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CHAPTER FOUR

METHODOLOGY

The challenge faced by people seeking to help their church bodies listen more intently to God through the introduction of spiritual practices is both contemporaneous and timeless. It cuts to the very core of the life and being of the institutional church and the people who serve in it. The obstacles to such a change are formidable yet there is a discernable desire toward an alternative to the majority-rule and positional power models. Over the past twenty-five years much has emerged from leading thinkers and practioners in the business, academic, spiritual, and church communities that suggests a better way to prepare for and walk this path. One potentially valuable resource to people yearning for change is the experiences and learnings of the people who participated in one or more Worshipful-Work training programs and collegiums offered between 1995 and 2001. 

The general question guiding this action research project then is: What insights and experiences do people, who have demonstrated their commitment to using spiritual practices in church governing and administrative settings by attending one or more Worshipful-Work events, have that can be helpful to others who are seeking to integrate spirituality into the culture of church deliberative bodies and administrative structures? The results of this research are presented in Chapter Five. Chapter Six integrates these results with insights emerging from the church, the corporate, and the scientific communities to offer further depth to the wisdom contained in this research.

Research Model

The research model follows a qualitative methodology emphasizing a grounded theory approach. Grounded theory is a research process that emphasizes emergence and discovery of insights through the process of collecting experiences and reflections from participants. The results of this research have been triangulated and integrated with results of an extensive literature search and the reported observations of a separate group of people who participated in a four-day, invitation only Collegium held in Nashville, TN in July 2006. 

This research project began in March 7, 2006 with a Quaker-type Clearness Committee convened for the author in Nashville, TN. The Committee, made up of members of Board of Discerning Overseers of Worshipful-Work, who have also served as Context Associates for this work, enabled the author to gain initial clarity into the direction and scope of this research. The decision was made at that time to use the up-coming (July 24-27, 2006) Worshipful-Work Collegium, Discernment as Gracious Space, as a foundation. The author was one of the two people asked to listen to participants throughout the four days and prepare a summary of what was heard. That summary and three other pieces reflecting the learnings from the Collegium are included in the Appendix C. 
Survey Question Development

The eight members of the Board of Discerning Overseers, working closely as Context Associates with the author, developed the questions used in this research. They strongly believed that there should be a limited number of questions and that the questions should be open-ended. Eventually, nine questions were developed and agreed to during the Discerning Overseers’ November 12-15, 2006 meeting in Nashville, TN. The questions, rooted in the July 2006 Collegium and the collective experience of the Board of Discerning Overseers, were designed to invite participants to comment on a range of subjects from both the cognitive and affective domains. A conscious decision was made in the process of developing these questions not to seek additional demographic data such as age and current roles because of Worshipful-Work’s historic desire to create a space in which all are welcomed as equals.   

The Final Questions:

1. What has drawn you toward the desire to incorporate spiritual practices into church organizational settings?

2. What role have your own spiritual practices played in this beckoning?

3. In what church organizational settings do you find the greatest openness to the integration of spiritual practices and where do you sense the most resistance?

4. What are the foundational issues present that either foster acceptance or lead to resistance to the incorporation of spiritual practices in church organizations?

5. What is necessary to sustain and develop a culture of spiritual practices beyond initial introduction; what limits it?

6. As you look ahead, what movements do you sense in the North American church that will affect the further integration of spiritual practices into organization settings?

7. What joys have emerged for you?  What heartaches and disappointments have you experienced? What are your hopes and dreams?

8. What wisdom would you pass on to someone seeking to introduce spiritual practices into their organization? What resources would you recommend?

9. In your opinion what church organizations have been most successful in integrating spiritual practices into their governance. Please name them and if possible a point of contact.

Each survey form also included the following statement to help standardize responses. 

The nine questions are intended to invite you to share from your observations, experiences, and reflections. Please be as expansive as you can; the issues and challenges present seem to transcend time, personalities, and specific settings. I have used two terms in my questions that need further definition. The first, “church organization settings,” includes congregations, schools, colleges, seminaries, religious communities, judicatories, and church-related non-profits. The second, “spiritual practices,” includes a number of different practices such as, reflection, prayer, story telling, biblical/theological reflection, silence, yielding, visioning, and evaluating that are integral to the larger goal of corporate discernment or shared wisdom. 

Sample Population

An early task was to assess the population potentially available. Worshipful-Work is a not-for-profit corporation, chartered in the State of Missouri as a “diverse and inclusive ecumenical ministry focusing on the integration of spirituality and administration in church governance.” Between 1995 and 2002 a database of 5,645 people from the United States and Canada was developed. The data on most were fragmentary, dated, and inconsistent. Despite these limits, it was possible to identify clergy and lay people from at least thirty-five different church denominations spread across forty states and six Canadian provinces. 

Further focus was necessary to find a smaller group of people with a greater likelihood of actually attempting to integrate spiritual practices. The most likely group appeared to be the people who had attended one or more of the training events or collegiums offered by Worshipful-Work. This required a search of past attendance records to develop class lists and dates. Again basic information was a challenge.  Eventually 263 people were selected who had participated in at least one of the three types of three-day Worshipful-Work sponsored training events (Discernmentarian training, Consultant Training, and Collegiums) offered more or less annually between 1995 and 2001. Twenty-eight of these people participated in two of the three types and five in all three. Fifty-two individuals also made financial contributions and nine served as members of the Board of Discerning Overseers (Board of Directors). Of the sixty-nine people who participated in Consultant Training, forty-five also signed a covenant agreement to contribute back to Worshipful-Work a percentage of the fees they received. There were 139 men and 124 women in the selected population. Noticeably absent in the original data were clergy/lay designations and consistent identification of the relationship to the institutional church. Much of the contact information was also dated. As a result, it was necessary to update all 263 records to identify clergy, lay, and women religious and to locate everyone. 

Table A1 in Appendix A shows the distribution by state; thirty-seven states are represented. Both of these charts reflect the status of the participants at the time they participated in their last Worshipful-Work event.

Table A2 in Appendix A shows the distribution of the 263 people across twenty-four denominations including fifteen for whom no denominational affiliation was listed. 

The Survey Process

The database update began with a search of the Internet using the Google search engine. The results were mixed. Many on-line references were obviously dated, but the experience of “Googling” 263 names provided a “feel” for the context in which the participants lived out their organizational lives. The next step was a telephone call. Two hundred and twenty four telephone and sixty e-mail contacts were attempted between the last week of November 2006 and the first week of January 2007 with two weeks out for Christmas and New Year. Many contacts required multiple calls before they, or someone, could offer an address, confirm that the person was deceased, or establish that the address was unknown. When contact was made, the author identified himself and the purpose of the call and asked the person contacted to participate this research. If the person was not available at that time, a brief message, explanation for the call, and request for a return call was left. Eventually, 115 people agreed to receive the survey and provided an e-mail address. Appendix A contains further details. Responses were requested by January 10, 2007.

Once a person agreed to participate, an e-mail was immediately sent with the nine questions as an attachment. The text of this email is provided in Appendix B. When the person could not be reached by telephone and an e-mail address was available, a separate e-mail was sent with the questions attached. The text of the second e-mail is also provided in Appendix B. A thank you/receipt acknowledgement e-mail was sent to each person when their response was received. A follow-up e-mail was sent to each person who had indicated they would participate, if they had not responded by January 10, 2007. The texts of these e-mails are also in Appendix B. All responses arrived via e-mail except for three (one letter and two telephone interviews). The letter was scanned into electronic media and entered into the data base of responses. Telephone interviews were summarized by the author and then e-mailed to the participant for their approval. The return e-mail was then included.

To preserve anonymity and confidentiality, each of the 263 people in the database was assigned a number from one to 263. That number has been used in all subsequent development and analysis. 

Data Collection and Analysis

As each response was received, it was read and saved as a separate file. The goal of this reading was to understand what each participant was saying in total and to capture themes that stretched through their responses. At the same time a separate file was created for each question. To aide the analysis, a candidate set of key words and phrases was developed. Care was taken to preserve the nuances of difference while facilitating aggregation and analysis. A two dimensional matrix was assembled listing the responses and the participant’s assigned number making it possible to easily identify the number of people referencing each response and the percent of the total that represented. The list was continually revised as additional responses were received and read. Because the survey questions were open-ended, most participants offered multiple reasons, observations, and/or experiences to each question. Where this was the case, each reason, observation, and/or experience was counted. Related responses were later grouped and reference numbers assigned. Responses addressing the subjects of Questions One through Five are displayed in Tables E1 through E5 in Appendix E. The tables show both the number of times a subject was addressed and the number of people addressing it.

Questions Six and Seven are listed in outline form. Because of the nature of the responses to the second part of Question Eight and Question Nine, a comprehensive list of all the individuals, resources, and organizations identified is provided. This information is also in Appendix E. The responses to the first part of Question Eight (What wisdom would you pass on to someone seeking to introduce spiritual practices into their organization?) combined with responses from the other questions is offered in Appendix F in the form of thirty guiding principles.

Seventy-nine responses were received. Seventy-eight are included in this analysis. One response was not included because it was not from a person in the original database. Table A2 in Appendix A lists the distribution by denomination of the seventy-eight people who responded to the survey. Nineteen denominations are represented; two of the respondents listed no affiliation. Respondents come from twenty-seven states. Table A1 in Appendix A shows the distribution.
Biases Likely to be Present

Because the participants in this research are from the population that participated in one or more Worshipful-Work events, it is likely that there are several biases present. The first is that the sample is disproportionately weighted toward the Presbyterian Church USA and the United Methodist Church and the charism they embody (See Table A2). Noticeably underrepresented are people from more conservative Mainline Protestant traditions. Absent are people from Evangelical Protestant, Charismatic traditions, Eastern Orthodox, predominantly African-American denominations, and church bodies that represent other ethnic groups. A second bias is age and experience. All participants are “baby boomers” or older. All have extensive service in the parish as senior pastors or lay leaders and many have served as judicatory executives. Several have served as seminary faculty. Among the participants, six are published authors whose works are used in this study; several are private consultants (corporate and church); and several are authors of denominational materials for spiritual discernment. A number of respondents are also retired or semi-retired. The majority of participants in this study evidence a preference toward a more contemplative style of spirituality. Indeed, this would be a fair characterization too of the members of the Board of Discerning Overseers, including the author, and the charism of Worshipful-Work. The effect of any bias is unknown.

While the focus of this research is on the experiences of participants in one or more Worshipful-Work training events, the work correlates closely with information from published works in the business, educational, scientific, spiritual, and church domains. During the course of this project a number of books from each domain that addressed the issues relevant to spirituality within the context of contemporary organizations were identified. No attempt was made, beyond that contained in the resources referenced, to address the body of published materials that does not explicitly or implicitly address spirituality and wholeness and the new sciences.  As the responses to the survey began to come in, additional resources referenced in the responses or suggested in the unfolding analysis were consulted. Chapters Two and Three address the major works informing this research; the Bibliography lists all resources consulted. The result of this journey down the two paths of responses from this survey and current literature has been a rich dialogue that continually informed and confirmed the survey responses.  
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