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INTRODUCTION

The way the early disciples lived mystified people around them because the disciples seemed to live in another world. The principles that guided them clearly differed from those that guided others. They practiced a way of life both beautiful and mysterious. Their lives made sense only if one knew that they were living by the power and guidance of God. Their lives were governed by the reign of God and not by the press politics or the call of culture. They were different because they chose to live their lives in obedience to and in the presence of God. Their radical love for God and neighbor resulted in dramatic actions that perplexed all who observed them. 
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Followers of Jesus are called to live that same life today. It is a life that mystifies those around, a life that seeks to model a radically different way to be in the world, not as a way of achieving power and acceptance but in response to the love of God. The focus of this research project is on church governing boards and the efforts of seventy-eight men and women from nineteen different denominations in twenty-seven states to integrate spirituality into existing governance and administrative practices and what they learned in the process.

Governing boards are challenged in two ways. The first is the commitment to align their will with God’s; God’s will, nothing more, nothing less, and nothing else. The deep desire to know and do God’s invitation must precede all else. Without this desire there is no difference between what goes on in the church boardroom and what goes on in the corporate boardroom; both are the products of human vision and ambition. The second is the philosophy and processes followed by governing boards. Karen Marie Yust, John Ackerman, Mary Benet McKinney, Charles Olsen, Jill Tabart, and others argue that the processes typically used by boards limit their ability to hear God, especially as a group. They maintain that in order to hear, people must rely more on being versus doing, consensus, communal discernment, story, prayer, the inclusion of all people, and biblical/theological reflection. 

As outlined in Chapter Three, the church has been dominated by a culture of administration and hierarchy since it became “Romanized” in the fourth century. Over the years, European monarchy, canon law, parliamentary law, science, and contemporary business enterprise experiences have been layered on and the culture of administration and hierarchy continually reinforced. The result is that other ways of thinking have been marginalized or completely excluded and the opportunity for true dialogue among different people severely limited. This situation is not unique to the church. Today the literature aimed at the world of institutional leadership is rich in wisdom aimed at opening the world of work to spirituality, much of it rooted in Eastern and Native American practice. Chapter Three outlines a theology of church based in historic models that emphasizes the servant role and the image of the “Body of Christ.” The Biblical foundations section focuses on the servant role and the image of body plus the Genesis 1 call to be stewards of God’s creation. Chapter Three also includes an outline of the relevant history of governance and administration and the parallel development of spirituality in the Western church. These materials offer a compelling image of the whole as servant committed to following God’s will in the creation and development of the world. Chapter Two offers an overview of learnings about social structures, leadership, the nature of work, and corporate consensus and corporate discernment emerging around the American church from the worlds of business, medicine, education, and science. Pertinent insights from the book, A Spiritual Audit of Corporate America, are also included. 

The conviction that undergirds this research is that there are some fundamental changes that must take place in contemporary American church governance and administration if it is to take seriously God’s initial call to care for and develop this created world and live the Gospel message into being. The author’s passion for the church in the world, for seeing things whole, for spiritual practices that nurture a deepening attention to God and the world, plus his personal experience in leadership development and church governance converge in this project. Chapter One highlights this story.

The readings, experiences, conversations, and research all warn that this is not an easy journey. The governing structures of the church are strong and deeply entrenched as is the consumer-driven, self-indulgent, economic model that undergirds American culture. This author has no great expectations that this work will bring about the potential that beckons.  Perhaps some light may emerge, however, that will help others continue to seek to move the focus of the church from itself and those who worship in it toward a servant model focused on restoration of the wholeness of creation. While the road is challenging, some might say impossible, there are many people who hunger for change. The potential is present, the awareness of need is murky and diffused, and the whole idea may easily become bogged down in the staggering thought of change. Yet there is restlessness and movement all around to begin, and there is much fertile soil. It all starts with one governing board leading one congregation toward deciding, one day at a time, to be still and listen to God together and then act decisively. 

The church needs to listen again to the Christmas story and hear more than the warmth of the oft-repeated words from Isaiah to announce the Savior’s birth.  It needs to take seriously, “the government will be on his shoulders.” The weariness people feel may be because they place the burden of government upon their shoulders. If this servant Jesus is indeed the  “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” so joyously proclaimed, then ought not His voice be the one sought in the church’s governing forums? It also seems clear that if the objectives of this governance are “peace,” “justice,” “righteousness,” then the spread of these attitudes and behaviors ought be every church’s paramount concern.
 For to us a child is born,

to us a son is given,

and the government will be on his shoulders.


And he will be called

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

Of the increase of his government and peace
there will be no end. 


He will reign on David’s throne

and over his kingdom,

establishing and upholding it

with justice and righteousness
from that time on and forever.


The zeal of the LORD Almighty



will accomplish this.  (Is. 9:6-7)

� Unless otherwise noted, all Bible references in this paper are from the New International Version (NIV) (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Bible Publishers, 1978).
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