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Editor’s Foreword

Inspiration and Wisdom for Twenty-First-Century Christian Leaders
You have chosen wisely in deciding to study and learn from a book

published in The Columbia Partnership Leadership Series with Chalice
Press. We publish for

• Congregational leaders who desire to serve with greater faithfulness,
effectiveness, and innovation.

• Christian ministers who seek to pursue and sustain excellence in
ministry service.

•  Members of congregations who desire to reach their full kingdom
potential.

• Christian leaders who desire to use a coach approach in their
ministry.

• Denominational and parachurch leaders who want to come
alongside affiliated  congregations in a servant leadership role.

• Consultants and coaches who desire to increase their learning
concerning the congregations and Christian leaders they serve.

The Columbia Partnership Leadership Series is an inspiration- and
wisdom-sharing vehicle of The Columbia Partnership, a community of
Christian leaders who are seeking to transform the capacity of the North
American Protestant church to pursue and sustain vital Christ-centered
ministry. You can connect with us at www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org.

Primarily serving congregations, denominations, educational
institutions, leadership development programs, and parachurch
organizations, the Partnership also seeks to connect with individuals,
businesses, and other organizations seeking a Christ-centered spiritual
focus.

We welcome your comments on these books, and we welcome your
suggestions for new subject areas and authors we ought to consider.

George W. Bullard Jr., Senior Editor
GBullard@TheColumbiaPartnership.org

The Columbia Partnership,
905 Hwy 321 NW, Suite 331, Hickory, NC 28601

Voice: 866.966.4TCP, www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org
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Preface

This book is intended to speak to leadership in all three expressions
of mainline church life: congregations, middle judicatories, and
denominational structures. It is common to draw hard lines between
these three, seeing each as unique and distinct from the others. Some
even want to lay blame on those serving in other expressions for the
difficulties they are experiencing in the expression within which they
are currently doing their own ministry.1  Nevertheless, while the function
of each expression is somewhat distinctive, they struggle mostly with
the same challenges and demons. Though leaders in each expression
have a tendency to lay blame on the leaders in the other expressions, all
of us are, in most regards, in the same boat. As the twentieth-century
cartoon character/philosopher Pogo said, “We has met the enemy and
they is us!”

The final two chapters specifically point toward solutions and
strategies, but this is not primarily a “book of prescriptions.” Rather
than leaping into “fixes,” I believe it is essential to first reflect on the
challenges that confront the mainline churches and those who would
lead them. It is the desire for the “quick fix” that has so often drawn
well-intentioned leaders into dead ends, frustration, and counter-
productive “solutions” that simply reinforce the obstacles to change.
This is one of several books from The Columbia Partnership Leadership
Series that seek to both understand the challenges and to address them
at a deeper level.2

I recently concluded service as General Minister and President of
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States and
Canada. The title “general minister and president” is an indication of
the dual nature of the work: pastor and executive. I served for ten years
and three months. It was the most wonderful, terrible, and demanding
experience in all my years of ministry. I give thanks to God for the
opportunity to have served in that role; I give thanks to God I am no
longer serving in that role; and I give thanks to my wife, family, and
friends for not leaving me while I was serving in that role!

The role of general minister and president, shared by the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ) and the United Church of Christ, is parallel
to similar roles in other mainline traditions, variously called: presiding
bishop (Episcopal, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America), general
secretary (Reformed Church in America, American Baptist Convention),
and stated clerk (Presbyterian Church USA). Among the eight mainline
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denominations, only the United Methodists have no corresponding
office. Many non-mainline traditions also have a similar post.

Before becoming general minister and president, I served twenty-
five years as a congregational pastor and as a middle judicatory executive
(Disciples and American Baptists call this a “regional minister,” while
other mainline traditions call it bishop, conference minister, or executive
presbyter). As a pastor of congregations I served in various settings:
solo pastor in rural and exurban settings, associate minister in an inner-
city church, pastor-developer of a new suburban congregation, and senior
minister of an urban church. My congregational experience is rather
broad. As General Minister and President, I used everything I learned
in each of these ministries and more. The learning curve was steep from
the first day I took office. I am still reflecting on the experience, seeking
to capture any wisdom I can and to make that wisdom accessible to
others through writing, consulting, and coaching. At fifty-eight years of
age, I am not retired and, God willing, hope to have many more years to
be a part of the ongoing conversation and the ongoing transformation of
mainline congregations, middle judicatories, and denominations.

During those ten years (1993–2003), not everything I had hoped for
was accomplished, and not everything was done as well as it might have
been. I made some mistakes, which is how some of the deepest wisdom
is learned (this is called redemption). Overall, I feel very good about, and
thankful for, what was accomplished during those ten years. If in these
pages I sometimes seem to be trying to justify myself, laying blame, or
being immodest or otherwise inappropriate, please forgive me and
charge it to: (1) my passion for my own tradition and for the whole church
of Jesus Christ, and (2) the powerful emotions, both positive and negative,
that leading mainline church institutions today engenders.

Turning a church around, whether a congregation or a whole
denomination, has been compared to turning a big ship. Big ships don’t
turn on a dime. When a big ship is up to speed, the resulting momentum
can require many miles to accomplish a complete turnaround. Turning
around a congregation, a middle judicatory, or a whole denomination
takes the time and energy of many people working together with the
Holy Spirit. But it can be done and, thankfully, we see some parts of the
mainline churches that are slowly coming around in some important
ways.

“Mainline” is, of course, no longer a very descriptive term for the
eight denominations that are the primary subject of this book, since much
that is represented in such a term no longer describes reality. Some have
suggested “side-lined” or “old line.” The most accurate description might
be “modern denominations,” since each of these communions was
shaped or reshaped by and during the modern era, and since we now
find ourselves in a “postmodern” era. But we must remember that the
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mainline denominations are not the only ones spawned by the modern
era. Some others have grown in reaction to the very ideas that mainline
denominations have embraced and embodied.

Recently, some have used the term “progressive Christianity” to
describe the theology and commitments of those who have been rooted
in the mainline churches and who are attempting to “fight the good
fight” of the culture wars. But while the core values and theology of the
mainline churches may lead to progressive thinking, these same churches
have not often been very progressive organizationally! So, with others, I
accept that “mainline” is the common parlance and that trying to change
this moniker is probably a waste of time and energy.3

Meanwhile, the learning goes on. The work of transforming the main-
line congregations, middle judicatories, and denominational structures
from rather ineffective modern organizations to organizations serving
faithfully and effectively in the postmodern era is just beginning. I invite
you to join with me as I share some of what I have learned and am
learning on my part of this journey.

My purpose in writing, then, is to help the reader explore the follow-
ing: (1) reasons why the mainline denominations and so many of their
congregations and other component institutions have declined so
precipitously in the past forty years; (2) ways in which mainline congre-
gations and denominations can and must change; (3) ways in which
mainline leaders must change and can lead the way forward.

The fourth purpose is, I confess, my own therapy as one who has
spent many years on the “front line” of this struggle, a struggle that
often proves to be “crazy-making.”

My primary experience has been in the mainline church, and the
pages of this book reflect that fact. However, I believe that other American
churches will find much here that is common to their experience and
need as well.

I am grateful to the religion division of Lilly Endowment for all they
have done and are doing to bring a new understanding of the church in
North America. I am grateful, too, for the grant that helped make this
book possible.



Historical Background

Different scholars of different disciplines define differently the
beginnings of the modern era. Some date the modern era from as early
as the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when, in Europe, Copernicus,
Galileo, and Kepler began the scientific revolution and when nation-
states rose out of feudalism. Some date it from Descartes in the seven-
teenth century. Others use the late nineteenth or early twentieth century.

As I use the term “modern era” in this book, I date the underpinnings
of modernity from the fifteenth century onward and I recognize the iconic
year of 1968 as pivotal in the end of the “modern era” and the beginning
of the post-modern. The “modern worldview” understands the universe
to be a place that is physically and spiritually ordered by certain universal
laws. Thus, if one can understand these laws, one can control outcomes
and continual progress is possible, if not inevitable. Culturally, White
Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) males dominated the modern era in
the United States.

The post-modern era, as I am using the term, has its roots in the
early twentieth century as Einstein’s theories of relativity grew out of
philosophical notions that had begun to understand the universe in less
deterministic ways than had Descartes and Newton. The post-modern
era began in earnest in 1968 in the United States when the WASP males’
cultural dominance was challenged and others began to be heard in their
own voices and had to be taken seriously (especially African Americans
and women).

Since 1968, there has been no single, dominant, social consensus in
the United States. Rather, a variety of perspectives and interests coexist.
Sometimes these perspectives and interests find common ground,
sometimes they are at odds with one another. The absence of a common
social consensus hints of chaos and makes everything harder, yet it holds
the promise of greater fairness and justice. The culture longs for spiritual
values and connection, yet has become completely secular in that it does
not consistently promote or respect any particular religious view or
tradition. This is a time of change that is so rapid as to challenge both
the capacity and the very existence of our social institutions. All formal
authority is in jeopardy. It is a time marked by confusion, anxiety, and
hope.

The term “postmodern” per se gives us a clue about the fuzziness of
these times. “Postmodern” reveals only that we are in a time that is “after
the modern.” It is a time of transition that may last decades (perhaps we

xi



xii   Recreating the Church

have already begun a new era that we cannot yet name because we are
standing too close) or that may last centuries.

Of course, eras do not begin and end overnight: they flow from one
to the next over a period of time. Thus, much of what is yet modern
remains within this postmodern era. Some modern ideas coexist with
concepts that are quite discontinuous with pre-1968 ideology.

It is my hope that this book will help readers more clearly differ-
entiate between the modern and postmodern eras, and that those who
seek to offer leadership to the mainline churches will more fully under-
stand the profound implications of these differences.



Modern versus Postmodern

Some examples of the profound differences between the modern
and postmodern eras:

xiii

MODERN

Immutable physical laws characterize
the universe (Descartes).

Linear, rational, symmetrical.

Nation states are the building blocks
of the world order.

Office—particularly hierarchical
office—grants authority.

WASP males drive broad social
consensus.

Communication is oratorical, formal,
and indirect.

Progress is inevitable.

POSTMODERN

Physical relativity characterizes the
universe (Einstein).

Nonlinear, asymmetrical, many
focuses.

Ethnic groups, mass communication,
and the market are the building
blocks of the world order.

Relationships grant authority.

No single, dominant, social
consensus—great diversity and many
voices.

Communication is conversational,
informal, and direct.

Progress is possible.
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1

Why Is Leadership in the Mainline
Church So Difficult?

“We, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are
members one of another. We have gifts that differ…”
(Romans 12:5–6)

 In 1993, I was in Dallas, Texas, for a final meeting with the search
committee for general minister and president. I arrived the night
before the mid-afternoon interview so I would be well rested. Some
friends in town, Michael and Sarah, invited me to lunch. Grateful
for the opportunity to relax, I met them at a local restaurant.

In the course of our conversation, Sarah asked me if I had
experienced any dreams the night before. As one who seldom paid
any attention to dreams, I had to think about it. I realized that, yes, I
had had a dream the night before, and as it came back to me I
reported it to Sarah. “I dreamed I was in a big house. All the doors
and windows were locked for some reason and I smelled the strong
odor of natural gas! I kept trying to get out, but I couldn’t. It seemed
the place was going to explode! That’s when I woke up.”

As the imagery sank in, the three of us together laughed
uncontrollably for two minutes!

Why is leadership in all the expressions of mainline churches so
difficult?

There are several possible answers to this question. Some of these
answers may have to do with our individual inadequacies as leaders.
We may not be very skilled; we may not adequately understand the
organization we are serving; or we may have personal pathologies that
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“out” through our leadership in unhealthy ways and thus sabotage our
work. These are all possibilities we must take very seriously and for
which we must be on the lookout constantly.

However, another answer that seldom gets examined by either the
leader or the system is possible, and it is time for all of us who love these
institutions to take a hard look at this one. The modern paradigms, which
are the underpinning of our mainline systems, no longer work. Yet these systems
and we who comprise these systems are loath to change much of anything about
them.

Most of us in ordained ministry feel or felt called to change things: to
change the world in ways that will make it more just and loving, to
change the church in ways that will make it more faithful and effective.
Even as we take our ordination vows in a setting of celebration and
hope, most of us assume the world will be resistant, but few of us suspect
how resistant the church itself will be to change.

The modern paradigms, which are the underpinning of our mainline
systems, no longer work. Yet these systems and we who comprise
these systems are loath to change much of anything about them.

Perhaps our first clue comes as we are “installed” in a role in the life
of a congregation.

 Installed?
Dishwashers are installed. Parts are installed. But should ministers

be installed?”
As a former church executive, I have participated in a myriad of

installation services for congregational ministers, and for middle judica-
tory and denominational executives. These occasions nearly always
feature a “charge” or a covenant of some kind between the person being
installed and the people he or she has been called to lead (though serve is
a more frequently used word than lead, which should be our second
clue that the church will, itself, be resistant to change). They also include
lots of language about “office” and about the “institution” being served.

As always, our language both betrays and shapes our assumptions.
Doesn’t an “installation service” sound an awful lot like what happens
when we call service people to install a new appliance?

The underlying assumption, a modern assumption, is that the church
is a big machine that requires certain parts in order to function effectively.
Thus a minister is installed to play his or her part in the ecclesial machine.
A minister is not installed to change anything, at least nothing important
to the essence of the machine itself. The minister is installed to make the
machine work properly as it was designed, to fill a place that was left
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vacant by the previous occupant’s departure. It is something like ex-
changing a new fan belt for one that has worn out or broken. And as the
guy in the commercial used to say, “Parts is parts!”

It is partly a throwback to the modern era when it was assumed that
we could “organize evil out of the universe,” or, to put it another way,
“We can successfully do God’s work of redeeming the universe if we
just get properly organized.” We inherited these modern institutions, as
they currently exist, mostly from the World War II generation. Along
with these institutions, we inherited the assumption that these institu-
tions are, indeed, properly organized and therefore need little more than
an occasional “tweaking.”

Now don’t get me wrong. I recognize and appreciate the power of
institutions for accomplishing good things and helping hold us
accountable to the good work to which we collectively commit ourselves
as the church. The church does express itself institutionally, but it is more
than just an institution. The church is called to be the “body of the living
Christ,” an organism, not a mere machine.

A living body has identifiable “parts,” certainly. Yet those parts are
not static objects that are installed like a belt, a pulley, or even a computer
chip. The parts of a living body grow and develop out of the very DNA
of the body. If a part dies or is “removed,” a new part is grown by the
body or is “transplanted” from another body. The difference is not merely
semantic. An installed part is “bolted on,” but a regenerated or transplanted
part is, or becomes, one with the body. This means that as the body itself
grows and changes in response to its environment, the transplanted part
changes along with it and actually becomes a part of the whole organism.

Of course, it is important for ministers and other church leaders to
stay appropriately differentiated. We need to know the difference
between ourselves and the institutions we serve or we lose our ability to
lead. We should neither “disappear into the whole” nor allow ourselves
merely to be “bolted on” to an institution like a new water pump.

So how might a celebration of the beginning of a new ministry
become a call to service rather than a mere service call? Even if you have
long since been installed, you can use the occasion of the beginning of
the service of new lay officers and leaders each year, as well as that of
new staff people, to help educate the church to what leadership means.

On these occasions, use language that affirms the church as the body
of the living Christ. Avoid using reductionist language that implies we
are merely “throwing open the hood” so the new part can be inserted.
Use language about leaders and leadership that recognizes that leading
is a corporate activity, not something one person does to or for the whole.
The rest of the members have a responsibility to support and to hold
accountable all the other members, including identified leaders. Use
language that recognizes that leadership is about empowering others to
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discover, develop, and use their gifts as well. Think about the language
of the governance of the body you serve. Do phrases such as “functional
committee” and “chair” appear? You may want to consider using dif-
ferent language that reinforces relational qualities of leadership rather
than functional qualities only. For example, the word “moderator” is
more relational than a word like “chair.” “Spiritual oversight” is a more
dynamic phrase than “supervision.”

 Nevertheless, changing the language alone will not transform the
church. Simply changing the word “committees” to “ministries” doesn’t
make them ministries, but it is a beginning. Having a “service of commis-
sioning” or “blessing” rather than an “installation” won’t by itself trans-
form an institution into an organism, but it is a beginning. The words
we use to name and describe do help shape and reshape our assumptions
and our way of being.

 Back to the original question: why is leadership in the mainline
churches so difficult? Even in spite of the eloquent language of transforma-
tion that may be employed in services of installation, my experience
suggests that the system neither expects nor really wants the minister to
transform anything. The minister is expected to engage in technical
change only: change that fixes day-to-day problems in the system as it
is. The system does not want the minister to engage in adaptive change:
change that adjusts the design or function of the system so that the system
is itself changed.

Thus, in modern church systems, a minister is installed to be a sort
of governor: a governor is a mechanical device that regulates the speed
of an engine to be certain that it goes along at a steady pace no matter
what kind of a load is put on the engine. Said another way, the purpose
of a governor is to maintain homeostasis in the engine, but a governor
cannot change the engine in its design or its function (even if the function
is no longer relevant to the work that needs to be done).

What if ministers were sent instead of installed? What if they were
commissioned? To be “commissioned” means to be sent to serve the mission
(not just the institution) and to be given the authority to do so.

In the midst of a basketball game, a team’s strategy and lineup are
constantly adjusted in order to meet the changing conditions on the court
created by the opposing team’s strategy and deployment of players.
When a change is made in the lineup, a coach does not install a new
player. The coach sends in a new player who is authorized to make a
difference and who is expected to significantly transform what is happen-
ing on the floor through leadership and teamwork.

 Does this mean that ministers should be given carte blanche to do
whatever they want to do, without regard for any authority beyond
themselves? Of course not. We remember that all of us, lay and clergy
alike, are subject to the human condition. Clergy are subject to the
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authority of God and to the authority of the church that commissions
them, in part to be a check on potential abuses of the authority granted
them. Thus, decisions about how the church relates to the world and
how it functions in fulfilling its mission must be made in ways that are
rooted in community, not autocracy. The community must confirm the
individual’s discernment of God’s desires for the church. This too must
be done in a discerning way and not merely by simple democracy (more
will be said about this). This is why mainline denominations ordain
individuals only after the wider community of faith confirms their
personal sense of call as legitimate.

What does it mean for a minister to be “commissioned” or “blessed”?
It means that he or she is given the authority (and the responsibility) to
help the community of faith discern what constitutes faithfulness and
effectiveness now and to shepherd the community into that faithfulness
and effectiveness. This is different from being installed to keep the
machinery running smoothly, to keep the boat from rocking, to stay the
course, to be certain that nothing and no one has to change in any deeper,
more significant, and adaptive way. Yet it is my experience that the church
in all its expressions usually means what it says when it says it is installing
a new leader. This locks down the possibility of creative partnership,
reducing leadership to a mechanical function only.

At this point, the reader may be thinking, “Hamm sounds pretty
cynical.”

Let me set the record straight. I am not an angry, disgruntled former
leader of a mainline denomination who has no hope for these eight
denominations that are struggling to find a new way of understanding
their mission and new ways to carry out that mission effectively. On the
contrary, I have great hope for this part of Christ’s church, because God
is still God, and I believe God continues to work for the redemption and
transformation of these mainline churches.

I am, however, disillusioned. And this is a good thing!
Who wants to live an illusion? How could faithfulness and illusion

ever live together? It is only as we are dis-illusioned that effective mission
and ministry become possible.

I confess that I entered the role of minister with many illusions,
probably including the illusion that I knew what was best for the church
and the illusion that I was going to single-handedly change both the
church and the world. Some of these illusions had to do with youthful
enthusiasm and some had to do with arrogance. These are illusions with
which we all have to struggle in the process of maturing as Christians
and as spiritual leaders.

However, the illusion I wish to address in this conversation is the
illusion that the church calls us to change the church. Ironically, it is an illusion
created by idealism about the church and ministry, idealism that is held
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by both laypeople and ministers. It is an idealism that is often overtaken
by individual and collective anxiety about change, anxiety that turns the
illusion into delusion. As the word itself implies, delusion has an evil
connotation, an insidious quality that threatens to sabotage worthy ideals
and ultimately sabotages needed change itself.

Now we are at the heart of the matter: anxiety. The faithfulness and
effectiveness of the church is undercut, ideals become illusions, and
illusions become delusions, through the ubiquitous presence and power
of anxiety. In the individual minister and layperson, it is the fear of death
(what Paul Tillich called “ontological anxiety”: the fear of being). In the
system we call “church” (or in any system for that matter), it is the fear
of change, change being one of the faces of death, change requiring at
least partial death.1

Am I cynical? No, I am not cynical (though I confess I have my cynical
moments about the church and about myself as well). To be truly cynical
would be to believe that people do what they do to sabotage change
primarily out of ulterior motives. While I have certainly seen self-serving
behavior from time to time in everyone, including myself, I believe people
sabotage change primarily out of anxiety—their own and the system’s.

I have seen otherwise excellent leaders (as well as lesser lights) used
by a system to protect it from change. I have seen leaders betray their
own call, betray friendship, and betray their own ordination vows, all
to protect the system (and themselves) from change. These leaders
seldom recognize that the system is using them in this way. They most
often assume they are acting in the best interest of all concerned (which
is the beginning of their own delusion).

Yes, I confess that I have often deluded myself in this very same
way.

Thus, I do not regard myself as a cynic. Rather, I regard myself as
having learned (often the hard way) that the human condition and sin
itself is alive and well and driven largely by anxiety. Thus, as a pastoral
leader, I have come to see more deeply than ever our utter dependence
upon the grace of God. This recognition does not lead me to cynicism, it
leads me to gratitude for God’s grace and, occasionally, it leads me even
to repentance.

Cynicism is not a helpful or faithful response to the struggle with
these “principalities and powers”2  that are nurtured by anxiety. Cynicism
merely allows us to excuse ourselves as Christian leaders from taking
responsibility for the real, deep adaptive change that the mainline church
needs. Cynicism becomes sin when it leads us to dodge and duck the
deep changes we know are necessary for health, well-being, and vitality.

The mainline church today is captive to American culture in much
the same way the Israelites came to be captive to Babylonian culture,
but God did not abandon the captives then, and I do not believe God
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has abandoned the mainline church today. However, God is calling us
to repentance—that is, to change. God is calling us to change that will
help us be more faithful and effective in the current context.

This transformation is not a once and for all proposition. It is not
even a destination where we will be able to catch our breath before
moving on. Transformation is a journey, a way of being every day…until
that day when the reign of God is fully realized.

Remember Peter’s experience of the transfiguration recalled in
Matthew 17:1–6.3  For this transformation to be worked in and through
us as individual Christians, as leaders, and as mainline churches, we
must confess and forsake our penchant for building “dwellings” to
contain the divine, and for yakking away while the Holy Spirit is trying
to reveal what we need to know.
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