lay leadership. 
As you know, we have been working 
under tough budget constraints and we 
have asked the staff to learn to work 
more effectively with the resources 
they have. Your request to call 100 
members on Wednesday and Thursday 
for a Friday dinner would have to move 
ahead of current priorities we have set." 

Requests: "I would like you to know 
how much we appreciate your commit-

ment to tl1ese Friday dinners. I hope you 
can appreciate our needs for planning 
and p1ioritization. vVe will see if we have 
time to make a few calls. Do you have a 
list of 15 to 20 members you think might 
be p1ime prospects? I would also like to 
hear how you feel about tlie concerns I 
just raised. I am always looking for ways 
to create better communications, plan
ning, and teamwork." 

Notice that tl1e president's words are 
not full of anger. He does not shame Sue 
by generalizing ("You have no concerns 
for the needs of staff'). He does not label 
her ("Your judgment is poor"). Rather, 
he focuses 011 the concrete issue he is 
concerned about. The process of nonvio
lent corn munication starts witl1 reflection 
ratl1er tl1an reaction: First we discipline 
ourselves to describe our observations 
and next we hold ourselves accountable 
to disclose what we are feeling. 

ext the president speaks about 
his needs to be responsible, account
able, and community-focused. He 
communicates not merely from a 
personal agenda but instead combines 
his personal needs vvith his need for 
an accountable community. He then 
proposes some ideas he would like Sue 
to consider. Note tl1at he does not ask 
her to admit she is wrong or demand 
that she do something. In these ways, 
the Covenantal Caring Conversation 
helps get the volunteer back 0 11 track, 
at the same time modeling what caring 
collaboration looks like. 

Robert Leventhal is 
an Alban Institute senior 
consultant specializing 
in synagogues. P1ior to 
joining Alban, he worked 
as a marketing executive 
and management consul
tant. His book Stepping 

Forward: Synagogue 
Vis ioning and Planning 
(Alban Institute) was 
published earlier this year. 





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 

membership 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 

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

an e-mail to membership@alban.org. 
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Coming 
This Winter ... 

• Forming Narrative Leaders 

• Linking Personal Stoiies 
with God's 

• \Vek:oming New Cultural 

Stmies of Faith 

• Narrative Therapy for 

Congregations 

• Community Listening: 

The Power to Connect 

• Narratives of Hope in 

Congregations 

• Challenging Society's Stmies 

• The Literature of 

N arrntive Leadership 

... and 1nuch n1ore 
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