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(Knowing that there are no “right” answers)
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Outline of Book in Progress

Introduction:  Focused Curiosity
Have you heard—or said—something like this? “As soon as we ------- (call a new pastor, get 
another $5,000 pledged to the budget, plan a great evangelism program, or fill in the blank with 
your own words) everything will be great and we won’t have to keep dealing with change.” We 
have, too. Yet even when the new pastor is called, the money is received, or the program is 
created, new problems arise. We wish that we could promise you solutions for all your problems 
about your church. But we can’t. The pace of change is too rapid in our culture, in technology, in 
world events for quick fixes. To make it more challenging, the specifics of change are 
experienced differently in different congregations. And, don’t we all know it? There is no resting 
place, not for us as individuals, and not for our churches. What we know is that hope comes as 
we ask searching questions that require honest and sometimes painful answers. For those with 
hearts to welcome them, there are hopeful signs of change and creativity in the questions many 
congregations are asking as the pace of change quickens. These questions are not entirely new, 
but are informed by the deep truth of the scripture, and are shaped as well as by the ways the 
people of God have been inspired and led in the past. 

From our observations of congregational life and health, we recommend that congregations 
postpone the “how” questions and instead focus on three types of questions which are best 
asked out of a humble curiosity, not knowing where they may lead.  First are questions about 
what is happening around us right now and what it means—questions about change, identity 
and perspective.  Second are questions about the essential commitments of a Christian 
community—about worship, about right relationships in the community, and about care for 
others.  Third are questions about the elements that maintain a community through the shifts of 
change—structures, leadership, conflict, and sustainability. In our experience pre-packaged 
answers to such searching questions are inadequate. Each congregation is unique and its 
questions are ways for it to work out its own salvation with fear and trembling (Philippians 
2:12).  In this time when old certainties can become constraints that impede growth toward 
flourishing, and new hopes must be offered humbly, there is still reason to trust that God is at 
work in many ways and in many places.  This book is about focused curiosity that helps 
congregations learn to adapt to the challenges of the 21st century. The curious congregations we 
write about in this book inspire hope in us, and, more important, in their members. 
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PART ONE
QUESTIONS ABOUT THREE CHALLENGES THAT FACE CHURCHES

Three particularly challenging issues face congregations. The pressures of change and confusion 
about identity challenge the church to find ways to faithfully adapt their faith and practice for 
themselves, their children, and the communities around them. Along with identity and change, 
congregations are uniquely challenged to see themselves as an interconnected whole instead of 
a fragmented set of parts. These challenges are not new, but they shape the urgent questions of 
our time.    

QUESTION 1    Who are we and what do we need to be to be fully ourselves? 
Primary Question: What is the story that tells who we are in the truest and most hopeful 
sense?

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’ announcement of his mission (what he will do) comes only after the 
confirmation of his identity (who he is) through the birth narrative (Luke 1-2), at the time of his 
baptism (Luke 3:21), in the genealogy (Luke 3:23-38) and through his ability to withstand 
temptations (Luke 4:1-13). Before Jesus ever preaches or announces his mission and purpose, 
we know his identity as God’s beloved with whom God is well pleased (Luke 3:22).  Before 
telling anything at all about what Jesus does, Luke tells the stories of his identity For 
congregations, too, identity shapes mission. In these times of change and confusion, we’ve been 
advising congregations to stop and tune into their deepest and truest sense of who they are
before they try to write or revise that mission statement.  Congregations know who they are by 
listening to the stories they tell about themselves. The best and most deeply true stories are
exciting, hold our attention, and contain twists and turns.   Many churches are tempted to keep 
their stories steady and predictable, without any surprises.  Yet we would quickly lose interest in 
any story, spoken, read, or portrayed on screen that had no tension and change, no thickening 
of the plot. The unrocked boat, the complacent life, the comfortable habit make for boring 
stories.  The congregation that asks open and honest questions about its stories and about 
whether the stories are problem-saturated or full of hope is likely to flourish. Old First Church of 
Dixon had a long and rich history, and they loved to tell the stories of their congregation’s role 
as a voice for justice in Dixon during the turbulent years of the civil rights movement. By the 
early years of the twenty-first century, however, the congregation had almost lost its 
commitment to social justice. A new pastor joined the congregation and helped the 
congregation engage in a process of deep inquiry into their soul. They began to tell their story 
more fully remembering their identity as people committed to justice, as they found new ways 
to do justice with and for the people of Dixon. It is one more chapter in the congregation’s ever-
developing story.

Follow-up question for further reflection: What is the story that is keeping us from being our 
truest and best selves?
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QUESTION 2   What is changing in us and in our environment?
Primary Question: What is changing in us and in our environment that drives our stories?

Change is not an alien concept in the Bible. . Jesus’ very first sermon in Mark’s Gospel was 
clearly about change as he challenged his hearers to repent and get ready for something new 
that was about to happen. The flourishing congregations we know have been able to be flexible, 
creative and faithful enough to ask about changes and hopeful enough to allow themselves to 
be transformed in the process. There is a difference, of course, between change and 
transformation. A congregation needs to ask honest questions about how to address change in 
ways that might lead to transformation. Happily, deep transformation is the work of 
partnership between the Spirit of God and the people of a congregation. Because 
transformation is a partnership, churches have the responsibility to prepare themselves to 
participate with God in it. Like the Justinsburg Church, they do that as they ask themselves what
is happening in the church itself as well as in its neighborhood and the world.  Justinsburg had
faced significant changes in its community and within the congregation, and for a time it 
seemed that the changes would overwhelm the congregation. Yet as they addressed the 
changes honestly found new ways to respond and new ways to tell their story, they created an 
open space for transformation to occur.   

Follow-up question for further reflection: What do we (what do I) need to learn in order to 
meet the challenge of these changes?

QUESTION 3 Are We Seeing Ourselves as an Interconnected Whole?
Primary Question: Do we tend to see our church as a machine or as a garden?

Everything was going so well at Crooked Creek until the “golden agers” Sunday school class 
started complaining about the pastor.  When the question was asked “what’s wrong with them” 
and the answer was that they were just troublemakers, the simple solution seemed to be to get 
rid of them. That question is based on seeing the church as a machine, in which the 
congregation operates like an engine that can be tuned to measurements and can be “fixed” by 
substituting a broken part with a new one. We prefer to ask a different kind of question.  What 
does this set of behaviors on the part of the choir (and the leaders) tell us about the overall 
health and beauty of the congregation? This question is based on seeing the church not as a 
machine but as a garden, in which all the elements have their place. In a garden we know that 
spraying an herbicide in general will not only eliminate the plants we have identified as weeds, 
but it will also harm the other plants we want to flourish and will probably poison the ground. A 
garden is an organic whole, which requires careful and loving tending. It is not so much to be 
“fixed” as appreciated. Any gardener or farmer knows the ongoing relationship with the land 
that requires constant attention to water and nutrients and to the long-term outcomes of that 
attention. So we ask whether the troubling Sunday school class is a “weed” that needs to be 
pulled up and thrown away, or whether it is a signal from the congregation as an organic whole 
that something needs attention. When we ask that kind of question, we recognize that the 
congregation is an interconnected eco-system that strives to balance change and constancy, 
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that wants to be healthy, but sometimes gets out of balance.  There is never a simple solution or 
“right” answer the question of how to keep the garden flourishing into the future. But asking a 
larger, eco-system, garden-brain question is more likely to create conditions for health. 

Follow-up question for further reflection: When problems arise do we try to get rid of them 
like an unwanted machine part or do we treat them as parts of our garden that need special 
tending?

PART TWO
QUESTIONS ABOUT THE THREE ESSENTIAL COMMITMENTS OF FAITHFUL COMMUNITY

The community of God’s people has, from the very beginning, included three essential 
commitments: to faithful worship, to righteousness within community and to justice and 
compassion in responsibility to God’s creation. Over and over again stories from the Bible and 
from our history tell us the deep truth about ourselves as communities of faith. We discover our 
identity as we are formed in and by worship of the Holy One; we seek life-giving community 
with one another as we accept the obligations of right relationships; we accept responsibility to 
and for people beyond our community and for the world God made and loves as we live from 
justice and compassion. 

QUESTION 4  Is Our Worship Authentic and Transformative?
Primary Question: How do we authentically worship in our community? 

Living congregations ask what they need and what they need to offer in worship that will open 
lives to the presence of the Holy. Our observation of the worship practices of thriving churches 
tells us that there is no one right way to worship God. We’ve seen authentic worship in the 
traditional worship of big Sterling Church, in the blend of traditional and newer worship styles at 
Providence, in the jazz service at Canal City, and in the diversity of worship practices at Old First 
of Dixon. Flourishing congregations understand worship as the place and time for the 
community to encounter the Holy and to allow the Holy to transform them. Christian worship 
practices are always being adapted for local needs and customs. At its best, congregational 
worship represents the congregation’s core identity and reflects the congregation’s life and 
variety in its full vitality.

Follow-up questions for further reflection: Is our worship transformative or comforting? Is 
there room for different expressions of faith in our worship? 
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QUESTION 5 Does our Life Together Reflect Our Truest Selves?
Primary Question: What quality of common life binds us as a community?

Each congregation that we have studied has asked whether its life together represents 
faithfulness to God and to each other. As churches respond to that question they have found 
ways to deepen relationships of mutual respect and caring among members.  In order to thrive, 
a church community needs members who practice right relationships with each other through 
mutual caring and fellowship, use traditional practices of the faith, and value good boundaries 
that ensure inclusion and openness. Kingsway Church, with its large cadre of well-educated 
professionals, uses adult education classes as one way to nurture caring relationships, and 
working together in mission trips as another way to build caring and friendships among 
members. Laurel Ridge Church has a shifting kaleidoscope of options that includes, at various 
times, Sunday morning classes, Wednesday evening potluck suppers, church-wide retreats, 
mission trips, small support groups that meet in members’ homes – and members confidently 
expect that there will be a new set of options that will emerge over time 

Follow-up question for further reflection: What Christian Practices help us continue in 
community?

QUESTION 6   Are We a Compassionate Community?
Primary Question: How do we share what we have?
A congregation thrives best when it consistently asks itself whether it is living not only for itself 
but spending its concern and its resources for the sake of others, without expectation of gain. 
Compassion is linked with justice as congregations ask themselves and their communities, “For 
whose sake are we doing this?” First Church of Canal City understands its mission to include 
traditional service activities such as providing food for hungry area residents, hosting special 
events to which all of Canal City is invited, and the intentional practice of praying for the needs 
of people who are not church members. Providence Church takes a different approach, using 
the can-do abilities of members to plan and lead multiple mission trips to the hurricane-ravaged 
Gulf Coast, and to tutor children at risk in a nearby school. Each congregation has answered the 
question of sharing in ways that fit its own sense of mission and their identity in ways that fit its 
own sense of mission and their identity. 

Follow-up question for further reflection: For whose benefit do we share what we have?
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PART THREE
FOUR QUESTIONS ABOUT CONGREGATIONAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Questions about best practices that provide healthy foundations for living congregations.

QUESTION 7  How do we organize ourselves as a faith community?
Primary Question: How do we organize ourselves so that what we do and how we do it fits 
who we are and who God calls us to be? 

Structures are the ways the congregation organizes itself to live out its identity, adapt to change 
and maintain right relationships with each other.  Living congregations ask themselves whether 
the roles, rules and rituals by which they are organized help them stay steady in the stream of 
change and helps avoid attacks and toxic intrusions to its life. On the other hand, they need to 
ask whether their structures are flexible enough to change as needed to be congruent with the 
basic identity of the congregation and the current situation around it. The structures of Crooked
Creek Church had been weakened by a time when they were ignored. Renewing appropriate 
boundaries and other structures strengthened the whole congregation so that began again to 
thrive. Laurel Ridge Church has given careful attention over the past several years to creating 
and maintaining the structures of a strong church board and well-organized and clearly defined 
councils. This structure has been a helpful resource as the congregation faces the change from a 
pastoral to a program-sized congregation.

Follow-up question for further reflection: Are our structures adequate to address the 
challenges of change and identity?

QUESTION 8  How do our Leaders Lead?
Primary Question: What type of leadership best fits our situation, tradition, values and 
challenges? 

Leadership provides both the process and the infrastructure for healthy congregational life.  
Both leaders and members need to ask whether there is a good fit between the ways leaders 
lead and the current needs of the congregation.  Naomi Stephenson knew going into Justinsburg 
that she would need to offer a different kind of leadership than her predecessors. Acting as a 
collaborative flexible, learning leader who cares deeply for the members helped her to build 
solid pastoral relationships with the leaders and members of the congregation. She continually 
reminds herself that she is there, not to find comfort and affirmation for herself, but to help the 
congregation see beyond the habits and patterns of their past that were inhibiting their ability 
to move into the future.  Sonny Donaldson is another competent leader. His relaxed and easy-
going manner as he leads worship or greets the members before and after worship, is the visible 
expression of his significant pastoral gifts and his willingness to do the hard work it takes to be a 
capable and effective pastor. Paul Rollins is another highly competent leader who adds energy 
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to a congregation. Responding to his energy, members have conceived of a series of new events 
to welcomed neighbors into the church. Events such as Bethlehem Night during Advent and a 
Bicycle Rodeo for neighborhood kids, combined with Paul’s weekly radio program have opened 
the eyes of the community to the presence of First Church of Canal City.

Follow-up question for further reflection: How can our leaders utilize all the resources of the 
congregation to meet the challenges of our story?

QUESTION 9 Have We Learned to Handle Conflict?
Primary Question:  Can we handle differences and tensions with love and respect?  

Living congregations ask what they need to learn in times of conflict rather than seeking ways to 
avoid the pain of conflict. Living congregations face differences among members with a 
conviction that when hot words and cold shoulders are frequently experienced, there is hope to 
be found in conflict. Thriving congregations know that God moves in the unexpected ways, even 
in church fights, to bring greater health and wholeness and deeper faith and creativity to them. 
The history of Dixon includes a time of angry and divisive conflict that became, despite the fears 
of many members, an opportunity for the congregation’s healing and growth.

Follow-up question for further reflection: Have we learned to understand conflict as a sign 
that we need to change?

QUESTION 10 Are We Sustainable?
Primary Question: What resources of people and “stuff” do we need to be the congregation
God calls us to be? 

This is the question about building and maintaining the “temple” of God’s people. Sustainability 
is an ecological and economic metaphor that we use to frame questions about whether a 
congregation with enough members, sufficient funding, an adequate, well-maintained meeting 
place that is about the right size, and good administration of these elements. These are all 
questions about how a congregation can sustain itself for the difficult process of transformation 
toward a thriving liveliness. “Enough” is different in every situation. Not every congregation can 
or should aspire to be a mega-church; not every lively worshipping community gathers in a 
cathedral; not all congregations have a great deal of money. But living congregations ask open 
and honest questions about the needs of the whole congregation and its ministry as well as the 
needs of the congregation of the future. Thriving congregations, like mature individuals, can 
forgo instant gratification for the sake of their hope for the future. Lilac Drive Church is 
committed to being in ministry with the people of its neighborhood and the large city of which 
they are a part. As they have raised money for much-needed building improvements that are 
already paying dividends in energy savings, they are at the same time raising money for 
community ministries to which they are deeply committed. Recently their pastor described the 
“piggy-bank” approach they had used: “We kept putting money in the piggy bank,” Robert 
Johnson said, “until we had enough to do some things to be better stewards of this building and 
at the same time to give more financial support to the organizations we work with to help other 
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people have a better life.” Sustainability is about finding a good balance of enough: enough 
resources of time and people and money and energy and enough commitment to partnering 
with God for the sake of others.

Follow-up question for further reflection: How are we tending the human, ecological and 
material resources of the congregation?

CONCLUSION: Testing Our Answers
After asking focused questions, you might be wondering how you know if you’ve come up with 
the “right” answers.  Remembering the earlier comments about humility and not-knowing, we 
suggest three tests of the “rightness” question. The reality test checks whether the story we’re 
telling ourselves fits the facts of history and present reality. The truth test holds the results of 
the questioning up against the congregation’s deepest sense of itself to see if it feels right and 
true.  The third test is the test of time.  Every answer, every solution is a provisional plan or a 
prototype to be subjected to the test of time.  The world keeps turning and there’s no predicting 
what might happen next. 

No congregation we know is perfect. In fact, not one of them has the capacity to do everything 
and do it all well. Even the most gifted, healthy, living congregations we have encountered have 
some weaknesses, and do some things less well than others. Yet thriving congregations do not 
have to be perfect. Rather, the congregations we have studied have enough of what is necessary 
to flourish and each has found its own way to a good enough balance of strengths.  Sometimes 
good enough really is good enough, and always, God’s people experience God’s grace for the 
incomplete and imperfect parts of our lives and our communities. Paul Rollins was not the most 
collaborative leader, but his personal faith and abundant energy encouraged energy and faith to 
emerge from other leaders in the Canal City church. The Justinsburg Church still needed to learn 
a lot about hospitality, but its practices of worship and fellowship were enough to propel it into 
a Living model. This is the grace-filled and hope-filled phenomenon we call “good enough.” 


