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CHAPTER ONE

MINISTRY FOCUS

In his book, The Great Work, Thomas Berry argues persuasively that a radical discontinuity between humans and the rest of creation has occurred resulting in the devastation of the world. This devastation is due to the belief among the political, economic, intellectual, and religious establishments that resources and non-human beings exist for the benefit of people. Berry believes society stands at a moment when change must occur if our world is to survive. In the 1970’s Robert K. Greenleaf, reacting to the civil and social upheavals of time, looked to the institution as the place for change to begin. “If a better society is to be built, one that is more just and more loving, one that provides greater creative opportunity for its people, then the most open course is to raise both the capacity to serve and the very performance as servants of existing major institutions by new regenerative forces operating within them.”
 Greenleaf names three institutions; the university, business, and the church––any one of which could begin the needed reform.

This research is focused on the church and the governing boards that set its direction and the administrative structures that carry that direction out with varying degrees of success. This research is being carried out within a peer group focused on Spirituality, Sustainability, and Interreligious Dialogue. The goal is to ground the research in the social and environmental issues that surround the contemporary American church. The intent is not to organize for political or social action. Instead, in a rapidly changing world of increasing polarity where Christians themselves are deeply divided in what it means to be a Christian, the goal is to help churches find their center in the Christ. Robert Inchausti speaks clearly to this in his book Subversive Orthodoxy, Outlaws, Revolutionaries, and Other Christians in Disguise.

The point many moderns fail to grasp about Christian thinkers is that they have very little interest in changing the world. They seek merely to see things clearly in the light of God’s hidden logic. And if, by so doing, they expose the narcissism of their contemporaries, the false agendas of their leaders, and the didactic pornography of their artists and entertainers––well that is all to the good. But unlike their most utilitarian peers, they desire to live in the truth even more than they desire to be effective in the world.
 

The Bible asserts that human beings were created to be in community with God, other human beings, and the whole of creation. As social beings, people work together to achieve various goals and objectives. Throughout most of history the church and government have been the dominant institutional structures used for the development, order, and protection of society. Over the last two hundred years, however, that has changed. Today, government and the church are just two of the institutions that dominate society. The corporation and other large institutions are now arguably the major influence at all levels of society. 

The quality of a society depends increasingly upon the quality of institutions, and the quality of institutions depends upon what people do to develop them, especially through the boards that provide governance. Inchausti states “What Christian mysteries require of us is not that we construct a better world, but that we love and serve the one we have been given.”
 

This statement captures the essence of this research. It is not about creating a better world, but caring for this one in the way that reflects God’s wishes and values. The church can and must lead the way and the leadership for that movement starts with church governing boards. Their leadership begins not in action but in silence, in settling into the presence of God so that people serving on governing boards can begin to hear the deepest desires of God’s heart. Only when they can hear clearly should they move. It is not an easy path, but it is one that must be embarked upon if people are to be stewards of the Gospel, other people, and the world that has been entrusted to our care and development. 

Church governing boards today are faced with a rapidly changing and often bewildering world filled with the parade of “hot button” issues and simple responses on one hand and complex human and environmental concerns on the other. Many boards lack the understanding, skills, time, and motivation to deal with them and so they don’t. They choose instead to fill their time with the day-to-day business that is familiar and less controversial. Karen Marie Yust, in her book, Attentive to God, writes about the challenges governing boards face as they seek to carry out two tasks: the dynamic conservation of their tradition and the dynamic response to the world. “Their challenge is to undertake these two purposes in such a way that they develop and maintain an appropriate vision for the whole life of the church, rather than degenerating into a body that simply sits in judgment of other’s visions, or worse, dispense altogether with vision as a council concern.”
 

The institutional culture, especially the for-profit corporation, has a dramatic influence on the governing structures of the church in America and the way in which God is perceived and interpreted. It is essential to develop the capacity to name the nature and extent of that influence and establish an independence from it if governing boards are to truly focus on discerning God’s desires. The corporate culture can also be an excellent teacher because the economic pressure in this society forces the corporation to learn more quickly than other social structures.

The crisis in institutional quality and unprecedented abuse that fills our news is not so much the result of evil people as it is because of sheer neglect by the good people who work in and govern them. Institutions fall short of performing at the level of what is reasonable and possible with available resources, because they are seen by too many as impersonal entities without heart, soul, or moral compass. People divorce themselves and their families from the impact of their actions or inaction. Speaking of society at large, Inchausti says;  “ . . . evil manifests itself more in the absence of care, in an absence of perception, and in the negation of Being than it does in the presence of stupidity, violence, or even hatred. It is more often a species of folly––a commitment to ‘virtues’ that are not really virtues.”
 

Despite the importance of corporations and power they wield, especially in national politics, the environment, and international trade, churches still focus on church and state issues. While church and state issues are important and attract emotional attention, especially around “hot button” issues that can be exploited for political power, the relationship that most needs attention is the one between the church and the corporation. Such attention will help better understand the influence of corporations and their thinking on the church and illuminate paths for the church to foster a greater sense of wholeness within the corporate culture. Corporations are accorded the legal status of an individual yet they do not receive the human caring and serving that people give to other people. 

In her book, Finding Our Way, Margaret Wheatley writes of a world of institutions dominated by two stories. One story looks to a more collegial, egalitarian, organic community as a goal, the other toward a hierarchical system that emphasizes control, consistency and predictability. The latter dominates contemporary culture as it has traditionally done. The two stories are not mutually exclusive, but they are dramatically different. People and organizations of all types walk a complex path between these two stories in their day-to-day lives. Sometimes the stories are told in the language of change; sometimes it is culture and economics. Sometimes it’s the language of people’s motivation that speaks; sometimes the voice is that of gender. Sometimes power is the focus; sometimes it is technology. People who believe the world is a threatening place tell one story, and they demand structures for control and protection. People who believe in a world of love that needs to be nurtured and of world of possibility that invites discovery tell another story. For some, prediction, order, and control are vital and must be preserved at all cost; for others, freedom and opportunity are most valued. The Biblical narrative speaks to both; the question is which is the greater goal?

In the last three hundred years the character of Western culture has been dramatically shaped by technology and the increasingly widespread pursuit of material wealth and individual freedom. The dreams that have lured society so far along the path have left much unrealized and created many additional problems. Many question the continued viability of this path. The questions come from both the people who have benefited from this trajectory and from the people who have not. People are asking what has been unleashed and what can be done to recover. Going back is not an option, but a new course that is better for all can be charted from here, a course that is more in keeping with God’s first words to humankind to join in the care and development of creation. 

The power, wealth, infrastructure, lifestyle, thinking, perspectives, and organizational savvy of the world now being questioned are incredibly resistant to all but the things that threaten its life. Thus, if there is hope, it emerges not just from the pressure of voices outside the system, but also from a movement within. Governing bodies play a central role in this process. Can it be successful? “Yes” and “no.” Much depends upon the motivation of people. If people and organizations focus on themselves, then the answer must be “no,” with the caveat that self-focus and societal benefit can be connected. If they can respond more from the servant perspective continually seeking the will of God modeled by Jesus (Mark 10:43-45 and other passages cited in Chapter Three) then there is potential for change.

Over the past century church governing boards and administrative structures in this country have become increasing influenced by the thinking of people working in corporate settings. Many of these people are deeply embedded in the more traditional way of doing business. Evidence of various management philosophies, even as old as Frederick W. Taylor’s Scientific Management, (early to mid Twentieth Century) abounds. Many congregations bear the stamp of the philosophies and operations of the employers in their area. Such congregations talk about the Body of Christ as a theological concept in Sunday School and live the prevailing business model during their board meetings. The impact extends deeper than the practices of business, however. It extends to the way people have learned to think. That thinking permeates the entire system further influencing the way people read the Bible and practice their faith which in turn reinforces the rationale for how things are done.

If the church can begin to model a different type of governance, it can have a positive influence on the quality of institutions in our society, but more importantly it can begin to see more clearly the hand of invitation and potential that God extends to fully participate in the recovery and redevelopment of our world. Today’s church boards are heavily invested in preservation and task accomplishment. As critical as discernment of God’s desire is, they invest little time in it. The assumption typically is that all church work is God’s work, and indeed much of it may be, but much is also about what the people who sit on governing boards believe is important to meet their personal and corporate beliefs and needs. Too often people limit God by the filters they place on what work they might be invited toward and who can have a role in understanding God’s desire.  

Besides the influence of the corporate culture, the other major influence from society on the church has been parliamentary law. Parliamentary law arrived in the late 1800’s through General Henry Robert. Robert, an engineering officer in the U. S. Army was frustrated with church board meetings and vowed to bring order to them. His work, continuously in print since 1876, is still the foundation for most church meetings. Robert’s Rules have indeed enabled church boards to move through contentious issues toward a decision in a way that preserves the rights for all to participate and for majority to rule. Neither the influence of business nor the structures brought by parliamentary law is bad; both have helped the church function more effectively as an institution, but at what price? People are often quite efficient at doing technical tasks, but when they are confronted with work that is not well understood, the system fails. By working in the way they do, church governing boards tend to limit their ability to do the hard work of listening to God and effectively adapting to changing situations.

Is there more to the Christian faith and therefore more involved in governing than what logic and reason, doctrine and creeds, and order can offer? Yes there is. Graham Standish says: 

 One of the biggest impediments to creating a congregation of mystics has to do with how we decide issues within most mainline churches and denominations. There is nothing in scripture that suggests God’s will is inherently found in the majority. What scripture does say is that the will of Christ is to be our aim. Unfortunately, our system of bringing forth issues for discussion, debate, and vote emphasizes the will of the people rather than the will of Christ.

 As Charles Olsen and Danny Morris have demonstrated in their book Discerning God’s Will Together, there is another way that entails framing issues in terms of what Christ is calling us to do . . .

The deep yearning for wholeness is not unique to people in the church; Parker Palmer speaks to the yearning in educators, medical professionals, and clergy. The desire is to be whole, to be connected, versus divided into parts. In Mark 12:30-31 Jesus is asked which commandment is most important. He responds “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.” This is an invitation back to the wholeness of Garden of Eden. Churches yearning to listen to God’s invitation to wholeness instead of segmentation and dominance need to be heard, but they must first hear about the being they are to be, the voice that is theirs’ to speak, and work that is theirs’ to do.

Spirituality reaches toward wholeness, beyond knowledge and reason, beyond creeds and doctrine, beyond principles and philosophies. Spirituality embraces the intuitive, the affective, art, poetry, ways of knowing that cannot be reduced to something finite. Therein lies the challenge. Spirituality is dimensionless, spiritual people can mingle with others more readily than those for whom boundaries and definitions must be well reasoned and carefully defended. Since it is dimensionless, spirituality is threatening to those who value knowledge and control and the rightness or wrongness of specific beliefs. Christian spirituality is rooted in the mystery of I AM revealed in the life, teachings, death, and resurrection of Jesus and the paradox of the infinite and unknowableness of God entirely knowable in the most intimate of selfless love.  

One of the major reasons this study is being conducted within this peer group is its focus on wholeness. Governance studied within the business-like culture that typically hosts leadership and organization can be sterile.  The goal of this study is to birth the research in the midst of people concerned with spirituality, the environment, and dialogue with people of other faith traditions. People’s lives are too segmented. They are too cut off from one another and from the world. Parker Palmer’s thoughts on wholeness among difference and living a life that is “divided no more” developed in his book, A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey Toward an Undivided Life; Welcoming the Soul and Weaving Community in a Wounded World, are central to this work. 

Spirituality is open to conversations that seek deeper and more probing questions and welcoming to the mystic. It is the mystic who may be best able to sense the presence of God and speak across differing world-views and faiths. Robert Greenleaf observed this about those more open to mystery: 

Religion is seen in the root meaning of the term—religio, to rebind. The thing to be done with religious concern is to rebind humankind to the cosmos, to heal the pervasive alienation . . . My view of religion is relatively non-theological. I am content to stand in awe and wonder before the ineffable mystery. I do not feel called upon to invent explanations of the mystery. I meet with others, whose religious concerns are expressed differently, at the level of the mystical. In this mood there is much common ground with those of quite differing theological positions.
 

Baron Frederich von Hugel offers a three-part view of religion that includes the institutional, the intellectual, and the mystical.
 He believes that in most churches, children are brought into the institutional church then encouraged into an intellectual understanding of the faith. Relationships are rooted in this setting. Since the mystical or spiritual cannot be well defined, it is held at “arms length” and often confused with the charismatic movement. The result is that what is not intellectual or institutional does not find a place in the normal discourse of church life, hence it does not become a part of church governance.

John Ackerman offers what seems to be a fairly accepted view in Listening to God: Spiritual Formation in Congregations: 

It is my experience that few congregations listen to God’s call to them, and few help members to listen to their individual call and to nurture their ongoing relationship with God . . . most congregations and people don’t know how to listen to God. Congregations make up their minds by voting according to Robert’s Rules of Order. They rarely listen to God or to each other. Individuals may be doing all kinds of work for God, but they rarely stop long enough to hear what God might have in mind.

About 20 years ago the Lilly Endowment began investing deeply to explore ways of developing the capacity in non-profit boards to become more like the servant ideal Robert K. Greenleaf expressed. In 1990 Charles Olsen, in response to a felt call to help inspire a movement of renewal and revitalization of church boards across the country, approached Lilly with a vision that eventually found life in the Set Apart Lay Leaders project. The research focused on people serving on church governing boards. This is an important caveat, because the very nature of church boards draws certain people and causes others, who are not drawn to the board culture, to self-exclude. The results of the survey showed many areas in need of attention. Worshipful-Work was formed to offer an alternative to traditional governing practices by developing a path that reached to both those who emphasize structure and administrative practice and to those who are more spiritual in their practice. Servant leadership, story telling, envisioning, biblical and theological reflection, worship, prayer, silence and spiritual discernment were added to the parliamentary and business culture. 

Olsen published the findings from the Set Apart Lay Leaders project in Transforming Church Boards. He observed: “Decision-makers in church circles yearn for a deeper and gentler way to come to one mind. But our current organizational and parliamentary cultures of meeting and deciding dictate the process. We don’t know how to do it differently, so we continue to do what we know how to do––resisting that for which we yearn.”

Being stuck in the “old” ways is no excuse. If the members of governing boards take seriously the need to discern God’s invitation then they must find a way. There are a number of resources available to assist any board that wants to begin. Many will be identified in this research. Karen Marie Yust makes the point: “If we take seriously the idea that worship, prayer, reading the Bible, reflecting and doing justice are essential to discernment, and if we believe that the work of church committees is to discern God’s will, then our challenge as church committee members is to incorporate these practices into our committee’s work.”

It is vitally important to recognize that the advocacy for a change in church governing boards is not about moving from one practice to another, it is about seeing the whole and staying focused on God’s will. People are different and that difference is strength as long as all parts are represented. There are times in the life of any community when different insights and skills are needed to understand and meet the challenges that surround them and the tasks to be done. Communities attract and reflect people of differing types; there are no one size fits all. People think differently, perceive differently, and experience God differently. When tasks are clearly understood, the processes that serve the business world can work well. When the challenge is known and understood leadership simply needs to find the right people and the right resources and apply them. But, not all challenges fit into that category. Many of the complex human, religious, and environmental challenges in this world cannot be addressed using the processes and people who have brought us to this point. To be faithful to the original mandate by God to be custodians and co-developers of the world, people need to tack to a different course. That requires a governing philosophy and structure that emphasize the model of servant, focus on discerning and living out God’s desire, and the transformation of the governing board from a place of business to a place of prayer, worship, conversation, and community. It also requires leadership and a commitment to making space for ways of knowing and being together that are more whole and responsive to the needs of the world in which we live.

Issues of authority and gender continue to challenge church governing bodies. But why would God purposefully exclude talent, perspective, capacity for community, sensitivity, and spirituality that is a part of the Body of Christ from the governance of the church, especially when it is most needed. The importance of this capacity is especially relevant in light of the continuing need for the adaptive work defined by Ron Heifetz.  The invitation is to step back from the world within the biblical texts we use to fight the tribal wars of authority and “right” doctrine and look at what else is being revealed around. 

The Biblical narrative begins with creation perhaps not so much because of the chronology, but because of its importance. At each step in the creative process that which was created is deemed “good” and at the end in Gen. 1:31, it is “very good.” The author of the Gospel of John (3:16) tells us that God so loved this world that he gave his only son Jesus. In essence God gives his future and his only son, who then gives his life. In human terms it is difficult to think of a way of describing a deeper sense of love and involvement. Yet what are people, the stewards of this creation, doing with it? 

In her book, Ancient Futures, Helena Norberg-Hodge suggests that society, which includes the church who is called to be the living vessel for God’s continued care and development of creation, needs to look at what is happening all around. The power of the institutional form and the way of thinking it nurtures dominates the developed world and the world that is “developing.” Norberg-Hodge tells the story of Ladakh people of central Asia and how the Western mindset decimated the world of this ancient native culture within less than a generation. Like Thomas Berry, who is referenced above, she is sharply critical of the Western corporate culture and its impact on the cultures and environment of the world. In her preface she writes: 

. . . I mentioned that a conflict in ideas and trends was now playing itself out around the world. On the one hand, government and big business continue to promote capital and energy intensive global growth, this process is top-down, monocultural, and highly insensitive to the diversity of culture and biological needs across the world.

The ultimate result of these trends––forever described as being “rational,” “fiscally sound,” and “pragmatic”––is the creation of a system that is both blind and blind to its own blindness; that is fundamentally irrational, from a human perspective; and that threatens to overwhelm the connecting relationships of life itself.

One should not attempt to directly link Norberg-Hodge’s comments on the destruction of the environment and native cultures to church governing boards. But people need to carefully examine the extent to which the culture that drives the Western economic model, or myth as Betty Sue Flowers terms it, finds its way into church governance. This is not to demonize the world of the institution, or corporation, for they have brought much that is good to our world and they continue to offer tremendous potential for its care and development. But, if the church is to carry out God’s initial words in Gen. 1: 27-31 to care for and develop the world as participants in the creative process, and the Great Commission in Matt. 28: 18-20 then the emphasis needs to shift from the model of dominance and control and short term self-interest to the servant model of leadership and the care for the institutions that form society must become a top priority. The soul of the corporation needs care to kindle the servant spirit. If such caring is to occur it must begin with the processes of church governing boards. 

It is an impossible and yet a doable challenge. The visions, skills, insights, and capacities already exist, but they are scattered throughout society. Connecting them requires new ways of thinking and collaborating that honor difference in nature and pace. Today, science and business are pointing a way toward a more natural and organic approach to structure, organization, leadership, and responsibility for our world. Within the world of religions, the mystic’s voice speaks toward a place were the diversity of humanity and creation can touch unity. Within the Christian church, it is the people for whom the images of church as a body of diverse and connected parts each gifted by the Spirit and the model of the Servant lived into being by Jesus who are most receptive to a different way of being together. The culture of organization and administration that has so shaped our world is not bad, but it is not a culture that is adapted to govern, it is a culture of implementation. The qualities of focus, efficiency, organization, and the practice of administration serve well in pursuit of specific goals, but they do not serve well in the stewardship of the whole where more than the immediate must be considered and work which is to done may not be understood or even envisioned. 

Dee Hock, the former Chief Executive Officer of VISA, in his book, The Chaordic Organization, challenges contemporary organizations to shift their thinking. His comments invite the Western church, which shares so much of the organizational and leadership heritage and practice of the American business establishment Hock addresses, to perhaps step back and seek to look at themselves through a new lenses in the same way Christians are continually asked to look at themselves through the lenses of the “Law.”

If we do not develop new and better concepts of organization and leadership wherein persuasion prevails over power, reason over emotion, trust over suspicion, hope over fear, cooperation over coercion, and liberty over tyranny, we shall never harness science or technology in the service of humanity, let alone in the service of all other creatures and the living earth on which we depend.

Instead, with the great levers of science and technology, we shall socially, economically, politically, and physically continue to tear this world apart. While that would bring bitter pain to us and shame to our ancestors, to our grandchildren, their children, and their children's children, it would be a legacy of agony and evil beyond comprehension.
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