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CHAPTER FIVE

FIELD EXPERIENCE

The following sections summarize the insights and experiences reported by the participants in this survey. Quotes are included to support the observations offered and to further illustrate the texture of the responses. A parenthetical notation follows each quote to identify the assigned response number and question from which the quote was taken. For example, (240-2) means that the quote referenced is from response 240, question two. Limited quantification for the subjects addressed in Questions One through Five is offered as a way of further describing responses and suggesting the relative importance of specific subjects. Responses to Questions Six-Nine did not lend themselves to a corresponding portrayal. Further detail on Questions One through Nine is contained in Appendix E.

Corporate Spiritual and Personal Spiritual Practices

Virtually everyone participating in this study believes their personal spiritual practices were at the root of their desire to incorporate spiritual practices in church governance. “My own spiritual practices played a huge role in all of this.  I had used individual discernment for years.  It was what led me into ordained ministry.  It informed all of my major decisions.  Without that foundation, I don’t think I could have ventured into corporate discernment with any level of comfort.” (246-2). Another observed, “Without a living practice personally and communally, there is no light to share.” (140-1).  The comments were rich and clear: personal practices shape corporate practices. Without an authentic spiritual life rooted in the spiritual disciplines of prayer, solitude, discernment, reflective scripture reading etc., it is a waste of time to suggest such a path within a church or other organization. Another person stated:

It’s about living the undivided life, walking the walk, integrity of being and doing.  I love Richard Foster’s phrase about spiritual disciplines putting us in the ground where God gives the growth. I truly believe that while human experience of God is personal, it can never be separated from the corporate/communal because the human person is socially formed and expressed.  To me that implies that spiritual disciplines/formation must be intentionally engaged corporately.  

Know God. Know yourself. Be intentional in living out that relationship. Extend that intentional lifestyle and decision-making process to the organization in a manner that honors the practices of the other individuals. (46-8)

Time, Sacred and Secular Divisions, and Expectations of Board Service 

The participants in this study believe the increasing pressure of time, the dichotomization of life into sacred and secular, and the expectation that board service is restricted to managing or directing the business of the church help create an environment that works against incorporating and sustaining spiritual practices in governing boards. There is an implicit sadness that the potential for a richer, fuller life is lost in the way corporate life is defined and lived out. “Folks worry about taking the time for spiritual practice. Some live compartmentalized lives––believing spiritual practice is for worship, while the session or council should be concerned with business.” (142-4) The following quotes illustrate the frustration and deep disappointment expressed by many as they envision what might be if church boards could see themselves concerned with the work of the church and not simply with church work. There is no time to listen; only to do. 

I think that the major resistance to incorporating spiritual practices is a concern to keep the meeting as short as possible so that participants will be able to go home and spend time with their families.  I do not think this is a legitimate concern because I think that, when the spiritual practices are well done, they help to focus attention and in the long run enable the business of the meeting to be expedited. (39-4)

The biggest resistance I have seen comes from those who are primarily concerned about time, and see these practices as either a waste of time, or at the least, an intrusion on time. Probably foundational to acceptance is a recognition that spending time with God is never wasted time, and that we are spending time with God no matter what we do. (115-4)  

 That points to some of the resistance I hear.  Persons may have a preconceived notion of how a board operates––and the hope that the time commitment will be shorter not longer. Likely, they will resist something that sounds more time consuming.  And, to be fair, people do live such high stress, high demand lives these days, that it is difficult to take the time for a slow, searching for discernment through spiritual practices.  In times of fast change and high anxiety on society, it seems that traditionalism––not changing old ways of doing things––grows ever stronger in churches. (175-4)

Leadership is Key

There is high level of dissatisfaction with the perceived ability and desire of the clergy and lay leaders to take the lead in integrating spiritual practices. Participants generally believe that the clergy are reluctant and often unable to lead groups toward a more spiritual way of being together. This correlates with Urban Holmes’ observation that clergy spirituality may lack the focus and discipline necessary to provide effective leadership (Chapter Two). They are pessimistic about the desire of clergy to work together or to risk their sense of role of “clergy as expert” within the church structure. Leadership is mentioned sixty times in the responses to Question Four (What are the foundational issues present that either foster acceptance or lead to resistance to the incorporation of spiritual practices in church organizations?) Nineteen percent of the responses were especially critical of clergy leadership: “One very big factor boils down to the willingness / openness of clergy to this way of doing things.  If they’re not willing, it’s pretty much a lost cause.” (59-4) Twenty-four percent emphasized lay leadership’s reluctance. “I think the foundation comes from the spiritual leader or a significant lay leader who is willing to take a stand and push back against those lay leaders who value ‘efficiency’ over ‘spirit-based decision-making.’  It’s a tough position to take, one that could cost the spiritual (or lay) leader his/her job.” (214-4) Respondents believe both clergy and lay leaders are either ill equipped or not motivated to integrate spiritual practices. “The number one foundational issue is the attitude of the spiritual leader. Of secondary importance, though not far from number one, is the competence of the leader in incorporating the practices within the organization. A highly qualified and positively motivated leader will overcome almost all other obstacles.” (46-4)
There were seventy-eight references to the critical role of leadership in the responses to Question Five (What is necessary to sustain and develop a culture of spiritual practices beyond initial introduction; what limits it?). Skilled consistent, persistent, supportive leadership that could be trusted was listed by seventy percent of the participants as essential to sustain and develop a culture of spiritual practices. “Integration of spiritual practices thrives when leaders step into their own leadership position of power and invite others to “come along” and see what good things await them from God. It is my experience, that integration is modeled from the leader as being a part of their own life, not simply a task that is an agenda item. I, personally, have never experienced resistance to this notion.” (107-3)

One of the greatest challenges is the continuing development of new leaders who will embody, encourage, and employ spiritual practices in church governance and administration. Where spiritual practices were instituted, they appear to have been progressively abandoned once the person or persons who introduced them left the scene. “It requires both clergy and lay leadership who have the vision for boards guided by spiritual principles, knowledge of ways this can be expressed, skill in utilizing these practices, and persistence to recommit to this way when things start drifting back toward traditional ways.” (175-5) Another observed:

Continued practice of them, continued support and education of them.  I have to say in all honesty that after my time as president, it didn’t take long for them to disappear . . . clergy still supported them, but people who followed in key positions wouldn’t buy into them . . . and there was a fairly rapid turnover of  presidents.  Think the person who followed me stayed one year and left the church . . . over some other issues that had been brewing.  The persons who followed him didn’t have the interest or willingness to continue on . . . sadly. (59-5)  

Training the next generation of leaders is key.  If the expectation on the part of the organization is that people will offer leadership that incorporates the disciplines of the faith and if they are “shown” how this practice can work, and if they are empowered with resources and support, worship-ful work and making decisions through discernment can work and become the norm. (2-5)

Fourteen percent of the participants spoke to the importance of the presence of spiritual mentoring/guidance within the group “Spiritual leadership!  Their comments focused on the need for someone who consistently calls a group to prayer, hopefully a layperson. “This might be the pastor.  Good for him if it is!  But without his leadership a spiritual guide needs to be identified and respected and given the freedom to ‘pastor’ the group.” (154-5) Fifteen percent emphasized the importance of support even if the leadership is not directly involved in the implementation. “Support from the top. If that is absent, forget it.” (54-5)

People are Not Prepared for Spiritual Practices

Generally speaking, participants do not believe that the people within the church have the basic insights and skills needed to participate in church governance where spiritual practices are important nor are they equipped to fill the void in their own spiritual lives. 

It was in my first parish some 35 years ago that I realized that people did not have the basic skills and tools that they needed to fill the void in their spiritual lives.  So I used every opportunity to have a moment for teaching and then experiencing some aspect of a spiritual discipline.  It may be as simple as a style of prayer to using silence at important moments in a meeting or gathering.  The feedback from such a practice over the years has been positive.  A few times the “business types” will ask why we are doing this instead of getting our business done.  That becomes another moment for teaching about the work and direction of the church.” (119-1)

Respondents believe that deliberative boards and the people who serve on them need to be able to reflect more deeply on emerging issues than they seem able or willing to do. They believe governing boards and other church groups have a limited capacity to integrate spiritual practices because they lack an intellectual understanding of basic theological concepts such as grace, baptism, and images of God and the ability for theological reflection in corporate settings. Fifteen percent of the people responding to Question Four (What are the foundational issues present that either foster acceptance or lead to resistance to the incorporation of spiritual practices in church organizations) specifically stated that lay people are simply not being prepared to incorporate spiritual practices into the day-to-day life of the institutional church. People cannot embrace something they do not know about, especially if it challenges many of their core beliefs on how organizations should work and what role lay people have within the institutional church. The following quotes illustrate the responses received that address the preparation of people.

We need to broaden what we have typically called Christian education over the years (too much emphasis on “information”) and talk about what we are doing as Christian formation.  Formation is a term that has a broader sense of the church’s need to disciple people into being followers of Jesus Christ, with a program that provides for opportunities to learn about and engage in spiritual practices as well as to learn about the faith.  Therefore, broadening the church’s Christian formation program to include a regular menu of opportunities for Christian formation throughout the year, as well as more informational classes, will be an important organizational step in sustaining such practice.  Besides, formation opportunities better address the “multiple intelligences” approach to learning that even the hardest-headed rationalist can begin to understand! (124-5)

In my experience, it has been the spiritual growth of members of the congregation. We have kept spiritual formation a top priority in our teaching and preaching and in running meetings. Many who then have taken on leadership roles since that time practically demand that we do business in a different way. Having those folks around the table is so helpful for me as moderator of session because they are free to be attuned to the spirit in ways that are difficult when I am trying to help us stay focused and pay attention to group dynamics. It’s almost as if I have a cohort of spiritual directors for session sitting around the table! And for that I am grateful.” (238-4)

Participants believe that the extent to which the business/parliamentary model defines the thinking of people “in the pew” and people in leadership roles is an important issue. This model so dominates the thinking of leadership and governing boards that it is essentially a given. Its dominant role is closely connected to theologies that see the church as institution and that foster bureaucratic hierarchical approaches, the tendency to focus on the material and programmatic aspects of the church, the extent to which the business and parliamentary model dominates business and political life in the larger society, and the type of people who tend to thrive in institutional structures. In this survey thirty-seven percent of the people responding cited the tension between the more business/parliamentary approach and the more spiritual approach as a foundational issue. Some used business/spiritual dichotomy language and some contrasted an ecclesiastical community deciding about institutional issues and a covenant community seeking God’s will about God’s work. A few also used language that refers to white male domination. 

Discontent With the Existing Model

Virtually every person responding to this survey believes the business/parliamentary model is inadequate and inappropriate for use in church governance. The difference emerges in the language and the aspect they emphasize. Some question the adequacy of the business/parliamentary model. Some seek to minimize the conflict typically present. Some believe the way churches govern themselves ought to reflect the core teachings of the faith. Some cite a fundamental tension between the business approach and spiritual approach. Most cite more than one of the above. 

Sixty-two percent said their discontent with the business/parliamentary model, as it was lived out in their context, was a major reason they sought to incorporate spiritual practices into their governing board. Some have succeeded in changing the model; some have been defeated, or seen the results of their work eventually lost to the culture and pressures they work in. Many feel frustrated by their experiences. They see the potential for so much more than what is. They believe that church boards are too secular. The participants in this study reported a strong desire to connect the business of the church with worship and spirituality.  They are uncomfortable with the split between worship and church business and discouraged with being a part of a church that goes about its business with little or no apparent thought about what God desires. They believe strongly that it is important for the Spirit be moving freely in everything in the church. They struggle with the business model and its emphasis on task accomplishment and the material elements of life, and they struggle with the emphasis on majority rule in the parliamentary process. There is a belief that the parliamentary process and business models are not adequate for the difficult and potentially divisive issues confronting the church. Participants believe that the motivation to accomplish tasks and move on is not compatible with issues where dialogue and relationships are so important. They are concerned that business and parliamentary processes limit potential involvement of people at a time when their voices are important.

A growing sense over the years that the “corporate organization” model that churches had adopted in the 1940’s and 50’s had run its course, and that we needed deeper, more traditionally rooted disciplines for making decisions and especially for discerning the will of God around some of the big issues (e.g., homosexuality and ordination) that has faced many of our traditions over the past couple of decades.  This was especially true in the churches I served in California, a region of the country in which it was patently clear that we were in a post-Christian, post-modern, and increasingly post-denominational setting for ministry. (124-1) 

There is a discernable desire to minimize conflict, and issues of power, domination, and control. For some the presence of conflict in governing boards is distasteful and to be avoided, for others conflict is viewed as a natural outcome of the way in which business is carried out and the expectations of how relationships ought to work. They long for more peaceful, God-centered work. One person observes, “Recognizing that when many people become involved in leadership roles in the church they are shocked at the fighting and bickering that goes on ‘behind the scenes.’” (92-1) Another relates that  “I did visit with a young pastor (an alumna of the seminary where I teach) who is attempting a church start with generation x.  She was clear they did not want to do church like their parents.  What did they want different? She responded they wanted to avoid the conflicts and politics.” (175-6)

Participants believe that the behavior of deliberative bodies within the church ought to reflect basic teachings of the faith. They believe that in most cases it does not. They hunger for something more. They desire a church as institution that reflects the church as body. Participants believe that the church must connect its message with how they live out their lives together and to have all their activities embody worship. If the church speaks of unconditional love and unity in Christ, then the deliberative bodies of its governing structures ought to reflect it. The way the church does business may be more important than what gets done. Holy listening and holy conversation are important. Two quotes catch the essence of this argument:

Once the opening prayer was ended God was sort of excused from the meeting while we got down to business. God’s presence during the meeting was pretty much ignored until we had taken care of “business”. In my experience God is a part of all of life, and there is nothing that can be labeled as “secular”. If God’s presence and blessing were going to be invoked at the beginning of the meeting, then that presence needed to be acknowledged and called upon during the meeting as well. (18-2)

The more people see the church as an organization rather than a community, the more they disconnect their being the church from their having a church.  When faith is reduced to belief, it gets disconnected from discipleship, and from a spirituality that connects to God and others.  Also, people are not encouraged to “stay home to themselves” by our culture and common life styles. (60-4)
Thirty-seven percent of the people, in their responses to Question Four (What are the foundational issues present that either foster acceptance or lead to resistance to the incorporation of spiritual practices in church organizations?), cited the tension between the more business-like approach and the more spiritual approach. “ . . . it seemed to me that in the smaller board or committee meetings the members were always in a hurry to get things done. Incorporating spiritual practices seemed to them to be time-consuming. The lay leaders of these groups were active in the business world where meetings were held to make quick decisions, and this attitude carried over into their leadership of church meetings.” (18-4)
The Desire for Something More

Participants also expressed a deep desire for something more. They are not focused on shortcomings of the existing system; they simply seek to know and do the will of God and to experience in corporate life what they cherish in their personal lives. Their responses emphasized the desire to simply know the will of God. They spoke of the dream of something more than what the current system offers and the desire to help the people of their congregation or group to grow spiritually both personally and corporately. Thirty-five percent of the responses to Question One (What has drawn you toward the desire to incorporate spiritual practices into church organizational settings?) spoke to the clear desire for something more.

When a group has incorporated a willingness to set aside their personal agendas and be open to the Holy Spirit in their decision making, I have seen amazing results: deeper understanding of one another, better decisions based on new insights, a sense of the gift of God’s presence and direction, transformation of hearts and minds, and healing.  These results, as well as my sense that it is more faithful to God for church organizations to incorporate prayer, Bible study, and attentive listening, have led me to be passionate about encouraging the use of spiritual practices. (50-1)

 Some were motivated by their participation in a workshop or experience that opened them to the possibility of something other than what they had experienced. Like many they had simply not connected spirituality and church governance and administration.
As I was nearing retirement I began to reflect on how much things had changed since I began my ministry some 40 years earlier. Many things had changed, but one thing that had not changed was the way church meetings were conducted. These meetings were something people “endured” rather than “looked forward to”, and about that time I picked up an article that talked about a project that Chuck Olson was starting on how to incorporate spiritual practices into church meetings . . . I made an appointment to meet him, and when he said he was looking for congregations in which to try out his model I volunteered the congregation I was serving . . . (18-1)

One story is especially illustrative of the journeys that many have taken as they sought to satisfy the hunger for something more.
It was in my 40’s that I realized I needed some help, asked a person from the Church of the Saviour to be a spiritual director (by mail). That was unsatisfactory, but I found a Roman Catholic Spiritual Director who took me through the Ignatian Exercises in a year. That made lots of sense. I took time, I learned to read scripture with my imagination, learned to be honest, to have dialogue, to listen. I tried to convey this to my congregation, and it didn't work. Then I found that General Theological Seminary had a four-year program to become a director, and that was wonderful.
But how help the congregation? I tried all sorts of canned programs––Lay Witness Mission, taking people to charismatic meetings, doing healing prayer, bringing in experts for weekends, and nothing much helped.
I went to a big church that hired me to be the Pastor for Spiritual Formation, and tried out all the clever things I had learned at General. 5% responded, and several became spiritual directors. 
I left, gave up, and went to a little church (15) while teaching at seminary and leading clergy groups and starting one on one spiritual direction. The little church grew, I asked questions about God and the Spirit, and the whole congregation became more open to the Spirit. I write two books about this. I learned the power of story telling, asking questions, and situating formation in the community.” (1-1)  

Tradition and Culture Are Important

Respondents listed a variety of issues that point up the importance of congregational and denominational tradition and culture. Thirty-one percent of the responses to Question Four (What are the foundational issues present that either foster acceptance or lead to resistance to the incorporation of spiritual practices in church organizations?) address one or more of these dimensions. The following quotes illustrate how participants view the role of tradition and culture in the their tradition and others.
I was always frustrated that board meetings, Lutherans call them council meetings, were organized by secular and business standards though they were supposed to be the body that directed the spiritual work of the church. It was a dichotomy that always bothered me, since we could discuss money and building problems but anything spiritual was left up to me the pastor.  I used to joke that I was the only “paid Christian” in the place trying to get them to think about their responsibility as Christians. (11-1)  
I believe there has been and currently is a lot humanism and intellectualism in the Episcopal Church and this leads to resistance to the incorporation of spiritual practices.  I also believe people are hungry for a spiritual dimension in their lives. (149-4)

One foundational issue that influences acceptance is denominational affiliation.  Quakers do it better than Methodists.  Another is the history of the organization.  Has it had problems in the past and what was the nature of the problems?  Another are the nature and the beliefs of the current leadership.  Do they think they are running a business or do they think they are doing the work of God? (195-4)

The second is tradition.  Some congregations have a history of all meetings being very business like.  In those churches it will be difficult to transition to incorporating more spiritual practices.  Other congregations, though, have a history of doing things in a more meditative, reflective way.  These churches are quite open to the incorporation of spiritual practices. (152-4)

I would think that whether or not you are in a tradition that has a rich history of spiritual practices would help determine how open you would be.  For example, I would conjecture that Roman Catholics are more open to the possibility of working with a spiritual director than would be Southern Baptists. (124-4)

Within my tradition of United Methodism, it seems we could use a good, healthy look at our history. Methodism was formed out of spiritual formation questions between Charles and John Wesley. If this is not a high value with the top leadership, clergy and laity, then a culture of spiritual practices will, in my opinion, never produce evidence of this desire. Limitations are numerous; they are legion. First, most protestants do not have the history and language to naturally embrace spiritual direction like our Roman Catholic sisters and brothers do. Secondly, there may be a fundamental resistance to anything that seems too Roman Catholic, or too mystical . . . There is a theology that supports the idea that the church ought to be solely about converting and that is it. (107-5)

While important, none of these are deterministic. The desire for the incorporation of spiritual practices transcends congregation and denomination. The real texture around traditional and culture emerges in the responses to Question Three outlined below.

Factors Affecting Openness and Resistance 

The roots of openness and resistance to the incorporation of spiritual practices extend beyond the traditions of the congregation and denomination. Participants cited thirteen different types of groups where they had experienced openness to the integration of spiritual practices. These included: Sunday worship experiences, large and small groups in judicatory and congregation settings, judicatory staffs and task forces, congregations meetings, business meetings, envisioning and planning groups, search processes, youth, congregation governing bodies, women’s groups, women religious, and seminary students. They also cited seven types of groups where they had experienced resistance. They were: large groups, congregations, church councils, “every” governing body, judicatories, and seminary administrations. Participants clearly felt that while there may be some difference in openness or resistance in specific organizational settings, the real determinants lay beyond in the leadership, the people, the climate, the tradition, the preparation, the time, and the task. In general, the more emphasis on mission and formation, the more likely spiritual practices will be accepted; the more the group is rooted in a tradition and focused on managing finances, building, and programs the more likely spiritual practices will be resisted. 

Participants cited the following as factors that helped create an openness to the introduction of spiritual practices. 

• A capacity for trust and intimacy, 

• A spirit of hospitality,

• An emphasis on visioning, 

• A concern for important life issues and healing,

• A sense of importance to the work of the church,

• A recognition that what the group has been doing is not working and options appear to be limited), 

• A culture of learning, 

• A strong leadership core focused on spiritual formation. 

One participant stated, “There is openness at every level in every place if you give it time and work to develop the climate in advance. Developing a culture of learning is important” (58-3). Another reported,  “My experience has been that larger administrative gatherings are more likely to include spiritual practices than smaller ones.  I think that part of this is that the larger meetings often involve more preplanning and may be better organized.” (39-3) 

Participants cited the following as other factors affecting resistance to the introduction of spiritual practices:  

• The principal focus is on material and programmatic issues,

• There are personal agendas and close-mindedness to anything else.

• There are prescribed ways and traditions for how things are to be done,

• The view of ministry is relatively narrow or is focused on social activity,

• The people are cool toward one another and unsure about community, 

• Spirituality is seen as a gimmick, a fad, or equated to the charismatic movement, 

• The group is adverse to risk or fearful of loss.

One participant believes, “People who are in areas of leadership where their “business” experience is used in the leadership (such as finance, trustee, council chair, etc.) resist it because they feel inadequate to be able to lead in this area.” (92-3) Another observes, “I find the most resistance in places where persons have become polarized and almost frozen in their positions on an issue, or are desirous for their own agenda/side to be victorious on a given issue.” (50-3) Yet another states, “Churches with the most resistance are those who confine talk of faith to worship and Sunday School, who have leaders who don’t see themselves as spiritual leaders, who don’t understand the importance of trust and who have not explored their images for God.” (104-3) 
Leaders of judicatories such as district superintendents, pastors of large congregations, and bishops sometimes have resistance. By the time they arrive at these career levels they usually hold different values of leadership than are featured in prayerful discernment. They were not equipped by their seminary educations to function comfortably in prayerful discernment. They were taught that power in leadership comes by being in control––and “being in the Holy Spirit” means that another is in control. They sometimes have positions to protect. (163-3)  

Careful Planning of Work and Continuing Evaluation are Necessary 

Participants believe that issues must be better formulated and more deeply thought and prayed through before being taken to governing boards. One person cited, “Constant prayer. I have found that developing agendas in a manner following the worship order and also to have theological rationale with items and asking others to develop theological rationale for their work has been helpful.” (108-5) Another stated, “The pastor’s own vision of Jesus as head of the church and the church board is essential.  His perceived need to be ‘in control’ of time and topic issues limits growth of this culture.  His hard work to prepare the decision makers to understand all the issues prior to the meeting opens the way for adequate time for the informal interjection of prayers, hymns and stories.” (225-5) Participants believe that more time needs to be spent on fewer more important issues. Note the degree of intentionality and preparation in the following: 

Good materials are essential. We found that having a “mentor” who helps the church organization develop and continue their spiritual practices is helpful. We insisted that prayer at meetings, for example, not be “bookend” prayer, but be an essential part of the dialogue. We made it a point to work with council chairpersons so that they in turn would be better dialogue leaders and be more open to spiritual practices. We planned days when these parish leaders could gather and learn from one another on all aspects of leadership, including spirituality. We encouraged prayerful discernment of leadership rather than popular elections, and this concept has really taken hold . . . We also encouraged rotation of prayer leadership at meetings and incorporation of the “parish story” into group discussion. Sometimes those who were most reluctant to lead prayer were also the most creative! (192-5)

A deeper understanding and appreciation of one another and differing giftedness is also critical. Deliberative governing boards need to move more toward something like a covenant community. Participants emphasized the need for quality spiritual formation programs, including the preparation for continual turnover among leadership. Participants also stressed the importance of continually and carefully linking the process of integrating spiritual disciplines with the spiritual traditions of the congregation and denomination. “In order to sustain the culture there must be ongoing conversation about why and how these practices are done. The leadership must model them. They need to take precedence over the ‘real’ work of the organization. Spiritual practices are easily lost when time is short and/or some issues seem to need emergency attention.” (195-5) Respondents also cited the need for more listening and discernment and the importance of continual evaluation, reflection, celebration, and encouragement. 

Congregational Health Is Important

Congregational health was not frequently mentioned, yet it lies just below the surface in many comments such as those listed above under resistance. The capacity for trust, community, patience, and the desire to know the heart of God are solid indicators of health. “I believe the most foundational issue is relational trust.  Unless you trust that the others involved in the process with you have your life and faith at heart, it is difficult to be vulnerable enough to engage in any significant spiritual practice.” (124-4) One participant addressed the health issue as follows, “The first is health.  Healthy congregations will be more spiritually focused and foster more spiritual practices in the life of the congregation.  Unhealthy congregations, congregations experiencing high levels of anxiety, are focused on reducing anxiety; so they are impatient and want quick fixes, which results in diminishing the importance of spiritual practices.” (152-4)

Contemporary Movements

Participants report a wide variety of movements in the contemporary church landscape in response to Question Six (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?). The emerging picture is one of many plants sprouting all over. The heavy feet of the institution grounded in business practices, parliamentary procedure, a view of ministry focused on the organization, and conservative/liberal struggles for power quickly trample many; while the climate of self-interest, resistance to change, and desire for control stifles others. 

The mainline denominations are increasingly polarized between liberals and conservatives and those caught in the middle.  In the PC (USA) the issue of ordination of homosexuals has intensified that polarization.  Evangelicals have laid claim to Biblical truth, and liberals find it difficult to reclaim the Scriptures as they interpret them.  Biblical interpretation surely divides us, and makes even Bible study difficult in some situations.  The “Peace Unity and Purity Report” has served to divide us rather than unify us, in spite of the fact that it was crafted by a group well balanced between liberals and conservatives.  Finally, money and the lack of it at all denominational levels is a big factor.  Survival is the mode we are in at the present. (54-6)

As I learn of the trends toward member loss in mainline churches it seems that changes must be made.  People no longer have a sense of “duty” that forces them to do what authority figures tell them they “should” do.  People want to do those things that give them a sense of fulfillment, a sense that they are doing the things that God calls them to do. (39-6)

My hope is that those coming along, more likely to be without the straitjackets of patriarchal culture—and who do seem to be more communally at ease, from my observations—are being formed by the spirit of God to discern ways of justness and fairness and faithfulness that will color the church.  I am confident that this is happening. The new forms of church already are appearing; they are still under the radar screen for most of us. (151-7)

In the Asian Catholic Church, they are moving toward a new model of decision-making, which involves dialogue with the poor, with other cultures and other faith traditions. I think this is definitely the way of the future, although whether other mainline churches will follow, I am uncertain. Multiculturalism may very well push us toward more openness. (192-6)
The responses to Questions Six, Eight, and Nine suggest that new life rooted in the search for a deeper listening to God continues to emerge (See Appendix E). It can be found in committees and boards in mainline Protestant churches, judicatories, and denominations, Roman Catholic parishes, independent evangelical churches, international ecumenical church organizations, classrooms, religious communities, spiritually oriented non-profits, and para-church groups. Even the for-profit and not-for-profit corporations and their leadership development programs show signs of a longing for something more. Wherever people hunger to better understand the will of God, or simply for wholeness and meaning in work, and recognize that there can be something more; there is life.

Joys, Disappointments and Dreams

The people participating in this survey are overwhelmingly committed to the growth and development of others and the emergence of the church as an institution committed to discerning and living out God’s invitation in the day-to-day. Question Seven asked, “What heartaches and disappointments have you experienced? What are your hopes and dreams”? Many stories of joy are shared. None speak of organizational growth, building, finances, social ministry, or personal accomplishments. The theme, instead, is the joy of seeing people “getting it.” Phrases such as: “finding a sense of completeness,” “feeling a deeper integration of mind and heart,” “people previously unheard now speaking,” “experiencing prayer,” “working with clergy who understand,” “witnessing others adopt and repeat practices, language, and ideas,” and “when changes stick” abound. Participants have something special that they want to give away. They find deep joy when people respond and deep disappointment when they do not. There is heartbreak and rejection in phrases such as: “when the leadership allows the work that has been done to go untended or they dismantle it,” “when the dominant culture of parliamentary argument has been reintroduced how quickly people return to the old way of doing things,” “when discernment becomes a bad word,” “when groups have too little time to get done what needs to be done,” “when people see their work as a drag and do not devote the time to an issue that is necessary to fully understand and work through critical issues,” “when clergy opt for just getting the business done, so few clergy understand,” “playing politics and control by both liberals and fundamentalists,” “when congregations choose to go their own way leaving God out,” and “when people confuse the voices of their egos with the voice of the Spirit.” It is interesting that the joys reported by participants are, for the most part, rooted in personal relationships and disappointments in corporate settings. Some additional quotes illustrate the joys and disappointments participants report. 

My greatest spiritual rejoicing has come when I see persons make huge steps in spiritual maturation by inclusion in a vital small group setting.  Confidence, willingness to be labeled as Christian, and growing leading strivings flow from this experience.  My disappointments come when I encounter so many persons who are unwilling to expend the commitment and energy to place themselves in a consistent accountable spiritual experience.  They view it as too much of an investment.  They are correct.  Unless you are willing to give it all to Christ, then a partial offering will always be incomplete. (211-7)

The joys are mostly in seeing individuals and groups come alive in a holistic spirituality—there is nothing better than when someone finally experiences and grasps (as much as is possible) the heart knowledge of God’s unconditional love.  It is then when barriers fall away.  What is often most disappointing is the permeation of church by culture which inoculates individuals and churches against the radical nature of Jesus work—and the possibility of true transformation and healing.  And the church has been so professionalized.  Everything has to be graphed out and formulated, there is little organic left to grow, just as in the larger world.  (Actually some of the work of the Natural Church Development movement is helpful.)  I am often unsure if I want to continue to work with the established church.  My hopes and dreams are for the healing of the world, which I believe is God’s dream.  I try to allow God to heal in and through me. (14-8)

There have been times when I have been a part of committee meetings when effective periods of meditation have led to very productive involvements.  During my 5-year tenure as chair of the Spiritual Formation Committee of my conference we did include times of meditation and devotion in almost all our meetings.  When leaders of our conference gathered for meetings, very effective periods of devotion were always included.  My heartaches and disappointments have been particularly in regard to my local congregation.   After my trip to Heartlands I was very excited about the possibilities for discernment.  I gave copies of our handouts to my pastor and offered to discuss them with him.  I loaned Chuck Olsen’s book to one of the associate pastors.  Nothing happened.  Several years later our church was faced with the need for more space in our crowded downtown location.  I wrote letters to the pastors and all the members of the building committee proposing that we hire Chuck Olsen and Danny Morris to lead our church in a discernment process to learn God’s will for our congregation.  A few people told me that my ideas were “interesting”, several were condescending and most of the people ignored my suggestions.  Instead, a professional video was developed and small groups were set up to sell the idea of a “regional church” on the outskirts of town.  The vote to build the big cathedral was a large majority but many people either decided that voting was futile or that they were going to go to another church anyway.  The new church is beautiful but we are heavily in debt and the new building still does not meet our needs.  I feel that if we had gone through the discernment process so that all opinions could have been heard, far fewer mistakes would have been made and people would be much more willing to pay off the debt.  My hopes and dreams are that a time will come when church meetings will be times of listening to God and to each other. (39-7)

I have enjoyed watching (and being part of) the transformation of a congregation because the leaders of that congregation (including me) became reoriented to themselves, one another and the congregation's organizational system through the integration of spiritual practices into the life of the congregation's board of elders.  I was en-joyed when I heard the lay leaders explain the organization's core values to new leaders with passion and commitment . . . and with an invitation to the journey.   I am always saddened when I find my colleagues (both clergy and lay leaders) opting for the efficiency of 'getting business done quickly' over the effectiveness of engaging ourselves with our 'proper' business as the church. (21-7)

The dreams reported by participants focus on the institution. They dream of: “institutional life becoming more life giving,” “more leaders understanding the value of facing major issues in a different way,” “denominations moving from seeking operational managers to spiritual leaders,” “the time when we will all be open to God, to recognize Christ as the living head and become a church that takes pleasure in seeking God’s guidance,” and “seeing the culture of communities of faith change through the training of pastoral leadership.” Amidst this are also some personal dreams for developing specific ministries and being more effective in modeling their own advocacy and integrity. 

My hope is that those coming along, more likely to be without the straitjackets of patriarchal culture—and who do seem to be more communally at ease, from my observations—are being formed by the spirit of God to discern ways of justness and fairness and faithfulness that will color the church.  I am confident that this is happening.  The new forms of church already are appearing; they are still under the radar screen for most of us. (191-7)

Hopes and Dreams - I hope to develop these practices more and more in my own life, and to do some more retreats related to them.  I would love to do leadership for churches needing this kind of help or resources. (227-7)

HOPES:  I dream of churches seeing the whole of their life as concern with spirituality, a time in which finance committees will plumb the depths of their spiritual calling, when deacons will do their business not with a quick prayer in the beginning, but the whole meeting will be a prayer of which each one is conscious. (111-7)

I think the joys have been more personal ones than communal ones.  It’s helped me, at least temporarily, re-center my own prayer life. I think the heartache has been a disappointment in my self to be able to successfully present the concepts of Worshipful Work in a way that empowers or excites various committees enough to adapt it as a practice.  I think my hope/dream may be that I’ll be able to gather the courage (I cannot think of a more appropriate word) to successfully encourage deeper involvement of the various committees I staff in my current setting. (52-7)

I always found it a joy to work with parish leaders and introduce them to these ideas––I still do it with my own parish. My disappointments would probably be that the Church is still a "sleeping giant" which has not advanced enough spiritually to take on the urgent, critical issues of our times. My hope would be that they would rise up and take up these issues and be the leaders in resolving them. I don't see it happening in general among any of the church organizations, except possibly Sojourners. Some of the websites give me reason for new hope, however. (192-7)

There is More

Not everyone participating in this study is fully committed to introducing the spiritual practices as defined for this survey (e.g. reflection, prayer, story telling, biblical/theological reflection, silence, yielding, visioning, and evaluating). All would agree the focus ought to be carrying out God’s will. The question is how to best embark on that task. As noted in Chapter Four there is a likely bias in the population surveyed toward spiritual and away from the more business related style. Clearly the latter dominates the contemporary world of the North American church, but is underrepresented in this research. The two responses listed below therefore offer important insights. The first suggests that practice of using Spiritual disciplines as defined may not work as desired. The second speaks to finding what works for a group at a specific point in time faced with a specific issue especially when the group is not familiar with or naturally inclined toward the spiritual practices listed above. A third quote captures an important perspective and celebrates the opportunity to draw the best from the world of the business/parliamentary model and the world of spiritual disciplines.  “I hope the church can realize the awesome gift we have as a ‘business’ able to use spiritual practices to guide and direct our decision making.”(227-6)  
 Quite honestly, I have probably not been so committed to formalizing this process that I have encountered emotions as strong as indicated in this question. I have often found the process satisfying, and I have often been disappointed when it hasn’t netted results that are significantly different or timely. The judicatory for which I work has had one team that has functioned almost entirely from the perspective of a model of worshipful work. The people on the team have a strong sense of relationship with each other, feel a bond of mutuality in terms of the task, and most report a sense of real satisfaction in working with each other and participating in meetings. However, the team has completed very little work. Perhaps this points to a barrier not mentioned above. The team is composed of people from across the state. That means is meets very infrequently—three or four times a year. Location and attachment to one another and frequency of meetings can become barriers to maintaining the process. (46-7)
What I THINK the problem is that I don't think about what I do as including 'spiritual' and 'non-spiritual' dimensions.   I may well spend a whole weekend with a congregation and not be conscious of doing ANY of what you define as 'spiritual practices' in any conscious way.   I'm very likely, if I think it fits where the group is, to suggest the use of a 'time line.'   Is that 'story telling' in your definition?   Or is it 'reflection'?  Or I might well––if they are 'stuck' in past failures or trauma––pull out an exercise in which they dream about potential futures they might seek.  Is that 'visioning'?  Or 'prayer' (often I do that to help them 'confess' and find 'absolution')? 

What I do is hard-nosed design. I try to figure out where they are and what will help them move on from there. I don't have a list of spiritual practices I plan to use. I have all sorts of thoughts and designs to help them locate themselves, develop deeper relationships with each other, and find out where they need to be going. 

Three things I have in the back of my mind to bring in if it's possible to shoe-horn them into the meeting: 1) Significant time for participants to spend in dialogue; 2) Occasional (often as the day begins) small-group Bible study; 3) If possible, and if it isn't too strange to the group I'm working with, a closing eucharist. Aside from that, I don't plan to use any particular practices. Instead, I KNOW about those practices, and I respond to the life of the group as it goes.

I do all this because in my gut I think EVERYTHING we are doing is spiritual practice. Discussing 'screw-ups' the congregation experienced?  We're working on confession and absolution. Discussing budget problems?  We are grappling with the incarnation of the community––the 'flesh' on the 'body.' Talking about how the community has changed?  We're on the edge of prophetic discernment.  Worrying about the lack of volunteers and leaders?  We're talking about what it means to be called and to call others.  Trying to figure out a plan for the next decade?  We're asking what God is calling the congregation to become. (157 Preface)

Shadow Side

One of the participant responses opened the issue of the “shadow side.” Her point has sufficient importance to merit inclusion and explanation.  The “shadow side” is that part of people that is typically denied or neglected. It is the part of a person or organization, which is rejected or repressed in order to maintain a more idealized image of what the person of organization would like to be. It is the darker side, or perhaps the blind side. Richard Rohr defines it in these terms:  “We need to look for what we dismiss and what we disdain. Look at what we’ve spent our whole life avoiding. We don’t want to look unsuccessful. That’s our shadow. If we fear looking weak, that is our shadow.” 
 
However, the One who meets us where we are won't leave us there. As we continue in spiritual practice, we are beckoned out beyond our habitual comfort zones into the refiner's fire of our ongoing conversion and repentance so that, in the words of Mary Ann, we grow to see as God sees. I call it the slow conversion of eyes. As grace begins its long slow work in us, shadow pieces pop out much the same way the unclean spirits were outed by Jesus' presence.  Multiply that by a community engaging depth long-term practice together, and it's guaranteed that human relationships will get messy and structures will be challenged.

In psychological terms it's a dis-integration in the service of a fuller integration of the claims of God upon every aspect of our lives. It's when we begin to lose our life––including the sense of self and God and others and the world as we've known them. We also see ourselves more truly and even though it's with eyes of love, there is a stripping and pain about this seeing and these losses that brings much grief. 

There are many reasons people come to church that won't survive this engagement with the shadow and the grief work it brings.  It's at this point when many say 'forget it,' and may even turn with mistrust upon the practices that seem to have made things 'worse' rather than the 'better' or 'nicer' they hoped for and expected.

Again, I think information and modeling about the journey can help, lest people think they're going crazy or 'doing something wrong.'  And it's a big dose of grace and mystery as to who continues and who turns away. If we keep going, the next phase is the missioning movement as those who have been purified and strengthened in the fires bring the gifts that emerge back into world and community. We go as people of a different realm into a world that does not speak the same language, and so it means “bearing the social cost of our conversion.” (140-Addendum to Question 8)

Spiritual Struggle

As the preceding suggests, there is a spiritual struggle in progress. Participants struggle with the governance model of the institution that emphasizes dominance and control, majority rule, and focuses on the material dimensions of the church. They struggle with their own spiritual practices, with frustration, dryness, and disappointment. They struggle with congregational and denominational leaders who appear to be bound to the tyranny of the system. These are people who labor within a context that they view largely blind to the Spirit, and they feel like they are suffocating. They are drawn on by their sense of call, compassion, and a belief that the church can be more life giving. They struggle with the corporate dimensions of church. Some have, at one time or another been seduced by the lure of success in institutional roles, budgets, attendance, buildings, and programs. All have served the institutional church in many roles for many years. Theirs’ is not an idealism envisioned from the outside, but a yearning forged in years of faithful service. Some have continued within the institutional church working hard to bring changes to their culture. Some have found their call in small groups, new churches, dying churches––places where the people were willing to see anew because nothing else works. Some have been grown tired and simply stepped away to focus on one-on-one care and healing. Taken together their stories offer insight into a critical tension in mainline denominational life. Is the church primarily an institution seeking to survive and thrive or is it the body of Christ seeking to discern and live out its call; is it both and even more? There is clear desire to minimize the fighting that seems to characterize church and denominational groups focused on control in the name of piety, understanding of purity, coping with change, and personal preference. All sense a lack of spirituality within the church and yearn for change in climate that desires to discern God’s voice among the milieu of competing voices both within and without that fill the settings in which church boards seek to work. Those who continue to thrive are those more attuned to the world of structure, organized activity toward a task, and administration. The statements below are typical:

My own spiritual life was suffering from the dissonance of trying to live as God’s person within an organization that was living according to the worst of the world’s dysfunctions. It was as much to save my own life as it was to serve my organization that I sought to lead it toward Worshipful Work. (94-2)

After crying for a day, I actually felt an enormous sense of deliverance. (Yes, that’s the word).  Almost like “Let the institution go. The present form needs to die. Go where I send you and leave the rest up to me.”  So that’s where I am/we are at the moment. (140-7)

 At the current time, I am struggling a good bit with my own spiritual practices.  The public face of Christianity is so sectarian, so reactionary and so “hijacked” by “sisters and brothers” of a particularly repugnant political persuasion that it bears almost no resemblance to the faith that I find in Jesus of Nazareth.  For this reason I have found myself apologizing, keeping my head down and very reluctant even to identify myself as a Christian publicly (while not denying it when asked.)  This is a curious place for me to be, who was confirmed with the verse from Romans “For I am not ashamed of the power of the Gospel, for it is salvation to the Jew and the Greek.”  Romans 1:16. (61-2)

In addition, I’ve found resistance to the claims of the Gospel by those who occupy seats of authority and power in the judicatories of my church, and even hostility to attempts to implement them.  While this is not surprising, it has been very disheartening and discouraging. (61-2)

Where are the Stories of Success?

The responses to Question Nine (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.) and the second part of Question Eight (What wisdom would you pass on to someone seeking to introduce spiritual practices into their organization? What resources would you recommend?) offer yet another look at the integration of spiritual practices within the larger church community visible to the people responding to this survey. Once again the picture is one of many efforts in many parts and many levels of the church. The responses suggest a movement of one committee, one board, one congregation, or one judicatory at a time; each setting out to discover a different way of being the body of Christ together. Some participants have long lists; other participants have one or two; twenty-five say that they cannot name any. There are no denominational initiatives in evidence nor does there appear to be much use of denominational resources. People and groups are seeking out and discovering what works for them in their context; often alone. What is common is the desire to discern and live out God’s desires within community. A complete list of the books; resources; people, churches and church organizations, websites, other organizations, and authors listed by participants is at Appendix E.
Wisdom To Pass On

The wisdom contained in the aggregate of responses serves as both a compass heading and a map for others feeling led to seek to integrate spiritual practices into a church organizational setting. What ever is undertaken must be rooted in God and in the personal spiritual life and practices of the person/persons seeking the change. Ultimately it is the Spirit’s work. Support and spiritual companionships in a web of relationships that transcends denominational bounds is important. Participants in this study caution that the desire for control, predictability, conformity, security, and to minimize risk within our churches is strong and that any approach must draw a connection to historic piety and spirituality within the tradition and clearly establish the Biblical foundation. They caution that the journey not be taken alone; it must proceed within community. Taken together, participant responses suggest a measured, well-planned, carefully focused approach that is sensitive to the task at hand, the organizational setting, the people involved, and their expectations and traditions. They emphasize that it can be a long slow process requiring extended development, deep listening, persistence, skill, and openness to others especially those who appear to be opponents. Trust and authenticity are critical, as is prayer in all things. Participants also emphasize the circular, continuing nature of the process versus the sequential and linear. Several stressed the need to involve all the senses and to invite people beyond the intellect and into “heart” and wholeness. A more detailed list of the wisdom distilled from participants is at Appendix F.
It requires both clergy and lay leadership who have the vision for boards guided by spiritual principles, knowledge of ways this can be expressed, skill in utilizing these practices, and persistence to recommit to this way when things start drifting back toward traditional ways.

 It takes recognition, naming, and celebrating how this commitment has blessed both the individuals involved and the church or religious organization served. (175-5)

Training the next generation of leaders is key. If the expectation on the part of the organization is that people will offer leadership that incorporates the disciplines of the faith and if they are “shown” how this practice can work, and if they are empowered with resources and support, worship-ful work and making decisions through discernment can work and become the norm. (2-5)

Expect support from those who are tired with old ways and those who have a bigger vision for the organization's mission; cultivate these individuals and encourage new (parallel) spiritual practices in their own personal lives; celebrate the small successes (in the organization's spiritual life and in the lives of the individuals).  Expect resistance from those who are uncertain about the changes; cultivate those individuals for the learnings they have to offer (namely, where attempts to introduce new spiritual practices are not meeting their needs or their perceived needs of the organization); celebrate their attempts to stay connected in the midst of changes they find difficult to fully embrace. (21-8)

� Richard Rohr, A Guide to Prayer for All Who Seek God, Norman Shawchuck and Ruben P. Job ed. (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2003), 188.
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