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A Vision for the  
Vital Congregations Initiative





I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?  —Isaiah 43:19
Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?  —1 Corinthians 3:16
See, the home of God is among mortals … See, I am making all things new.  —Revelation 21:3,5

Vision 
By the power of the Holy Spirit, and in authentic relationships with mid councils, we seek to equip, 
nurture and support church leaders to empower their congregations to renew, recover and live more 
fully into faithful discipleship to Jesus Christ. 

Purpose
The purpose of the Vital Congregations Initiative is to work alongside mid council leadership, and leaders 
of existing congregations, in a process which seeks to help assess, discern and live into transformative 
actions that increase vitality. Through intentional spiritual practices and relational connections, this 
two-year process takes us deeper into following Jesus Christ, making disciples and being the vital 
community of Christ throughout particular communities and the world. 

Values
• Courage, conviction and commitment to faithful discipleship
• Prayerful discernment
• Reliance upon scripture
• Persistence—emboldened/enacted faith
• Honest assessment 
• Resilience
• Intentional pursuits of reconciliation 
• Hopefulness in change

What we believe
• A necessary re-turn to God and re-forming of God’s people.
• A crucial time of awakening throughout our neighborhoods, nation and world
• The Holy Spirit’s power is changing, re-forming, revitalizing the Church
• Necessary to rediscover faithful discipleship in 21st-century context
• God is calling Church to transform and transcend cultures and contexts 
• Move from inward institutions to neighborhood relationships and mission

What this initiative is
The hope is this is the beginning of intentional, authentic relationships between the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
Mission Agency and mid council leaders and pastors to:

• Come together as the people of God
• Pray: re-turn to faithfulness in God
• Inspire openness to the Holy Spirit’s transformation/change
• Honestly assess, discern and act
• Resource, equip and support leaders and pastors 
• Practice missional evangelism and faithful discipleship
• Equip vital congregations and develop a praxis of sustainability and ongoing assessment 
• Capture congregational stories and develop new measurements of vitality 
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What this initiative is NOT
• A universal program instructing churches and assuring vitality and sustainable life 
• Another plan that promises an immediate fix
• A guarantee of revitalization for every congregation
• An attempt for the PC(USA) to tell churches what to do
• Institutional survival guide for membership numbers and buildings
• An encouragement to tweak, yet remain the same
• A return to glory days gone by, nor a guidebook on calling the young pastor

Overview
The Vital Congregations Initiative is a two-year covenant relationship between presbyteries and the PC(USA) 
to prayerfully walk with pastors and existing congregations in intentional efforts of revitalization. Year One 
seeks to (re)build authentic relationships of faith. Churches will embark on an honest assessment, capturing 
their unique stories, confessing their realities, and discerning the Spirit’s call to action. From the Seven Marks 
of Vital Congregations, churches will determine a course between three actions: 1) Re-forming churches – 
re-envision and change how we are church together through the Seven Marks of Congregational Vitality,  
2) Missional Clustering churches—revitalization by clustering congregations into new communities of worship 
and ministry, 3) Death and resurrection churches—revitalizing by grace and gratitude in the death and legacy 
of a congregation, in witness to the resurrection. Year Two is about joining Christ in the new thing taking place, 
allowing the wonder of God to transform, and faithfully living into change. Through Seven Marks and Three 
Actions, we pray God will revitalize the church in missional action and faithful discipleship in Jesus Christ 
throughout our neighborhoods, our nation, and the world. 

•  Year One—Relational: Authentic Relationships and The Honest Assessment and Discernment of 
Congregations

•  Year Two—Incarnational: Revitalizing Church in Three Actions: Re-forming, Missional 
Clustering, Death and Resurrection
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Full Vision Statement for Vital Congregations 

True religion must come first, to direct our minds to the living God. Thus, steeped in the knowledge of 
God, they may aspire to contemplate, fear, and worship his majesty; to participate in God’s blessings; 
to seek God’s help at all times; to recognize, and by praise to celebrate, the greatness of God’s works—
as the only goal of all the activities of this life.

John Calvin 

A post-Christian mission should leave behind all attempts to become a Christian culture again. Mission 
is not a project. Evangelism is not to grow the church. Conversions are not instruments to change 
the world, but are a foretaste of the Kingdom of God. They are good things in and of themselves: 
evangelism and mission. Even if they do not bring back a Christian culture, they offer beauty to our 
world. Mission is about the glory of God before anything else. God is simply good, not just good for 
something. Evangelism and serving the poor are good, not just good for something.

Ray Jones

Courageous faith knows there is no assurance of comfort and ease to the life of discipleship in Jesus 
Christ. Our Savior’s crucifixion taught us that. Yet those who boldly dare to passionately follow know 
that this is a living faith in a living God, a living gospel that was always meant to be on the move! Christ’s 
followers are always reforming and revitalizing because they understand that is what resurrection and 
redemption are all about.

Kathryn Threadgill

Revitalization—The act or an instance of bringing something back to life, public attention, or vigorous 
activity. (Webster Dictionary) The action of imbuing something with new life and vitality. (OED) Synonyms: 
reanimation, rebirth, regeneration, rejuvenation, renewal, resurgence, resurrection, resuscitation, revival.
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Vital Congregations

 Who are vital congregations? It is the woman who joyfully joins her church for worship because there is a 
new energy and a genuine compassion present there. It is the people who do the difficult work of letting go of 
what they have always understood their congregation to be in order to minister to the needs of their community. 
It is the untrained young mother, supported by her pastor and church, who has a passion for reaching out to 
young African American girls, or the earnest leader who imagines with others about how to be a living sanctuary 
amid gang violence outside their doors. 
 Everywhere you turn, God, in Christ, by the power of the Holy Spirit is doing this new thing for the church! 
I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? Isaiah 43:19
  Now is the time that God longs to reveal in wonder the revitalizing of the Church in our communities, our 
cultures, our nation and throughout the earth! The question is—do we perceive it? Do we wait expectantly ready, 
hope-filled and faithful to experience the transforming wonder God has planned, or are we fearfully anxious, 
indifferent and paralyzed to change? Are we merely existing in “glory days” gone by, or are we courageously 
emboldened to live as disciples of Jesus Christ today?
 By redirecting our mind to the living God, by reforming and being re-formed in Jesus Christ, and by 
reinvesting in genuine relationships, we can faithfully follow as disciples of Jesus Christ. We can join in the 
revitalizing power of the Holy Spirit with existing congregations. We can be a small part of God’s redemptive 
plan, until we worship in the fullness of the kingdom. The vision: By the power of the Holy Spirit, and in 
authentic relationships with mid councils, we seek to equip, nurture, and support church leaders to empower 
their congregations to renew, recover and live more fully into faithful discipleship to Jesus Christ. 
 The Vital Congregations Initiative of the PC(USA) is not a quick-fix, one-size-fits-all program; it is not a 
guarantee that all existing congregations will survive in their current forms. It is not our aim or intent to assume 
we know every particular church, nor presume it is our job to tell them what to do. What we can do is humbly 
walk in trusting relationships grounded in love for God and for one another. We can show up, and seek to 
faithfully discern; we can do the necessary, joyous, and difficult work of change in order to live into the will of 
God together. We can be the church of Jesus Christ.

1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to 
this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will 
of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect. Romans 12:1–2

 The triune God is the giver of vitality and life, and the Holy Spirit is powerfully working to revitalize the 
Church in the fullness of Christ’s resurrection and reign. The Vital Congregations Initiative of the PC(USA) 
seeks to discern the Spirit’s path forward for existing congregations, so that all might become faithful disciples 
of Jesus Christ in word and identity, in action and in worship. Our hope is to unite the people of God, to walk 
together in seeking God, experiencing transforming wonder, and living into faithful discipleship to our God 
who is not finished yet. 

Primary Resources, Section 1
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9 Then God said to me, “Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says 
the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live. 
I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood on their 
feet, a vast multitude. 11 The he said to me, “Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They 
say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’ 12 Therefore prophesy, 
and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your 
graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. 13 And you shall know that I am 
the Lord, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. 14 I will put my 
spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, 
the Lord, have spoken and will act, says the Lord.” Ezekiel 37:9–14

 There is no denying that we live in critically anxious times, a nation plagued with race riots reminiscent of a 
scarring past never truly reconciled. Words like “Christian” and “religion” have been marred for over a decade, 
leaving 64 percent of adolescents claiming they find no need for the church today. Mounting fear permeates an 
ever-growing decline in the PC(USA) and all denominations, as churches everywhere seek relevance and strive 
for resilience. Scholars attest that we are entering the next Great Awakening. Some say it is an uphill battle, a 
crisis of faith, a heart problem. Sunday worship remains the most segregated hour in America. Our churches 
have become inwardly focused corporate institutions of programmatic systems. Our faith has become good 
morals derived from a therapeutic and distant God. Our questions are about maintaining buildings, rather than 
addressing why no one is coming into them. Is it any wonder, as people in our culture search for meaning, they 
do not see the church as offering any significant help for the journey? Since many have experienced the church 
as being against them and too political, they have given up on the church, or feel the church has given up on 
them.  Since they have not seen a lifestyle worthy to follow, they continue to look for a way that will satisfy 
their deepest desires and longings. Yet, we know the victory in Christ Jesus is sure!

3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “See, the home of God is among mortals. He will 
dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; 4 he will wipe every tear 
from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first 
things have passed away. 5 And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all things 
new.” Also he said, “Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.” 6 Then he said to me, “It is 
done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.”  Revelation 21:3–6a

 Christ’s home is with us. Christ’s life-giving Spirit is making all things new. God wants to be known. God 
wants to be in relationship with us from the day God walked with humanity in the garden, to the day God called 
Hagar by name in the wilderness, to the day God revealed the Son, Jesus Christ in human flesh. God wants to 
reveal the awesome mystery of God’s wonder to us all—we just have to perceive it. We have to open ourselves 
to receive it. Therefore, we believe that if we walk together, and we look to the God who longs for us, then 
perhaps we might encounter the wonder of God that transforms all things and changes us forever. 
 Then maybe we will do church, share church, indeed be church in ways different than ever before. Maybe 
we will have the courage and conviction to do the necessary work to be transformed and to change, so that 
Christ’s light shines through us and needs are met. Maybe we will have the reconciling conversations and 
come together in ways we have never known by the power of the Holy Spirit. Maybe we will engage again the 
practices that take us deeper into God’s love, our love for one another, and our love for the people around us. 
Maybe we will transcend culture and reflect the kingdom of God with rich diversity of every kind, and all who 
are lost and broken and searching in this world might find their place in the family of God. The boldly daring 
part about this initiative is the fact that we dare to dream and imagine that God might allow us to be a still small 
part of the coming Kingdom; the new thing that Christ is doing; the home that God is building among mortals. 
And perhaps all it takes is the people of God coming together and calling out to God. Perhaps it is as simple as: 
loving God and loving one another, in order for us to see God’s kingdom coming and God’s will being done in 
the most wondrous ways.  



15 Primary Resources, Section 1

 It starts by showing up; by entering into relationship together and seeking the triune God revealed in wonder. 
The vision is simple: the denominational center leaders, showing up with mid council leaders, who show up 
with pastors, who show up with parishioners, and seek the will of God and the Spirit’s direction in calling all 
disciples of Jesus Christ to follow. In relationship together, we will prayerfully discern, honestly reflect and 
share in the rich histories of congregations, while confronting harsh realities of brokenness and sinfulness. We 
will look to confess who we have been and where we are as congregations. In looking at our past and naming 
our present, we can more honestly discern, in spirit and in truth, where God is leading us to be in the future. 
 The second year of the initiative will be about living into three revitalizing actions of missional clustering, 
re-forming the ways we are church, or witnessing to resurrection as we experience death. We will seek to 
faithfully walk with courage and hope into the new thing Christ is doing. Each context is different, each church 
is particular, and so the PC(USA) will attempt to resource and train Vital Congregations facilitators and coaches 
who can help mid council leaders and pastors address the discerning needs of particular congregations and walk 
with them in their actions of revitalization, as they seek to follow as faithful disciples in God’s plan. 
 We will also help to capture stories. For every church that is facing the reality of death and remembering its 
legacy of life, we hope to support you in capturing your story and sharing in the grace and promise of resurrection 
and new life in Christ. For those whose mission has become unclear as their community has changed around them, 
and they discern the Spirit’s movement to revitalize in mission and ministry, we want to help share your story. We 
want to convey a church that faithfully follows the Lord in great hope, whether it is witnessing in death, changing 
into revitalized life, or completely transforming from all it used be into an entirely new chapter and life. Each 
church, each member, has a story to tell, and it is one this culture and the world needs to hear. 
 As we seek faithfulness and dare to imagine where God is leading us to follow, we will offer resources that 
will help plant new roots and build sustainable new systems to tend to the people of God and carry out mission 
and ministry together. We will encourage pastors in cohorts to pray and discern together, so relationships of 
support remind us that we are not alone. During this two-year initiative, we hope it will be a beginning, a fresh 
start to the denomination coming together at every level and supporting one another as a part of the Church 
of Jesus Christ. We will be present together as difficult realities are faced, as churches face death and begin 
to mourn. We will walk together with those who are doing great things and have hit the peak of growth and 
ministry, and those who are starting to see that taper off and decline. We will help one another dare to re-envision 
and reform where the Spirit is leading them, and how they are being called to be church together in their ever-
changing context. Together, we will celebrate revitalization of people and places that have truly experienced the 
wonder of God, and we will sit together when efforts fail, and hope is wavering. Truly, we believe that the time 
of great awakening is now. Christ is doing a new thing. Do we perceive it? Are we open to it? And will we have 
the courage to faithfully follow as disciples of Jesus Christ? That is our prayer and our hope! 

Ray G. Jones III Kathryn Threadgill
Director of Theology, Formation, and Evangelism      Associate for Vital Congregations
(502) 569-5280 (502) 569-5085
Ray.jones@pcusa.org Kathryn.threadgill@pcusa.org 
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1.  Lifelong Discipleship Formation vs. Complacent “Christian” piety, simply teaching good morals or 
offering the latest programs.
•  “The righteousness that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness of God based on faith.”  

Phil. 3:9b
• From the cradle to the grave seeking to be formed for right living with God and with all people
•  Faith seeking understanding, cultivating wisdom, and actively following Christ; not an extra-

curricular or merely head-knowledge.
•  Discipleship awakened and engaged in issues facing today’s culture: injustice, inequality, divisive 

segregation, oppression, suffering, abuse of creation. 
•  Discipleship formed and strengthened in the community of Christ and permeating daily practices 

and daily living.

2. Intentional Authentic Evangelism vs. “Jesus freaks,” “Christian” hypocrisy; A committee.
•  “We have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power 

belongs to God.” 2 Cor. 4:7
• Intentionally sharing the Good News of Jesus Christ, not just acts of kindness. 
• Authentically sharing Christ because it is intrinsic to self-identity; overflow of Christ in our life.
• Relational, not programmatic or systematic 

3.  Outward Incarnational Focus vs Inward Institutional Survival; Closed communities of assimilation/
exclusion. 
• “The gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it.” Matt. 7:14
• Outward exploration, awareness, and focus on neighbors and neighborhood. 
•  Beyond relationship with those who are like us, the incarnate Christ dwells among the lowly and 

least, the stranger and the suffering, the marginalized and the majority.
• Missional focus on where Christ is already living and present and calling us to dwell.

4.  Empower Servant Leadership vs the pastor’s job; monopolized leadership; hiring the young energetic 
pastor; burning out good volunteers.
•  “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore, ask the Lord of the harvest to send 

out laborers.” Matt. 9:37–38.
•  Identify, nurture, support the use of spiritual gifts of all people to serve, not monopolized cliques 

of power. 
• All voices and people are necessary, and it is noticeable when people are absent/missing.
• Nurture and encourage those specifically called and gifted for pastoral ministry. 

5.  Spirit-Inspired Worship vs. self-gratifying worship, stale ritual divorced of meaning, or consumer 
entertainment worship
•  “These people draw near with their mouths and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are 

far from me, and their worship of me is a human commandment learned by rote.” Isaiah 29:13
• Worship is about God. We get to come on holy ground, encounter God and experience wonder. 
•  Worship is active participation in the living relationship of the triune God, thus all should feel 

welcome just as they are to come. 
• Worship challenges, teaches, transforms, encounters, convicts and sends people out different. 

Primary Resources, Section 2
Seven Marks of Vital Congregations
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6.  Caring Relationships vs. any other social club, façades, hypocrisy and judgment of “church”  
and “religion.” 
• “By this everyone will know that you are disciples, if you have love for one another.” John 13:35
•  Sharing in God’s true agape moves us beyond half-hearted programmatic participation, lukewarm 

faith and pretending. 
•  Instead of a closed, judgmental community, people find freedom to share stories, encounter the 

Savior and ask for help. 
•  Welcome and hospitality are not left to a committee, but, imperfectly, we strive for all people find 

identity, purpose and belonging in the household of God.
•  Confront conflict, seek reconciliation in all divisions, find ways to embrace all diversity, seek to 

be peace-makers and bridge builders together.

7. Ecclesial Health vs. unhealthy dysfunction, toxic environments, obsolete and irrelevant buildings 
•  “The body does not consist of one member but of many. God has so arranged the body that there  

may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another.”  
1 Cor. 12:14, 24b–25 

•  Understanding of: Why we are a church community? How are we a church community in 
practice? Prayer permeates all life together.

•  Clarity in mission, core values to ministry, passion and joy in being the church. Our budget 
reflects these values, vision and ministries.

•  Fiscally responsible stewardship and tithing are taught, transparency in spending, continual 
assessment/discernment of a sustainable budget.

•  All are aware of how decisions are made, stakeholders in the process and procedures, valued 
voices in the envisioning, open to changes, continual assessment of the “why” and “how” we are 
church together. 

• Nurturing and supporting the health of pastor(s), staff and all called to lead fighting against burnout.
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Full Seven Marks of Vital Congregations

1.  Lifelong Discipleship Formation vs. complacent “Christian” piety, simply teaching good morals  or 
offering the latest programs

•  Lifelong Discipleship Formation is about daily life. It’s about how we claim and proclaim our 
identity as followers of Christ. It’s about how we practice our faith; how we grow in faith, cherish 
faith, and share faith in the world. Beyond mere words, how do people know we are disciples of 
Jesus Christ? No matter the age, it’s about daily seeking and living in relationship with the living 
God. We are called to be righteous, to seek justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with God. 
Thus, Lifelong Discipleship Formation is about how we live into that right relationship with God, 
with all God’s people, and all of creation. It’s about growing in the community of God’s grace, 
the church, and interpreting faith in our everyday life; confronting brokenness and sinfulness 
when we fall short of the glory of God and shining a bold light of Christ for all to see. Lifelong 
Discipleship Formation requires an awakened and engaged commitment to God, and to all people 
whom Christ loves. It is about the call to daily take up our cross and follow Christ. 

A.  Biblical References:  Acts 2:42–47; Luke 8:11–18; Philippians 3:9b; Romans 8:1–17;  
Matthew 5:1–16; Deuteronomy 11:13–21

B. Objectives
•  An intentional plan for discipleship formation of all ages; from the cradle to the grave theology 

(including, but not limited to, family systems and intergenerational discipleship where applicable). 
•  A regular practice of Bible study, prayer and other spiritual habits, inside and outside where  

we gather 
•  Teaches rituals and faith traditions, biblical literacy and spiritual practices to all members of  

the church.
•  Equipping and empowering of all people to interpret faith in daily life. The church engages in, not 

hides from, difficult conversations of society and cultures today. (i.e., Sexism, racism, classism, 
ageism and all other “isms” that divide).

•  Fostering of environments of diversity which help enhance and deeply enrich Biblical study, 
worship and communal life.

C. Potential Outcomes
•  People learn to think critically and interpret scripture in their daily lives. They have the biblical 

literacy and the faith language to engage in necessary conversations. 
•  They practice a living relationship to a living God, responding to the call to follow as true 

disciples of Jesus Christ.  
•  The church moves beyond committee meetings and program attendance as identity in Christ 

becomes central to life.
• Genuine sense of joy, energy, commitment and passion for being the community of God. 
•  People “outside the church” glean a new understanding of what it is to follow Christ and be church.
• The church begins to transcend culture and be about God’s work of reconciliation, love, and peace.

Full Seven Marks of Vital Congregations
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D.	 	Reflection	Questions	
•  Does Christian formation in your church lead people to change the way they live? (i.e., schedule 

time, spend money, give resources, see different people, serve, spend time with family, have 
conversations with friends) 

•  Are people of all ages being challenged in assumptions, growing in understanding and learning 
the language of faith? 

• Does the study of scripture influence the mission and ministry of your church?
• Are faithful habits being translated to daily living? 
• Does the Word of God permeate all aspects of life together? Name some examples.
• Do all people feel welcome to share their voice, opinion, story without judgment or fear? 
•  What difficult conversations of faith and culture does your congregation need to have together? 

Whose voices are missing from the conversation to take place? 
•  As a disciple, what uncomfortable things do you need to let go of, what truths do you need to be 

aware of, what places do you fear to follow, what things are you afraid God might call you to do? 
(i.e., injustice, oppression, hatred, evils, suffering, inequalities to confront). 

•  How can faithful discipleship become our daily identity instead of just religious piety? How do 
others know we are disciples of Jesus Christ?

2.  Intentional Authentic Evangelism vs. “Jesus freaks,” “Christian” hypocrisy, a committee responsibility

Evangelism is simply sharing the Good News. It is authentic, and it is intentional, not merely expressions 
of kindness or good moral ethics. We all have Good News to share in our lives; it is a part of our 
identity. And when we share this news, it is with intentionality and with people with whom we have 
relationships. We don’t have to be trained to share the good news of a new job, baby or puppy! We 
simply share what is beautiful and dear to us. Therefore, evangelism must be connected to lifelong 
Christian Formation. It is through intentional spiritual practices in the faith community that we meld 
God’s story with our story and we share that story with people in our daily lives.

A. Biblical References:  John 4:1–41; 2 Corinthians 4:7; Galatians 2:19b–20; Mark 4:1–20;  
1 Peter 3:13–22; Matthew 4:19–20; Psalm 96; John 3:11–21;  
Romans 10:1–17

B. Objectives:
•  To recognize that all disciples are called to evangelism, not just committees and leaders; it is an 

authentic part of their life
•  To empower and equip all people to enter relationships unashamed and unafraid to share the 

Good News
• To recognize that evangelism should be need-based (meets needs of unchurched/dechurched)
• To develop practices for people to share their story and give witness to Good News in their lives.

C. Potential Outcomes
• Hospitality is not viewed as a substitute for evangelism.
• Evangelism is viewed as a way of life, not as a program or function of a few
• The mission focuses on sharing the Good News
• The people of God meld and claim God’s story within their lives, living unafraid to share it
• Members develop authentic relationships founded in Christ, and the image of Christ is shared.
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D.	 Reflection	Questions	
• When did the news of Christ become Good News in your life? 
•  Does your church authentically allow individuals to come as they are, with their particular stories, 

and hear the Good News? Why or why not?
•  In your church, how do people share their stories and connect them to the story of God’s 

redeeming love? 
•  How is your congregation equipped, empowered and encouraged to intentionally share the Good 

News in daily life?
•  Do you have an evangelism committee? If so, what are they tasked to do? How do you practice 

sharing the good news vs. growing membership?
• What keeps us from sharing the Good News in our daily relationships? 
• Can we call it “Good News” if we do not share it in our authentic relationships?
• Name a time when sharing the Good News was good for someone who needed to hear it.

3.  Outward iIncarnational Focus vs. Inward institutional survival, closed communities of assimilation/
exclusion

If Discipleship Formation is about learning/understanding/living the Good News, and Authentic 
Evangelism is about intentionally sharing the Good News in relationships, then Outward Incarnation 
is about not limiting where and to whom we share the Good News. Outward Incarnational Focus is 
about being the gathered community of Christ sent out! We go not because we have a strategy for 
new membership; we go because we have a Savior who commanded us to be on God’s mission. We 
go because God’s saving love in Christ, cannot be inwardly contained in our buildings when we live 
with neighbors in need and a hurting world. The Good Newss is meant to transform and transcend. The 
church is meant to be a beacon of Christ’s grace, justice, freedom, and love. Outward incarnational 
focus means we daily take up our cross and follow to the marginalized of society, the poor among us, 
the suffering and sick, the stranger and enemy, the down-trodden and “the least of these.” We do not just 
focus on bringing similar or like-minded people inside to assimilate to our way of doing things; nor do 
we just go to people and places that are familiar and comfortable. Outward Incarnational focus, requires 
an emboldened faith, that goes because Christ is already present, and calls us to join.  

A. Biblical References:  Matthew 25:31–46; Romans 12:1–21; Matthew 7:14; Luke 19:1–10; 
Matthew 8:18–23; Luke 6:27–36; 2 Peter 1:16–21; Luke 9:1–6, 23–27;  
Luke 10:1–12

B. Objectives
•   Conduct community analysis to ascertain the needs, fears, hopes and pressure points in the 

community, so that the church’s ministry and mission can address them. 
•  Practice genuine hospitality (more than being warm and friendly, it is about attempting to 

anticipate the needs of others; practicing inclusion; stepping out of the comfort zone; loving and 
nurturing others; it’s about them, not you) 

•  Join on Christ’s mission with the lost, weak, suffering, lowly, least, marginalized, oppressed, 
outcast; working towards forgiveness and reconciliation.  

•  Engage faithfully in rich relationships of all diversity 
•  Help the church become a living being sent to follow the Spirit and join where Christ is already 

present, not still/static
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C. Potential Outcomes
•  The congregation is a noted presence in the community (i.e. needs are met, people feel welcomed, 

reconciliation and diversity help transcend culture).
•  The community is viewed as being more important than the church building; we take up  

God’s mission.
•  Congregations as transformed and renewed to reflect the rich diversity of the kingdom of God. 
•  Shift from “bringing in young people and young families” to sending out, showing up, being 

present where God is already at work, so that many will come to know Christ their Savior.

D.	 Reflection	Questions
• Who is at the margins of your community? Your congregation? 
• How does your congregation show up outside your building and share the love of Christ?
• What would your community say about your church’s identity?
•  Where is Christ at work and inviting you to join? Does your congregation have an emboldened 

spirit to follow Christ? 
•  What prevents you from going where God may send you? What are your fears? What leaves you 

focused inward?
•  Does your church welcome the lost, help the doubting, sit with the grieving, lend aid to the poor, 

help the downtrodden, offer forgiveness to the sinner, clothe the naked, support the suffering and 
sick, strengthen the faint-hearted, respond to the skeptic, help bind up the broken-hearted, stand 
up for the weak, give voice to those silenced, pray with those in pain, and otherwise live into the 
incarnate spirit of Christ our Savior? If so, in what ways? If not, why?

•  Do you feel like your church equips you in the faith to have difficult conversations about racial 
oppression, social injustice, white privilege, racial profiling, sexual and gender inequality, 
terrorism and/or stereotypes and prejudices of any kind?

4.  Empower Servant Leadership vs. the pastor’s job, monopolized leadership, hiring the young energetic 
pastor, burning out good volunteers.

All people of God, in the image of Christ, are given fruit of the Spirit and spiritual gifts meant for 
building up the church. In this way, we are all called to serve the Lord, to do our part in membership of 
the body of Christ. Every part is necessary. Every part is valuable, and every voice is important. Every 
person should be equipped, nurtured and supported to use their gifts to glorify God, through servant 
leadership; not just cliques of powerful people or continual burnout of the same leaders. In keeping with 
true Discipleship Formation, churches are called to help all members to be empowered to use their gifts 
in servant leadership. And God calls and equips some for the particular task of pastoral ministry, which 
must be cultivated, nurtured and trained. Ministry can never be about a single pastor, but it is about 
identifying, equipping and empowering those servant leaders God puts in our midst. 

A. Biblical References:  John 13:2–17; Ephesians 4:1–16; 1Timothy 4:6–16; Matthew 9:37–38;  
1 Samuel 3:2 Timothy 2:14–26; John 13:1–20; 

B. Objectives
•  The church encourages members, when appropriate, to be “ministers” (priesthood of all 

believers). 
•  The congregation provides tools and a healthy environment to train and support leaders.
•   The staff and other leaders model servant leadership principles.
•  Develop methods in which voices, ideas, opinions are shared; people are empowered in their faith.
•  Congregation assists people in discerning spiritual gifts for use in service to church and 

community.
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C. Potential Outcomes
• Shared power and fresh ideas are generated in worship and ministry, not staff- or program-driven.
• The church has healthy expectations of leadership; nurture and support is a shared responsibility.
•  The church has many empowered servant leaders committed and passionate about its mission  

and ministry.
•  Servant leadership is diversified by age, race, gender, etc., as all people identify spiritual gifts and 

are trained in their call to serve. 

D.	Reflection	Questions
• How does your church identify, equip, train and support its leaders?
•  Who is the leadership in your church? Is leadership a shared power? Do the same people lead 

everything?
• Is your leadership diverse? Are different ages, genders, races, beliefs, views represented?
•  What practices does your congregation have that ensure the health of your servant leadership? 

How are they practically supported? What do you do when someone is burned out?
• How does your church handle monopolized cliques of leadership? 
• What spoken and unspoken expectations do you have for your pastor(s)?
• How does your church help members discern spiritual gifts? How are voices/ideas heard?
• How are people empowered and encouraged to serve?
• What does your church do if the wrong people are leading?

5.  Spirit-Inspired Worship vs. self-gratifying worship, stale ritual devoid of meaning or consumer 
entertainment worship

Spirit-inspired worship is a gift of God’s wonder! Six days we labor and toil, and on this Holy Sabbath 
day we get to come into the presence of God; we get to encounter the awesome mystery of the God 
who longs to be known in relationship with us. We worship, because through prayer and supplication, 
through the Word proclaimed and the Sacraments celebrated, through the songs of praise and passing 
of peace—God meets us there. Worship is our lifeline to the Holy God. Our worship should be active 
participation into the living relationship with the triune God; thus, all should feel welcome and have 
a place. Worship should challenge, teach, transform, convict and call us into deeper relationship with 
God and one another, not gratify our comforts and entertain our desires. Worship is an encounter with 
God that we understand and do not understand. It is an act filled with mystery and awe, but in worship 
we have the opportunity to express our deepest desires to God and listen for God’s voice. In worship, 
we also experience the call to serve and be in mission. 

A. Biblical References:  Isaiah 6:1–13; Isaiah 29:13; Hebrews 12:28–29; Luke 24:13–35;  
Exodus 3:1–6; Deuteronomy 12; Philippians 2:1–11; Hebrews 5:1–10;  
1 Chronicles 16:7–36; Revelation 22:1–7; Matthew 21:12–17

B. Objectives
•  Members actively participate in all aspects of planning and leading worship with prayerful 

discernment.
• There is thoughtful and sound biblical preaching.
• Intentional worship does not cling to rituals, but is open to filling sacred space with new rituals. 
•  Worship engages all people, of all diversity, and enables them to be active participants in the 

experience.
• It creates space for peoples’ stories and is not afraid of silence.
• It helps create communal connectivity to one another and to God.
• Worship challenges and sends the people of God beyond their pew into daily life.
• There should be awe, expectation and anticipation in coming into the presence of God.
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C. Potential Outcomes
• Worship helps people deepen their relationship with God and nurtures faith. 
• Worship strengthens our communal ties as stories are shared and we intimately experience God.
• Worship becomes an expression of relationships to God and to the household of God. 
•  Worship opens us to experience the wonder God longs to reveal, and wonder transforms our lives 

and ministry, never leaving us the same, but leading us to even deeper questions.
• Worship enlivens us, emboldens us to be a people of God in our communities and our world. 
•  Worship offers the blessing of rich diversity as people share new rituals, traditions, ways of 

interpreting which challenge and enrich our wisdom in faith.

D.	 Reflection	Questions
• What would you say are the fundamental principles to why you gather for worship?
• What would a visitor say about your worship?
•  How does your congregation practice Spirit-inspired worship—allowing space for lament, praise, 

confession, questions, wrestling contemplation with the Word?
• Is worship collaborative in your church? Are people of all ages/backgrounds included? 
• Does your congregation explain, teach and educate people on the rituals and traditions?
• How does your worship challenge, ignite, educate and transform people?
•  Does worship meet people where they are and allow for active participation? How do people 

share their stories?
• Name times when God’s wonder was experienced in worship.
•  How open is your congregation to change in worship? Do they seek new ways to ritualize the 

sacredness of worship, or do they hold on sacredly to their rituals and traditions? 
•  Do all cultures, races, languages, genders, ages, all diversity find a sacred place to worship? Is 

worship enriched by their unique traditions and styles? 

6.  Caring Relationships vs. any other social club, facades, hypocrisy and judgments of the “church” and 
“religion”

Caring relationships seem an easy mark of vitality. We all want a place to belong and people who care 
about us. Many congregations would argue: “this is why we come together; we welcome and care for 
each other.” Yet, caring relationships in Christ require true agape love; a sacrificial, self-emptying, 
perfect love. Although we are imperfect, it is about striving to see all people the way Christ sees 
them; not from judgments or preconceived perceptions. It is about walking with others, responding to 
their needs, desiring their well-being. It is about walking with people in tragedy and rejoicing in their 
triumphs. Caring relationships are about allowing people to be real in their stories, without hiding or 
holding back, and loving every imperfect part of them. Church should be the one place where the God 
who already knows encounters our honest confession and allows us to give testimony. It should be 
the place where conflicts are confronted, crucial conversations of forgiveness and reconciliation are 
had and people of God are transformed by agape-love. Caring relationships are about vulnerability 
and trust, about meeting all people of God where they are and sharing our One Savior, Jesus Christ. 
Caring relationships don’t come through hospitality and welcoming committees, but through a carefully 
cultivated environment that is genuine and sincere in being the household of God.  

A. Biblical References:  Acts 6:1–7; John 21:15–19; Romans 12:9–18; Galatians 6:1–10;  
John 13:35; Hebrews 10:24–25; John 8:1–12; Romans 15:1–6
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B. Objectives
•  The church cultivates an environment of true caring relationships through genuine opportunities

to share testimony.
•  The church seeks to strengthen ties within the household of God, fostering relationships between

demographics, with members on the margin, people who are missing or who have been hurt.
•  The church seeks to build and rebuild relationships of conflict or strain through a clear process of

conflict resolution.
•  The church develops caring relationships in the neighborhood and community (i.e., other

churches, community organizations, health and human services, advocacy groups, presbytery)
•  The church constantly seeks to evaluate and envision ways of sharing the love of Christ in new

relationships.

C. Potential Outcomes
•  The church provides a lasting community of agape, a love where all people belong.
•  Faith is strengthened and accountability and commitment grow.
•  People find belonging, lay burdens down, share needs and experience Christ.
•  Collaboration with other churches and community organizations becomes easier.
•  Connectional relationships grow throughout the presbytery, the denomination and beyond.

D. Reflection	Questions
• What practices of caring relationships does your congregation cherish most?
• What would a neighbor/community visitor say about the environment of caring relationships?
•  How does your congregation respond in caring for the sick, marginalized, grieving, lonely? What

about the alcoholic, the racially profiled, the abused child?
• Are people free to share their story and feel comfortable being authentic?
• What stops us from truth-telling in God’s house? What are the fears?
• How might you foster a genuine environment of caring relationships and true agape?
• How does your church handle conflict?
• What relationships in the church need to be reconciled?
•  How do you foster and nurture lasting relationships in your community, with your presbytery

and beyond?

7. Ecclesial Health vs. unhealthy dysfunction, toxic environments, obsolete and irrelevant buildings

Ecclesial Health is about: 1) Why we gather as a church community and 2) How we practice being
church together. It is about whether our mission, vision and values match up with the ways we live
together. It requires continual attentiveness, awareness and assessment in asking “Are we who we say
we are?” And more importantly, “Are we who God is calling us to be?” Prayer and discernment are
at the heart of Ecclesial health!  There are several factors to Ecclesial health: prayerful discernment,
decision-making process, health of pastors, stewardship of budget and resources, clarity in mission
and ministries. Ecclesial Health is about the people of God having a clear purpose; all people are
stakeholders invested in being a part of this community of faith. There are shared core values, a clear
mission and commitment and loyalty to the life we gather in as church. Yet they also know that this is a
living faith. So they dare to dream and understand that change is inevitable. With Ecclesial Health, there
is joy and gratitude in coming together; people, not programs or properties are valued. People gather
and are sent to be Christ’s Church.

A. Biblical References:  II Corinthians 5:11–21; Matthew 15:1–9; 1 Corinthians 12:14, 24b-25;
Romans 6:1–14; Luke 24:13–35; John 2:13–25; John 17; Colossians 
2:1–19; 1 Timothy 6:11–21
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B. Objectives
• A communal life centered on prayer and discernment of God’s will
• Clarity in vision, mission, core values and a budget that reflects these core principles
• Continual attentiveness, awareness and assessment to mission and practices of being church
• Regular evaluation of pastor(s) and staff using best practices
•  Nurture and support of pastor(s) and staff, all servant leaders, in health and with clarity ofr

expectations
• Year-round teaching of stewardship and tithing, accountable giving in gratitude.
• Transparency in spending and ongoing discernment of budget sustainability.
•  A congregation where all are stakeholders, committed to fiscal responsibilities, active

participation and necessary voices in envisioning, dreaming and decision-making

C. Potential Outcomes
• Congregations practice a living faith, ever-changing, where prayer is central to existence.
• People are the church sharing core values, mission, vision.
• Authentic joy, desire, commitment in being the church.
• There is a culture of accountability and risk taking, openness to new things
•  Sustainable budget, tithing responsibility and stewardship all center on generosity to being church.
• Pastor(s) and leaders are cared for, evaluated and supported.

D. Reflection	Questions
• How would you describe the ecclesial health of your church?
• Do you feel like your church centers life with prayer at the heart of all things?
•  What is the mission of your church? Who wrote it? How does your church live into its mission?

How does your budget reflect your mission?
• What are the core values and vision of your church? Does everyone know and share them?
• Does your congregation do well to embrace change?
• When was the last time a dream led to incredible new vision and ministry in your church?
•  Are people stakeholders in being a part of your church? Do they feel committed to values and

mission? Do they feel they are necessary in dreaming, envisioning, decision-making process?
• What are the policies for pastor(s) and staff in your church? How are they evaluated? Supported?
• How does your church teach stewardship and tithing?
•  Who makes decisions in your church? Are they transparent? Do all get buy-in; are all opinions

heard?
• Is your budget sustainable? How is it assessed? Who determines spending?
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The Journey Together
I. Where to Begin

Pray! This process of Vital Congregations begins with prayer and relationship together. Build a 
relationship with the Office of Vital Congregations. Read and share the Vital Congregations manual 
and the Immediate Toolkit resources with presbytery leadership and pastors. Finally, the process of 
submitting a “letter of interest” for your presbytery can be found in this manual. All dates and deadlines 
can be found by visiting the Vital Congregations Web page: https://www.pcusa.org/vitalcongregations. 
Click on “Basic Information Packet.”

II. Foundational Planning and Preparation
In order to discern the Spirit’s call to revitalization, we must ready ourselves as disciples of Christ Jesus 
so that we might truly follow where Christ is already at work and calling us to join. Therefore, prior to 
the two-year Vital Congregations Initiative, a maximum of 20 presbyteries will be selected, based upon 
their letters of interest in a foundational preparation and planning relationship together with the Office 
of Vital Congregations. Likewise, each presbytery selected will be assigned one PC(USA) staffperson 
and one Vital Congregation team liaison.  Finally, the presbyteries selected for the initiative will receive 
a handbook: “Getting Started in Vital Congregations” to help guide: 
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•  Prayer and faithfulness: Centering our hearts and minds on Christ, the giver of all vital life
together;

• Casting the vision: helping all to understand the two-year process;
•  (Re)forming intentional relationships:  Confession and reconciliation where it is needed and

building covenant relationships together;
•  Preparations: Planning and envisioning that is inspired by the wonder of God and hope in Christ

Jesus.

III.  Year One: Building Intentional Relationships and Honest Assessment of Congre-
gations

A. Year One Objectives

• (Re)build genuine relationships among presbyteries, pastors, churches.
•  Engage, as a presbytery and as individual churches, in confessional assessment and faithful

discernment to where the Spirit is leading.
•  Explore congregational life story: who we have been, where we are now, and where is God

moving us forward?
• Finally, it will explore beyond the walls in a neighborhood exegesis.

B. Presbytery Year One Description

1.  Pastor Cohorts—Presbytery leaders have formed pastor cohort groups. These groups will begin
to meet monthly during the two-year initiative for prayer, biblical and theological reflection,
support and fellowship, case study and conversations around their particular ministry context.

•  For suggestions on forming pastor cohorts, see the handbook on getting started in vital
congregations

•  PC(USA) Resource: 12 sessions will focus on assessment of particular congregations and
Seven Marks. (See Resource Information)

2.  Presbytery Meetings—Presbytery leaders should plan time for debriefing, dialogue, checking
in during regular scheduled presbytery meetings. Worship and prayer should invite time for
reflection of pastors’ contexts.

•  Presbyteries may choose to plan workshops/seminars on the Seven Marks at each presbytery
meeting

•  Presbyteries practice and train pastors in conducting a neighborhood exegesis and walking
congregations through assessment and discernment (described in II).

3.  Presbytery Site Visits—Presbytery leaders should plan a site visit to each congregation in Year
One. An intentional time of prayer should be offered with each congregation.  Time for reflection,
assessment, questions and sharing needs should be encouraged.

4.  Presbytery Prayer—A time of prayer should be incorporated in the daily practices of presbytery
leaders. Presbytery leadership should offer prayers for the pastors and congregations and walk
through the Seven Marks devotional.

•  This can be a ritualized practice in a particular time and space, or leaders can be assigned a
list of congregations to pray for on their own each day.
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5.  Presbytery Leaders Cohort—Presbytery leaders are invited to attend the Evangelism Conference,
where time will be devoted to dialogue with other presbytery leaders and PC(USA) staff.
Presbytery leaders and Vital Congregations facilitators will take part in quarterly Zoom meetings
with PC(USA) staff and the other presbyteries walking through the Vital Congregations Initiative.
They will participate in monthly Zoom calls with their Vital Congregations team liaison and
receive quarterly calls from their PC(USA) staff liaison.

6.  Checking Our Marks—(Three months) Presbytery leaders should walk through an assessment
of: 1) historical mapping 2) exploring our mission and ministry 3) identifying our congregations.
Congregational assessment should be cross-referenced with congregations’ own assessment from
the “Show Your Marks” campaign.

7.  “Show Your Marks” Campaign—(Two months) This campaign offers an opportunity for
congregations to report their assessments, report findings of neighborhood exegesis and share
their particular stories. Congregations will be asked to capture the vitality of the Seven Marks of
Vital Congregations. Stories, videos and photos of existing congregations turned in to presbyteries
every two years should mark a new type of denominational reporting. Beyond membership
attendance, the vitality of life together should be highlighted throughout the denomination. The
PC(USA) should share the stories of congregations who exist in joy and hope, in love and justice
for the sake of the gospel of Jesus Christ. This message needs to be reported louder than anxiety
and fear over numbers and budgets.

•  Presbyteries may choose to ritualize receiving these reports in some way. For example, an
Advent/ Christmas worship service might invite the whole presbytery to bring their reports as
offering to God.

C. Year One Resources

1. Vital Congregations Liturgy
2. Three-Session Congregation Assessment
3. Three-Session Presbytery Assessment
4. 12-Session Pastor Cohort Gathering
5. Seven Marks of Vital Congregations Churchwide Study
6. “Show Your Marks” Campaign Report
7. Neighborhood Analysis Exercise
8. Mission Insite—Community Data

D. Year One Vital Congregations facilitators’ role

 In consultation with presbytery leadership, Vital Congregations facilitators can be consulted and/
or deployed however they contractually determine and plan. Presbyteries and congregations will
agree to pay for travel expenses related to face-to-face visits from the facilitators. The PC(USA)
encourages the use of the Vital Congregations facilitators during the third session of congregational
assessment. Facilitators with gifts for:

1. Asking difficult questions for confessional discernment
2. Pastoral support and compassion in change
3. Conflict resolution within the church
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IV. Year Two Exploration: Revitalizing Church in Three Acts

A. Year Two Objectives: 

• Re-envisioning how we are called to be church. 
• Openness to see God already at work, and courage to follow the Spirit into “new things.”
• Renewed discipleship in sharing the Good News with all people
•  Transformation in faithful actions: 1) Re-forming church – revitalizing the seven marks of vital 

congregations, 2) Clustering churches – revitalizing by clustering congregations into new 
communities of worship and ministry, 3) Re-envisioning church—revitalizing by grace and 
gratitude in the death and legacy of a congregation, in witness to the resurrection

B. Presbytery Year Two Description: 

1. Pastor Cohorts—Pastor cohorts will continue to meet monthly.

 •  A 13—session resource will be provided by the PC(USA). The resource, written by Dr. 
William P. Brown of Columbia Theological Seminary, will help pastors delve into the wonder 
of Bible and theology, while encouraging pastors to consider their own sense of wonder and 
imagination in church revitalization today. 

 •  Pastor cohorts will take turns sharing neighborhood exegesis of their particular context. The 
PC(USA) will offer data analysis of contextual neighborhoods. (Mission Insite)

2.  Presbytery Meeting—Presbyteries should allow time for pastors to share and pray for 
revitalization efforts. Seminars/workshops should be offered to help pastors move congregations 
into action of: 1) re-forming church—revitalizing the Seven Marks of Vital Congregations, 2) 
clustering churches—revitalizing by clustering congregations into new communities of worship 
and ministry, 3) re-envisioning church—revitalizing by grace and gratitude in the death and 
legacy of a congregation in witness to the resurrection

 •  The PC(USA) will provide a toolkit with resources for Seven Marks and Three Actions 
moving forward. 

 •  The conclusion of Year Two will allow presbyteries and pastors to ritualize their Vital 
Congregations experience in celebration and thanksgiving to God. This might be a worship 
service together, a time of festival sharing, story-telling or some other gathering event.

3.  Presbytery Prayer Tour—Presbytery leaders should support and pray with each congregation 
as they embark on their action plan into new revitalization efforts and experiences. Leaders may 
choose to be present to witness new initiatives or to pray with session as they work on mission 
and ministry statements. 

4.	 	Presbytery	Debriefing	Assessment	and	Envisioning—Presbytery leaders gather to discern how 
they will continue to faithfully support congregations in their vitality. How will the presbytery 
continue to equip and inspire pastoral leadership? How will they continue to empower and 
encourage congregations? A practical way forward should be outlined and adopted by the 
presbytery and pastors. 

 •  Presbytery leaders will have the opportunity to envision and share ideas with other presbytery 
leaders and PC(USA) staff at the annual Evangelism Conference. 
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5.  “Show Your Marks” Campaign—Through joy and sorrow, success and failures, the Spirit of God
will bring forth revitalization as we faithfully walk together. As Christ brings us into the story of
faith, we are called to capture and tell others the story. Presbyteries should plan a way in which to
share their story of the Revitalization Initiative. In this way, the denominational narrative shifts
from anxiety to hope, from fear to faithfulness.

•  For example: presbyteries may choose to assemble a video of vital congregations highlighting
the seven vital marks in different congregations. They may choose to offer a pastor retreat
where pastors can share stories of vitality to be compiled and turned into a resource.
Presbyteries may want to put together a digital slide show of vital congregations and revitalized
mission and ministries throughout their presbytery to share with people who are seeking.

C. Year Two Resources

1. 13-session pastor cohort gatherings
2. Rethinking Seven Marks of Vital Congregations Churchwide study
3. Putting together action plan
4. Week of prayer
5. Final session and congregation assessment
6. Final presbytery assessment
7. “Show Your Marks” campaign report

D. Year Two Vital Congregations facilitators’ role:

In consultation with presbytery leadership, Vital Congregations facilitators can be consulted and/or
deployed however they contractually determine and plan. Presbyteries and congregations will agree
to pay for travel expenses related to face-to-face visits from the facilitators. The PC(USA) encourages
the use of the Vital Congregations facilitators during the third session of congregational assessment.
Facilitators with gifts for:

1.  Re-forming—helping congregations to re-think and re-envision how to carry out vital marks
in new ways.

2.  Clustering—helping congregations live into new community clusters in ministries, resources
and staff.

3.  Death and resurrection—helping congregations live into death with gratitude and memorial,
while preparing for resurrection and new life in various forms—through new life as a new
worshiping community or thriving without a building.

V. Looking Ahead

A.  Remember, the end of the Vital Congregations Initiative is hopefully a new beginning. In faith
and hope, churches will witness seven marks of vitality coming to life in a faithful new way of 
being church and following as disciples in every aspect of our lives, communities and the world.
The people of God will see re-commitment to who Christ is in our life, how God is on the move in 
this world and how the Spirit beckons for us to join, and the denomination will have new reports
containing new measurements and stories of our life together in Christ. Remember, God brings
about revitalization as we remain open and expectant to the wonder God longs to reveal to all. If we
pray and faithfully walk in relationships together, if we seek the will of God together and rely upon 
the image of Christ we share, then we believe that the Spirit of God will revitalize the hearts and 
lives of existing congregations to new vitality and life forevermore. Revitalization is witness to the
resurrection of Jesus Christ! And we look forward to being in relationship with you. 
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• The PC(USA) will continue to walk with presbyteries by: 

 •  Continuing to pray with and for you. 
 •  Creating continuing Vital Congregations resources (outlined below)
 •  Offering continued presbytery leader gatherings (UPN or evangelism conference time)
 •  Offering training opportunities for current and future church leaders
 •  Connecting to resources and persons who can help in revitalizing actions. 
 •  Continuing to highlight vital congregations through the sharing of “Show Your Marks” reports
  
• Future Resources: After the two-year Vital Congregations Initiative

 •  Resources for ongoing congregational revitalization; 
 •  Christian formation—particularly daily spiritual practices; 
 •  Curriculum for ongoing faith matters and discipleship equipping;
 •  Resources for empowering congregational leaders, particularly those called to ministry;
 •  Resources to celebrate diversity—sex, gender, age, race, etc.; curriculum that engages cultural 

issues in making faith applicable; 
 •  Ongoing book studies for pastors and continuing education opportunities;
 •  Vital Congregations Conference to gather all pastors who’ve been through the Vital 

Congregations Initiative to share stories and debrief together;
 •  Resources to help existing congregations looking to create new worshiping communities
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Sample Calendar

Year One
January Track
Year One—Relational: Authentic Relationships and the Honest Assessment and Discernment of Congregations 

January Casting the Vision—Presbyteries with pastors and church leaders; pastors with 
churches.

January–February Prayer and planning meetings, introductions of pastor cohorts, opening 
celebration

March–April Seven-week churchwide study: Exploring Seven Marks of Vital Congregations 
(Lent)

May–July Break for summer

August Prayer, planning and training for fall

September–November (Three months): Checking Our Marks three-session church and presbytery 
assessments

November and 
December

Show Your Marks (Advent) report/capturing congregational stories.

Fall Track
Year One—Relational: Authentic Relationships and The Honest Assessment and Discernment of Congregations 

June Casting Vision—presbyteries with pastors and church leaders; pastors with 
churches.

July–August Prayer and planning meetings, introductions of pastor cohorts, opening 
celebration

September Seven-week churchwide study: Exploring Seven Marks of Vital Congregations 

November–December Break for Advent

January Prayer, planning and training for spring

February–April (Three months): Checking Our Marks—Three–session church and presbytery 
assessments

May Show Your Marks—report/capturing congregational stories.

 Primary Resources, Section 439
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Year 2
January Track
Year Two—Incarnational: Revitalizing Church in Three Actions: Re-forming, Missional Clustering, Death 
and Resurrection

January Prayer and Planning for Vital Congregations

January–February (Two months): Plotting the Course Think Tanks and Seven-Week Study of 
Rethinking Seven Marks of Vitality

April Pray (One Week)

April–October (Six months): Changing Our Marks—Three Actions of Revitalizing Churches

November–December (Two months): Final Vital Congregations Assessment and Report: Show Your 
Marks

Fall Track
Year Two—Incarnational: Revitalizing Church in Three Actions: Re-forming, Missional Clustering, Death 
and Resurrection

June–July Prayer and Planning for Vital Congregations

August–September (Two months): Plotting the Course Think Tanks and Seven-Week Study of 
Rethinking Seven Marks of Vitality

September Pray (One Week)

October–March (Six months): Changing Our Marks—Three Actions of Revitalizing Churches

April–May (Two months): Final Vital Congregations Assessment and Report: Show Your 
Marks
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Congregational life is not simple. Our research demonstrates that all congregations have strengths. 
Further, congregations require multiple strengths to be effective. A congregation that excels in serving 
the community but lacks any other strength is little more than a social service agency. A congregation 
that excels in providing a sense of belonging where people care for one another but lacks other strengths 
is little more than a social club. Congregations must focus on multiple strengths to do all that is required 
of people of faith.1

WHAT IS THE USCVS? 
The U.S. Congregational Vitality surveys are designed to help you understand the attitudes, opinions, and 
perceptions of worshipers and leaders in your congregations. The two surveys—one for worshipers and one 
for session and staff—were created through a collaboration between sociologists, theologians, and Christian 
educators in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). The surveys are designed to measure the seven marks of 
congregational vitality—discipleship, outward focus, evangelism, servant leadership, worship, caring 
relationships, and ecclesial health. The USCVS is not a test. There are no right or wrong answers. 

HOW DO I INTERPRET THE RESULTS? 
About four weeks after a congregation returns its surveys, you will receive its Congregational Vitality Report 
(which will also be shared with the congregation). This report provides a congregation’s scores on seven marks 
of congregational vitality, as well as results for all questions that measure each mark. Putting these pieces 
together lets the congregation see its unique strengths. It is up to you and those in the congregation to interpret 
the findings in light of what else you know about the congregation–where it is located, how it is changing, 
and where it is going. We recommend each congregation dedicate a session meeting to reviewing the results 
together. Try not to focus on the negative; take time to celebrate each congregation’s strengths. Congregations 
will be using these results as you walk through the two-year Revitalization Initiative together. 

Four weeks after the deadline for returning completing surveys, the presbytery will receive a Presbytery Vitality 
Report. This report shows the results for all the congregations combined (but weighted to account for congregation 
size). It also makes comparisons among congregations. Only the presbytery gets the presbytery report.

Primary Resources, Section 5

INFORMATION SHEET
For Presbytery Leaders
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WHEN ARE THE IMPORTANT DEADLINES AND DATES FOR THIS SURVEY? 
 

JANUARY TRACK FALL TRACK

July 1st January 4th Presbyteries provide list of participating congregations

July 8th January 7th Research Services mails surveys to congregations

October 7th April 8th Congregations mail surveys back to Research Services

November 4th May 13th Research Services returns Congregational Vitality Reports 

November 11th May 20th Research Services returns Presbytery Vitality Report

Note
1.  From Cynthia Woolever and Deborah. Bruce, Beyond the Ordinary: Ten Strengths of U.S. Congregations (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2004).
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Office of Mission Program Grants
Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA), Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

100 Witherspoon Street, Louisville, Kentucky  40202-1396 
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/1001-2/mission-program-grants/

(888) 728-7228, Ext. 5230 / 5251
Fax: (502) 333-7251            Tim.Mccallister@pcusa.org, Bill.Moore@pcusa.org

 Date Prepared  ________________________

Synod  ___________________________________________  Phone  ______________________________  

Contact Person  ______________________________  E-mail Address  _____________________________

Presbytery ________________________________________  Phone  ______________________________

Contact Person  ______________________________  E-mail Address _____________________________

Project Name  ____________________________________________________________________________

Web Site Address  _________________________________________________________________________

INTRODUCTION:  This grant is intended to provide funding to presbyteries in support of their efforts to 
develop a process for helping congregations to begin and continue a transformational way of life.  Transformation 
is the process of intentionally moving into a new reality and way of being that helps congregations envision 
what God is calling them to be for their community and for the Kingdom of God.  All churches are in some state 
of being transformed and presbyteries must have resources available to assist them.

The readiness assessment gives the presbytery an opportunity for self-examination as it begins the challenging 
task of leading transformational change.  Such self-assessment is critical as the presbytery develops its process 
for encouraging and supporting congregational transformation.

GRANT FUNDING AMOUNTS:  Presbyteries may request a one-time grant of ordinarily up to $50,000.  
The first-year lump- sum payment will be for up to $30,000 and, assuming satisfactory progress has been 
made toward meeting stated goals, a second-year lump-sum payment of up to $20,000 will be disbursed.  A 
dollar-for-dollar match provided through presbytery and/or synod is required, but waivers will be considered 
on a case-by-case basis, upon request.  This grant is not intended to provide funding for congregational-level 
transformation efforts.

INSTRUCTIONS:  This application is available from the Mission Program Grants Office website.  E-mail as 
an attachment the completed proposal (Parts 1 and 2) to Tim.McCallister@pcusa.org and Bill.Moore@pcusa.
org at the Mission Program Grants office. Proposals will be reviewed according to the cut-off and review 
dates schedule contained within the Manual of Administrative Operations and on the Mission Program Grants 
website.

Presbytery Grant for Congregational Transformation

Primary Resources, Section 6
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Part 1:  Assessment of Presbytery Readiness to Lead Congregational Transformation
The format of this document allows the writer to add typing space as needed to fully respond to each question.

1. Has your presbytery clearly articulated its vision for congregational transformation?
___  Yes (Please attach a copy.)
___  No
___  In the process of clarifying that vision

Comments regarding your process (required):

 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

2.  What tools have been most helpful to you (or do you expect to use) in shaping your vision for
transforming the congregations within your presbytery? (Rank in numerical order of importance,
with 1 as most important and 7 as least.)
___  Prayer
___  Bible study
___  Study of demographic and congregational trends
___  Purposeful conversations with congregations and pastors
___  Purposeful conversations with presbytery groups
___  Guidance from a consultant
___  Other (please describe):

3.  Transformation is a process rather than a product, a journey rather than a destination. How you will
communicate that understanding of transformation to presbytery leadership and congregations?   (Required):

 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

4. Has your presbytery identified and recruited a representative team to lead your transformation effort?
___  Yes (Please attach a copy.)
___  No
___  In process

Comments regarding your process (required):

 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

5.  To what extent has your presbytery established congregational transformation as a priority?
(Check all that apply.)
___  Presbytery council has agreed.
___  Committee on Ministry has indicated an understanding of the need.
___  Presbytery has agreed to make transformation a priority and confirmed a leadership team.
___  The presbytery budget includes significant support for transformation.

Comments (required):

 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

6.  Has your presbytery considered how it will deal with the inevitable conflict that accompanies significant
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change?
___  Yes, and we have a plan in place.
___  Yes, and we are developing a plan.
___  Not yet, but we are aware of the possibility of conflict.
___  No, we are not anticipating major conflict.

Comments (required):

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

7.  Which of the following do you consider most critical for congregational transformation?  (Rank in numerical 
order of importance, with 1 as most important and 9 as least.)
___  Evangelism
___  Leadership development for transformation
___  Mission
___  Pastoral commitment
___  Congregational commitment
___  Strong faith component
___  Familiarity with theory of transformation
___  Outside consultant
___  Other (Please describe): __________________________________________________________

8.  Does your plan include an outside consultant? If so, identify them and the qualifications that prompted you to 
choose them. If your plan includes a consultant but you have not yet chosen one, what qualifications are you 
seeking and how do you propose to find the consultant? Comment on your presbytery’s follow-up plan for 
continuing the transformation process after the end of the consultant’s contract.

  Note:  While your presbytery may have the expertise to develop and implement the transformation process, 
if you wish to seek an outside consultant, contact the Rev. Ann Philbrick in the Church Growth Office, 
(888) 728-7228, X5514 or ann.philbrick@pcusa.org for a listing of consultants and other related training 
resources.

9.  Has your presbytery considered how it will evaluate and assess progress towards congregational 
transformation? 
___  Yes, and we have a plan.
___  Yes, and we are developing a plan.
___  Not yet, but we understand the need.
___  No, our priority is to get transformation happening; we will worry about evaluation later.

Comments on your plan or understanding of the need (required): 

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Please indicate below the names, roles and signatures of those who participated in responding to this readiness 
assessment.  If additional lines are needed, please attach a separate sheet.

Name Role Signature
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Part 2:  Application For Mission Program Grant Funding

The following vision of the church in 2020 may prove helpful in determining the areas around which a 
transformation process might develop.  It is with this future in mind that the Mission Development Resources 
Committee will evaluate your proposal.  

Churches in the year 2020, as a result of your work with them, will:

•  Have strong, competent and spiritually mature leaders whose roles are prayer and discernment for
the congregations and who will lead their faith communities into deeper spiritual practices;

• Be worshiping congregations that reflect the cultures and ethnicities of their neighborhoods;
• Engage in building relationships and share their faith with others;
•  Embrace their God-given missional opportunities with passion and equip people to meet those

challenges in adaptive and innovative ways;
• Be places where welcoming strangers and showing hospitality are the norm;
• Accomplish great things by connecting and collaborating with partner communities.

_________________________________________________________________

The format of this document allows the writer to add typing space as needed to fully respond to each question.

Please answer the following questions.

1.  What is your presbytery’s vision for successful congregational transformation?  What is the
history of the transformation work in your presbytery, and what are the results?

2.  Describe the strategies you will use to develop a process for promoting continual transformation.
Your response should consider, but need not be limited to, the following questions:
a)  What are the needs, strengths and weaknesses of the congregations and their contexts for ministry

and mission?
b) How will you assess the effectiveness of your pastors and sessions?
c) What is the vision of the presbytery for your pastors, sessions and congregations?
d) How will you prepare and support your pastors, sessions and congregations as they transform?
e) What training opportunities are needed and available?
f) Will you network or link congregations for mutual support during transformation?
g) How will you determine if your efforts are effective?  How will you adapt if they’re not?

3. How will this transformative work be continued beyond the life of the grant?
4. What is your plan for the education of the Committee on Ministry and the presbytery at large?
5.  Include a balanced income-and-expense budget that describes how the grant will be used and how

you will financially support the effort beyond the life of the grant.
_________________________________________________________________

Schedule of Proposed Income for Presbytery Transformation Grant Funding

Presbytery Synod PMA Other TOTAL

$_______ $_______ $_______ $_______ $_______
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The responses to the assessment and application were reviewed and approved by the appropriate mission strategy 
body of this presbytery and/or synod as fulfilling the policies governing Mission Program Grants.  Presbyteries 
and synods participating as funding partners and giving oversight and assistance, date and sign below.  Synod 
review and approval of this proposal is not required by the Mission Development Resources Committee if the 
synod is not providing funding.

NOTE: If any signing below is a current member of the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board, please inform the 
Office of Mission Program Grants staff.

__________________________ _______________________________________
Date Presbytery Executive or Designee

__________________________ _______________________________________
Date Synod Executive or Designee
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Introduction
We hope pastor cohorts will offer caring relationships of support and nurture. We hope it is a time to dwell in 
God’s Word and prayer. In order to lead the people of God to the Spirit’s revitalization in hope and wonder, we 
must first tend to our own souls. We pray these resources will help enhance the conversation of your ministry, 
strengthen relationships and enable you to dream and grow in Spirit and in truth. 

Note: It will be helpful for each group to select one person willing to be the facilitator. This can change each 
month. Cohorts may also select a communicator who is willing to send reminders of meeting information. 

Opening Prayer

Icebreaker Introductions Dr. Rodger Nishioka
1. My favorite place in the world is ...
2. One dream I have for the world is ...
3. Two sources of anxiety for me in the near future are ...
4. A time when I felt really close to God was when ...
5. A person who has been my role model in life is ...
6. In ten years, I picture myself ...
7. Two people I would like to spend the day with are ...
8. Two things for which I am thankful are ...
9. A place I would like to visit is ...
10.  A part of my personality that I enjoy sharing with others is my ...
11.  A day I would relive if I could is the day I ...
12.  Two values that direct the way I live my life are ...
13.  To me, God is like ...
14.  The most awe-inspiring place I’ve been is ...
15.  One thing I really appreciate about my church is ...
16.  A person who makes me laugh is ...
17.  One thing that I would change about my church is ...
18.  Two hopes I have for my future are ...
19.  If I had to describe myself as an animal, I would be a ...
20.  A way I can take care of myself in the future is to ...

Introductions of Ministry
• Describe your particular context and congregation.
• Describe your sense of vocational call to minister to these particular people of God.
• Describe the ministry and mission of the church.
• Describe the challenges you’ve faced, the realities you wrestle with.
• Describe what gives you joy, what brings you hope.
• Describe your favorite parts of your pastorate and the parts you could do without.

Closing Prayer
How can this group be praying for you and the people of God you serve?

Pastor Cohort: Year One, Session 1

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1
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Opening Prayer

Time to Check in

Dwelling in The Word —Isaiah 43:10–21
10You are my witnesses, says the Lord, and my servant whom I have chosen, so that you may know and 
believe me and understand that I am He. Before me no god was formed, nor shall there be any after me. 
11I, I am the Lord, and besides me there is no savior. 12I declared and saved and proclaimed, when 
there was no strange god among you; and you are my witnesses, says the Lord. 13I am God, and also 
henceforth I am He; there is no one who can deliver from my hand; I work and who can hinder it? 

14Thus says the Lord, your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel: For your sake I will send to Babylon and break 
down all the bars, and the shouting of the Chaldeans will be turned to lamentation. 15I am the Lord, your 
Holy One, the Creator of Israel, your King. 16Thus says the Lord, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the 
mighty waters, 17who brings out chariot and horse, army and warrior; they lie down, they cannot rise, they 
are extinguished, quenched like a wick: 18Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.  
19I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the 
wilderness and rivers in the desert. 20The wild animals will honor me, the jackals and the ostriches; for 
I give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen people, 21the people whom 
I formed for myself so that they might declare my praise. 

• What do you hear in the passage? Underline words or phrases that speak to you. 
• What challenges you in this passage? 
• How does this passage speak to your congregation? 
• What questions does this passage leave you with? 

Discussion: Contextual Framing Seven Marks of Vitality and Revitalization 
“True religion must come first, to direct our minds to the living God. Thus, steeped in the knowledge of God, 
they may aspire to contemplate, fear, and worship his majesty; to participate in God’s blessings; to seek God’s 
help at all times; to recognize, and by praise to celebrate, the greatness of God’s works—as the only goal of all 
the activities of this life.” –John Calvin 

“A post Christian mission should leave behind all attempts to become a Christian culture again. Mission is not 
a project. Evangelism is not to grow the church. Conversions are not instruments to change the world, but are 
a foretaste of the Kingdom of God. They are good things in and of themselves: evangelism and mission. Even 
if they do not bring back a Christian culture, they offer beauty to our world. Mission is about the glory of God 
before anything else. God is simply good, not just good for something. Evangelism and serving the poor are 
good, not just good for something.” —Ray Jones

Pastor Cohort: Year One, Session 2

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1
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Courageous faith knows there is no assurance of comfort and ease to the life of discipleship in Jesus Christ. Our 
Savior’s crucifixion taught us that. Yet those who boldly dare to passionately follow know that this is a living 
faith in a living God, a living Gospel that was always meant to be on the move! Christ’s followers are always 
reforming and revitalizing because they understand that is what resurrection and redemption are all about.  

—Kathryn Threadgill

Revitalization– “The act or an instance of bringing something back to life, public attention or vigorous activity.” 
(Webster’s Dictionary) “The action of imbuing something with new life and vitality.” (OED) Synonyms: 
reanimation, rebirth, regeneration, rejuvenation, renewal, resurgence, resurrection, resuscitation, revival.

1. Lifelong Discipleship Formation
2. Intentional Authentic Evangelism
3. Outward Incarnational Focus
4. Empower Servant Leadership
5. Spirit-Inspired Worship
6. Caring Relationships
7. Ecclesial Health

• How might the Spirit of God be calling you to revitalize?
• Where is there thanksgiving for vitality in your life? In your church?
• How might your church be called to revitalize in life together?
• If there were no barriers, no limits, what would your church look like today?

Closing Prayers 
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Mark #1: Lifelong Discipleship Formation

Opening Prayer

Dwelling in the Word
Select a passage to focus on individually and then together as a group. 

❍ Acts 2:42–47
❍ Luke 8:11–18
❍ Philippians 3:9b
❍ Romans 8:1–17
❍ Matthew 5:1–16
❍ Deuteronomy 11:13–21

Most people in America, when they are exposed to the Christian faith, are not being transformed. They take 
one step into the door, and the journey ends. They are not being allowed, encouraged, or equipped to love or to 
think like Christ. Yet in many ways a focus on spiritual formation fits what a new generation is really seeking. 
Transformation is a process, a journey, not a one-time decision.  —David Kinnaman, unChristian, page 82 

• How have you seen the church discourage lifelong discipleship formation?
• In what areas have you seen transformation take place within ministry?

They are realizing that the church does not have an education program; it is an educational program. 
 —Maria Harris, Fashion Me A People, page 47 

• In what ways might we limit this idea of lifelong discipleship formation to our programs?
• How can we better incorporate this educational underpinning into other aspects of our church life?

Fortunately, it is not all up to us. Because Christians believe that transformation belongs to God, Christian 
formation—the patterning of our lives and our communities after Christ’s self-giving love—requires grace, 
not determination. The church’s job is to till the soil, prepare the heart, ready the mind, still the soul, and stay 
awake so we notice where God is on the move, and follow. It is in following Jesus that we learn to love him; it 
is in participating in the mission of God that God changes us into disciples. Whenever ministry settles for less, 
a church becomes vulnerable to symbiotes and risks “morphing” into a community that is almost—but not 
quite—Christian.  —Kenda Creasy Dean, Almost Christian, page 15

• How does this fit into your theology of lifelong discipleship formation?
• Which parts of our spiritual journey are up to God and which parts are up to us?

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1

Pastor Cohort: Year One, Session 3
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We would like a church that again asserts that God, not nations, rules the world, that the boundaries of God’s 
kingdom transcend those of Caesar, and that the main political task of the church is the formation of people who 
see clearly the cost of discipleship and are willing to pay the price. 

—Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon, Resident Aliens, page 48

• How do we teach/preach for people “to live” rather than just “to learn?”
• Are people in our congregation routinely provided a gospel lens through which to see the world?

Christian discipleship (or spiritual formation) is training for apostleship, training for mission. From this 
understanding we place less emphasis on whose lineage, rites, doctrines, structures, and terminology are right 
and more emphasis on whose actions, service, outreach, kindness, and effectiveness are good. 

—Brian McLaren, A Generous Orthodoxy, page 223

• Is the goal of lifelong discipleship formation to transform a person, a people or the world?
• How can we better emphasize doing what is “good” rather than what has been “right?”



63 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1

Mark #2: Intentional Authentic Evangelism 

Opening Prayer

Dwelling in the Word
Select a passage to focus on individually and then together as a group. 

❍ John 4:1–41
❍ 2 Corinthians 4:7
❍ Galatians 2:19b–20
❍ Mark 4:1–20
❍ 1 Peter 3:13–22
❍ Matthew 4:19–20
❍ Psalm 96
❍ John 3:11–21
❍ Romans 10:1–17

Discussion 
[The Bible] has to be interpreted. And if it isn’t interpreted, then it can’t be put into action. So if we are 
serious about following God, then we have to interpret the Bible. It is not possible to simply do what the 
Bible says. We must first make decisions about what it means at this time, in this place, for these people.“ 

—Rob Bell, Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith

•  How do you interpret the Bible? And do you see your interpretation as foundational to your
evangelism?

•  Is what you read in scripture good news? What does the good news mean for our time and our
people?

•  What is the dominant interpretation of scripture—are there other holy words and other holy
canons (perhaps from different religions) that can point back to the Bible? Are there ways to
speak truth and good news outside of scripture?

Religion is like a pair of shoes…Find one that fits for you, but don’t make me wear your shoes. 
—George Carlin, comedian/entertainer

•  Is this how we feel about evangelism, don’t push your religion on me? Does our culture
encourage Christian evangelism or does it see our good news as out of touch, exclusive,
hypocritical? Are there ways to change a negative outlook on what evangelism can look like
inside and outside our churches?

•  Are we convinced that all Christianity has to look and feel the same? How can authentic
evangelism be grounded in relationships so that no one feels forced to wear our shoes?

Pastor Cohort: Year One, Session 4

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1
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God will save whomever He chooses to save. The Christian should proselytize not because he thinks he can 
change everybody; he should proselytize because the Gospel being shared is the ultimate act of love: because 
he thinks he can love everybody. —Criss Jami, Healology 

• How could what Jami says shape our evangelism, that sharing the gospel is the ultimate act of love?
• Is evangelism about changing people or does our interpretation of evangelism need to change?

Closing Prayer
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Mark #3: Outward Incarnational Focus

Opening Prayer

Dwelling in the Word 
Select a passage to focus on individually and then together as a group. 

❍	 Matthew 25:31–46
❍	 Romans 12:1–21
❍	 Matthew 7:14
❍	 Luke 19:1–10
❍	 Matthew 8:18–23
❍	 Luke 6:27–36
❍	 2 Peter 1:16–21
❍	 Luke 9:1–6, 23–27
❍	 Luke 10:1–12

Discussion
Missional formation refers to how God shapes a church to participate in God’s love for the world. Ever since 
Abraham, God has been shaping a people whose life reflects the goodness and love of this God who creates and 
redeems. Every congregation is both called and sent; the call gathers us to hear, understand and accept our 
vocation, which is that we are sent into the world for the sake of the gospel. As agents of God’s reign, churches 
engage the people and powers of their context. This engagement is one of mutual shaping—any church is 
changed by its context (in appropriate ways and often in ways that counter the gospel)—and a church embodies 
and initiates the graces of God in love, justice, healing, peace, witness, invitation and proclamation.  
  —Mark Lau Branson, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, page 63

• Who is at the margins of your community? Your congregation? 
• How does your congregation show up outside your building and share the love of Christ?

The message the church proclaims is central to its identity. When it knows that its basic enterprise is to proclaim 
a message of faith, hope, and love to the world, and it is doing it, it feeds its people with bread and not a stone. 
No amount of propaganda or organization will cover a lack of substance at the core. It is folly for congregations 
to work at improving their incorporation process when they do not have substantial food to nourish people once 
they are incorporated. It’s like putting whipped cream on stale pudding. 
  —Roy M. Oswald, The Inviting Church, page 18

• What would your community say about your church’s identity?
•  Where is Christ at work and inviting you to join? Does your congregation have an emboldened 

spirit to follow Christ? 

Pastor Cohort: Year One, Session 5
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Gratitude begins with paying attention, with noticing a goodness, beauty, and grace around us. The practice of 
gratitude becomes more central to our communities when we stop feeding the cycles of complaint and orient our 
lives around praise, testimony, and thanks. Our communities flourish when we regularly tell the stories of God’s 
faithfulness and goodness and when we find opportunities to express gratitude and celebrate the gifts we have 
received. Because of God’s grace and work in bringing us together in Christ and in building our congregations, 
we are able to participate in congregational life ‘not as demanders but as thankful recipients.”  

—Christine Pohl, Living Into Community, page 51

By definition, hospitality is gracious and generous. Limiting hospitality seems to undermine what is fundamental 
to the practice. But boundaries are also a problem mostly because so many of them are hidden.

—Christine Pohl, Making Room, page 129

•  What prevents you from going where God may send you? What are your fears? What leaves you
focused inward?

If we are genuinely concerned about the needs of strangers, offering hospitality requires courage.
—Christine Pohl, Making Room, page 131

The stranger is not simply one who needs us. We need the stranger if we are to know Christ and serve God in 
truth and love. Hospitality means inviting the stranger into personal space (physical or awareness/concern). 
Our private space is then enlarged and gives us a chance to see our own lives through different eyes. 

—John Koenig, New Testament Hospitality: Partnership with Strangers as Promise and Mission, page 6

•  Does your church welcome the lost, help the doubting, sit with the grieving, lend aid to the poor,
help the downtrodden, offer forgiveness to the sinner, clothe the naked, support the suffering and
sick, strengthen the faint hearted, respond to the skeptic, help bind up the broken-hearted, stand
up for the weak, give voice to those silenced, pray with those in pain, and otherwise live into the
incarnate spirit of Christ our Savior? If so, in what ways? If not, why?

It is a mistake to see…racism as functioning purely through individual choice, as if racist behaviors simply 
reflected bad manners or poor choices. Institutionalized racism is usually difficult to see in one’s own setting, at 
least as one on top looks down. The essential move in thinking, the initial requirement in generating community 
wholeness, is to see disparities as a challenge rooted in our social structures that are themselves nurtured by 
social processes that are sustained by social beliefs and attitudes. 

—Gary Gunderson, Boundary Leaders, pages 40, 41 and 47

•  Do you feel like your church equips you in the faith to have difficult conversations around
racial oppression, social injustice, white privilege, racial profiling, sexual and gender inequality,
terrorism, and/or stereotypes and prejudices of any kind?

Closing Prayer



67 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1

Mark #4: Empower Servant Leadership

Opening Prayer 

Dwelling in the Word
Select a passage to focus on individually and then together as a group. 

❍	 John 13:2–17
❍	 Ephesians 4:1–16
❍	 1 Timothy 4:6–16
❍	 Matthew 9:37–38
❍	 1 Samuel 3
❍	 2 Timothy 2:14–26

Discussion
The church of Jesus Christ is not short of leaders. The church of Jesus Christ is short of people who are willing 
to be servants.  —Rodger Nishioka, Rooted in Love, page 70

• How do the terms “servant” and “leader” change when you put them together? 
• When have you witnessed a shortage of servants in your ministry?

In the ongoing improvisation of leadership—in which you act, assess, take corrective action, reassess and 
intervene again—you can never know with certainty how an intervention is received unless you listen over time. 
  —Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line, page 139

• In what ways are “empowerment” and “delegation” similar and different?
• How does your congregation focus on fully empowering the people within your pews?

It is a beautiful thing to be on fire for justice and that there is no greater joy than inspiring and empowering 
others—especially these least of these, the precious and priceless wretched of the earth! 
  —Cornel West, Black Prophetic Fire, page 5

• In what ways might our servant leadership be molded by the biblical concept of justice?
• How have you seen empowerment change those whom you empower?

Whenever we become the leader and try to make God the servant, things don’t work out. Why? Because our 
EGO gets in the way, and we Edge God Out! If you want your life to be significant, then you have to recognize 
that it’s all about God, not about you. —Ken Blanchard, Lead Like Jesus, page 47 

• How does our Reformed theology shape our perspective on servant leadership?
• Have you ever seen God edged out of a mission, a ministry, or an outreach effort?

Pastor Cohort: Year One, Session 6
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Mostly we think of people with great authority as higher up, far away, hard to reach. But spiritual authority 
comes from compassion and emerges from deep inner solidarity with those who are “subject” to authority. The 
one who is fully like us, who deeply understands our joys and pains or hopes and desires, and who is willing 
and able to walk with us, that is the one to whom we gladly give authority and whose “subjects” we are willing 
to be. It is the compassionate authority that empowers, encourages, calls forth hidden gifts, and enables great 
things to happen. True spiritual authorities are located in the point of an upside-down triangle, supporting and 
holding into the light everyone they offer their leadership to. 

—Henri Nouwen, Bread for the Journey, page 74 

• What does it mean to have authority within the context of a church?
• In what ways should servant leadership be more about shining the light on others?

Closing Prayer 
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Mark #5: Spirit-inspired Worship

Opening Prayer

Dwelling in the Word
Select a passage to focus on individually and then together as a group. 

❍	 Isaiah 6:1–13
❍	 Isaiah 29:13
❍	 Hebrews 12:28–29
❍	 Luke 24:13–35
❍	 Exodus 3:1–6
❍	 Deuteronomy 12 
❍	 Philippians 2:1–11
❍	 Hebrews 5:1–10
❍	 1 Chronicles 16:7–36
❍	 Revelation 22:1–7
❍	 Matthew 21:12–17

Discussion
When they said, “Let’s go to the house of GOD,” my heart leaped for joy. (Ps. 122:1, The Message) 

•  Does your heart leap for joy in worship? Do you have a moment, perhaps not every week, where 
you are grateful for the gift of leading worship? If not, why? Is so, how can the Spirit guide your 
congregation into moments of joy at being in the house of the Lord?

… the changing contemporary culture demands mainline Protestant worship move from providing rational 
responses to experiential ones, from a few representatives leading the congregation to broader participation, 
from being word-based to being image-driven, from isolate individualism to worship that promotes community.
  —Mark Pierson, The Art of Curating Worship: Reshaping the Role of Worship Leader

• What does this say to your current practice of worship in your church or ministry context?
• Do you agree that worship needs to change?

Worship names what matters most: the way human beings are created to reflect God’s glory by embodying God’s 
character in lives that seek righteousness and do justice…Worship turns out to be the dangerous act of waking 
up to God and to the purposes of God in the world, and then living lives that actually show it.
  —Mark Labberton, The Dangerous Act of Worship

• Do you think of your worship as dangerous in the way that Labberton describes? 
•  How might the Spirit ignite us to live lives that actually show and live out our worship as 

Christians?
• Can worship encompass every aspect of our lives?
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On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside the catacombs, sufficiently sensible of the conditions. Does 
anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a 
word of it? The churches are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT 
to kill a Sunday morning. It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be 
wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our pews. 
For the sleeping god may wake some day and take offense, or the waking god may draw us out to where we can 
never return. —Annie Dillard, Teaching a Stone to Talk

• How do Dillard’s words make you feel?
•  In your current context of worship, do you feel that a sleeping God is present or a waking God

is present?
•  Knowing the worship cannot always be dynamic and engaging and meaningful and everything

everyone wants it to be, how can you and other worship leaders find space in the worship for the
Spirit to ignite the congregation?

Closing Prayer



71 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1

Mark #6: Caring Relationships

Opening Prayer

Dwelling in the Word
Select a passage to focus on individually and then together as a group. 

❍ Acts 6:1–7
❍ John 21:15–19
❍ Romans 12:9–18
❍ Galatians 6:1–10
❍ John 13:35
❍ Hebrews 10:24–25
❍ John 8:1–12
❍ Romans 15:1–6

Discussion
Significant relationships with other Christians matter because they teach us something about what God is like—
the One who can love us in spite of ourselves and who loves us passionately enough to suffer willingly on our 
behalf. —The Godbearing Life. Kenda Creasy Dean and Ron Foster. Pp.27

• What are the caring relationships in your life? What do they reveal about God?
• Why is it so difficult for the church to practice caring relationships?

Millions of missionary dollars have gone to Africa from the hands of church people who would die a million 
deaths before they would permit a single African the privilege of worshiping in their congregation…I must not 
ignore the wounded man on life’s Jericho Road, because he is a part of me and I am part of him.

—Strength to Love. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. p.35–38, selected 

• How have we gotten caring relationships wrong?
• What can we do to cultivate an ethos of caring relationships?

What determines our brotherhood is what that person is by reason of Christ. Our community with one another 
consists solely in what Christ had done to both of us…The more genuine and the deeper our community becomes, 
the more will everything else between us recede, the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ and Christ’s work 
become the one and only thing that is vital between us. —Life Together. Dietrich Bonhoeffer. p. 26

• What does a theology of caring relationships centered on Christ look like for you?
• How does your church ensure the vitality of caring relationships in Christ and with one another?
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The truth is, despite the gospel’s claim that Jesus will be with us always, young people usually assume—
correctly—that the church will not be … gospel’s claim that Jesus will “be there” always, a community of 
affirming others must “be there” for them, demonstrating steadfast love on their behalf. 
  —Practicing Passion. Kenda Creasy Dean. pp. 75, 77

•  Where have all the young people gone? Or, better still: How are we sharing fidelity in caring 
relationships?

• What is at stake if we do not practice caring relationships?

Closing Prayer
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Mark #7: Ecclesial Health

Opening Prayer

Dwelling in the Word
Select a passage to focus on individually and then together as a group. 

❍ 2 Corinthians 5:11–21
❍ Matthew 15:1–9
❍ 1 Corinthians 12–14, 24b–25
❍ Romans 6:1–14
❍ Luke 24:13–35
❍ John 2:13–25
❍ John 17
❍ Colossians 2:1–19
❍ 1 Timothy 6:11–21

Discussion
Churches that practice hospitality have countless contexts in which to tell the story of God’s welcome. When 
the Eucharist is more explicitly connected to regular expressions of hospitality in shared meals, caring, and 
friendship, a distinctive Christian identity and way of life are reinforced. As practices of hospitality, celebration, 
and Sabbath are taken seriously, they can become an invitation to joy and congregational renewal

—Christine Pohl, Making Room, p. 176

• How would you describe the ecclesial health of your church?
• Do you feel like your church centers life with prayer at the heart of all things?

I want to promote assessment and describe it in plain language because I think that God cares whether I know 
what I am doing. In an institutional context, I believe God cares whether the institution’s goals are noble and 
God cares whether the institution’s methods for reaching those goals make sense. God is pleased, I believe, 
when I can make connections between my activities and an outcome that makes a positive difference in the 
world. Therefore, I find clarification, and clarity itself, to be deeply satisfying. For me, it is a spiritual practice 
of purification and winnowing and discernment. —Sarah B. Drummond, Holy Clarity, p. 2

•  What is the mission of your church? Who wrote it? How does your church live into its mission?
How does your budget reflect your mission?

• What are the core values and vision of your church? Does everyone know and share them?

Pastor Cohort: Year One, Session 9
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Christian community in not optional—we are called to be part of the body of Christ. Lukewarm or half-hearted 
participation hurts the very thing necessary to our identity and flourishing. Mediocrity may be less demanding, 
but it is ultimately a spiritual and social disaster. When communities choose a maintenance mode for extended 
periods, they are facilitating their own deaths. —Christine Pohl, Living Into Community, p. 174

• Does your congregation do well to embrace change?
• When was the last time a dream led to incredible new vision and ministry in your church?

Dr. William Foege, visionary global health leader, once noted, “You don’t need to know where you are to be 
there. But if you what to go somewhere else, it is the first thing you need to know.” 

—Gary Gunderson, Boundary Leaders, p. 14

•  Are people stakeholders in being a part of your church? Do they feel committed to values and
mission? Do they feel they are necessary in the dreaming, envisioning, decision-making process?

• What are the policies for pastor(s) and staff in your church? How are they evaluated? Supported?

Everything you say and everything you do has to prove what you believe. A WHY is just a belief. That’s all it is. 
HOWs are the actions you take to realize that belief. And WHATs are the results of those actions—everything 
you say and do: your products, services, marketing, PR, culture and whom you hire. If people don’t buy WHAT 
you do but WHY you do it, then all these things must be consistent. With consistency people will see and hear, 
without a shadow of a doubt, what you believe. After all, we live in a tangible world. The only way people will 
know what you believe is by the things you say and do, and if you’re not consistent in the things you say and do, 
no one will know what you believe.  

—Simon Sinek, Start With Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action, p. 67

• How does your church teach stewardship and tithing?
•  Who makes decisions in your church? Are they transparent? Do all get buy-in? Are all opinions

heard?
• Is your budget sustainable? How is it assessed? Who determines spending?

Closing Prayer
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The Hope and Wonder of Revitalization

Opening Prayer

Overview
Through the first nine sessions you have explored ecclesial, institutional and systemic questions regarding 
revitalization guided by the seven vital marks of revitalization. For the next three sessions, let’s turn a little 
more inward. Revitalized pastors help revitalize congregations. We will dive into some more personal reflective 
pieces: Hope and Wonder of Revitalization, The Power of Prayer, and Faithful Discipleship. Of course, these 
are connected to your congregation and the people with whom you serve. However, it is often easier to reflect 
about the people you serve than it is to reflect on your own life with God. 

These next three sessions are opportunities to dive deeply and do some good self-reflection. We also think that 
every pastor needs trusted friends who can walk with them in a deeply spiritual way. These sessions cannot 
replace professional counselors, spiritual directors, or entrusted friends. The sessions are to entice excitement 
about reconnecting with God through hope, wonder, prayer and discipleship. 

Introduction 
Hope and wonder are the tools of imagination. In some ways, our job as pastors is to share these tools with the 
community of faith so that the Kingdom is imagined and reimagined again and again. We need to hone these 
tools for our own imagination as well as for the communities we serve. Think of all the ways that Jesus imagines 
the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, a gate, a vine and branches, workers in the 
field, a banquet, sheep, etc. These images required imagination to “get,” and when the disciples didn’t “get it,” 
Jesus would explain it to them and help them imagine it for themselves. Through that process, he gave them 
hope and clearly left them with their fair share of wonder, too. 

Discuss 
1. What do you hope for in the next week, next month, year, ten years?
2. What do you wonder about on a consistent basis?

Scripture
Jesus’ disciples had forgotten to bring any bread, so they had only one loaf with them in the boat. He 
gave them strict orders: “Watch out and be on your guard for the yeast of the Pharisees as well as the 
yeast of Herod.” The disciples discussed this among themselves, “He said this because we have no 
bread.” Jesus knew what they were discussing and said, “Why are you talking about the fact that you 
don’t have any bread? Don’t you understand? Are your hearts so resistant to what God is doing? Don’t 
you have eyes? Why can’t you see? Don’t you have ears? Why can you hear? Don’t you remember? 
When I broke five loaves of bread for those five thousand people, how many baskets full of leftovers 
did you gather?” They answered, “Twelve.” And when I broke seven loaves of bread for those four 
thousand people, how many baskets full of leftovers did you gather? They answered, “Seven.” Jesus 
said to them, “And you still don’t understand?”

—Mark 8:14–19 (Common English Bible)
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Perhaps this is where we get lost too. We see God’s miracles all around us. As pastors, we walk with people 
who overcome cancer. We proclaim the resurrection of Easter and even “look for the resurrection of the dead,” 
as the Nicaean Creed says. Our churches feed homeless, build houses, open doors to strangers and genuinely 
love others in a world where just saying hello to someone can be a miracle to that person. We drive home from 
a night meeting and see a gorgeous sunset. We breathe. Our bodies take a breath. In and out, and yet we fail to 
remember or understand God’s Spirit in the midst of the up-down motion of our chest. 

We are like the disciples in this passage. They had just seen the feeding of the 5,000, retreated to the boat, and 
forgot to bring enough food with them. They seemingly forgot about the miracle they had witnessed a few hours 
ago. I imagine Jesus doing the palm plant to the forehead move as he hears them grumbling. And then he helps 
them remember what it means to hold on to hope and wonder, even in the midst of scarcity and fear. “Remember 
you have eyes to see this amazing world in a different way,” he tells them. “You have ears to hear, so listen for 
God’s kingdom.”

Part of the work of revitalizing ourselves is about dreaming and understanding that God works miracles every 
day. Our proclamation of the gospel is to proclaim the mysteries of faith, the hope and wonder of a God who 
is with us. We forget that life itself is a miracle that can point us to the miracle maker himself, Jesus the Christ. 

Discuss
1. What was the last miracle you witnessed?
2. What was the most fantastic miracle you have seen? What is the most mundane miracle you have seen?

Ponder more
https://www.ted.com/talks/louie_schwartzberg_nature_beauty_gratitude Louie Schwartzberg and David 
Steindl-Rast

Imagination—or lack thereof 
The 9/11 Commission’s report on the terror attacks in New York City and Washington, D.C. cites a lack of 
imagination as a primary failure of the intelligence community, security forces and government agencies. 
Imagining that someone could fly a jet liner into a building was not even thought of as a possibility, even though 
intelligence was pointing toward that option. (https://govinfo.library.unt.edu/911/report/911Report_Ch11.pdf)

We seem to live in a world where imagination is dwindling, and perhaps at astonishingly detrimental rates. As 
technology continues to bring us quick answers, we are increasingly reluctant to dream big. In a sense, we have 
forgotten how to hope for the things unseen. (2 Corinthians 4:18; Hebrews 11:1). As we get stuck in committee 
meetings, sermon writing, pastoral visits and personal issues, we lose sight of God’s call on our lives to help the 
community of faith imagine the world as Jesus does. Namely, we forget to imagine what the kingdom of God 
could look like if only we could ______________________ (fill in blank here).
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Diana Butler Bass says it well in the introduction to her book, The Practicing Congregation, when she builds 
on Craig Dykstra’s work on pastoral imagination. She says, quoting Dykstra, “‘good pastors also must have 
clear awareness and analytical understanding of the world that the church exists to serve, both locally and in 
relationship to the larger environment in which it operates.’ Thus as he defines it, the ‘pastoral imagination, 
as a way of seeing into and interpreting the world,’ reaches from the inner places of the human heart, through 
the congregation, out to the world, and back again. The pastoral imagination allows us to envision God’s 
presence in the world, to see the Spirit at work, to embody beauty, peace, hope, and faith in the midst of chaos, 
contingency, questioning, and despair.” (p. 5) 

Discuss
1.   Do you allow yourself time to imagine, to daydream, and to creatively envision things yet to come? Do you 

have a process? What helps? What holds you back? 
2.  What has happened in your ministry that you didn’t imagine was possible: good, bad or both? 
3.  In what ways does your life embody beauty, peace, hope and faith, even in the midst of chaos?
4.  What is a goal or dream you have for yourself as a pastor? 

What is your hope built upon?  
“My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness;” are the words of a hymn in the church. 
Some of you are humming along; some are searching for it in a hymnal (red, blue, purple, or whatever color you 
have, it is probably in your hymnal or online somewhere.) This hymn is an invitation to a hopeful posture in life. 
While the words are nice to sing, I wonder, if we’re honest, what our hope is really built upon? 
Do you build your hope on your own job security? Your family’s security? People being nice to you? Where do 
you find hope? Of course, as Christians like the hymn, we sing the song and proclaim that redemption is real. 
How often do we wake up in the morning and our first thought as our toes hit the chilly floor is, “Jesus, show 
me your world today?”

Closing Prayer
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Prayer that Feeds Revitalization and Changes the World

Opening Prayer

Opening Activity
In revitalization, prayer is breakfast, lunch and dinner. It feeds the soul. Prayer fosters discernment and guides 
discipleship. It deepens our love of God and helps us know God’s love for us. Prayer is the dangerous act of 
actually trusting that God can and does work in this world. It is a humbling and opening way to experience 
the divine. If hope and wonder are the tools of imagination, prayer is the language and practice of divine 
imagination. 

Consider the lilies. 

Note: This opening activity will require someone to bring a flower arrangement. Gas station flowers on the way 
count. It also may require someone to bring things like paper, colored pencils and paint, etc. 

Read Luke 12:22–31. 

(CEB) 22Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Therefore, I say to you, don’t worry about your life, what you 
will eat, or about your body, what you will wear. 23There is more to life than food and more to the body 
than clothing. 24Consider the ravens: they neither plant nor harvest, they have no silo or barn, yet God 
feeds them. You are worth so much more than birds! 25Who among you by worrying can add a single 
moment to your life?[d] 26If you can’t do such a small thing, why worry about the rest? 27Notice how the 
lilies grow. They don’t wear themselves out with work, and they don’t spin cloth. But I say to you that 
even Solomon in all his splendor wasn’t dressed like one of these. 28If God dresses grass in the field so 
beautifully, even though it’s alive today and tomorrow it’s thrown into the furnace, how much more will 
God do for you, you people of weak faith! 29Don’t chase after what you will eat and what you will drink. 
Stop worrying. 30All the nations of the world long for these things. Your Father knows that you need 
them. 31 Instead, desire his kingdom and these things will be given to you as well.

Reflect
Place the flowers before the group. Take 15 minutes to consider the flowers. Draw them, write about them, pray 
about the passage. Do something to stop, slow and consider—something to pray. 

Discuss 
1. What was that like for you? 
2. Do you take time to stop and consider the world? 
3. Was this prayerful for you? Why or why not? 
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It seems odd that “professional Christians,” as one of my seminary professors liked to say, need help with 
prayer. We say lots of prayers; many of us are the de facto pray-er at family gatherings; in hospital rooms, we 
get called in to pray as if we have the magic words to connect with God. It’s a lot of pressure. We wane and wax 
in our prayers in worship as if the sermons didn’t heap enough words for God, we get our sentences right and 
make sure to use at least one word we learned in seminary. Much of this comes with the office of ordination 
and people’s expectations of their clergy. So, like the regular reading of scripture for personal devotion, our 
professional responsibilities sneak into the space that should be occupied by personal sitting with God. In other 
words, our awesome “prayers of the people” in worship somehow satisfy some quota for our personal prayer 
life. As if we only have a certain number of prayers to say per day. 

Discuss
1. Do you keep a regular prayer life? What does that look like for you? What’s hard about it? What’s easy?

Pray without ceasing 
The early Christians developed a practice of prayer that starts by reading scripture and then saying a prayer 
at least seven times every day: once in the early morning, at sunrise, at three meals, and at sunset, and before 
one retiring for the night. The prayer always includes the Lord’s prayer. This is called keeping the offices. Or 
practicing the hourly or daily office. 

Robert Benson, a lay person of the Episcopalian flavor, has a great book on the subject called In Constant 
Prayer. He writes that at some point, high-minded discussion about our life of prayer has to work its way into 
the dailyness of our lives. “At some point, we have to move from talking about prayer to saying our prayers so 
that the marvelous that is possible has a chance to appear.”

Benson continues, “You do not become a person of prayer and then begin to pray. It works the other way 
around.” (Benson 96)

Discuss 
1. Do you consider yourself a person of prayer? Why or why not?
2. What practices of faith do you find hardest? What practices come naturally to you?
3. Who is a person of prayer in your life? Who taught you to pray?

Douglass Abrams was privileged to spend a week with spiritual giants Archbishop Desmond Tutu and the 
Dalai Lama as they explored joy and happiness. The conversation leads to prayer as each leader discusses the 
oppression, tragedy and hurt each has experienced. 

“ ‘I tell people,’ said the Archbishop, ‘that one of the greatest things about you [the Dalai Lama] is your 
serenity, and I say, ‘Well, you know every day he spends those five hours in the morning meditating,’ and it 
shows in how you respond to things that are agonizing—the pain of your country, and the pain of the world. 
As I say, I try, but five hours is too much.’ The Archbishop, characteristically humble and self-effacing, was 
dismissing his own three or four hours of prayer a day. It is true; he sleeps in ... until four. 
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What is it, I wondered, about spiritual leaders that they are always getting up early to pray and meditate? It 
clearly makes a great difference in how they approach their day. When I first heard that the Dalai Lama got up 
at 3:00 a.m., I thought I was going to hear another story of superhuman devotion and learn that he slept only 
two or three hours a night. I was relieved to hear that he simply went to bed very early, typically by 7:00 p.m. 
(Not exactly practical for a householder who has children to feed and get to bed, I thought, but perhaps getting 
to bed an hour earlier and up an hour earlier was possible. Would it lead to more spiritual growth? Would it 
lead to more joy? —Lama, Dalai. The Book of Joy: Lasting Happiness in a Changing World, p. 21

As the bumper sticker says, “Too busy not to pray.” It seems like prayer should be something we can do. If these 
two world leaders can find multiple hours each day to pray, surely we can find time as well. 

Discuss
1.  What would you have to say no to so you can have time to pray? What do you already say no to so that you 

can pray? 
2.  What would praying four or five hours look like for you? Could you do it for 30 minutes, an hour, or  

two hours? 
3.  Try this: assign someone in the group to be the timekeeper. Try to pray for 3 minutes of silence and keep 

your mind focused on prayer. Close your eyes. A good place to start might be repeating the Lord’s Prayer. 
Have each person open their eyes when they think 3 minutes is up. Was anyone close to three minutes? 
Were you able to focus? Did anyone’s mind wander? Where did it go? 

Prayer changes the world but doesn’t grant wishes. 

To pray is to change. Prayer is the central avenue God uses to transform us. If we are unwilling to change, we 
will abandon prayer as a noticeable characteristic of our lives. The closer we come to the heartbeat of God, 
the more we see our need, and the more we desire to be conformed to Christ…In prayer, real prayer, we begin 
to think God’s thoughts…to desire the things [God] desires, to love the things [God] loves, to wait for things 
[God] wills.  —Foster, Richard. Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, p. 33

The black church treats prayer in the midst of tragedy as calling down God’s very salvation. In fact, the black 
church, through the prayer because it was less regulated language, was able to enact salvation and liberation. 
Many black churches are still to this day called houses of prayer. “When the worst of tragedy occurs in the black 
community, calls are placed to contact prayer warriors who are believed to move the heart of God for strength 
to survive the storm… —James Murphy, Jr., Defining Salvation in the Context of Black Theology, p. 113. 

Discussion 
1. Does your practice of prayer step into God’s very salvation? 
2.  When you pray, do trust that you are God’s? Does your prayer language reflect honest and authentic dreams, 

fears, brokenness and hope? 
3. Does prayer change you? Does prayer change things? 

Prayer should be a terrifyingly beautiful thing. We are jumping into an intimacy of holy space. There are, of 
course, many ways of jumping into this holy space. Richard Foster, Thomas Keating, Thomas Merton, Richard 
Rohr, Mother Theresa, Martin Luther, to name only a few, have developed ways that we might keep the practice. 
Centering prayer, contemplative prayer, meditation, and physical prayer are all ways that people have found 
to jump in. In whatever ways you discover this process, the point that all the “spiritual masters” make is that 
you’ve got to just do the practice. You’ve got actually to do it. You can’t talk about it or around it. You have to 
do it. You have to pray. Lock yourself in a closet, a la Matthew 6:6, and listen to the Spirit to speak. 

Closing Prayer
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Discipleship 

Opening Prayer

Introduction
You have spent a year together as a cohort. Your churches have gone through some faithful discernment about 
what God’s work is with them. Our prayer is that you have had conversations that continue to make a difference 
in your life; that your congregations and you are healthier, more vital, and seeking what it is that God has called 
you to do, or at least your ship is starting to turn that way. 

As your first year together closes, spend some time together reflecting.

Open
1. What are you thankful for because of this group?
2. What is something valuable about ministry that you have discovered in the last year?
3. Have you seen God in a new or renewed way?

The letter to the Hebrews writes that we have been surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses (12:1), people who 
have come before us to give testimony about Jesus Christ and have made the church what it is. Discipleship 
doesn’t happen in a vacuum. As Jesus had to teach the first 12 how to love him, so we have had to learn. (And 
hopefully, continue to learn every day.) 

1.  Who is someone you first remember as being a “good disciple?” Who was an early example of a real-life
disciple for you?

2. Who in your current ministry exemplifies what it means to be a disciple in your eyes? Why?

Your Call and Discipleship 
Your call as a pastor has to be second to your call to be Jesus’ disciples. While they are intimately related, it 
is important not to confuse the two. Your call as a pastor is only part of your call to being a disciple. Mark 
Labberton writes that “call is primarily about who we are and what we do all the time. Our call isn’t measured 
by outcomes—how much we achieve or accomplish—but through the process of following Jesus in and through 
it all. In the end, call is about continuous formation into the likeness of Jesus Christ far more than it is about 
finding direction or getting a job.” 1 

1.  It can be hard to think about our call apart from our job as pastors. How do you measure “success” as a
pastor? Is it different than how you might measure “success” as a disciple of Jesus Christ?

2.  Is there something that you think God is calling you towards over the next month? Six months? Year? Is
it something you’re looking forward to? Or is it going to be a challenge? What’s going to be easy? What’s
going to be hard?

3. In what ways do you anticipate knowing that you are doing what God calls you to do?

Pastor Cohort: Year One, Session 12
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What is a disciple, anyway? 
The hard part about writing about discipleship is that people who write about discipleship tend to put limits on 
what God might be doing within people. I suppose that’s what happens when you try to define something. You 
have to limit its ability to break out of a box because you are, in fact putting a box around it. There are a lot of great 
books about discipleship. Perhaps our first place to go should be scripture, but others over the millennia have tried 
to answer the same question over and over again: What does it mean to follow Jesus? Most discipleship writing 
ends with a notion of practices (i.e., charity, prayer, scripture reading, sexual morality, neighborly interactions, 
etc.) that lead to a closer relationship with God. The problem is that we humans tend to see them more as a divine 
to-do list, rather than discernment activities. If we could just pray more, we would be able to figure out what God 
is saying to us? If we could just give more time, we would become “better” disciples?

Karl Barth, in fact, warns us of getting sucked into a specific Christian ethos when referring to vocation. For 
Barth, our lives are set apart not because of what we do, but because of what God does in us and through us. He 
also says that God is in the business of giving tasks to those whom God has revealed those tasks. (If you need 
some light reading on the topic, see Church Dogmatics IV. 3 second half, chapter 71.) In other words, every 
disciple is called to specific tasks that are revealed by God. Even more, these tasks show the world our deep 
union with Christ. We do not start with tasks, but with discovery. 

Vitality in the church begins with holy dreaming about God’s call on your life. There are not seven marks of 
discipleship or a church that, on their own, will reveal Christ to the world. Every church will approach and enact 
those marks in its own faithful ways. The tasks involved in the marks will be unique to every church and to every 
person within the church. The church, after all, is made of many parts working together (see 2 Corinthians 12:12). 
The kingdom needs everyone. 

What are the specific tasks that you and your church have started to think more about? Rather than the stagnant 
repetition of “what’s always been done,” are there places where you are more open to what God can do in your 
life and in the life of your congregation?

The work of a disciple, then, is to listen, dream, hope, wonder and act. In doing so, we turn toward God and to 
hear (as Abraham, Moses, Peter, and so many others have done) the dreams that God has for us. Next year, Dr. 
William Brown will guide us through the hope and wonder we find in discerning God’s voice through the study 
of scripture. 

Here’s a little teaser. He writes, “To witness God’s presence and work in the world is first and foremost to 
marvel. Without wonder, faith in a God who ‘works wonder(s)’ remains stuck and stagnant. Genuine faith is all 
about ‘going marveling’ in God’s world of wonder.”2 (For those who like to work ahead, go ahead and pick up 
a copy of the book Sacred Sense: Discovering the Wonder of God’s Word and World, by William Brown. Ask 
for it for Christmas.) 

Maybe that’s the hard part of all this revitalization stuff. We want the checklist of things to do. But God, the 
wonder-worker, doesn’t systematize things quite so neatly for us. The paradox that is work in the church is often 
messy, convoluted and nonsensical, while at the same time beautiful, simple and life-giving. The answer that 
Jesus gives to Peter, of “feed my sheep” (John 21:15–25) hits a wonder-struck Peter. There are many different 
ways that we can “feed Jesus’ sheep.” So Jesus’ answer to Peter doesn’t define as much as it points Peter down 
the path of wonder. I imagine Peter asking what the world would look like with sheep that are fed, whatever that 
looks like. In typical Peter fashion, he quickly wants a simple answer. His immediate question is about what 
someone else is supposed to do, the beloved disciple: “What about him?” Jesus answers, “leave him to me.” 
As the teenagers were prone to say a year ago, “you do you.” (Don’t say it in the presence of anyone who has 
“teen” at the end of their age, unless you are working on your suffering servant practices and can handle some 
ridicule.) Wonder isn’t about comparing what other churches, pastors or leaders are doing. It’s about listening 
to what unique things Jesus has to say to you. 
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As pastors and church leaders, we are invited into people’s lives in their moments of wonder: birth, sickness, 
death and profound celebration. Baptisms, funerals and weddings are moments that, in many ways, are moments 
of holy wonder. None of those events are rote, mundane or symmetrical. Diving into those spaces requires high 
respect for the uniqueness that every situation is and a trust that God is in the midst of it all. 

1. What do you wonder about God? God’s character? Or God’s actions?
2. What was the last thing you marveled at? Or that dropped your jaw?
3. Is there a holy task that you’ve been putting off? Why?

To close
Read the following scripture: 

Who is like you among the gods, O Lord? Who is like you, majestic in holiness, praiseworthily awesome, 
working wonder? 5 (Exod. 15:11, Bill Brown translation)

Spend a minute in silence together. (Like you did last month, remember?) Use the passage above as your 
jumping into the deep end of your prayer. 

Pray together or for one another. 
Pray for your life with Christ. 
Pray for your eyes to see and your ears to hear. 
Pray that you will have the courage to follow Christ, wherever he may lead. 

May the wonder of God’s incarnation lead you through the often too-busy season in the church.

Notes
1.  Labberton, Mark. Called: The Crisis and Promise of Following Jesus Today, InterVarsity Press, 2014. p. 135
2.  Brown, William P. (2015–07–06T23:58:59). Sacred Sense: Discovering the Wonder of God’s Word and World (Kindle

Locations 132–134). Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.. Kindle Edition
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October 2, 2018

Dear colleagues in Christ,

Grace to you and peace in the name of our savior Jesus Christ! I could not be more excited about inviting you 
to engage in deep Bible study during your second year in the Vital Congregations Initiative, and to do so in the 
company of fellow colleagues in ministry. While such an opportunity is all too rare for many church leaders, I 
am convinced that it is vital for ministry. Ministry requires agile exegesis, the kind of exegesis that is at once 
fresh and faithful, imaginative and grounded, the kind of exegesis that abides in God’s Word for God’s world. 
This, I have found, is only possible when exegesis is done with others. Indeed, I’ve always wanted to market 
a bumper sticker that reads, “Exegetes do it in public!” Reading scripture involves reading together, studying 
together, praying together. Such is the ministry of exegesis. These lessons, thus, are not meant to be done alone 
in the privacy of your study. Rather, they are meant to facilitate open, challenging and edifying conversations 
among you and your colleagues. Although I would not venture to predict the outcome of your study together 
this year (that would be the work of the Spirit), my hope is that you will discover new things about what the 
Bible has to say about faith and ministry in Jesus Christ, something that will excite you and renew you in your 
own context of ministry. 
 I invite you to read the designated chapters in my book Sacred Sense and then follow up with the lessons that 
extend my own reflections in new directions, sometimes correcting them. The lessons are written not to solicit 
assent (although I do try to be as compelling as possible), but to facilitate ongoing engagement about things that 
matter most to you and your ministry in dialogue with the biblical text. The invitation is simply to engage deeply 
and honestly and in so doing to let your imagination be stirred and your sense of wonder be renewed so that you 
may see more clearly what God is doing in our midst and beyond—a “new thing” (Isa 43:19)! 
 Allow me to introduce myself. I have been teaching Old Testament at Columbia Theological Seminary for 
14 years, and before that 13 years at Union Presbyterian Seminary. My scholarship has always been oriented 
toward the Church, toward building up the Body of Christ, and I’ve learned much from students and colleagues 
over the years. Having the opportunity to put together these lessons marks in so many ways a culmination of 
my own work as a theological educator in the PC(USA). I have learned that life-sustaining, life-transforming 
Bible study comes from both careful exegesis and engagement with others, particularly with those who don’t 
think the same as I. The study of scripture, in other words, culminates in honest dialogue, and it takes place 
around an open table whose participants reflect something of the world’s diversity. As for me, I am a self-
identifying white, middle-age, cisgender male whose perspective is woefully limited. Hence, I need others of 
different identities, backgrounds and perspectives to show me what it means for all to live together fully as 
God’s children in God’s kin-dom. With many others, I renounce the moral evils (“sins”) of our times and in this 
place, from racism and sexism to ableism, ageism and environmental degradation. But I need help to continue 
doing so. I need help to discern what God in Christ is doing, where the Holy Spirit is blowing, where the River 
of Life is flowing. In other words, I need you. 
 These lessons, consequently, are an invitation to help each other in the critical work of discernment and 
revitalization. If not for the initiative and support from the Rev. Dr. Kathryn Threadgill, for whom I’m very 
grateful, these lessons would not be available. My gratitude also extends to the writing team, who revised and 
supplemented the lessons: Rola Al Ashkar, Phil Brown, Tom Bryson, Brian Coulter, Heather Wood Davis. The 
collaborative result, I hope, will be enriching, challenging and renewing for you. 

Pastor Cohort: Year Two 
A Letter from the Author to Pastors
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 I am convinced that vitality in faith and ministry begins with the study of scripture. I do not know of 
anything more edifying than reading scripture together with new eyes and sharing it with others. John Calvin 
likened the Bible to a pair of spectacles through which one could see God and the world more clearly. Reading 
the Bible, thus, involves reading the world through the lens of scripture and finding God in Christ still at work 
in the world. My former colleague at Union, Dean McBride, puts it this way: the study of scripture helps us to 
gain a “second sight,” a way of seeing the world in all its painful and joyful realities within the larger unfolding 
reality of God’s redemptive, saving work. I call it a “sacred sense,” such as when the psalmist saw in that tiny 
Jerusalem spring called the Gihon a mighty river whose “streams make glad the city of God” (Psalm 46), or 
when the gospel writers witnessed in Jesus’ execution the outworking of God’s salvation for the world. It is a 
sacred sense that sees in a common meal in an upper room a foretaste of the Messianic banquet. It is a sacred 
sense that catches a glimpse of God’s kin-dom from seeing Presbyterians rallying together to provide cash to 
those who cannot afford bail. The list goes on. 

 It is my fondest wish and fervent prayer that this year you will cultivate in new ways a “sacred sense” in 
your ministry. 

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew 
Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So if anyone is in Christ, there 
is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!

—2 Corinthians 5:16–17

In Christ,
Bill

William P. Brown
William Marcellus McPheeters Professor of Old Testament
Columbia Theological Seminary
701 S. Columbia Drive
Decatur, GA 30030
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Wonder: A Pastoral Introduction

Focus Texts
Proverbs 30:18–19, 1 Corinthians 4:1–2
Sacred Sense, pp. 1–14

Breaking in
This numerical saying from Proverbs identifies four distinct examples of wonder, two of which are drawn from 
the natural world, one from the encounter between ship and sea, and one from the mysterious world of human 
intimacy. The list could go on. The Proverbs passage is both a testimony to wonder and a puzzle about wonder. 
With four very different examples of wonder, what could they possibly share in common? The rabbis asked that 
very question, and the answer they came up with was: each one leaves no trace. My own opinion is that this 
would work well with three out of the four. And it is clear for the biblical sage that a trace does indeed exist, 
namely the lingering trace of awe. 
 As you “dwell” in God’s Word, share two experiences of wonder from your life: one from within your 
ministry and one that you experienced outside the church (e.g., nature, family, travel, etc.). Anything is fair 
game, from childhood to the present. 

• What was it like to share your experiences and listening to those of others?
•  How do you feel about your colleagues in ministry now that you’ve heard their stories of wonder?

Have you discovered something about them that you were not aware of?

Diving in
What qualities do you associate with wonder after listening to others? Fear, awe, excitement, transformation, 
comfort, the sacred? Wonder covers the gamut. Nevertheless, I contend there is a consistent structure to the 
experience of wonder, a movement that takes one outside of oneself to return you back transformed in some 
way. Or to put it most simply: an experience of wonder can take your breath away, only to return it back to you 
as you learn to breathe anew. 
 This study aims to explore the sustaining, transforming, revitalizing power of wonder in ministry. The 
Swiss theologian Karl Barth describes theology as “the logic of wonders.”1 He goes on to say: 

A quite specific astonishment stands at the beginning of every theological perception, inquiry, and 
thought, in fact at the root of every theological word. This astonishment is indispensable if theology is 
to exist and be perpetually renewed as a modest, free, critical, and happy science.2 

—Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction, p. 66

Imagine that: theology as a “happy science”! Behind every theological claim and creed, underneath every 
theological belief and conviction lies an exhaustible reservoir of wonder. And yet, as the Latinx theologian 
Mayra Rivera aptly notes, “We fail to wonder. Indeed, theology has too often placed belief ahead of wonder.”3 
That for her is the historical failure of the Church: the tendency to dogmatize to the point that belief withers in 
the absence of wonder, or the temptation to weaponize belief to coerce and abuse others. Moreover, there are 
many counterfeits to wonder, from the colonial to the consumeristic. Barth’s indictment is also harsh: if we, as 
“stewards of God’s mysteries,” fail to discern the wonder in our theological “work” and ministry, in our faith 
and practice, then it’s high time we seek another calling. 

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1
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 It’s time to get real. What is it about the vocation of ministry today that can sap the wonder out of faith? What 
is it about the practice of ministry that can reduce you, anyone, to a mere “quivering mass of availability”?4 Can 
wonder be recovered, the wonder that lies at the core of faith amid the demanding practices of ministry? If so, 
how? How do you live openly receptive to wonder amid the high demands of ministry? Barth finds such wonder 
in the “Strange New World within the Bible.” Rivera finds it whenever our “understanding cannot master that 
which lies closest to it,” wherever the “familiar has become strange.”5 God, the author of both Word and World, 
is the source of unsettling, disorienting, life-sustaining, comforting, reorienting wonder. 
 But we fail at wonder, or more accurately, we lose it. Where in your ministry has wonder gotten lost? Where 
in the world are you suffering the loss of wonder that sustains faith and practice? To put it another way, what 
are the “wonder-suckers” that prevent you from flourishing in your ministry? One psalm likens the challenge of 
faith as the desperate search for water in a desert. 

As a deer longs for flowing streams,
 so my soul longs for you, O God. 
My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. 
 When shall I come and behold the face of God?
    Psalm 42:1–2

For the psalmist, desiccation is the metaphor for God’s absence. I am reminded of the great theologian, mystic, 
educator, and civil rights leader Howard Thurman, who compares the life of faith in much the same way. 

It seems that, hundreds of years ago, what is now the desert was a dark, luxurious growth. As the desert 
appeared, the vegetation was destroyed until, at last, there was nothing left in the past glory except an 
oasis here and there. But not all vegetation disappeared; for there were a few trees that had sent their roots 
so far down into the heart of the earth in quest of moisture and food that they discovered deep flowing 
rivers full of concentrated chemicals. Here the roots are fed so effectively that the trees far above on the 
surface of the earth are able to withstand anything that can happen to them at the hands of the desert heat 
and blowing sand. This is the secret of those whose lives are fed by deep inner resources of life.6 

—Howard Thurman, For the Inward Journey, p. 98. 

This study aims at helping you sink your roots ever more deeply into those “deeply flowing rivers,” and in so 
doing (re)discover what sustains you in your ministry, what helps you flourish. It is my conviction that at least 
one of those subterranean streams, or perhaps headwaters, is the wonder that lies at the core of Christian faith, 
yet all too easily gets dried out amid the withering winds of ministry. And so one must search more widely, dig 
more deeply. It is my hope that “sinking” into scripture and sharing the challenges of ministry together will 
reground and refresh you in the kind of ministry-sustaining, life-giving wonder that can come only from God. 
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 The philosopher Jerome Miller shares what he thinks is the most common experience of wonder in childhood: 
the wonder of discovering a secret door. Wondering what might be lurking on the other side (especially if there 
are sounds coming from the other side), the child can do one of three things: she can be gripped with fear and 
run away, or she can stand frozen in awe. Or she can tentatively reach up and turn the latch to open the creaky 
door and pass through the threshold. It takes an act of trust, if not courage, to live into wonder.7

If taking the risk to open a secret door illustrates the deciding point of wonder, we can rest assured that the one 
who stands on the other side of that door. It is the one who says, 

Behold! I stand at the door and knock; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and 
eat with you, and you with me. (Rev 3:20)

How is it that you and I have been called to be “stewards of God’s mysteries”? I really don’t know, because that 
itself is a wonder! All I can say is: go ahead, turn the latch and open the door. God just might take you to places 
from which you may not return ever the same. 

Bill Brown

Pastoral Encounter

Years ago, I spent about four days with a hundred or so middle-school youth at Mo-Ranch in Hunt, TX 
for the Junior High Jubilee. I grew up on the east coast and had never been to Mo-Ranch, so you could 
call me a “Massanetta snob,” as far as middle-school conferences go. Skepticism was my spiritual gift 
in those days. But I’m happy to tell you that the conference was wonderful. And the landscape and 
terrain at Mo-Ranch are second to none. The way the Guadalupe River winds its way through the land 
is amazing. I loved lining up with 12-year-old boys and girls at lunch who can eat all eight pieces of 
pizza they piled on their tray. I loved the camp feel of keynoting with a bedsheet since the retractable 
screen had decided it was too hot to work. Middle schoolers everywhere were carrying their Bibles 
and taking notes. And the glow-stick dance party, well what’s not to love?!?! How does this relate to 
wonder? I’m glad you asked! The final night of all our jubilee-ing culminated in a vespers service on 
the tennis courts. 
 I don’t know if you’ve been to Texas in July. I’d only recommend it if you are attending the Junior 
High Jubilee or if you like the sensation of getting the back of your legs singed on the seats of your 
car. What I’m hinting at is, Texas in July is hot. By the time vespers rolled around, we were told to 
go outside (ugh the heat, I thought), and told to lay down on these clay tennis courts. I’m the oldest 
child, so I did as I was told, but I grumbled. Remember what I said about skepticism? Well, it turns 
out, the night air was not sweltering. The clay courts were just the right amount of warm after baking 
in the Texas sun all day. And when they say, “the stars at night are big and bright, deep in the heart of 
Texas”—they ain’t lying!
 I had never seen so many stars! I was blown away! My skepticism melted away as I squirmed and 
craned my neck to take in all those stars. I was in awe. I was lost in wonder and amazement. The sheer 
number of stars reminded me of Abraham hearing God’s covenantal promise. The beauty of the night 
sky called to mind the God who flung them into space just so. Wonder upon wonder, I was looking into 
that sky and feeling so small and insignificant yet so known and loved at the same time. 

I wonder, have you ever felt like this too?
Heather Woods
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Possible Questions:
1.  How often do we feel the pressure to place belief ahead wonder? Is there a space in your ministry to allow 

your congregation to be “lost in wonder, love, and praise”?
2.  Revisiting the question above, what are some of the “wonder-suckers” in your ministry? Are there feasible 

ways to eliminate them?
3. Wonder invites mystery. Where is there mystery, good, awe-inspiring mystery, in your life?
4.  When was the last time you felt wonder when you read scripture? Are there ways to recapture 

that wonder, not just because you are a preacher or educator, but also because of your own personal,  
spiritual growth?

5. What things sustain your sense of wonder outside of ministry and church life?

Notes
1. Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1963), 66.
2. Ibid., 64. 
3.  Mayra Rivera, “Glory: The First Passion of Theology?” in Polydoxy: Theology of Multiplicity and Relation, ed. 

Catherine Keller and Laurel Schneider (New York: Routledge, 2011), 181.
4.  In the words of Stanley Hauerwas, quoted in William Willimon, Pastor: The Theology and Practice of Ordained 

Ministry (Nashville: Abingdon, 2002), 60.
5. Ibid., 173.
6. Howard Thurman, For the Inward Journey. San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984), 98.
7.  Jerome A. Miller, In the Throe of Wonder: Intimations of the Sacred in a Post-Modern World (New York: SUNY Press, 

1992), 34–35.
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Cosmic Wonder

Focus Texts
Genesis 1:1—2:3; Psalm 8
Read Sacred Sense, pp. 15–29

Breaking in
Take turns sharing with one another spaces or places that you feel a unique and powerful closeness to God.  
Do you get to these “thin places” often, or are they rare?

Tom Bryson

Diving in
For five years after completing my dissertation, I was accused of not being able to get beyond the first chapter 
of the Bible because my dissertation was on (surprise!) Genesis 1. But the most profound discoveries about this 
first account of creation did not come until much later. It just goes to show that once you think you’ve gotten 
to know a biblical passage through and through, something surprising emerges that takes your breath away. 
Familiarity may breed contempt, but it can also induce sheer boredom. Indeed, “familiarity” with the Bible may 
be our greatest impediment in ministry. How does one “dwell in God’s Word” with new eyes, with eyes wide 
open to new surprises yet to be discovered? 
 During my dissertation study, for example, it never dawned on me that Genesis 1:1—2:3 (hereafter Gen 1) 
was arranged chronologically in such a way as to resemble the architecture of the temple. When the seven “days” 
of creation are arranged symmetrically, what emerges is the threefold structure of sacred space. Discovering that 
was truly a “Wow!” moment for me! But it was a discovery not made on my own. It happened in conversation 
with a colleague who was also studying the text.1 Indeed, I have found that the greatest exegetical discoveries 
typically happen in dialogue with others, particularly with those who look at the text differently, particularly 
those who are different from you. 
 This particular discovery, I believe, breaks the impasse that has plagued many a Christian about the truth 
of Gen 1. Did creation actually take place in seven days? What if a “day” in Genesis can extend to thousands, 
indeed millions or billions, of years (cf. 2 Peter 3:8)? Can one interpret Gen 1 as a scientific account? These 
questions all fall by the wayside considering that the message of Gen 1 is not that creation was actually created 
in seven days in its orderly sequence but rather that the final product was a cosmic temple. The first temple in 
the Bible was not the one built by Solomon but the one built by God, namely the universe! Creation, according 
to Gen 1, is God’s cosmic sanctuary, a living, sacred sanctuary. And if all creation is God’s sanctuary, then who 
are we to profane it? 
 In fact, who are we in God’s cosmic sanctuary? Created “in the image of God,” we assume the role of God’s 
representatives. The language of “image” comes from the language of ancient worship, whereby an “image of 
God” in any localized temple (outside of Jerusalem) was a statue or engraving of the worshipped deity. There 
were stipulated rituals in Mesopotamia for infusing the constructed statue with the holy presence of a deity, 
which was then sequestered in the temple’s inner sanctum for veneration. In God’s cosmic temple, however, 
the “image of God” is no stationary symbol made of wood or metal. The imago is made of flesh, blood, and 
brains. Human beings, all human begins, are nothing less than walking, talking theophanies on God’s good 
earth. Genesis 1 boldly takes up the language of idolatry (“image” [tselem; cf. Numbers 33:52; 1 Kings 11:18; 
Ezekiel 7:20) and turns it into the language of theological anthropology—a brilliant move inspired by a sense 
of wonder of God’s human creatures. 
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 What does that look like today in the growing awareness of humanity’s plurality on this planet, from gender 
and ethnicity to religion (or no religion)? Here is my most recent discovery. We shortchange the profoundly 
inclusive message of Gen 1 when we imagine God’s “image” merely in terms of a mirror reflecting some 
singular quality of the human being aligned with some quality of God. Such an image of the imago is far too 
narrow. A prism is more appropriate. When light enters one side of a prism, what comes out the other side is the 
whole visible spectrum of light itself. When sunlight is refracted, it is bent, but since all the colors of light do 
not bend at the same angle, a visible spectrum is formed by separated colors, with red at one end and violet at 
the other. Genesis 1 already acknowledges the sexual differentiation of humanity (“male and female”). It also 
makes the bold claim that human differentiation, be it gender, ethnicity, or experience, is capable of conveying 
the manifold character of God in the world. 
 The move from mirror to prism in imaging the “image” is, for me, a move toward a radically inclusive 
anthropology in which all communities, however they identify themselves, are regarded with equity and justice, 
each made “in God’s image.” Since the text makes explicit that the image of God is related to sexual diversity, 
then it is not much of a leap to extend such diversity to other forms, encompassing the vast spectrum of human 
plurality. As Austin Hartke aptly notes, just as “the separation of day from night” does not deny the “existence of 
dawn and dusk,” or just as the separation of the dry land from the sea does not reject the existence of “estuaries, 
marshes, and coral reefs,” so also the creation of “male” and “female” does not deny nonbinary forms of 
gender.2 So also with light refracted through a prism: each color is not rigidly separated. Rather, one emerges 
from the other with a measure of blending at the boundaries. Or put more bluntly, the colors are “fuzzy” at their 
respective boundaries. People, too, are as fuzzy as they are diverse. 

In the image of God they were created,
male and female God created them,

gay and straight and intersex,
Cuban and Caribbean, African and Anglo, 

Latino and Indian, Asian and Indigenous, 
mestizo and mulatto . . . . 

The list goes on. In fact, reflecting on your ministry context, what more should be included in this list?
 The message of inclusion is all the more wondrous when one considers the ancient context in which Gen 
1 was written, namely in the wake of the Babylonian exile, when surviving Israelites remained in captivity or 
when the experience of exile was fresh in their collective memory (586 BCE–538 BCE). Knowing this context 
underlines the gravity of the first two verses of Genesis, which describes the pre-creative state as a “formless 
void” in watery darkness, or primordial chaos. For a people having experienced their own chaos of displacement 
and despair, the fact that God could create life out of emptiness and order out of chaos was a profound testimony 
of hope for despairing exiles. This God of the primordial beginning is also the God of new beginnings, ever and 
always. The first three verses of the Bible, while recounting the primordial past, offer hope in God’s promise to 
“make all things new” anytime, from now to eternity (Rev 21:5). What are the areas or sources of chaos in your 
ministry? For what do you pray for God’s renewing, creative, ordering Spirit (ruach)? 
 Genesis 1 reflects a nonviolent act of resistance for exiles living under Babylonian hegemony. Babylon had 
its own creation account, one that glorified violence for the means of Marduk’s rise to absolute sovereignty. In 
this ancient myth (Enuma Elish), conquest preceded creation. In Gen 1, no conquest is necessary. The waters are 
not to be conquered; darkness is no enemy. In fact, the first two verses declare that God is not averse to working 
in the dark. God’s breath or spirit (ruach) “hovering over the face of the deep” in the dark is God building up 
to the moment to unleash cosmic light, and thereafter life in all its manifold forms. Indeed, the creation of life 
is the result of God working with (not against) the active agencies of earth and the waters: “Let the earth bring 
forth ... .”; “Let the waters produce ... .”. This God of the cosmos is one who works collaboratively, working 
through partnerships, even perhaps by committee! (“Let us make humankind in our image ... .”) That, I suppose, 
makes God a good Presbyterian. 
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 Finally, Gen 1 affirms this God as cosmic through and through. There is something quite humbling and yet 
so enthralling in knowing how tiny a space we occupy amid the vastness of the universe. Our “pale blue dot,” 
as Carl Sagan once called Earth, resides in an outer arm of the Milky Way galaxy, which contains at least 100 
billion stars, each with its own planets, we are just beginning to discover. And our galaxy is merely one of now 
at least one trillion galaxies (latest count) that populate the universe that we know. How Great Thou Art, O 
God of the universe(s)! And how small we are amid creation’s cosmic expanse! The psalmist no doubt felt that 
tremor of cosmic insignificance as she looked up into the sky one dark night. I do too whenever I escape the city 
lights of Atlanta. The current Director of the Vatican Observatory, Br. Guy Consolmagno SJ, claims that the one 
thing that distinguishes the human animal from other animals is that we like to look up, specifically “to look up 
at the sky with wonder.”3 And when I look up in wonder, I ponder what God is up to on other worlds, in other 
galaxies, across nearly infinite space. Is there life beyond our “pale blue dot”? Are there other geneses of life 
beyond Earth? I wonder. 
 The psalmist is amazed at two things: her smallness on the cosmic scale and her grand importance on the earthly 
scale, made only “a little less than the divine.” And it all hinges on God’s mindfulness. Despite our smallness as a 
species on a relatively small planet in an ordinary galaxy amid an ever-expanding universe, it is an amazing thing 
we are connected to the God of all creation. “If glory [or wonder] evokes humility, it is from a realization not of 
impotence or submergence in nothingness, but rather of the immensity of the reality in which we are implicated.”4 
We are “implicated” in the “immensity” of God’s cosmic reality, connected so much so that the one who fashioned 
the stars, assigning each its name, also knows each of us intimately (cf. Ps 147:4). Genesis 1 and Psalm 8 invite 
us to look up and ponder the stars and our place in the cosmos, to look around and revel in our inalienable dignity 
and diversity, to look within and acknowledge how “wonderfully and fearfully” we are made (Ps 139:14), and to 
look in all directions to discern God’s presence before us, within us and beyond us. 
 Genesis 1 begins not only cosmic creation but also a cosmic drama. That intimacy of divine knowledge that 
crosses the yawning chasm between the transcendent and the mundane, between heaven and earth, takes on flesh 
and blood in Jesus Christ. Genesis 1 leaves open the question as to whether God is willing to enter God’s own 
temple. God remains the cosmic sovereign in Gen 1, commanding and enlisting, coopting and creating, all for the 
sake of fashioning life in all its varied forms. And yet the divide between Creator and creation remains as sure 
as the firmament divides the “waters above” from the “waters below” (Gen 1:6–7). It is only after Genesis that 
God begins to embrace immanence, as when God’s “glory” settles upon the completed tabernacle in Exodus 40, 
or God is said to reside in the inner sanctum of the temple (1 Kings 8). But it is in the Gospel of John where we 
read of God most fully entering into creation, as the Word became flesh, God incarnate in Christ (John 1:14). The 
story of creation in Genesis launches a narrative arc from the God who creates a cosmic sanctuary to the God who 
fully enters God’s own sanctuary in Christ. In the incarnation, God takes on God’s own image, “refracted” as an 
itinerant Jew in ancient Palestine. In the incarnation, God makes God’s formal entrance into creation, an entrance 
that by all human standards seems less than grand. No blaring trumpets, no cosmic upheavals, instead a brown-
skinned Jew who ends up being executed by the state for sedition. Yet in that inauspicious, seemingly foolish 
entrance, heaven and earth are joined together, and all “flesh” becomes dignified beyond measure.

Bill Brown

Pastoral Encounter

My father had a lab. It was full of strange and wonderful machines. He was a researcher for the 
Department of Agriculture and a botanist. Of all the shiny machines, I loved the microscope the most. 
I was not allowed to touch it (except for the focus knob), but it was my favorite all the same. My father 
would find slides for me to view with the strangest worlds to explore. A world caught in miniature 
between two skinny glass plates. In my child’s eye, I would never look at my big world the same again. 
Creation abounded in the microworld of a soybean plant. Creation abounds in the big visible and tiny 
invisible capacities of my imagination. God’s hands were holding not just the “whole world” but the 
smallest of cells and the largest galaxies they constructed. Does the church shy away from this kind of 
imagination? Can this be fertile soil for wonder in your context? 

Tom Bryson
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Possible Questions:
1. What do you find particularly wondrous about Genesis 1 and/or Psalm 8?
2. What challenges you? What wondering questions are you left with from Genesis 1 and/or Psalm 8? 
3. What do you find particularly wondrous about God, the creator? 
4.  How does it feel knowing that God is at work far beyond your own ministry, far beyond your imagination? 
5.  How might God be calling you to look up, look out among the refracted diversity, look within?  

What blinds us from the imago Dei within ourselves, within others? 
6.  If Gen 1 provides the cosmic framework for the story of salvation that follows, what is the big picture  

of ministry?

Notes
1. S. Dean McBride of Union Presbyterian Seminary. 
2.  Austin Hartke, “Nonbinary Gender and the Diverse Beauty of Creation,” in Christian Century (April 16, 2018). 

Accessed in https://www.christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/nonbinary-gender-and-diverse-beauty-creation.
3.  Check out “Space and Exploration: Humans in a Vast Universe” video at http://www.scienceforseminaries.org/

resources/science-the-wide-angle/). This is one of several short videos created by the American Association for the 
Advancement for Science (AAAS) for the seminary classroom. Yes, you heard that right. For the perspective of an 
astrophysicist who has brilliantly integrated his Christian faith in how he sees the universe, see https://theoed.com/
paul-wallace. 

4.  Mayra Rivera, “Glory: The First Passion of Theology?” in Polydoxy: Theology of Multiplicity and Relation, ed. 
Catherine Keller and Laurel Schneider (New York: Routledge, 2011), 176.
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Grounded Wonder: From Soil to Soul 

My skin is happy on the black dirt, 
which speaks a language my bones understand.
Barbara Brown Taylor1

My parents loved the soil, the earth, the outside, and in their garden 
I saw the freedom they felt with it. The garden announced to them and the world 
that they were absolutely free to be themselves.
Willie James Jennings2

Focus Texts
Genesis 2:4b–3:24 (henceforth Gen 2–3)
Sacred Sense, pp. 30–41

Breaking in
Listen to the song “Beautiful Things” by Gungor or watch it here, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1spkhp41ig4 

What strikes you about this song? When was the last time you made something beautiful, whether it was a piece 
of artwork, a meal, a mended relationship—there are lots of ways to create beautiful things.

The glory of gardening: hands in the dirt, head in the sun, heart with nature. 
To nurture a garden is to feed not just the body, but also the soul. 

Alfred Austin3

Do you find this image of God as gardener helpful? What metaphor for God do you lean on and use the most?
Heather Woods

Diving in
Creation comes crashing down to earth in Genesis 2–3. God exchanges the royal decree for a garden spade. 
The God from on high becomes the God on the ground. In this second creation account, God’s hands get dirty. 
Think of a time you created something with the work of your hands. Genesis 2–3 is the story of the God who 
gets down and dirty with creation and loves it. 
 God’s free and intimate work of creating could not be more clearly expressed than in the light of a contrasting 
creation account, an ancient Mesopotamian myth about a revolt among the gods over the issue of dirty work 
(Atrahasis, ca. 1700 BCE). The higher, more powerful deities (the “Anunnaki”) imposed upon the lower deities 
(the “Igigi”) the degrading work of dredging canals. The work was so severe that the Igigi revolted. They 
surrounded the chief god Enlil and made their complaint heard loud and clear. Enlil considered waging war 
against them but was advised to hear the rebels out. After much discussion, a solution was found: human beings 
would be created in order to relieve the Igigi of their work. Humanity created to solve a divine problem by being 
made the slaves of the gods. How fitting for the Babylonian empire! 

Pastor Cohort: Year Two, Session 3
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 In Atrahasis, there is a clear division of labor among the gods complete with an oppressive hierarchy that 
leads to near civil war. Compared to this ancient epic, Genesis 2 comes off reading like a children’s story. But 
dig further and you find a profoundly different view of the divine and a revolutionary view of humanity. God 
in Genesis 2 is like an Igigi: the kind of deity that does all the hard work on the earth. But unlike the Igigi, 
God does so freely and unbegrudgingly, indeed with alacrity! The God of Genesis,the King of the cosmos, is 
not averse to doing the dirty work of creativity. God the gardener, the King of the compost, not only plants 
this luxuriant garden in Eden but like a potter also fashions a human body from the “dust of the ground” and 
transplants this creature in a garden with the expressed purpose to “serve it and preserve it” (2:15).4 Yes, this 
garden requires labor: harvesting the fruit and tending the trees, but it is not backbreaking work—this is Eden, 
after all. It is work done in freedom for one’s own sustenance and joy. God is the gardener, while Adam is the 
gatherer, pruner, eater, and fertilizer (!). 
 Among God’s many attributes and capacities depicted in the Bible, God also has a “green thumb.” God 
plants more than a pristine garden in Eden. God plants a people, and the exodus is, botanically speaking, a 
transplantation: 

You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession, the place, O LORD, that 
you made your abode, the sanctuary, O LORD, that your hands have established (Exodus 15:16–17). 

Or as we find in a psalm: 

You brought a vine out of Egypt; 
 you drove out the nations and planted it.
You cleared the ground for it; 
 it took deep root and filled the land. 
The mountains were covered with its shade, 
 the mighty cedars with its branches. 
It sent out its branches to the sea, 
 and its shoots to the River. 
  —Ps 80:8–11

Or:

I will appoint a place for my people Israel, and will plant them, 
so that they may live in their own place, and be disturbed no more (1 Chron 17:9).

And even from the lips of Paul, who credits God alone with growth: 

So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, 
but only God who gives the growth (1 Cor 3:7). 

With God as the gardener, growth is always something of a wonder. Gardening is a quintessentially divine 
activity that no other analogy or metaphor can fully capture. Savior, deliverer, liberator, redeemer: God is all 
these, but such titles lack the organic connection with the earth and with a people that only the title “gardener” 
can fill. Verbs such as save, deliver, redeem, liberate are all “from-verbs.” To save is to save from, to deliver 
from, to liberate from, to redeem from. Such actions involve separating or distancing the sufferer from the 
suffering, the sinner from the sin, and aptly so. But there is another side of divine activity, of the God who 
does stuff with stuff. And the metaphor of “gardening” is so apt. God the gardener works with the soil, with 
the fecundity of the ground, to bring forth new life. God: creator, redeemer, sustainer … cultivator! No “ivory 
tower” deity is God. 
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 This could not be driven home more effectively than in the famous poem by James Weldon Johnson  
(1871–1938), “The Creation,” a retelling of the creation of humanity according to Genesis 1 with imagery 
drawn from Genesis 2. It begins:

And God stepped out on space,
And He looked around and said,
“I’m lonely—
I’ll make me a world.”

And so God created the universe in richly poetic fashion, occasionally punctuated by divine exclamation, 
“That’s good!” After all is created, God “looked on His world … and said, I’m lonely still…. He thought, I’ll 
make me a man!” 

Up from the bed of the river
God scooped the clay;
And by the bank of the river
He kneeled Him down;
And there the great God Almighty
Who lit the sun and fixed it in the sky,
Who flung the stars to the most far corner of the night,
Who rounded the earth in the middle of His hand;
This Great God,
Like a mammy bending over her baby,
Kneeled down in the dust
Toiling over a lump of clay
Till He shaped it in His own image;
Then into it He blew the breath of life,
And man became a living soul.
Amen. Amen.5

Johnson’s retelling of humanity’s creation in Genesis brings together elements from both Genesis accounts: 
“image” and “dust/clay.” A “man” is created, endowed with God’s “breath of life.” But Johnson goes further than 
simply integrating the two stories. God’s masculinized profile is mixed with the feminine: God is like “a mammy 
bending over her baby.” In so doing, Johnson “playfully” ascribes “divinity to marginalized African American 
female flesh.”6 Moreover, the intimate work of creation by God involves “toiling” and kneeling “down in the 
dust,” recalling the hardship of manual labor, but done with dignified resolve. God is no slave master. 
 And Adam is no slave. He is given a wide latitude of freedom when it comes to the Garden with, of course, 
one restriction. His name means “groundling,” given the Hebrew wordplay between ’adam and ’adamah 
(“ground”) in Gen 2:7, a wordplay that has never been replicated in any standard English translation. What 
the Hebrew shows is that the human one (’adam) finds his identity with the land (’adamah) from which he 
was created and to which he will return. And his identity is tied not only to the land but also to his vocation, a 
vocation of connection.
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 While Genesis 2 affirms and celebrates God’s intimate work of creation and humanity’s intimate relationship 
to the ground and to each other, Genesis 3 tells a tragic tale. The tragedy is twofold: 1) the primal couple failed 
to fulfill their vocation in the garden, and 2) they are displaced. The tragedy of disobedience is indeed tragic, 
and it has captured the lion’s share of attention, at least since Augustine. But the tragedy of displacement cannot 
be overlooked, particularly within a North American context. Displacing others from their land is part of white 
America’s “original sin,” be it the enslavement and deportation of Africans during the slave trade, the forced 
migration of indigenous peoples within the United States or the internment of Japanese Americans during 
World War II. Such tragedies are made all the more egregious in light of Genesis 2–3, which affirms humanity’s 
indigenous ties to the land, the “groundling” with the “ground,” humanity and home. For communities to be 
uprooted from their “ground” (i.e., homeland), displacement is nothing less than a crime against humanity. 
 Reading Genesis 2–3 in the light of American history problematizes the ancient account. God in Genesis 
seems to morph from intimate agrarian to imperial despot. Nevertheless, it was for the sake of humanity and 
the Garden that God expelled the couple (Gen 3:22). In any case, the displacement of Adam and Eve underlines 
a tragic poignancy and complexifying ambiguity about human nature. Humans remain children of “dust,” 
regardless of their powerful capacities for good or for ill. On the one hand, Adam’s connection to the ground 
highlights humanity’s finitude and frailty. On the other hand, it celebrates the fecundity of life and creativity, 
the humus in the human. Indeed, God’s work in creation, planting a garden and fashioning the human body 
from the ground, testifies to the dignity of dirt, specifically the rich soil that holds the potential of life. Just ask a 
gardener. In Genesis 2, the “Ground of Being” (thank you, Paul Tillich) and the ground of life’s potency (thank 
you, Yahwist) converge. 
 While the Garden story ends with the tragedy of displacement, God refuses to let go of the primal couple: 
“the LORD God made garments of skins for the man and for his wife, and clothed them” (3:21). God equips the 
woman and the man for the harsh existence of displacement. Indeed, God continues to create as Eve proclaims 
God’s “help” in the birth of her first son (4:1). Within such tragedy grace grows, like a tree in hardened soil that 
continues to be watered by God.

Bill Brown

Pastoral Encounter

Gardening isn’t for everyone. Some of us just do not have a green thumb, including me. If there is 
poison ivy anywhere, it will find me. So when my husband and I bought our first house, a church 
member offered to come and plant some daffodil bulbs in our yard as a “new house gift.” I loved 
watching those flowers come up every year when we lived in that house. And I always fondly thought 
of the church member who planted them. He passed away a year ago, but his flowers are still blooming 
at that little house—I drive past it every once in a while.
 The beautiful thing is, the flowers are still there, being beautiful every spring, even though the 
gardener has died, even though we have moved. The beauty is still there. The daffodils inspired me to 
plant some basil in planters outside last year. And don’t you know, we had basil all summer! 
 Somehow, the two—the soil and the soul—are deeply enriched when we are participants together, 
bringing forth new life. God is the gardener, and we are called to get our hands dirty and co-create in 
wonder, with the Divine.

Heather Woods
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Possible Questions:
1.  What astonishes you, moves you to awe, makes you gasp at the mystery of God in Genesis 2–3?  

What leaves you perplexed, bewildered, wondering?
2. In what ways is ministry a form of cultivation and garden “keeping”? 
3.  What does it mean that God rolled up God’s sleeves to get dirty in order to create? How does that impact 

and influence your ministry? 
4. In what ways do you get joyfully “dirty” in ministry? 
5. What “grounds” you in your ministry? 
6.  How have you suffered “displacement” in your ministry or context? How has God equipped you in the face 

of displacement?
7.  What peoples or individuals are still displaced today? What happens when we treat others like “dirt,” 

forgetting that we are all made of dirt, formed by the divine work of God? What must we confess and repent 
before God?

Notes
1. Leaving Church: A Memoir of Faith (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2006), 22.
2. The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 2.
3.  Quoted in Frank and Vicky Giannangelo, Growing with the Seasons: A Sharing of Insights into the Creative Aspects 

of Organic Gardening (Santa Fe, NM: Sunstone Press (2008), 115.
4.  NBV translation (New Brown Version).
5.  Excerpts from James Weldon Johnson, “The Creation,” in God’s Trombones: Seven Negro Sermons in Verse  

(New York: Penguin Books, 2008 [1927]), 15–20.
6.  Rodney S. Sadler, “Genesis” in The Africana Bible: Reading Israel’s scriptures from Africa and the African Diaspora. 

Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010), 71. 
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Woeful Wonder

Focus Texts
Read Exodus 19–20
Sacred Sense, pp. 47–55

Breaking in
Listen to the song, “Awake My Soul,” by Mumford and Sons, live at the Red Rocks Amphitheatre. Could this be 
a modern hymn? How does the crowd of young people respond to this song? Are they wrapped up in mystery? 
Are they wrapped up in wonder? https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pxs_p1535WE 

Heather Woods

Diving in
Philosopher Mary-Jane Rubenstein laments that the word “wonder” today has become hopelessly sugarcoated. 
The “modern brand of wonder,” she says, “connotes [only] white bread, lunchbox superheroes, and fifties 
sitcoms.”1 But, as she points out, a true experience of wonder can be “profoundly unsettling.”2 Wonder shares 
something in common with fear. 

You may be familiar with the quote from Annie Dillard, from her book Teaching a Stone to Talk:

Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no 
one believe a word of it? … It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should 
all be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us 
to our pews. For the sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the waking god may draw us 
out to where we can never return.3 

I prefer the God who is awake. We don’t tiptoe into church for fear of rousing an angry deity (best let sleeping 
gods lie). No, we come to church and lead worship wondering whether God will “draw us out,” even despite all 
of our planning, and take us and our congregants to places never imagined, outside of our well-honed routines 
and well-planned programs. Simply put, we (be)come (to) church to encounter God, and we should do so out 
of a sense of affiliative fear, which sounds like an oxymoron, but that’s only because we think of fear as an 
avoidance response. But the storytellers of scripture tell of a different kind of “fear.” 
 One such story is the account of God giving the Decalogue on a towering mountain, by no means a casual 
affair. Wind, thunder and lightning, quake, fire: all the elements of a bona fide theophany … or a volcanic 
eruption.4 And then there’s the “trumpet blast” (shofar), which lends a note of worship to the theophanic 
proceedings (19:19). Finally and climactically comes the Voice, filled with words of grace and demand, of gift 
and responsibility, a Voice so audible that it is visible, a Voice so unbearable that the people plead for Moses 
to intervene and serve as their intermediary for fear of perishing the next time God would utter a single word 
(20:18). It is the same Voice that calls forth light out of darkness, life from the ground, Moses from the bush, 
and that now cries out in the wilderness. 
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 Welcome to the Holy Other! The God of Sinai is a far cry from the God who enjoyed strolling in the garden 
in the cool of the day or showed up as a wayfaring stranger to receive Abraham’s hospitality. God manifests 
God’s self in many different and surprising ways throughout the Old Testament (I call it “manifest diversity”). 
But clearly a central manifestation of the divine is God’s transcendent “glory”—Hebrew kābôd, which literally 
means “weight.” When God “descends,” as in Exodus 19, shockwaves extend throughout all creation. The 
gravity of God cannot be taken lightly. God outweighs anything in creation, matched only by God’s lightness of 
being (cf. Psalm 68:4). Light and darkness, too, can intermix when God shows up (cf. 1 Kings 8:12). Paradoxes 
abound in the divine realm made manifest! 
 So also the paradox of biblical “fear”: while the people tremble at the foot of Sinai, they also feel the urge to 
rush toward the mountain in order to see and touch God. Exodus “fear” is a potent mix of terror and fascination, 
the kind of fear that turns out to be “good for you.” The first time it is said that the Israelites “feared” God was on 
the other side of the Red Sea after witnessing their deliverance from the imperial might of Egypt (Exod 14:31). 
Such is the “fear” of salvation. 
 It’s not a new thing that people are yearning for a “transcendent experience of the sacred,”5 wherever it can 
be found. The desire is as old as Homo sapiens (and apparently Homo neanderthalensis). As church leaders, we 
are called to be trustworthy “stewards of God’s mysteries,” to borrow from Paul (1 Corinthians 4:1). How that 
happens in worship, or in a committee meeting, or during a pastoral counseling session will always be a mystery. 
Such wonder cannot be manufactured. Nevertheless, one can always be open to it. That’s the challenge.
 It was a challenge for the priests of ancient Israel. As God moved from mountaintop to temple, according 
to the biblical narrative, worship in Jerusalem tried to preserve something of Sinai on Zion. The God of Sinai, 
of the wilderness, the God who accompanied God’s wandering people, the unbounded, untamable God of the 
desert mountain, becomes the God of Zion, in residence in the temple. There in the temple’s inner sanctum, 
under the cover of darkness and separated by a thick curtain, resided “the LORD of hosts,” enthroned upon the 
cherubim, a place so holy that only the High Priest, duly consecrated, could enter once a year. 
 The danger of a temple setting to mark God’s indwelling presence is to confine and routinize the divine, to 
familiarize the otherness of God. On the one hand, the God who “dwells” can all too easily become the god who 
lies “dormant.” On the other hand, that God chose to dwell at all, that God chose to “show up” by taking up 
residence with a people, is itself a thing of wonder. How can the holy God dwell with a sinful people? How is 
God’s numinous presence to be facilitated in ritual and space? The obvious answer is, very carefully. The more 
specific answer is, according to ancient priestly tradition, through regulated worship in the “house of God.” 
 Christians, of course, acknowledge another, definitive form of God’s indwelling presence: God in Christ, 
freed from rigid rituals and prescribed holy spaces and engaged in transgressing boundaries and overturning 
tables. “The Word became flesh and blood and moved into the neighborhood” (John 1:14 from The Message). 
From the perspective of Leviticus, such wandering Presence would be reckoned as woefully reckless, risky, and 
transgressive. But such a wonder! Such a mystery! This God who is out and about, breaking boundaries and 
sharing Life. 
 How are we to be “stewards” of such “mysteries” in our respective ministries? A steward protects and 
manages, to be sure, but a steward must also share. Michael Jinkins recasts Paul’s self-designated vocation as 
“docents in the house of wonder.”6 A docent works, for example, in a museum or in a cathedral pointing out 
things that could easily be overlooked but are of great interest.7 A docent adds depth to what can be seen and 
reveals things that are hard to see. A docent’s responsibility is to guide, share background information, and to 
uncover what is hidden, all to cultivate a sense of awe-filled wonder about the place where people are standing 
and walking. As keen observers and storytellers, docents transform tourists into pilgrims.8 
 And what do we theologically informed docents do? First and foremost, we pay attention; we remain 
attentive to and mindful of God’s presence in everything we see and do. And, secondly, we point to where 
God is at work for others to see, bear witness, and follow. Most centrally we point to the cross, a symbol that 
has been woefully trivialized. Imagine coming into the sanctuary on a Sunday morning and instead of a cross 
there is a lynching tree. Such would be the dynamic equivalent of the cross in Jesus’ time: a means of imperial 
torture, humiliation and death, meant to induce terror and maintain supremacy over a subjugated people. Jesus: 
a brown body crucified on the cross as a criminal by the empire, tortured and executed by the state. Yet in the 
reality of the Resurrection the cross has become the defining symbol of God’s sacrificial love for all people, 
from the victimized to victimizer. “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). What 
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wondrous, scandalous, soul-shaking love is this? To take the worst that humanity can do and transform it, not 
erase it or displace it, but transform it. On the cross, God has absorbed the worst of human violence, taking on 
the sins of humanity, and, in so doing, conquered death by experiencing death in its most humiliating form. The 
cross is a symbol that is both terrifying and transformative, awful and awe-filled. It is no coincidence that in 
Mark’s Gospel, the moment Jesus died, “the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom” (15:38), 
unleashing Holiness upon the world. 
 From the cross (and the noose) God is back on the loose. And whether as pilgrims or docents, followers or 
leaders, “crash helmets” are required, as we become more attuned to hearing the shofar blast, even if it begins 
as a whisper.
 Bill Brown

Pastoral Encounter

Years ago my spouse and I traveled to hear a favorite band, Mumford and Sons. They seemed to just 
be breaking on to the scene, given the ratty arena they played in. There were no seats, just a stage a lot 
of excited young people in their 20s and 30s. The music was incredible, the energy palpable. The very 
last song the band played was, “Awake My Soul.” Everyone there knew the words and sang, loudly and 
enthusiastically from what felt like the depths of our own souls. 
 As the words, awake my soul/ awake my soul/ you were meant to meet your maker, rang out—I was 
struck by the holy. For a moment or it could have been millions of moments, I was struck by the amount 
of emotion that poured from the audience—hundreds of people who didn’t know each other, singing 
from their own depths that we were all made to meet our maker. It was like worship. We all sang those 
words like we meant them. It was beautiful and filled me with awe and wonder. 
 It isn’t often that I feel a sense of wonder from worship that is outside of a usual worship space. Has 
something like this ever happened to you?
  Heather Woods

Possible questions:
1.  Describe a transcendent moment in worship, or in ministry, a time when you heard God’s Voice, or sensed 

God’s presence, something of God’s “glory”?
2. What do “crash helmets” and “life preservers” look like in your church?
3.  In what is still the most segregated hour in America, what “fears” or concerns prevent people from 

experiencing God in worship? What obstacles have you encountered? 
4.  In your ministry and daily life, what prevents you from hearing God’s oice, from experiencing God’s 

presence? 
5.  In your role as pastor, how do you minister as a “docent” to “God’s mysteries”? Do you find the “docent” 

model helpful or too limiting? What about “steward”? 
6. In the day-to-day grind of ministry, how might you remain open to the wonder of God?

Notes
1.   Mary-Jane Rubinstein, Strange Wonder: The Closure of Metaphysics and the Opening of Awe (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2008), 10. 
 2. Ibid., pp. 4, 5.
3.  Annie Dillard, Teaching a Stone to Talk: Expeditions and Encounters (New York: Harper & Row, 1982), 40–41. 
4.  Of course, a counterpart to this tradition is found in 1 Kings 19:11–12 with Elijah (instead of Moses) at the mountain 

but finding God only in the “sheer silence.”
5.  Donald E. Miller, Reinventing American Protestantism: Christianity in the New Millennium (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1997), 3.
6.  Michael Jinkins, The Church Transforming: What’s Next for the Reformed Project?, edited with an introduction by 

Susan R. Garrett (Louisville: Westminster John Knox), 83–88. 
7. Ibid., 86. 
8. Ibid., 85.

 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1





109 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1

Playful Wonder, Wisdom’s Wonder

The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; 
and the favor of God was upon him.

Luke 2:40

Focus Text
Proverbs 8:22–31
Sacred Sense, pp. 56–63

Diving In
The “sage” is sometimes invoked as a model or metaphor for ministry. The sagacious minister is one who 
exhibits wisdom and sound judgment in leadership, counseling and public proclamation, someone who knows 
her way around and can engage with all kinds of people, a figure of authority who knows what to say, how to 
say it and when to say it. The ministerial “sage” is someone to whom people naturally go with their vexing 
questions and concerns. She asks the right questions to help others gain insight and understanding. She reads 
the New York Times. How do you see yourself as a “sage” in your ministry? 

Breaking in
How does biblical wisdom contribute to this “sagacious” model of ministry? Enter the wonder poem of Proverbs 8. 
While this text once served as a battleground in the early Church, it was never the biblical poet’s intent to solve 
christological disputes. Despite its use and abuse over the centuries, the poem still beckons readers to enter 
Wisdom’s world of wonder. While asserting her primacy in the world as God’s “pre-existent” act of creation (a 
paradox!), Wisdom1 describes creation and God with a sense of wild-eyed wonder, as one might expect her to 
do, for Wisdom takes on the role of a child throughout the poem. She is conceived in v. 22, gestated in v. 23, 
birthed in vv. 24 and 25, and present before creation in v. 27, “growing up” and “playing” in vv. 30–31. 
 In addition to her genesis, there’s the world that Wisdom describes, carefully fashioned by God. God the 
architect constructs creation to serve as Wisdom’s playhouse. It is a world that is cosmically “child friendly,” 
a world replete with rich variety set on solid foundations: heights and depths, wellsprings and mountains, soil 
and sky, a world that is secured and stabilized. When the world was not yet, there was God’s only begotten 
“daughter,” child Wisdom. But with the world fully formed and firmly fashioned, Wisdom comes out to play.2 
 While Wisdom’s origin may seem paradoxical (she is both preexistent and birthed), there is a greater 
paradox at stake: Wisdom grows in wisdom! Wisdom does not simply pop up fully formed and fully wise. Her 
life begins as a child growing up. She experiences the world for the first time as God creates it before her eyes. 
And she plays. According to her own testimony, Wisdom’s play is everywhere and at every time in creation. 
Every step of God’s creating is graced by Wisdom’s playful presence. She evidently does not join God in the 
arduous task of cosmic construction (despite the NRSV translation of 8:31).3 No child laborer is she. But she 
is no passive observer either: she is a child player, and her play serves double duty. Her activity engages both 
God and the world in the mutuality of play, holding creator and creation together through the common bond 
of delight. As God’s partner in play, she is “beside” the creator of all as much as she is beside herself in joy. 
Wisdom is “delight” of the world, the delight that enlightens the world. 
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 Wisdom revels in a world of discovery and delight, a world in which fear is banished, joy prevails, and 
love wins. As a child acquires wisdom by interacting with a safe and stimulating (and loving) environment, so 
Wisdom actively engages creation in her exercise of delight. It is easy to imagine Wisdom’s joy stemming from 
her discovery of the world’s wondrous complexities and her interactions with its marvelous inhabitants. But the 
joy of discovery is not the only source of Wisdom’s delight. Were that the case, Wisdom’s growth would simply 
be an exercise in cognitive development. Her growth is more than a mental ascent toward the meta-cognitive 
level. It is also suffused with the pleasure of play. Wisdom’s play in the world is just as formative in her growth 
as is her ongoing discovery of the world. 
 Wisdom’s delight is a child-like wonder, the kind of wonder that most of adults have lost, tragically.  
As Rachel Carson has beautifully stated, 

A child’s world is fresh and new and beautiful, full of wonder and excitement. It is our misfortune 
that for most of us that clear-eyed vision, that true instinct for what is beautiful and awe-inspiring, is 
dimmed and even lost before we reach adulthood. If I had influence with the good fairy who is supposed 
to preside over the christening of all children I should ask that her gift to each child in the world be a 
sense of wonder so indestructible that it would last throughout life, as an unfailing antidote against the 
boredom and disenchantments of later years, the sterile preoccupation with things that are artificial, the 
alienation from the sources of our strength.4 

Rachel Carson goes on to say that in order for a child’s inborn sense of wonder to be sustained, a caring adult 
is needed who can rediscover with the child the “joy, excitement, and mystery” of the outdoors. “If facts are 
the seeds that later produce knowledge and wisdom,” then wonder is the “fertile soil in which the seeds must 
grow,” Carson says. Wonder and wisdom are bound together. Wisdom withers without wonder. And Wisdom 
in the Bible is no child left inside. he does not suffer “creation deficit disorder,” as many children (and adults) 
do today. To the contrary, God lets her go play, and her play embraces creation in all its wonders; play is part of 
Wisdom’s curriculum. Godly play. 
 Wisdom’s “play,” moreover, is a shared enterprise. Genuine play requires partnership, and Wisdom has not 
one but two partners: God and creation. Wisdom’s world is more relational than referential because of her play. 
Indeed, who can become “wise” on their own? Wisdom requires a world—a lively, playful world—in order to 
become wise. Her delight is all embracing: the “offspring of ’ādām” covers the whole spectrum of humanity. 
And one can also imagine other creatures within the orbit of Wisdom’s Godly play. Job, for example, appeals to 
the animals for wisdom: 

Ask the animals, and they will teach you;
 the birds of the air, and they will tell you; 
ask the plants of the earth, and they will teach you; 

and the fish of the sea will declare to you.
Job 12:7–8

There is wisdom to be learned from creation, in all its breath-taking beauty and bewildering diversity. Wisdom 
knows this in her play. And then there is God, Wisdom’s other partner in play, with whom she shares a particularly 
intimate relationship. 
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 To live in Wisdom’s world of wonder is to experience the joy of discovery, the delight of discernment, and 
the fun of edifying play. To abide in Wisdom’s world, the sages claim, is to walk the path she not only walks 
but also dances. Wisdom’s path is the journey of discernment in which what is discovered and what is revealed 
are nearly indistinguishable. As Wisdom’s growth begins in joy, may the wide-eyed delight of children never 
be lost on the wise. For in Wisdom’s eyes there are no real grownups; she addresses her students, new and old 
alike, as her “children” (Prov 8:32). The quest for wisdom is ever ongoing, and progress on the path will always 
be marked with baby steps. 
 If Wisdom is the poetically begotten daughter of God, then Christ, the only begotten Son, the “firstborn of 
all creation” (Col 1:15), incarnates something of Wisdom’s delight in and for the world. The analogy is telling, 
and our feuding church fathers realized this: Daughter Wisdom’s relationship to God and creation is analogous 
to Christ’s relationship to God and creation (cf. Col 1:15–20, the ancient Christ hymn). To push the poetic 
point perhaps as far as possible, one could regard Wisdom and Christ as sister and brother!5 I for one can hear 
Wisdom’s laughter reverberating through the words of John, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God.” Word and Wisdom, fraternal twins sharing the same DNA. 
 So what does biblical Wisdom add to the “sage” model of ministry? An insatiable curiosity, a passion for 
play, a disposition of humility, and a proclivity for joy. Wisdom in wonder has all to do with desire, the desire 
to know and grow, the desire to affiliate with a larger reality, God’s reality. Wisdom offers a new way of seeing. 
In God’s wisdom, eyes are opened, the scales fall off, and the world looks different, charged anew with gravitas 
and grace. As Rachel Carson states, “I believe that the more clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders 
and realities of the universe around us, the less taste we shall have for destruction.”6 Imagine that. 

But the world is not entirely wonder-filled, whether now or in the future. “Hard times are coming,” said the 
great science fiction writer Ursula Le Guin in 2014, “when we’ll be wanting the voices of writers who can see 
alternatives to how we live now, can see through our fear-stricken society and its obsessive technologies to other 
ways of being, and even imagine real grounds for hope. We’ll need writers who can remember freedom—poets, 
visionaries—realists of a larger reality.”7 
 Wisdom calls for visionaries. Wisdom’s safe, vibrant, and free world is hard to imagine where so many 
children have no safe place to play, when the color of their skin says they must be wise to a different world (and 
it is not a world of wonder), when the giggling of infants turn to cries of abandonment, when children are trained 
as soldiers, forced into labor and sex trafficking. Wonder crashes when a young girl in the 1950s thinks that a 
drinking fountain in a department store marked “colored” will issue forth a liquid rainbow, and it is left to her 
father to tell her why it doesn’t. 
 Wisdom’s vision of a safe, free and enchanted world highlights the tragedy of our own world, particularly for 
children. Nevertheless, their play persists: children playing in bombed-out cities and in refugee camps, playing 
with whatever is available. Even trauma cannot stop children from playing; play is their form of resilience … 
and wisdom. 

Thus says the LORD: 
 I will return to Zion, 
  and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem ... 
 Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, 
  each with staff in hand because of their great age. 
 And the streets of the city shall again be full of boys and girls,
  playing in its streets.
    Zechariah 8:3–5

God’s Wisdom offers the near prophetic vision of a world that is ready to play, a world that exists for all children 
to thrive. That world is not yet realized. But Wisdom beckons; Christ beckons (“Let the little children come to 
me ...” [Matt 19:14]). If we are called to be “realists of a larger reality,” realists of hope and freedom, we must 
continue to nurture that vision of the larger reality we know in Christ whose way is paved by Wisdom. 

Bill Brown

 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1



Vital Congregations Initiative Workbook Presbytery Edition112

Pastoral Encounter

In England, and elsewhere around the world, playgrounds are getting less safe…by design.8 Hammers, 
saws, fire, and wobbly fixtures are creeping back into play times. The importance of play that incorporates 
appropriate risks has resurfaced. Educators and parents hold the premise that our kids need to know 
how to take appropriate risks in their play and discovery. Good play produces good boundaries, good 
self-discovered processes, and reflective exploration—not unlike good ministry. 
 In our ministry do we think of our risk-taking endeavors (i.e. “evaluating our marks”), as a time 
of productive play in our ministry? What if we embraced changes, new programs, new relationships, 
new spiritual practices, or new worship acts as moments of learning to play with God in the context of 
playful wonder? 

—Phil Brown

Possible Questions
1. Name your earliest memory of the wonder of play.
2. What delights you in your call? Where or how do you find joy in ministry?
3. How have you grown in wisdom from your first day of ministry after seminary?
4. In what areas of ministry do you continue to learn and evolve as a “steward of God’s mysteries?”
5. How is ministry a form of “play?” What in ministry prevents “play” or overshadows joy?
6. How do children inform your faith and ministry?
7. What does Wisdom add to your understanding of the incarnate Christ?

Notes
1. I capitalize “Wisdom” in cases where the term is personified, as is the case in Proverbs 8.
2.  I can’t but help think of that final, riveting image of the “star child” looking at Earth in that classic sci-fi movie 2001:

A Space Odyssey. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S6umxthz1Ys
3. But see the NRSV’s footnote.
4. Rachel L. Carson, The Sense of Wonder (New York: HarperCollins, 1998), 54.
5. To be qualified by the fact that Wisdom is a metaphor; Christ is not.
6.  Quoted in Robert C. Fuller, Wonder: From Emotion to Spirituality (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,

2006), 107.
7 https://www.tor.com/2018/01/24/ursula-k-le-guin-hard-times-are-coming/
8. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/10/world/europe/britain-playgrounds-risk.html
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Wounded Wonder

Focus Text
Job 38–42
Sacred Sense, pp. 70–80

Breaking in 
It’s hard to begin with our wounds. Our brokenness is not a place we like to be and certainly not a place we want 
to invite others into. Here’s a group exercise to try out: someone bring a jigsaw puzzle and have all the pieces 
mixed up on a table. Sit around the puzzle pieces but hide the complete picture from the rest of the group. Fit 
the pieces together. Help each other. Examine the pieces. Wonder together about all the brokenness before you. 

1. What is it like trying to put the puzzle together when you can’t see the whole picture?
2.  Our wounds can get so segmented. How does it feel when we become trapped in our own isolation?

—Phil Brown

Diving in
Some linguists have argued for an etymological link between the words “wound” and “wonder,” given their 
linguistic similarity in German (Wunde and Wunder). Perhaps there is one. In any case, if there is a book of the 
Bible that establishes an existential link between the two, it is Job. The book of Job is about Job’s journey from 
wound to wonder. It begins when Job suffers devastation in a veritable parody of divine providence. In two fell 
swoops, Job, a man of unimpeachable rectitude and unrivaled affluence, is stripped of his security, prosperity, 
progeny, and health, all while his moral character is impugned by his friends. But the one thing Job is not 
stripped of is his “integrity” (2:3, 9; 4:6; 27:5; 31:6). He persists. 
 Job chastises his friends for their rush to judgment and accuses God of committing a travesty of justice. It 
is his integrity, after all, that got him into trouble in the first place. It is his integrity that becomes a matter of 
dispute between him and his wife (2:9). Job’s wife, who has not been given her due throughout the history of 
Christian interpretation, cuts to the chase by pressing the issue that is most central to the book: is one’s integrity 
compromised by cursing God in such a situation of crisis or is one’s integrity fulfilled by it? To curse or not to 
curse: that is the question. What is “integrity” in such extreme conditions? 
 While Job in the prologue admonishes his wife and stoically accepts his fate by blessing God, his mouth is 
filled with cursing when he speaks poetically for the first time in ch. 3. 

Let the day perish in which I was born, 
 and the night that said, “A man-child is conceived.”
Let that day be darkness! 

May God above not seek it, or light shine on it. 3:3–4
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Job begins his journey with a despair so deep that he curses the day of his birth, and along with it all of creation 
(cf. Gen 1:3). But he concludes his poetic journey nearly forty chapters later in a very different place: he is 
gripped by a sense of wonder, which prepares him for his new life. What enables or facilitates such a transition? 
Therein lies a mystery, and it is encapsulated in his last words.

I spoke of things I did not understand,
 things too wonderful for me to know. 42:3

Therefore, I relent and am comforted over dust and ashes. 42:6 

The latter verse is a different translation from the NRSV and most other translations (except for the CEB). The 
major difference has to do with the status of the second verb (Hebrew nḥm), which can exhibit a wide range of 
meaning, from repent to comfort. It is no coincidence that of all the six times the verb is used elsewhere in Job, 
it never means repentance. The verb always means comfort (2:11; 7:13; 16:2; 21:34; 29:25; 42:11). So why not 
here in 42:6? If so, then Job is declaring that God has succeeded in fulfilling what his “friends” attempted to 
do but failed at, namely to provide comfort to Job in his abject misery (2:11; see 16:2; 21:34). That they sat in 
silence for seven days with Job was the best thing they ever did, but it all went downhill when they opened their 
mouths, eventually accusing Job of all manner of evil. Not helpful. Only salt to the wound. 
 Job’s journey begins with devastation and despair, but in his engagement with his friends, he musters the 
courage to demand an answer from God. He calls God to court, and in doing so, Job exhibits a chutzpah not seen 
before. But God refuses to show up, so Job utters a self-imprecating oath to force God’s hand (ch. 31), and God 
still refuses to show…until after that loquacious interloper Elihu has his say (chs. 32–37). Finally, God does 
appear, but not as a defendant (or prosecutor) or friend but as God Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth. God 
does not come whispering soothing words to Job. It is out of the tempest that God speaks, uttering a whirlwind 
of words that disrupt and dismantle Job’s worldview. God’s answer to Job is a verbal theophany. 
 As the climax to this tale of trauma, God’s speeches present the most panoramic and poetic view of creation 
in all of the Hebrew Bible (Job 38–41). God presents, one could say, the full self-revelation of creation. Through 
the power of divine poetry, God unveils to Job the wonders of the cosmic world, the unfathomable depth and 
bewildering diversity of creation (Job 38–41). God takes Job on a cosmic tour, no less, transporting him to 
world(s) far beyond his ken: the earth’s foundations, the singing stars, the swaddled sea, the gates of deep 
darkness, the storehouses of hail, the dwelling place of light, flowing channels in the desert, all beyond human 
control and experience. In so doing, God turns Job’s world not so much inside-out as outside-in. 
 Job’s encounter with God gives way to other encounters. As the Docent of the universe, God points out to 
Job cosmically far-off places that give way to zoologically strange and monstrous creatures, climaxing with an 
over-the-top description of Leviathan (40:25–41:26). Each creature is given its praiseworthy due, some more 
than others, whether it is the untamable wild ox, the fearless warhorse, the senselessly fierce ostrich, or the 
majestically strong Behemoth. God shows Job a world that is bursting with the beauty and terror of life, of life 
in tremendum. With each creature described in greater detail, Job comes face to face with the wild other. In 
God’s answer, Job confronts alterity, a cumulative encounter characterized by difference and dignity. The grand 
result is a creation infused with total otherness. Job’s (and his friends’) familiar world of calculated moral risk 
is replaced by the shock and awe of otherness, beginning with God and then with creation in all its bewildering 
plurality of domains and diversity of creatures, each endowed with inalienable dignity, each cared for by God.1 
God reveals a creation that privileges alterity over unity and subjects over principles. 
 God’s answer recreates Job’s world by turning creation into something “wholly other,” a mysterium that 
verges on the monstrous, thanks to Behemoth and Leviathan, the two terrifyingly mythic monsters that conclude 
God’s answer. The cumulative result is a creation infused with sublime glory. The second-century early church 
father Irenaeus boldly claimed that “the glory of God is a human person fully alive” (Against Heresies IV. 20.7). 
The book of Job would expand that to claim that all creation fully alive reflects God’s glory! 
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 But what about Job? God says nothing about his place in creation, let alone humanity’s place. Already an 
outcast in his community, Job now seems to be a castaway in God’s cosmos. And therein lies the crux of the entire 
book of Job: before the sublime sweep of the cosmos and life’s alien diversity, before his own de-centered self, Job 
somehow finds solace in his desolation, comfort over his fragile state of “dust and ashes.” How so? The solution 
is not obvious. God’s answer leaves Job’s suffering unaddressed. God offers no explanation. Nevertheless, Job has 
found in God’s response something more than “cold comfort.” Nevertheless, it seems counterintuitive to talk of 
comfort in view of a creation that is vast, wild, and fundamentally indifferent to his plight.
 Perhaps creation in Job has the kind of sublime enchantment that Edward Abbey says about the Southwest 
desert, namely that “it doesn’t give a shit.”2 Is this what Job finds “comforting” about God’s universe, a vast 
cosmos that renders his anxious concerns, yes, comfortingly trivial? Such a universe might offer him the “gift of 
blessed indifference,” to quote the mystic Reformed theologian Belden Lane. While the cosmos provides Job no 
answer, no response to his protest of pain, it does force Job to be drawn outside of himself. Job’s experience of 
the cosmos, one could say, is an exercise in apophatic wonder, one that elicits a self-negation of sorts, a kenosis 
of the ego. 
 But is that all? Self-kenotic comfort might be all there is to assuage Job’s anguish if the cosmos were 
characterized only by its sheer magnitude. But the universe is far from empty or barren. It is filled with wild, 
alien creatures, all full subjects in their own right. Yet at one point in God’s creation litany, Job is given the 
benefit of a poetic reference, brief as it is. Introducing the mighty Behemoth, God proclaims in 40:15: “Behold 
Behemoth, which I made with you.”3 As the “first of the great acts of God” (v. 19a), Behemoth seems to be 
from another world altogether, and yet God tells Job that he bears some sort of “genetic” connection with 
this magnificent creature, and by extension with all the creatures of the wild. In God’s answer, Job finds his 
connection with creation in the common bond of creaturehood, in the common exercise of life, whether in 
“normal” or in extreme conditions.
 So where does Job find his comfort? He does not find it among his friends, who sit with him throughout 
their tortured dialogues offering their prayers and thoughts (and accusations). God, admittedly, does not sit 
with Job in his woundedness. The God of the whirlwind remains the God of the whirlwind. So if Job does not 
find his “comfort” from a solicitous God who meets his every need, then where does he find it? It can only 
be in the kind of world that God has revealed to Job. It is a world that is cosmically strange and seductively 
sublime, yet a world that is made with him. Job finds his comfort in discovering his connection to a world that 
is so much larger than and so different from himself. He finds his comfort in a creation that ironically takes 
him out of his comfort zone, out of his terrestrial cocoon, away from his familiar world, into a world of total 
otherness, a world of terror, awe and, when all is said and done, a world of new-found connection and comfort. 
Job has journeyed from wound to wonder, facilitated by wholly strange encounters along the way, from lions 
to Leviathan. God too. Yet in this odyssey of otherness, this journey into difference and dignity, God reveals to 
Job his connection to it all: a cosmos made not for him but with him. The result is a “comfort” that is nothing 
short of transformative. Job now leads a connected life. 
 Such comfort does not come easily. I can only imagine that upon seeing God and witnessing the mysteries 
of the living cosmos, Job expected to die, now that he has given up his case against God. But no. God does not 
leave him off the hook. Job, instead, is restored. From his own perspective, I can see Job hesitating at accepting 
the prospect of being restored. Start a new life knowing that another disaster may be just around the corner? 
Start a new family while still grieving the loss of his children? Really? 
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 Like the Job who mustered his courage to charge God with wrongdoing, Job must now muster his courage 
to begin life all over, risky as it is. He begins by praying on behalf of the friends who betrayed him and 
by accepting the gifts of his family and community. If there is any answer, any response, to the problem of 
suffering, it is found here. 

Then there came to [Job] all his brothers and sisters and all who had known him before, and they ate 
bread with him in his house; they showed him sympathy and comforted him for all the evil that the 
LORD had brought upon him; and each of them gave him a piece of money and a gold ring. 42:11

Job accepts their gifts with a new heart, and it is particularly clear when he raises his children. Job disrupts 
the conventional patriarchal practice of distributing wealth by including his daughters, enabling them to gain 
economic independence. He shares his inheritance freely, and he does so out of a sense of wonder in his daughters’ 
remarkable differences: they are beautiful. His daughters are subjects of wonder as much as the creatures of the 
wild are in God’s answer. Job’s journey is a journey of encounter with “others,” from the holy Other to beastly 
others, and finally Job’s “other” children, specifically his three daughters. What happens after that for the next 140 
years is left to the imagination. Whatever shape Job’s life took, he has gained a new sense of integrity.

Bill Brown

A Pastoral Encounter

The new orientation afforded by Job reminds me of an encounter I had with a retired pastor in Ohio 
who shared with me an epiphany he had while making a hospice visit at a nearby hospital. He felt so 
overwhelmed with pastoral demands and needless congregational conflict that he began to question his 
call to ministry. Walking down the hallway, he passed a room that stopped him in his tracks: from it he 
heard cries not of pain but of joy and celebration over the birth of a child. Pausing at the closed door, he 
started to weep. He realized in a visceral way that God was at work far beyond his own agency, that God 
is at work beyond our reach, out of sight, in the dark as well as in the light. Strangely, he felt connected 
to this family, which he could not see but could only hear, as well as a renewed connection to the Giver 
of Life, whom he could not contain. A heavy weight was lifted from his shoulders. It was this moment, 
he confessed, that sustained him throughout the rest of his active ministry.

Bill Brown
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Pastoral Encounter, Artifacts of Wounds

In eighth grade, I took a class trip to Washington D.C. In the Smithsonian bookstore, I came across 
a book filled with pictures of all the artifacts people have left at the Vietnam War Memorial. It is the 
responsibility of the National Park Service to gather and catalog all the things that people bring to this 
hallowed ground of the wounded, missing and dead. 
 This book captivates me still. In 2016 the local Washington ABC station did a piece on the artifacts 
left behind if you want to know more.5 People place all sorts of things at the memorial. The National 
Park Service keeps all the non-perishable items left like teddy bears, flasks, bullet casings, photographs, 
letters, roller skates, packages of cigarettes, and even a motorcycle. 
 The Vietnam War is surrounded by many wounds in the United States. It embodied an era of 
political, racial and economic woundedness. It was a deeply divided time in the country’s history. 
Some politicians forgot veterans, and, like what happens in the fog of war, policymakers and those who 
implemented those policies did not experience the same things.
 The wounds of the Vietnam War are complex, varied, and profoundly multi-faceted. There are 
no easy answers, simple histories, or good explanations for all the pain. Job’s friends rely on simple 
answers that make perfect sense of unexplainable pain. 
 The things left at the wall are symbols of healing wounds. They are artifacts of grief, anger, guilt, 
love, compassion and forgiveness. When built, people complained that the Vietnam Memorial did not 
do justice to the fallen soldiers of the war. A listing of the names of those who died on a virtually 
underground memorial did not seem to honor in the ways we were accustomed. The memorial’s 
architect, Maya Lin, responded to her critics, “I had a general idea that I wanted to describe a journey 
… a journey that would make you experience death and where you’d have to be an observer, where you 
could never really fully be with the dead. It wasn’t going to be something that was going to say, ‘It’s all 
right, it’s all over,’ because it’s not.”6

 It’s not all right, but it’s not all over. Wounded wonder embraces our wounds, honors them and 
gives them space and time to grieve. We know that our hope is indeed in the return of the incarnation, 
but until every tear is wiped from our eyes, there are still tears to cry and wounds to heal.

Phil Brown

Possible Questions
1. How do you find the book of Job helpful in ministry? How do you find it challenging?
2. How do you imagine Job living the rest of his life? How is his character (or integrity) different now?
3.  Where or when in ministry have you found yourself most “de-centered”? Where has God seemed elusively

absent? How did you respond? How did your friends and family respond? How did God respond?
4.  What in ministry has wounded you? How have you dealt with it? What residual scars do you carry, the

wounds in your wonder?
5.  What do you find wonderfully strange about ministry and where it has taken you? What odd and wondrous

encounters and connections has ministry afforded you?
6.  How might Job’s encounter with the wholly other (God and creation) impact the ways you do ministry? The

way you live?
7.  Does Job’s story give you a different way of understanding “comfort?” How so? How might that inform

your pastoral care?
8.  Describe your own transcendent moment in life or in ministry: a time when God pulled you out of your

worldview, your understanding, your immediate and present circumstance and gifted you with wonder.
9. Name an experience in ministry that required the courage to begin again.
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Notes
1.  It is telling that God does not ask Job whether he can kill the lion but whether he can provide for it (38:39)!
2.  Quoted in Belden C. Lane, The Solace of Fierce Landscapes: Exploring Desert and Mountain Spirituality (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1998), 117.
3. Ibid., 57.
4. This is the literal Hebrew. Most translations embellish it.
5. https://wjla.com/news/local/left-behind-the-stories-behind-the-items-left-at-the-vietnam-veterans-memorial-wall
6. https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/cultureshock/flashpoints/visualarts/thewall.html
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Mundane Wonder

Focus Text
Ecclesiastes 1–4, 12
Sacred Sense, pp. 81–89

And could you keep your heart in wonder at the daily miracles of your life, your pain would not seem 
less wondrous than your joy; And you would accept the seasons of your heart, even as you have always 
accepted the seasons that pass over your fields.

Khalil Gibran

Breaking in
A friend wrote: 
On a Sunday morning, during my children’s sermon and while my mind was busy thinking about the pile of 
papers on my desk and all the tasks left undone, I was trying to teach the kids about “faith.” After reflecting on 
the passage from Matthew 6 in which Jesus contrasts faith with worry, I asked them, “What is the opposite of 
‘worry’?” A six-year old looked at me and said with a big smile: “Do not worry!” 
 To the stern achiever that is myself, I felt that I had failed to relay my message. “Faith! Faith is the answer,” 
I whispered under my breath. Later that afternoon, as I sat down and reflected on the day, I realized that it was 
God talking to me, asking me to slow down and stop worrying.

In the above picture one could see life or bereavement, beauty or desolation, freshness or drought, newness 
or loneliness, hope or despair, a miracle or a tragedy…. The dichotomy of life could also be perceived as the 
richness of life.
 What do you see when you look at this picture? If you had to describe your ministry through this picture, 
how would you do that? Do you think of it as a flower wondrously blooming despite the drought? Or do you 
focus on all the dryness surrounding that brittle flower?
 Looking back on your week or the past few days, in or outside the church, what struck you as wondrous and 
memorable? What were some of the events or encounters that made a little difference in your day? Perhaps a 
smile, a phone call, a hand shake, a memory or a conversation. 
 That morning, through my and the congregation’s giggles, that little girl preached to me. In our ministry, 
sometimes we have to let go of our sophisticated ideas and goals, listen to the voice of a six-year old and wonder!

Rola Al Ashkar 

Diving in
It is claimed that Socrates said during his trial for corrupting the youth, “The unexamined life is not worth 
living.” Saul Bellow adds to that dictum, “But the examined life makes you wish you were dead.”1 Qoheleth, 
the sage of Ecclesiastes, could have also said it. The book of Ecclesiastes is all about the examined life, the life 
that is worth living. But the results of the sage’s inquiry are far from sanguine. From the passing of generations 
to the demise of the cosmos (1:4; 12:2), death and dissymmetry are met at every juncture in Qoheleth’s tortured 
quest for meaning. This ancient inquirer of life’s meaning returns from his arduous search, like Gilgamesh of 
Mesopotamian lore, empty-handed. Refreshing streams of comfort and purpose vanish like mirages as Qoheleth 
seeks to quench his thirst for knowledge. The durable tenets of tradition crumble in his toiling hands. Death 
casts its long shadow over all that the sage examines. Life itself hangs in the balance as Qoheleth takes stock of 
the world and finds it all wanting. 

Pastor Cohort: Year Two, Session 7
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 His conclusion? “All is hebel” (NRSV “vanity”; 1:2; 12:8). Hebel is the book’s one-word thesis. It is also 
Qoheleth’s protest. The sage finds both work and world ravaged irreparably by hebel. Its literal meaning is “vapor” 
or breath, which can also connote nothingness and transience. Because of hebel, all activity, human and otherwise, 
is met with frustration. Out of hebel, the world seems fashioned in the image of the weary toiler (1:4–11). If 
Qoheleth were to market a bumper sticker, it would read, “Hebel happens!” The poet Edna St. Vincent Millay 
captures well another side of hebel in her well-known quip: “It is not true that life is one damn thing after another—
it’s one damn thing over and over.”2 Or in the rubric of our media-based culture, “Formula follows formula,” to 
which the ancient sage wrote, “There is nothing new under the sun” (1:9). 
 To this thesis Qoheleth poses a question that, I believe, strikes at the heart of ministry, and more broadly, 
to any vocational calling. “What do people gain from all the toil at which they toil under the sun?” (1:3)! This 
question prefaces his description of a world in which everything is in motion, but everything seems to stay the 
same (1:4–11), a world without pause and effect. Forget progress or telos. Forget making an impact. The world, 
the church, life—all seem impervious to change, no matter how hard we try, no matter how hard we fight, no 
matter how hard we seek transformation. Again, “there is nothing new under the sun” (1:9). The most famous 
poem in Ecclesiastes in ch. 3 charts the course of human affairs oscillating from one extreme to the other, and 
back again, from birth to death, hate to love, peace to war, and back. Although beautiful in its symmetry, as 
mesmerizing as the tick-tock of a grandfather clock, the poem also demonstrates that no progress is to be had. 
There will be no “war to end all wars.” Love will never trump hate, but hate will never overcome love either. 
It’s all a (damn) pendulum swinging over and over. 
 Qoheleth’s famous poem (perhaps to the tune of “Turn, Turn, Turn” by The Byrds [1965]) invites us to 
continue his poem, such as 

a time for health, and a time for sickness;
a time for wisdom, and a time for idiocy;
a time for prosperity, and a time for recession;
a time for political wins, and a time for political loss;
a time for success, and a time for failure;
a time for growth, and a time for decline ... . 

How might you extend Qoheleth’s poem? The ancient sage wants to tell it like it is. How do you? 
 After his poem, Qoheleth returns to the question: What gain have the workers from their toil? (3:9). His 
answer, it turns out, is rhetorical:

Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had spent in doing it, and again, all was 
hebel and a chasing after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the sun. 2:11

Nothing. The pursuit of lasting gain or profit is like “chasing after wind.” One can never hold onto it no matter 
how hard one tries, as he himself bears witness:

Again, I saw vanity under the sun: the case of solitary individuals, without sons or brothers; yet there 
is no end to all their toil, and their eyes are never satisfied with riches. “For whom am I toiling,” they 
ask, “and depriving myself of pleasure?” This also is hebel and an unhappy business. 4:7–8
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Qoheleth’s view of toil as relentless and all-consuming acknowledges the inner pharaoh that is within each of 
us, our inner taskmaster that never lets up. It reminds me of the Myth of Sisyphus, in which this tragic figure 
was condemned by the gods to push a boulder up the hill only to see it roll back into the valley … over and 
over again without pause, let alone a sense of accomplishment. The eventual outcome? Self-depletion, burnout, 
disillusionment … an early grave. Qoheleth reminds us in perhaps his most profound quip that “a living dog is 
better than a dead lion” (9:4). Life is not a matter of earned gain or heroic achievement. It is something else; life 
is a form of “non-profit” existence. So much for a “prosperity gospel.” The vicissitudes and variables of life, 
Qoheleth observes, are too great for securing gain. 

Again, I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to the 
wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to the skillful; but time and chance happen to them all. For 
no one can anticipate the time of disaster. Like fish taken in a cruel net, and like birds caught in a snare, 
so mortals are snared at a time of calamity, when it suddenly falls upon them.  9:11–12

Yikes! And so true. Job never saw it coming. This, too, is hebel. Qoheleth’s solution, or better antidote, is to 
slow down and relish those sustaining moments of joy that come one’s way, including a shared meal. Those 
everyday serendipities. The sage repeats this advice seven times, no less, in order to drive this home.3 The 
simplest instance is found in 2:24–25

There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in their toil. This also, 
I saw, is from the hand of God; for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment?  2:24–25

Does this make Qoheleth a hedonist? No. It’s one thing to pursue pleasure and to make that one’s all-consuming 
goal. It is another thing entirely to receive moments of pleasure and to accept them. Qoheleth is of the latter; he 
considers enjoyment entirely a gift from God. Nevertheless, one must be open to it. Qoheleth’s message is less 
carpe diem (“seize the day”) and more accipere diem (“receive the day”). The most extensive commendation 
Qoheleth offers is found in 9:7–10.

Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has long ago 
approved what you do. Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your head. 
Enjoy life with the spouse whom you love, all the days of your vain life that are given you under the 
sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun. Whatever your 
hand finds to do, do with your might; for there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, 
to which you are going. 

The sage enjoins the reader to take the time to enjoy food (presumably a shared meal), to enjoy life-giving 
relationships, and to work hard. These seven commendations are what, in the words of one biblical scholar, 
make Qoheleth at the end of the day a “preacher of joy.”4 Moreover, the sage has nothing against work; in fact, 
he encourages expending great effort in one’s work. But don’t let it be all-consuming, the sage warns, and don’t 
let it be the means to some external end, specifically for self-gain. 
 Although many in the business world would disagree with this ancient sage’s plug for “non-profit” existence, 
I do think the “preacher” (Martin Luther’s translation of qohelet) speaks to preachers and others engaged in 
ministry of various kinds with probing discernment. Is ministry a “for profit” business to gain new members 
or to increase the church budget? The frustrations of ministry become overbearing, the ancient sage implies, 
when one’s expectations and goals outweigh the actual practice of ministry. How can the work of ministry be 
reframed as a labor of joy? Qoheleth offers no specific advice. He simply leaves it for us to explore, answer, and 
share ... preferably over a good meal. 

Bill Brown
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Pastoral Encounter

A gifted pastor and devoted spouse and parent, Lee died in an absurdly tragic auto accident on Father’s 
Day some years ago. During the last days of his life, he received the results of a survey conducted in 
his congregation as part of an evaluation process for the renewal of a grant from his presbytery. One 
question in the survey asked members to identify the most significant form of ministry the church had 
provided over the year. When the results came in, Lee was terribly disappointed that scarce reference 
was made to worship or to his preaching and pastoral abilities. At the top of the list, rather, were 
potluck suppers! His wife told me that he felt punched in the gut. I lament to this day that I didn’t have 
the chance to remind Lee that there is biblical precedent for the value of sharing meals that can be so 
profoundly meaningful. Qoheleth would have welcomed the survey results. 
 The giftedness of life, Qoheleth presages, is found at the table and, we would add, at the cross, not 
in accolades and rewards, not in heroic efforts or in perfectly planned programs. If, as the gospels claim, 
the kingdom of God is a banquet of fellowship, then perhaps the highest form of service, next to hosting, 
is to help set the table and enjoy it with others, all others, of every tribe and nation, all gathered together 
by our Host. Is it mere coincidence that the author of Acts describes the fledgling church foremost 
as a community breaking “bread at home and [eating] their food with glad and generous hearts” 
(Acts 2:46–47)? Paul, too, hands down his version of Qoheleth’s mandate: “So whether you eat or 
drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God” (1 Cor 10:31)—the glory of God made 
manifest in potluck suppers. May we, “stewards of God’s mysteries,” rejoice in setting, welcoming and 
eating at the table. 

Bill Brown

Possible Questions:
1. Name a time when you felt like screaming “Hebel!”
2. How is ministry a form of “non-profit” work? How have we made church as a “for-profit” institution?
3.  Have you ever felt like Sisyphus in your ministry? What is it about ministry that can be relentless and soul-

draining? Where do you experience hebel in ministry?
4.  Describe a significant time in table fellowship for you? Who was gathered? How did you experience the

wonder of God at the table?
5. What do you find joyous about ministry? What are the joys that sustain you in ministry?
6.  How does Qoheleth reframe the practice and purpose of ministry for you? What does he warn you against?

Or what pitfalls in ministry does he help identify?
7. What does eating together do for the Church?
8.  How does Qoheleth’s emphasis on food and drink inform the way you think about food security issues for

people, including children, who have little access to fresh produce or cannot afford good food?

Notes
1.  Quoted from M. Gussow, “For Saul Bellow, Seeing the Earth with Fresh Eyes,” New York Times, May 26, 1997,

Arts and Leisure section, 13–14.
2. Quoted from A. K. Adams, ed, The Home Book of Humorous Quotations (New York· Dodd, Mead, 1969) 205
3. Eccl 2:24–25; 3:13; 3:22; 5:18; 8:15; 9:7–10; 11:9.
4. Roger N. Whybray, “Qoheleth, Preacher of Joy,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 7, 23 (1982): 87–98.
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Incarnational Wonder

Focus Text
John 1:1–18
Sacred Sense, pp. 113–117

Breaking in
1.  Quick, what is the most meaningful Christmas gift you’ve ever gotten? (No fair saying Jesus, because we

know that’s number one.) Was it a meaningful handmade gift? Something you waited “forever” for? Maybe
the first gift you received in a long time?

2.  Does your family have any traditions around gift giving? What are they? Where did they come from?
Do you know how they started?

Phil Brown

Diving in
Often cited in the Communion liturgy is the climax to the Great Thanksgiving: “Great is the mystery of faith: 
Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again.”1 But something is woefully missing in this litany of 
mysteries. For one thing, nothing is said about Christ’s ministry on earth.2 But most fundamentally, the greatest 
mystery of our faith may be that Christ was born, the Word made flesh. 
 John’s prologue to his Gospel rewrites Genesis 1 by answering a central question from Genesis 1: Will God 
ever dwell in creation, taking up residence in the cosmic temple? It is a question that remains unanswered in 
Genesis, and only partially so in Exodus.

[Moses] set up the court around the tabernacle and the altar, and put up the screen at the gate of the 
court. So Moses finished the work. Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the 
LORD filled the tabernacle Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled 
upon it, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. 40:33–35

The latter half of Exodus is all about setting up the means by which God can dwell and accompany a people in 
the wilderness. Through the technology of the tabernacle or “tent of meeting,” God is able to reside in holiness 
amid an unclean people. The climax of this construction project comes at the end of Exodus when the completed 
tabernacle is “filled” with God’s glory in the form of a cloud so thick and so impenetrable that even Moses could 
not enter. While not absent, God remains segregated and inaccessible, the God of tabernacle and temple. 
 John, however, is not satisfied with this answer. It is not enough for God to be “present” in the tabernacle. 
For John, the tabernacle constitutes only a partial, incomplete dwelling of God in the world (kosmos [3:16]). The 
“tent of meeting” or tabernacle is an insulated context for God’s indwelling, one that sequesters God’s presence 
in an “ivory-tabernacle” sort of existence: God is present, yes, but also separated and segregated by the necessity 
of God’s holiness co-existing with a sinful people. The result? An untouchable ark, an untouchable God. Just 
ask Uzzah (2 Sam 6:6–7)! Nevertheless, John uses the language of “tenting” or “tabernacling” (skēnoō) to claim 
God’s incarnate presence in Christ in the world. A literal translation John 1:14 would be:

And the Word became flesh (sarx) and “tabernacled” (eskēnōsen) among us. 

Pastor Cohort: Year Two, Session 8
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 The incarnation, thus, is a radically new kind of “tabernacling” on the part of God, one that is unrestricted 
and free, one that transgresses boundaries rather than upholds them, all while establishing once and for all God’s 
solidarity with life, the life of all creation. 
 Yes, God’s incarnation remains something of a construction project, but it has nothing to do with building 
a portable edifice with curtained boundaries to prevent a contagion of holiness from breaking out. Quite the 
opposite: the incarnation has all to do with the fashioning of sinew and synapse, flesh and blood, in order for 
God to touch the world with unmediated love: the Word made flesh for a world made of flesh. The impenetrable 
“cloud” that engulfed the tabernacle is replaced with brown skin, a beating heart, breathing lungs, and open 
hands to embrace the world. And behind this scandal of particularity, the scandal of a particular person from 
Nazareth, a Jewish peasant, stands the God of all creation. 
 Cosmically, John reaches back to the advent of creation itself to find in the pre-existent, life-giving Logos, 
in the divine Word, the very basis for the incarnation. John’s rewriting of Genesis 1 locates Christ “in the 
beginning” and identifies Christ with the active Word that launched creation into being, first with light and then 
with life. Drawing from Stoic philosophy, John turns the life-ordering principle of the universe (logos) into the 
life-giving, life-offering, life-saving presence of God.
 But then comes the messy “fleshy” part, which heightens the mystery all the more. In Christ, the Creator 
becomes “created.” In Christ, the Creator of all becomes the creature for all, the fully divine becoming fully 
present in the fully human, the Absolute Being present in a contingent being, the Ground of Being in a groundling, 
the infinite in the finite. Oh, one could go on spinning off such logical absurdities! Language fails before such 
mystery. It is God’s wisdom at its most “foolish”; the “wisdom of the cross” starts with the incarnation (cf. 1 
Cor 1:18–31). By invoking the Logos, John has turned a cosmic principle—the Principle of the universe, no 
less—into a person: Jesus, God’s walking, talking, hands-on theophany, to be rejected by the very world that 
God created—a paradox turned into bitter irony. 
 It is no coincidence that John chooses the language of “flesh” (sarx) for his incarnation story, rather than, 
say, the language of rationality, or mind, or self-consciousness—that is, anything that would segregate humanity 
from the rest of creation. “Flesh” is what characterizes all life; it is the common bond of life, the defining mark 
of creaturehood (Gen 6:12; 9:11). Biologically, John’s pronouncement of the incarnation is equivalent to saying, 
“And the Word took on DNA and dwelled among us.” Christ has established God’s solidarity with all life, 
beginning with human life. When Adam says to Eve, “This at last is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh,” 
the man recognizes in the woman a common connection of the most intimate kind. When John says, “The Word 
became flesh,” we recognize in Christ a communion of the most intimate kind. This God is at last bone of our 
bone and flesh of our flesh! 
 Yet “flesh” points beyond human flesh; it marks God’s solidarity with all created life. By taking on “flesh,” 
God in Christ takes on the finitude and frailty of life, but also its vitality and creativity. With the Word becoming 
“flesh,” nothing in life and of life remains untouched. Thus, the impact of the incarnation runs deep into the 
evolution of life itself. As human beings are interconnected evolutionarily with all other creatures on this planet, 
past, present and future, so God in Christ becomes connected with all life. As we now know from biology, to be 
created, to be alive, is to be part of the evolutionary formation of life in all its diversity, from the emergence of 
new species to the extinction of old species. Evolution is the story of life and death on earth, of resilience and 
failure, of survival and loss. It is the story, in short, of life’s persistence in the face of death. Some would say 
that evolution is the biological way of describing the cruciform nature of life. And the incarnation, some would 
say, is the way of describing God’s full and unmediated solidarity with all life as we know it, this life of “flesh.” 
 The great evolutionary biologist Theodosius Dobhzansky, a devout Orthodox Christian, famously observed, 
“Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution.”3 Christians can say something parallel about 
faith: “Nothing in the Christian faith makes sense except in the light of the incarnation.” Faith in the incarnate 
God “will not allow us to ignore the physical world, nor any of its nuances.”4 Faith in the incarnate God calls us to 
know and honor the physical world, whose “nuances” are its delicate balances and indomitable dynamics, its life-
sustaining regularities and surprising anomalies, its remarkable intelligibility and bewildering complexity, its order 
and its chaos. Such is the world made flesh, and faith in the Word made flesh acknowledges that the very forces 
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that produced me also produced microbes, bees and manatees, the very forces that God has not only authored but 
also entered and inhabited in Christ. Just as we cannot ignore the incarnate God, we cannot dismiss the world that 
God saw fit to inhabit. In Christ, the God in whom “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28) has all to 
do with the world in which we live and move and have our being. 
 The gist of the incarnation is that God in Christ has entered fully into the fray of life and, in doing so, has 
become indelibly connected to it, to us, to every embodiment of “flesh.” The Word made flesh is God’s way of 
sharing the joys and sufferings of the flesh, including death. In Christ, the “tabernacling” God ventures forth out 
of the tabernacle to enter into life as we, and all living creatures, experience it, from our first breath to our very 
last. Now no area of life is immune from the redemptive, palpable touch of God. There is no depth too deep, no 
abyss too dark, no place too remote, for God’s active presence. 
 In Christ, the Holy One has become the Lowly One, one of us, one with life, one in creaturehood. Paul 
speaks of the incarnation as God’s embodied kenosis (Philippians 2:7). Calvin calls the incarnation as God’s 
greatest “accommodation.”5 But the incarnation is also God’s greatest creation, for the sake of creation. Great is 
the mystery of faith: Christ was born, Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again! And when Christ 
does come again, God’s cosmic “tabernacle” (skēnē) will be established for the birthing of a new creation, in 
which all flesh will be made new (Rev 21:3, 5).
  Bill Brown

Pastoral Encounter, Saint Patrick goes to Waffle House

A prayer from Saint Patrick.

Christ with me,
Christ before me,
Christ behind me,
Christ in me,
Christ beneath me,
Christ above me,
Christ on my right,
Christ on my left,
Christ when I lie down,
Christ when I sit down,
Christ when I arise,
Christ in the heart of every man who thinks of me,
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks of me,
Christ in every eye that sees me,
Christ in every ear that hears me.

In the southern United States, we have a lovely restaurant establishment called Waffle House. This 24-
hour palace of quick-cooked diner cuisine is known for two foods: delicious sugar-filled waffles (duh!), 
and hash browns. It is very much an insider/outsider kind of place. Without a local guide, a rookie hash-
brown orderer has the potential to feel benched. One does not merely order hash browns with cheese, or 
tomatoes, or mushrooms, or onions, or ham, etc. You have to know the code. For example, to get your 
hash browns with a slice of a “gourmet” yellow cheese square, you’d order your hash browns “covered.”
 A veteran’s order might sound like this, “I’d like a single plate, smothered, covered, chunked, and 
country.” Let me translate. You would have just ordered a single order of hash browns with grilled 
onions, cheese, ham, and (because you live life on the edge) you put country gravy on top of it all. 
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 It all makes about as much sense as using words like advent, incarnation, Epiphany, tabernacled, 
and virgin birth in normal public discourse. How do people know unless they have someone to help 
them wade into the waters of incarnational wonder? Our high holidays (Christmas and Easter) need the 
most translating so people can start to wonder about what God is doing in the midst of their stressful 
gift-wrapping season. 
 During this season (and probably every season), people want a peaceful, preparatory, life-changing, 
world-changing, incarnational experience of Christ showing up in their particular time and place. But 
they don’t know how to “order it up.” 
 The prayer above is Saint Patrick’s of Ireland from the fifth century. What we have above is a 
portion of a lengthier prayer, sometimes called “The Deer’s Cry.” The prayer allegedly came to Saint 
Patrick during an ambush, while pleading for protection. In one sense, it is a translation of Christ’s 
arrival in a particular time and place. How many times do we beg for protection from Christmas carols 
during Advent (oh the humanity!), deliverance from consumerism run rampant, and/or enough coffee 
to get us through our midnight Christmas Eve service? 
 This season, may we experience the Wonder of Christ in our midst. May the mystery of Christ become 
as much incarnational as it is in atonement—and may the line between the two be a little bit blurred.

Phil Brown

Possible Questions
1.  How would you describe or “explain” the incarnation to a new disciple in the faith? What is most important

to convey? Why does it matter that the Word became flesh?
2. What is wondrous about the embodiment of God?
3. What is the relationship between Christ’s death on the cross and the incarnation?
4.  What does it mean to you that God left the tabernacle/temple and took on flesh to live among all creation?

How does the incarnation inform your ministry?
5.  Where in your personal life, ministry or in the world do you find Christ incarnated? Where have you found

it most difficult to see the incarnate Christ?
6. What does the God of flesh for all creation say to the tragic events at home and throughout the world?
7. What does the incarnation say about God and God’s will for the world?
8.  What does the incarnation say to the Church as the “body of Christ?” What are the ecclesiological

implications of the incarnation?

Notes
1. The language comes from the initial edition of the Roman Missal, the liturgical book of the Catholic Mass.
2.  A yawning gap also evident in the Apostle’s Creed but rectified in the Brief Statement of Faith.
3.  Theodosius Dobzhansky, “Nothing in Biology Makes Any Sense Except in the Light of Evolution,” American Biology

Teacher 35 (1973): 125–29.
4.  Barbara Brown Taylor, The Luminous Web: Essays on Science and Religion (Cambridge: Cowley, 2000), 15.
5. See Calvin’s commentary on John 14:28.
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Christ and Cosmic Wonder (and the Ripple Effect)

Focus Text
Colossians 1:15–20
Sacred Sense, pp. 118–23

Breaking in
Take turns sharing with one another what kind of music you enjoy. Is there any music that reminds you of a 
particularly powerful moment of faith? 

Tom Bryson

Diving in
William Butler Yeats’ well-known poem The Second Coming is often quoted, for good reason, during days of 
uncertainty and social stress:

Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst  
Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

“Things fall apart; the center cannot hold.” Yeats published his poem in 1920, soon after the end of the “war to 
end all wars” (World War I), in which millions of Europeans died. His poem was terrifyingly prescient of the 
rise of Nazism and fascism in the 1930s. It concludes with the riveting image of a “rough beast” (a sphinx-like 
creature) that “slouches towards Bethlehem to be born.” Today, many find the poem to have startling relevance 
for such a time as this. What do you find relevant about Yeats’s poem in your ministry and in life?
 The Christ hymn in Colossians was composed during a time of great uncertainty for the early church under 
the Roman Empire, and it intoned a bold claim: even as things are falling apart, Christ remains at the center. 
The city of Colossae, once a thriving metropolis, famous for its wool trade, was now on the decline during 
Paul’s time. It suffered a devastating earthquake sometime during 60–62 CE, no doubt claiming a number of 
Christians. The hymn was not composed by Paul (or a disciple of his) but apparently by the congregation; its 
melody is now lost but its meaning continues to be discovered and rediscovered by generations of Christians 
ever since. As a hymn, this passage is poetry in melody and doctrine in motion. Hymns, after all, capture the 
dynamic, wondrous core of faith, setting it to music for the lifting of every voice to sing. The Christ hymn is a 
supreme example.

Pastor Cohort: Year Two, Session 9
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 Although I still agree with my reflections on the Christ hymn in Sacred Sense, there are three things that 
I find underdeveloped. First, the striking parallel between Christ as the “firstborn of all creation” (v. 15) and 
Christ as the “firstborn from the dead” (v. 18). As with Wisdom in Proverbs 8, Christ’s status as “firstborn” 
before creation is demonstration of Christ’s preeminence over all there is.1 Extending beyond Wisdom, however, 
Christ’s status as “firstborn from the dead” demonstrates Christ’s authority over all that will be in the future. 
Call it Christ’s “post-eminence!” Christ’s all-encompassing lordship, in other words, is demonstrated in relation 
to both creation and Christ’s Resurrection. And therein lies our assurance of life everlasting here and now, as 
well as in the time to come. As we lose our daily battles and suffer our daily deaths, we remember that Christ is 
the first of all creation and the first from the dead. As we lose our lives for Jesus’ sake, we know that Christ is the 
first of all creation and the first from the dead. As we witness our planet degraded from our sins of consumption 
and violence, we proclaim that Christ is the first of all creation and the first from the dead. New life is in store 
for a world that seems unable to know it, let alone strive for it. But we know that Christ’s lordship extends 
throughout life and throughout the world, from beginning to end and beyond.  
 Also prominent but underappreciated in the Christ hymn is God’s joy: at the climax of the hymn, God is 
said to be “pleased to dwell” in Christ and “to reconcile ... all things.” The NRSV translation is a tad lame. The 
verb means to take “delight” or “pleasure in” (eudokēsen). Christ, in other words, is God’s “Joy to the World,” 
both a gift and a source of delight for God. And it is in God’s joy, in Christ, that God’s “dwelling” and God’s 
“reconciling” are inextricably tied. It makes sense: God’s “dwelling” constitutes the first act of reconciliation, 
the reconciliation of God and creation, which spills over into the reconciliation of creation itself. The image that 
comes to mind is that of a pebble dropped in a pond, generating ripples that extend to cover all the water in the 
pond. Or a cascading waterfall filling dry beds—the cascade of salvation! God’s dwelling in Christ, in a human 
being on earth, leads to the reconciliation of all creation. That nicely sums up the process of God’s mission to 
the world. And Paul (or a disciple of his) is quite literal about this, as he elaborates in the next few verses:

And you who were once estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in 
his fleshly body through death, so as to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before 
him—provided that you continue securely established and steadfast in the faith, without shifting from 
the hope promised by the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed to every creature under 
heaven. I, Paul, became a servant of this gospel. 1:21–23 (NRSV)

“This gospel” is meant to be “proclaimed to every creature under heaven!” “This gospel” is a cosmic gospel. 
Paul is interpreting the repeated “all things” in the Christ hymn in a very literal, inclusive sense. “All” means 
all, including “every creature under heaven.” Reconciliation in Christ, in other words, knows no barriers; it is 
for all creation, covering all creation. Such reconciliation is not satisfied until it reaches, washes over, cleanses, 
and redeems all creation. Call it the gospel’s “ripple effect.” There is nowhere on earth that Christ’s salvation 
cannot fill, no woman at the well who cannot ask for Living Water, no drought-stricken or war-torn region that 
cannot be saturated by God’s healing love. God delights in ripples. 
 Speaking of creation, the Christ hymn’s bold claim that in Christ all things “hold together” (sunestēken) 
acknowledges a physical fact about creation: it is all interconnected. Creation is a dynamic, interconnected, 
everything-in-motion process, from the cosmic to the quantum. In Act II Scene I of the play Legacy of Light by 
Karen Zacarías, the astrophysicist Olivia Hasting Brown (no relation to me) addresses a group of Girl Scouts 
about her profession as a scientist. She concludes with Einstein’s discovery of relativity and what it reveals 
about the universe. She says,

Suddenly you have a more chaotic, volatile universe; not a Puritan on a bicycle, but a Hells Angel on 
a Harley. Throw in the fact that the universe is still expanding and you have a complex, interconnected 
universe gunning on all cylinders and making one hell of a wheelie while barely respecting the dynamics 
of physical law.2 
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A “complex and interconnected universe gunning on all cylinders” that all began with the Big Bang. The 
origin of the universe, back “in the beginning,” constitutes the center of the universe, not a physical center but 
a chronological center of origin as well as a center of energy and substance that unites all things within the 
cosmos, all linked by that now iconic equation E=mc2. And because of that, the universe, for all its volatility, 
remains interconnected. Particle and person, energy and individual, light and life are all connected together. 
 By analogy, the Gospel of John would agree. So also the anonymous hymn writer for the church of Colossae: 
Christ is the center of it all: the origin of the universe, the deep structure of the cosmos, the source of its 
interconnection. Reinhold Niebuhr once said that “the doctrine of original sin is the only empirically verifiable 
doctrine of the Christian faith.”3 True, depending, of course, on what one means by “original sin.”4 But from 
the Christ hymn, there should also be a christologically grounded doctrine of “interconnection,” which is also 
empirically verifiable! “In [Christ] all things hold together” (Col 1:17). Moreover, as the “firstborn from the 
dead,” Christ is also the destination of the cosmos “gunning on all cylinders.” As my New Testament colleague 
Stan Saunders likes to say: Christ is the “goal and glue” of all creation. The alpha and the omega. 
 In a time when everything seems to be falling apart, when social and economic inequities continue to widen 
the gulf between the rich and the poor, when communities of color continue to suffer from the racist legacies of 
social programs and policies, both old and new, that limit access to economic security and generational wealth, 
when the families of immigrants fleeing violence and persecution are being torn apart at US borders, when the 
“long emergency” of environmental degradation and loss of biodiversity continues to mount, when all creation 
is groaning in travail, Christ remains the center, holding all things together, reconciling to God “all things.” It 
sounds like a fantasy, but it is actually our destiny! It is the destiny of all creation, grounded in the fact that all 
things are interconnected. Consequently, nothing can be considered disconnected and disposable, nothing can 
be thrown away in this world that God has created in Christ and declared “very good.”5 Nothing and no one 
is trash to God. This means that creation, much less the Church, cannot tolerate indifference to suffering; the 
Church cannot be blind to the victims of inequality and oppression, thinking that it does not impact God and the 
world as a whole. As one suffers, so do all, and all the more the Church, the Body of Christ for the body of the 
world (1 Cor 12:26)! n Christ, all life is interconnected, and it’s best to act accordingly, because that’s the way it 
ultimately is: no divisions, no walls, no labels, no prejudices and fear, no violence and ignorance in our eternal 
life in and with Christ. God in Christ did not create a throw-away world. 

Bill Brown

Pastoral Illustration
In June 1964 in Saint Augustine, Florida, at a “Whites Only” swimming pool, black and white protesters staged 
a “wade-in.” Immortalized on news film, a white man poured a jug of acid into the pool before everyone was 
dragged out by the police and put in jail.6 In its first year on TV in 1969, Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood featured 
the gay African American singer François Clemmons, who played the role of police Officer Clemmons, and 
Fred Rogers, a Presbyterian minister, sitting together at a kiddie pool cooling off their feet. Black feet and white 
feet together in a pool, rippling the water. At the end of the scene, Mr. Rogers took a towel and dried Officer 
Clemmons’s feet, a simple act of biblical proportion. Welcome to Christ’s neighborhood. 
 In Christ, “all things hold together.” It is a visionary fact that calls forth action: the struggle for justice, 
peacemaking, reconciliation. They are actions that, no matter how simple and seemingly small, like two pairs 
of feet in a pool of water, can ripple throughout the world because it embodies the “goal and glue” of the world, 
Christ, in whom “all things” are joined together. Such work has come at great cost, the cost of the cross, no less 
(v. 20), as much as it goes forth with great joy, with God’s Joy to the world. 

Bill Brown
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Pastoral Encounter

The toes were tapping at Windsor Place Retirement Home. The music was louder than I had anticipated, 
but I seemed to be the only one who thought so. An elegant and flexible couple were dancing to the top 
40 hits of long ago. Most of the onlookers would have been teenagers when these songs were popular. 
The present-day teenage pair jittered and jumped to the delight of all. In the gathered faces, a lifetime 
of memories danced even though the body no long could. Suddenly the joint pain didn’t hurt so much, 
and the foggy memory cleared like a summer day after the rain. This was joy, pure joy; smiles of joy 
and tears of joy. Life as joy washed over us all.
 No one spoke of God, but I have seldom found times in life where the Divine’s presence felt so full. 
Music had created a time revealed with life again. A gift, even at high volume. Can music change us? 
Can the lyrics move us? Can the dance of life recover joy?

Tom Bryson

Possible Questions
1.  For those who are musically gifted (or inspired), what kind of melody would you compose for this most

ancient of Christian hymns? What “tone” do you find appropriate for this hymn (haunting, majestic, spritely,
etc.)?

2.  What in the Christ hymn rings especially true or valuable to your ministry context? How would you share
this message with your church? Your community? The nation?

3. How does the last verse of the Christ hymn inform your understanding of the atonement?
4. What do you find in your ministry that builds upon God’s interconnected creation in Christ?
5.  What do you find “falling apart” in the world or your community? How are things uncertain or under stress?

What threatens to sever the “ties that bind” the world together in Christ? What communities or persons are
treated as disconnected from Christ’s inclusive love?

6.  Where do you find walls of division being replaced by the bridges of justice and reconciliation? Or where
do you see the waters being “rippled” by God’s presence?

7. What gives you hope that God in Christ is reconciling all things?
8.  How does Christ’s power of salvation, poured out to all, shape your ministry? Define the Church’s mission

in relation to the world’s interconnection in and through Christ?

Notes
1. See the essay on Wisdom in Proverbs 8.
2. Karen Zacarías, Legacy of Light (A Play Commissioned by Arena Stage; New York, NY: Graham Agency, 2007), 65.
3.  Man’s Nature and His Communities: Essays on the Dynamics and Enigmas of Man’s Personal and Social Existence

(Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1965), 24.
4. See, e.g., the discussion by Joel Green at http://www.catalystresources.org/original-sin-humanitys-misery.
5.  One need only note the “Great Pacific Garbage Patch” between Hawaii and California, the largest accumulation

of ocean plastic in the world.
6. For interviews, see https://storycorps.org/podcast/storycorps-462-in-the-neighborhood/.
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Terrifying Wonder
or

“Resurrection Shock”

Focus Text
Mark 16:1–8
Sacred Sense pp. 124–31

Breaking in
Take turns sharing with one another how scary movies make you feel. Do you have any favorites? What do you 
find compelling about them? Or do you stay away from the genre altogether? Why?

Tom Bryson

Diving in
I must admit that terror is not the first thing that comes to mind when I think about the Resurrection. But ask 
the women in Mark’s Gospel, and you get a very different story. They are “terrified” (exethambēthēsan) when 
they see in the “empty” tomb a young man in a white robe sitting calmly off to the right (Mark 16:5). Their 
anxiety was already heightened by the stone having been rolled away, which Mark notes was “very large” (the 
only Gospel writer to do so). But now instead of a body to anoint, there is someone calmly seated announcing 
that Jesus has gone off to Galilee, where the women and the disciples can meet up with him. The mystery 
man’s appeal not to be alarmed, however, goes unheeded. The women flee the tomb, for “terror” (tromos) 
and “amazement” (ekstasis) “seized” them, rendering them speechless. The distinctiveness (or bizarreness) of 
Mark’s ending is underlined all the more in comparison to the other Gospels. 

Matthew’s version lessens the fear, heightens the joy, and removes the speech impediment:

So they left the tomb quickly with fear (phobou) and great joy (charas megalēs), 
and ran to tell his disciples 28:8

Luke’s version is peculiarly undramatic:

Then they remembered his words, and returning from the tomb, 
they told all this to the eleven and to all the rest. 24:8–9

As for John’s version, well it’s complicated (see next essay).
 A former student of mine, a talented artist, painted Mark’s Resurrection scene, and it is starkly simple: three 
pairs of running feet set against the brown dirt. Period. So ends Mark’s Gospel, and so begins the church’s story: 
with fear, flight, and speech-freezing fright. If anything, Mark’s unresolved ending reminds us of how far we’ve 
resolved the Resurrection, how far we’ve tamed Easter, from eggs to even the Hallelujah Chorus. Should not 
the truth that “He is not here; he has been raised” send shivers up our collective spine, as it did for the women 
at the tomb? As the old hymn says, “Were you there when they crucified my Lord? Oh! Sometimes it causes me 
to tremble, tremble, tremble.” So also at the empty tomb—“trembling” in addition to “shouting, ‘Glory, glory, 
glory!’” The convicting power of the Cross is not erased on Easter morning. It is amplified. 

Pastor Cohort: Year Two, Session 10
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 Easter, according to Mark, begins in terror ... and ecstasy. “Terror” or “trembling” is indeed the correct 
way of translating tromos. The Greek term is used throughout the Septuagint translation of the Hebrew Bible to 
indicate, for example, the fearful response of the foreign nations before the approach of the Divine Warrior, as 
one finds in Exodus 15:15–16, the oldest and most poetic presentation of Deliverance from the Red Sea:

Then the princes of Edom, and the chiefs of the Moabites quickly fled; 
 trembling took hold upon them, 
  all the inhabitants of Canaan melted away. 
Let trembling and fear fall upon them; 
 by the greatness of thine arm, 
  let them become as stone; 
till your people pass over, O Lord, 
 till this your people pass over, 
  whom you have purchased. 

Or Isaiah 33:14:

The sinners in Zion have departed; 
 trembling shall seize the ungodly. 

Both passages provide a powerful backdrop to the women’s flight from the tomb. The response of panic-stricken 
fear seems appropriate only for the “ungodly” in the face of divine judgment. The women, the first to witness 
Christ’s resurrection, act as if they are facing God’s wrath! Their reaction, moreover, reflects something of the 
unleashed power of the Resurrection that matches God’s militant presence, the presence of the Divine Warrior 
on the march against enemy nations. It is as if, at the breaking news of Christ’s Resurrection, the women are 
thinking that divine judgment is now on the loose and that they and the disciples are its target! There’s Peter, 
who denied him three times, as well as all those who demanded Jesus’ crucifixion. For them to hear that “He has 
been raised; he is not here” would inspire terror indeed (and canceling one’s next trip to Galilee). 
 Mark ends his Gospel in the way that he does in order, I suspect, to align Christ’s Resurrection with God’s 
earth-shattering theophanic presence, rooted first and foremost in divine judgment. What, then, is judgmental 
about the Resurrection that the women so feared? The women’s reaction is fraught with background, not only 
with the special terminology of fear that Mark uses that presupposes the terror of theophany, but also with 
biblical narrative. Behind this perplexing ending is another story hiding in the background, namely the story 
of Joseph and his brothers. They threw him in a pit to kill him and then decided to sell him into slavery;, they 
abandoned him and lied about it. But lo and behold, their paths cross again, but this time with Joseph, as 
Pharaoh’s right-hand man, having the upper hand. There is a critical point in the narrative in which the brothers 
tremble in fear that Joseph will dig their own pits to throw them in. With father Jacob having passed, they fear 
that Joseph will inflict judgment against them for their “crime” against him (Gen 50:14–18). Will he do so? 
They approach Joseph trembling and weeping. Their very lives hang in the balance. 
 Back to Mark. Do the women fear that the resurrected Jesus, ready to meet up with his disciples in Galilee, 
will wreak judgment against them for having abandoned him and denied him at his greatest moment of need 
on the cross? Do they think that Jesus has as much reason to avenge them as to judge the Roman Empire for 
his crucifixion? One wonders whether Mark has the story of Joseph in mind, the story of Joseph’s miraculous 
ascension to power, a veritable resurrection from his brothers’ perspective. Mark keeps us in suspense, a killer 
of suspense for the women and presumably the disciples. Of course, we know that Joseph forgives his brothers 
(Gen 50:19–21), and the first words of the resurrected Jesus to his disciples in John’s Gospel, as they are 
huddled in fear (!), is “Peace be with you” (20:19). Everyone can breathe a sigh of relief ... and joy. But Mark 
does not leave us with that; he ends his Gospel on a note of unbearable suspense. 
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 And there is more. The women’s reaction prompts us readers/listeners to reflect on how the Resurrection 
reflects the militant side of God and God’s judgment. An empty tomb, ironically, bears the presence of God 
on the march, from which the women flee. There remains something of the divine warrior in Christ’s death 
and resurrection for all the world to “fear” as well as rejoice. As much as the cross redefines God as the divine 
warrior who now takes upon the violence of the world, so the Resurrection asserts that God does not passively 
accept the sins of the world as a doormat, or as a self-sacrificing friend, or as a wounded healer. No ordinary 
event, Christ’s Resurrection is disruptive on so many levels. Take physics: the second law of thermodynamics is 
effectively reversed. Take politics: the Resurrection is a victory over the Roman Empire, and all empires, along 
with all the powers and principalities that have held sway over life, including death itself. 
 And take faith. With the Resurrection, Jesus is vindicated. His ministry of healing, his special love for the 
poor and the outcast, for the despised and the disposable, his transgressive work of inclusion are all championed 
by God. God in Christ invades the world with new life, new hope, new inclusion, pointing irrevocably to a new 
creation—all disruptive. With the Resurrection, God means business! The business of dismantling structures 
of dehumanization and degradation and unleashing abundant life for all. Resurrection changes everything. And 
Christ calls us to be about such business! 
 The women’s fear, as described by Mark, points to how the Israelites felt having escaped the clutches of the 
Egyptian army. 

Thus the LORD saved Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the 
seashore. Israel saw the great work that the LORD did against the Egyptians. So the people feared the 
LORD and believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses.

Exodus 14:30–31

Such salvation is a legitimate source of “fear,” the fear of salvation at the hand of God. And the Resurrection? 
The most “fearsome” act of salvation ever! Resurrection “fear,” it turns out, is not the fear of being judged or 
conquered. It is the “fear” of being saved through God’s victory over death in all its various forms. 
 It is no coincidence, then, that Mark refers not only to the women’s sense of “terror” (tromos) but also  
to their “ecstasy” (ekstasis). The only other time Mark uses the latter term is in the healing/resurrection of the 
12-year old child.

And immediately the girl got up and began to walk about (she was 12 years of age). At this they were
overcome with amazement (ekstasei). 5:42

Extreme amazement, astonishment, even an altered state of consciousness (e.g., trance) is conveyed by the 
term ekstasis (see Gen 2:21; 15:12). Here, “ecstasy” is the positive complement to “terror.” Ecstatic delight and 
extreme dread. The Resurrection not only boggles the mind, it shocks it. It is God’s shock and awe, which does 
not deliver death but delivers from death, delivering life. If we take Mark seriously, the Resurrection is truly 
Christianity’s “Shock Doctrine” (with apologies to Naomi Klein). 
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Pastoral Encounter

I walked through the parking lot with clear blue skies above me. I walked through the doors of the local 
high school and all blues skies were gone. Teachers were crying. Students sat stunned and uneasy. The 
skies would not be blue again for some time. It was September and news channels looped imagines of 
planes crashing and buildings falling. It was a thousand miles away, but it was so close you could touch 
it. Kevin, one of my youth, was panicked with fear. Questions came so fast that I could not answer even 
one. This was the end. His horizon was gone. He could not regain composure, and all I could say was 
“do not be afraid.” There are moments of ministry when that is all we can remember to say. When the 
blue skies crash down. It was all I could give him, but it got him through the terror of the moment. It 
got me through it as well. What do we say or do in the moments of terror? How is Resurrection most 
alive in those moments? 

Tom Bryson

Possible Questions
1. What do you find shocking about the Resurrection?
2. In your life and/or in your ministry, what causes you to tremble before the risen Lord?
3. Does it make sense to talk about the judgment side of the Resurrection? How so?
4. What can be done in worship to bring up this side of the Resurrection?
5. How has the depiction of a God of judgment been used for harm against people or groups of people?
6.  How have we failed to teach a “trembling” faith? Have we watered down the disruptive power of the

Resurrection? How does your church experience or practice reverence of God?
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Resurrection Wonder

Focus Text
John 19–20
Sacred Sense, pp. 132–38

Breaking in
Read and discuss the poem “Death Is Nothing at All” by Harry Scott Holland.1 Holland was an Anglican priest 
who wrote this poem after the death of King Edward VII in May of 1910. How does this reflect or contradict a 
Christian view of death? How might that affect a Christian view of resurrection?  
  Brian Coulter

Diving in
John’s account of the crucifixion and the resurrection stands out among the Gospels in several ways. Most 
striking is the conversation between Mary Magdalene and Christ, who is “mistaken” as the gardener in the 
garden. I have already written about how Mary’s “mistake” serves as an evocative allusion to the Gardener in 
Genesis. I call it “the ironic case of a truthful mistake.” John’s Gospel is rife with biblical allusions, beginning, 
of course, with “in the beginning” in the prologue. Here, I want to explore other allusions as well as set the 
context of the resurrection in light of the Christ’s crucifixion in John’s Gospel. 
 Walter Brueggemann has aptly proposed that the word “crucifixion” be replaced with “execution.” 
Hearkening back to Mark’s account of the cross and empty tomb, Brueggemann states:

And I have come to think that we shouldn’t use the word “crucifixion,” we should use the word “execution.” 
Jesus was executed as an enemy of the totalism. And Easter is that strange wondrous gift of newness that 
rushes beyond the totalism. It is no wonder that Mark ends his Gospel by saying that they were afraid. It 
is very fearful to discover that the totalism is not normal. But it is the truth of the matter.2

“Good Friday,” he says, “was the last desperate reach of the totalism of the Roman Empire.” But “totalism” 
failed because of Easter. And it is against this backdrop that John says something even more radical: even in 
Jesus’ execution the empire failed! With the cross, John slays the empire with “beauty.” 
 It should be remembered that death was not the primary aim of crucifixion under the Roman Empire, since it 
was not a particularly efficient form of execution. Crucifixion was meant to be a spectacle of terror and torture, all 
to dehumanize and humiliate. Crucifixion was a way of holding a subjugated people under control through terror, 
stripping away all semblance of human dignity. Death was simply a “natural” outcome, the last sigh of welcomed 
relief for the crucified. The synoptic portrayals capture something of the humiliating agony Jesus suffers on the 
cross, particularly in Mark and Matthew, which feature Jesus’ cry of dereliction—a horrific death. 
 John’s Gospel has none of that. Jesus’ death on the cross lacks any form of abject humiliation. To portray 
his crucifixion as horrific and dehumanizing would have played into the hands of the Roman Empire, John may 
have thought. Instead, Jesus’ crucifixion is a beautiful death, for the cross was, according to John, Christ’s doxa 
or glorification. Jo-Ann Brant argues that John portrays the crucifixion in a peculiarly aesthetic way, a way that 
resists and subverts the imperial goals of crucifixion to dehumanize and humiliate.3 Not only is Jesus’ leg not 
broken, his seamless tunic is not torn up by the soldiers as they divide up his clothing (19:23–24).4 It is on the 
cross that Jesus extends familial relationships by identifying the unnamed disciple as his mother’s son, an act 
of power and compassion to assuage a mother’s grief and form a new, intimate community (19:25–27). Jesus’ 

 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1



Vital Congregations Initiative Workbook Presbytery Edition136

pierced side is John’s way of alluding to life-giving communion (19:34). And, finally, when Jesus utters his 
last words, “It is finished” (19:30), reverberations of creation resound: “Thus the heavens and the earth were 
finished, and all their multitude” (Gen 2:1). The cross is creative, effecting salvation, reconciliation, peace, 
atonement—all of the above. According to John, Jesus’ death is not the humiliating outcome it was intended to 
be, but the glorious culmination of his ministry. “It is finished.” Mission accomplished. A “victory” achieved 
not by conquest but by “defeat.” However the crucifixion is to be described, Jesus’ “beautiful” death on the 
cross is one that resists all attempts to rob the dying of their dignity and worth, the dignity of being made in 
God’s image. 

John’s portrayal of the crucifixion is replete with poignant beauty, anticipated several chapters earlier by 
Mary’s anointing of Jesus. Recall the scene:

Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her 
hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 12:3

In this tender, poignant moment, John is the only Gospel writer who adds the detail of the house being “filled” 
(eplērōthē) with fragrance, a subtle allusion to God’s presence “filling” the tabernacle at its completion. 

Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled upon it, and the glory of the 
LORD filled (eplēsthē) the tabernacle.  

Exodus 40:35

The fragrance of the perfume filling the house points back to God’s glory filling the tabernacle. But it also points 
forward to the “glory” of Jesus’ death that is to come (John 12:7). John finds the beauty of God’s glory in (and 
on) the cross. The crucifixion marks the completion of God’s work on earth in Christ, but just as the seventh day 
inexorably gives way to the next day (and the next), the cross opens a new chapter with the break of a new day, 
the eruption of a new life ... in the garden! 
 As John “recreated” the first account of creation in the prologue (“In the beginning . . .”), so he recreates 
the second account of creation in the Garden. Eden is the backdrop, and Jesus is the Gardener. The details need 
not be reiterated except to say that the resurrection in John marks a new creation, and Mary Magdalene is the 
first to witness it. It is a scene of tender intimacy that also marks Jesus’ now transcendent character. Jesus is no 
longer simply “bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh.” He cannot be touched: “Do not hold on to me, because I 
have not yet ascended to the Father” (20:17). The literal translation is “Do not touch (haptō) me,” the same verb 
used in the Septuagint when the woman says to the serpent that the fruit of the “tree of knowledge” should not 
be “touched” (Gen 3:3). Jesus is now set aside by God for God in transcendent holiness; he cannot be touched 
for the time being. But, as we shall see, he is to be touched for Thomas’s sake, for the sake of belief. This is a 
mystery. Is Jesus saying to Mary that there is no need for her to touch him, since she now knows his identity, 
unlike Thomas, for whom seeing is not sufficient? Or is there a greater irony here: that Jesus’ ascension to the 
Father is what makes it possible for Jesus to be touched by those who need to touch him, such as Thomas? Or 
is there an implicit sexual concern here that John finds problematic?5 One can only wonder. In any case, John 
navigates the tension of God’s “glory” in Christ being both touchable and untouchable, accessible yet separate.  
 Uncharacteristic of the women in Mark’s Gospel, Mary Magdalene unhesitatingly announces having seen the 
Lord, but this is evidently received not with joy by the disciples but with perplexity and fear. We find them huddled 
together in a locked room, speaking in hushed tones out of fear of being found out as followers of an executed 
criminal, and then suddenly a figure appears unannounced, declaring, “Peace be with you,” and all heaven breaks 
loose! Their fear is replaced by amazement and wonder once they recognize who stands before them. 
 John’s account of Jesus’ public appearance is riddled with gaps and paradoxes, and I am particularly 
captivated by a commonly overlooked detail, namely the brief pause of perplexity that followed the disciples’ 
initial encounter with the resurrected Christ. Jesus is not recognized by the disciples until he shows them his 
“hands and his side.” And therein lies a great paradox: the risen Christ is recognized neither by his words nor 
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by his appearance through locked doors. Rather, the disciples recognize him by his wounds, the wounds of his 
crucifixion. The crucifixion has left its indelible marks upon Christ’s resurrected body, such that the risen Jesus 
is recognizable only through them. The marks of mortality, specifically the brutal marks of execution, turn out 
to be the definitive signs of Jesus’ resurrected identity! On the one hand, resurrection has not erased his wounds. 
On the other hand, Jesus’ wounds no longer define him as a dead criminal in the eyes of the state. His wounds, 
instead, are robbed of their deadly, hurtful power. Yes, Jesus’ body is made whole and new. Yet his wounds are 
still there, and it is because of them that he is finally recognizable to his disciples. His wounds, like his death on 
the cross, are part of his “glory.” 
 Although Jesus passes through locked doors, he is no ghost. Jesus invites Thomas to place his finger in 
Jesus’ hands and his hand in Jesus’ side (v. 27), fulfilling the doubting disciple’s criteria for belief. Now Jesus 
can be touched. I wonder how that might have felt for our skeptical Thomas, how it felt to touch resurrected 
skin, and specifically to touch Jesus’ wounds. Was there an electrifying spark when he touched Jesus’ wounds, 
like a surge of static electricity, or a gentle warmth to the touch? As the first to touch the risen Christ, what did 
Thomas feel? What must he have been thinking? If only the text would say. In addition to whatever Thomas 
felt physically, I suspect Thomas and his fellow disciples felt a twinge of guilt and grief, knowing full well that 
they had abandoned Jesus in his greatest moment of need, when his hands and side were pierced to the bone. 
Through Jesus’ wounds, each was reminded of his complicity in Jesus’ death and abandonment. To see and 
touch the resurrected Jesus, particularly his wounds, must have pierced their hearts. Even as death is overcome, 
the past cannot simply be erased. The wounds remain for all to see and to touch, wounds from which one comes 
to believe that here is One whose suffering overcomes totalism and validates the dignity of all who suffer. 
 Christ’s persistent wounds remind me of the mutilated body of 14-year old Emmett Louis Till, whose 
mother insisted that his coffin remain open for all the world to see in 1955, a stark reminder of the sheer brutality 
of racism in America to this day. Yes, there is absolutely nothing beautiful about Emmett Till’s mutilated body, 
which prompts only an aversion of the eyes, searing into the mind’s eye a horrifying image of brutality that will 
forever linger—an untouchable, ugly horror for blacks and whites in different ways, but made visible for all. The 
beauty of Emmett Till is found in his portrait of a smiling young man, full of life and promise, a beauty brutally 
violated by racism, whose wounds remain a testimony to its ugliness, wounds that persist every time a person 
of color is murdered at the hands of a system sustained by white supremacy. As Christ’s wounds remind us that 
an innocent man was executed under state-sanctioned violence to maintain religious and political control, so 
Emmett Till’s body points to the savagery of institutionalized racism. Christ’s wounds did not go away in the 
resurrection; they remain visible for a purpose, that of pointing to the wounds of the world, wounds that persist. 
If Brueggemann is correct that the word “crucifixion” should be replaced by “execution,” then every murder of 
a person of color at the hands of those ordained to “serve and protect” should called a “crucifixion.” 
 John’s account, much more than any other Gospel account, has turned the execution and resurrection of 
Christ into a work of art, so that suffering can not only be seen but also touched and felt. For John, there is 
beauty in the cross, beauty in the garden, beauty in the wounds, beauty in the touch—not the kind of beauty 
that is fashionable or solicits popular consensus. It’s not the gold or silver cross worn as a fashion statement 
clasped around our necks. Far from it, this is beauty at its most subversive, a revolutionary wonder that cries 
out for action, the kind that arrests the attention and compels a response. It is a beauty that does not baptize the 
horror but transcends it to subvert it. A beauty that resists structures designed to suppress and destroy lives that 
do not fit the “totalism” of White culture. The ugly wounds of racism, of hatred and prejudice, of violence and 
othering, continue to fester. Christ’s resurrection invites all to touch those wounds, the wounds of the world, the 
wounded of the world, and to act accordingly. 
  Bill Brown
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Pastoral Encounter

After an officer training session a few years back, I had a medical doctor who was training to be a 
ruling elder stop me in the hallway and ask why I always used the phrase “passed away” when I spoke 
of someone who had died. I admitted that I did not have a good reason for using it other than it seemed 
a bit more palatable. This doctor then told me about his legal responsibilities to his patients and their 
families to make sure that he conveyed the exact information he needed to convey. He would not be 
allowed to say someone “passed away,” but would have to use the word “died” or “deceased.” Then he 
challenged me to think more about the words I used and why I would try to make death more palatable. 
Do we try to make death more palatable? Does this possibly dilute our resurrection wonder? 

Brian Coulter

Possible Questions
1.  What does it mean for you that Christ’s wounds persist in his resurrection? What does it mean for your

ministry?
2.  What other links do you find between John’s resurrection account and Genesis? What is the new Eden that

the Gardener is tending?
3. What aesthetic or artistic portraits of the crucifixion do you find compelling, beautiful or “glorious”?
4. Name a difficult time in your life or ministry where it has been hard to recognize the resurrected Christ.
5. What makes us cower, hide, unable to move in following and sharing the resurrected Christ with others?
6.  How are Christ’s wounds important to your ministry? How do they help you to see and tend to the wounds

of others?
7.  How is John’s account of Christ’s death and resurrection subversive? As pastor, what is your responsibility

in bearing witness to the resurrection?

Notes
1. https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/death-is-nothing-at-all/
2. https://sojo.net/articles/walter-brueggemann-jesus-acted-out-alternative-empire.
3.  Jo-Ann Brant, “Beauty, Sorrow, and Glory in the Gospel of John,” in Beauty and the Bible: Toward a Hermeneutics

of Biblical Aesthetics, eds, Richard J. Bautch, and Jean-Franҫois Racine (SBL Semeia Series 73; Atlanta: SBL, 2013),
83–100.

4. Perhaps an ironic allusion to Joseph’s tunic (Gen 37:3, 23, 31–34).
5. Paul uses the term to refer euphemistically to sexual intercourse (1 Corinthians 7:1).
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Communion Wonder

Focus Text
Luke 24
Sacred Sense, pp. 139–44

Breaking in 
Take turns sharing stories of communion experiences in which “[your] eyes were opened” to either a new thing 
that God was doing or a new way that God was being present in your midst.  

Brian Coulter

Diving in
There is a subtle yet dramatic logic that unfolds within Luke’s account of the resurrection.  The seven-mile 
journey taken by the two disciples with a “stranger” reflects a spiritual journey of the heart, mind and eye, a 
growing realization that involves various senses. And it has all to do with the motif of “opening.”  

Then their eyes were opened... .” (v. 31)
“Were not our hearts burning within us while he ... was opening the scriptures to us?” (v. 32)
Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures (v. 45) 

It is the same verb in each case (dianoigō). The word is used in the Septuagint for the opening of the womb 
by the firstborn, the birth of new life (Exod 13:2; cf. Luke 2:23). “Opening” means more than a crack. On the 
Emmaus journey, eyes are opened wide, the scriptures are opened in a whole new way, and consequently so 
are minds and hearts. And the goal of all this “opening?” Understanding! Specifically, the understanding that 
there was a method behind the madness of Jesus’ death and resurrection. It was the same understanding that was 
imparted to the women at the tomb by the two men (vv. 7), the same understanding that was shared by Jesus 
himself to his disciples (v. 46; cf. v. 26).  
 For the disciples, it all begins with an “idle tale” (v. 11) and an encounter with a wayfaring “stranger”  
(v. 18). Luke’s account charts a trajectory of growing awareness that begins with denial among the male 
disciples and climaxes with the moment of recognition of Christ’s presence among them, a recognition that 
is by no means immediate. It comes gradually. One could call it an “emerging eureka!” Jesus comes as a 
“stranger” to them, because their eyes are literally “restrained” or “held back” (krateō) from recognizing him 
for who he is. Jesus comes to them as a sojourner, literally an “alien resident,” “foreigner” or “immigrant” 
(pariokeis)!  The same designation, in verbal form, is used for Abraham and Sarah as “sojourners” or “aliens” in 
Egypt and Canaan (Gen 12:10; 17:18). Jesus, in other words, is not recognized as one of their own. Something 
about the resurrection has changed him, or perhaps something about the crucifixion has dashed all hope for the 
disciples to ever see Jesus again. I suspect more of the latter. Perhaps the loss of hope had narrowed their vision.  
Hopelessness, in other words, had blinded them.  
 Or it could be their lack of understanding that had given them their tunnel vision. In their own words, the 
two disciples understood Jesus as a “prophet” of powerful words and deeds (v. 19), who was condemned by the 
religious authorities and crucified. “We had hoped that he would redeem Israel,” they lament. Lack of hope and 
lack of understanding: both prevented the two disciples from recognizing the One who joined them on the journey.  

Pastor Cohort: Year Two, Session 12
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 “Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet ... .” Although messengers of God, prophets typically do not get 
raised from the dead. Prophets, yes, tell the truth, confront the powers of oppression, and herald God’s judgment 
and occasionally God’s deliverance. Rising from the dead, however, was not a part of their job description.  
Indeed, more often than not, they fled for their lives, such as Elijah, persecuted by Jezebel, or the lesser-known 
prophet Uriah, who was hunted down and executed by King Jehoiakim (Jer 26:20–23). But Jesus never fled 
for his life. Moreover, in the minds of the disciples, “redemption” entailed nothing less (and nothing more) 
than deliverance from Roman oppression. And that never happened. To them, nothing had changed. The world 
carried on in absolute indifference; imperial structures of extraction and exploitation remained solidly in place.  
Their “prophet” was dead and gone, executed no less. “We had hoped.” But no more.  
 But Jesus proves to be much more than a prophet. The “stranger” refers to Jesus as the Messiah, the Anointed 
One of God, who was “to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day” (v. 45), the fulfillment of “the law 
of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms” (v. 44). Jesus opens (!) up a new way of reading the scriptures, a new 
hermeneutic by which to understand God’s Word—in  what specific ways the Lukan account does not tell. One 
can only wonder or imagine what texts the “stranger” would have lifted up for the disciples’ consideration. 
Surely the suffering servant poems of Isaiah, particularly the last one, were mentioned by the “stranger” (Isa 
52:13–53:12). Also, the psalmic laments, particularly Psalm 22, which charts the trajectory from abandonment 
and suffering to deliverance and vindication (cf. Mark 15:34).  
 As for the “law of Moses,” referring to the Pentateuch (Torah), perhaps the whole narrative sweep of Israel’s 
captivity and deliverance, marking the new birth of a people, was also part of the discussion. And let’s not forget 
Joseph, whose survival and rise to power was nothing short of a resurrection from his brothers’ perspective—
Joseph foreshadowing Jesus. And there is Jesus’ “new” ethic as the fulfillment of the law. Matthew makes this 
point explicit: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish 
but to fulfill” (Matt 5:17). John, as we have seen, extends Christ’s hermeneutical scope back to creation itself. 
And then there’s Wisdom (Matt 11:19; Mark 6:2; Luke 7:35; 11:49). Each in its own way, every Gospel is 
devoted to finding precedents for the new firmly in the old. The figure of Christ was not “created” de novo, as 
if he had been dropped from heaven wholly unanticipated. Rather, he was cut from the cloth of ancient Israel’s 
turbulent history and, truth be told, from the same God at work in history, old and new: Jesus the Jew. However 
interpreted and whatever texts were enlisted for discussion on that winding path to Emmaus, Jesus presents 
himself as the embodiment of the canonical Word, who gives not just insight but new sight to those who venture 
interpreting the Word, and, yes, the world.  
 The disciples, in retrospect, describe this hermeneutical revelation with excitement, with their “hearts 
burning” (kaiomenē; v. 32), the same term used for the “burning bush” in the Septuagint (Exod 3:2), burning but 
not consumed, suggesting that something sacred was unfolding between the two disciples and the “stranger.” 
The term, moreover, refers to the “burning” or lit lamp (Luke 12:35), which, of course, provides light. The 
“burning heart” does not simply entail emotional fervor; it leads to enlightened minds.  (Indeed, the “heart” in 
Hebrew [anthropology] was considered the seat of the intellect and will.)  
But for all the preparatory hermeneutical work, for all the “burning hearts” and enlightening discourse on that 
dusty journey, the event that turns the switch, the one that prompts full recognition of Jesus is not a Bible study 
but a Communion gathering. The bread is broken and shared and “then their eyes were opened” (v. 31). The 
scales fall from their eyes; their vision widens. They now see with eyes wide open, for at this moment Jesus is 
revealed (“made known”) in the “breaking of the bread.” Christ, the true Host, is recognized in community, a 
community founded on “table fellowship,” where bread is broken and shared.  
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 And then Jesus disappears. At the moment of recognition, he vanishes. He does not linger. His work is done 
for now: Jesus has opened the eyes of his disciples, and they are ready to see him again at another time and 
place. While Jesus is not confined to the table, his fully recognized presence begins there, according to Luke. 
And perhaps that’s the point. It is enough for Jesus to be at the table to break the bread and share it, where the 
bread was broken open for sharing, just as eyes and minds were opened for discernment in fellowship. The 
opening of hearts and minds, moreover, is accompanied by the opening of the mouth in a shared meal. Perhaps 
there is no better place to conclude the journey of discernment than at a table in which all seats are filled, 
in which all are welcomed, a table where foreigners, aliens, immigrants and strangers have a place. Indeed, 
everyone is a sojourner at the table, hungry and thirsty waiting to be filled and to understand. The larger the 
table and its inclusion, the greater the discernment, and the more visible the “kin-dom” of God, the Messianic 
banquet in which all shall be served. Open eyes, open minds, burning hearts, all gathered at the open table. 

Bill Brown

Pastoral Encounter

In my current congregation, we often serve communion through intinction.  We take the bread, dip it in 
the cup, and are lifted into Christ’s spiritual real presence at the right hand of God.  A few months ago, 
a visitor came forward in line but did not take the bread and instead asked for a blessing from me.  As 
this is not typically our tradition, I wanted to make sure she understood that she was welcome to partake 
in the elements. When she realized that she did not have to be a member and that she was invited to 
participate, she then said: “Well then, I guess I’ll take my blessing from God instead.” Thanks be to God 
that Christ has opened our eyes, our minds, these scriptures and his table!  

Brian Coulter

Possible Questions
1. Describe a time when Communion brought you to revelation of both heart and mind?
2. Name the last time a stranger revealed something to you about Christ?
3.  When was the last time your heart burned at the hearing of the Word? What was happening? Whom were

you with?
4.  How have you found new meaning, insight, or conviction in conversation with others, particularly those

who were first strangers?
5. How do you open the Communion feast to all people in your ministry? How can we do better?
6.  How do you, personally, practice a spirit of openness to discerning Christ daily? What about in your

ministry?
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Consummated Wonder

Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; 
therefore, we must be saved by hope.

Reinhold Niebuhr1 

Focus Text
Revelation 21–22
Read Sacred Sense, pp. 145–49

Breaking in
Sing Maltbie D. Babcock’s hymn “This Is My Father’s World” (1901) either with accompaniment or a capella. 
Then take turns discussing which line stuck out to each of you and why it caught your attention. 
  Brian Coulter

Diving in
In a 2016 column in The New York Times, Farhad Manjoo commented on the death of Alvin Toffler, the author 
of Future Shock, published back in 1970. 

We all just sort of bounce along in the present, caught in the headlights of a tomorrow pushed by a few 
large corporations and shaped by the inescapable logic of hyper-efficiency—a future heading straight 
for us. It’s not just future shock; we now have future blindness.2 

The book of Revelation rips the blinders off our eyes, like ripping a bandage off a wound, to shock us with the 
future, specifically to shock us with hope amid such uncertain times. Unfairly deemed the scariest book in the 
Bible by most Presbyterians, Revelation was designed to give hope to the fledgling Christian community under 
harsh imperial rule. Its language is coded, imagistic, and admittedly brutal. But its overall intent is to reimagine 
the world, all of creation in fact, wrenched from the oppressive grip of the Roman Empire. 
 No wonder, then, that much of the imagery in this most apocalyptic book tends toward violence. As in the 
exodus event, imperial power has to be broken before a new community can be birthed. Among mortals, power 
is never given up willingly. Like the exodus plagues, the ecological disasters in Revelation serve as warnings 
and consequences of conducting business as usual. They are not predetermined. If Pharaoh continues to refuse 
to let God’s people go, then more plagues will strike. So be it. If the Roman Empire continues to oppress and 
exploit, then disasters will strike and the “whore of Babylon” will be no more. “The key is to remember that 
violence against creation [in Revelation] represents not God’s violence but Rome’s violence, the consequences 
of the empire’s rapacious system spinning out of control,” notes New Testament scholar Barbara Rossing.3 
By way of confirmation, I would add that the one direct reference in Revelation of God’s destructive wrath is 
directed toward “those who destroy the earth,” not toward the earth itself (Rev 11:18). Elsewhere, it is the earth 
who comes to rescue the woman from the dragon (12:16). 
 For all the travail in the book of Revelation that has attracted so much attention by dispensationalist and 
rapture-minded readers, it is the last two chapters that serve as the book’s climax: the transformation, renewal, and 
healing of creation. And who gets raptured in the end? God! God is raptured down to earth. The holy city descends 
from heaven. It’s all about coming down, not being raptured up. Consequently, God’s “home” is declared to be 
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“among mortals:” God “will dwell with them as their God; they will be [God’s] peoples, and God’s very self will 
be with them” (Rev 21:2–3). It is all about God’s “homecoming,” which marks the divine fulfillment of the age-old 
covenant that began with Israel: “I will take you as my people, and I will be your God. You shall know that I am 
the LORD your God, who has freed you from the burdens of the Egyptians” (Exodus 6:7). The apocalypse, in the 
end, is the cosmic consummation of God’s covenant. 
 Moreover, the apocalypse is the incarnation all over again (John 1:14), but this time on the largest, most 
cosmic of scales: it is God’s “in-glorification.” It is the “indwelling” of God not in human flesh but in full divine 
glory (kābôd) on earth, rendering temple and tabernacle obsolete ... and the church too! Creation transformed 
becomes the arena of God’s glory unbound, the cosmic Temple rebuilt (cf. Genesis 1). And with such indwelling, 
all creation is healed. As a result, some things drop out (e.g., chaos, death, suffering, mourning, tears), while 
everything else is transformed and renewed. The tree of life whose leaves “are for the healing of the nations” 
is the central image of creation’s transformation. The consummation is for healing: ecologically, politically, 
socially, individually. Healing for all. 
 Many Christians, however, have turned God’s healing vision for creation upside down. Instead of God 
descending with the holy city to earth, an alternative narrative is constructed in which select people are raptured 
up to heaven to gain a front row seat to view earth’s destruction, while those “left behind” suffer endless 
punishment. It begins with an erroneous assumption about Paul’s view of the “rapture” in 1 Thessalonians. 

For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s 
trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who 
are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air. 

1 Thess 4:16–17 (NRSV)

Paul’s statement here is a pastoral response to the question of what will happen to those who have already died 
when the Lord comes again. His answer: the “dead in Christ will rise first” to meet him “in the air.” Modern 
“rapturists” envision Jesus with his followers then returning to heaven. None of that is not in the text. Assumed 
by Paul is that Christ “in the air” continues to descend to earth with his newly gathered entourage, rather than 
making a heaven-bound “U-turn.” Indeed, the phrase “meet with” in Greek (eis apantēsis) in v. 17 is often used 
for meeting and then accompanying an important person toward his or her destination.4 Paul envisions the dead 
rising to “meet with” Christ and then accompanying him to his destination, earth, for eternal communion. 
 Here’s the thing: There are those who take the Bible essentially as “Basic Instructions Before Leaving 
Earth” (B.I.B.L.E.).5 But nowhere do we find in the Bible the notion that the purpose of life is to go to heaven, 
as, say, reflected in the old gospel hymn, “This World is Not My Home” (1938) by Albert E. Brumley. 

This world is not my home; I’m just passing through
my treasures are laid up somewhere beyond the blue
the angels beckon me from Heaven’s open door, 
and I can’t feel at home in this world anymore.
O Lord you know I have no friend like you.
If Heaven’s not my home then Lord what will I do?
The angels beckon me from Heaven’s open door,
and I can’t feel at home in this world anymore
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Don’t get me wrong. I love singing a good gospel tune. “I’ll Fly Away” may very well be my favorite in this 
genre (Brumley [1929]). But when it comes to theology, Maltbie D. Babcock’s hymn “This Is My Father’s 
World” (1901) is a vast improvement.

This is my Father’s world
And to my listening ears
All nature sings, and round me rings
The music of the spheres.
This is my Father’s world:
I rest me in the thought
Of rocks and trees, of skies and seas—
His hand the wonders wrought.

According to Revelation, God’s “home is among mortals.” That would be earth! God’s homecoming on earth is 
something we assume every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer: “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as 
it is in heaven” (cf. the more accurate CEB translation). No destructive dualism here. 
 It is we6 who have created the destructive dualism, manifest in the archetypal binaries of “man” and “nature,” 
spirit and body, “male” and “female.” The list could go on, and it is determining not only the present but also 
the future with debilitating consequences. Yes, “the future is heading straight for us,” and it’s not pretty. “We are 
plundering the earth, taking far more than it can give, and often for trivial purposes, then distributing the benefits 
unfairly.”7 We, not God, are the plague agents: the plagues of pollution and deforestation that are destroying 
the habitats of countless species, driving many of them to extinction every year; the plagues of floods and 
droughts that are creating environmental refugees and international conflicts. We are robbing future generations 
of their livelihood, of the right to live in a beautiful and secure world. Instead, we are giving our children a very 
different world, one that Bill McKibben says merits another name.8 He proposes “Eaarth”—a tougher, harsher 
world, and, I would add, one that is groaning and apocalyptically charged. I fear that future generations will not 
forgive us for the careless, reckless ways we have exploited fossil-based fuels. Our descendants will wonder in 
disbelief why we were so incapable of calculating the real costs of living the way we have, specifically those of 
us who have flourished in the developed nations. We are deserving of their condemnation. Yes, God forgives, 
but nature does not, and God is not about to save us from the harsher world we have created for our children. 
They shall reap what we have sown. 
 As people of faith, we recognize that the root causes of ecological catastrophe are not CO2 emissions from 
our SUVs, or methane emissions from CAFOs, or mountain tops blasted to bits for coal. No. The root causes 
of environmental catastrophe are human greed, indifference to others, lack of foresight and the fear of change, 
all insisted upon in the name of individual freedom and free-market capitalism. Or you can simply call it Sin. 
Moreover, there is “America’s original sin,” white supremacy. As James Cone writes, 

The logic that led to slavery and segregation in the Americas, colonization and apartheid in Africa and the 
rule of white supremacy throughout the world is the same one that leads to the exploitation of animals and 
the ravaging of nature. It is a mechanistic and instrumental logic that defines everything and everybody 
in terms of their contribution to the development and defense of white world supremacy ... . The fight for 
justice cannot be segregated but must be integrated with the fight for life in all its forms.”9

The beloved community exists for the biotic community, and it begins with how we see each other, whether 
we behold each other in wonder or not. As Paul says in a letter to the Corinthians, “from now on, therefore, we 
regard no one from a human point of view” (2 Cor. 5:16). Paul goes on to say, 

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, a new creation (kainē ktisis)! Everything old has passed away 
(parerchomai). See, everything has become new (kaina)! (v.17) 
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To see the other as “new,” as made in the “image of God,” now in the image of Christ, is key to beholding the 
other as a brother or sister in wonder, together as God’s children and heirs to Christ’s kingdom. No wonder 
Paul moves immediately to discussing the “ministry of reconciliation” (v. 18). Reconciliation is itself a defining 
mark of the new creation, the cosmic follow-up to “seeing” in Christ. Reconciliation overcomes the dualisms 
we have created. 
 Indeed, it all comes down to how one sees the other.10 Andrew Sung Park distinguishes categorically 
between seeing and watching. “Seeing implies a warm intention, yielding constructive transformation,” whereas 
“watching involves a biased look, engendering harmful consequences.”11 Whereas “seeing” allows for wonder, 
“watching” smacks of suspicion and prejudice. Seeing well inevitably fosters good community. “Seeing stands 
for visual dialogue and understanding, arousing sympathy; watching [stands] for a visual monologue, yielding 
an unpleasant staring, cold look.”12 You have to draw close to truly “see”; you can only “watch” from a distance 
and, thus, from ignorance. 
 As the tragic history of racism in America attests time and again, “watching” kills. From Trayvon Martin 
(2012) to Antwon Rose (2018), so many African American young men have been the victims of the dehumanizing 
White Gaze, of “watching” with hatred. “[The] courage to have constructive images of others,” Park goes on to 
say, “constitutes the strength of seeing.”13 It is the courage to reconcile and affiliate, the courage to resist fear 
and hatred, the courage to welcome the other in wonder. Yes, wonder has all to do with “the strength of seeing,” 
and thus with the strength of being, of being and doing in community. The wonder of each other draws each 
other together, as the face of Christ is seen in the face of the other—individual, social and creational. Wonder 
has to do not just with “spiritual formation” but with nefesh-formation, with body-and-soul formation, with 
person-and-community formation, spirit-and-soil formation, with character-and-creation transformation. How 
we see each other determines how we see God’s creation as a whole, not as a warehouse for human use and 
consumption but as the vibrant web of life that God has called “very good.” “O LORD, how many are your 
works! You have wisely made them all; the earth is stock full of your creatures” (Psalm 104:24). 
 Such is God’s vision for the world, and it should be our vision of hope. David Orr defines hope as a “verb 
with its sleeves rolled up.”14 For Martin Luther King, Jr., “hope is the final refusal to give up.”15 The secret about 
hope is this: hope has to be practiced in order for hope is to be sustained. Hope is embodied when the church 
accepts its call to be a sign of the new creation. Hope captures the enduring dream of God at work among us, 
of Christ’s return to tabernacle with us, not for the sake of business as usual but for the sake of the business of 
renewal: “See, I am making all things new” (Rev 21:5). God doesn’t say, “I am making all new things,” as if 
from scratch or from the ashes of destruction. No, God says, “I am making all things new.” From creation to 
new creation, the drama of God’s wonders continues, the drama of transformation and renewal, the drama of 
justice and righteousness that “roll down like waters” and an “ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:24). 
 God’s flowing drama invites all to step in, wade and stir the waters, beginning with our baptism. And 
perhaps analogous to Heraclitus’ river, not one of us steps into God’s ever-flowing “river of life” at the same 
spot. We each enter it with our unique embodiments, with our various experiences, insights, perspectives, and 
practices. We enter with our hands and our feet ready to act, with our minds ready to think, with our hearts ready 
to feel, with our strengths and gifts to employ, as well as our weaknesses with humility, but all eager to play a 
part in God’s unstoppable drama, ready to be transformed again, and again, and again. 
 I remember a conversation I had with our daughter when she was around eight years old. I told her that one 
of her friends would not be able to attend church and youth group any longer because her family was moving 
away, to which she said with dismay, “But she’ll be missing so much!” Exactly. 
  Bill Brown



147 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 1

Pastoral Encounter

I served a congregation for a while that hosted a radically inclusive day program for “all adults 
marginalized by mental health challenges and poverty.” It was a fulfilling ministry and a fruitful calling 
for me, but I remember wondering what I had gotten myself into on that first day. Everyone was 
watching me as I led chapel, helped with the food line and arranged their rides home. They were 
watching skeptically as I forged and floundered in my initial tasks of ministry among them. But there 
were a couple of moments spread out over the next couple of weeks in which I realized they were seeing 
me in a new way. They began seeing me as a pastor, as a friend and as another beloved child of God. 
When they began seeing me, rather than just watching me, is when my real ministry in their midst could 
begin. Are we a watching or a seeing church?  

Brian Coulter

Possible Questions
1.  What does it mean for you to read Revelation as a drama of hope? What for you is the central “sign” of the

apocalypse?
2.  Has this lesson on Revelation changed your perspective about the book? Is it a book that you would still

prefer to avoid in your teaching and preaching?16

3. How do you live as a “steward of God’s mysteries” in your life and ministry?
4. How do you see “renewal” in your ministry here and now, or potentially so?
5.  How does your responsibility to be caretakers of and partners with creation manifest in your life and

ministry?
6.  How does it impact you that God’s “home is among mortals,” that God in Christ is “making all things new?”

How does it shape your ministry to others?
7.  How important is “wonder” to your life and ministry? Describe a time in ministry where you experienced

the wonder of God that led to hope?
8. What questions does Revelation leave you with? What challenges you? What gives you hope?

Notes
1. The Irony of American History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1952), 63.
2.  Farhad Manjoo, “Why We Need to Pick Up Alvin Toffler’s Torch,” The New York Times (July 6, 2016), at https://www.

nytimes.com/2016/07/07/technology/why-we-need-to-pick-up-alvin-tofflers-torch.html.
3.  Barbara R. Rossing, “Reimagining Eschatology: Toward Healing and Hope for a World at the Eschatos,” in Planetary

Solidarity: Global Women’s Voices on Christian Doctrine and Climate Justice, eds. Grace Ji-Sun Kim and Hilda P.
Koster (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2017), 332.

4. Cf. 1 Sam 6:13; 9:14; 13:10; 16:4; 2 Sam 6:20 in the Septuagint.
5. Just Google “Bible acronym.”
6. I am speaking primarily of myself as a white, male product of European descent.
7.  David W. Orr, Dangerous Years: Climate Change, the Long Emergency, and the Way Forward (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 2016), 97.
8. Bill McKibben, Earth: Making a Life on a Tough New Planet (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2010).
9. James Cone, “Whose Earth Is It Anyway?,” Cross Currents 50 [Spring/Summer 2000]: 36.
10. This is section draws from my concluding chapter in Sacred Sense, esp. pp. 158–59.
11.  Andrew Sung Park, Andrew Sung, “A Theology of Transmutation,” in A Dream Unfinished: Theological Reflections

on America from the Margins, ed. Eleazar S. Fernandez (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2001), 158.
12. Park, “A Theology of Transmutation,” 158.
13. Park, “A Theology of Transmutation,” 159.
14. http://www.earthisland.org/journal/index.php/eij/article/conversation
15.  https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/king-was-unpopular-and-demoralized-before-he-died-he-pressed-on-

anyway/2018/04/03/06f9f1d0-345b-11e8-8bdd-cdb33a5eef83_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.2b4db5455e87
16.  As a book for adult study, I recommend two books: Barbara R. Rossing, The Rapture Exposed: The Message of Hope

in the Book of Revelation (New York: Basic Books, 2005), and D. Mark Davis, Left Behind and Loving It (Eugene,
OR: Cascade Books, 2011).
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Overview 
Session 1: Month One—Evaluating: Telling Our Story
Session 2: Month Two—Envisioning: Marks of Vitality 
Session 3: Month Three—Empowering: Church Reports

Introduction
This is an opportunity for presbytery leaders to spend time together in prayer, assessment and discernment 
together. This is a chance to capture the rich history of your presbytery, to celebrate the story and to empower 
churches in the work of revitalization. Often, we do not step back to get a big picture view of our overall vision 
and mission, support and faithfulness, as the people of God. This is a chance for confession and an opportunity 
for dreaming. This is meant to be done while pastors walk with congregations through three sessions of vitality 
assessment. Presbytery reports will be offered to pastors and sessions of each church to help in discernment and 
action. 

Note: Each presbytery should determine who should be included in the assessment work. It may be the executive 
presbyter and a handful of staff members; it may be a coordinating committee or a specially designated group 
of leaders. It should be leaders who have a knowledge of churches in the presbytery and a desire to faithfully 
support the vitality of Christ’s Church. 

Presbytery: Three Assessment Sessions

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 2
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Session 1: Telling Our Story

Opening Prayer

Chapter 1: Historical Story Mapping 
1. When was the presbytery established? Where?
2. Historically map the structural leadership of the presbytery. (personnel and committees)
3. What is the missional identity of your presbytery? Has it changed throughout the history?
4. Chronologically map the congregations in the presbytery.
5. Track significant conflicts that had impacts on your presbytery.
6. Track major expenditures in the budget.
7. Track significant changes in the presbytery’s history.
8. Track significant triumphs in the presbytery.
9. Map important ministries that link presbytery mission in God’s mission.
10. Track significant ways pastors have been supported and nurtured.
11. Map all pastors who came out of the presbytery.

•  Note: https://storymaps.arcgis.com/en/--Story mapping is a helpful resource that allows for data
information to creatively be collected and shared with members. Churches may want to create
video or artistic displays in capturing each chapter of their story.

Chapter 2: Our Story 
•  Encourage all pastors (active and retired) to write what the presbytery has done, is doing, to walk

with churches in significant and vital ways. Ask them to share stories, photos, prayers or any
creative expression to depict what the presbytery’s life and ministry do to support them as pastors.

Chapter 3: Theological and Biblical Perspective
• Determine the essential tenets of the presbytery, by responding to the following phrases:

o The purpose of our presbytery is …
o We believe God has called us together to …
o We are unwilling to waver on …
o We follow as disciples of Jesus Christ by ….
o We are known as the presbytery that …
o The scripture(s) that drive us is/are …

Presbytery Assessment Resources: Year One
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Chapter 4: A Closer Look
•  In the last 10 years, map the successes and failures of the presbytery in the Seven Marks of Vitality. 

1. Lifelong Discipleship Formation
2. Intentional Authentic Evangelism
3. Outward Incarnational Focus
4. Empower Servant Leadership
5. Spirit-Inspired Worship
6. Caring Relationships
7. Ecclesial Health

To be continued…
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Session 2: Envisioning Marks of Vitality

Objective
Your presbytery has now explored who you have been and your present life together. Session Two (September) 
is about discerning and dreaming where the presbytery is going. It is about confessing the necessary work and 
faithfully following God into the transforming wonder of making all things new.

Opening Prayer 

Living God—you are not finished with any of us yet. You transform in wonder and power. You call us 
to join you in walking paths of grace and love throughout this broken and fearful world. We know the 
victory belongs to Christ. You withheld nothing when Christ died to redeem and restore all of creation. 
And Christ gathered us as Church, telling us that nothing can separate us from His love. Because of 
who Christ is, we gather as churches, to live transcending culture and to join in Christ’s redeeming 
work in our neighborhoods and throughout the earth. God, help us to dream and hope, help us to live in 
bold faith saying, “Here I am, Lord. Send me.” Help us to live in the vitality of your Spirit and the joy 
of your community, until we get to see you face-to-face. Lord, as we discern, as we confess the truth 
of our churches, as we seek your will and your plan for our life together, may we be courageous and 
committed to following in the paths of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Chapter 5—Discerning Life Together

Presbytery responses in this discernment should be captured (e.g., via video, narrative, written responses). 

1. What parts of our story, ministry and life together are we most thankful for?
2. What are the most significant parts of our story? What will our legacy be?
3.  How has this presbytery lived a vital life together? How have we shared God’s love and been

about the work of the Kingdom?
4. What parts of our story are difficult to acknowledge?
5.  How have we fallen short of the glory of God in our life together? What things do we need to

confess what we’ve done or left undone?
6.  From all the truth of our story, where do you believe God is calling us to courageously follow

in faith?
7. What are your hopes and prayers to God in the next chapters of your presbytery’s story?

Chapter 6—Dwelling in the Word 

Read Romans 12: 1-21; John 17; Isaiah 43: 1-21. Reflect individually and then share with the group.

1. What do you hear in these passages? Underline words or phrases that speak to you.
2. What challenges you in these passages?
3. How do these passages speak to your presbytery today? Particular churches?
4. What questions do these passages leave you with?

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 2
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Chapter 7—Discerning Revitalization and Vitality of the Spirit

•  Examine the seven marks of vitality. Use the reflection questions to prayerfully discern, faithfully
dream and actively plan for how the Spirit might be calling the presbytery to revitalize in mission
and ministry.

1.  Lifelong Discipleship Formation vs. complacent “Christian” piety, simply teaching good morals or
offering the latest programs

•  Lifelong Discipleship Formation is about daily life. It’s about how we claim and proclaim our
identity as followers of Christ. It’s about how we practice our faith, how we grow in faith, cherish
faith and share faith in the world. Beyond mere words, how do people know we are disciples
of Jesus Christ? No matter the age, it’s about daily seeking and living in relationship with the
living God. We are called to be righteous, to seek justice, to love mercy and to walk humbly with
God. Thus, Lifelong Discipleship Formation is about how we live into that right relationship
with God, with all God’s people and with all of creation. It’s about growing in the community of
God’s grace, the church, and interpreting faith in our everyday life, confronting brokenness and
sinfulness when we fall short of the glory of God and shining a bold light of Christ for all to see.
Lifelong Discipleship Formation requires an awakened and engaged commitment to God and to
all people whom Christ loves. It is about the call to daily take up our cross and follow Christ.

E. Reflection	Questions:
• Does the study of scripture influence the mission and ministry of the presbytery?
• How are pastors nurtured and challenged to grow in faith?
• In what ways does your presbytery practice/model Lifelong Discipleship Formation?
• Does the Word of God permeate all aspects of life together? Name some examples.
• Do all people feel welcome to share their voice, opinion, story without judgment or fear?
•  What difficult conversations of faith and culture does your presbytery need to have together?

Whose voices are missing from the conversation?
•  As a disciple, what uncomfortable things do you need to let go of, truths do you need to be aware

of, places do you fear to follow, things do you fear God might call you to do? (e.g., injustice,
oppression, hatred, evils, suffering, inequalities to confront).

•  How can faithful discipleship become our daily identity instead of just religious piety? How do
others know we are disciples of Jesus Christ?

2.  Intentional Authentic Evangelism vs. “Jesus freaks”, “Christian” hypocrisy, a committee responsibility

Evangelism is simply sharing the good news. It is authentic and it is intentional, not merely expressions
of kindness or good moral ethics. We all have good news to share in our lives; it is a part of our
identity. And when we share this news, it is with intentionality and with people with whom we have
relationships. We don’t have to be trained to share the Good News of a new job, baby or puppy! We
simply share what is beautiful and dear to us. Evangelism must be connected to Lifelong Christian
Formation. It is through intentional spiritual practices in the faith community that we meld God’s story
with our story and share that story with people in our daily lives.
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E. Reflection	Questions:
• When did the news of Christ become good news in your life?
•  In your presbytery, how are pastors encouraged to share their stories, and connect them to the

story of God’s redeeming love?
•  How are pastors and churches equipped, empowered and encouraged to intentionally share the

good news in daily life?
• What keeps us from sharing the good news in our daily relationships?
• Can we call it “good news” if we do not share it in our authentic relationships?
• Name a time when sharing the good news was good for someone who needed to hear it.
•  How does your presbytery share the good news? With what communities or relationships might

God be calling you to share the good news?
•  What can your presbytery do to empower and equip churches to practice Intentional Authentic

Evangelism? What would need to happen in order to do it?

3.  Outward Incarnational Focus vs. inward institutional survival, closed communities of assimilation/
exclusion

If Discipleship Formation is about learning/understanding/living the good news, and Authentic
Evangelism is about intentionally sharing the good news in relationships, then Outward Incarnation
is about not limiting where and with whom we share the good news. Outward Incarnational Focus is
about being the gathered community of Christ sent out! We go not because we have a strategy for new
membership; we go because we have a Savior who commanded us to be on God’s mission. We go
because God’s saving love in Christ cannot be inwardly contained in our buildings when we live with
neighbors in need and a hurting world. The good news is meant to transform and transcend. The church
is meant to be a beacon of Christ’s grace, justice, freedom and love. Outward incarnational focus means
we daily take up our cross and follow to the marginalized of society, the poor among us, the suffering
and sick, the stranger and enemy, the down-trodden and “the least of these.” We do not just focus on
bringing similar or like-minded people inside to assimilate to our way of doing things; nor do we just
go to people and places that are familiar and comfortable. Outward Incarnational focus, requires an
emboldened faith that goes because Christ is already present and calls us to join.

E. Reflection	Questions:
•  Who is at the margins of your presbytery? Who are the marginalized of your church communities?
• How does your presbytery show up outside your building and share the love of Christ?
• How can you equip and empower churches to practice outward incarnational focus?
•  Where is Christ at work and inviting you to join? What do you need to do, let go of, to bridge-

build and peace-make, as image-bearers of Christ in the presbytery? In church communities?
•  What prevents you from going where God may send you? What are your fears? What leaves you

focused inward?
•  Does your presbytery equip and train pastors to welcome the lost, help the doubting, sit with the

grieving, lend aid to the poor, help the downtrodden, offer forgiveness to the sinner, clothe the
naked, support the suffering and sick, strengthen the faint-hearted, respond to the skeptic, help
bind up the broken-hearted, stand up for the weak, give voice to those silenced, pray with those in
pain, and otherwise live into the incarnate spirit of Christ our Savior? If so, in what ways? If not,
why?

•  Does your presbytery equip pastors and churches in the faith to have difficult conversations about
racial oppression, social injustice, white privilege, racial profiling, sexual and gender inequality,
terrorism, and/or stereotypes and prejudices of any kind?

•  What biblical dream of God’s Kingdom do you dream for your presbytery when it comes to
Outward Incarnational Focus? What does it take to get there? What steps towards Christ’s
Kingdom is the Spirit calling you to take?

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 2
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9.  Empowering Servant Leadership vs. the pastor’s job, monopolized leadership, hiring the young
energetic pastor

All people of God, in the image of Christ, are given fruit of the Spirit and spiritual gifts meant for
building up the Church. In this way, we are all called to serve the Lord, to do our part in membership of
the body of Christ. Every part is necessary. Every part is valuable, and every voice is important. Every
person should be equipped, nurtured and supported to use their gifts to glorify God through servant
leadership; not just cliques of powerful people or continual burnout of the same leaders. In keeping with
true discipleship formation, churches are called to help all members to be empowered to use their gifts
in servant leadership. And, God calls and equips some for the particular task of pastoral ministry, which
must be cultivated, nurtured and trained. Ministry can never be about a single pastor, but it is about
identifying, equipping and empowering those servant leaders God puts in our midst.

D. Reflection	Questions:
• How does the presbytery identify, equip, train and support its leaders?
•  Who is the leadership in your presbytery? Is leadership a shared power? Do the same people lead

everything?
•  Is your leadership diverse? Are different ages, genders, races, beliefs, views represented and

respected?
•  What practices does your presbytery have that ensure the health of pastors? How are they

practically supported? What do you do when someone is burned out?
• How does your presbytery handle monopolized cliques of leadership?
• How does your presbytery help support, train and empower lay leadership in churches?
• What does your presbytery do if the wrong people are leading?
• How does your presbytery nurture and support those with gifts for pastoral ministry?
•  What does your presbytery do when a pastor is burned out, harmed by a congregation, stressed?

What do you do when the gifts of a pastor do not match a congregation?
•  Imagine what the Spirit might be calling you to do to empower servant leadership throughout

your presbytery? Dream of ways you might empower the people of God to serve and lead in
revitalized ways.

10.  Spirit-Inspired Worship vs. self-gratifying worship, stale ritual divorced of meaning, or consumer
entertainment worship

Spirit-Inspired worship is a gift of God’s wonder! Six days we labor and toil, and on this Holy Sabbath
day we get to come into the presence of God; we get to encounter the awesome mystery of the God
who longs to be known in relationship with us. We worship because through prayer and supplication,
through the Word proclaimed and the Sacraments celebrated, through the songs of praise and passing
of peace—God meets us there. Worship is our lifeline to the Holy God. Our worship should be active
participation in the living relationship with the triune God; thus, all should feel welcome and have a
place. Worship should challenge, teach, transform, convict and call us into deeper relationship with
God and one another, not gratify our comforts and entertain our desires. Worship is an encounter with
God that we understand and do not understand. It is an act filled with mystery and awe, but in worship
we have the opportunity to express our deepest desires to God and listen for God’s voice. In worship,
we also experience the call to serve and be in mission.

E. Reflection	Questions:
• What would you say are the fundamental principles to why you gather for worship?
• Name times when you personally experienced God’s wonder in worship.
•  When do you practice worship in your presbytery? What are the circumstances? Who plans the

worship? Who leads? Who participates?
•  Does your presbytery practice Spirit-inspired worship—allowing space for lament, praise,
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confession, questions, wrestling contemplation with the Word?
•  In what ways does your presbytery explain, teach and educate people on the rituals and 

traditions?
•  Do all cultures, races, languages, genders, ages, all diversity find a sacred place to worship? Is 

worship enriched by their unique traditions and styles? 
• What gets in our way of Spirit-inspired worship? What things do we need to let go of? 
•  Dream, envision what the Spirit of God is leading you to do to exemplify and encourage Spirit-

Inspired Worship? 

11.  Caring Relationships vs. any other social club, facades, hypocrisy, and judgments of the “church” 
and “religion”

Caring Relationships seem an easy mark of vitality. We all want a place to belong, people who care 
about us. Many congregations would argue, “This is why we come together; we welcome and care for 
each other.” Yet, Caring Relationships in Christ require true agape love; a sacrificial, self-emptying, 
perfect love. Although we are imperfect, it is about striving to see all people the way Christ sees 
them, not from judgments or preconceived perceptions. It is about walking with others, responding to 
their needs, desiring their well-being. It is about walking with people in tragedy and rejoicing in their 
triumphs. Caring Relationships of God are about allowing people to be real in their stories without 
hiding or holding back and loving every imperfect part of them. Church should be the one place where 
the God who already knows encounters our honest confession and allows us to give testimony. It should 
be the place where conflicts are confronted, crucial conversations of forgiveness and reconciliation are 
had and people of God are transformed by agape love.  Caring Relationships are about vulnerability 
and trust, about meeting all people of God where they are, and sharing our One Savior, Jesus Christ. 
Caring Relationships don’t come through hospitality and welcoming committees, they come through a 
carefully cultivated environment that is genuine and sincere in being the household of God.  

E.	 Reflection	Questions:
• What practices of Caring Relationships does your presbytery cherish most?
• What would pastors say about the environment of Caring Relationships the presbytery fosters?
•  How does the presbytery respond in caring for the sick, marginalized, grieving, stressed, burned 

out, retired, suffering? What about the alcoholic, the racially profiled, the charged?  
• Are pastors free to share their story and feel comfortable being authentic? 
• What stops us from truth-telling in God’s house? What are the fears?
•  How might you foster a genuine environment of Caring relationships and true Agape?
• How does your presbytery conflict? 
• What relationships in the presbytery need to be reconciled? 
•  How can the presbytery foster caring relationships between pastors, churches, community groups, 

synods, nationally, globally? Imagine. 
• What Caring Relationships is the Spirit leading you to build? Mend? Tend? 

12. Ecclesial Health vs. unhealthy dysfunction, toxic environments, obsolete and irrelevant buildings
 

Ecclesial health is about: 1) why we gather as a church community and 2) how we practice being 
church together. It is about whether our mission, vision and values match up with the ways we live 
together. It requires continual attentiveness, awareness and assessment in asking, “Are we who we say 
we are?” And more importantly, “Are we who God is calling us to be?” Prayer and discernment are 
at the heart of Ecclesial Health! There are several factors to Ecclesial health: prayerful discernment, 
decision-making processes, health of pastors, stewardship of budget and resources, clarity in mission 
and ministries. Ecclesial Health is about the people of God having a clear purpose; all people are 
stakeholders invested in being a part of this community of faith. There are shared core values, a clear 
mission, and commitment and loyalty to the life we gather in as church. Yet they also know that this is a 
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living faith. So they dare to dream and understand that change is inevitable. With Ecclesial Health, there 
is joy and gratitude in coming together; people are valued, not programs or properties.  People gather 
and are sent to be Christ’s Church. 

E. Reflection Questions:
• How would you describe the Ecclesial Health of churches in your presbytery?
• Do you feel like your churches center life with prayer at the heart of all things? Your presbytery?
•  What is your mission together? Who wrote it? How do you live it? How does your budget  

reflect it?
• What are the core values and vision of the presbytery? Does everyone know and share them?
• How does your presbytery handle change? How do you inspire change? 
• What things need to change?
• When was the last time a dream led to incredible new vision and ministry in the presbytery?
•  Are all pastors stakeholders in the presbytery? Do they feel committed to values and mission? Do 

they feel necessary for dreaming, envisioning, decision-making processes?
• How does the presbytery support, train and ensure Ecclesial Health? 
•  Are there revitalized ways you can help pastors and churches to dream, make decisions, resolve 

conflicts, change, exist in Ecclesial Health? What would it take? 

To be continued…
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Session 3: Empowering—Church Reports

Objective
Your presbytery has explored and confessed its history and story in life together. You have assessed and imagined 
what a revitalized life together might look like in the Spirit’s power. Now it is time to help churches discern 
and explore their own truth. In session #3, you will spend time praying with and for each particular church 
undergoing the Revitalization Initiative. The presbytery will report on each church in order to help assist pastors 
and congregations in truth-telling and discernment of the necessary actions of 1) Re-forming 2) Missional 
Clustering, and/or 3) Death & Witness to Resurrection. 

Note: Presbytery leaders should go over reports with pastors (and sessions when necessary) in prayer and 
Spirit-inspired worship together. 

Opening Prayer 

Living God—You give us life and meaning in our existence together. You alone know the number of 
our days, the plan for our being and the will for this body of faithful believers. You alone transform, 
revitalize and bring forth life after death. We are merely called to faithfully follow. Give us bold courage 
to let go of what is broken. Give us daring faith to believe we can be a small part of what you are up 
to in this broken and fearful world. Give us unshakeable hope to trust in the victory of Christ and walk 
as disciples in Christ’s mission. Remove our blinders of wanting things to be done our way and in our 
time. Forgive us when we rely solely on what we see and what we control. Make us a people passionate 
for Christ’s passion, transformed by God’s wonder and empowered by the Holy Spirit. Create in us, 
through us and even in spite of us, Christ’s Church—that transcends all cultures, bridges all divides, 
plants peace and harvests love in our communities and throughout the ends of the earth. Now, in this 
report, in this moment, may your Spirit drive us forward to be dreamers, truth-tellers, seekers of the 
Kingdom of God who faithfully follow as disciples of Jesus Christ, our Lord and our Savior. Amen.  

Prayer
Write a prayer for this particular congregation. 

Presbytery Assessment Resources: Year One

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 2
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Presbytery Church Report 

Church Name: _____________________________________   Pastor(s): _____________________________

Preparing the Report: ___________________________________________   Date: _____________________

Description of church location: _______________________________________________________________

Demographics: Men: _____   Women: _____   College Students: _____   Youth: _____   Children: _____     

Shut-ins:  __________    Visitors:  __________    Races: __________    Languages:  __________    

Church identity:

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Church’s ministry:

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Discussion:

1. Where have you seen the Spirit at work in the life of this church? 
2. How has your church joined Christ in going out and meeting the needs of others?
3. In what new ways has this church dreamed? Responded? Acted? Sacrificed? Changed?
4.  How has faithfulness been challenged? Where has there been conflict or hurt? What are the 

struggles?
5. Name a time when this church experienced the wonder of God? How were they transformed? 
6. Where do you imagine the Spirit is leading this congregation?
7. What are the prayer requests for your church? 

In thanksgiving, list the examples of vitality you’ve seen in this church’s life together: 

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Pray for the challenges you see facing this church: 

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Marks of Vitality

I. Lifelong Discipleship Formation

Strengths

Weaknesses

Hopes

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

II. Intentional Authentic Evangelism

Strengths

Weaknesses

Hopes

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
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III. Outward Incarnational Focus:

Strengths

Weaknesses

Hopes

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

IV. Empower Servant Leadership

Strengths

Weaknesses

Hopes

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
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V. Spirit-Inspired Worship

Strengths

Weaknesses

Hopes

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

VI. Caring Relationships

Strengths

Weaknesses

Hopes

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
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VII. Ecclesial Health

Strengths

Weaknesses

Hopes

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Thanksgiving and Confession—finish the statements below.

1. The current reality of this church is … 
2. The gifts of this church are …
3. The struggles are …
4.  The vitality is…
5. The failures are …
6. The glimpses of the kingdom are …
7. The ways they share love are …
8. Their place in the neighborhood is …
9. The needs are …
10. The truth of their faithfulness is …
11. The problems they must confront are …
12. The sustainability of this church is …
13. Their financial situation is …
14. The leadership of this church is …
15. The membership of this church is …
16. The energy in this church is …
17. The discernment they must make is …
18. This church needs help …
19. The questions we have for this church are ...
20. The ways the Spirit of God is stirring are …
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Sustainability: Nurturing a Vital Life 

An important part of the vitality of a congregation is the ability to continually nurture and sustain the communal 
life of the people of God. In this section look at the past 10-year trends of the congregation to make notes and 
recommendations of the life cycle of each particular church. In truth-telling about the life cycle of a church 
family, we can better discern the Spirit’s guidance and plan for life together. 

Finances

Operating Budget: ______________   Reserved Funds: ______________   Endowment: ________________

Annual Expenditures: ______________________________________ Debt: __________________________

Describe how budget reflects mission:  ________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

10 years—Major increases or decreases to church finances:  ________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

Facility

Properties: _______________________________________________________________________________

Operating Cost of Facilities: ______________________________________ Condition: _________________

Uses:  ___________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

10 Years—Major changes, expenses, ministry opportunities:  _______________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________________________________
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Family

Members: ________   Regular Visitors: ________   Median Age: ________   Average attendance: ________

10 Years: How the family of God has grown, changed, developed, expanded, diversified:  ________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

10 Years: How has energy, vision, participation changed:  __________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

Notes and Additional Remarks:
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Recommended Actions: 

Signature: ___________________________________________________   Date: _____________________

Print Name:  _________________________________________________





Section 3

Show Your Marks Campaign
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Advent Season

Objective
John’s Gospel declares, “There was a man sent from God whose name was John. He came as a witness 
to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to 
testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the 
world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what 
was his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all who received him, who believed in his 
name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh 
or of the will of man, but of God. And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his 
glory, the glory of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.” (John 1:5–14)

Also John 20 says, “But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when 
Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, ‘We have seen the Lord.’ But he said to them, ‘Unless I see 
the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in his side, I will not believe.’… Jesus said to him, 
‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come 
to believe.’” (John 20:24–25). 

Show Your Marks is an opportunity for the children of God to testify to the light; to give witness to all God is 
doing in and through the life of the church. (It should fit naturally into the Advent events of your church.) Show 
Your Marks is an opportunity to:

• Synthesize your church’s story and report on Year One; 
• Start a new tradition and testify to all the ways the light of Christ shines; 
• Adopt new measurements and standards of vitality;
• Share hope and joy, peace and love as we prepare for the coming Savior’s birth;
• Help congregations continually assess and remain open to the revitalizing work of the Spirit;
• Allow churches, presbyteries and the denomination to remain connected in ministry and mission;
• Shine Christ’s light in a dark and broken world, so that all might believe. 

Plan
Pastors in collaboration with session should plan how to capture the vital marks of the congregation and fill out 
the report to be turned in to presbytery and the Office of Vital Congregations. 

Examples
•  Offer an Advent Devotional Challenge—asking members to capture the seven marks of vital 

congregations in the life of your church through video, photos and story-telling. 
• Run an intergenerational Sunday school during Advent to share the vital marks and fill out report
•  Hold a special Advent worship, luncheon or churchwide event that allows for vital marks 

reflection and reporting. 

Show Your Marks Campaign

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 3
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Preparation
Pastor(s) and session should determine the event in which to collect the stories, photos, videos of the congregation. 
These stories, images, videos will be used to proclaim the vitality of Christ’s church in the midst of a broken and 
fearful world; they will offer hope and a narrative of light and love in Christ’s church for all to see. 

Pastor(s) with session should fill out the Show Your Marks Report (see below) for presbyteries and the Office 
of Vital Congregations for the PC(USA). 
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Presbytery Show Your Marks Report

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 3

Pastor(s) in collaboration with session should fill out the report based on congregation input, images and ideas. 

Church Name: ______________________________________ Pastor(s): _____________________________

Preparing the Report: __________________________________ Date: _______________________________

Church Mission: __________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

List Vital Ministries:_______________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Capturing Marks
Select images that best capture the story of vitality from your congregation members during the Show Your 
Marks Campaign. Attach those images, videos, stories to your report. 

For those active on social media, we encourage you to share with the Office of Vital Congregations using 
#showusyourmarks 

Discussion
Take time to discuss as a session, based upon member response and stories, the following questions. Summarize 
the response to these questions for your report. 

1. How has prayer strengthened your presbytery?
2. How has your presbytery joined Christ in going out and meeting the needs of others?
3. What have you learned about your presbytery assessment and discernment?
4. In what new ways has your presbytery dreamed? Responded? Acted? Sacrificed? Changed?
5. How have you seen the living God at work in your presbytery? Neighborhood? Self?
6. Where have pastors experienced the wonder of God and been transformed?
7.  How has faithfulness been challenged? Where has there been conflict or hurt?

What are your struggles?
8. How would you describe the vital life of your presbytery right now?
9. What is your path forward? Where is the Spirit leading your presbytery?
10. What are the prayer requests for your presbytery?
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Vitality 
Please list all the strengths and weaknesses of the Vital Marks as they are experienced in your presbytery. 
Give an example of a shared testimony to each vital mark. List all hopes you have for the Spirit’s growth and 
development in each mark. 

I. Lifelong Discipleship Formation 

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the presbytery’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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II. Intentional Authentic Evangelism

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the presbytery’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark? 

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 3
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III. Outward Incarnational Focus

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the presbytery’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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IV. Empower Servant Leadership

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the presbytery’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?

 Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 3
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V. Spirit-Inspired Worship

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the presbytery’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?



181

VI. Caring Relationships

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the presbytery’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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VII. Ecclesial Health

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the presbytery’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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Membership

1. Number of members helped in time of need: Non-members: 

Give an example of each

2. Names of members who have died

3. New members reached: Friends who visit: Absent or left: 

4. Members nurtured and empowered to lead in new ways:

5. Number of times members gathered in prayer and Bible Study:

6. Give examples of members and non-members committed to sharing in the mission of the church:

7. Who in the neighborhood is missing from participating?

8. Vision and Hopes for members:

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 3
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Faithfulness

Adoration – Write a prayer for the presbytery

Thanksgiving and Confession—finish the statements below.

1. Currently, the reality of our presbytery is … 
2. Our struggles are …
3. Our vitality is …
4. Our failures are  …
5. The times we’ve seen glimpses of the kingdom are  …
6. The times we’ve offered love are …
7. Our place in the neighborhood is …
8. The needs are …
9. The truth of our faithfulness is …
10. The problems we must confront are …
11. The ways prayer and scripture guide us are …
12. The gift of our presbytery is … 
13. The facts of our budget are …
14. The discernment we have come to is …
15. The actions we must take to faithfully follow are …
16. The places we need help are …
17. The questions we have are … 
18. The ways God is stirring are …
19. The joys of our story are …
20. God’s wonder is leading us to …
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Repentance and Supplication

Describe the ways the church needs to experience redemption and reconciliation

Describe the ways the church is open to wonder and revitalization

Notes and Additional Remark

Signature: ___________________________________________________ Date: _______________________

Presbytery Signature: __________________________________________ Date: _______________________

Office of Vital Congregations, PC (USA): __________________________________ Date: _______________
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Group Preparation
1. Lead Dwelling in the Word on Luke 10: 1-11 (attached)
2.  Introduce the idea of a neighborhood visit. Emphasize that the goal is to get to know more about 

the neighborhood and its people. We do this by using all five senses. We are not going out to teach 
anything, to convert anyone or to change the neighborhood, just to learn from the people who 
know more about it than we do.

3.  Ask participants if they have any ideas how they can learn about the neighborhood. They will 
probably mention looking at the houses and businesses, observing what kind of services are 
available, listening to what languages are spoken, talking to people, etc. Press them to come up 
with as many ideas as possible by asking, “what else?”

4. Explain parameters:
•  They will be going out two by two just as Jesus sent the disciples (three is OK if you have an 

uneven number)
• What time they need to return
•  Pray with your partner before leaving the building—that you will find the right people to talk to, 

that you will be observant and respectful.
5. Give three assignments:

•  Buy something to eat or drink (I often send them out over lunch and ask them to buy their lunch 
in the community)

• Talk to at least one person
• Bring back a token

6. Give the list of things to look for (attached)

Dwelling in the Word        Luke 10:  1-11
After this the Lord appointed seventy others and sent them on ahead of him in pairs to every town and 
place where he himself intended to go. 2 He said to them, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are 
few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest. 3 Go on your way. See, I 
am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves. 4 Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet 
no one on the road. 5 Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this house!’ 6 And if anyone is there 
who shares in peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not, it will return to you. 7 Remain in 
the same house, eating and drinking whatever they provide, for the laborer deserves to be paid. Do not 
move about from house to house. 8 Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you, eat what 
is set before you; 9 cure the sick who are there, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near 
to you.’ 10 But whenever you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its streets and say, 
11 ‘Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest against you. Yet know this: 
the kingdom of God has come near.’

Reflect
1. Listen to the passage.
2. Underline any words or phrases that stand out.
3. Sit quietly with those words.
4. What message do you hear?
5. Share with another person. 

Neighborhood Analysis Exercise

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 4
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DEBRIEF OBSERVATIONS
• Who do you see? Describe the people.
• What are they doing?
• What conversations do you observe?
• Are people alone or in groups?
• Do you see people walking on the streets? Driving? Sitting? Biking?
•  How are the people dressed? Pay attention to details such as shoes, jewelry, hair and clothing styles.
• What do you hear and smell?
•  Pay attention to the town infrastructure: sidewalks, streetlights, stop lights, signage. What do they 

tell you about the community?
•  Describe the houses you see: single-family, apartments, condos? Are they well cared for? Do you 

see toys in the yards? Cars parked out front? What can you tell about the community?
• What kind of signage do you see? Advertising? Fliers on telephone poles?
• What is your overall impression of the community?
• Is there anything that you might expect to see in a community that seems to be missing?
•  Describe the commercial district: what stores do you see? What stores are not present?  

What signs of commercial vibrancy do you see?
•  What businesses do you observe? Can you get a sense of what people in this community do  

for a living?
•  Where are the children? Is there a school in the community? What signs of children or youth 

activities do you notice?
• What leisure activities can you observe? Is there a gym, movie theater, sports facility, etc.
• What churches or other community gathering places do you observe?
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Presbytery Final Assessment and Envisioning

Two-Year Presbytery Resources, Section 5

But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if any are hearers of the 
word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at themselves 
and, ongoing away, immediately forget what they were like. But those who look into the perfect law, the 
law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act – they will be blessed in 
their doing. James 1:22-25

What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did ot withhold 
his own Son but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else? … For I am 
convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the 
love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord. Romans 8:31-32, 37-39

Objective
This Final Assessment-Presbytery edition gives presbytery leadership and staff an opportunity to debrief the Vital 
Congregations Initiative, both from the presbytery’s work and that of the churches who participated. Secondly, it 
is an opportunity to discern next steps as you continue this process of revitalization for your presbytery, and other 
churches who may enter into it. It also allows you to envision your connection to others throughout your region. 
How can we be the connectional church of Jesus Christ in vital and faithful ways in this work? 

Finally, it is the chance to plan for churches Show Your Marks report. Remember this is an opportunity to: 

• Celebrate your presbytery’s mission & ministry
• Celebrate the stories of churches, testimony of God’s mission and ministry.
• Start a new tradition and testify to the vitality and faithfulness of life together.
• Continue to adopt new measurements and standards of vitality
• Share hope and joy, peace and love as we prepare for the coming Savior’s birth.
• Help congregations continually assess and remain open to the revitalizing work of the Spirit.
• Allow churches, presbyteries, and the denomination remain connected in ministry and mission
• Shines Christ light’s in a dark and broken world, so that all might believe

Planning
Presbytery committee, staff, and the Presbytery Leader should determine when to meet after the Presbytery 
Prayer Tour is completed in Year 2. Allow this to be a different sort of gathering, beyond your regular scheduled 
meeting. Give yourselves plenty of time to dialogue, debrief, and discern ongoing paths of faithfulness. Make 
sure everyone has reviewed the Action Plans and Reports of each of the participating churches.

Show Your Marks
Churches are encouraged to turn in their “Show Your Marks” report to presbytery leadership at the end of Year 2.  
Consider ways to highlight and celebrate these churches and the vital marks they are living out together in Christ’s 
name. Ideas: feature a church in your presbytery newsletter, highlight their marks on your website, allow them to 
give testimony during a presbytery meeting. Presbyteries are encouraged to share the “Show Your Marks” with the 
Office of Vital Congregations. Any stories of vital life together should continue to be shared by each of us long 
after, in the ongoing initiative to be Christ’s vital church in the world. 
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Presbytery Assessment
Opening Prayer

Presbytery Leader/Moderator: Hear my teaching, O my people; incline your ears to the words of my 
mouth.
All: I will open my mouth in a parable; I will declare the mysteries of ancient times. 

Presbytery Leader/Moderator: That which we have heard and known, and what our ancestors have told 
us, we will not hide from their children. 
All: We will recount to generations to come the praiseworthy deeds and the power of the Lord, 
and the wonderful works God has done. 

Presbytery Leader/Moderator: God set up decrees for Jacob and established a law for Israel, commanding 
them to teach it to their children; 
All: that the generations to come might know, and the children yet unborn; that they in their turn 
might tell it to their children; 

Pastor Leader/Moderator: So that they might put their trust in God, and not forget the deeds of God, but 
keep God’s commandments; 
All: So that they would remember that God was their rock, and the Most High God their redeemer. 

Presbytery Leader/Moderator: God of pilgrims, God of promise, strengthen our faith, we pray. Guide 
us through the uncertainties of our journey and hold before us the vision of your eternal kingdom, made 
known to us in Jesus Christ our Lord. All: Amen. 

Dwelling in the Word

Reader 1: But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if any are hearers 
of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at themselves 
and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like. But those who look into the perfect law, the law 
of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing. 
James 1:22–25

Reader 2: What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did ot 
withhold his own Son but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else? . . . For 
I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 
powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God 
in Jesus Christ our Lord. Romans 8:31–32, 37–39

Reader 3: You are my witnesses, says the Lord, and my servant whom I have chosen, so that you may know 
and believe me and understand that I am he…I, I am the Lord, and besides me there is no savior . . . Do not 
remember the former things, or consider the things of old. I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do 
you not perceive it? Isaiah 43 (selected verses) 

Debrief Vital Congregations Initiative for the presbytery
Discuss the following questions: 

• How has the Spirit help revitalize your presbytery? What has changed in your life together?
• What have you learned from this process about your identity, your mission in God’s work? 
• What marks and measurements of success have you seen from churches?
• Where have you seen God’s wonder in this work together?
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•  Where have you struggled or fallen short in this work of revitalization? What problems still
persist?

• How have you seen discipleship and faithfulness become more vital in your presbytery?
• What are the 3 most important things you’ve learned journeying through this whole process?

Allow time to come back together in a full group discussion. Go over each of the take-aways and what it means 
for you all moving forward as a church. Take note of the important key points of your conversation. 

Debrief Participating Churches
Dialogue about the important outcomes, implications, and plans for the path forward for in relationship to each 
church who participated. Offer your continued prayers with and for the church in the ongoing movement of  
the Spirit. 

Prayer 
God, may the words of our mouths and the meditations and reflections of our hearts together be pleasing to you 
in this time of sharing. Give us ears to hear and eyes to see your Spirit of wisdom and truth. May this time and 
all of time glorify and honor you. Amen. 

Opening Conversation 

1. How did the process go overall with your churches? Were there any surprises of the Spirit?
2. Did churches live into their Action Plans?
3.  Were churches able to form an Action Plan in honesty and true discernment to their Presbytery Reports, the

Neighborhood Analysis, the Assessment of the Church, and the report of their Vital Marks?
4.  What ways did churches grieve in death & resurrection? What plans for missional clustering? What ways

have you see churches re-forming?
5. Do you see churches living into the vital Marks?
6. What parts seemed most helpful in the process to pastors and church leaders?
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Discuss the following questions for each church who participated in the Initiative. 

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support.
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support.
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––



197 Year Two Section

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support.
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support.
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––



Vital Congregations Initiative Workbook Presbytery Edition198

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support. 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support. 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support. 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support. 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support.
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support.
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support. 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Church Name: _______________________________________________

• Outcomes to Vital Congregations Initiative
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Implications for the church and the presbytery. Ongoing follow-up support. 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Prayers for the church
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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God ACTS
How have you seen God at work? What do you give thanks to God for in your life together, in the work God is 
doing in and through the presbytery? Where do you give thanks for the Spirit’s power? What praise do you lift 
before God in the “new thing” God is up to in the church?  

God Listens
What ways do we still need God’s help? What ways have we missed the Mark of vital life, or fallen short in 
true transformation for the sake of Christ’s Church? What ways are we still doing what we’ve always done or 
clinging to glory days?  



203 Year Two Section

Faithfully Walking Forward
What is our vision as a presbytery moving forward? How will you continue to walk with these churches? How 
will you engage new churches in this 2-year process? 

What are our next ACTIONS? What ongoing work is there to do with these churches? 

How will we continue to discern God’s will to be a vital presbytery? How will we keep the Initiative going in 
your presbytery and throughout your Synod?

How will we continue to seek input and voice from our church leaders? How will we further the connectional 
ties among the presbytery? 
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What denominational help might we need as a presbytery moving forward? 

What will this process look like 5 years from now? 10 years from now?

What do you need to have in place as a presbytery to sustainably support churches in the work of revitalization? 

What is your Prayer and your hope for the presbytery moving forward?

Thanks be to God, and may it be so!

Name of Presbytery: ______________________________________Date: _______________
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Overview
I. Year One—Relational: Intentional Relationships and Honest Assessment of Congregations

A. Year One Objectives
B. Year One Description
C. Year One Resources
D. Year One Facilitator Role

II.  Year Two—Incarnational: Revitalizing Churches in Three Actions: Re-forming, Clustering,
Death and Resurrection

A. Year Two Objectives
B. Year Two Description
C. Year Two Resources
D. Year Two Facilitator Role

III. Looking Ahead

I.  Year One: Building Intentional Relationships and Honest Assessment
of Congregations

A. Year One Objectives:
• (Re)build genuine relationships among presbyteries, pastors, churches.
•  Engage, as a presbytery and as individual churches, in confessional assessment and faithful

discernment to where the Spirit is leading.
•  Explore congregational life story: who we have been, where are we now, and where is the God

moving us forward?
• Finally, explore beyond the walls in a Neighborhood Exegesis.

Pastor and Church Initiative Guidelines

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 1
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B. Year One Description 
1.  Vital Congregations Initiative Session, Staff, Pastor and Church Planning—(Two months)      

Like Presbyteries ritualizing and preparing pastors to walk through this process, pastors will 
walk with church leadership to envision, imagine and plan how best to walk through the Vital 
Congregations Initiative. 

 •  Officer Preparation: Pastors may choose to hold a Session Retreat in order to: covenant build, 
outline initiative, set goals, plan. Pastor(s) and session should engage in a Neighborhood 
Exegesis experience and debrief findings.

 •   Church Preparation: Pastor should meet with officers and staff to plan how they might best 
walk through the initiative gathering members, including shut-ins, children, youth, college 
students, and any others on the margin of participation. The vision and work should be shared 
with the congregation. (Note: Vital Congregations facilitators should be introduced  
to congregations at this time).

 •  Vital Congregations Kick-off: The Initiative should include an opening and closing worship 
service; this allows for the entire initiative to be framed in worship, prayer and renewing 
sacred rituals. It also enables congregations to make this commitment to one another to take 
part in assessing and faithfully seeking vitality together. Note: The same worship/liturgy used 
by the presbytery could also be used within congregations.

2.  Seven Marks of Vital Congregations: A Churchwide Study—(seven weeks)—This is a 
seven-week Bible study and prayer around each of the Seven Marks of Vital Congregations. As 
congregations study the Word of God around these seven marks, the hope is that the Spirit of God 
will lead them to wonder that transforms and courage to faithfully change and follow as disciples 
of Jesus Christ. Note: Resources provided by PC(USA)

3.  “Checking Our Marks” assessment—(three months)—Church assessment is both quantitative 
and qualitative research. It includes data/stats, surveys, labels and charting a congregation, but 
is also honest reflection and prayerful discernment. This is an opportunity for members and 
leadership to share, to address conflict, to name vitality, to look at history, to explore practices,  
to focus on mission and ministry in life together. 

 • Telling Our Story—(Month One)—Focuses on historical mapping of particular churches
 •  PC(USA) Marks of Vitality Survey—(Month Two)—Survey taken by congregations and 

session members. Based upon the Seven Marks of Vital Congregations. Scored by PC(USA) 
and returned to presbyteries and pastors/session. Engage in a neighborhood analysis and 
plotting the Life cycle of the church. 

 •  Revitalization Assessment—(Month Three)—With survey results in hand, neighborhood 
analysis experience and presbytery reports—congregations will explore who they have been 
and the necessary discernment of who they are being called to be. 

  Notes: 
  •  Pastors, in consultation with the session, should prayerfully determine the best method in 

which to walk congregations through these assessment sessions. For example, you might 
break the congregation up into home groups and determine that a pastor not attend, so 
that members feel free to share more openly. 

  •  Vital Congregations facilitators, selected by the presbytery and trained by the PC(USA), 
are available to assist in the third session to help congregations do the honest confession 
and necessary discernment of the journey ahead: 1) Legacy in death in Witness to the 
resurrection 2) Missional Clustering of small church communities 3) Re-envision and Re-
form how we are called to be church. 

  •  PC(USA) will provide Mission Insite information to compare findings of Neighborhood 
Analysis 
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4.  “Show Your Marks” Campaign—(Two months)—After initial congregational assessment, 
pastors should work with the session in capturing their story, reporting their assessment, reporting 
findings of neighborhood analysis and sharing their hope in journeying forward. Through video 
testimony, photographs, storytelling and more, the congregation should gather together to give 
witness to vitality and life in Christ.  

 Notes: 
 •  Reports should be handed in by the new year to presbytery, who will share them with the 

PC(USA) office. These stories will be used to report on churches beyond membership 
numbers and budgets. They will serve as future case studies, and testimony to the 
denomination of God’s vitality and life given to the people of God. They will bear witness to 
all who have not seen or heard.

 • Reports provided by the PC(USA)
 •  The session in consultation with the pastor should develop a plan for continual ongoing 

assessment of the congregation. For example: this may look like continued congregational 
cohorts during monthly meals, or a ritual time and space in worship, or an annual 
congregation meeting, or quarterly open town hall forums, etc.

C. Year One Resources

1. Vital Congregations Liturgy
2. Three-Session Congregation Assessment
3. Three-Session Presbytery Assessment
4. 12 Sessions for Pastor Cohort Gathering
5. Seven Marks of Vital Congregations: A Churchwide Study
6. “Show Your Marks” Campaign
7. Neighborhood Analysis Exercise
8. Mission Insite—Community Data

D. Year One Vital Congregations Facilitators’ Role:

In consultation with Presbytery leadership and the Office of Vital Congregations, PC(USA), Vital 
Congregations facilitators can be consulted and/or deployed however they contractually determine 
and plan. The PC(USA) encourages the use of the Vital Congregations facilitators during the third 
session of Congregational Assessment. Facilitators will administer gifts for:

 1. Asking difficult questions for confessional discernment 
 2. Pastoral support and compassion in change
 3. Conflict resolution within the church

II. Year Two: Exploration—Revitalizing Church in Three Actions

A. Year Two Objectives
• Re-envisioning how we are called to be church. 
• Openness to see God already at work and courage to follow the Spirit into “new things.”
• Renewed discipleship in sharing the good news with all people
•  Transformation in faithful actions: 1) Re-forming church—revitalizing the Seven Marks of Vital 

Congregations, 2) Clustering churches—revitalizing by clustering congregations into new 
communities of worship and ministry, 3) Re-envisioning church—revitalizing by grace and 
gratitude in the death and legacy of a congregation, in witness to the resurrection
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B. Year Two Description

1. Prayers and Planning for Vital Congregations—(Month One)
• 	Officer	and	Staff	Preparation	and	Planning: Pastors in consultation with elders and deacons 

should envision and plan how to implement the two-month Plotting the Course Think Tank
(below), and all other aspects of Year Two of the Vital Congregations Initiative. For example:
a churchwide study, worship series focus, continued house gatherings from Year One.

•  Pastors and session should also be exploring and planning the way forward, gathering input
from the neighborhood analysis, Mission Insite, Show Our Marks report, Presbytery report
and congregation think tanks. Clear goals and hopes should be adopted by church leaders in
consultation with presbytery leadership and Vital Congregations facilitators (as necessary).

•  Resources: Each presbytery will be given access to a full toolkit from the Office of Vital
Congregations. This toolkit centered on the Seven Marks and Three Actions has case studies
from other churches, resources from PC(USA) staff, book/video recommendations and more.

2.  Re-Envisioning Our Marks—(seven weeks)—seven-week churchwide study on revitalizing the
Seven Marks of Vital Congregations.
•  The PC(USA) will provide a seven-week resource to re-think Seven Marks, to re-envision

how a congregation is being called to change or implement these seven marks of vitality,
and to strategize how to practically implement these ideas. This is preparation for intentional
experiential praxis, ideas leading to action.

3.  Plotting the Course to Revitalizing Action Plans—(Months One and Two)—Time to work
on the “HOW?” This is an intentional action plan designed to try something new. This action
plan, produced by the officers, staff, pastor(s) should be based on the Year One assessment
and discernment. The action plan will be developed during the seven-week Re-imagining Our
Marks churchwide study. Churches should re-envision and plot practical ways to live within the
three actions of revitalizing: re-forming, missional clustering communities, and/or death and
resurrection in its various forms, as well as the Seven Marks of Vital Congregations.

Notes:
•  Congregational think tanks should allow for every idea to be heard, every voice

represented, every opportunity shared. The final action plan should be shared with the
whole church.

•  Vital Congregations facilitators trained in the three actions of revitalizing will be able to
assist in walking congregations through the next steps planning. Presbyteries will have a
toolkit of resources for Three Actions.

•  Resources provided from the Office of Vital Congregations are meant to help churches
think through the development of their action plan. Also, review the full toolkit your
presbytery leaders have been given.

•  This time should be highly engaged, faithfully bold actions. This is the “new thing” God
is doing and calling your church to join. Do not be afraid to dream! Remember, this is a
process. Something may fail; transformation may take several tries; there may be many
more actions that transpire, but the point is to develop a church praxis to the process of
faithfully moving into revitalizing actions of the Spirit.

4.  Prayer for Revitalization—One Week of Prayer—The end of the two-month series, after the
seven-week study—Pray for the initiatives your congregation will embark upon. Pray for the
leaders and all people who will offer gifts to bring about the efforts of vitality. Pray for the people
God will send you forth to meet, the plans God has for Christ’s church, and the ways in which
you will experience the wonder of God that transforms you. Pray!
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 Ideas: 
•  Set up a weeklong prayer vigil at your church; have members sign up for hours to

come in and pray. Plan intentional worship opportunities to pray. Have children, youth,
families, elder-adults, shut-ins, college students, all members responsible for praying
throughout the week for a particular revitalization initiative.

 Notes: 
•  The PC(USA) staff and leadership and Vital Congregations team members offer their

prayers with and for your church during this time. This resource will continue to expand, as 
presbyteries going through the Vital Congregations Initiative are asked to offer their prayers
for all churches who perceive and follow Christ into action of a more vital church.

5.  Changing Our Marks—(Six Months of Living into our Revitalizing Action Plan)—Pastor(s)
and church leaders should walk with the congregation in the action plans, based on the seven
re-envisioned marks and within the three actions: Re-forming, Missional Clustering, Death
& Resurrection. This is a high-energy time in the life of the church where we have courage to
believe the living God of wonder is calling us to transform in faithful discipleship; to join the
Spirit at work; and to live into the new thing Christ is doing. The goal is to do the necessary,
hope-filled and difficult things to reform the ways we are church together, boldly act in new
practices in mission and ministry.

Notes:
•  Pastor(s) and session should inform and pray with Presbytery leaders about their action

plan moving forward. Presbytery leaders will plan site visits and a “prayer tour” over
these initiatives with each congregation.

•  Churches should creatively record/document/capture the story of Changing Marks and
Vital Congregations.

•  Pastor(s) and session should ensure that all new initiatives at the forefront, transparency and
updates on how things are going and opportunities for storytelling and congregational input.

•  Pastor(s) and Presbytery leaders should call upon Vital Congregations facilitators when
necessary.

•  All things should be centered on prayer. All new initiative joys and successes should
be celebrated; fellowship and play are vital parts of the body of Christ. All failures and
struggles should be confessed and documented; this is life together.

6.  Final Assessment and “Show Your Marks” Report—(Final two months, Year Two)—This is
an opportunity for churches to share their re-envisioned Marks of Vitality, assess the process, set
goals for the future and plan for sustainability. These reports will be collected during the final
assessment of the Vital Congregations Initiative and turned in to presbyteries and the PC(USA)
staff to mark a new measurement of vital congregations.

a.  Session Vitality Assessment—(One month, Year Two)—Leadership of the church, operating
in healthy systems and fueled by the input and stories of the people, should be ready to
debrief and assess, plan and set goals for sustainable vitality.

        Notes: 
•  The PC(USA) will provide final assessment tool and resources for ongoing vitality.
•  The final “Show Your Marks” report should be shared in the final worship celebration

of the presbytery. Presbytery leaders will share final reports with the PC(USA) staff to
measure congregational vitality in new ways beyond membership trends and budgets
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  •  This assessment will mark standards of measurement such as: How have we been 
transformed? How have we experienced God’s wonder? How will we ensure vitality 
moving forward? Do we have a clear vision moving forward? How will we work 
to continue to discern the will of God? How and when will we know if it is time to 
begin new worshiping communities? Going forward, how will we continue to gather 
congregational input? Where do we go from here? How will we remain faithful in our 
following of Christ and be open to the wonder of God?

 b.  Congregation Final Assessment—(Final month, Year Two)—This will be an intentional time 
of reflecting, engaging in important conversations and assessments of the Vital Congregations 
Initiative. Instead of a time of conclusion, this time should be centered around how we 
continue the initiatives that brought about vitality, and how to continue prayerful discernment 
of new visions of faithful discipleship. Yet it should also be a time of joy-filled celebration, 
storytelling, gratitude and play as we delight in all the Lord is doing in our midst!

 Notes: 
  •  Pastor(s) and session determine how to go about Vital Congregations debriefing with the 

whole church. 
  •  From this debriefing should come tangible ways forward, covenant promises to be kept, 

envisioning plan that will continue to discern and seek the Spirit’s leading into new vital 
mission and ministries.

  •  Plan ways to allow your congregation and hopefully new “strangers now friends” to 
share their stories of hospitality, yes, but namely, of how God showed up in the person or 
people of this church and revealed God’s amazing wonder and love. These are the faithful 
stories that make vital congregations.

  •  Pastors and churches should be sure to invite Presbytery leaders to see, and to hear, and 
to be a part of debriefing and assessment and concluding rituals/celebration of the Vital 
Congregations Initiative.

 Ideas: 
  •  Offer reflection assessment surveys and plan a special worship where revitalization 

stories can be shared and surveys/assessments can be offered. Home groups plan 
presentations, story sharing of revitalization and experiences of wonder, while offering a 
prayer to paths of sustainability moving forward, and center it around a family fun night 
of celebration.

c.  “Show Your Marks” Campaign—(Final Month, Year Two)—The “Show Your Marks” report 
is to help congregations capture a new and transforming story of vital congregations for the 
presbytery. This report will be shared with the PC(USA) staff. 

 Notes: 
  •  The final Show Your Marks report should be submitted during the closing Vital 

Congregations celebration.
  •  A guide to creatively sharing these reports can be found in the revitalization workbook. 
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C. Year Two Resources:

1. 13 Sessions for Pastor Cohort Gatherings by Dr. William P. Brown
2. Full Vital Congregations Toolkit (Presbytery)
3. Rethinking Seven Marks of Vital Congregations: A Churchwide Study
4. Plotting the Course—Action Plan Help 
5. Week of Prayers
6. Final Debriefing Assessment—Congregation 
7. Final Debriefing and Assessment—Church Leadership
8. Final Debriefing and Assessment—Presbytery 
9. “Show Your Marks” Campaign Report

D. Year Two Vital Congregations Facilitators’ Role:

In consultation with Presbytery leadership, Vital Congregations facilitators can be consulted and/or 
deployed however they contractually determine and plan. The PC(USA) encourages the use of the 
Vital Congregations facilitators during the third session of Congregational Assessment. Facilitators 
will have gifts for:

1.  Re-forming—Helping congregations to re-think and re-envision how to carry out vital marks in 
new ways.

2.  Missional Clustering—Helping congregations live into new community clusters in ministries, 
resources and staff.

3.  Death & Resurrection—Helping congregations live into death with gratitude and memorial, while 
preparing for resurrection and new life in various forms—through new life as a new worshiping 
community or thriving without a building. 

III. Looking Ahead

Remember, the end of the Vital Congregations Initiative is hopefully a new beginning. In faith and 
hope, churches will witness seven marks of vital congregations coming to life, in a faithful new way 
of being church, and following as disciples in every aspect of our lives, communities and the world. 
The people of God will see re-commitment to who Christ is in our life, how God is on the move in this 
world and how the Spirit beckons for us to join, and the denomination will have new reports containing 
new measurements and stories of our life together in Christ. Remember, God brings about all vitality in 
life together, as we remain open and expectant to the wonder God longs to reveal to all. If we pray and 
faithfully walk in relationships together, if we seek the will of God together and rely upon the image 
of Christ we share, then we believe that the Spirit of God will revitalize the hearts and lives of existing 
congregations to new vitality and life forevermore. Revitalization is witness to the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ! And we look forward to being in relationship with you. 

• The PC(USA) will continue to walk with presbyteries by: 
• Continuing to pray with and for you. 
• Creating continuing Vital Congregations resources (outlined below)
• Offering continued Presbytery leaders gatherings (UPN or Evangelism Conference time)
• Offering training opportunities for current and future church leaders
• Connecting to resources and persons who can help in revitalizing actions. 
• Continuing to highlight congregational vitality through the sharing of “Show Your Marks” reports
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• Future Resources: After the two-year Vital Congregations Initiative
• Resources for ongoing congregational revitalization;
• Christian formation—particularly daily spiritual practices;
• Curriculum for ongoing faith matters and discipleship equipping;
• Resources for empowering congregational leaders, particularly those called to ministry;
•  Resources to celebrate diversity by sex, gender, age, race, etc.—curriculum that engages cultural

issues in making faith applicable;
• Ongoing book studies for pastors and continuing education opportunities
•  Vital Congregations Conference to gather all pastors who have been through the Vital

Congregations Initiative to share stories and debrief together.
• Resources to help existing congregations looking to create new worshiping communities



Section 2

Year One Resources for  
Pastors and Churches





219 Pastor and Church Resources, Section 2

Lifelong Discipleship Formation

Opening Prayer

God of steadfast love,
The earth and all that is within it proclaim your wondrous works. The mystery of your splendor, the 
hope of your redemption, the truth of your salvation are daily made manifest throughout your beloved 
creation. You are, indeed, a living God who longs to reveal in wisdom and in truth. You long for 
relationships of righteousness. You desire for your people to marvel at your majesty and be transformed 
by your grace. Lord, we admit we do not always perceive it. We fear to follow; we ignore our discipleship. 
In Christ, help us to have courage and conviction to walk in faith that seeks wisdom and righteousness 
all of our days. Make us a people whose lives proclaim your story and witness to your love. Form us as 
your disciples, so that we might be instruments of your will and grow ever closer to you. For this we 
pray in the name of Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen. 

Scripture: Acts 2:42–47 
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud. 
•  Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group. 

Background
Acts 2:42–47 is Luke’s depiction of the primitive communal life together. It focuses on four key ideas:  
1) The apostolic teaching; 2) Fellowship “koinonia”—a group of companions who shared in a common life; 
3) Breaking of bread in their homes—a central pledge and symbol of common life and common faith; table 
fellowship; )“In their homes” is differentiated from the “apostolic teaching” to note that discipleship formation 
happens inside and outside the “temple” life together; 4) Devoting themselves to prayer—devotional life finds 
expression in family gatherings and daily community. 

Verse 43 depicts the communal life together and the assurance of God’s presence through “many wonders and 
signs.” Notice the idea that “awe came upon everyone.” The notion of “awe” or “fear” is a testament to miracles 
within the Old Testament; It is characteristic of the reverence attributed to God’s power. “The fear of the Lord 
is the beginning of all wisdom.” Psalm 111:10. This communal gathering, the revelation attributed in apostolic 
teaching, prayer, breaking bread together, and fellowship, are all attributed to the fact that God shows up in 
Spirit and in truth. God reveals God’s self in relationship to God and to one another. This communal life seeks 
wisdom and understanding, and God is present there. Thus, “All who believed were together and had all things 
in common” (v. 44). 

Luke emphasizes the daily routine of the community, whereby daily needs were being met, people gathered in 
the temple, broke bread in homes and praised God with glad and generous hearts. And daily God was there, 
adding to those whom God gathered. 

Churchwide Study on the Seven Marks: Week 1

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 2
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As one views modern congregations, many with their hectic round of activities—yoga, ceramics, daycare—one 
suspects that socialization is being substituted for the gospel, warm-hearted busyness is being offered in lieu 
of Spirit-empowered community. One wonders if the church needs to reflect again that when all is said and 
done, “one thing is needful,” namely to embody, in the church’s unique way, the peculiarity of the call to devote 
ourselves “to the apostles’ teaching” and fellowship, to breaking of the bread and the prayers.
  —William H. Willimon

Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the 

whole group.

1. What is necessary for Lifelong Discipleship Formation to take root? 
2. What leaves us skeptical, fearful, unwilling? 
3. What would need to change in our communal life? Our home life? Our daily life?
4. Name how your church community helps to nurture and equip you for Lifelong Discipleship. 
5. Name a pivotal time when you grew or were challenged as a disciple in your church.

Closing Prayer 
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes, and the 

triumphs of Lifelong Discipleship Formation. 

Additional Resources
•  James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for 

Meaning (San Francisco, CA: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1978). 
•  Maria Harris, Fashion Me a People: Curriculum in the Church (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 1989). 
•  Parker J. Palmer, To Know as We Are Known: Education as a Spiritual Journey (New York, NY: 

HarperOne, 1993). 
•  Richard Robert Osmer, Teaching for Faith: A Guide for Teachers of Adult Classes (Louisville, 

KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992). 
• Robert Schnase, Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2007). 
•  Samuel Wells, Improvisation: The Drama of Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 

2004).

Additional Videos
•  Theocademy – Update Your Faith System (Foundations series) https://www.youtube.com/

watch?time_continue=42&v=4OAk17hxRz8 
•  Bible Studies for Life—Discipleship Doesn’t Happen by Accident https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=1ooSmpG0HRg 
•  Bellevue Christian Church—Discipleship https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jTBBuirYxNo 
•  Bernie Dunlap—The Lifelong Learner (TED talk) https://www.ted.com/talks/ben_dunlap_talks_

about_a_passionate_life 
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: pay special attention to the word “awe” verse 43. Children might be better at 
understanding some aspects of awe than we are, but they will need some help at 
first understanding the word. Ask for examples. Take a walk and look around. 
Be in awe together. Then make sure to spend some time connecting “awe” with 
our awesome God. 

For youth: explore the connection between “awe” and curiosity. Talk about how these can 
create a foundation for some joyful exploration of their faith throughout their 
entire lives. Perhaps, bring in a more seasoned adult to talk about why they 
still go to Sunday School and how studying the stories of scripture continues to 
mold them into who they are.

For younger adults: spend time with the notion of indoctrination. Many young adults stay away 
from church because they do not want to be told what to believe. How should 
lifelong discipleship formation be different from indoctrination? Are we simply 
meant to keep the tradition alive, or are we meant to further the tradition of the 
church? What’s the difference? 

For seasoned adults: ask for stories or examples of how they have seen (or have not seen) the vision 
of church laid out for them in these verses. Encourage honest reflection and look 
for shared experiences. In what ways might the practices of the early church 
help form (or re-form) the church today? 

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
• Sign up for an in-depth bible study
• Read the bible in 90 days
• Visit a Sunday School class at another church
• Start a home group in which you can break bread, share prayers and “devote” yourselves
• Take an online course at a seminary or through a community lifelong learning program
• Begin a “spiritual formation” journal in which you chronicle your development as a disciple
• Commit to making church attendance a priority whether at home or during travel
• Read a “Christian book” that may be outside of your comfort zone and discuss with a trusted friend
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Churchwide Study on the Seven Marks: Week 2

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 2

Intentional Authentic Evangelism

Opening Prayer

Living God, 
In Jesus Christ, we have been given Good News of saving and sacrificial love. This news is the very 
breath that offers us life. It is the unmerited salvation, the gift of grace, and the hope of an eternal home 
in your kingdom. In times of suffering or sorrow, in times of rejoicing and rest, this is indeed the Good 
News of our entire being. But we forget that sometimes, Lord. We separate it from daily news. We 
hide it away so we don’t offend. Lord, make your will our will; your intent our intentionality. Make 
Intentional Authentic Evangelism who we are, unapologetically. Make it so that we cannot help but 
share this good news in authentic relationship with others. Lord, this we pray to the One who gave life 
so that we might live, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Scripture: John 4:1–41 

• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background
Jesus is leaving Judea for Galilee, because the Pharisees are jealous of Jesus’ success in those who were coming 
to believe. In order to get to Galilee, Jesus goes through Samaria. The hatred and violence between the Jews and 
the Samaritans were heightened during this time, as Jews were being attacked traveling to and from Jerusalem 
for the temple feasts. In fact, the violence made travelers take a different, more popular route, but Jesus went 
with his disciples into Samaria. 

Jesus, who is tired, comes upon this Samaritan woman drawing water in the midday heat. Here the themes unfold: 
the living water (vv. 7–15); spiritual worship (vv. 16–24); and Jesus’ self-disclosure as the Messiah (vv. 25–26)

Note that Christ first comes close; he draws people into conversation and relationship. He meets them for who 
they are, right where they are, and genuinely talks with them. No pamphlet, no immediate call to repentance, no 
hellfire scare tactics, just a real conversation. 

This story identifies two basic necessities to humanity: water and food. John gives us a glimpse of a tired Christ 
in human flesh who sits in the heat of the day and asks for water. As Jesus enters a relationship with this woman, 
she experiences God offering a drink of water that will satisfy her thirst forever. There is nothing—not the threat 
of violence amid these two peoples, not the story of this woman’s life, not the heat of day or the fact Jesus has 
not eaten, nothing—that will stop Christ from meeting this woman with good news. In fact, when the disciples 
try to get him to eat, Jesus says, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to complete his work. Do you 
not say, “Four months more, then comes the harvest?” But I tell you, look around you, and see how the fields 
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are ripe for harvesting. The reaper is already receiving wages and is gathering fruit for eternal life, so that the 
sower and the reaper may rejoice together (vv. 34–36). Meanwhile, many in the city of Samaria came to believe, 
because of what the woman shared with them. 

Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the

whole group.

1. Recall the first-time Christ became Good News for your life? Who told or shared with you?
2.  What does Intentional Authentic Evangelism require of us? What does it look like in our daily

lives?
3. What stops us from sharing the Good News with people we are in relationship with?
4.  Think of the daily needs of people you are in relationship with. How could they benefit from the

Good News?
5.  How does your church community equip and empower you to practice Authentic Evangelism?

Closing Prayer: 
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes and the

triumphs of Intentional Authentic Evangelism.

Additional Resources
•  Parker J. Palmer, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation (San Francisco, CA:

Jossey-Bass, 2000)
• Rob Bell, What We Talk About When We Talk About God (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2013)
•  Tod Bolsinger, Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory (Downers

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015
•  Diana Butler Bass, Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of New Spiritual

Awakening (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2012)
•  Rebecca Wilson, James Naughton, Speaking Faithfully: Communications as Evangelism in a

Noisy World (Morehouse Publishing, 2012)

Additional Videos
•  TED Talks https://www.ted.com/talks/manoush_zomorodi_how_boredom_can_lead_to_your_

most_brilliant_ideas (can our boredom on evangelism spark new ideas?)
•  Adam Hamilton, CATCH: A Churchwide Program for Invitational Evangelism (series)
•  Samuel Wells, Improvisation: The Drama of Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press,

2004).
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YxKGGven9_U Skit Guys (humorous)
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nT70cA-7qMk&t=64s John Crist (humorous)
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Suggestions for Age Appropriate Axis 

For children: have them role-play normal childhood scenarios (on the playground, in the 
lunchroom, sleeping over at a friend’s house) where being a Christian is 
important. What do you do when someone is bullied, or sits alone, etc. Can 
evangelism look like doing the right thing? 

For youth: have them role-play a similar scenario—maybe one that involves social media, 
Snapchat, Instagram—how can they share their faith with their peers? Are there 
situations that seem inauthentic—prayers before sports games, etc.? How do 
they see the adults around them sharing their faith—is it working? Have them 
offer their critique of how the church currently does evangelism (often youth are 
keen to offer really good and constructive criticism.)

For younger adults: sharing our faith can lead to sweaty palms and dry throats. Where are the places 
you go most often? The gym? The coffee house? Your favorite Friday night 
restaurant? Start with the people you have a relationship with; does our good 
news have something to offer them? Start by listening—chances are, sharing 
our faith is as simple as listening and realizing you can offer advice, direction 
and guidance. And sometimes, listening is the absolute best. How can faith be 
shared in those situations? 

For seasoned adults: as with younger adults, sharing our faith can lead to sweaty palms and dry 
throats. What does it look like to invite the people closest to us—neighbors, 
co-workers, the people we serve on boards with—what would it take to invite 
them to church? To worship? To a Bible study class? Or a prayer meeting? A 
church mid-week dinner? Starting with the people around us, the people we 
have relationships with are the best place to start evangelizing—telling others 
the very good news!

Suggestions for Engagement Opportunities 
•  Read scripture outside of the church! Go to the grocery store/ Salvation Army/town square/ local 

Target, Walmart, etc., and read this scripture in your car or some comfortable place. How do you 
hear the Word differently? 

•  What are you passionate about? Sports? Your grandkids? Crafting? Find a way to strengthen 
those relationships and challenge yourself to invite someone who shares that passion with you to 
church or to be a prayer partner.

•  Maybe it is time you started a book club or took up a hobby or even took a class at the local 
community college. Evangelism starts most importantly with relationship. Can you think of 
places where relationships would flourish with opportunities for us to show up for each other?
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Outward Incarnational Focus

Opening Prayer

Lord, make us a reflection of your love. Call us into new places of service and growth. Fill us with 
courage to open doors a bit wider and reach out still further than we are comfortable. Strengthen our 
communities to bear love into difficult situations and find common concern with those we often overlook. 
Teach our hearts to seek out those whom we push to the margins of our lives, our congregations and our 
communities. Help us become more Christ-like this day. Amen.

Scripture: Matthew 25:31–46 
● Have someone read scripture passages aloud..
● Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you. 
● Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background
In Matthew 25:31–46, we find the apocalyptic parable of sheep and goats. This portion comes at the end of 
Matthew’s eschatological movement and one of the last of Jesus’ great sermons. In this reading, the Son of 
Man answers the people who wonder what actions in their lives have given glory to God, while others are 
shown where they let opportunities pass by them. The feature that both groups share is unawareness. Neither 
the sheep nor the goats are aware that “the least of these” in need or distress is a proxy for the Son of Man. In 
both instances, the Son of Man does not identify with the groups but with the one needing care. The sheep are 
not rewarded for being nice to the sheep nor are the goats punished for their inattention to the other goats. The 
praise or condemnation is only in response to their approach with the “other.”

The “other” is given as one who needs. The hungry need food, the thirsty need water, the stranger needs 
welcome, the naked need clothing, the sick need care, and the imprisoned need visiting. (vv.35 and 36) Jesus 
invites us to imagine his presence in these needs and enables us to be the one who meets these needs. And the 
list does not end here. Our communities have their own many and varied needs. Jesus is wrapped intimately in 
those needs as well. The congregation not only has the gifts needed to meet these needs but it must use them if 
we are to glimpse Christ in our community.

Disciples who engage this story honestly are likely to find themselves caught somewhere between the sheep 
and the goats. This parable is not meant to grant certainty to any of Jesus’ disciples, but to make us watchful, 
attending carefully, faithfully, and creatively to Christ’s presence among the least of our brothers and sisters. 
Anything other than this ambivalent, risky, and uncertain existence is likely to yield something other than the 
full realization of God’s empire of the heavens. God’s empire belongs not to the self-proclaimed righteous ones, 
but to those who continually hunger and thirst for God’s righteousness, which leads not to certainty but to  
the cross. —Stan Saunders

Churchwide Study on the Seven Marks: Week 3
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Reflect
●  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the 

whole group.

1. How does this reading inform our discussion on Outward Incarnation? 
2. In what practices have we extended care for the other? 
3. In what ways are we blind to or ignore the needs of others?
4. What needs would we add to the list that Jesus gives in the parable? 
5.  What practices can your congregation put in place to keep awareness and attentive to the needs 

around you?

Closing Prayer 
● Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
●  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes, and the 

triumphs of serving and caring for others in Outward Incarnational Formation. 

Additional Resources
●  Pohl, Christine. Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition. Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1999.
●  Pohl, Christine. Living into Community: Cultivating Practices that Sustain us. Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 2012.
●  Koenig, John. New Testament Hospitality: Partnership with Strangers as Promise and Mission. 

Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985.
●  Gerrish, B. A. Grace and Gratitude: The Eucharistic Theology of John Calvin. Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1993.
●  Jones, Gregory L. “Eucharistic Hospitality: Welcoming the Stranger into the Household of God,” 

The Reformed Journal 39 no 3 (March 1989): 12–17

Additional Videos
● Hospitality dreams: Ben Justus at TEDxCornellU https://youtu.be/_QkUQkn7dS0
● Radical Hospitality for the REST of Us https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fJ-ztamQa5Q
●  Embrace Radical Hospitality | Grace Rodriguez | TEDxSantoDomingo https://youtu.be/

BoIrb7CdPgQ
●  Amy Oden - Hospitality in the Christian Tradition https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=CkEnqgF6oFo
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: ask the children about what they need to feel safe and part of the family. In 
an age-appropriate way, you can discuss Maslow’s pyramid. For children, the 
distinctions between want and need can be loose. Help children to see that we 
need food to strengthen our bodies, clothing to keep us warm and welcoming 
care to make us feel like part of the church family. 

For youth: explore the idea that Jesus is represented as the one needing care. Jesus is telling 
us that we can be the answer to another person’s prayer. This might be a total 
role reversal for a young person. What is Jesus saying about us in this parable? 
In what ways are we able to be the one that cares for others?

For younger adults: focus on the idea of being a people intentionally outwardly incarnational. In 
what ways do you feel emboldened by this text? What about this text gives you 
concern? How does our congregation make space for the needs of others? Who 
are the most vulnerable who are not being served? 

For seasoned adults: spend time talking about what this parable has to say about salvation. What 
about this text is “good news,” and what about it gives us pause? What are some 
of the excuses we use to stay blind to the needs of others? How have the needs 
of others changed over our lifetime? And how might the church learn from 
those changes?

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
● Serve at a local soup kitchen
● Invite police officers to join groups for coffee or a meal to find where they see need.
● Walk the communities around the church building (never know what you will see).
● Have conversation with local shelters, finding out their needs.
● Encourage a Sunday school class to study scriptures on hospitality.
● Begin a letter-writing group for people who are home-bound or lonely.

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 2
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Empower Servant Leadership

Opening Prayer

Almighty God,
By the work of your hands, you created all that is good. You formed us in Christ’s image, and you 
fashioned us with spiritual gifts according to your will. “What are human beings that you are mindful 
of them, mortals that you care for them? Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned 
them with glory and honor” (Psalm 8:4–5). Created in your image, Lord, we have been made to serve 
and glorify you. Lord, help us to strengthen our gifts, and live empowered by your Spirit. Help us to 
find strength in serving one another, for we can accomplish far greater things in your name. And may 
we be your disciples, who help nurture and encourage the gifts of all others, without envy or strife. God, 
we know the harvest is plentiful, so make us to labor together in the grace and love of Christ Jesus, our 
Lord. Amen. 

Scripture: John 13:1–20
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background
Jesus, knowing that his hour had come to “depart out of this world to the Father,” gathers with the disciples 
around table fellowship in this ultimate act of love. This narrative of Jesus begins “the Book of Glory”  
(chps. 13–21) leading to the crucifixion. Christ, as teacher and Savior, leads by example in this symbolic act of 
washing the feet of his beloved disciples. This memorable act of service is one of equality, one where there is 
no social status among the company, and our Savior is humbled in service. Gerard Sloyan writes, “Being bathed 
by Jesus means being symbolically taken into the event of the cross. It is likewise a model of service for the 
disciples.” In this event, we see that we must be washed clean by our Savior, and in turn, we are sent out to do 
the very same. 

This is the call for the people of God to practice Empowering Servant Leadership. Yet it is a rite of those who 
believe, who witness and testify to the final hours of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Notice, John begins this 
“Book of Glory” by stating that “Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to the 
Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end” (v. 1). Jesus showed great love 
to the end, to the ultimate expression of washing the feet of the disciples whom Christ loved. We remember that 
the table was prepared and the invitation extended to the Savior who bids us come, but John’s Gospel message 
reminds us that the Savior is also the servant, leading by this ultimate example of love. For all who are in Christ, 
who have been created in the image of Christ and cleansed by the blood of our Savior, we are empowered and 
gifted by the same Spirit that was in Jesus to be Servant Leaders. It is not just in some, but all who are beloved 
disciples to the very end. 

Churchwide Study on the Seven Marks: Week 4
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Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the 

whole group.

1.  What does it mean that Jesus washed the disciples’ feet, even Judas and Peter, as one of His final 
hours?

2.  Can you name your spiritual gifts? How do you use them for servant leadership to the glory of 
Christ?

3. Recall a time when someone exercised servant leadership in a way that inspired you?
4. How does your church cultivate, nurture, and support servant leadership? 
5. What gets in the way of all disciples using their spiritual gifts for servant leadership? 

Closing Prayer
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes, and the 

triumphs of Empowering Servant Leadership.
 
Additional Resources

•  Janet O. Hagberg, Real Power: Stages of Personal Power in Organizations (Salem, WI: Sheffield 
Publishing Company, 2003). 

•  Robert K. Greenleaf, Servant Leadership: a Journey into The Nature of Legitimate Power and 
Greatness (Mahwah, NY: Paulist Press, 1991). 

•  James H. Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America: a Dream or a Nightmare (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 1999). 

•  N. Graham Standish, Becoming a Blessed Church: Forming a Church of Spiritual Purpose, 
Presence and Power (Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 2005). 

•  Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive through the Dangers 
of Leading (Boston, MA: Havard Business Review Press, 2002). 

Additional Videos
•  Simon Sinek–Why good leaders make you feel safe (TED talk) https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_

sinek_why_good_leaders_make_you_feel_safe 
•   Orkidstudio – EMPOWERMENT (Nakuru Project in Kenya) https://vimeo.com/113384190 
•  Ken Blanchard–Servant Leadership (London Business Forum) https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=ctZHSa4Qhd4 
•  Theocademy–Being Leaders (Ordered Ministry series) https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_

continue=275&v=VlCZ4qownvI 
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis:

For children: emphasize that foot washing was one of the dirtiest jobs back in Jesus’ day. Talk 
about “dirty jobs” today (e.g., scrub toilets, mop floors, pick up trash, clean 
dishes, etc.) and ask them what it would look like if they saw Jesus doing those 
jobs. Talk about examples of how Jesus leads, but also serves. 

For youth: focus on Jesus’ question (v. 12) “Do you know what I have done for you?” 
How can we learn about servant leadership from Jesus’ actions in the room that 
night? How can we learn about servant leadership from what Jesus has already 
done so far in his ministry? How can we learn about servant leadership from 
what Jesus is about to do? 

For younger adults: look for examples of servant leaders (past and present) who have impacted the 
world. Talk about what made them a servant leader and question how their 
impact might have been different if they had not been. Discuss qualities of 
servant leaders they have seen in mentors and they might see in each other. 

For seasoned adults: discuss servant leadership alongside of Jesus’ statement (v. 17) “If you know 
these things, you are blessed if you do them.” Ask for examples of how servant 
leadership not only is beneficial for the world, but for the servant leader as 
well. How can servant leadership change over a lifetime (teen, working years, 
retirement, etc.)? 

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore: 
• Sit around the outside of a children’s swimming pool and take turns washing each other’s feet
• Look for opportunities to volunteer “behind the scenes” in an attempt to embody service
• Read your congregational mission statement and ask what leadership might be helpful
• Begin a collection of soaps, shampoos and towels to give away
• Plan a churchwide supper before your next Maundy Thursday service to break bread together
• Identify and name servant leaders you know–write them a thank-you letter

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 2





235 Pastor and Church Resources, Section 2

Spirit-Inspired Worship

Opening Prayer

God of all praise and glory—you call us to rejoice in you, to praise your name, to find comfort in your 
presence, to stand in awe, to bow in confession, to come and worship. And in your worship, you meet 
us in ways we understand and do not understand. You meet us there. Your Spirit proclaims truth, your 
Word anoints us with wisdom, and your roots grow deeper in our soul. Lord, you deserve our worship 
each day. So, please forgive us when we forget what it is about; when we think ourselves too busy. 
Forgive us when we make it about what we desire or what entertains us. This sacred gift of wonder and 
love was meant to be so much more than we often make it. Yet we long to experience you, God. We 
need you. So inspire our worship with your Spirit that our hearts and our lives are transformed by your 
wonder. This we pray to the living God who encounters us in worship. Amen. 

Scripture: Hebrews 4:9—5:10
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background
The writer of Hebrews uses thematic language in order to inform the reader that we have “a great high priest,” 
one who is sympathetic, in whom we find rest on the Holy Day of Sabbath. The writer wants believers to hold 
fast to confession, because Jesus himself was tempted in every way and yet was sinless. This affirmation of the 
priestly nature of Christ explains why we, who are sinners, can approach the throne of our Savior. Christ fully 
understands the nature of our humanity, and in loving sympathy, Christ bids us to come and worship. It is an 
active call to obedience, just as Christ was obedient to the will of God in suffering death on a cross. “Let us 
therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in 
time of need” (v. 16). 

Too often our worship can become about us—our wants, our preference of style, our comfort in not being 
exposed, our way of going through the motions with little thought to the traditions. Yet, Spirit-inspired worship 
calls us into the presence of the “great high priest,” the one who suffered in obedience so that we might find rest, 
receive mercy and cling to grace. Spirit-Inspired worship holds fast to the truth that when we come into God’s 
presence, “Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it 
divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (v. 13). 
Spirit-Inspired worship exposes us, brings us to our knees in confession, and offers us freedom and rest in the 
Savior’s arms. “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to 
the one who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. Although he 
was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered; and having been made perfect, he became the source 
of eternal salvation for all who obey him” (vv. 7–9). It is Jesus Christ who lives and allows us the freedom to 
come into God’s presence in Spirit-Inspired worship.

Churchwide Study on the Seven Marks: Week 5
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Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the

whole group.

1. Describe a time when you encountered the wondrous presence of Christ in worship.
2. What does your church do to faithfully engage in Spirit-Inspired Worship?
3. What things stand in the way and distract your church from Spirit-Inspired Worship?
4.  What prevents us from obedience in worshiping in spirit and in truth, in full exposure before the

Savior?
5.  What does it mean for your life that we have “a great high priest” who has granted us Sabbath?
6.  How do you experience God’s presence in daily worship? Does your church equip you to worship

daily?

Closing Prayer
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes, and the

triumphs of Spirit-Inspired Worship.

Additional Resources
•  Diana Butler Bass, Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of a New

Spiritual Awakening (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2012)
•  Mark Pierson, The Art of Curating Worship: Reshaping the Role of Worship Leader (Minneapolis,

MN: sparkhouse, 2010)
•  Kimberly Braken Long, The Worshiping Body: The Art of Leading Worship (Louisville, KY:

Westminster JohnKnox Press, 2009)
•  Mark Labberton, The Dangerous Act of Worship: Living God’s Call to Justice (Downers Grove,

IL: InterVarsity Press, 2007)

Additional Videos
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=56ysMeLUApI (John Crist, humorous)
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvVz-YtEpr8 (Skit Guys, The Skinny on Worship, humorous)
•  https://www.ted.com/talks/nabila_alibhai_why_people_of_different_faiths_are_painting_their_

houses_of_worship_yellow (worship goes beyond the Sunday morning hour)
•  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V_WZUNfIobQ (Porter’s Gate worship songs and

collaborations) and https://www.portersgateworship.com/ (website information on Porter’s Gate)
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis 

For children: have them walk through your worship space and let them explore. Let them get 
behind the pulpit and pray or read scripture. Ask them questions about what 
happens in this space, let them answer and ask them what they would do for the 
different parts. 

For youth: encourage them to be active leaders in the worship space, not just ushers and 
greeters but liturgists. If your church doesn’t already, consider having a youth-
led Sunday morning; let them preach and sing and lead worship. Have them 
write the prayers and re-frame the creeds. Ask them to think about different 
places where worship could be held—Fellowship Hall, outdoor on the lawn, in 
a prayer room, etc.

For younger adults: dig deeper, asking them where they connect in the worship service. Do they find 
rest during worship? If so, elaborate. If not, how could they find it? Consider 
that young adults are a generation that champions authenticity and relevance. 
How does or does that not play into our worship? 

For seasoned adults: for seasoned adults: is there unresolved grief over worship? Are there emotions 
that need some air, need to be heard to continue to move forward? What are our 
adults missing in worship, and what would excite them? How can they be the 
leaders that say, “Listen, the Spirit is doing something new!”

Suggestions for Engagement Opportunities 
•  Try to employ the senses during worship: we are good at hearing and speaking; what about touch

and smell or seeing using visuals?
•  Do a pulpit exchange with a minister of a different denomination. Invite them to observe how the

worship of your church is Spirit-filled and challenge yourself to see the Spirit in their worship.
Then exchange ideas!

• Form an Arts Committee for your worship space—how can the arts enrich our worship?
•  Get outside your four walls! Change up your worship setting to explore how space speaks

to our worship.
•  Encourage your worship committee to watch other worship services that might be online.

Encourage your youth and young people to bring back worship ideas from Montreat and youth
retreats, camps, conferences, etc.

• DON’T BE AFRAID TO TRY NEW THINGS!
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Caring Relationships

Opening Prayer

God of perfect love—we are cleansed and claimed by the love of Jesus Christ, our Savior. We are 
redeemed and restored by the self-emptying, sacrificial love poured out. And we are called to love you 
and all whom you call beloved children. Open our hearts to the needs of our brothers and sisters in 
Christ. Help us to love as Christ loves: reconciling conflict, supporting all people in tragedy and triumph 
and daily surrendering our will for the sake of walking with others. We know that in our own accord, 
we will be imperfect at this. We will fall short. We will disappoint others and miss opportunities. Yet, 
Lord, help us to show up, to share Christ, and to be a beacon of hope, justice, love and joy to all whom 
you call us to care for in our lives. For this we pray in the name of the one whose perfect love casts out 
all fear, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Scripture: Galatians 6:1–10
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background
Bear one another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ (v. 2). 

If you sow to your own flesh, you will reap corruption from the flesh; but if you sow to the Spirit, you will reap 
eternal life from the Spirit (v. 8).

So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and especially for those of the family 
of faith (v. 10). 

He never felt as if he had a place to belong, a place where he was accepted. For 20 years, life circumstances 
had left him homeless. Yet life had not left Steven bitter. On the contrary, Steven quoted the Word of God in 
all things. He walked through the breakfast line in the basement of the church every single morning and would 
greet you with a resounding testimony to the glory of God and the blessed assurance of a new day now dawning. 
Every day, as he came in off of the streets, he testified to the new day’s opportunity to praise God. 

Steven’s friendly demeanor and constant affirmation of the Lord made him an easy relationship for the youth of 
the church. As the youth began to worship with the homeless community in the sanctuary on Sunday evenings 
and to dine around table fellowship afterwards, there was an evident shift, a sort of softening about Steven that 
began to intrigue me. After one Sunday evening worship service, Steven approached me to say a simple phrase: 
“You’ve done a good thing, Rev.” What initially threw me in this exchange was that Steven’s disposition was 
more somber and serious. “What’s going on with you,” I asked? “Rev,” he said shaking his head, struggling to 
collect words. “I’ve been coming into the basement of this church for 20 years for y’all to serve me breakfast. 
And I’ve been grateful. Lord knows I’ve been grateful. But you know this is the first time I’ve ever been invited 
and feel welcomed to come into God’s house, into the sanctuary of this building, and worship!?” 

Churchwide Study on the Seven Marks: Week 6
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Caring relationships. Whenever we have opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and especially for those of 
the family of faith, because we reap what we sow. It is the most simple and significant of commands, “to love 
the Lord your God, and to love your neighbor as yourself.” Yet it is, in truth, the most difficult thing to live into. 
Christ’s true and perfect agape-love is when the Spirit of Christ dwelling within me meets the Spirit of Christ 
in you, regardless of all else. 

Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the

whole group.

1. How does your church sow and nurture caring relationships?
2.  How does the church equip and empower you to see opportunities for caring relationship in

Christ?
3. Name a time when you have experienced Christ’s agape-love? Did it happen in the church?
4. What prevents, hinders, blinds us from opportunities for true caring relationships?

Closing Prayer 
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes, and the

triumphs of caring relationships.

Additional Resources
•  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: The Classic Exploration of Christian Community (New York,

NY: HarperCollins, Publishers, 1954).
•  Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,

1987).
•  Pablo Polischuk. http://enrichmentjournal.ag.org/200703/200703_048_hlthchr.cfm. The Healthy

Church: A Commitment to Loving-Caring Relationships. (Assemblies of God Journal)
• Sara Miles. Take This Bread (New York, NY. Ballantine Books, 2007).

Additional Videos
• https://youtu.be/9pgTG5-C_qs Different is Good. David Walker (TED Talk)
• https://youtu.be/cfW_2tzusyI Amazing Physics Teacher
• https://youtu.be/4z7gDsSKUmU How to Change the World (Kid President)
• https://youtu.be/q0qD2K2RWkc I Am Not Black, You Are Not White
•  https://youtu.be/oACYWh5UKsQ Community Chaplain Training—Building Caring

Relationships
• https://youtu.be/zcruIov45bI Happiness Is Helping Others
• https://youtu.be/eL_ofpwicsc Maya Angelou—Human Family
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: concrete thinking about what is “right” and “good” is instilled by trusted adults. 
Have children explore what is “right” and “good” when it comes to loving other 
people the way Christ commands in caring relationships. Allow them to name 
caring relationships in their life. 

For youth: explore the characteristics of caring relationships, and the negative impacts 
when we do not sow caring relationships. Enable youth to explore how they 
determine “right” and “good” in caring relationships; pointing to Christ—the 
exemplar of all caring relationships. Lead youth in conversations of cause and 
effect to how they live out caring relationships in their everyday life. 

For younger adults: spend time in theology of the incarnation of Christ and the doctrine of 
atonement. How does Christ forgive? How does Christ command us to do 
“good” and “right” in caring relationships? How do we fall short of the glory 
of God? Expand conversations to civic responsibilities, engagement in our 
everyday lives, and the truth of our broken world and creation. Engage in more 
complicated discussion of biblical texts where Christ’s caring relationships 
push socio-cultural norms and engage in today’s headline news stories. 

For seasoned adults: ask them to reflect on the characteristics, gifts, stories of the caring relationships 
in their lives. Focus on how they might continue to extend caring relationships 
today. Let them name the challenges/changes of today’s caring relationships. 
Help them explore the biblical mandates of loving brothers and sisters in Christ, 
while determining “who is my brother and sister in Christ?”  

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
• Engage and expand in interracial, multicultural, intergenerational, and economic conversations
• Explore “good” and “right” in Caring Relationships in civic arenas: prisons, hospitals, schools
•  Find ways to nurture caring relationships for all ages, in the church, accountability, and a platform 

to air grievances and pray together. 
• Have congregation sow neighborhood seeds of caring relationships throughout the week.
•  Create a prayer and response ministry where all ages can identify those in need of a caring 

relationship.
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Ecclesial Health

Opening Prayer

Loving God, we want to live faithfully. Teach us the joy that is living our faith in a community. Lead 
our churches into the deep reward of gratitude. Help us extend the same grace we are given. Make room 
in our hearts so that outreach and mission become part of our daily lives. In Christ’s name, who calls 
and sends us all, Amen

Scripture: Matthew 15:1–9
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background
In Matthew 15:1–9, Jesus is approached by the religious leaders of his day. These leaders are the “gatekeepers” 
in religious society and they are not happy that Jesus’ disciples are blatantly cavalier with the rules. Jesus 
quickly subverts their intentions by turning the tables. It seems the religious establishment is at fault for their 
traditions. Congregational cultures and habits can be deeply ingrained and all but impossible to change. The 
Pharisees might have been the first to say, “that’s how we have always done it.” Whatever “it” represents, the 
church can never rest on traditions that draw us away from our calling to discipleship. Ecclesial health is a way 
for us to identify the “sacred cows” in congregational life that are not healthy or life-giving.

In verse 6, Jesus states his primary opposition to the Pharisees’ leadership. They are keeping practices that do 
not serve God’s purpose. Jesus rightly identifies many of their practices as self-serving instead. The practice 
Jesus cites here is called “Korban,” a way to bend the rules. By using this custom of Korban, children could 
abandon their obligation to family to gain stature in the religious organization. The Pharisees concern over 
unwashed hands is wallpapering over traditions that do great harm to people.

In quoting the prophet Isaiah, he links his present age with that of their ancestors. In other words, this is nothing 
new. People (including us) have a propensity for circumventing rules or justifying traditions that help or serve 
our needs. Jesus calls on the religious establishment to look carefully at customs and traditions and make 
changes when they do not serve God’s purpose.

The scribes’ and Pharisees’ piety is no doubt sincere, but also competitive, exclusive, self-serving and ultimately 
destructive of relationships and community. Jesus, in contrast, emphasizes the relational character of true piety 
and devotion…Jesus does not disdain the law or tradition. Rather, he is concerned with defining the criteria by 
which we evaluate the integrity of our interpretation of the law and the legitimacy of our traditions. Tradition 
can be used to demarcate status and to build walls between people.  —Stan Saunders

Churchwide Study on the Seven Marks: Week 7
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Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the 

whole group.

6. What does ecclesial health look like in our text?
7. How often is change stifled by historical practice? 
8. How might we realign our practices to what we believe?
9. Name the “sacred cows” in the congregational life. 
10. What is at stake when traditions of a congregation cause harm to the ministry of Christ?

Closing Prayer 
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes, and the 

triumphs of Ecclesial Health

Additional Resources
•  Heifetz, Ronald, Alexander Grashow, and Marty Linsky. The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: 

Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World. Boston: Harvard Business 
Press, 2009.

•  Gunderson, Gary. Boundary Leaders: Leadership Skills for People of Faith. Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2004

•  Steinke, Peter L. Healthy Congregations: A System Approach. Herndon, Virginia: The Alban 
Institute,1996

•  Steinke, Peter L. How Your Church Family Works: Understanding Congregations as Emotional 
Systems. Herndon, Virginia: The Alban Institute,1993

•  Steinke, Peter L. Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times: Being Calm and Courageous No 
Matter What. Herndon, Virginia: The Alban Institute, 2006

Additional Videos
•  MidAmericaRegionUUA –Anxious Times https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zPA8vSO71Bo
•  The rarest commodity is leadership without ego: Bob Davids at TEDxESCP https://youtu.be/_

QkUQkn7dS0?list=PLvd0jP3hpcyMxI6GC3hDBzDLM9NVFDQJs
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: rules can be confusing. Walk with children through the rules they have at their 
homes or schools. Ask them if they know why those rules are kept and why they 
are important to safety or community. Ask if they know what would happen if 
rules aren’t kept. How would communities suffer if rules only benefited one 
group over another?

For youth: explore the idea of Korban. You could talk about loopholes in rules and the ways 
they are used. Are rules put in place for some to take advantage of others? What 
are some rules in the church? Do they have a good and meaningful purpose in 
the congregation?

For younger adults: explore the idea of community through the lens of rule-keeping. How are rules 
helpful and how do they prove harmful? How does the congregation evaluate 
traditions? In what ways are the congregational traditions helpful and in what 
ways do they harm? Take a look at all the places people say, “We’ve always 
done it that way.” 

For seasoned adults: have conversation about the traditions they are passing on to the next generations 
in the congregation. Why were traditions and practices put in place? Look 
carefully at those practices to see if they would be expressed in the same way 
today. What traditions have been harmful to the life of the congregation over the 
years? What new practices are needed in today’s world?

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
• Multi-generational conversations about practices and culture of the congregation.
• Study the Great Ends of the Church in a sermon series or Bible study.
• Seek out other congregations to consider their best practices.
• Congregational conversation about what they value about the congregation.

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 2
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Session 1: Telling Our Story

Objective
In order to know where we are called to go, we must know where we have been. In Session 1, congregations 
will explore the history of their church and map their story together. For many congregations today, there is the 
misunderstanding that members know the story of a particular church and its mission. More and more members 
joining the Presbyterian church today did not grow up Presbyterian, and so this gives all members a chance to 
learn and explore the history of the church community. It is an opportunity to capture stories and perceptions 
of existing congregations in order to have a clear picture of who we are and where we came from and discern 
who we are called to be. 

Plan
Pastors, in consultation with their session (or revitalization facilitators if necessary) should determine the plan 
to get all the congregation to participate in “telling our story.” For example, churches that have a monthly 
fellowship event or meal might plan time to allow members to plot their story and map their history together. 
Others may choose to dedicate Sunday school time or form churchwide small groups. 

Preparation
We encourage sessions to prepare bullet points with key points in the church’s history, or to make archives 
available to the congregation during this month. Pastors may choose to focus an “exploring our story sermon 
series this month. Please remember that the Presbyterian Historical Society, Montreat, Columbia Theological 
Seminary, and the Office of General Assembly can resource congregations with historical information. 

Session 1 Outline

Opening Prayer

Chapter 1: Historical Story Mapping 
1. When was the church founded? By whom?
2.  Where and under what circumstances was your church established? What is your church’s identity?
3. Historically map the leaders of the church.
4. Track membership trends of the congregation.
5. Map membership: who typically joins your church?
6.  Map the missional statements of the church from its establishment to the present day. Has the

mission changed?
7. Track significant changes in the church’s history.
8. Track significant struggles or conflict.
9. Track significant triumphs.
10. Map important ministries that live out the church’s mission.

•  Note: https://storymaps.arcgis.com/en/--Story mapping is a helpful resource that allows for data
information to creatively be collected and shared with members. Churches may want to create
video or artistic displays in capturing each chapter of their story.

Church Assessment Resources (Three-Month)

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 2



Vital Congregations Initiative Workbook Presbytery Edition248

Chapter 2: Our Story 
•  Encourage all members of every age to capture in image or in writing what they believe the

essence of the church’s vision and mission is together. Children may draw pictures of what they
think of when they think of their church. Adults may answer in a written reflection: “Our church
will forever be marked in history as the church who…” Photos or paintings may be used to depict
the essence of what the church means to individuals, or a story may be shared of a time when the
church became an individual’s church for them.

Chapter 3: Theological and Biblical Perspective
•  The pastor in collaboration with the session, and with feedback from the congregation, should

determine the essential tenets of the church, by responding to the following phrases:

o The purpose of our church is…
o We believe God has called us together to…
o We are unwilling to waver on…
o We follow as disciples of Jesus Christ by….
o We are known as the church that…

Chapter 4: A Closer Look
•  Mapping the last 10 years of a church’s story will help to engage the Spirit’s presence and leading

in life together, in order to discern where the Lord is calling churches to follow. In exploration
together, map the last 10 years of your congregation.

1. Track 10-year membership trends. Note members who left, age shifts, and major changes.
2. Track 10-year annual budget. Note changes, spending, and stewardship and tithing trends.
3. Track 10-year shifts in leadership, changes to ministries, significant events, major struggles.
4.  Track 10-year vitality in living into God’s mission for your church (use the Seven Marks

of Vitality).

To be continued…
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Worship Measuring Marks of Congregational Vitality

Objective
In order to discern where the Spirit is leading us as disciples of Jesus Christ, we must know who we are and 
where we are. Session 2 takes a close examination of who we are as a particular church, by focusing inward 
on our mission, vision and purpose. It also focuses outward on who others say that we are, by exploring the 
neighborhood and particular context to which we exist. We explore who we are by turning to the God to whom 
we belong and have our being, and we worship in the spirit of truth and openness to the wonder of God.

Plan
This assessment session should take place in a worship service (Evangelism Sunday) in September. Congregations 
will take the PC(USA) Vital Congregations Survey. This survey will be taken by all members, by officers of the 
church and by the staff.

•  The pastor in collaboration with the session will examine and formulate a plan for the worship
service to take place and for the debriefing to occur after the neighborhood analysis occurs.

•  Session and church staff should take the Vital Congregations Survey during monthly meeting.
They should also plot themselves on the Life Cycle of the Church chart.

Preparation
Before the worship service, pastors and session should distribute and plan for discussion of the life cycle 
information, and plans should also be developed for the neighborhood analysis exercise and the debriefing 
process that follows. Each neighborhood group will need a facilitator willing to lead the exercise. 

Outline for Worship

Prayer of the Day
God of all life and truth—how wondrous that you called and claimed us for Sabbath community. How 
amazing your mystery that transforms all people gathered in your name. Accept our worship, Lord, for 
you alone are worthy of all honor and praise. Revitalize our lives in Spirit and in truth, so that we daily 
shine your light, share your grace and pour out your love to all neighbors. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.

Church Assessment Resources: Month 2
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Chapter 5: Prayer of Confession
(Unison) No one is without sin. Every person, every church, is flawed and fallen. Yet this truth is too 
easily swept under the rug. We are often too quick to ignore our shortcomings and failures. We fear 
the unknown. We resist the call to change. Yet if we confess, in this moment, where we are and where 
we fall short of the glory of God, then our Lord is merciful and will revitalize and redeem Christ’s 
church. In the spirit of truth, let us confess where we are as individuals in discipleship formation, and 
collectively as the church. Let us pray to the one who saves and redeems us all. 

•  Members should be invited to turn in confessional cards that reflect individually and corporately 
on where we fall short of living faithfully to the gospel of Jesus Christ, and where we’ve build 
idols in Christ’s church. 

• A plan should be made to gather confessional cards of members absent from worship.

•  Session will write a report of the results of the congregation and add it as Chapter 5 in Our Story 
for the congregation to explore. 

Suggested Scriptures
❍	 Luke 10:1–11
❍	 Deuteronomy 11:13–21
❍	 Romans 12:1–21
❍	 Psalm 133

Sermon
Seven Marks of Congregational Vitality and Openness to the Revitalizing Spirit of God

Responding to the Word

Prayers of the People
 The Vital Congregations Survey should be taken by the entire congregation (with a plan to collect surveys from 
absent members). In this time, people will individually have time to take the PC(USA) survey, based upon the 
Seven Marks of Vitality, and will be collected to be scored by the PC(USA) office. This allows members the 
opportunity to focus their response in prayer. 

•  The session and church staff will take the survey in monthly meetings. All surveys should be 
collected and turned in to the PC(USA) for results. 
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Sending: Neighborhood Analysis
In joining with our brothers and sisters in the neighborhood, we learn who we truly are in the communities 
to which we exist. We learn what the needs are, and whether we are who we say we believe ourselves to be. 
Mainly, we live as a sent community, going forth to share the good news of Jesus Christ by showing up in the 
neighborhoods to which we belong. 

•  The neighborhood experience should be distributed prior to worship and a plan made for members 
to walk the neighborhood, have lunch, talk with people, observe and engage the neighborhood.

•  Session, in collaboration with the pastor, should develop a plan to collect the reports of the
neighborhood analysis. For example: Your church may use a social media platform for folks to
report, the following Sunday to hand in reports, or email a session member or pastor.

•  A plan should be made for those members unable to attend worship to do their neighborhood
analysis during the week, since we are sent out Monday-Saturday.

•  For churches located outside the bounds of a neighborhood, in rural areas: Encourage members to
focus on where they live, who and what is around them, and what does this mean for our mission
together?

Chapter 6: Debriefing Neighborhood Analysis
Session and pastor(s) should plan the crucial work of debriefing with the congregation! This will be an 
opportunity for important discussion, gathering people’s experience in the neighborhood, and reflecting upon 
who we are and where we are as a church people. These experiences should be collected and put in Chapter 6 
of Our Story. The following questions can be used to help facilitate conversations:

• What did you experience in the neighborhood? What surprised you? What did you learn?
•  Whom did you encounter? Are there different people in the neighborhood who are not in your

church?
• How has the neighborhood changed over the years?
• What do people say about your church?
• How have people seen your church show up for the neighborhood responding to its needs?
• Did you become aware of any needs not yet being met?

To be continued…
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Neighborhood Analysis Exercise

Group Preparation
1. Lead Dwelling in the Word on Luke 10:1–11 (attached)
2.  Introduce the idea of a neighborhood visit. Emphasize that the goal is to get to know more about the

neighborhood and its people. We do this by using all 5 senses. We are not going out to teach anything, to
convert anyone, or to change the neighborhood, just to learn from the people who know more about it than
we do.

3.  Ask participants if they have any ideas how they can learn about the neighborhood. They will probably
mention looking at the houses and businesses, observing what kind of services are available, listening to
what languages are spoken, talking to people, etc. Press them to come up with as many ideas as possible by
asking, “what else?”

4. Explain parameters:
• They will be going out 2 by 2 just as Jesus sent the disciples (3 is OK if you have an uneven number)
• What time they need to return
•  Pray with your partner before leaving the building—that you will find the right people to talk to,

that you will be observant and respectful.
5. Give three assignments:

•  Buy something to eat or drink (I often send them out over lunch and ask them to buy their lunch
in the community)

• Talk to at least one person
• Bring back a token

6. Give the list of things to look for (attached)

Dwelling in the Word
After this the Lord appointed seventy others and sent them on ahead of him in pairs to every town and 
place where he himself intended to go. 2He said to them, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are 
few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest. 3Go on your way. See, I 
am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves. 4Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet 
no one on the road. 5Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this house!’  6And if anyone is there 
who shares in peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not, it will return to you. 7Remain in 
the same house, eating and drinking whatever they provide, for the laborer deserves to be paid. Do not 
move about from house to house. 8Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you, eat what 
is set before you; 9cure the sick who are there, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near 
to you.’ 10But whenever you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its streets and say, 
11‘Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest against you. Yet know this: 
the kingdom of God has come near.’”  —Luke 10:1–11

Reflect
1. Listen to the passage.
2. Underline any words or phrases that stand out.
3. Sit quietly with those words.
4. What message do you hear?
5. Share with another person.

Church Assessment Resources
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DEBRIEF OBSERVATIONS:
• Who do you see? Describe the people.
• What are they doing?
• What conversations do you observe?
• Are people alone or in groups?
• Do you see people walking on the streets? Driving? Sitting? Biking?
• How are the people dressed? Pay attention to details such as shoes, jewelry, hair and clothing styles.
• What do you hear and smell?
•  Pay attention to the town infrastructure: sidewalks, streetlights, stop lights, signage. What do they

tell you about the community?
•  Describe the houses you see: single family, apartments, condos? Are they well cared for? Do you

see toys in the yards? Cars parked out front? What can you tell about the community?
• What kind of signage do you see? Advertising? Fliers on telephone poles?
• What is your overall impression of the community?
• Is there anything that you might expect to see in a community that seems to be missing?
•  Describe the commercial district: what stores do you see? What stores are not present? What

signs of commercial vibrancy do you see?
•  What businesses do you observe? Can you get a sense of what people in this community do for

a living?
•  Where are the children? Is there a school in the community? What signs of children or youth

activities do you notice?
• What leisure activities can you observe? Is there a gym, movie theater, sports facility, etc.?
• What churches or other community gathering places do you observe?
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Revitalization Assessment

Objective
Your church has now explored who you have been and your present life together. Session 3 (October) is about 
exploring and discerning where your church is going. It is about confessing the necessary work and faithfully 
following God into transforming wonder of making all things new. With your Seven Marks Survey results, 
chapters 1–6 of your church’s story, neighborhood experiences and a report from your presbytery leaders, 
this session will now take your church deeper in exploring, discerning and living faithfully into where God is 
leading you to follow.

Plan
Pastors, in consultation with their session (or revitalization facilitators, if necessary) should explore their 
assessment process in their monthly meeting. This should be a time of confession, discernment and suggestions 
to the congregation. A summary report should be prepared for the congregation and results shared to the survey, 
chapters 1–6 of the church’s story and the presbytery report. 

The session report (Chapter 7) should be sent to congregation with invitation to gather their important voices 
in the exploring and discernment process at a Celebration Sunday. Reformation Sunday should be used as an 
opportunity for the church to celebrate its story and to gather their voice and input in discerning action. This can 
be a town hall luncheon, small group forums, time dedicated in worship. 

Preparation
Pastors will need to send survey results, six chapters of church story, and presbytery report prior to session 
meeting. Session report and suggestions should be shared. Plan Reformation Sunday details to include times for 
celebration and for gathering the congregation’s input. 

•  Note: Chapters 1–8 of your congregation’s story will be shared with the presbytery and the 
PC(USA) in the Show Your Marks Campaign (Advent), as a new measurement of vital life 
together. 

Session Meeting

Opening Prayer 

Living God—you are not finished with any of us yet. You transform in wonder and power. You call us 
to join you in walking paths of grace and love throughout this broken and fearful world. We know the 
victory belongs to Christ. You withheld nothing when Christ died to redeem and restore all of creation. 
And Christ gathered us as Church, telling us that nothing can separate us from His love. Because of 
who Christ is, we gather as church, to live transcending culture and to join in Christ’s redeeming work 
in our neighborhoods and throughout the earth. God, help us to dream and hope, help us to live in bold 
faith saying, “Here I am, Lord. Send me.” Help us to live in vitality of your Spirit and the joy of your 
community, until we get to see you face-to-face. Lord, as we discern, as we confess the truth of our 
church, as we seek your will and your plan for our life together, may we be courageous and committed 
to following in the paths of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Church Assessment Resources
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Discussion Questions

1. What have you learned about your church’s story?
2. Discuss your identity. Has your identity changed? Has your mission changed?
3.  What did you learn story mapping, neighborhood analysis, presbytery report, the congregation’s

voices?
4. What work still needs to be done? What things need to change? What things are stale?
5. What did you learn about your church’s vitality?
6.  Discuss where you imagine the Spirit might be leading you in action regarding the seven vital

marks and
4. three revitalizing actions.
7. Name your fears, frustrations and sorrow in necessary revitalization/transformation.
8. What is your hope for this church community?
9.  What does your church look like tomorrow? How is it vital in life together and faithfulness to

God and neighbors?
10.  What will it take to get there? What is the necessary work to the new thing Christ is doing in your

church?

Chapter 7—Summary Report and Planning
Session in consultation with the pastors should develop a summary report to the congregation that 
includes: survey results, summary of the presbytery report, summary of session discernment and 
suggestion of actions moving forward. Planning should be ongoing for a time of celebration and 
congregational discernment (Reformation Sunday).

Closing Prayer
All officers should be invited to join in prayer for the will of God and the people of God in this beloved 
community. These prayers should be recorded for the summary report for the congregation (Chapter 7)
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Congregation Celebration and Discernment

Congregation should celebrate chapters 1–7 of their life together (Reformation Sunday). In knowing where 
we’ve been and where we are, we can now better discern the Spirit’s leading in where we are going; walking in 
faithfulness and hope of God. Whether this is a luncheon, small group forums, or worship experience, all voices 
of the church should be heard in the exploration and discernment process. 

Opening Prayer
Living God—you are not finished with any of us yet. You transform in wonder and power. You call us 
to join you in walking paths of grace and love throughout this broken and fearful world. We know the 
victory belongs to Christ. You withheld nothing when Christ died to redeem and restore all of creation. 
And Christ gathered us as Church, telling us that nothing can separate us from His love. Because of 
who Christ is, we gather as church to live transcending culture and to join in Christ’s redeeming work 
in our neighborhoods and throughout the earth. God, help us to dream and hope, help us to live in bold 
faith, saying, “Here I am, Lord. Send me.” Help us to live in vitality of your Spirit and the joy of your 
community, until we get to see you face-to-face. Lord, as we discern, as we confess the truth of our 
church, as we seek your will and your plan for our life together, may we be courageous and committed 
to following in the paths of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Chapter 8 – Celebrating the Life God Has Given
Congregational responses in this discernment should be captured in some way (i.e. video, narrative, written 
responses). 

1. What parts of our story, ministry, and life together are you most thankful for?
2. What are the most significant parts of our story? What will our church legacy be?
3.  How has this church lived a vital life together? How have we shared God’s love and been about 

the work of the Kingdom? 
4.  What parts of our reports, surveys, neighborhood exercise, and story are startling, sad, confusing, 

difficult to acknowledge? 
5.  How have we fallen short of the glory of God in our life together? What things do we need to 

confess that we’ve done or left undone? 
6.  From all the truth of our story, where do you believe God is calling us to courageously follow  

in faith?
7. Explore what transformation, what new vital life of being church might look like for your church.
8. What are your hopes and prayers to God in the next chapters of your church’s story? 

Closing Prayer of Celebration and Hope 
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Revitalization Assessment

Objective
Your church has now explored who you have been and your present life together. Session 3 (October) is about 
exploring and discerning where your church is going. It is about confessing the necessary work and faithfully 
following God into transforming wonder of making all things new. With your Seven Marks Survey results, 
chapters 1–6 of your church’s story, neighborhood experiences and a report from your presbytery leaders, 
this session will now take your church deeper in exploring, discerning and living faithfully into where God is 
leading you to follow.

Plan
Pastors, in consultation with their session (or revitalization facilitators, if necessary) should explore their 
assessment process in their monthly meeting. This should be a time of confession, discernment and suggestions 
to the congregation. A summary report should be prepared for the congregation and results shared to the survey, 
chapters 1–6 of the church’s story and the presbytery report. 

The session report (Chapter 7) should be sent to congregation with invitation to gather their important voices 
in the exploring and discernment process at a Celebration Sunday. Reformation Sunday should be used as an 
opportunity for the church to celebrate its story and to gather their voice and input in discerning action. This can 
be a town hall luncheon, small group forums, time dedicated in worship. 

Preparation
Pastors will need to send survey results, six chapters of church story, and presbytery report prior to session 
meeting. Session report and suggestions should be shared. Plan Reformation Sunday details to include times for 
celebration and for gathering the congregation’s input. 

•  Note: Chapters 1–8 of your congregation’s story will be shared with the presbytery and the
PC(USA) in the Show Your Marks Campaign (Advent), as a new measurement of vital life
together.

Session Meeting

Opening Prayer 

Living God—you are not finished with any of us yet. You transform in wonder and power. You call us 
to join you in walking paths of grace and love throughout this broken and fearful world. We know the 
victory belongs to Christ. You withheld nothing when Christ died to redeem and restore all of creation. 
And Christ gathered us as Church, telling us that nothing can separate us from His love. Because of 
who Christ is, we gather as church, to live transcending culture and to join in Christ’s redeeming work 
in our neighborhoods and throughout the earth. God, help us to dream and hope, help us to live in bold 
faith saying, “Here I am, Lord. Send me.” Help us to live in vitality of your Spirit and the joy of your 
community, until we get to see you face-to-face. Lord, as we discern, as we confess the truth of our 
church, as we seek your will and your plan for our life together, may we be courageous and committed 
to following in the paths of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Church Assessment Resources: Month 3
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Discussion Questions

1. What have you learned about your church’s story? 
2. Discuss your identity. Has your identity changed? Has your mission changed? 
3.  What did you learn story mapping, neighborhood analysis, presbytery report, the congregation’s 

voices?
4. What work still needs to be done? What things need to change? What things are stale? 
5. What did you learn about your church’s vitality? 
6.  Discuss where you imagine the Spirit might be leading you in action regarding the seven vital 

marks and 
4. three revitalizing actions.
7. Name your fears, frustrations and sorrow in necessary revitalization/transformation. 
8. What is your hope for this church community? 
9.  What does your church look like tomorrow? How is it vital in life together and faithfulness to 

God and neighbors?
10.  What will it take to get there? What is the necessary work to the new thing Christ is doing in your 

church?

Chapter 7—Summary Report and Planning
Session in consultation with the pastors should develop a summary report to the congregation that 
includes: survey results, summary of the presbytery report, summary of session discernment and 
suggestion of actions moving forward. Planning should be ongoing for a time of celebration and 
congregational discernment (Reformation Sunday).

Closing Prayer
All officers should be invited to join in prayer for the will of God and the people of God in this beloved 
community. These prayers should be recorded for the summary report for the congregation (Chapter 7)
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Congregation Celebration and Discernment

Congregation should celebrate chapters 1–7 of their life together (Reformation Sunday). In knowing where 
we’ve been and where we are, we can now better discern the Spirit’s leading in where we are going; walking in 
faithfulness and hope of God. Whether this is a luncheon, small group forums, or worship experience, all voices 
of the church should be heard in the exploration and discernment process. 

Opening Prayer
Living God—you are not finished with any of us yet. You transform in wonder and power. You call us 
to join you in walking paths of grace and love throughout this broken and fearful world. We know the 
victory belongs to Christ. You withheld nothing when Christ died to redeem and restore all of creation. 
And Christ gathered us as Church, telling us that nothing can separate us from His love. Because of 
who Christ is, we gather as church to live transcending culture and to join in Christ’s redeeming work 
in our neighborhoods and throughout the earth. God, help us to dream and hope, help us to live in bold 
faith, saying, “Here I am, Lord. Send me.” Help us to live in vitality of your Spirit and the joy of your 
community, until we get to see you face-to-face. Lord, as we discern, as we confess the truth of our 
church, as we seek your will and your plan for our life together, may we be courageous and committed 
to following in the paths of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Chapter 8 – Celebrating the Life God Has Given
Congregational responses in this discernment should be captured in some way (i.e. video, narrative, written 
responses). 

1. What parts of our story, ministry, and life together are you most thankful for?
2. What are the most significant parts of our story? What will our church legacy be?
3.  How has this church lived a vital life together? How have we shared God’s love and been about

the work of the Kingdom?
4.  What parts of our reports, surveys, neighborhood exercise, and story are startling, sad, confusing,

difficult to acknowledge?
5.  How have we fallen short of the glory of God in our life together? What things do we need to

confess that we’ve done or left undone?
6.  From all the truth of our story, where do you believe God is calling us to courageously follow

in faith?
7. Explore what transformation, what new vital life of being church might look like for your church.
8. What are your hopes and prayers to God in the next chapters of your church’s story?

Closing Prayer of Celebration and Hope 

To be continued…
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Has it been a year already? YES! And we hope all of you have done some great life-giving reflection, assessment 
and Kingdom-thinking work. And now it’s time for a “what’s next?” conversation and action. 
 Since we’re sure you’ve memorized the Seven Marks of Vital Congregations, this will just be a review for 
you (wink, wink). 
 In the first year of the seven marks, we introduced each mark and then framed dialogue and reflection 
around an antithesis to each mark. For example, caring relationships (vital mark) is juxtaposed to “any other 
social club, facades, hypocrisy, and judgment of ‘church’ and ‘religion.’” This was to help us all identify and 
name our brokenness and shortcomings, or at least name places where we can all grow. 
 By now, as a community of faith, you should have completed some assessments and started good hard 
conversations about what is next. What needs vitalizing, or re-vitalizing, or to what do you need to say goodbye? 
In the midst of your planning and executing let’s take another look at the seven marks. This time, not from a 
posture of juxtaposition or antithesis, but from a posture of dreamers and envisioners.

Year One Marks set as a juxtaposition. 

Revitalizing the Seven Marks—Seven-Week Churchwide Study

1. Lifelong Discipleship Formation vs. complacent “Christian” piety, simply teaching good 
morals and offering latest programs

2. Intentional Authentic Evangelism vs. “Jesus freaks,” “Christian” hypocrisy, a committee
3. Outward Incarnational Focus vs. inward institutional survival, closed communities of 

assimilation/exclusion
4. Empower Servant Leadership vs. the pastor’s job, monopolized leadership, hiring the 

young energetic pastor
5. Spirit-inspired worship vs. self-gratifying worship, stale ritual devoid of meaning or 

consumer entertainment
6. Caring Relationships vs. any other social club, facades, hypocrisy and judgment 

of “church” and “religion”
7. Ecclesial Health vs. unhealthy dysfunction, toxic environments, obsolete and 

irrelevant buildings

Revitalizing the Seven Marks: Introduction

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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Re-Envisioning Our Marks—Seven-Week Churchwide Study

1. Lifelong Discipleship Formation or lifelong learners, disciples in development, being 
continually shaped by the Potter

2. Intentional Authentic Evangelism or real relationships, equipping all individuals, the genuine 
sharing of the good news

3. Outward Incarnational Focus or partnerships with a purpose, missional mindset, 
communally “other” centered

4. Empower Servant Leadership or shared service, permission giving, diffused power, and 
the emboldened authority of all

5. Spirit-inspired worship or passionate prayers, joyfully gathering, glorifying and 
enjoying God in all that we do

6. Caring Relationships or heartfelt honesty, an atmosphere of grace, speaking the 
truth in love

7. Ecclesial Health or creative connectivity, discover that we have “enough”, 
building up the body 

So let’s get started (or, rather, re-started).
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Lifelong Discipleship Formation

Or lifelong learners, disciples in development, being continually shaped by the Potter.

Opening Prayer

Take my life and let it be consecrated, Lord, to thee. Take my moments and my days; let them flow 
in endless praise. Take my hands and let them move at the impulse of thy love. Take my feet and let 
them be swift and beautiful for thee. Take my voice and let me sing always, only, for my King. Take 
my lips and let them be filled with messages from thee. Take my silver and my gold; not a mite would I 
withhold. Take my intellect and use every power as thou shalt choose. Take my will and make it thine; 
it shall be no longer mine. Take my heart it is thine own; it shall be thy royal throne. Take my love; my 
Lord, I pour at thy feet its treasure store. Take myself, and I will be ever, only, all for thee. Amen 
  From hymn “Take My Life,” text by Frances Ridley Havergal. Hymn #697 in Glory To God. 

Scripture: Romans 8:11, 15–16 (The Message)
11 It stands to reason, doesn’t it, that if the alive-and-present God who raised Jesus from the dead 
moves into your life, God will do the same thing in you that God did in Jesus, bringing you alive to 
God’s-self? When God lives and breathes in you (and God does, as surely as God did in Jesus), you are 
delivered from that dead life. With the Spirit living in you, your body will be as alive as Christ’s!

15,16 This resurrection life you received from God is not a timid, grave-tending life. It’s adventurously 
expectant, greeting God with a childlike “What’s next?” God’s Spirit touches our spirits and confirms 
who we really are. [Children of God]. 

Background
The Christian life, at least according to this passage from Paul, is rooted in the world-changing resurrection 
of Christ. Much like the resurrection, it is a life that is more alive than we can begin to understand. We can’t 
perfect the Christian life. We don’t graduate from being a follower of Jesus. We live a life that is “adventurously 
expectant.” We dare to expect that God is active, alive and moving in this world in glorious and wondrous ways. 
 And such, our lifelong discipleship is more about peering into life with God-shaped eyes. Our task, then, 
isn’t to learn as much as we can about God (though that is part of it), as much as it is to learn about the world 
with God as our guide and at the center of everything we do. 
 Diana Butler Bass quotes writer Nora Gallagher, who wrote about her experience in her congregation in 
Santa Barbara, California. Gallagher writes that “I came to this church five years ago as a tourist and ended up 
as a pilgrim.” (Diana Butler Bass, The Practicing Congregation: Imagining a New Old Church, p. 59) Bass 
continues, 

“through the rhythms of the Christian calendar, a year of participating in a community’s faith practices, 
Gallagher sharpened and deepened her sense of identity in God and discerned the Spirit’s call to love 
and service. Unlike the tourist, she decided to stay and put down roots ... She ceased moving through 
space in which others dwell; instead, she inhabited ancient Christian space by adopting its time, its 
season, its ethics, and its patterns.” (Bass, 60). 

Revitalizing the Seven Marks: Week One

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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 That sounds like a whole lot more than a Sunday School class, though that may have been part of it. In a 
deeper sense it sounds like Gallagher became adventurously expectant. 
 But how does this happen? How do we develop the childlike faith that seeks deep communion with God? 
Well, maybe that has something to do with this Spirit that Paul claims is alive in us, just as it was in Christ in 
our passage from scripture. 
 Education Reformer Paulo Freire writes about the power that meaningful words have in the world. It is not 
too far of a jump for Christians to have a double meaning about the word when we think of Jesus as “The Word.” 
Freire writes, “Within the word we find two dimensions, reflection and action, in such radical interaction that if 
one is sacrificed—even in part—the other immediately suffers…to speak a true word is to transform the world.” 
(Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed, pg. 89). 
 Vital congregations live and breathe by their ability to put on God-shaped glasses to view the world. To 
reflect and act. To reflect while acting and to act because of our reflecting. We do that through practices of 
learning, praying, serving, loving and giving of all of who we are. Not only on Sunday mornings, or in a Bible 
Study or when we go on a mission trip, but every minute is a chance to be transformed by the words we use and 
actions we take to help us become more like Christ himself. 
 Is the academic study of scripture and faith important? Yes! But there is so much more to discipleship than 
knowing about what other people have said about God. Sue Monk Kidd writes that “I’m discovering that a 
spiritual journey is a lot like a poem. You don’t merely recite a poem or analyze it intellectually. You dance it, 
sing it, cry it, feel it on your skin and in your bones. You move with it and feel it caress. It falls on you like a 
teardrop or wraps around you like a smile. It lives in the heart and the body as well as the spirit and the head.” 
(Sue Monk Kidd, When the Heart Waits, San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1990, p. 71). 
 The life of discipleship is all of who we are in a passionate, extravagant, adventurously expectant ways. 
Michael Yacconelli uses the metaphor of a roller coaster to describe the life of faith. 

“For as long as I can remember,” he writes, “I was told the Christian life was like a mountaintop. 

We lived most of our lives down in the valley, except for those times of retreat or special conferences 
[or mission trips] where we actually experienced the presence of God. ‘You’ve been on the mountaintop 
this weekend, and now you’re going back down to the valley.’ The goal was to learn to experience God 
in the valley just as we did on the mountaintops, and that as I grew older I would have fewer ups and 
downs and the whole cycle of valleys and mountaintops would move closer to God. Eventually, if I lived 
long enough, I would reach the mountaintop permanently.
 The mountaintop/valley view of life is seriously flawed—it’s one dimensional and inadequate. 
Now I believe roller coasters are a more accurate model of the Christian life. You say yes to Jesus, 
and suddenly you are strapped in and you think, I’m going to die! Then you begin the long climb of 
growth—baptism, Sunday school, church membership—and you think, hey, no problem, I can follow 
Jesus anywhere, and then—ZOOOOOOOM –you crash into the twists and turns of life, jerking left then 
right, up then down, and fifty, sixty years go by and—WHAM!—you’re dead ... My life has been up and 
down, careening left then right, full of mistakes and bad decisions, and if I died right now, even though 
I would love to live longer, could I say from the depths of my soul, “what a ride?”
 Passion is the roller coaster ride that can happen when you follow Jesus Christ. It is the breathtaking, 
thrill-filled, bone-rattling ride of a lifetime where every moment matters and all you can do is hang on for 
dear life. When you become a Christian, when you decide to follow Christ, you decide in favor of passion. 
Jesus came to [redeem the world], yes, but His mission was also to introduce us to the passion of living. 
Most people believe that following Jesus is all about living right. Not true. Following Jesus is all about 
living fully.” (Michael Yaconelli, Dangerous Wonder: The Adventure of Childlike Faith. p. 108–107)
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Lifelong disciples don’t live a timid, grave-tending life. They live a life filled with passion for the things 
that make God happy. They live for justice, freedom, compassion, radical forgiveness, servant leadership and 
irrational hope. At the heart of this mark is “How is your community of faith going to help one another see that 
the rhythm of their everyday breath comes from God?” If we can do that, then the very act of breathing is a 
practice of discipleship and a deeper breathing leads to a deeper relationship with Christ. (Deeper breathing as 
in deeper, more authentic practices of faith). 
  When we are God’s, our whole life is God’s—the good, the bad the messy—all of it. And a disciple gives 
it all to God to mold and shape—the good, the bad and the messy. 

Reflect
1.  Take 60 seconds. Slow your breathing to a relaxed pace. Concentrate on only breathing—in and out. Close

your eyes if you need to, or find one thing to focus on, whatever helps you maintain a constant rhythm. And
breathe.

 Turn to the group or with a fellow disciple or a smaller group. What was that like? Do you take time to 
breathe? Does it seem like time well spent? 

2.  As a congregation, do you think you are mostly teaching about God or being transformed by God? (note:
they may not be exclusive of each other). In other words, does the “discipleship program” at your church
help people move from being tourists in the Christian life to putting down roots?

3.  On a sheet of paper, take five minutes and draw a timeline of your faith. What are the significant moments
of your faith? Where/when have you felt closest with God? When has God felt most distant? Share with a
smaller group if you’d like.

4.  In smaller groups make a “top ten” list of practices that you all have experienced God’s life-giving Spirit
while doing? What is it about those practices that make them important, or help you put on your God-vision
glasses?

5. What are your hopes for your congregation be to breathe new life into discipleship formation?

Further Reading 
•  Yaconelli, Michael. Dangerous Wonder: The Adventure of Childlike Faith (Navpress, 2003)
•  Reiss, Jana. Flunking Sainthood: A Year of Breaking the Sabbath, Forgetting to Pray, and Still

Loving My Neighbor (Paraclete Press, 2011)
•  Butler Bass, Diana. The Practicing Congregation: Imagining a New Old Church (The Alban

Institute, 2004).
•  Geoff, Bob. Everybody Always: Becoming Love in a World Full of Setbacks and Difficult People.

(Thomas Nelson, 2018)
•  Brown Taylor, Barbara. An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith (HarperOne 2009)

Video Resources
•  Schwartzberg, Louie Nature. Beauty. Gratitude. (Ted Talk June 2011) https://www.ted.com/talks/

louie_schwartzberg_nature_beauty_gratitude?language=en
•  Zander, Benjamin. The Transformative Power of Classical Music (Ted Talk, 2008) https://www.

ted.com/talks/benjamin_zander_on_music_and_passion
• Bell, Rob. Dust. (Part of the Nooma video series. www.flannel.org)
• Bell, Rob. Ed’s Story Video Series. (www.flannel.org)
•  Neufeld-Erdman, Chris. We Bow Before (video, download from www.The Work of the People.

com) https://www.theworkofthepeople.com/we-bow-before-the-one
•  Guite, Malcolm As If (video, download from www.The Work of the People.com) https://www.

theworkofthepeople.com/as-if
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: remember that their discipleship has not had as long as a time to develop as 
others. Do not discount their faith and discipleship, though. Remember we are 
to have faith like children. Instead of words about God, have them draw pictures 
of God on their timelines. Ask them about practices of faith that help them 
know God. They can engage in all the reflection questions, and you may even 
be surprised with their answers. 

For youth: they are going to be most engaged if they feel like you are taking them and 
their answers seriously. While metaphors and abstract thought may go over their 
heads, they will be able to tell you what helps them connect with Jesus. They 
will be honest and candid. Create space for them to do so. In many churches, 
children and youth ministries are where we see some of the most dynamic 
discipleship formations. What can we learn from them?

For younger adults: they may be skeptical about answers that might seem too institutional in nature. 
Always engage the question “why does it matter?” Or rather, “What has changed 
because of a certain practice or relationship for you?” 

For seasoned adults: they may have a particular understanding of discipleship formation in the ways 
they were taught when they were young. Listen to their wisdom. Ask them how 
their life is different because of their discipleship. For this particular session, the 
more generations you can get around the table the better. 
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Intentional Authentic Evangelism

Are we still of any use? We have been silent witness of evil deeds; we have been drenched by many 
storms; we have learnt the arts of equivocation and pretense; experience has made us suspicious of 
others and kept us from being truthful and open; intolerable conflicts have worn us down and even 
made us cynical. Are we still of any use? What we shall need is not geniuses, or cynics, or misanthropes, 
or clever tacticians, but plain, honest, straightforward women and men. Will our inward power of 
resistance be strong enough, and our honesty with ourselves remorseless enough, for us to find our way 
back to the simplicity and straightforwardness? 
  Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Letters and Papers from Prison 

Opening Prayer 

All around the world sings and mourns, delights and despairs, loves and fears. Your creation longs for 
the light of salvation. Your children cry out for the perfect love of Christ, which casts away all fears. 
Your people long for refuge, yet we remain silent to your good news. We hide and hoard away the 
most important words meant to be shared. Lord, draw us closer to you, so that the love we share and 
the gospel our lives proclaim are an outpouring of your grace. Give us wisdom and courage to enter 
into others’ stories, so that we might share the story of Jesus Christ in real and lasting ways. Whatever 
hinders us from following you, whatever stops us from believing we carry the most precious treasure 
meant to be poured out to others, Lord, we pray you might remove it. For a world longing to know the 
true Savior, Lord, use us. May our lives truly tell of the good news of Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Scripture: 2 Corinthians 4:1–15
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud. 
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you. 
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group. 

Background 
Paul was preaching in the marketplace, as all proclamations of the good news of Jesus Christ were historically set 
in public arenas then. Today, evangelism can evoke some of the harshest criticisms and make our skin crawl as we 
think of those waving Bibles and proclaiming repentance, hellfire and salvation in the public square. Often, we can 
be so quick to self-identify as a “Christian,” yet we avoid “evangelism.” We believe in Jesus, but we fear talking 
to others about Christ. The interesting thing is that Paul, who led a life persecuting Christians, now finds himself in 
the marketplace proclaiming Christ. “I believed, and so I spoke. We also believe, and so we speak.” 
 Ernest Best writes in the Interpretations Commentary, “Paul knows he is merely an earthenware vessel, a 
cheap clay pot, and yet, precious objects and treasures are kept in such pots. The gospel is not a set of abstract 
truths to be announced, but a way of life to be lived. Equally inherent in all Christian existence is the presence 
of the life of Jesus within, but it is a life which is never to be shut up within but always to be manifested to the 
world.” Paul knew he was a person with a past, a person whose Damascus Road led him to a life in the public 
square, in close relationship to others, where he couldn’t help but wonder “who am I to share this message?” 
Yet, in spite of his earthen vessel, the treasure of Christ dwelled within him, and he knew it was an overflow of 
this abundant love and grace that led him to share with others. 

Revitalizing the Seven Marks: Week Two

 Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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 Think about the first time the Good News of Jesus Christ became good news for your life? Think of the 
first time grace became more than a word in the Bible, but reality your life experienced. What about the first 
time you received unconditional love or felt the gift of true forgiveness and redemption in a way that marked 
and changed you forever. Christ dwells within our earthen vessels, and a world awaits even a glimpse of such 
a treasure. How will we share the Good News of Jesus Christ with others in intentional and authentic ways that 
allow them to witness light and life, love and salvation in Jesus Christ? 

Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the

whole group.

11.  What relationships matter most in your life? How do you share in the Good Newss of Jesus Christ
together?

12.  What authentic relationships might you be called to intentionally share good news of Christ’s
love? What about as a church?

13.  Do you comfortably talk about sharing the love and grace of Jesus Christ with others? If so, how?
If not, what prevents you?

14.  How can you live more vital to practice Intentional Authentic Evangelism? What about as a
church, what ways might you re-imagine, re-frame, re-vitalize the ways you practice Intentional
Authentic Evangelism? What things would need to take place in order to live into this? What
would potential outcomes be?

Closing Prayer 
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes, and the

triumphs of Spirit-inspired Worship.

Additional Resources
• Ernest Best, Interpretation: Second Corinthians. John Knox Press; Louisville, KY. 1987.
•  Parker J. Palmer, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation (San Francisco, CA:

Jossey-Bass, 2000)
•  Martin Luther King, Jr., Paul’s Letter to American Christians in Strength to Love; Fortress Press,

Philadelphia, 1963.
• Rob Bell, What We Talk About When We Talk About God (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2013)
•  Tod Bolsinger, Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory (Downers

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015
•  Diana Butler Bass, Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of a New

Spiritual Awakening (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2012)
•  Rebecca Wilson, James Naughton, Speaking Faithfully: Communications as Evangelism in a

Noisy World (Morehouse Publishing, 2012)

Additional Videos
• Sharing Good news. https://youtu.be/b3bEVc-oM0Q
• Does Anybody Know That You’re a Christian? https://youtu.be/ZnB02zrhcXk
•  TED Talks https://www.ted.com/talks/manoush_zomorodi_how_boredom_can_lead_to_your_

most_brilliant_ideas (can our boredom on evangelism spark new ideas?)
• Adam Hamilton, CATCH: A Churchwide Program for Invitational Evangelism (series)
•  Samuel Wells, Improvisation: The Drama of Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos

Press, 2004).
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YxKGGven9_U Skit Guys (humorous)
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nT70cA-7qMk&t=64s John Crist (humorous)
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: read back through 2 Corinthians 4:1–15 in a children’s Bible. Allow the children 
to hold and form modeling clay into a vessel. Ask them to imagine God’s love 
in the vessel, and where in the world could we pour out God’s love? Take them 
on a “field trip” to the sanctuary. Pouring water out into the baptismal font, talk 
to them about Christ’s love that claims us in our baptism. Then gather around 
the Communion table and talk about Christ’s love poured out to all the world 
through this table and Christ’s death and resurrection. Ask children whom 
should we share this Good News with and invite to the table? 

For youth: explore what makes someone a “good” Christian in their view. Ask them 
whether Paul was a “good” Christian? Engage youth in ways they can and do 
talk about their faith. Invite them to practice with a partner in sharing why Christ 
matters to them. Ask them to identify one or two close authentic relationships 
they might intentionally share their faith with this week. 

For younger adults: allow younger adults the opportunity to explore the word “evangelism” and what 
makes it so hard for us today? Allow them the opportunity to reflect on what makes 
this Good News for their lives, and how they are called to share it intentionally 
and authentically with others. Invite them to practice testimony by identifying one 
key person who was important in sharing the faith in their lives. 

For seasoned adults: ask for them to share memories about how they shared the Good News of Jesus 
Christ in meaningful ways, and how others shared the Christ with them. Get them 
to engage in ways they can still re-imagine and re-vitalize in sharing in intentional 
authentic evangelism within the church and within their daily lives. Allow time to 
discuss how Evangelism has changed throughout their lifetime. 

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
•  Find ways for children and adults, youth and young adults to share stories of their faith with one

another.
•  Invite testimonies of children, youth, young adults, and seasoned adults to be shared during worship. 
• Ask people where they have seen or shared Jesus anew this week?
•  Record a church video of “thanks.” Record members of the church simply saying “thank you” to

someone who shared the faith with them.
• Plan an intentional day to meet neighbors who are not members of your church.
•  Imagine with the congregation what new expressions, new places, new relationships of

evangelism might look like. What is the message our church is called to share?
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Outward Incarnational Focus

Opening Prayer

God of all, we thank You for the mission You have entrusted us to, to share Your love with the world. 
Today, we celebrate all the distance we have traveled as a church and as a denomination towards 
harmony and reconciliation with others and with creation. We also pray for the distance that is still 
ahead of us; all the detours untaken, the roads untraveled, the miles unwalked. Be our lantern, guide 
our feet, strengthen and embolden us to reach out beyond our communities and comfort zones. Help us 
be faithful witnesses to Your word and mediators of Your love in our local contexts and to the end of 
the earth. Amen.

Scripture: Matthew 15:21–28 
● Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
● Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight keywords, phrases and images that speak to you.
● Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background
At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry in the Gospel of Matthew, he sends forth his disciples saying: “to the path of 
Nations do not go, and to the city of the Samaritans do not enter. But rather go to the lost sheep of Israel.” This 
statement always struck me as partial and short of God’s unconditional love to all creation. 
But it happens that when Jesus goes beyond the geographical framework of this thought to “the borders of Tyre 
and Sidon” to interact with a people different than his people, that he finds faith beyond the faith of his people: 
“Woman, great is your faith.” With his open personality and willingness to step out of his comfort zone, Jesus 
learned to expand the frame of his mission from a tribal circle to a universal vision, embracing by that the full 
depth of God’s mercy and grace. 
 The Gospel of Matthew ends with Jesus’s commission to his disciples and to us today to “go and make 
disciples of all nations,” an invitation to outreach beyond the doors of our churches and our closed circles. 
God’s universality and inclusivity requires of us, God’s church, to be universal and inclusive as well, but also 
to reach out for those who wouldn’t come to us otherwise. The Canaanite woman would have never set foot in 
a Hebrew territory; Jesus had to walk the extra mile to find and meet her where she was. And there, both Jesus 
and the woman were challenged, healed and changed.

Salvation is personal, but this hardly needs emphasis ... What does need emphasis is that salvation 
in the Bible is also social. Ancient Israel’s story is a story of the creation of a new people, a nation, a 
community. Salvation is about life together. Salvation is about peace and justice within community and 
beyond community.  —Marcus Borg

Revitalizing the Seven Marks: Week Three

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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Reflect
●  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the 

whole group.

6.  Who are the “Canaanites” in your context? What are some of the ways you can reach out to them 
with the message of God’s love?

7.  What are some of the organizations and churches in your neighborhood that you can partner with 
to mediate God’s love to those who wouldn’t sit on your church pews?

8.  Are there any views, traditions or even theologies which, modeling after Jesus, you could 
prayerfully reconsider, in order to widen your outreach circles?

9.  How does finding and interacting with others whom God has put on your way (or not so much on 
your way) shape your faith and inform your identity as a community of faith?

Closing Prayer 
● Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship.
●  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes and the 

triumphs of serving and caring for others in an Outward Incarnational Focus. 

Additional Resources
●  Bass, Dorothy C. “Chapter 3: Hospitality.” Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching 

People. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., 1997. 29–42.
●  Cobb, John B. “Chapter 5: Christian Universality Revisited.” Can Christ Become Good News 

Again? Chalice Press, 1991. 73–87.
●  Cobb, John B. “Chapter 10: The Identity of Christian Spirituality and Global Consciousness.” 

Can Christ Become Good News Again? Chalice Press, 1991. 151–163.
●  George, Sherron Kay. Meeting Your Neighbor: Multiculturalism in Luke and Acts. Gower 

National Creative Co. for Office of Evangelism and Race and Cultural Diversity of the National 
Ministries Division of General Assembly Council PC(USA), 2000.

●  “Part I—The Covenanting Proposal” Churches in Covenant Communion: The Church of Christ 
Uniting. Consultation on Church Union, 1989. 5–39.

Additional Videos
•  Jesus, Immigrants, and Refugees, Part II (Darrell Whiteman) https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=Gg94gJQAFko 
•  Dozens of community outreach and fundraising ideas https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=z6gSZmdayfA 
•  9 Innovative Special Needs Outreach Ideas https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZslR6DCEDZo 
•  Peace Summit with the Dalai Lama 9: Inter-Religious Dialogue https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=s1j0OHDLOHo 
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: ask the children about friends they might know from school or from their 
neighborhood who come from a different country, speak a different language or 
belong to a different religion or to a different ethnicity. Discuss with them ways 
of being welcoming to those friends. Ask them if there is anything they could 
learn from their friends who are not like them. 

For youth: talk about determination and persistence. The woman did not give up when Jesus 
ignored her. She kept insisting, even after the disciples tried sending her away, and 
also despite Jesus’s negative response to her. At the end, Jesus grants the woman 
her request. Perseverance is important in achieving goals. What are your goals? 
How can you learn to be persistent in pursuing those goals?

For younger adults: being mission-oriented Christians is not just the calling of some but is a 
fundamental characteristic of the church’s identity. Explore the notions of 
mission and of religious tolerance and religious equality. Talk about ecumenical 
dialogues and the possibilities of finding common grounds despite differences. 

For seasoned adults: focus on Jesus’s humanity mostly manifested in this text through his ability 
to learn and reform his own views and theology. He learned from the most 
unexpected person: a female and an enemy. Talk about learning new views and 
putting them into application. Stress the idea that it was never too late for Jesus 
to learn and change!

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
● Start or participate in existing ecumenical discussion circles.
● Consider joint worship services with other churches in your neighborhood.
●  Invite members from the local community (non-profits, schools, shelters …) to take part in

worship services and to motivate parishioners to get involved in volunteering services.
● Host cultural events aiming at exposing your congregation to new cultures and traditions.
●  Organize visits to other religious institutions in your area (mosques, synagogues, temples …)

and create space for sharing experiences afterwards.
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Empower Servant Leadership

Opening Prayer 

God of wonder, call us from our calendars, to-do lists and programs. God of Sabbath, give us rest from 
anxieties, responsibilities and headaches. God of community, stretch us to trust in the gifts of others to 
share the load of leadership. Grant us mercies in this moment to discern the gifts around us and courage 
to call gifts into service and love. In Christ’s name we pray, Amen

Scripture: Exodus 18:1–24 
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background 
“Why do you sit alone?” v. 14
“What you are doing is not good.” v. 17

This church (world) could use a few more voices like Jethro. I have fallen into this trap of ministry more times 
than I’d like to admit. Moses has the weight of the world on his shoulders. He has no time for his wife. He sends 
the kids away to the grandparent’s house. His schedule is booked. His inbox is full. The line of problems has 
no end when Jethro, priest and father-in-law, tells Moses that it’s time to share the load. We know that Jethro is 
right, so …why don’t we listen?
 Moses is a study in how we get leadership wrong when we seek to lead on our own. Jethro is looking out 
for his family for certain, but he knows that the community would be better when the leadership is shared. The 
community is full of all the gifts needed, Moses simply needs to trust that a God who saves is a God who equips.

“The people are freed from bondage, but freedom brings with it new opportunities and responsibilities 
…. The Creator has blessed the world with numerous gifts … . The redeemed community should be 
anxious to discover what those gifts are and to make use of them with gratitude.”1

 The community around us is ready to lead when we are ready to let go. Moses had the courage it 
took to let go. When he did, the community thrived. Many of us are in contexts where we are concerned 
that those around us will not or cannot perform the task of leadership. Trust that Christ is calling forth 
those with gifts as you hear Jethro speak to you, “Why do you sit alone? What you are doing is not 
good.”
 “Effective congregational leadership is less about the individual personality of the pastor and more 
about the ability of the congregation to accommodate and foster the leadership functions it needs. To 
quote the German pastor and theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ‘The group is the womb of the leader.’”2

Galindo, Israel, The Hidden Lives of Congregations: Discerning Church Dynamics  
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014)

Revitalizing the Seven Marks: Week Four
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Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the 

whole group.

15. Is there a “Jethro” in your life? 
16. In what ways could you ensure that you are not falling into the same trap as Moses?
17. How could your congregation be the “womb of leadership?” 
18. What gifts could be cultivated in your context if you heard Jethro today? 
19. Name places where your leadership is stunting the community instead of allowing it to grow.

Closing Prayer 
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes and the 

triumphs of empowering servant leadership.

Additional Resources
•  Galindo, Israel, The Hidden Lives of Congregations: Discerning church Dynamics (Lanham: 

Rowman & Lilttlefield, 2014).
•  Block, Peter, Community: The Structure of Belonging (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 

2009).
•  Branson, Mark Lau, Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry, Missional 

Engagement, and Congregational Change (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016).
•  Bordas, Juana, Salsa, Soul, and Spirit: Leadership for a Multicultural Age (San Francisco: 

Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2012).
•  Brown, Brene, Dare to Lead: Brave Work, Tough Conversations, Whole Hearts (Random House, 

2018)

Additional Videos
• “Be the change that you want to see in this world” https://youtu.be/nGyutkBvN2s
• Servant Leadership—Agile at Barclaycard https://youtu.be/aKk0AaaFqtU
•  Simon Sinek on Learning How Not to Manage People—Capture Your Flag https://youtu.be/

dnbf2pqyeQo
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: talk about sharing responsibilities. Ask the children what they would do if they 
could play a role in the church. Find ways to match children to age-appropriate 
places they can lead. Ask them to say a blessing, pass out bulletins or create a 
picture for the bulletin cover. Tell them the story of Moses and Jethro. Help them 
to see themselves as leaders in the congregation, sharing the load. 

For youth: ask them to name places they have seen people take on too much responsibility. 
Ask them if they have ever felt like Moses, with lines of things that needed to be 
done. What tasks would they let go of? Ask them if they have ever felt like the 
crowd, frustrated that they could not use their gifts. What leadership role could 
they imagine themselves thriving in for the church?

For younger adults: after reading the text, ask them what group they identify with (Moses, Jethro or 
the crowd). The conversation could be fertile soil to engage conversations about 
needs in the congregation or allowing them to voice frustrations. Identify and 
appreciate all the different ways to be a leader in the congregation. 

For seasoned adults: after reading the text, ask them why they think Moses felt like he had to do it all. 
Where are we challenged to turn loose and why is it so hard sometimes? How did 
Jethro’s wisdom change the people of God for the better? Can this community 
be enriched by stepping back from long-held positions of leadership?  

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
• Find one person in the church and encourage them to step into a leadership position.
• Through the lens of this story, consider some of the frustrations in your context.
• Explore models other congregations use to develop leaders.
•  One month, ask committees to switch their area of work. Have Christian Ed look at outreach or

evangelism plan worship.

Notes
1.  Fretheim, Terence E. Exodus, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching. (Louisville, John

Knox Press, 1991) 197–8
2.  Galindo, Israel, The Hidden Lives of Congregations: Discerning church Dynamics (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield,

2014). Page 138
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Spirit-Inspired Worship

Opening Prayer 

Calm us now, O Lord, into a quietness that heals and listens. Equip us now, O Lord, for a work that 
lies beyond words and intentions. Inspire us now, O Lord, with motivation that originates from you, 
not us. Awaken us now, O Lord, to a world that that contains both common and holy. Send your Holy 
Spirit to move among us, making your presence known in the breaking of bread, the pouring of wine, 
the splashing of water and presentation of your Word. Open our ears. Engage our hearts. Speak to us in 
your clear tones and enable us to be steadfast in our hearing, in our speaking, in our believing, and in 
our living. We love you, Lord. Amen. 

Scripture: Psalm 29 
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background 
Justin Martyr gives us one of our earliest non-canonical descriptions of worship. Sometime in the second 
century C.E., Martyr wrote:

“And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one place, and 
the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when 
the reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good things, 
Then we all rise together and pray, and, as we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread and wine 
and water are brought, and the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to 
his ability, and the people assent, saying, Amen.”1  Justin Martyr, First Apology (chapter 67)

It is astonishing to me how similarly this could describe our worship last Sunday in my congregation. We 
gathered on Sunday. People came in from city and suburb. We read from one of the prophets as well as a longer 
passage from an apostle’s epistle. Someone invited and inspired us to imitate “these good things” in our lives. 
We rose together, broke some bread, poured the wine, then offered prayers and thanksgiving. The flow of 
worship is shockingly similar! 
 This causes me to wonder how routine and ritualized our worship has become over-and-against the notion 
that our worship should be Spirit-inspired. Does one prevent the other? Does one dilute the other? Can we be 
both uber-traditional and Spirit-inspired in our worship? 
 Eugene Peterson gives a very different description of worship when he writes: “Worship is an act that 
develops feelings for God.”2 Perhaps Spirit-inspired worship is less about the format and flow of worship—
more about the feelings being produced through the act of worshiping! Could this be done in the same way 
every week? Would it be best to do it the same way every week? Could this be done without a bulletin? 

Whatever your description of worship is, I wonder what about it is Spirit-inspired ... 

Revitalizing the Seven Marks: Week Five
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Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the

whole group.

20. What is Spirit-inspired about your worship?
21. What might you change in your congregation about a recent worship experience?
22. How could you change yourself before your next worship experience?
23. What feelings are invoked through the worship described in Psalm 29?
24. Name a feeling that you have developed for God through the act of worship.

Closing Prayer 
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes, and the

triumphs of Spirit-inspired Worship.

Additional Resources
•  Thomas G. Long, Beyond the Worship Wars: Building Vital and Faithful Worship (Herndon, VA:

The Alban Institute, 2001).
•  James B. Torrance, Worship, Community and The Triune God of Grace (Downers Grove, IL: IVP

Academic, 1996).
•  Paul Scott Wilson, Setting Words on Fire: Putting God at the Center of the Sermon (Nashville,

TN: Abingdon Press, 2008).
•  Leanne Van Dyk, editor, A More Profound Alleluia: Theology and Worship in Harmony (Grand

Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2005).

Additional Videos
•  Theocademy – The Dynamics of Worship (Lessons for Ruling Elders and Deacons series)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AYg-3cBOd5E
• Parody of Our Modern Church Service https://vimeo.com/60035834
• Final Scene – Places in the Heart (1984) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=egQJuCGnjx4
•  Kirkin of the Tartans – First Presbyterian Church of Rock Hill https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=E9FcnXbxgc0&app=desktop
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: read back through Psalm 29 slowly and spend time asking them what they think 
the different lines might sound like if you put it into a sound effect. Talk to them 
about what words like “ascribe” and “enthroned” might mean. Then tell them 
you want to do a final read-through, pausing for them to do their joyful sound 
effects together. 

For youth: explore the phrase “worship the Lord in holy splendor” from verse 2. Ask them 
to define and share an example of splendor in their life. Ask them if it has to do 
with what happened, or their perspective on what happened, or both. Ask them 
if they could come up with ways they might be able to better “worship the Lord 
in holy splendor.” 

For younger adults: spend time with the notion of worship as an act. Too often congregants see 
worship as a passive endeavor that they might get something out of from time 
to time, rather than something that they do and participate in. Ask them to 
brainstorm ways to remain active (not passive) in worship and ways to help 
others connect in the same way. 

For seasoned adults: ask for them to share memories about worship when they were a child, a youth, 
a parent, etc. Ask them how they worshiped the Lord “in holy splendor” at 
every stage. Ask them if they think they are creating opportunities for others 
to worship the Lord in the same way from whatever stage they may walk into 
your worship. 

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
• Sit in a different pew next Sunday.
• Livestream a worship service from another PC(USA) congregation.
• Go to a Worship and Music conference hosted at Mo-Ranch or Montreat.
• Serve in a new way as an usher or greeter or lay reader or choir member one Sunday.
• Try to get your entire session to attend the worship service at your next presbytery meeting.
• Keep a journal about your “wonderful wonderings” following each worship service you attend.
• Do “home worship” one Sunday when you are away; write your own prayers, liturgy, reflection.
•  If your congregation has more than one service, attend multiple on the same Sunday, noticing the

differences.

Notes
1. Justin Martyr, First Apology (chapter 67)
2. Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2000).
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Caring Relationships

Opening Prayer

Are we really to believe You are the God of all our brothers and sisters? Because if so, O Lord, it means 
we alone do not have the inside track on your divine love and favor. You say that the rain falls on the 
sinner and the righteous. And though we know this is true, we want to believe that you shower grace 
only on some. Forgive us. Loving our neighbors as we love ourselves is not easy. It is messy and fraught 
with failure, envy and gut-wrenching comparisons. Help us. Lord, for only if you are with us can we 
hope to begin to love as we should, all your children. Fill every part of our relationships so that caring 
for one another, we truly are caring for you. 

Scripture: Gen. 21:8–20
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background
The story of Hagar and Ishmael being sent away may not at first even seem congruent with a lesson on caring 
relationships. It is a troubling story at the very least, for neither Hagar or her son has done anything to deserve 
their banishment. They are sent away because of Sarah’s anger and envy—for it seems she has forgotten what 
is written on the Abrahamic family crest, “and in you all families of the earth shall be blessed.” (Gen. 12:3b) 
 Yet even though jealousy and fear of scarcity of resources among half-brothers drive Sarah to demand that 
Abraham exile Hagar and Ishmael, all is not lost. Where there is a lack of caring relationships, in steps God. 
 The God of Hagar and Ishmael is the God of salvation. We hope that, as Sarah gives her demands to 
Abraham, that he grieves his dilemma. Surely, he struggled with how to handle the situation of an angry spouse 
and terrified slave, both of whom have birthed his sons. Yet it is in that moment that God unfolds salvation: “But 
God said to Abraham, ‘Do not be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman … I will make 
a nation of him because he is your offspring.’”
 Precisely when there is a lack of caring relationship, God steps in. To Hagar banishment meant death, 
but not to God; not to the God of a slave woman and her boy. When Hagar is pushed to margins of safety and 
stability, God meets her there with promise, presence and power.
 God tears the veil between heaven and earth. God opens the portals of heaven to visit a girl, a slave, a person 
with no voice and no rights. God descends to be near this single mother, alone and desperate. God gives her 
salvation. This is the epitome of a caring relationship. For God is not only a God of the powerful and wealthy 
land-owning patriarch, but also the lonely, the forgotten, banished mother and her child.

Revitalizing the Seven Marks: Week Six

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3



Vital Congregations Initiative Workbook Presbytery Edition288

Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the

whole group.

1.  This is ultimately a story of God being the care-giver in this caring relationship. What does it say
about how we can model this care-giving role in our church?

2.  Who in your midst (church and larger community) needs to be noticed? Who is on the margins,
and is God calling you to enter into caring relationships with those on the margins?

3.  How is belonging to the body of Christ, the church, different from belonging to, say, a social club
when it comes to caring relationships?

Closing Prayer
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship.
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes and the

triumph of Caring Relationships

Additional Resources
• R. J. Palacio, Wonder (Knopf Books for Young Readers, 2012)
•  Robert D. Lupton, Toxic Charity: How Churches Hurt Those They Help (And How to Reverse It)

(New York, NY: HarperOne, 2011)
•  Gil Rendle and Alice Mann, Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning as a Spiritual Practice for

Congregations (The Alban Institute, 2003)
•  William M. Kinnaird, Joy Comes with the Morning: The Positive Power of Christian

Encouragement (Stephen Ministries)
•  Kenneth C. Haugk, Christian Caregiving: a Way of Life (Augsburg Fortress, Minneapolis, MN

1985)

Additional Videos 
•  A Circle of Caring https://www.ted.com/talks/jok_church_a_circle_of_caring (TED Talk)

Jok Church
•  To Understand Autism, Don’t Look Away https://www.ted.com/talks/carina_morillo_to_

understand_autism_don_t_look_away (TED Talk) Carina Morillo
•  How to Make Compassion Thrive, https://www.ted.com/playlists/447/how_to_make_

compassion_thrive (TED Talks, 7 videos)
• Love One Another, http://www.theocademy.com/love-an-other (Theocademy)
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: choose a game where someone is “out,” i.e., Tag, Duck, Duck, Goose, Musical 
Chairs. Perhaps even have a child who is purposely tagged or will run slowly 
so they will be “out” first (letting them know ahead of time). When the game is 
over, have the child talk about how it felt to be “out.” Discuss how games like 
this can make us feel badly and how to care for others who feel left out.

For youth: ask for specific situations youth know of where someone has been bullied, either 
in person or online (I’m sure they will have plenty). Explore how the story of 
Hagar and Ishmael relates to that—in essence, Sarah bullies Hagar and her son. 
Talk about ways that the church is called to be there for those who are bullied, 
to stand up and take care of each other.

For younger adults: for this group, you can explore what they think makes the church different than 
the gym they go to, their favorite coffee shop or brewery. How has this group 
felt cared for by the church? This group doesn’t have to attend a church now 
that they are young adults, so what is it that brings them to the church? How can 
they foster caring relationship within the church communities they belong to?

For seasoned adults: this group likely knows how they have cared for others in their life but are likely 
reaching a point where they need to be cared for. Process that transition with 
them. Ask for their ideas and feedback on how they feel they can still care for 
others while being cared for themselves. 

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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Ecclesial Health

Opening Prayer 

Faithful and ever-present God, you have made it a habit to stick with us through thick and thin. You have 
made it a custom to stay in covenant with us. You have made it a tradition to reside with us in and through 
(and sometimes despite) our traditions. Thank you for claiming us your own—even in those moments 
when we haven’t been the best bet. Thank you for calling us time and time again—even though we are not 
the best at responding.  Thank you for loving us in the midst of it all! Help us as we once again take the 
pulse of our ecclesial health, and please permit our religious rhythms and church cycles to fall more and 
more into the cadence of your heart beating in this world.  We love you, Lord.  Amen.

Scripture: Psalm 41 
• Have someone read scripture passages aloud.
• Allow time for silence to read on your own. Highlight key words, phrases, images that speak to you.
• Take a few moments to share those with a partner or with the entire group.

Background 
A few years back, I met author Sara Miles at a Montreat Conference.  She said she lived an “enthusiastically 
secular life” and she was at best indifferent to religion—but all this changed when something extraordinary 
happened. Miles writes:

One early, cloudy morning when I was 46, I walked into a church, ate a piece of bread, took a sip of 
wine.  A routine Sunday activity for tens of millions of American—except ... that was my first communion. 
It changed everything. Eating Jesus as I did that day, to my great astonishment, led me against all my 
expectations to a faith I’d scorned and work I’d never imagined.1

Years later, Miles went on to serve as the director of ministry in her local congregation and began a food  
pantry program which now delivers donated fresh groceries to over 400 families every week on a completely 
volunteer basis.
 In our discussion group following Miles’ keynote presentation, we not only discussed the beauty of her 
story, but also the beauty of our institutional church! Think of what took place in order for that “routine Sunday 
activity” to happen. Bread was baked. Juice was made. A group of people had already met and determined that 
communion should be served at that time. A pastor was trained and ordained in order to preside over the holy 
sacrament. And in this particular case: a building was secured, a bulletin was printed, ushers opened the doors, 
greeters welcomed the visitors, the liturgist read, the choir sang and someone remembered to pay the light bill. 
There is some baggage that comes with being an institutional church, but there are also some splendid structures 
put in place. Think of all the ordinary things that had to take place in order for Sara Miles to have that holy 
experience that “changed everything.”   

Revitalizing the Seven Marks: Week Seven
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 The complication comes when we forget why we have these structures and traditions in place. The problem 
is when we confuse the process of going through these motions with the result of being in “great astonishment.”  
Verse 6 in Psalm 41 has a line of lament: “when they come to see me, they utter empty words.” We will never be 
fully healthy if we, as the church, cannot move beyond routine and into wonder. Thanks be to God that this has 
not always been my experience, and it definitely was not Sara’s experience on that “one early, cloudy morning.” 

Reflect
•  Take a few moments to respond to the questions below. Share with one another as partners or the

whole group.

25. How else might a healthy church mirror what we read in Psalm 41?
26. What systems need to be in place for your congregation to maintain health?
27. When have you felt stuck in ecclesial routine?
28. Name a tradition that has come to mean something new to you over time.
29. Name a time in which you have experienced wonder in or through the institutional church.

Closing Prayer 
• Allow individuals to name joys and concerns in their daily discipleship
•  Offer prayers for your particular faith community focusing on the challenges, the hopes and the

triumphs of Ecclesial Health.

Additional Resources
• Hugh Heclo, On Thinking Institutionally (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2008).
•  Michael Jinkins, Transformational Church Leadership and the Way of the Cross (St Andrews,

Scotland: St Andrews Press, 2002).
•  Diana Butler Bass, The Practicing Congregation: Imagining a New Old Church (Herndon, VA:

The Alban Institute, 2004).
•  John W. Wimberly, Jr., The Business of the Church: The Uncomfortable Truth That Faithful

Ministry Requires Effective Management (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010).

Additional Videos
•  Theocademy – Being Leaders (Lessons for Ruling Elders and Deacons series)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VlCZ4qownvI
•  TED talk – Institutions vs.. Collaboration (Clay Shirky)

 https://www.ted.com/talks/clay_shirky_on_institutions_versus_collaboration/transcript?
language=en

•  Adaptive Leadership Introduction https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pRFXu_jBJec
•  Faith and Leadership – Ronald Heifetz: The nature of adaptive leadership

https://www.faithandleadership.com/ronald-heifetz-nature-adaptive-leadership
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Suggestions for Age-Appropriate Praxis

For children: pay special attention to the phrase “empty words,” verse 6.  Children will need 
some help unpacking what this means, but they will get “kind words” or “bad 
words.”  Talk with them about how words carry a lot of meaning and God wants 
us to use our words in helpful ways rather than in hurtful ways or ways that do 
not mean anything good.  

For youth: explore the connection and the difference between “empty words” and saying 
nothing at all. Ask them to think about examples of when they might have said 
something without realizing what they were saying. Ask them if they have ever 
done this in church? in Sunday School?  in worship?  

For younger adults: spend time developing a “balcony view” of your congregation.  Most younger 
adults have a limited perspective on your congregation based on where they 
are most involved. Together try to come up with a thorough list of all that your 
church does in mission, education, worship, care, etc. to see what it might all 
look like from an aerial view.     

For seasoned adults: ask them when they felt like their church was at peak performance and when 
they thought it was at its “healthiest.” Have a follow up conversation as to why 
they believe this, where they still see signs of this health today, and how they 
might be able to help restore some of that vitality for tomorrow.  

Suggested Engagement Opportunities to Further Explore
• Review your church budget. 
• Read some of your old session minutes. 
• Attend a new committee meeting to see what they are doing. 
• Go on a walk around your church facility to see what needs to be updated or improved.  
• Try to count how many community groups or people use your church facility each week.
• Inquire whether you can help set up for communion before your next communion service. 
• Make a list of any new-and-improved health you see developing within your congregation. 
• See if there are any opportunities to share your physical space with any nonprofit groups in town.

Note
1.   Sara Miles, Take this Bread (New York, NY: Ballantine Books, 2007). 
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Discernment Resource

Objective
Together, with the input of the whole congregation, church officers and the pastor (where it is applicable) should 
spend two months plotting the course forward into the process of revitalizing actions. This resource is designed 
to help center your church in prayer and faithfulness to the work of the Spirit and the places God is calling you 
to join in mission and in ministry; the areas where God is already at work in your midst.

Preparation
Prior to this gathering, allow officers time to review: the church’s story, the neighborhood analysis, the 
Vital Congregations Survey report, the report from the presbytery and all notes from the congregation and 
worshipgoers. Have officers and church staff ready to share three important takeaways from this assessment 
with this prompting question: What do you feel the Spirit is calling us to discern together as a church? 

Opening Prayer
God, you are the author of all vitality and life. In you alone we move and have our being. In Christ alone 
we were brought forth to be a chosen and beloved people. We give you thanks for our community of 
faith. We praise you for the life and the ministry. We delight in the ways we have shined forth your light 
and sought to live into your vital marks so that all might see your glory. Yet we confess the ways we 
have fallen short of your glory and missed opportunities to shine forth your light to others. Lord, give us 
the courage to believe you are not finished with any of us yet. Give us the conviction of faith that seeks 
to do your will. Fill us now with the same Spirit that led Christ to the cross for our sake and in power 
left the tomb empty on the day of resurrection. May we, too, know such a life, live into such hope, walk 
with such an emboldened faith. Be present in our discernment now, O Lord. Make us a people who trust 
in your will and follow in your ways this day and in all the days to come. This we pray as one church, 
to the One Savior, Jesus Christ, who was and is and forevermore will be. Amen.  

Dwelling in the Word
3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new 
birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 and into an inheritance 
that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5 who are being protected by the 
power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. 6 In this rejoice, even if 
now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, 7 so that the genuineness of your faith, being 
more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and 
glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.  1 Peter 1:3–9 

Plotting the Course
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Opening Exercise

A.  Assessment Take-Aways: With a partner, come up with the three most important takeaways during your
Year One Assessment as a church.

1.  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

2.  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

3.  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Take time to share these with the entire group. Then try to rank these discernments in order of importance. 

B. Our Marks: Set-up sticky paper around the room with one of the seven marks on each sheet. Divide the sticky
paper in half into two categories: Our Appreciative Strengths/Our Confessional Weaknesses. Give each officer and
staff member an opportunity to fill out a post-it note for strengths and weaknesses to each of the marks. And have
them post them on the paper. Allow time for some larger group sharing regarding each of the marks.

•  Please note: the additional resources on appreciative inquiry and discernment found in the
workbook may be helpful for people to consult.

C. Our Identity: In order to know where God is leading us in the Spirit, we must understand who we are and
where we are in our life together. Each church has a distinct identity and is called forth to particular ministries
and mission in the place they are rooted and granted life together. Use the seven marks to determine: Who are
we? And where are we in our life together?

• Are we a church that needs to experience death in some way?
• Are we a church called to missionally cluster with others? And for what purpose?
•  Are we a church called into re-forming around one or several of these seven marks in order to

have a more vital life together?
• Who is God calling us to be? What will be our identity moving forward?

13 Therefore prepare your minds for action; discipline yourselves; set all your hope on the grace that 
Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed. 14 Like obedient children, do not be conformed to the 
desires that you formerly had in ignorance. 15 Instead, as he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves 
in all your conduct; 16 for it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” 1Peter 1:13–16
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Our Action Plan

Pray
Begin with a time of silent prayer. Listen for the voice of God. Be still and know that the Spirit of God has been, 
is currently, and forever will be present in, through and even in spite of us. Finish this time of silent prayer by 
joining together in the prayer our Savior, Jesus Christ taught us to pray whenever the people of God are gathered 
and God is there in our midst. 

Profess
Name the actions God is calling you to take, in order to live into the identity outlined previously. What are the 
actions necessary to faithfully be the vital people of God? Remember this is a call to faithful transformation of 
what it means to be the church and do church and share church in the places you’ve been gathered and given life. 
This is not merely simple tweaks to institutional systems in order to gain new membership. With emboldened 
and courageous faith, profess as disciples of Jesus Christ, how God is calling you into revitalizing action. 

What is God calling us to do? 
What are the truly adaptive changes we need to make that will lead to transformation and vitality? 
What hings do we do well that need to be celebrated and made more vital in our ministry and  
 life together?
What things do we have to let go of? 
What things are we sure of? 
What things do we have no idea how even to begin but know we are called to do? 

Plan
Remember this is a process, not an overnight transformation. In the Spirit’s perfect time, according to the will 
of God, these things will come to pass. For now, your officers and staff should identify three to five significant 
transformative action we will take as a church in order to be more vital as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. 
Note: Please use the full toolkit given to your presbytery leadership in order to see further resources, stories 
and Mission Agency staff that can assist you in your plan and living into these actions.  

 Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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Action One

• Here’s the action we are being called to do:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here are the steps we envision going through in order to carry out this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is who we feel is called to help facilitate and lead the action (Names):
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is what we will need to help us live into this action by way of resources, finances, support:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is the time frame for us to live into this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is our conviction and commitment that this is a (Re)Vitalizing action God is calling us to join: 
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is how we will inform the congregation and solicit their support in living out this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is our hope-filled prayer in the outcome of this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God! And in Christ, may it be so. 
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Action Two

• Here’s the action we are being called to do:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here are the steps we envision going through in order to carry out this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is who we feel is called to help facilitate and lead the action (Names):
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is what we will need to help us live into this action by way of resources, finances, support:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is the time frame for us to live into this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is our conviction and commitment that this is a (Re)Vitalizing action God is calling us to join: 
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is how we will inform the congregation and solicit their support in living out this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is our hope-filled prayer in the outcome of this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God! And in Christ, may it be so. 
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Action Three

• Here’s the action we are being called to do:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here are the steps we envision going through in order to carry out this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is who we feel is called to help facilitate and lead the action (Names):
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is what we will need to help us live into this action by way of resources, finances, support:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is the time frame for us to live into this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is our conviction and commitment that this is a (Re)Vitalizing action God is calling us to join: 
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is how we will inform the congregation and solicit their support in living out this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Here is our hope-filled prayer in the outcome of this action:
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God! And in Christ, may it be so.  
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Action Four

• Here’s the action we are being called to do: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here are the steps we envision going through in order to carry out this action: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is who we feel is called to help facilitate and lead the action (Names): 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is what we will need to help us live into this action by way of resources, finances, support: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is the time frame for us to live into this action: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is our conviction and commitment that this is a (Re)Vitalizing action God is calling us to join: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is how we will inform the congregation and solicit their support in living out this action: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is our hope-filled prayer in the outcome of this action: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God! And in Christ, may it be so.  
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Action Five

• Here’s the action we are being called to do: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here are the steps we envision going through in order to carry out this action: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is who we feel is called to help facilitate and lead the action (Names): 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is what we will need to help us live into this action by way of resources, finances, support: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is the time frame for us to live into this action: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is our conviction and commitment that this is a (Re)Vitalizing action God is calling us to join: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is how we will inform the congregation and solicit their support in living out this action: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Here is our hope-filled prayer in the outcome of this action: 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God! And in Christ, may it be so. 
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Closing Prayer
Write a prayer for this, Christ’s Church, and the actions you all are preparing to take in revitalization. Allow this 
be the collective prayers of God’s faithful disciples, as each officer fills out a prayer in the space below. Be sure 
to place this prayer as a constant reminder for you all as you live into the next six months of changing our marks 
together. May it remind you all of the Spirit that brought you together, the Savior who leads you, and the God 
who has already gone before you and calls you forth as disciples of Jesus Christ. Be sure to share these prayers 
with all of the congregation in some way. 
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Helpful Resources

We’ve got our marks, now what? 
So, you’ve figured out something that you’d like to work on as a congregation based on your discernment from 
the seven marks of a vital congregation. Congratulations, now comes the tough part. Let’s try something new! 
You’ve got this, but more importantly, God’s got you. 
 Making substantial, meaningful cultural shifts as a congregation is not easy. There are no formulas for 
success. No one-stop shop for change. Every congregation is different, and thus everyone’s process for working 
on their seven marks will be different. 

People before the project, always.
Change in the church doesn’t happen without people. Now is the time to identify “who” so that you can figure 
out the “how.” There are at least four people or groups of people you need to get together:
1.  The Dream Dreamers. Who are the big picture people? Who loves new ideas? New projects? These people

may not be the best at follow-through or detail work. They make up for all that, though, with their energy,
excitement and creativity.

2.  The Influencers. Who has social influence within your congregation? Who can help tell the story of your new
endeavor? Who is trusted within your congregation? These people are the ones who can help with uneasiness
in the congregation surrounding change. They will be the ones who have parking lot conversations and tell
the story of God’s work in it all. They are people who know people in the congregation. They can help make
connections and invite people to come along on the journey with them.

3.  The Doers. Who are the people who have the skills and time to follow through with tasks and make sure The
Dream Dreamers follow through with their tasks? These people love a good spreadsheet and have a brain for
detailed work. Give them a to-do list and they are happy campers.

4.  Wisdom’s Right Hand. These are the people who help keep a spiritual focus on the tasks and projects. They
remind about the vitality of prayer, scripture and worship in the midst of the project or change.

A few notes about recruiting people. 
1.  Look for chemistry before you look for specific skills. For example, if you are changing some things in

worship, choir members or members of the worship committee do not need to be the primary pool of
volunteers to draw from. If Spirit-inspired worship is the mark you are working on, it is probably a good
idea not to call on people engrained in “the way it has always been done.” Do you need some of them? Of
course. But also think about people who love the church and are excited about the church first, then worry
about whether or not they can read music, for example. This is also a great way to introduce people who may
not know each other well to one another. Who are your champions of different ministries, demographics
or smaller groupings in your congregation? A good cross-section of the church will help spread the project
further. We can learn new skills together, especially if people work well together.

2.  Ask in person, over coffee, or over the phone. Email won’t work. Give space and time for people to ask
questions and get excited. Expect people to say no and don’t take it personally. Even better, have a matriarch
or patriarch ask—they can be almost impossible for some to say no to.

3.  Have a plan and give people specific tasks. Nothing will burn out a volunteer faster than if they feel
misvalued and underutilized.

4. One person cannot do all those jobs above. Neither can the pastor.

Plotting the Course

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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For your process: 
We aren’t going to tell you how to do your new thing. But we have some things to keep in mind as you develop 
your process. 

1.  Don’t be afraid to “fail.” Try and try again. Tweak, evaluate, question and pray. If you are making major
changes or trying something new, you aren’t going to get it right from the beginning. When the team
gathers, reinforce that it’s okay to not get it right out the gate. Persistence is sometimes key. Remember it
only takes two gathered for Jesus to show up, not 100. The group’s vision for what it could be might take
years to get there. Evaluate based on incremental change and focus on positive outcomes to the change. This
is when the Dream Dreamers will come in handy.

2.  Tell the story. Every opportunity you get. Keep people informed about what’s going on. Tell them in different
ways. Always have a story of a “win” from the project or change in your back pocket to tell. Tell it so much
that people’s eyes glaze over when you start talking about it.

3.  Be open and honest, and always encourage feedback. Hiding things or downplaying something so someone
doesn’t get mad will only make matters worse. (Creative Inc)

4.  Celebrate in worship. Pray for the project or change. Name it and explain it in worship.
5.  Use the community. Are there other churches or organizations you can partner with and rely on for their

learned wisdom? Look outside your walls and develop God-centered relationships in the community (even
if you don’t exactly see eye-to-eye on some things).
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Adaptive Practices in a Vital Congregation

Adaptive Leadership always involves a two-step process
1. Diagnosis—Observe, interpret and ask why? Examination, identification, collection of data
2. Action—Intervention

What kind of intervention is necessary?

Is a technical solution or adaptive solution better for this intervention?
Helping individuals, organizations and communities deal with tough questions, distinguishing the 
“DNA” that is essential to conserve from the DNA that must be discarded, and then innovating to create 
the organizational adaptability to thrive in changing environments is the work of Adaptive Leadership1

Adaptive leadership in the church is not the same as doing your job well, nor is it equal to credibility, trust, 
respect, admiration or moral authority. It is the ability to identify an issue in the life of the congregation, discern 
what type of solution would be best for the congregation, and then create an intervention that cultivates change 
that is healthy and positive.
 Sometimes this intervention is as simple as flipping a switch, twisting a knob or painting a wall. The 
intervening action in these cases would be simply a technical solution. But many times, a technical solution, 
when misdiagnosed, can only make the problem worse. Adaptive interventions are needed when the problem in 
the congregation goes deeper than a simply technical step.
 An important step in determining whether a technical or adaptive solution is the correct intervention is 
observation. What does this difficulty look like from the balcony? What are the tensions, and can they be the 
symptoms of other problems? Observation takes time and can often be tricky, but it is the critical first step.
The second step is to interpret what you have observed. Interpretation of observations can be more difficult 
than listing the observations. One must remove the impulse to make the quick fix. Your interpretation will never 
be perfect, and at best it is still only a guess based on your observations. Practice will help make your guesses 
better over time. 
 The third step is the intervention itself. Know that making your interpretation public is a type of intervention 
in itself. Carefully consider if this is the way your intervention will be most helpful. The intervention should 
reflect your hypothesis about the problem and should provide context, connecting purpose to your interpretation 
of observations. Practicing designed interventions will often take you out of your comfort zone and take practice. 
But this method will maximize your effective leadership necessary for a vital congregation.
 Exercising AL is dangerous. By practicing AL beyond technical solutions, you risk telling people what they 
need to hear rather than what they want to hear. But you can also help the church make progress and find healing 
in its most difficult challenges.2

 Once you have made the observation and interpretation, finding that the solution is not as simple as flipping 
a switch or painting a wall, we must look at adaptive solutions for our change intervention.
 Over the last few decades, the business management world has considered a new approach to organizational 
health and wholeness. Appreciative inquiry is the lifework of management gurus David Cooperrider and Suresh 
Srivasta. 

Plotting the Course Helpful Hints
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 Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a positive, strengths-based approach to organizational development and 
change management. The practices and principles of AI suggest the idea that collective strengths do more than 
perform—they transform.3 
 We Christians speak a very common language to the managers seeking to incorporate AI in their organization. 
We speak of gifts and transformation but maybe most importantly, we are people who have a story.  AI at its core 
is about a people who will change and be changed in the intervention of storytelling and gathering.
 Some of the achievements of AI are described by Cooperrider as:

• Opportunities for sharing good news stories
• Embedding of storytelling into many existing processes
• Open-ended questions becoming the norm
• Creation of organization storybooks
• Introduction of new partnership models

Also:
• Systemic discovery
• Alternative to paralyzing sense of hopelessness
• Stimulation of dialogue
• Counteracting of defensiveness and territorialism

How is this approach different?
Traditional problem solving begins with a felt need being identified (need more members, more money, more 
space).  The leadership analyzes the causes of the deficit and suggests possible solutions. A treatment would be 
offers to make change (stewardship drive, change in worship style. The basic assumption in traditional problem 
solving is that the organization is simply a puzzle to be solved.
 Appreciative inquiry does not begin the discovery process with identification of a problem but in appreciating 
and valuing the very best of what is already at work. The next step is to envision together what might be, 
including the importance of dialogue with the stakeholders. The basic assumption in AI is that an organization 
is a mystery to be embraced. The positive results we hope for are an expression of the gifts that surround us. 
 “At the heart of AI is the appreciative interview (conversations), dialogue among organization members and 
stakeholders using questions related to: highpoint experiences, valuing, and what gives life to the church at its 
best. Questions such as these:

•  Describe a time in your congregation that you consider a highpoint experience, a time when you 
were most engaged and felt alive and vibrant.

•  Without being modest, tell me what it is that you most value about yourself, your work and your 
organization.

• What are the core factors that give life to your congregation when it is at its best?
•  Imagine your church 10 years from now, when everything is just as you always hoped it could be. 

What is different? How have you contributed to the dream?4



309 Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3

As a leader looking to use adaptive change in your congregation, there are no shortage of models to use. The 
management community as a whole has adapted and packaged AI’s principles of AI and given it creative and 
alliterative formats. There is a Four D’s approach, (and now a fifth D), Four I’s and several others.
 Cooperrider developed the Four D’s approach which are steps Discovering, Dreaming, Designing and 
Destiny. 
 His disciples Bernard Mohr and Mette Jacobsgard created Four I’s (Initiate, Inquire, Imagine, Innovate) in 
an attempt to graphically highlight critical steps more clearly.
 Mark Lau Branson adds a theological lens as he interprets AI in four tasks (Descriptive, Interpretive, 
Normative and Pragmatic)
 Heifetz, in his management explanation of Adaptive Leadership, is slightly different. It does not necessarily 
begin with a positive first step. It is interesting, however, to see that there are similarities in the process (observe, 
Interpret, and Intervene). Gone from Heifetz is the reliance on strengths and storytelling in order to create the 
intervention.

Despite the packaging, most practitioners of AI will recognize the five generic processes that must be met.
• A positive focus on inquiry
• Inquiry through storytelling
• Location of common and shared themes
• Creation of a shared image for the future
• Innovative ways to create that future

For simplicity sake, I will use the Four D’s to move our conversation for Vital Congregations.  You can use any 
of these or the many more out there in your congregation. The steps and language should be easy to translate.

The Four D’s Explained
First is discovery, or simply appreciating what gives life. For Christians, this is deeply rooted in our understanding 
of grace and gratitude. It is our DNA (or at least it should be and needs to be awakened). The task of this phase 
is to appreciate “what is” by focusing on blessing and gifts of the people.  “In the discovery phase of the model 
people share stories of exceptional accomplishments, discuss the core life-giving factors of the organization, 
and deliberate upon the aspects of their history that they most value and what to bring to the future. Members 
come to know their organization’s history as “positive possibility rather than static, problematized, eulogized, 
romanticized, or forgotten set of events” 
 Dreaming is the way to envision an impact that the organization can make. It will challenge the status quo 
by envisioning a preferred future.5 What is the congregation’s calling? What is the potential in using the gifts 
it has for betterment of its members, its community and creation as a whole. Creating statements of possibility 
paints a shared picture that stakeholders can vision a desired future together.
 Designing is co-constructing what the future will be. This is the social architecture of the dreams and 
possibility statements. Design will bring back in the technical solutions from adaptive leadership as well as the 
artistic vision of dreaming. Designing the intervention can be a difficult step. Cooperrider reminds us that this 
step is tending to the seeds that were planted at inquiry.  The positive added in with discovery and dreaming will 
be the catalysis for positive action crafted in the design.
 Destiny (sometimes interchanged with the more concrete business term “deliver”) is the movement to a 
sustained change in the life of the organization. It creates a path to the future. This phase is ongoing and will 
ultimately loop us back around to the discovering step in time. In Heifetz model, the intervention pushes us back 
to observation. In AI, the destiny of the organization is never finished, only the fresh soil for more stories to be 
told and futures to be dreamed.
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Relating to Vital Congregations
In the last year, you and your congregation have spent time praying, reading scripture and discovering your 
story. You are already on the path of appreciative inquiry. You have done much of the work of discovery (even 
though you may have never called it that). It is now time to dream. What is the future of your congregation? 
What interventions need to be designed to move toward that future? Perhaps many of your interventions will 
be technical in nature. 
 Appreciative inquiry seeks out what is best about the congregation and builds upon that strength. In the 
bibliography, there are several suggested readings that will help with the dreaming and designing steps. I would 
highly recommend the work of Watkins, Mohr and Kelly in their book, Appreciative Inquiry: Change at the 
Speed of Imagination.  It not specific to a church model and will need a theological translation at times, but it is 
wonderfully full of examples and charts. 
 Your leadership is important, and it should be crafted with care. You make interventions every day by your 
interaction, prayers, studies and sermons. AI and AD can tune your skills and make a real difference in your 
congregation.
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Week of Prayer for Revitalization
Pray for the Spirit of God to move through the initiatives your congregation will embark upon in your action 
plan. Pray for the leaders and all people who will offer gifts to these faithful efforts of vitality. Pray for the 
people God will lead you to love, the plans God has for Christ’s beloved church, and the ways in which you will 
experience the wonder of God that transforms lives and hearts forever. Pray! 
 As you enter this week of prayer as a congregation, know that there are so many others who join their hearts 
and voices to lift their prayers for you and with you. Leaders of the Presbyterian Church, (U.S.A.) in both the 
Office of the General Assembly and the Presbyterian Mission Agency, offer their prayers to God for the work 
the Spirit is doing in and through you to shine forth Christ’s light as faithful disciples.  

For this reason, I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth 
takes its name. I pray that, according to the riches of God’s glory, God may grant that you may be 
strengthened in your inner being with power through the Holy Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your 
hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you have the power to 
comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the 
love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with the fullness of God. 

Ephesians 3:14–19

Our Lord and our God, 

What do we do when our way is weary and our future seems bleak?  We call upon Your name, because You 
are the only help, we know that You can give us direction and security. We stand at a crossroad of struggle to 
hold on to our Church that is our place of worship, fellowship and embrace. We remember the weddings that 
consecrated marriage and the funerals that led our grieving souls to resurrected hope. We remember baptisms 
that called our community to embrace a child and welcome adults who were beginning their formal relationship 
with You. We remember the fellowship and faith expressed in worship. And, we remember the fun during times 
of fellowship. We acknowledge in this prayer that our faith is not a building, but instead captured in a legacy of 
loving the Lord our God with all of our hearts, souls and mind while loving our neighbor as we love ourselves. 
 O Ancient of Days, we must follow your will to continue in this journey through changing our ways to follow 
you in a new call to faith. This means dispensing with tradition to address the contextual realities of changing 
times. We know this is difficult for rmany of us because we are not familiar with what this means. Others of us are 
afraid because we do not fully understand what discomfort change will bring. And others of us are just tired. 
 We pray that our decision to continue or disband our church is grounded in love for you. We desire that you 
see us through whatever decision we make and still call us to be a transformative vessel of hope wherever that 
may lead us.  We love you, Lord, and need your Holy Spirit.  Come, Lord Jesus, and give us Your answer to our 
request. In your blessed name we pray. Amen

In Christ’s love,

J. Herbert

J. Herbert Nelson, II, Stated Clerk of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
Week of Prayer Together
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Creator God, Enfleshed Savior, Engaged Spirit,
You … who come to us and keep us,

Who call us and lead us,
Who direct us and protect us,

Who challenge us and correct us,
We worship You.

We adore You.
We look to You

To order our steps and guide our feet
We turn to You because

You have the words of everlasting life.

You create and sustain,
You shape and form,
You bless and press

Your people.
You call your church into being.

You are the rPotter,
We are the clay.

Break up the fallow ground beneath us.
Make us soft earth in your hands.

Help us to empty our storage
To clear our mind,
To open our hearts,

Reform us.
Mold us.
Make us.
Shape us,

Your people,
Your Church,

into Your image
For this day and this time.

In this moment and in this hour.
In this month and in this year.

In this season and in this century.

Creator God, Enfleshed Savior, Engaged Spirit,
Speak to us, and help us listen.

Talk to us, and help us hear.
Call to us, and help us respond.
Show us, and help us discern

The way we should go
So that we may be living translations
of Your Son and our Savior—Jesus,

Actively engaging our world,
Breaking up and tearing down systems of

Poverty.
Greed.

Racism and
Exploitation that

Oppress
Repress and

Depress your people.

Cause Your church to become like
Springs in desert lands

Water in dry places.
Bring life where death would reign.

Creator God, Enfleshed Savior, Engaging Spirit,
Give us courage to follow wherever you lead

Trusting in your love, justice and peace offered
To all your people. Amen.

Grace and peace,
Diane

The Rev. Dr. Diane Givens Moffett
President/Executive Director of the Presbyterian 
Mission Agency, PC(USA)



313 Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3

Dios de amor y de gracia… 

“As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.”  Thank you for your love and your grace.  
Thank you for your guidance and presence along our daily paths and streams.  We long for you, particularly 
during these times of reflection and discernment. 
 God, we are busy.  Our lives are full of responsibilities and routines.  Our minds are occupied, many times 
worried, overwhelmed and tired.  In the midst of this, we trust you; our hope is in you.  
 Holy Spirit, quiet our minds and still our hearts.   That we may breathe deeply the air of your love and feel, 
in that breath, your presence in us.  That we may feel, like the psalmist, your steadfast love with us by day and 
your song with us by night. 
 As we continue to discern your will for our lives and the faith community where you have placed us, may 
we remember we are yours.  
 We praise you, our help, our rock, our God. 
 En el nombre de aquel que nos llamó de las tinieblas a Su luz admirable, Jesucristo, oramos.  Amén.

Paz y bien,

V. 

Elder Vilmarie Cintrón-Olivieri
Co-Moderator 223rd General Assembly (2018)
Presbyterian Church (USA)

™

Loving God, 

We often ask you to listen to our prayers. Now, though, we need to listen to you. We need to hear the whisper 
of your still small voice and feel the guiding breeze of the Holy Spirit as your wind fills the sails of our ministry 
and puts us on a new course. Help us hold a place of silent expectation within our hearts, minds and souls, where 
you can speak a word of challenge, love and grace. Help us tune all of ourselves towards your will so that we 
resonate with the music of the spheres in harmony with your deepest desire.
 Help us listen with the sure knowledge that you will come to us in the silence and shine your light on our 
way. We pray this in the name of the One who creates, the One who calls, and the One who guides us, our Triune 
and holy God. 
 Amen.

Grace and peace,
Cindy

The Rev. Cindy Kohlmann
Co-Moderator of the 223rd General Assembly 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A)
Resource Presbyter, Presbytery of Boston
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God of our pilgrim journey, 

In a pillar of fire by day and cloud by night, you guided our forebears in faith. And in our own time, you 
shelter us from adversity and guide our paths.  Trusting in your faithfulness, we ask you: Watch over this faith 
community. For in this season, your people embark on a pivotal moment in their collective journey.
 They are hungering for a new vision and thirsting for a plan to achieve it. They have sought comfort and 
challenge in your story. They have listened for your Spirit in the words of their neighbors far and wide. And now 
they seek to follow your leading into the Holy Week journey from agony to surprising joy.
 O Holy One, escort them from the cross to the empty tomb. Bring them from exile to exodus, from fear to 
hope, from uncertainty to greater clarity, from silence to call. Lead them to new life, new vitality and abundant 
fruit in ministry. 
 May their discernment and courage give them a glimpse of the future you have promised and prepared for 
those who seek with all mind, heart, and soul to follow your way. 

In Christ we pray. Amen.

Grace and Peace,

Joseph

The Rev. Joseph L. Morrow
Interim Minister of Evangelism, Fourth Presbyterian Church of Chicago
Chair, Presbyterian Mission Agency Board of Directors

™

Lord, 

It is your Word and Spirit that calls us from death to new life;
Allow the Holy Spirit to transform us from pre-resurrection Christians to post-resurrection disciples, which 
frees us to go out into the world.
  Enable this congregation alongside others in the second year of Vital Congregations to live well in this 
season of deep change. Continue prodding us to let go and allow you to be our Lord of our lives.
  With your help and that of church leaders and members, we anticipate that this ministry movement toward 
vibrancy and new life will be sustained.
 Show us a glimpse of the new life that is already in us, which is found only through in the service of Christ 
Jesus.”

Peace and blessings.

Warren

Warren J. Lesane, Jr., Executive and Stated Clerk
Synod of the Mid-Atlantic—3601 Seminary Avenue
Vice Chair, Presbyterian Mission Agency Board of Directors
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God, 

You are closer to us than the air we breathe. Out of your fierce love, you have created us with purpose, integrity 
and responsibility. We are called to love you and one another and to care for this good creation. Yet we have 
missed the mark with our lives and faith communities. We have not loved you as you have loved us. We have 
not joined you in your mission of renewal, reconciliation and restoration.
 Forgive us, God, for believing someone else will accomplish this mission. Forgive us for being more 
concerned with our survival than with giving ourselves away for the salvation of the world. Forgive our petty 
bickering, refusal to do justice and inability to share the hope we have in Christ.
 Thank you, God, for this season in which we can dwell in your midst and pray that our plans are indeed 
your plans. As we imagine a path for revitalization and renewal, we invite you Holy Spirit to fill us in ways that 
set us free to be your people in this community. As we encounter again the beautiful life, horrific death and life-
changing resurrection of our Lord, we desire for his life to be our life together. Make us into his image so that 
we can truly be Christ’s body right here, right now. In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen.

Grace and peace,
Ray

The Rev. Ray Jones
Acting Director, Theology, Formation, and Evangelism
Presbyterian Mission Agency
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

™

Creator of change, mediator of transformation, Spirit of vitality, our one dynamic God,

We thank you for the humility You give us to acknowledge our shortcomings, the courage  
You give us to dare to dream and to change and the grace You give us to forgive our past,  

accept our present and press on to the future, with hope and trust that You who have started  
a good work in us will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.

In the midst of this season of change we pause to give you thanks and also to  
affirm our faith in Your renewing power. We invite You to this work, Lord—may we let  

go of our stubbornness, carry on through our conflicts and thrive despite our weaknesses.  
Let Your Spirit lead us throughout the rest of this journey, so that the decisions we make,  

the visions we set, the plans we draft, the steps we lead and the twists we take lead us to know  
You and Your will in fresh and creative ways.

Rola Al Ashkar
Pastoral Resident, 
Parkview Presbyterian Church, Sacramento, CA
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God of mending hearts and changing worlds.
We pause the busyness of our lives to give you thanks for the great many gifts that surround us.

 We thank you for vision and insight, for growing edges and comforting friendships and for all of our 
challenges and celebrations.

Help us to remember that you loved us even before we learned the languages of love; help us to see that we 
fall apart apart from your presence in our lives.
 Help us to cling close to the love that comes through your Son, and help us to follow Christ’s lead in our 
relationships.
 Help us to step boldly into your will by the power of your Spirit within us, and help us give generously of 
our time and energies seeking justice and peace for all peoples.
 We trust the life of our community to your guidance and grace even as we seek to be better disciples today, 
tomorrow and beyond.

In the strong name of Jesus Christ, our Lord, Amen

The Rev. Dr. Tom Bryson
Minister of Word and Sacrament
Southminster Presbyterian Church
Vestavia Hills, Alabama

™

Holy God, you are the giver of life. You give us our very breath. Breathe into us a new spirit so that we might 
fully experience You in this world. Surround us with your sense of deep calling toward love, hope, peace and 
justice. Give us the courage to say yes to your Spirit. 
 Awaken within us seeds that You have already planted. Give us new life that grows deep within us and our 
communities. Awaken our sense of service to this world that reflects your goodness. Work through us so that we 
might be your hands and feet. 
 Lord, give us peace—deep peace that surpasses understanding. A peace that sustains when times get hard or 
we lose direction. A peace that grounds us in You. As we seek your direction, Lord, transform us and transform 
the world. Remind us every day we are a new creation, made whole by you. Remind us that you are in the 
business of renewing and bringing new life. 
 God help us put all our trust in you. In your life, death and resurrection and promise of new life. For we 
know that whatever comes our way, there is nothing that can separate us from your love. 

Amen

Phil Brown
Associate Pastor, St. Luke’s Presbyterian Church
Decatur, GA
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O God, you are above all
and through all

and in all.

For this reason, we know we can come to you and lay down our burdens and our worries. You can handle 
them. You have handled much more. Help us to set down any anxiety we might have as we face forward yet 

again. Enable us to release all angst as we turn back to the task at hand with you.

And continue to remind us, O God, that you are above all
and through all

and in all.

Let us always know that you are moving above the surface
and through the core

and in the depths of your church.

Transport us above the illustration
and through the metaphor

and into the meaning you would have us discover.

Move us above the dilemma
and through the discernment

and in the direction you would have us journey.

Raise us above with your revelation.
See us through with your illumination.

And place us within your transformation of this world.

O God,
we thank you and we praise you,

for you are above all
and through all

and in all.

Amen

Brian Coulter
Pastor, First Presbyterian Church
Aiken, South Carolina
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We have done good work so far, God of our journey,
yet there is still work to do.

Will you continue to be present?
We are praying, Lord, we are trusting,

that you are not done with us yet.

Embolden us as we go forward,
even as that might mean we step back.

Empower us to step onto the water
with the little faith we have.

Remind us of the work you have done through us in the past,
so that looking ahead

we can envision the work
you will do through us

in the future.

The upheaval of change is hard for us, Lord.
But deep down we are ready for newness of life.

We are ready to be transformed though it may take several tries.
Be present with us, for that is a promise we cling to.

Loosen our grip on control
so that our hands are open

to receive blessing
and to embrace each other in love.

And Spirit of all that is at work in our lives, our church and our world,
take us further and deeper into your calling and purpose … for we have done good work so far, but there is 

still work to do.

In the name of the God who journeys with us, Amen.

Heather Davis
Associate Pastor, First Presbyterian Church
Hickory, NC
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Final Assessment

But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if any are hearers of the 
word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at themselves 
and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like. But those who look into the perfect law, the 
law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in 
their doing.  James 1:22–25

What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not withhold 
his own Son but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?… For I am 
convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the 
love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord.  Romans 8:31–32, 37–39

Objective
This Final Assessment—Pastor(s), Staff and Officers edition gives an opportunity for church leadership to 
debrief both individual reflections and the reports from the congregation about the Vital Congregations Initiative. 
It is an opportunity to continue to discern next steps as you continue this process of being a vital church of 
faithful disciples. Finally, it is the chance to show your marks in what will hopefully be an ongoing tradition 
of celebrating the light and love that shines in and through the church so that all may come to see and know. 
Remember Show Your Marks is an opportunity to:

• Celebrate your church’s story and gather testimony and enjoy one another in the community of faith 
• Start a new tradition and testify to the vitality and faithfulness of life together  
• Continue to adopt new measurements and standards of vitality
• Share hope and joy, peace and love as we prepare for the coming Savior’s birth
• Help congregations continually assess and remain open to the revitalizing work of the Spirit
• Allow churches, presbyteries and the denomination remain connected in ministry and mission
• Shine Christ’s light in a dark and broken world so that all might believe 

Planning
Pastors, staff and officers should determine when to meet after the final assessments of the congregation have 
been collected. Allow this to be a different sort of session meeting. Give yourselves plenty of time to dialogue, 
debrief and discern ongoing paths of faithfulness. Note: Make sure that everyone has an opportunity to read the 
congregation’s final assessments prior to the session gathering.  

Show Your Marks
Pastors in collaboration with session should plan how to capture the vital marks of the congregation and fill out the 
report to be turned in to presbytery and the Office of Vital Congregations. Any stories of vital life together should 
continue to be shared by each of us long after, in the ongoing initiative to be Christ’s vital church in the world. 

Final Assessment and Show Your Marks Campaign

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3



Vital Congregations Initiative Workbook Presbytery Edition320

Pastor(s), Staff, Officer Assessment

Opening Prayer

Pastor/Moderator: Hear my teaching, O my people; incline your ears to the words of my mouth.
All: I will open my mouth in a parable; I will declare the mysteries of ancient times. 

Pastor/Moderator: That which we have heard and known, and what our ancestors have told us, we will 
not hide from their children. 

All: We will recount to generations to come the praiseworthy deeds and the power of the Lord, 
and the wonderful works God has done. 

Pastor/Moderator: God set up decrees for Jacob and established a law for Israel, commanding them to 
teach it to their children; 

All: that the generations to come might know, and the children yet unborn; that they in their turn 
might tell it to their children; 

Pastor/Moderator: So that they might put their trust in God, and not forget the deeds of God, but keep 
God’s commandments; 

All: So that they would remember that God was their rock, and the Most High God their redeemer. 

Pastor: God of pilgrims, God of promise, strengthen our faith, we pray. Guide us through the uncertainties 
of our journey and hold before us the vision of your eternal kingdom, made known to us in Jesus 
Christ our Lord. All: Amen. 

Dwelling in the Word
Reader 1: But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if any are hearers of the 
word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at themselves and, on 
going away, immediately forget what they were like. But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, 
and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing. James 1:22–25

Reader 2: What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not 
withhold his own Son but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else? … For 
I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 
powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God 
in Jesus Christ our Lord. Romans 8:31–32, 37–39

Reader 3: You are my witnesses, says the Lord, and my servant whom I have chosen, so that you may know 
and believe me and understand that I am he … I, I am the Lord, and besides me there is no savior … Do not 
remember the former things, or consider the things of old. I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do 
you not perceive it? Isaiah 43 (selected verses)

Debrief Congregation Reports: Together with a partner, discuss the final assessments of the congregation. 
Write your top three take-aways on a sheet of sticky paper and put it on the wall. 

• What stood out to you about these assessments?
• Did anything surprise you?
•  Were people empowered to participated in the process of revitalization, do they understand the

vision and identity of the church?
•  What would be the top three take-aways for you in reading these final assessments? What do you

feel is important to debrief as church leaders?
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Allow time to come back together in a full group discussion. Go over each of the take-aways and what it means 
for you all moving forward as a church. Take note of the important key points of your conversation. 

Debrief Action Plan
Pass out your action plan. Dialogue about the important outcomes, implications and plans for the path forward 
for each of these. Note any feedback or important stories that need to be captured for each action. Give thanks, 
regardless of the seeming success or failure of the action, to all God called to be a part of this action. 

Prayer
God, may the words of our mouths and the meditations and reflections of our hearts together be pleasing to you 
in this time of sharing. Give us ears to hear and eyes to see your Spirit of wisdom and truth. May this time and 
all of time glorify and honor you. Amen. 

Opening Conversation
1. How have you seen and followed God into “new things?” 
2. Would you say your church is “living,” “dying,” or “existing?” 
3. How have you lived into new ways of being a vital church? How have you changed? 
4.  Have you seen the Spirit’s power in revitalizing your church in some way?  If so, what? If not, 

why not?
5. How have you experienced: death and resurrection, missional clustering, and/or re-forming? 
6. What has been the most difficult change the church has confronted through this initiative? 
7. What faithful work might the Spirit still be calling you to do? 
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Action One

• What were the outcomes for the church, for the neighborhood, for others? What did we learn?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What are the implications for the church? What changed? How did the Spirit move us?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Who do we need to recognize in this action? What do we need to recognize about this action?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What stories or feedback give witness to this action? Where did you encounter the Spirit moving?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Where do we go from here with this action? What things do we need to continue to support and plan? 
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What is your prayer for this action moving forward?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God! 
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Action Two

• What were the outcomes for the church, for the neighborhood, for others? What did we learn? 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What are the implications for the church? What changed? How did the Spirit move us?
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Who do we need to recognize in this action? What do we need to recognize about this action?  
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What stories or feedback give witness to this action? Where did you encounter the Spirit moving?
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Where do we go from here with this action? What things do we need to continue to support and plan? 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What is your prayer for this action moving forward? 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God! 

 Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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Action Three

• What were the outcomes for the church, for the neighborhood, for others? What did we learn?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What are the implications for the church? What changed? How did the Spirit move us?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Who do we need to recognize in this action? What do we need to recognize about this action?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What stories or feedback give witness to this action? Where did you encounter the Spirit moving?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Where do we go from here with this action? What things do we need to continue to support and plan? 
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What is your prayer for this action moving forward?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God!  
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Action Four

• What were the outcomes for the church, for the neighborhood, for others? What did we learn? 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What are the implications for the church? What changed? How did the Spirit move us?
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Who do we need to recognize in this action? What do we need to recognize about this action?  
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What stories or feedback give witness to this action? Where did you encounter the Spirit moving?
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Where do we go from here with this action? What things do we need to continue to support and plan? 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What is your prayer for this action moving forward? 
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God!  
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Action Five

• What were the outcomes for the church, for the neighborhood, for others? What did we learn?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What are the implications for the church? What changed? How did the Spirit move us?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Who do we need to recognize in this action? What do we need to recognize about this action?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What stories or feedback give witness to this action? Where did you encounter the Spirit moving?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• Where do we go from here with this action? What things do we need to continue to support and plan? 
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

• What is your prayer for this action moving forward?
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thanks be to God!  
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God Acts
How have you seen God at work? What do you give thanks to God for in your life together, in the work God is 
doing in and through you? 
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Faithfully Forward Planning

What is our vision moving forward as a church?

What are our next actions? 

How will we continue to discern God’s will to be a vital church?

How will we continue to seek input from the congregation?

What help might we need moving forward? 
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What will this process look like five years from now? 10 years from now? 

What is our prayer?

Show Your Marks Report

Pastor(s) in collaboration with session should fill out the report based on congregation input, images, and ideas. 

Church Name: ______________________________________ Pastor(s): _____________________________

Preparing the Report: __________________________________ Date: ______________________________

Church Mission: __________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

List vital ministries:________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Capturing marks
Select images that best capture the story of vitality from your congregation members during the Show Your 
Marks campaign. Attach those images, videos, stories to your report.
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Vitality 
Please list all the strengths and weaknesses of the vital marks as they are experienced in your church. Give 
an example of a shared testimony to each vital mark. List all hopes you have for the Spirit’s growth and 
development in each mark. 

VIII. Lifelong Discipleship Formation

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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IX. Intentional Authentic Evangelism

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark? 
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X. Outward Incarnational Focus

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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XI. Empower Servant Leadership

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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XII. Spirit-Inspired Worship

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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XIII. Caring Relationships

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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XIV. Ecclesial Health

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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Membership

1. Number of members helped in time of need: Non-members: 

Give an example of each

2. Names of members who have died

3. New members reached: Friends who visit: Absent or left: 

4. Members nurtured and empowered to lead in new ways:

5. Number of times members gathered in prayer and Bible Study:

6. Give examples of members and non-members committed to sharing in the mission of the church:

7. Who in the neighborhood is missing from participating?

8. Vision and Hopes for members:
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Faithfulness

Adoration – Write a prayer for the church

Thanksgiving and Confession—finish the statements below.

1. Currently, the reality of our church is… 
2. Our struggles are…
3. Our vitality is….
4. Our failures are…
5. The times we’ve seen glimpses of the Kingdom are…
6. The times we’ve offered love are…
7. Our place in the neighborhood is…
8. The needs are…
9. The truth of our faithfulness is…
10. The problems we must confront are….
11. The ways prayer and scripture guide us are…
12. The gift of our church is… 
13. The facts of our budget are…
14. The discernment we have come to is…
15. The actions we must take to faithfully follow are….
16. The places we need help are…
17. The questions we have are…
18. The ways God is stirring are…
19. The joys of our story are…
20. God’s wonder is leading us to…
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Repentance and Supplication

Describe the ways the church needs to experience redemption and reconciliation

Describe the ways the church is open to wonder and revitalization

Notes and Additional Remark

Signature: ___________________________________________________ Date: _______________________

Presbytery Signature: __________________________________________ Date: _______________________

Office of Vital Congregations, PC (USA): __________________________________ Date: _______________
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Show Your Marks Campaign

But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if any are hearers of the 
word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at themselves 
and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like. But those who look into the perfect law, the 
law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in 
their doing.  James 1:22–25

What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not withhold 
his own Son but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?… For I am 
convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the 
love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord.   Romans 8:31–32, 37–39

Objective
This final assessment—church members gives an opportunity for all worshipgoers to debrief and offer feedback 
to the initiative as well as envision how the journey continues on from here. Secondly, it allows members to 
creatively show their marks and celebrate life together. Remember, Show Your Marks is an opportunity to:

• Celebrate your church’s story, gather testimony and enjoy one another in the community of faith.
• Start a new tradition and testify to all the ways the light of Christ shines.
• Continue to adopt new measurements and standards of vitality
• Share hope and joy, peace and love as we prepare for the coming Savior’s birth.
• Help congregations continually assess and remain open to the revitalizing work of the Spirit.
• Allow churches, presbyteries and the denomination remain connected in ministry and mission
• Shine Christ light’s in a dark and broken world so that all might believe

Planning
Pastors, staff and officers should determine when the final assessment will be given out and collected. Ideas: 
This can be taken during a Sunday school class or a church luncheon. It can be taken at home so that families 
might fill one out together and perhaps collect them in a worship ritual. We also encourage you to, again, 
creatively capture your vital life together in some way that allows everyone to participate. Ideas: Maybe a 
churchwide video responding to the following—“My church is vital because….” 

Reports
Church leaders should compile the church reports and use them in their own final assessment as a church 
session, staff and pastor(s). One final compiled report should be shared with your presbytery leaders and stories 
passed on to the Office of Vital Congregations. 

Plan
Pastors in collaboration with session should plan how to capture the vital marks of the congregation and fill out 
the report to be turned in to presbytery and the Office of Vital Congregations. Any stories of vital life together 
should continue to be shared by each of us long after, in the ongoing initiative to be Christ’s vital church in the 
world. 

Final Assessment and Show Your Marks Campaign

Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3
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Congregation Assessment
Show Your Marks Report

Name: ___________________________________________________   Date:_________________________

Church Name: _____________________________________   Pastor(s): _____________________________

Church’s Mission Identity: __________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

1. Overall, was this initiative helpful for your church: (circle one)    Yes No

2. Do you feel like your input was heard?     Yes  No Somewhat

3. Do you feel like the seven marks are strengthened within your church?  Yes No Somewhat

4.  Do you feel like your church is trying to faithfully live into actions  
of transformation and bold faithfulness?     Yes No Somewhat

5. Do you feel empowered to be a part of it all?     Yes No Somewhat

What makes your church vital for you?

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

What did you learn about your church through the Vital Congregations initiative? 

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

In what ways did you participate and feel empowered in the process? 

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

What marks of vitality still need to be strengthened for you? What about in your whole church? 

  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Where do you believe the Spirit of God is leading your church from here? 

 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

How is the Spirit calling you to be an active part of your church’s vitality and life together? 

 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Thank you for your honest reflection and your time in this information. Your voice matters in the body of Christ, 
and so we celebrate the ways you are a part of our life and mission together. 

Capturing Marks
Individuals and families, visitors and members, people of all ages are encouraged to help capture the vital marks 
of this church. We invite you to select images that best capture the story of vitality in your church—these can 
be photos, stories or video—and share those with this report. 

Discussion
In the large group gathering, take time to go over the reports and the voices. But also allow time for open 
dialogue about the process, and the actions, the ongoing actions and ways you will move forward in the vitality 
of these marks. 

1. How has prayer strengthened our church?
2. Are there clear and felt changes to our church after this initiative?
3. How has our church joined Christ in going out and meeting the needs of others?
4. What have we learned?
5. Where do we go from here?
6. What things are still left undone?
7. In what ways is God continuing to call us forward?
8. What are the prayer requests for our church?
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Individual Vitality Reflection
Please list strengths and weaknesses of the vital marks as you experience them in the church. Share your 
testimony to each vital mark. List all hopes you have for the Spirit’s growth and development in each mark.

I. Lifelong Discipleship Formation 

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?



345 Pastor and Church Resources, Section 3

II. Intentional Authentic Evangelism

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark? 
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III. Outward Incarnational Focus

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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IV. Empower Servant Leadership

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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V. Spirit-Inspired Worship

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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VI. Caring Relationships

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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VII. Ecclesial Health

Strengths

Weaknesses

Testimony

Hopes

Actions

Comments: ______________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Faithfulness of Finance: ___________________________________________________________________
How much of the church’s budget goes to ensuring the vitality of this mark?

Leaders: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
Who is called and empowered to carry out this vital mark? How do you train and support these leaders? 

Sustainability: ___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you do to ensure the sustainability of this vital mark?
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The Church Life-Cycle
 

The Life Cycle of a Worshiping Community
The concept of a congregational life cycle has been around for a long time, and is typically illustrated with a 
diagram such as the one here, which is inspired by models developed and used by the ELCA, American Baptist 
Churches, the Episcopal Church, the Rothage Life Cycle, the US Congregational Life Survey, George Bullard, 
and others. The bell-shaped curve shows the stages that a congregation can proceed through, from left to right. 
Note that as we move from left to right, we see that the congregation is growing and then eventually plateauing 
(the top of the curve), but only for a short while, and then steadily declining. 
 But, a gradual progression toward decline and even closure is not inevitable. Worshiping communities 
can, and often do, break out of this cycle. Note where the model shows a “circling back” toward the thriving 
stage. This is the result of intentional work on the part of the worshiping community. Note that the further a 
worshiping community moves over the top of the curve and to the right, the more effort is required to move back 
to the thriving stage. The easiest, when caught early enough, is to redefine the worshiping community’s vision. 
But if the community has gone too far for mere redefinition to work, then they must redevelop. And finally, if it 
has declined too far to be redeveloped, it must birth a new community. We’ve also been experimenting with the 
idea of adding “resurrection” as a fourth loop, at the bottom.
 Using new surveys measuring components of spiritual health and financial health, we will be able to place 
each participating worshiping community at a particular location on this diagram, which will provide a basic 
assessment of where the community is currently located in this life cycle. 

Addendum
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FOUR QUADRANTS
Note that the diagram has two axes: vertical (representing the line of spiritual health) and horizontal (representing 
the line of financial health). A worshiping community that is located above the line of financial health exhibits 
traits that suggest it will be able to sustain itself for a long period of time. Below that line, it either hasn’t yet 
achieved financial health (too new) or had in the past but has lost it. To the left of the line of spiritual health we 
have communities that are spiritually healthy; to the right, becoming less spiritually healthy. 
 Putting these two axes together suggests four different quadrants (beginning at the lower left and moving 
along the curved line to the right, or clockwise):

Quadrant 1—Growing 
Worshiping communities in quadrant 1 are in the development stage and are new, excited, and vital. 
They exhibit lots of energy and vision, hope and enthusiasm and a belief that the community has 
great potential. They are very change-oriented. However, they’re not developed enough at this stage 
to be considered financially healthy. Perhaps there is not enough participation for financial viability, or 
perhaps they’re just not organized yet and fully engaged in planning and strategizing. It’s a good place 
to be, but not for very long. Without more organization and stable leadership, a worshiping community 
is very vulnerable at this stage. The type of leaders best suited to lead a worshiping community at this 
stage are catalysts (those with charismatic qualities and entrepreneurial skills, the visionaries) and 
organizers (those who can grab the vision and run with it, people who know how to get things done). 
Usually the most growth occurs while a community is in this stage. As they become more organized, 
newer worshiping communities in quadrant 1 tend to think a lot about inclusion: both inviting those 
outside of the worshiping community and intentionally including those who have started participating. 
They need to be thinking about how to draw people in and then how to assimilate them into the group, 
how to engage members in discovering and using their spiritual gifts, and how to distribute and use 
power and authority.  

Quadrant 2—Thriving
Worshiping communities in quadrant 2 have achieved financial health while remaining spiritually 
healthy. Although energy levels may not be as high as they were previously, energy is still there, and it 
may be renewed or increased by some of the worshiping community’s activity. By now, it has developed 
a culture of mission and also some services that meet the needs of its participants, the surrounding 
community and beyond. Saarinen refers to this as programming, which serves specific functions such 
as worship, music, learning, serving, managing and witnessing. In this context, administration refers 
to mission statements, goals, objectives, budgets and planning. Worshiping communities in quadrant 2 
tend to be higher in programming and administration and lower on energy and inclusion than quadrant 1 
communities, but all four of these “gene structures” are present. A lot of change can lead to conflict, but 
if well managed, small inevitable conflicts are not detrimental to the overall health of the worshiping 
community. At this stage, the community has developed plans for reaching people, assimilating new 
people and providing intentional spiritual formation. The goal is to get to this quadrant, and when the 
worshiping community inevitably drifts into quadrant 3 (declining), through some redefinition of its 
goals, it can return to quadrant 2 without a great deal of effort. The type of leaders we typically see at 
this stage might still be the catalysts and/or organizers who got the worshiping community started, but 
they may have lost some of their enthusiasm and moved from organizers to operators. If they forget 
about the passion that they once had, they can lead the community into quadrant 3. 

Worshiping communities can, and often do, 
break out of this cycle.
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 Or they may have left and been replaced with an operator type. Or a new visionary catalyst or 
organizer has moved in and is trying to convince the community to do some redefinition of its mission 
and purpose. If that doesn’t happen quickly, the worshiping community may slide over the hill into 
quadrant 3 pretty quickly. Worshiping communities in quadrant 2 are still growing, though perhaps 
at a much slower pace. They are in a pattern of adding enough new members to offset annual losses 
that naturally occur, and until they slip over the hill, are adding more new members than their losses. 
Because the energy expended on growth in quadrant 1 shifts to ministry and administration as the 
worshiping community moves into quadrant 2, growth tends to slow. This is probably the best time for 
a congregation to consider birthing a new worshiping community. 

Quadrant 3—Declining  
Worshiping communities in this quadrant at first would argue that they have not ventured over the hill 
and are still in quadrant 2. Indeed, it’s difficult to tell when that point happens. But at some point, a 
congregation moves from thriving to less thriving and, if not checked, will continue down the quadrant 3 
slope towards quadrant 4 (struggling). Worshiping communities located in this quadrant have typically 
stopped growing, and at first are in a pattern of maintaining, which slides into patterns of more losses 
each year than gains. The worshiping community may become bureaucratized to the point where some 
people begin questioning whether it’s lost its sense of vision or purpose. The people and leaders may 
have lost their sense of urgency to be on mission, and yet may maintain financial stability due to a 
large endowment, or by keeping a large enough member base to be able to maintain for years, maybe 
even decades. Note in the diagram that some redefinition, if it occurs early in the community’s time 
in quadrant 3, (requiring the leadership of an innovator, who is often not the “operator” leader who 
brought them here in the first place) the community can return to quadrant 2 without a lot of effort 
and monumental changes. If not, the community is at risk of catching “survival syndrome,” which 
is characterized by some of the following: fundraising efforts to keep the doors open, letting staff 
go to keep functioning with a steadily decreasing budget, developing an attitude of scarcity thinking 
that replaces abundance thinking, conflict and blame. A worshiping community at this stage needs a 
healer to lead them. The further the community continues sliding down the hill toward quadrant 4, the 
more work will be needed to redevelop the community back into a quadrant 3 community. Such work 
requires the leadership of an innovator who can help the community through the inevitable conflict that 
will come to move into healthier patterns. 

Quadrant 4—Struggling
Worshiping communities in this quadrant generally know that they are in trouble, because they, at some 
point, recognized that they were in quadrant 3 and tried to do something about it. They may have been 
engaged in major conflict, have developed unhealthy responses to conflict, and no longer have healthy 
systems in place. They may have slowly aged as a community, with their younger generations growing 
up and moving out. They are usually more engaged in maintenance than in mission at this stage. They 
are becoming less financially healthy, and the further they move toward the end of the cycle, may 
come to realize that they are no longer either spiritually or financially healthy. Quadrant 4 worshiping 
communities are at a crossroads where they have to choose between doing nothing and inevitably 
closing their doors, intentionally closing their doors and using any remaining funds to help fund 
something else, merging with another congregation in a union or federated relationship, or completely 
rebirthing as something new.





Infographic of 
Vital Congregations 

Initiative





361

Addendum

Infographic of Vital Congregations Initiative





A Seven-Day Cycle  
of Prayer





365 A Seven-Day Cycle of Prayer

A Seven-Day Cycle of Prayer

Based on the Seven Marks of Vital Congregations 
Living God, we give you thanks and praise for the 
new things you are doing among us … 

Other joys and thanksgivings may be added.  Living 
God, by the gifts of your Spirit, help us to bear witness 
to the risen Lord … 

SUN for the transforming presence of Christ SUN Proclaiming the good news of salvation 
MON for your call to follow the way of Jesus MON growing in the image of Christ
TUE for the gift of your Word made flesh TUE offering your grace to others
WED for the good news of your holy realm WED sharing the hope that is within us
THU for Jesus’ example of humble service THU loving and serving one another  
FRI for your great love for all the world FRI extending your compassion to all
SAT for our common ministry in Jesus’ name SAT building up the body of Christ

Other concerns and petitions may be added.   
Living God, in the great mystery of our faith receive us each night and revive us each day, that we may 
be dead to sin and alive to you, through Jesus Christ our Savior. Amen. 

SUN = Spirit-filled worship; MON = Lifelong discipleship;  TUE = Outward incarnational focus; WED = Intentional  
authentic evangelism; THU = Servant-leader development; FRI = Caring relationships; SAT = Ecclesial health 

Addendum
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Vital Congregations: Opening Worship for National Gatherings

The reaffirmation of baptism in this service may be used or adapted as a stand-alone element of worship. 

—Gathering—

GATHERING MUSIC
Instrumental music or congregational song may precede the service. 

OPENING SENTENCES
Yet even now, says the Lord, Joel 2:12–13, 28
return to me with all your heart, 
with fasting, with weeping and with mourning.
Rend your hearts and not your garments.
Return to the Lord, your God, 
for God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.
Then afterward, says the Lord, 
I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh. 
We will prophesy, dream dreams and see visions.
Come, Holy Spirit, come! 

HYMN 

CONFESSION AND PARDON
The grace of God overflows for us through Christ Jesus  1 Tim. 1:14–15
who came into the world to save sinners. 
Trusting in God’s grace, let us confess our sin. 
Have mercy on us, O Lord.
When we hide our light, Lord, have mercy.
When we obscure your glory, Lord, have mercy.
When we withhold our gifts, Lord, have mercy.
When we neglect your teaching, Lord, have mercy.
When we hurt our neighbors, Lord, have mercy.
When we betray your body, Lord, have mercy.
When we deny our calling, Lord, have mercy.
Forgive us, God of grace. 
Save us from our sin, renew us with your mercy, 
and teach us to live according to your way;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

God’s desire is that all might be saved  1 Tim. 2:4
and come to the knowledge of the truth. 
I declare to you, in the name of Jesus Christ, 
we are forgiven! Amen. 
Worshipers may share signs of peace. 

Additional Liturgy and Worship Resources
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—Word—

PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION
Living God, by your Word and Spirit, 
help us to know and trust 
the new thing you are doing among us, 
that we may bear witness to your saving work;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

SCRIPTURE

SERMON
An ascription of praise, hymn, and/or affirmation of faith may follow the sermon. 

—Reaffirmation of Baptism—

THANKSGIVING FOR BAPTISM 
At the baptismal font: 

Spirit of God—
moving over the waters, 
leading us to freedom, 
calling us home—

hear our prayer. 
You anointed prophets, priests, and rulers; EMPOWERING SERVANT LEADERSHIP
strengthen us to serve you faithfully. 
Come, Holy Spirit, Lord and giver of life. 
You caused dry bones to rise up and dance; SPIRIT-FILLED WORSHIP
breathe into our worship the gift of your joy. 
Come, Holy Spirit, Lord and giver of life. 
You fulfilled God’s promise in Mary; OUTWARD INCARNATIONAL FOCUS
reveal in us your Word made flesh.  
Come, Holy Spirit, Lord and giver of life. 
You burned in the hearts of the first believers; LIFELONG DISCIPLESHIP FORMATION
shape us as disciples of the risen Christ.   
Come, Holy Spirit, Lord and giver of life. 
You spoke of salvation at Pentecost; INTENTIONAL AUTHENTIC EVANGELISM
teach us to share the good news with all. 
Come, Holy Spirit, Lord and giver of life. 
You intercede with sighs too deep for words; CARING RELATIONSHIPS
help us to love and pray for one another.  
Come, Holy Spirit, Lord and giver of life. 
You knit your people together as one body; ECCLESIAL HEALTH
build us up in faith, hope, and love. 
Come, Holy Spirit, Lord and giver of life. 
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Touching the water of the font:

Spirit of God—
 renew us in your grace,
 reform us by your wisdom, 
 transform us with your power,
that we may share the death and life
of Jesus Christ, crucified and risen.   
All blessing, honor, and glory to the holy, triune God:
yesterday, today, and forever. Amen. 

Lifting water from the font and making the sign of the cross: 

In the name of the Father 
and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit,
remember your baptism and be thankful. Thanks be to God. 

Leaders may move through the congregation, sprinkling water over the worshipers. 

At the conclusion of the reaffirmation of baptism:

Spirit of God, you anointed Jesus
when he was baptized in the Jordan. 
Pour out your power among us, even now,
that we may live as beloved children,
grow in gratitude and grace, 
and invite others into communion with you; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

—Sending—

HYMN 

BLESSING AND CHARGE
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, 2 Cor. 13:13; Luke 10:21
the love of God,
and the communion of the Holy Spirit
be with you all. Alleluia!
Go in peace to love and serve the Lord, 
rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen.





373 Additional Liturgy and Worship Resources

Vital Congregations: A Service of Repentance and Reconciliation

The litany of confession and lament near the beginning of this service may be used or adapted as a stand-alone 
element of worship. 

—Gathering—

GATHERING MUSIC
Instrumental music or congregational song may precede the service. 

OPENING SENTENCES
Even now, says the Lord our God, Joel 2:12–13, 28, 32
return to me with all your heart.
The Lord is gracious and merciful,
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.
Hear the promise of the Lord: 
I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh.
We will dream dreams and see visions;
we will call on the name of the Lord!

HYMN 

LITANY OF CONFESSION AND LAMENT
The litany of confession and lament may be led at the baptismal font. 

O my people, O my church, says the Lord.  See BCW 288
What more could I have done for you? 
Holy One, have mercy on us. 

A leader may extinguish a candle for each of the seven marks. 

We have ignored and impeded  LIFELONG DISCIPLESHIP FORMATION
God’s call to follow the way of Jesus. 
Holy One, have mercy on us. 
We have silenced and suppressed INTENTIONAL AUTHENTIC EVANGELISM
the good news of God’s holy realm. 
Holy One, have mercy on us. 
We have forgotten and forsaken  OUTWARD INCARNATIONAL FOCUS
the gift of God’s Word made flesh.
Holy One, have mercy on us. 
We have ridiculed and rejected  EMPOWERING SERVANT LEADERSHIP
Jesus’ example of humble service. 
Holy One, have mercy on us. 

Additional Liturgy and Worship Resources
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We have hidden and hoarded  SPIRIT-FILLED WORSHIP
the transforming presence of Christ.
Holy One, have mercy on us. 
We have denied and disregarded  CARING RELATIONSHIPS
God’s great love for all the world. 
Holy One, have mercy on us. 
We have abused and abandoned   ECCLESIAL HEALTH
our common ministry in Jesus’ name. 
Holy One, have mercy on us. 

A time of silence follows.

Then a leader re-lights each candle from the paschal candle. 

Forgive us, God of grace. 
Let us be reconciled with you
with one another, and with our neighbors,
so that your church may be a light to the world 
and a vital sign of your redeeming love; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

—Word—

PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION
Holy God, by your Word and Spirit,  
breathe life into our dry bones
so that we may be a vital sign 
of the new life you offer to the world;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

SCRIPTURE

SERMON
An ascription of praise, hymn, and/or affirmation of faith may follow the sermon. 
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PRAYERS OF INTERCESSION
Living God, hear our prayers 
for your church and your world. 

The following response may follow each petition:

Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 
We pray for the life of the church … ECCLESIAL HEALTH
Support us in our weakness,
heal us in our brokenness, 
and use us to do your will. 
We pray for loved ones …  CARING RELATIONSHIPS
Surround them with your care, 
deliver them from danger, 
and bless them with your grace. 
We pray for the gifts of your Spirit … SPIRIT-FILLED WORSHIP
Shape us through your Word,
wash us in your mercy, 
and feed us at your table. 
We pray for leaders …     EMPOWERING SERVANT LEADERSHIP
Awaken them to do justice, 
teach them to love kindness,
and help them to walk humbly with you.  
We pray for all who serve your mission …  OUTWARD INCARNATIONAL FOCUS
Move us with compassion for those in need, 
send us out to share your gifts,  
and make us good stewards of your creation. 
We pray for all who share the gospel …  INTENTIONAL AUTHENTIC EVANGELISM
Inspire them to proclaim good news, 
equip them to show your way,
and empower them to speak the truth in love.
We pray for all who follow Jesus …  LIFELONG DISCIPLESHIP FORMATION
Keep us faithful as Christ’s disciples,
guide us in his way of life, 
and strengthen us to serve you always.    

Other petitions may be added. 

Holy One, let your church be a living sign
of your great love for the world,
until all may rejoice and give thanks
at the coming of your glorious realm; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
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—Eucharist—

OFFERING
Jesus said: Come to me, Matt. 11:28–30
all who are weary and carrying heavy burdens,
and I will give you rest. 
Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me;
for I am gentle and humble in heart,
and you will find rest for your souls. 
For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. 

As the offering is gathered, the table is prepared. 

GREAT THANKSGIVING
The introductory dialogue (“The Lord be with you …”) may be included here.
Blessed are you, O Lord our God:
You are our shepherd; in you there is nothing we lack.
You make us lie down in green pastures.
You lead us beside still waters and restore our souls.
You lead us in right paths for your name’s sake. 

The Sanctus (“Holy, holy, holy …”) may be included here. 

Blessed is Jesus Christ, our Savior:
Jesus walks with us through the darkest valleys.
We fear no evil, for Jesus is with us.
He comforts us—even through his cross. 

The words of institution are included here: 

With thanksgiving, we remember how Jesus took the bread …
With thanksgiving, we remember how Jesus took the cup …
For your table of grace in the midst of sin and death,
for your oil of gladness, anointing our heads, 
for your cup of blessing, overflowing in our lives,
we give you thanks and praise, O God. 

The mystery of faith (“Christ has died …”) may be included here. 

Pour out your Holy Spirit upon us and upon this bread and cup;
make us one in the body and blood of Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Let your goodness and mercy follow us, O God,
all the days of our lives,
and let us dwell in your house our whole lives long.
Through the Lord Jesus Christ,
in the unity of the Spirit,
we bless you, God of glory, 
now and forever. Amen. 

The Lord’s Prayer follows. 
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BREAKING OF THE BREAD
The bread is broken in silence. 

Then the minister says:

Jesus said: I am the good shepherd.  John 10:10–11, 14–15
I lay down my life for the sheep. 
Jesus said: I am the good shepherd. 
I know my own and my own know me.
Jesus said: I am the good shepherd. 
I came that you might have life,
and have it abundantly. 

COMMUNION 
During communion, worshipers may also light candles as a sign of prayer 
or be anointed with oil as a sign of God’s healing grace.

Those who light candles may pray:

Lord, you are my light and salvation; Ps. 27:1
whom shall I fear?

Those who anoint others with oil may pray:

May the Lord give you strength Ps. 29:11
and bless you with peace. Amen. 

After communion, all may pray: 

We give you thanks and praise, O God, Acts 2:42–47
for the presence of Christ in this place—
in the teaching and fellowship,
the breaking of bread and the prayers. 
Send us out to tell of signs and wonders
and share the blessings we have received.
Day by day, use our witness and work 
to add to the number you have saved,
until you gather us up in your glory;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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—Sending—

HYMN 

BLESSING AND CHARGE
As Jesus loves us, let us love one another. John 13:34; Num. 6:24–26
This is Christ’s new commandment. 
The Lord bless you and keep you. 
The Lord be kind and gracious to you.
The Lord look upon you with favor
and give you peace. Alleluia!

Worshipers may share signs of peace. 
______________________________________________________________________________

SUGGESTED READINGS
Ecclesiastes 3:1–15 John 21:15–19
Isaiah 40:1–31 Romans 12:1–21
Jeremiah 31:31–34 1 Corinthians 12:12–31
Lamentations 1:1–4; 3:19–24 2 Corinthians 5:16–6:10
Ezekiel 37:1–14 Ephesians 2:13–22
Habakkuk 3:17–19 1 Peter 2:1–10
Matthew 5:1–16  1 John 4:7–21
Luke 4:14–21 Revelation 21:1–6

SUGGESTED HYMNS/SONGS

Come Now, O Prince of Peace GTG 103
For Everyone Born GTG 769
Help Us Accept Each Other GTG 754 PH 358
I Love the Lord, Who Heard My Cry GTG 799 PH 362
I Want Jesus to Walk with Me GTG 775 PH 363
Lord, Listen to Your Children Praying GTG 469
My Shepherd Will Supply My Need GTG 803 PH 172
Spirit, Open My Heart GTG 692
The Lord’s My Shepherd, I’ll Not Want GTG 801 PH 170
There Is a Balm in Gilead GTG 792 PH 394
There Is a Longing in Our Hearts GTG 470
There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy GTG 435 PH 298
Though I May Speak GTG 693 PH 335
We Are One in Christ Jesus GTG 322
We Cannot Measure How You Heal GTG 797
When We Are Living GTG 822 PH 400
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Vital Congregations: A Service of Celebration and Commitment

The litany of commitment near the end of this service may be used or adapted as a stand-alone element of 
worship.

—Gathering—

GATHERING MUSIC
Instrumental music or congregational song may precede the service. 

OPENING SENTENCES
The Lord says: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; Isa. 43:1–2, 18–19
I have called you by name, you are mine.
When we pass through the waters, God is with us;
when	we	walk	through	the	fire	we	will	not	be	burned.
Do not remember the former things,
or consider the things of old.
God is about to do a new thing;
now it springs forth! 

HYMN 

CONFESSION AND PARDON
Through Jesus Christ, God has entrusted us
with the message and ministry of reconciliation.
Trusting in God’s grace, let us confess our sin. 
Holy One, our great Redeemer—
you have created us to be your people;
you have called us from captivity to freedom;
you have delivered us from death to life.
Yet we have wandered in the wilderness; 
we have failed to keep your commandments; 
we have put our trust in false idols. 
Forgive us, God of grace. 
Fill us with hope, feed us with mercy, 
and lead us into the land of your promise;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
Anyone who is in Christ is a new creation.
The old life has gone; a new life has begun.
Know that you are forgiven and be at peace. Amen. 

Worshipers may share signs of peace. 

Additional Liturgy and Worship Resources
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—Word—

PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION
Holy God, by the gift of your Spirit, 
let us be grounded in your Word,
always growing in your wisdom
and bearing good fruit in your world;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

SCRIPTURE

SERMON
An ascription of praise, hymn, and/or affirmation of faith may follow the sermon. 

PRAYERS OF INTERCESSION
Living God, hear our prayers 
for your church and your world. 

The following response may follow each petition:

Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 
We pray for the life of the church … ECCLESIAL HEALTH
Support us in our weakness,
heal us in our brokenness, 
and use us to do your will. 
We pray for loved ones … CARING RELATIONSHIPS
Surround them with your care, 
deliver them from danger, 
and bless them with your grace. 
We pray for the gifts of your Spirit … SPIRIT-FILLED WORSHIP
Shape us through your Word,
wash us in your mercy, 
and feed us at your table. 
We pray for leaders … EMPOWERING SERVANT LEADERSHIP
Awaken them to do justice, 
teach them to love kindness,
and help them to walk humbly with you.  
We pray for all who serve your mission … OUTWARD INCARNATIONAL FOCUS
Move us with compassion for those in need, 
send us out to share your gifts,  
and make us good stewards of your creation. 
We pray for all who share the gospel …  INTENTIONAL AUTHENTIC EVANGELISM
Inspire them to proclaim good news, 
equip them to show your way,
and empower them to speak the truth in love.
We pray for all who follow Jesus …  LIFELONG DISCIPLESHIP FORMATION
Keep us faithful as Christ’s disciples,
guide us in his way of life, 
and strengthen us to serve you always.    

Other petitions may be added. 
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Holy One, let your church be a living sign
of your great love for the world,
until all may rejoice and give thanks
at the coming of your glorious realm; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

—Eucharist—

OFFERING
I appeal to you, by the mercy of God,  Rom. 12:1
to present yourselves as a living sacrifice,
holy and acceptable to God.
This is our spiritual worship. 

As the offering is gathered, the table is prepared. 

The covenant for congregational vitality may also be presented at this time. 

GREAT THANKSGIVING
The introductory dialogue (“The Lord be with you …”) may be included here.

Blessed are you, O Lord our God:
In the beginning, when there was only chaos
and darkness covered the face of the deep, 
you began to create the heavens and the earth. 
On the first day of the week, you spoke, 
and by your word you gave light to the world. 
In the fullness of time you claimed us as your holy people,
calling us out of darkness and into your marvelous light. 

The Sanctus (“Holy, holy, holy …”) may be included here. 

Blessed is Jesus Christ, our Savior:
In the beginning, Jesus was with you as your Word,
and through him all things came into being. 
In the fullness of time you sent him to dwell among us
as your Word made flesh, full of grace and truth. 

The words of institution are included here: 

With thanksgiving, we remember how Jesus took the bread …
With thanksgiving, we remember how Jesus took the cup …
Though Jesus gave his own life for our salvation,
the darkness could not overcome his light. 
On the first day of the week, you spoke again,
and raised him from death to life. 
Now open our eyes to recognize him
in the breaking of the bread. 

The mystery of faith (“Christ has died …”) may be included here. 
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Pour out your Holy Spirit upon us and upon this bread and cup;
make us one in the body and blood of Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Speak to us on this day, O Lord our God. 
Breathe new life into our dry bones. 
Help us to bear witness to the light of Christ
that all the world may know he is risen indeed.
In the fullness of time, bring to completion
the good work you have begun in us. 
As you have been with us from the beginning, 
be with us always, to the end of the age. 
Through the Lord Jesus Christ,
in the unity of the Spirit,
we bless you, God of glory, 
now and forever. Amen. 

The Lord’s Prayer follows. 

BREAKING OF THE BREAD
The bread is broken in silence. 

Then the minister says:

Jesus said: I am the resurrection and the life. John 11:25–26
Those who trust in me, even though they die, will live,
and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.  

COMMUNION 
After receiving communion, worshipers may be invited to sign their names in a book or on a banner representing 
their commitment to congregational vitality.

After communion, all may pray: 

We give you thanks and praise, O God, Acts 2:42–47
for the presence of Christ in this place—
in the teaching and fellowship,
the breaking of bread and the prayers. 
Send us out to tell of signs and wonders
and share the blessings we have received.
Day by day, use our witness and work 
to add to the number you have saved,
until you gather us up in your glory;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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—Sending—

LITANY OF COMMITMENT
The litany of commitment may be led from the baptismal font. 

Trusting in the gracious mercy of God, See BCW 409
do you renounce the power of death
and trust in the Lord of life? We do. 
Who is your Lord and Savior? 
Jesus Christ is our Lord and Savior. 

Taking light from the paschal candle, a leader may light candles for each of the seven marks.

Will you seek to grow in the image of Christ LIFELONG DISCIPLESHIP FORMATION
through lifelong discipleship formation? 
We will, with God’s help. 
Will you share the hope that is within you INTENTIONAL AUTHENTIC EVANGELISM
through intentional authentic evangelism? 
We will, with God’s help. 
Will you offer the grace of God to others  OUTWARD INCARNATIONAL FOCUS
with an outward incarnational focus? 
We will, with God’s help. 
Will you love and serve one another EMPOWERING SERVANT LEADERSHIP 
through empowering servant leadership? 
We will, with God’s help. 
Will you proclaim the good news of salvation, SPIRIT-FILLED WORSHIP
through Spirit-filled worship? 
We will, with God’s help. 
Will you extend God’s compassion to all  CARING RELATIONSHIPS
through caring relationships? 
We will, with God’s help. 
Will you work to build up the body of Christ ECCLESIAL HEALTH
in its ecclesial health? 
We will, with God’s help. 
Almighty and eternal God, by your grace BCW 461
you have called us to this time and place
to be your servant people
as we follow our servant Lord.
Make your Holy Spirit move within and among us,
that together we may live a new life
in the crucified and risen Christ.
Bind us together in faith,
so that as we receive all spiritual gifts
needed to fulfill our calling,
we may support one another in common ministry;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

HYMN 
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BLESSING AND CHARGE
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, 2 Cor. 13:13; Matt. 28:18–20
the love of God,
and the communion of the Holy Spirit
be with you all. Alleluia!
Go therefore and make disciples. 
The Lord is with you always. Amen.

______________________________________________________________________________

SUGGESTED READINGS
Exodus 14:10–31 Acts 2:1–21
Deuteronomy 6:1–9 Romans 6:1–11
Joshua 24:1–2a, 14–18 1 Corinthians 3:1–23
Isaiah 43:1–21 Ephesians 4:1–16
Ezekiel 37:1–14 Philippians 2:5–11
Mark 1:9–20 Colossians 3:1–17
Luke 10:1–11 1 Thessalonians 5:12–24
John 4:7–15 Revelation 21:1–6

SUGGESTED HYMNS/SONGS

Arise, Your Light Is Come! GTG 744 PH 411
Called as Partners in Christ’s Service GTG 761 PH 343 
Christ Is Made the Sure Foundation GTG 39 PH 416, 

417
Come, Labor On GTG 719 PH 415
Come Sing, O Church, in Joy GTG 305 PH 430
From the Nets of Our Labor GTG 751
God, Bless Your Church with Strength! PH 418
God the Spirit, Guide and Guardian GTG 303 PH 523
Guide My Feet GTG 741 PH 354
Here I Am, Lord GTG 69 PH 525
Holy Spirit, Lord of Love PH 524
How Clear Is Our Vocation, Lord GTG 432 PH 419
Let Us Build a House GTG 301
Live into Hope GTG 772 PH 332
Longing for Light, We Wait in Darkness GTG 314
Lord Jesus, You Shall Be My Song GTG 737
Lord, When I Came into This Life GTG 691 PH 522
Lord, You Give the Great Commission GTG 298 PH 429
Lord, You Have Come to the Lakeshore GTG 721 PH 377
Send Me, Jesus GTG 746
Shout to the North GTG 319
Song of Hope GTG 765 PH 432
Step by Step GTG 743
The Church of Christ Cannot Be Bound GTG 766
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The Church of Christ in Every Age GTG 320 PH 421
The Church’s One Foundation GTG 321 PH 442
The Lord Now Sends Us Forth GTG 747
Today We All Are Called to Be Disciples GTG 757 PH 434
Together We Serve GTG 767
We All Are One in Mission GTG 733 PH 435
We Are Your People PH 436
We Will Walk with God GTG 742
Will You Come and Follow Me GTG 726
Will You Let Me Be Your Servant GTG 727
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