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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 along-
side affi liated  congregations in a servant leadership role.

• Consultants and coaches who desire to increase their learning 
con cerning 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 church to pursue and sustain vital Christ-centered ministry. You 
can connect with us at www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org.

Primarily serving congregations, denominations, educational institu-
tions, 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, 
332 Valley Springs Road, Columbia, SC 29223-6934

Voice: 803.622.0923, www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org

Editor’s Foreword
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Foreword

For almost two decades, Lilly Endowment has focused its work in religion 
on efforts to strengthen pastoral leadership for Christian congregations. 
This commitment is based on the conviction that congregations play a 
central role in the lives of American Christians and that faithful and effec-
tive ministerial leaders are indispensable to vital congregational life. Our 
aim is to promote strong congregations by supporting the pastoral leaders 
who serve them.

When the Endowment launched the Sustaining Pastoral Excellence (SPE) 
initiative in 2002, we had little idea of what to expect in terms of results or 
impact, or even what kinds of organizations would respond. Our request for 
proposals stated the Endowment’s hopes for the initiative, as well as a few 
key convictions gleaned from our work over the years about what it takes 
to support pastoral leaders well:

Lilly Endowment is seeking to support a variety of programs. 
While we have no single model in mind, successful proposals will 
present leadership programs that reflect careful thinking about what 
sustained pastoral excellence means in our time and about how it 
can best be nurtured.

We are particularly interested in supporting programs that are 
shaped by pastoral experience and designed with and by pastors. 
Such programs will offer pastors opportunities to take a leading 
role in their own renewal experiences and to participate actively 
while sustaining the rhythm of their ongoing ministry.

While grants will not be limited to these examples, possible 
pastoral leadership programs might include:

•	 Opportunities	for	deep	and	sustained	spiritual	
growth.
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xii   Foreword

•	 Especially	creative	clergy	renewal	or	study/leave	
programs.

•	 Ongoing	peer	study	groups.
•	 Peer	networks	for	prayer,	theological	study	and	

supportive friendships.
•	 Sustained	opportunities	to	reflect	on	and	improve	

competence in the fundamental practices of 
ministry.

•	 Ongoing	conversations	between	pastors	and	scholars	
about issues relevant to church life.

•	 Opportunities	to	participate	in	the	worship	life	of	
other congregations.

Although no single program is likely to include all these fea-
tures, Lilly Endowment hopes to encourage the creation or enhance-
ment of pastoral leadership programs that enable pastors to take 
responsibility for their own ongoing renewal and provide more 
pastors with the types of opportunities listed above.

We are not inclined to support programs that present pas-
tors with one- shot conferences or a series of unconnected events. 
Instead, we plan to encourage efforts to create environments for 
ongoing biblical study, theological reflection and spiritual renewal 
as well as the development of sustained friendships and mutual 
support among pastors.

The organizations that received grants in the SPE initiative in 2002 and 
2003, along with scores of others who joined them in providing similar 
programs over the last decade, have taught us that these hopes and convic-
tions for pastoral leaders were already shared by hundreds of organizations 
and their leaders nationwide. They already knew that congregational life and 
pastoral leadership are so much better when ministers are members of a com-
munity that is composed of competent fellow pastoral leaders who share 
the practice of ministry together.

We are delighted that the SPE movement has provided so many thou-
sands of pastoral leaders the opportunity to find membership in commu-
nities of shared practice through peer learning groups. As the wonderful 
chapters in this book demonstrate, these communities of shared practice 
have not all been formed the same way, nor have they shepherded pastors 
into a single type of educational experience or subject matter. Rather, they 
share the original hopes and convictions of the SPE initiative— namely, 
that great pastoral leaders find “a still more excellent way” (1 Cor. 12:31) 
when they learn that ministry is not and can never be practiced apart from 
a community where pastoral leaders support, pray, learn, share, and grow 
with one another.
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Foreword   xiii   

Therefore, we hope that pastors and the leaders of organizations who 
care for them will read this fine book and be inspired to launch peer learn-
ing efforts of their own. Membership in these groups truly does make the 
ministry so much better.

Craig Dykstra
Senior Vice President

John Wimmer
Program Director

Religion Division
Lilly Endowment Inc.
Indianapolis, Indiana

May 2012
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1

IntroductIon

The Power and Promise of  
Pastoral Peer Learning

This is the story of a movement: a new movement with ancient roots. It’s the 
story of committed followers in a time of great change. They form intimate, 
covenant- based groups. They meet together regularly. They eat, pray, play, 
and travel together. They listen deeply and talk frankly. They take risks in 
the safety of their fellowship. They hold each other accountable, and they 
grow together in Spirit and truth. They love as they are loved. They are bet-
ter ministers, community leaders, spouses, and parents— so much better.

This is the first serious examination of the power of pastoral peer learn-
ing. It asks important questions, including how many ministers regularly 
participate in a peer group and what difference pastoral peer learning makes 
in their lives and ministries. It provides promising answers. We know that 
about three- quarters of all ministers meet regularly in small groups for con-
tinuing education and support. They are better at balancing their personal 
and ministry responsibilities than pastors without peer group experience. 
They are more active in community outreach, as are the congregations they 
lead. The kind of shared leadership that they experience in peer groups is 
also reflected in their churches. And ministers with a history of peer group 
participation lead congregations that grow.

But if so many ministers are involved in peer groups and peer groups 
have these positive effects, why isn’t religious life in the United States more 
vital? First, not all peer group experiences are equal. And whereas the urge 
to find support among other Christians is both natural in a post- Christian 
society and recommended from the example of a pre- Christian one, the 
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2   So Much Better

What follows is a close look at pastoral peer learning, including its links to 
the first- century disciple model and twenty- first- century adult education. We 
share the results of two national surveys of pastoral leaders and a survey of sev-
eral thousand ministers in peer group programs. All of this gives us confidence 
that peer groups do make a positive difference.

It is one thing to present numerical evidence and quite another to 
breathe life into statistical bones. At the book’s heart are seven peer group 
models that include stories and examples from participants, families, and 
church members. Also featured is information about peer group recruitment, 
leadership, content, and structure. You will find practical advice about the 
cost, sustainability, and evaluation of peer groups.

We believe that testimony from pastoral leaders themselves is the best 
witness to the power of peer learning, and tested advice from real projects 
makes effective peer learning more than a promise.

Who Should read this Book and Why
•	 By	all	accounts	you	are	a	good	pastor.	You’ve	always	relished	a	

challenge, which keeps you interested and engaged. If you were 
honest, though, you’d have to admit that you are increasingly 
insulated from the kind of creative struggle that once fed your 
spirit.

•	 You	are	a	woman	pastor	in	a	smaller	parish.	You	experience	great	
satisfaction in your ministry. But sometimes you are lonely, although 
you don’t like to admit it.

•	 You	haven’t	been	in	ministry	for	a	long	time,	and	it’s	still	pretty	
exhilarating. But it’s hard to know where your ministry ends, your 
personal life begins, and your spiritual life fits.

•	 You	are	a	minister	in	a	rural	area.	You	thrive	in	your	close-	knit	com-
munity; you feel needed and loved. You believe that your congrega-
tion deserves your very best. But available continuing education is far 
away and seems irrelevant.

•	 You	are	a	suburban	pastor.	You	are	very	busy.	You	know	that	you	need	
a break, but you wouldn’t know what to do with idle time. If it were 

Peer groups help good pastors become better ones.

very stresses of these contexts make remedies difficult. Second, peer groups 
take time, although their effects can ripple quickly from pastoral leaders 
through present and future congregations and communities. So some peer 
group experience is better than none; certain kinds of peer learning separate 
those who merely survive from those who thrive; and pastoral peer learning 
has revolutionary potential.
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The Power and Promise of Pastoral Peer Learning    3   

possible for time away to be part of the expected and useful rhythm 
of ministry, then that might work.

•	 You	are	a	denominational	leader	who	is	responsible	for	lifelong	learn-
ing. Events with headliners attract fewer people and cost more, and 
conversations around meals or at breaks get the highest marks. You 
wonder how to harness that energy.

•	 You	are	a	lay	leader	and	love	your	church.	You	and	your	family	ad-
mire and appreciate the ministry of gifted pastoral leaders. You are 
convinced that the well- being of a congregation is vitally connected 
to the well- being of the pastor.

A fundamental discovery is that peer groups are especially powerful for pas-
toral leaders who want to go to the next level in their ministries. They are 
good pastors, and they want to be better ones. They are not satisfied with 
the latest formula for success. They want to stretch their minds, fill their 
spirits, and engage their congregations in more faithful ways. These are the 
things that draw pastors to peer groups; they stay because of the relation-
ships they develop with each other.1

So you should read this book if you desire a thriving pastoral ministry, 
whether you are a minister, an educator of ministers, or a layperson who 
supports clergy. Certainly, if you are currently involved in a pastoral peer 
group, you will find affirmation for what you are doing as well as inspira-
tion for what you might do. We also believe that these insights, stories, and 
practical suggestions are useful for anyone interested in adult education, 
inside or outside a church- related setting.

If you are ready for peer learning, you must also be willing. We know that 
the costs of additional time in a crowded schedule must be balanced by expected 
rewards. So is peer group experience worth it? We’ve already hinted that it is, at 
least when comparing clergy who have that experience with those that don’t. 
And if you read on, the scope of that difference will be clearer.

By way of encouragement, here’s a brief summary of what thousands 
of pastors discovered together over the past decade. At its very best, learning 
in a peer group

•	 renews	the	call	and	a	commitment	to	ministry;

•	 revitalizes	the	spirit,	body,	and	mind;

•	 broadens	a	vision	of	God’s	world	and	our	part	(and	partnerships)	in	it;

•	 provides	courage	and	confidence	to	“dream	new	dreams”	with	others	
who	have	a	stake	in	their	realization;

•	 nurtures	a	deeper	capacity	to	listen	and	respond	with	honesty	and	
without defensiveness;

•	 increases	appreciation	for	and	enthusiasm	about	intentional	and	
ongoing education;
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4   So Much Better

•	 clarifies	interpersonal	strengths	and	limits;	and

•	 leads	to	tangible,	positive	outcomes	for	congregations.

What accounts for such promising results? Pastoral peer learning is an 
ancient- contemporary practice. When it comes to questions of nurturing 
religious leaders, we don’t have to wonder, What would Jesus do? We can 
look at what He did. That first- century disciple model also resonates with 
twenty- first- century insights into adult education. Pastoral peer learning 
recognizes	that	adults	have	different	capacities	and	needs	than	younger	
learners do.

the First- century disciple Model  
(or Why Jesus needed a Small Group)

The gospel of John is a study in discipleship.2 It is the church in a nutshell 
and incarnates the greatest commandment to love. What Jesus begins in a 
face-to-face group becomes the model for the Christian movement.

What Jesus begins with a small group of peers  
becomes a model for the church.

Discipleship	starts	with	an	invitation	and	a	promise	(Jn.	1:35–	51).	Jesus	
says,	“Come	and	see”	(1:39).	The	call	is	an	invitation	to	stay	with	him	and	
enter	into	a	personal	relationship.	It	is	also	a	promise	of	“greater	things	than	
these”	if	disciples	remain	open	to	God’s	ongoing	revelation	(1:50).

At	its	heart,	discipleship	is	covenantal	(Jn.	13—	17).	Through	rituals	of	foot	
washing and a communal meal, Jesus models a new commandment to his dis-
ciples	to	“love	one	another.	Just	as	I	have	loved	you”	(13:34).	They	hear,	see,	and	
experience what this commitment requires— a reciprocity that is about loving 
as well as being vulnerable to be loved. If disciples love each other in this way, 
they	are	Jesus’	partners:	“His	own”	(13:1)	who	have	a	“share”	in	him	(13:8).

What follows is a struggle with the faithfulness and integrity required 
by	this	commitment.	Judas	betrays	and	then	leaves	the	group	(Jn.	13:2,	11,	
18–	31);	Peter	is	dominating	and	hardheaded	(13:6–9,	36–38);	and	the	beloved	
disciple	is	steadfast	(13:21–	30).	A	model	facilitator,	Jesus	challenges	the	dis-
ciples to think in new ways, and they learn and trust honest confrontation.

Jesus’	goal	for	the	disciples	is	that	“they	may	become	one”	(Jn.	17:21).	
Their relationships with each other and with Jesus give them the strength 
to	face	a	world	that	does	not	understand	them,	even	“hates”	them	(15:18).	
It	helps	them	to	remain	faithful	to	their	calling	(16:1).	And	that	cohesive	
bond sustains them even when they are threatened with expulsion from 
the	synagogue	itself	(16:2).
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From call to covenant through challenge and confrontation to unity, 
the disciples demonstrate the power of community. Its promise is fulfilled 
in	commission:	“As	the	Father	has	sent	me,	so	I	send	you”	(Jn.	20:21).	The	
covenant life that the disciples experience with each other is completed 
through its extension into the world. A small group of committed peers is 
the unbroken net by which an abundant and diverse community will be 
gathered	(21:1–	13).

Pastoral	peers	(1)	gather	around	their	calling;	(2)	make	an	intentional	
covenant for spiritual support, theological challenge, and mutual account-
ability;	(3)	spend	time	with	one	another	in	prayer,	at	meals,	and	through	
travel;	and	(4)	take	what	(and	how)	they’ve	learned	into	their	ministries.	
In doing so, they replicate a first- century disciple model. This kind of peer 
learning is sacred practice.

From Pedagogy to Andragogy  
(or Why Adults needn’t Be taught Like children)

Most people’s idea of learning is tied to their experience in a formal class-
room. For many, the longest and last experience with education is childhood 
through late adolescence. Traditional instruction of school- aged children and 
youth tends to be teacher focused: the teacher makes decisions about what 
is taught, how, and where. It is pedagogy,	from	the	Greek:	leading	a	child.

Andragogy, a term suggested by educator Malcolm Knowles, is the art 
and science of adult learning.3	It	emphasizes	important	differences	between	
children and adults as learners. For example, children need to know what 
they need to know, for their own sakes and for the sake of a productive and 
civil society. Adult learners, on the other hand, need to know why they need 
to know— that is, they need to be convinced that a learning experience is 
really worth their time and effort. As in the disciple model, adults are invited 
to learn, and commitment hinges on the promise of something more that 
really matters. It’s about mutuality more than hierarchy.

When adults have a say in what and how they learn, their motiva-
tion is higher and the practical payoff greater. Because adults have a larger 
reservoir of experience and a more immediate context for applying what 
they know than younger learners, the relevance of educational content is 
especially important. That doesn’t mean, however, that adults have all the 
knowledge, imagination, and resources required to address their most press-
ing questions and deepest needs. Even articulating what they want or need 
to know is sometimes difficult, which is why peers, facilitators, and coaches 
are especially helpful in adult learning.4

Adult learners are their own best teachers, and the  
world is their best classroom.
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Adult learners are active learners. They are less interested in learning 
about something than figuring it out. Borrowing an analogy from ice skat-
ing, they first master school figures and then are ready for improvisation. This 
kind of creative and adaptive learning is more likely to happen in the world 
outside a traditional classroom— in a neighborhood coffee shop or a local 
church, on a trip to Wall Street or in a Mexican border town, or in a circle 
of spiritual reflection. It is also more likely to occur when learning presents 
significant challenge, as, for example, when new insight or experience leads 
to a reevaluation, or even revision, of previous assumptions.5 This kind of 
learning is revelatory.

Previous studies of clergy peer groups demonstrate the power of andra-
gogy.6 Members choose to participate. They have a lot of say about what 
their group explores, how they do it, when, and where. They express strong 
appreciation for learning from the experience of others. They develop trust 
and accountability. Together, they are more creative and resourceful. After all, 
who else knows what they are going through and can keep their confidence 
better than other ministers?

So there are good theological, educational, and practical reasons to 
believe that peer groups make a difference. But past studies are small in scope 
and don’t compare pastoral leaders in peer groups with those who are not. 
Also very little is known about the effects of different kinds of peer groups. 
Does diversity make a difference? What about group leadership or learning 
plans? The administration, evaluation, and cost of peer group programs? 
These are the kinds of questions we set out to explore together.

the Power of Peer Learning for Pastoral Leaders
How	many	pastors	 in	 the	United	 States	 are	 involved	 in	peer	 groups?	 In	
two	national	surveys	in	2008,	we	asked	pastoral	leaders	if	they	participated	
regularly in a small group of peers for continuing education and support in 
the past five years.7 Nearly three- quarters of ministers said that they were 
involved in a peer group. A quarter of those participated in groups with 
ministers in their own denomination; about a third attended an interde-
nominational	group.	Ten	percent	or	so	are	in	peer	groups	organized	for	sup-
port or mentoring, spiritual formation, or topical study. And the rest belong 
to other kinds of groups including Doctor of Ministry peer groups, groups 
of women clergy, or peer groups begun as a part of the Lilly Endowment’s 
Sustaining	Pastoral	Excellence	(SPE)	initiative.8

So what difference does participation in a peer group make? As it turns 
out, it makes a big difference for the health and well- being of pastors and 
their congregations.
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Peer Learning Makes Better Pastors
The US Congregational Life Leader Survey found that pastoral leaders who 
participate in peer learning are more engaged in their own self- care and 
development.9 Ministers who take a day off regularly are twice as likely to 
be involved in a peer group. Those who participate in continuing education 
are more than five times as likely to be involved in peer learning. Pastoral 
leaders in peer groups are also twice as likely to say that maintaining a private 
life	separate	from	their	work	is	“no	problem.”	What’s	more,	the	relationship	
is two- way. Peer learning makes better pastors and better pastors participate 
in peer learning!

Peer Learning Makes Better congregations
A pastor’s involvement in a peer group makes a difference for their congrega-
tions. The Faith Communities Today Survey found that pastors in peer groups 
lead congregations that are highly participatory. Three- quarters of ministers 
in a peer group report that leadership roles are shared among laity in their 
churches.	And	we	see	how	this	works	in	chapter	3,	where	we	hear	the	story	
of	a	Church	of	God	minister	who	learned	to	share	leadership	in	his	peer	
group. When he used a more facilitative style of leadership in his own church, he 
was	amazed	at	the	positive	results.	But	the	story	is	quite	different	for	pastors	
who aren’t in peer groups. In close to half of their congregations, leadership 
isn’t shared very much— the same people tend to serve in the same roles.10

A culture of involvement extends to youth and new members. Nearly 
twice as many pastors in peer groups report that youth serve on church 
committees and boards.11 Their congregations are also more likely to involve 
new members in worship and in service to the church and the community.12

Pastors who participate in a peer group are more active in their commu-
nities.13 So are the congregations they lead. Their churches are more likely to 
see	themselves	as	change	agents	and	strongly	emphasize	community	service.

Several of our peer group approaches are intentional about community 
involvement as a part of their experience, such as Lott Carey’s cross- cultural 
pastoral	 immersion	 model	 (chapter	 4).	 Seattle’s	 School	 of	 Theology	 and	
Ministry,	 profiled	 in	 chapter	 6,	 showcases	 stories	 of	 peer	 groups	 whose	
members are different from one another in every conceivable way and who 
through deep listening and mutual discernment become true companions 
in leadership. Interpersonal change leads to congregational and community 
change. The Seattle project’s intent may not be to change communities, but 
in many cases that is indeed what happens.

Pastors in peer groups lead congregations that are committed to clergy 
continuing education.14 Their churches are more likely to require it and help 
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to fund it. Many of the pastoral leaders profiled in this book serve congrega-
tions that contribute financially to their peer group experience.

So a pastoral leader’s participation in a peer group leads to congrega-
tions that are highly participatory, supportive of the minister’s continuing 
education, and active in their communities.15 These are important signals 
of health in congregations. Another indicator of health is numerical 
growth.

Is there a relationship between a pastoral leader’s peer group involve-
ment	and	the	growth	of	their	congregation?	Yes.	However,	simply	being	in	
a peer group is not enough. Two specific characteristics of a pastoral leader’s 
participation are strongly related to numerical growth in congregations: the 
length of time clergy have participated in a peer group and the peer group’s 
leadership and structure.

Pastors with a history of participation in a peer group lead congrega-
tions that grow. The relationship is quite strong.16 The length of time a 
pastor has been involved in a peer group is one of the top predictors of 
numerical growth. Only the involvement of the congregation in recruit-
ment, a congregation with a younger average age and an active youth 
ministry, and little to no congregational conflict are better predictors. It 
also helps if a pastor is involved in a peer group that is led by a trained 
facilitator and includes a curriculum or other intentional learning plan.

The Length of Time Pastoral Leader Has Participated in a Peer Group and 
Congregational Growth (FACT 2008)

Congregation 
Experienced Growth

Congregation 
Declined

Congregation 
Experienced No 

Growth

60

50

40

30

20

10

0%
 C

on
gr

eg
at

io
ns

 R
es

po
nd

in
g 

Leader in Group More than 10 Years

42

28 27
22

18
24

18
22

40

48
55 56

Leader in Group 1 Year or Less

Leader in Group 4-10 Years

Leader in Group 2-3 Years

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



The Power and Promise of Pastoral Peer Learning    9   

Better congregations Make Better Pastors
The relationship between peer group participation and the well- being of 
congregations is mutually reinforcing. Pastors in peer groups encourage 
shared leadership, community involvement, and support for clergy con-
tinuing education in their congregations; and congregations with these 
qualities encourage a pastoral leader’s involvement in peer learning.17 This 
is the stuff of which movements, if not revolutions, are made.

the Promise of Peer Learning for Pastoral Leaders
The results of two national surveys show that pastoral peer learning makes 
for better ministers and better congregations. We also found that a history 
of peer group experience along with a trained facilitator and a curriculum 
or learning plan are strong predictors of church growth. What other char-
acteristics of peer groups assure better outcomes for pastors, their families, 
and their ministries?

To answer this question, we surveyed pastoral leaders who were involved 
in	peer	groups	from	2003	to	2008	as	part	of	the	Lilly	Endowment’s	SPE	ini-
tiative. We heard from more than two thousand pastors from every region 
of the country and a cross section of denominations.

Based on what we learned, we selected seven peer groups that represent 
unique and effective approaches to pastoral peer learning. Then we asked 
the sponsoring project directors to take a closer look at each group.

Parent	organizations	of	the	seven	projects	are	Pentecostal,	Reformed,	
Baptist,	Methodist,	Presbyterian,	Roman	Catholic,	and	interfaith.	Some	of	
the peer groups include members from a single denomination, gender, and 
race; and others are composed of diverse faiths, genders, and ethnicities. 
Some programs employ trained facilitators or peer mentors; others sponsor 
leaderless peer groups. About half of the programs require that groups adopt 
a particular structure or follow a predetermined process. The rest support 
group- determined learning plans or proposals. All allow plenty of room for 
member input.

It’s So Much Better
Thousands of pastors told us how their SPE group stacked up against other 
peer groups. If they participated in another group over the past ten years, 
we asked them to compare the two. They told us whether the experiences 
were about the same or whether one group was better or much better in six 
areas including positive ministry impact, spiritual growth, creativity, intel-
lectual challenge, personal guidance and support, and group leadership. 
Across the board, SPE groups were rated as much better than other peer 
group experiences.18
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What makes for a much better peer group experience?

•	 A	quality	group	facilitator

•	 A	formal	group	covenant

•	 Group	spiritual	practice,	especially	in	new	and	different	ways

•	 Diversity	among	members,	especially	denominational	diversity

•	 Mutual	trust	and	accountability

•	 A	high	level	of	attendance	at	group	gatherings

We also know what makes pastoral peer learning much better. As far as 
structure and leadership go, a formal group covenant and high quality facilita-
tor are very important. If a peer group is denominationally diverse, that’s also 
a plus. Spiritual practice, especially in novel and creative ways, also makes 
for	a	better	group	experience.	Groups	with	many	(if	not	all)	of	these	qualities	
develop intimacy and trust; their members hold each other accountable; and 
they are well attended. These are things that set SPE groups apart.

In addition, we know what kinds of peer groups are more attractive to 
men or women. Female pastoral leaders are more likely to say that they join 
peer groups because they feel isolated in their ministries. They are much 
more likely to be divorced or never married and to serve in small inner- city 
or rural congregations.

What attracts women to a pastoral peer group?

•	 Antidote	to	isolation,	especially	if	it	is	a	group	of	women	clergy

•	 Respite	from	the	“triple	time	bind”	of	long	commutes,	work,	and	household	
chores

•	 Time,	space,	and	support	for	spiritual	practices

•	 Perspective	and	challenge,	especially	if	the	group	is	interdenominational

•	 Opportunity	to	improve	listening	skills

Like male leaders, women work in ministerial careers, but different from 
men, they spend more time commuting to and from work. Like many work-
ing women, female pastoral leaders in peer groups are much more likely to 
spend	time	doing	household	chores	than	their	male	counterparts.	Reflecting	
pressured time schedules and raising the question of health risk is the fact 
that female pastoral leaders are less likely to engage in physical exercise.19

Male pastoral leaders tend to participate in more family-  and ministry- 
oriented peer groups. A peer group is an extension of and a support for their 
work and family life. They are more likely to report that their congregation 
and the congregations of pastors in their peer group work together. Their 
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spouses or families are twice as likely to be involved in their peer group activi-
ties.20	Pastoral	covenant	groups	discussed	in	chapter	3	are	good	examples	of	
male pastoral leader groups in a denomination.

What attracts men to a pastoral peer group?

•	 Deeper	relationships	with	peers,	often	from	the	same	denomination

•	 Sharing	peer	group	experiences	with	spouses	or	families

•	 Opportunities	to	link	their	congregations	in	ministry

•	 A	hunger	for	Scriptural	study

•	 Resources	of	the	sponsor	organization,	including	curriculum	or	facilitative	
leadership

The majority of male ministers are in peer groups with members from 
the same denomination. Female pastoral leaders tend to participate in peer 
groups that are all female or that are denominationally diverse. Chapter 2 
tells the poignant story of one group of women ministers in the Christian 
Church	(Disciples	of	Christ).

Male ministers are more likely to be in groups that focus on Scripture 
study and follow a prescribed curriculum. Women clergy are more likely to 
focus on spiritual practices including a discipline of silence, meditation, or 
spiritual experiences that incorporate art, music, and literature.21

Early	career	pastors	need	a	peer	group	that

•	 is	led	by	a	skilled	facilitator,	especially	a	peer	mentor;

•	 is	not	highly	structured;

•	 provides	spiritual	refueling	and	refreshment;

•	 develops	trust	and	provides	safety;

•	 focuses	on	biblical	and	theological	reflection;	and

•	 involves	spouses	and	families	in	some	group	activities

	.	.	.	if	they	want	new	energy	for	ministry	and	a	 
positive	impact	on	those	closest	to	them.

Our study of pastoral leaders in SPE peer groups provided some clues 
about the special interests of early and midcareer pastors. Many younger 
pastors join peer groups because they don’t know what else to do. They 
feel	“stuck”	in	their	ministry,	and	this	is	especially	difficult	for	those	closest	
to them. Middle- aged and midcareer ministers join peer groups because 
their ministry is going rather well. Still, they aren’t entirely satisfied— they 
know that something more is possible for them and their congregations.

Our research shows that younger pastors benefit from peer groups 
with a skilled facilitator and that are not highly structured. If the group 
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provides spiritual refueling and biblical or theological reflection and 
“gels,”	 then	 the	 experience	 has	 an	 especially	 beneficial	 impact	 on	 the	
minister’s family and intimate friends.22 Seattle’s companions in leader-
ship	(chapter	6)	and	the	Christian	Reformed	Church	in	North	America’s	
peer	 learning	groups	(chapter	5)	provide	examples	of	peer	groups	that	
meet these needs.

Midcareer pastors need a peer group that

•	 has	a	trained	facilitator	and	members	committed	to	shared	leadership;

•	 is	made	up	of	persons	from	different	denominations;

•	 provides	intellectual	challenge	as	a	vehicle	to	ministry	improvement;

•	 focuses	on	the	practical	and	the	theological;	and

•	 includes	travel	and/or	cross-	cultural	immersion

	.	.	.	if	they	want	new	energy	and	creativity	for	 
going	to	the	next	level	in	their	ministry.

Midcareer pastors who are good pastors and want to be better ones are 
excellent candidates for peer learning.23 A group that provides intellectual 
challenge as a vehicle to ministry improvement is often just the ticket. This 
kind of peer group requires a facilitator who inspires confidence and gifted 
members who are committed to share leadership. If the group is also made 
up of persons who are different from each other, then, that only ups the 
ante for creativity.

Successful midcareer pastors are interested in both intellectual 
challenge and practical application. Travel may be important but is 
not required, although some kind of cross- cultural experience is neces-
sary. The radical agency approach of the Institute for Clergy Excellence 
described in chapter 1 is a good example of a model for these pastors, 
as is the pastoral immersion strategy of the Lott Carey Foreign Mission 
Convention	in	chapter	4.

Our surveys reveal a lot about peer groups. We know how pastoral 
leaders with this kind of peer learning experience are different from those 
without it. We also know what makes for better peer group experiences and 
what kinds of groups attract what kinds of ministers with what kinds of 
outcomes. But surveys alone can’t tell us very much about how a peer group 
becomes close, committed, and accountable, and why formal covenants, 
diversity in membership, certain practices and structures, and facilitative 
leadership are especially promising. That’s where the back stories of John’s 
gospel and Knowles’s andragogy meet the present stories of pastoral leaders 
in	peer	groups	sponsored	by	the	Institute	of	Clergy	Excellence	in	Huntsville,	
Alabama; the College of Pastoral Leaders at Austin Presbyterian Theological 
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Seminary in Texas; the Pentecostal Theological Seminary of the Church of 
God	in	Cleveland,	Tennessee;	the	Lott	Carey	Baptist	Foreign	Mission	Conven-
tion	in	Washington,	DC;	the	Christian	Reformed	Church	in	North	America	
in	 Grand	 Rapids,	 Michigan;	 Seattle	 University’s	 School	 of	 Theology	 and	
Ministry in Washington State; and the Triangle Pastoral Counseling Center 
of	Raleigh,	North	Carolina.

If You Know What It takes

The best pastoral peer learning models combine elements that at first blush 
seem opposed to each other. They are discipline and freedom, the familiar 
and the strange, and the inside and the outside of group life. Each of these 
elements requires careful attention in the design and development of a peer 
group. The built- in tension created in their negotiation is necessary for learn-
ing that is dynamic, shared, and stimulating but also safe.

The first pair that must be balanced is discipline and freedom. Peer group 
elements that ensure discipline include structure, predictability, account-
ability, and control. Freedom, on the other hand, is experienced through 
Spirit, spontaneity and play, grace, and choice.

The second pair is the familiar and the strange. The familiar includes 
persons, places, and practices with which you have a great deal of experi-
ence— so much so that there may be a tendency to take them for granted. 
The strange includes persons, places, and practices with which you have 
little or no firsthand experience and about which you may hold negative 
or stereotyped views.

The final pair is the inside and the outside of group life. One focuses on 
the internal rhythm of group life including initial formation, negotiating 
conflict, and establishing trust. The other refers to a group’s involvement 

Balancing Peer Group Polarities

Discipline 

The Familiar 

The Inside of a Group’s Life

Freedom 

The	Strange	

The	Outside	of	a	Group’s	Life
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with	the	world	outside	including	the	sponsor	organization,	the	members’	
families, and congregations.

The balance of these polarities is central to successful group formation. 
That development is captured in four critical moments. Not coincidentally, 
they reflect the rhythm of the first- century disciple model and the core 
features of andragogy.

The first moment is covenant, which includes mutually agreed- upon 
commitments, guidelines, and learning contracts. Covenant also includes 
responsibility	to	outside	parties	such	as	the	sponsor	organization	and	the	
congregations and families of group members. For pastoral peer learning, 
this moment carries special meaning. It links pastoral leaders to historic 
covenants	from	God’s	promise	to	Abraham	and	Sarah	to	Jesus’	relationship	
with his disciples.

Challenge and confrontation compose the next natural moment in the 
rhythm of a peer group’s life. The course and duration of this phase depends, 
first, on whether group members are known or strangers to each other. 
Groups	 composed	 of	 members	 from	 different	 denominations,	 whether	
appointed or self- selected, provide greater anonymity, and so, safety, for 
frank	conversation.	Groups	made	up	of	persons	from	the	same	denomina-
tion, especially if they are assigned rather than self- selected, may have more 
difficulty moving beyond posturing to transparency.

Negotiating the second moment is easier if a peer group is facilitated 
by someone who holds out a vision of excellence and understands group 
processes. Another factor that deepens challenge and provokes healthy 
confrontation	is	the	extent	of	exposure	to	“the	other”	allowed	by	the	group	

The Rhythm of Peer Group Life

Covenant
Moment I

Challenge & Confrontation
Moment II

Cohesion
Moment III

Commission
Moment IV
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and	its	learning	plan.	Whether	the	sponsoring	organization	makes	resources	
available for adapting structure, ensuring accountability, and managing 
healthy confrontation is also important.

If a peer group stretches its members intellectually, spiritually, and 
interpersonally, then deeper levels of honesty and respect are possible. We 
know from the testimonies of peer groups themselves that a critical incident 
of conflict faced with frankness, vulnerability, and in love is crucial for a 
group	to	“gel.”	This	signals	a	decisive	moment	of	cohesion.

The fourth moment of a peer group’s life is commission. For pastoral peer 
learning, this moment is about two things. First, it is the act of incarnating 
what is learned in the group in a pastoral leader’s daily life and work out-
side it. And second, it is the conviction that who a pastor is and what he or 
she	does	is	an	extension	of	God’s	mission.	In	this	way,	a	peer	group	helps	a	
pastoral leader remember his or her calling as an invitation to a divine part-
nership and renew it through a covenant relationship with fellow disciples. 
It is a corporate mission, a co- mission.

While the overall rhythm of pastoral peer groups moves naturally from 
covenant through challenge and confrontation to cohesion and commission, 
the development is not always straightforward or uniform. Some groups, like 
the	Church	of	God,	Cleveland’s	pastoral	covenant	groups,	and	the	Triangle	
Pastoral Counseling Center’s narrative peer groups, intentionally build this 
rhythm into their regular meeting structure. This makes good sense. It lever-
ages the commitment of covenant, the stimulation of challenge, and the 
vulnerability of confrontation repeatedly in the movement toward cohesion 
in the group and commission to life beyond it.

Paying attention to the beginning, the middle, and the end of a group’s 
life is a vital part of peer learning. And that’s the case whether the rhythm is a 
part of regular meeting structure, a process that facilitators anticipate and inten-
tionally encourage, or milestones that a program staff stand ready to address.

to realize the Promise of Pastoral Peer Learning
So what then is pastoral peer learning? It is covenanted learning that takes 
place	 in	environments	structured	to	maximize	decision	making	and	par-
ticipation, promote challenge and safety, and foster spiritual, intellectual, 
vocational, and/or personal growth. Models of pastoral peer learning that 
are especially promising are those that intentionally balance freedom and 
discipline, the strange and the familiar, and the internal life of the group 
and the larger worlds its members represent and that all inhabit. There are 
many	ways	to	realize	the	promise	of	pastoral	peer	learning.
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Seven Peer Group Models
What follows is a brief overview of seven pastoral peer learning models. 
Each illustrates a unique way of negotiating peer learning polarities. Every 
chapter begins with a case scenario that provides a glimpse into the life 
of	a	peer	group.	This	“slice	of	life”	is	followed	by	a	description	of	the	his-
tory and purpose of the program as well as helpful details about member 
(and	facilitator)	 recruitment,	 the	course	and	structure	of	 the	program,	
and its impact on participants, their families, and their congregations. 
Administrative matters are also described including evaluation, cost, and 
sustainability.

To preserve confidentiality, the names of pastoral leaders in peer groups 
and their congregations have been changed. To provide a sense of diversity, 
tradition, office and place, the denominations, positions, and geographic 
contexts of participants are unchanged. Finally, all stories, findings, and 
insights reported in this book are based on surveys, interviews, and focus 
groups	conducted	from	2003	through	2010.

In chapter 1, the radical agency groups of the Institute of Clergy Excel-
lence are described. Once a United Methodist initiative, the institute recently 
exercised its institutional agency and is now a freestanding clergy develop-
ment	organization.	The	goals	of	the	program’s	groups	are	a	high	level	of	
autonomy among members and a high level of creative effort around a group 
generated proposal. Study grants are generous, but participants and their 
congregations are expected to contribute.

The process starts with six to eight months of decision making about 
who will belong to the group and what the group will explore together. 
To keep a vision of excellence at the forefront, they work with a trained 
facilitator assigned by the Institute. After the study proposal is complete, it 
is reviewed by a peer group composed of all facilitators who work with the 
institute and revise if necessary. The group then begins a three- year journey 
with the same facilitator and a required rhythm of resourcing, experiencing, 
debriefing, modifying, and reporting on the proposed plan.

Groups	are	self-	selected	(familiar),	and	the	proposal	writing	and	imple-
mentation	process	 is	 self-	managed	 (strange).	The	 freedom	and	 creativity	
hoped for require the disciplined attention of a facilitator and accountability 
among	members	themselves	(inside)	as	well	as	accountability	to	the	Institute	
(outside)	for	the	expenditure	of	funds	and	timely	reporting.

Radical	agency	requires	freedom	and	flexibility	balanced	by	discipline	and	
accountability.	Groups	are	made	up	of	members	who	are	very	similar	and	also	
very diverse with equally powerful results. The outcomes speak for them-
selves: you will find quite fascinating the case scenario that focuses on an 
interdenominational	 group	 of	 “high-	steeple”	 pastors	 from	 Birmingham,	
Alabama, who set out to explore faith and money together.
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In chapter 2, holy friendships are self- selected, and a combination of 
refreshment	and	creativity	is	encouraged	and	modeled.	The	sponsor	organiza-
tion	is	a	seminary	of	the	Presbyterian	Church	(USA).	Many	of	the	groups	are	
made up of mainline Presbyterians, but not all. Women clergy and minority 
racial/ethnic clergy of any stripe are especially encouraged to apply for two- 
year grants. Funds are generous and require contributions from participants 
and/or their congregations. Participants are successful pastors and many 
are highly educated; the proposal process is demanding and competitive.

Different from radical agency groups, these pastoral leaders don’t require 
a	trained	facilitator.	This	is	self-	direction	with	a	capital	“S.”	As	friends	already	
(familiar),	they	test	relatively	new	waters	of	learning	and	leadership	freedom	
with	little	institutional	restraint	(strange).	They	may	be	Reformed,	but	they	
sometimes	kick	against	the	goads.	They	relish	a	break	(freedom)	and	a	chance	
to	“let	their	hair	down”	with	clergy	like	them.	Their	sponsoring	organiza-
tion invites them to participate with other groups in annual gatherings that 
emphasize	creativity,	worship,	and	spirituality.	And	all	groups	are	required	
to	submit	timely	grant	audits	and	evaluation	(discipline).

Interestingly, the same relational glue that brings them together 
sometimes threatens to tear them apart. Conflict and negotiating it, as it 
turns out, is what makes for deeper learning and a longer group life. That 
negotiation depends on two things: the structure of and commitment to 
the	original	proposal	(inside)	and	the	resources	of	the	college	for	mediating	
disagreement	in	a	healthy	way	(outside).	The	results	for	the	women’s	peer	
group described in the case scenario are remarkable and remind us of the 
power of friendships made holy in and through the Lord’s Supper. We are 
here	because	God	is	here;	we	are	made	whole	through	brokenness.

In	chapter	3,	peer	learning	polarities	are	negotiated	in	similar	but	dis-
tinctively different ways. Pastoral covenant groups	organized	and	overseen	
by the Center for Pentecostal Leadership and Care of Pentecostal Theologi-
cal Seminary in Cleveland, Tennessee, represent a middle way. There is no 
proposal, no competition for funds to craft learning together. True to a 
denominational penchant for leavening Spirit with structure, these Church 
of	God,	Cleveland	groups	are	organized	with	the	help	of	area	bishops	but	
not run by them. Facilitators are group members, peer mentors trained in 
facilitation skills, and models for shared leadership.

The five-year group cycle revolves around an annual covenant-making 
retreat and monthly meetings, following a model that reflects the structure 
of Pentecostal worship. But inside the prescribed structure there are ground 
rules	for	shared	discourse	(for	example,	no	preaching!)	and	a	facilitator	who	
listens and asks questions rather than dispenses advice.

Peer groups not only covenant together around personal formation 
goals but also group goals that include missional commitments and activities 
tied to local contexts. These are worked out in monthly meetings where all 
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group members rotate logistics, teaching, worship leadership— everything. 
This model is in stark contrast to the usual conference- with- a- notebook- and- 
an-	expert	learning	approach.	The	group	chooses	to	learn	(and	do)	what	it	
wants	and	needs	to	learn	(and	do)	and	holds	one	another	accountable	over	
time. All are learners. They listen to one another and the Spirit, which is 
very close to the early Wesleyan holiness model of formation.

Perhaps most remarkable is the new way of being a pastor that the 
pastoral covenant group fosters. Influenced by a facilitative model of leader-
ship, pastors say that they listen more and pontificate less. As a result, they 
experience greater satisfaction, better ministry outcomes, and less conflict 
in their leadership.

In	chapter	4,	the	peer	learning	model	of	the	Lott	Carey	Baptist	Foreign	
Mission Convention is all about encountering the strange for the sake of the 
familiar. Cross- cultural peer immersion invites recommended African American 
pastors to travel together and experience ministry in African Diaspora con-
texts. In doing so, pastors grow closer through their common disorientation; 
struggle with once taken- for- granted assumptions about service, justice, and 
leadership; and emerge after three years with stronger networks of colleagues, 
a broader vision of the world and their place and responsibility in it, and 
new habits of spiritual practice and self- care.

Significant anchors are required for the experience of cultural disloca-
tion. All participants must commit to the program’s guidelines and structure, 
which include team activities, small group processes, ministry in context, 
and spiritual formation. The program staff makes arrangements and provides 
a schedule for the immersion journey itself.

Teams of twenty- five are divided into smaller groups for deeper rela-
tionships and ongoing reflection. Small group leaders are experienced pas-
tor mentors with training in facilitation, much like the pastoral covenant 
group	model	in	the	Church	of	God.	And	over	the	course	of	the	immersions,	
participants share worship leadership and teaching responsibilities. In these 
ways, the dislocating elements of the model are well balanced by its structure 
and predictable rhythm.

Between immersion experiences, e- mail contact continues, as does rela-
tionship building, consolidating new knowledge, and connecting insights 
in new ways to stateside ministry. Among other things, pastoral leaders 
discover	that	they	are	more	American	than	they	believed	and	that	God	is	
not. The familiar is made strange and the strange, familiar. If you take the 
peer immersion journey with them, you will discover that Ubuntu is at the 
heart of it all.

Chapter	5	offers	a	way	to	cultivate	pastoral	Green Spaces in a denomi-
nation. This model took root and flourished in a conservative Protestant 
context,	 the	 Christian	 Reformed	 Church	 in	 North	 America.	 Like	 Austin	
Seminary’s holy friendship model described in chapter 2, these peer groups 
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are self- selected and self- managed. Each group crafts a proposal together for 
an annual seed grant, and there is no assigned leader or facilitator.

Such freedom is welcome but initially difficult to grasp, especially when 
the denominational culture rewards careful, detailed, and even prescrip-
tive approaches to new ministry. Never mind the reinforcing effects of a 
“syllabus	approach”	 in	education	described	 in	chapter	1.	The	result	 for	
pastors is a hesitancy to take charge of their own learning. This requires 
some structure and a little coaching from program personnel.

Similar to the pastoral covenant model, individual and group goals are 
required as a part of a proposed plan. The group is also asked to designate a 
liaison to handle finances and brief reports. Program staff periodically remind 
their	applicants	that	there	is	no	one	(or	right)	way	to	tackle	this	learning	
experiment.	“Grace	abounds!”

Like	the	pastoral	covenant	model,	Green	Spaces	nurture	a	new	way	of	
leadership. The familiarity of denominational friends and the soft structure 
of the program provide just enough predictability and safety for the more 
difficult and less familiar work of sharing leadership. Program staff sees shared 
leadership as an explicit form of freedom: freedom from the burden of a top- 
down leadership approach and for the rewards of a rich range of opinions 
and	perspectives.	As	one	pastor	expresses	the	same	discovery	in	chapter	6,	“It’s	
not	all	about	me!”	but	paradoxically	“It	is	all	about	me!”

What started as a small peer learning opportunity with modest goals 
in	the	Christian	Reformed	Church	became	a	denomination-	wide	emphasis.	
Why? It makes a demonstrable and positive difference in pastors’ lives and 
ministries.	Green	spaces	really	do	rejuvenate	thirsty	pastors	and	revitalize	
parched ministries.

Chapter	6	explores	Seattle	University’s	companions in leadership approach 
to pastoral peer learning. Like Lott Carey’s cross- cultural peer immersion, this 
program includes smaller peer groups as a part of a larger learning cohort. 
Different from other peer learning models profiled in this book, this approach 
is part of a seminary’s degree program. Through Seattle’s School of Theology 
and Ministry, the yearlong peer learning program leads to a certificate or 
can be applied as the first year of a Doctor of Ministry program. Although 
offered	by	a	Roman	Catholic	institution,	the	program	is	denominationally	
and ethnically diverse.

Whereas Lott Carey’s peer learning participants leave the United States 
to experience cultures with which they share a racial lineage and little else, 
the School of Theology and Ministry convenes persons who share geographic 
proximity	and	citizenship	but	little	else.	The	program’s	curriculum	focuses	on	
developing personal integrity, effective leadership, and spirituality through 
reflective practice, coaching, and peer group experience.

Peer	groups	are	organized	around	spiritual	practice,	and	participants	
take turns facilitating a prescribed process of deep listening, meditation, and 
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active reflection. Program faculty supports peer group facilitators through 
orientation and debriefing.

Like the narrative peer group model reviewed later on, establishing initial 
ground rules for the small group experience is critical. Companions in leader-
ship are strangers: entry to the program is by application; the greater Seattle 
area is large and pluralistic; and diversity is a part of the selection criteria. 
This level of unfamiliarity requires equal clarity about the ground rules for 
interaction. These pastoral leaders may not know each other, but they know 
the rules for respectful listening, and they become familiar with the rhythm 
of spiritual reflection. At the same time, companions in leadership share a 
course of study and develop a common vocabulary that reflect the very best 
in practical theology, transpersonal psychology, and pastoral leadership.

Great	diversity	in	a	pastoral	leader	peer	group	makes	for	greater	safety.	
This is the safety of anonymity. Different from peer groups in the Christian 
Reformed	Church	and	the	Church	of	God,	not	only	do	participants	not	know	
one another personally, they don’t share the same denominational experi-
ences,	norms,	and	taboos.	Things	shared	in	the	group	are	less	likely	to	“get	
out”	and	things	that	are	socially	or	politically	sensitive	in	the	denomination	
are	less	likely	to	“get	in.”	Thus	strangeness	enables	unaccustomed	freedom,	
which is why norms and structure are needed counterweights.

For companions in leadership, the results are a deeper knowledge of these 
“others”	and	the	self	and	a	greater	sense	of	responsibility	to	and	for	the	wider	
human	community.	In	the	case	scenario	of	chapter	6,	we	are	introduced	to	a	
Catholic priest and a Protestant pastor from Northern Ireland who initially 
collide, develop a grudging then deepening respect, later travel together to 
Northern Ireland, and finally lead worship with one another in a Seattle- area 
Catholic	parish.	As	one	participant	observes,	“This	is	the	context	in	which	
world	peace	becomes	possible.”

Chapter	7	explores	Triangle	Pastoral	Counseling	Center’s	narrative peer 
group approach. Developed by a pastoral counselor / seminary professor and a 
local church minister and piloted in interfaith pastoral peer groups, this model 
focuses on storytelling and a disciplined strategy of listening and asking curious 
questions, first with a partner and then with a reflecting team. This narrative 
strategy is nested in a larger landscape of elements including covenant, hospi-
tality,	and	ritual	(discipline	and	structure,	which	lead	to	comfort	and	safety),	
the	unexpected	(the	unknown	and	unpredictable),	 stories	 (what	members	
bring	from	outside	the	group	experience),	and	formation,	momentum,	and	
discernment	(what	happens	inside	the	group	or	how	a	story	of	stories	grows).

Like companions in leadership, Triangle Pastoral Counseling Center’s 
peer	groups	are	strangers	to	one	another.	Diversity	of	perspectives	(and	so,	
stories)	is	especially	valued	in	this	approach.	Anonymity	encourages	freedom	
in telling, objectivity in hearing, frankness in responding, and novelty in 
interpreting.

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



The Power and Promise of Pastoral Peer Learning    21   

A well- grounded discipline of sharing childhood memories, favorite Bible 
stories, first experiences in leadership, and ministry cases with colleagues 
who are committed to asking questions rather than offering solutions in a 
regular, time- limited rhythm provides predictability and increases security. 
That all group members take turns offering stories, being listening partners, 
and forming reflecting teams nurtures mutual accountability and creates 
cohesiveness.

The narrative peer group model takes the first principle of peer learning— 
namely, that the richest resource for learning is the wisdom and experience 
of the learners themselves— and makes it explicit. The focus of narrative 
peer groups is the experience and understanding of members captured in 
stories and clarified, expanded, and even exploded by the experience and 
understanding of peers. If pastoral leader peers come from different faiths, 
genders, generations, races, or ethnicities, then the variety of stories on stories 
builds and the possibilities of new and deeper insight increases. And we know 
from	chapter	7	that	the	group’s	story	is	a	potent	resource	for	pastoral	leaders	
who need a counter to older stories of defeat and unrealistic expectation.

In	chapter	8,	we	draw	connections	between	what	we’ve	 learned	and	
some other studies of professional formation and leadership. We suggest 
new ways to think about agency as a part of pastoral peer learning, especially 
its relationship to buy- in or ownership in a peer group context. For those 
who are interested in starting clergy peer groups, there is helpful discussion 
of program evaluation, cost, and sustainability. And of interest to anyone 
are	insights	about	why	(and	how)	collaborative	inquiry	can	be	a	powerful	
administrative	form	of	peer	learning	and	why	(and	how)	funding	matters.	
Finally,	we	ask	where	God	is	in	peer	learning.

A postscript on our work together: as coauthors, we collaborated in the 
research	and	writing	process.	Chapters	1	through	7	share	a	common	thematic	
structure. Along the way, we read and commented on each other’s outlines 
and drafts. So chapters reflect the backgrounds and styles of the individual 
writers and the purpose and deliberations of the group. Larry Dill wrote chap-
ter	1;	Janet	Maykus,	chapter	2;	James	Bowers,	chapter	3;	Brenda	Harewood	
and	Sheila	Kirton-	Robbins,	chapter	4;	Lis	Van	Harten,	chapter	5;	Marianne	
LaBarre,	chapter	6;	and	Dick	Hester	and	Kelli	Walker-	Jones,	chapter	7.	Penny	
Marler	wrote	the	introduction	and	Bruce	Roberts,	the	concluding	chapter.
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chAPter 1

Taking Charge of Our Learning

case Scenario
I remember an evening at Altar, Mexico, a dusty cow town that sits 
in the middle of the Sonora Desert. For the past decade or so, Altar 
has become a major staging point for migrants heading into the 
United States illegally. Thousands arrive and leave for the border 
each day. We were talking with families who were literally about to 
risk their lives to go out into the desert and cross the border. One 
of our group leaned over to a father and asked him why he was 
risking	his	life	to	do	that,	and	his	answer	was,	“Could	you	watch	
your	family	starve?”

I	will	never	forget	that	evening.	We	ate	for	$3.70	one	night	
because we wanted to eat on what an average worker family had 
available. The next night we got back to the United States. We went 
to a steak house in Tucson and, without even thinking, dropped 
a hundred times that amount on what we would consider a suf-
ficient	meal	for	us.	It	was	like	“Oh	.	.	.”	 — Gary, pastor, Longview 
Presbyterian Church

The	Birmingham	Faith	and	Money	Peer	Group	formed	out	of	the	conviction	
that pastoral leaders are uncomfortable with money. Both laity and judicatory 
leaders	recognize	the	tension	between	faith	and	money	and	affirm	the	need	
for more competent leadership. This peer group projected a three- year travel 
and study project that included work in the following areas:
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Personal: my money.	How	do	pastoral	leaders	become	more	comfort-
able, intentional, and realistic in their handling of personal money and 
possessions? First, the group examined the ideas and preconceptions that 
influence the use of money in their own households.

Church: the congregation’s money. What is the church’s theological 
understanding	of	its	use	of	property	and	possessions?	How	do	pastors	help	
their congregations move from a theology of scarcity to one of joyous gen-
erosity?	How	does	a	congregation	invest	its	funds	with	integrity?

World: people’s money.	How	do	pastors	nurture	and	inspire	generous	
giving?	How	do	they	help	people	move	from	transactional	giving	to	pas-
sionate	and	transformative	giving?	Here	the	concern	was	to	discover	the	
potential for giving that is resident in all households.

The subject hooked me. I was fascinated by it because I was one 
of these ministers who had never paid any attention to finance or 
money. After having children, I started paying attention to how 
little money I was making and asking myself if I was going to be 
able to survive in this profession. I would describe myself as having 
been naive about finance, and I was beginning to be curious about 
it. The timing of this peer group was just perfect for me. — Jane, 
associate pastor, Green Valley Episcopal Church

Their own money, the church’s money, and the world’s money: these 
pastoral leaders sought to explore together how to be more comfortable in 
these areas. Through the radical agency method of the Institute for Clergy 
Excellence, the group was invited to invent a new way to study this subject.

Almost	immediately	they	realized,	“We	do	not	even	know	how	to	begin.”	
With encouragement from their facilitator and help from consultants, the 
group spent some of its educational grant money on an immersion experi-
ence in the financial district of lower Manhattan. They spent one day at 
the New York Stock Exchange to get a feel for the free enterprise system 
and the world of money. They spent another day at the New York Federal 
Reserve	Bank	exploring	the	role	of	government	in	the	world	of	money	and	
then	a	day	at	Ground	Zero.

In the immersion module we focused on the three sectors of the 
economy: government, business, and individuals. So we wound up 
on the floor of the stock exchange as a part business/part consumer 
kind of thing. We went to the gold vaults at the New York Fed. 
We	saw	enormous	amounts	of	gold:	a	gazillion	dollars	down	there.	We	
spent	time	at	Ground	Zero	and	in	St.	Paul’s	Chapel	of	the	Trinity	
Wall	Street	Church	to	understand	the	9/11	attack	as	a	cataclysmic	
collision between faith and money. — Albert, senior pastor, Green 
Acres Cumberland Presbyterian Church
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We	were	visiting	DC	during	a	news-	breaking	week,	and	this	module	provided	
me	with	the	language	of	leadership—	nonanxious,	ego	surrendering,	even	joy-
ful	in	the	midst	of	uncertainty.	 — Victor, senior pastor, Pilgrim Congregational 
Church

Everywhere	the	group	went	that	week,	they	asked	this	question:	“If	you	
were given the opportunity we have been given to study faith and money, 
how	would	you	proceed?”	Leaders	in	the	world	of	money	and	the	church	
were stumped. Beyond some mention of charitable giving, there was no 
answer. It was a profound learning experience for the group.

After the group got home, they planned conversations with several 
experts	to	help	them	explore	a	very	basic	question;	“What	do	we	believe	
about	 money?”	 One	 conversation	 centered	 on	 the	 human	 tendency	 to	
compartmentalize	(or	separate)	some	things	from	others,	especially	when	
they do not seem to be compatible.

Dr.	 John	 Schuster	 talked	 to	 us	 about	 compartmentalization,	 a	
psychological phenomenon that causes people to separate their 
faith life from their secular pursuits. We had assumed we wanted to 
help people overcome that separation. We came to learn, however, 
that it could be dangerous to remove the separation if, for example, 
someone’s faith ideas are violently extremist. — Phyllis, associate 
pastor, St. John’s United Methodist Church

The	group	also	learned	that	compartmentalization	can	be	problem-
atic. Some people, especially young adults, do not make crucial connec-
tions between their commitments and desires and get trapped by crushing 
debt.	“I	used	this	teaching	as	the	basis	for	my	Ash	Wednesday	sermon,”	
Phyllis shared.

With	amazing	timing,	the	group	found	itself	in	Washington,	DC,	a	year	later.

This	module	was	held	in	Washington,	DC,	the	week	after	the	$700	
billion bailout/rescue plan was passed by the US Congress. This 
followed	the	nationalization	of	mortgage	lenders	Fannie	Mae	and	
Freddie Mac, the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, the acquisition 
of Merrill Lynch by Bank of America, and the fight over Wachovia 
by Citigroup and Wells Fargo. These actions effectively shifted the 
financial focus of the world from Wall Street, where we had begun 
our work last year, to Washington as our government intervened to 
save our economy. — Ken, rector, St. Mark’s Episcopal Church

One pastor reported that his congregational leaders were impressed that 
he had traveled to DC during this critical week to study the implications for 
the	local	community.	“I	never	got	around	to	telling	them	that	the	trip	had	
been	planned	more	than	six	months,”	he	quipped.
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In	 the	 project	 design	 phase,	 one	 group	 member	 said,	 “I’m	 going	 to	
insist	we	not	only	deal	with	the	up-	and-	out	but	also	the	down-	and-	out.”	As	
a result, the group planned one of its modules on the US- Mexican border 
studying	with	an	organization	called	BorderLinks.

Over a period of days as we listened to real people’s stories, this 
often-	politicized	issue	of	immigration	took	on	human	face	and	form,	
outstretched hand and warm embrace. As we sat in Mexico looking 
north, we couldn’t help but ask ourselves about the incarnation of 
our own families’ stories and how our people came to call the US 
home.	 – Jeanie, copastor, Church on the Rock

Timing continued to impinge on the group’s final module to the United 
Kingdom.

The	timing	of	our	visit	to	the	UK	was	important	(without	our	having	
planned	for	it)	because	the	pope	had	been	in	England	and	Scotland	
just	one	week	before.	His	presence	surfaced	conversations	around	
the intersection of our religious faith and current world realities, 
including the economic situation. We heard mention of the pope’s 
comments about the economy from a religious perspective both 
in London and Edinburgh. — Andy, pastor, Calvary Baptist Church

In a final evaluation at the end of the project, the group was asked, 
“How	 has	 your	 participation	 in	 this	 group	 and	 its	 study	 changed	 your	
ministry,	your	sense	of	call,	and	your	faith?”	Looking	back	over	three-	plus	
years of rather profound experiences together, members gave the follow-
ing answers:

I believe this module has impacted my ministry and personal life 
beyond anything I could have imagined. — Tom, pastor, First 
Presbyterian Church

I just accepted a call to a church in large part based on my 
participation in this group. They are struggling financially and 
were calling a pastor who could help them look at issues of finance 
head-	on.	When	I	was	interviewing	I	told	them,	“If	it	were	before	
my experience with the Faith and Money group, I would have said, 
‘No,	I	don’t	know	if	I	want	to	enter	this	search.’”	 — Jane, associate 
pastor, Green Valley Episcopal Church

As a minister living and working in a community listed in more 
than	one	publication	as	“most	affected”	by	this	time	of	economic	
downturn, I was given both language and ideas to respond pastorally 
to the crisis and to help lead my parish into the future. — Andy, 
pastor, Calvary Baptist Church
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We started wanting to be more intelligent about finance, and I 
think we are more intelligent about finance, but we have been 
better pastors to our people through this economic crisis because 
of our engagement with this topic. — Victor, senior pastor, Pilgrim 
Congregational Church

It is clear that the total experience enabled the group to meet its primary 
original	goal:	“To	study	our	own	attitudes	about	money	and	how	to	talk	to	
others	about	money	and	how	it	relates	to	faith.”

radical Agency Groups at the  
Institute for clergy excellence

Peer	learning	is	energized	by	radical	agency.	In	this	kind	of	learning,	indi-
viduals are empowered to think and act freely and independently. Within 
broad administrative guidelines, peer groups are encouraged to take charge 
of their own learning. Adult learners are trusted to plan transformational 
learning	experiences	that	will	lead	them	out	of	their	comfort	zones,	enable	
them	to	take	risks,	and	hold	them	accountable	for	results.	Given	this	free-
dom, radical agency peer groups invent exciting new ways of studying the 
subject.	Energized	by	the	method,	change	for	the	better	is	dramatic,	quick,	
and observable by congregations, spouses, and clergy themselves.

Self- Selection
Self- selection is the first sign of radical agency. Adult learners are not likely 
to enter into the sort of covenant relationship essential for agency without 
a strong sense of collegiality and compatibility with others. Every group is 
expected to embody diversity, but quotas are not imposed. Experience dem-
onstrates that diversity comes in all guises. The burden is on each group to 
explain how they address this issue.

When	asked	in	an	evaluation	session	about	self-	selection,	one	group	member	gave	
the following responses:

Evaluator:	Your	group	came	together	by	self-	selection.	Do	you	think	that	has	
made	a	difference	in	the	dynamic	of	the	group?

Peer Group Member:	Yes,	certainly.
Evaluator:	Can	you	comment	on	that?
Peer Group Member: If we hadn’t chosen one another, we might not be able 

to	put	up	with	each	other.	Let	me	say	this	as	a	Baptist	from	the	South.	If	I’d	
been	selected	by	someone	else	to	be	in	a	group,	I	probably	would	have	been	
stereotyped	and	put	in	the	wrong	group.	I	could	have	been	stereotyped	as	a	very	
conservative	person,	which	I’m	not,	and	that	would	have	been	an	utter	failure	 
for me.  
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The group’s personal sharing check- in times continue to be powerful for all of us. 
 — Todd, Grace United Methodist Church

It’s	a	safe	place	for	safe	sharing	of	life	struggles	with	our	families	and	ministry—	
restorative	for	us	all.	 — Lynn, Pilgrim United Church of  Christ

I	know	I	could	get	on	the	phone	or	the	computer	and	just	e-	mail	to	get	support	
and affirmation. — Judy, pastor, Westminster Presbyterian Church

At the outset, self- selection can appear unkempt. One or two early adopt-
ers decide to form a group and begin reaching out to colleagues. Individuals 
come	and	go	as	they	explore	the	depth	of	commitment	expected.	“No”	leads	
to	“yes”	until	the	group	forms	around	a	committed	core.	Peers	begin	to	sense	
that this is really something special.

The discovery and cultivation of trusted peers with whom you can be 
vulnerable, share your work, and be held accountable for improvement 
is a rare gift. Peer groups establish friendships that overcome isolation in 
ministry.	Group	members	encourage	and	uphold	each	other	in	taking	risks.	
They monitor experimentation and provide mirrors for evaluating habits 
and improving skills. Friendships that develop in ministry contexts are often 
lifelong and see people through the seasons of ministry and personal life.

Study together over time

Radical	agency	also	comes	into	play	as	self-	selected	groups	study	together	
over time. New learning and skills take time to develop. Peer groups covenant 
to an agreed- upon discipline of study and time away from regular ministry 
settings. A program of three years enables new ideas to gestate and new 
leadership strategies to show results.

In Primal Leadership,	Goleman,	Boyatzis,	and	McKee	document	the	value	
of learning over time. They cite research among Masters of Business Admin-
istration students that demonstrates a dramatic increase in both learning 
and retention of skills when studies are pursued over three to five years. In 
fact, five to seven years after the original study, participants were showing 
improvement in additional areas of competency.1

Our	group	really	grieves	this	being	the	end	of	our	three-	year	experience.	We	plan	to	
continue	to	meet	together	regularly,	as	we	have	grown	into	a	support	group	for	one	
another.	We	share	each	other’s	burdens	and	we	feel	very	little	competition	amongst	
ourselves.	 — Bruce, priest, Good Shepherd Catholic Church

There	is	value	in	people	studying	together.	Group	experience	with	an	
expert or in an innovative setting allows for many eyes and ears to evaluate 
and process the event. A mysterious cumulative corporate memory develops 
over time. The peer group comes to know and understand more than any 
one individual or even all the peers put together.
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Radical	 agency	encourages	groups	 to	 change	 their	 learning	goals	 and	
travel/study strategies as they progress through the three- year period. Often, in 
an	early	module,	the	groups	will	experience	a	mind-	blowing	or	horizon-	lifting	
experience. It may introduce a whole new possibility for their work together. 

Every	time	I’m	with	this	group,	I	learn	something	because	of	the	wisdom	and	the	
years	and	the	experience	of	ministry.	Just	being	with	the	group	and	being	able	to	
be	open	and	honest	about	not	only	the	highlights	of	ministry	but	also	the	pitfalls	
and	the	challenges	has	been	very	good.	We	do	need	each	other	so	that	we	don’t	
just	stand	in	competition	with	each	other.	I’m	thankful	for	this	foundation	and	
thankful	for	the	Institute	providing	these	experiences.	 — Lee, St. James Christian 
Church

Agency rests upon self-selected groups that…

study together  
over time.

understand 
facilitation is 
essential for 

lifting a vision of 
excellence.

value travel as a 
means of getting 

out of one’s comfort 
zone.

design their own 
learning strategy and 

hold one another 
accountable.
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This	is	the	kind	of	experience	that	causes	a	peer	group	to	ask,	“Why	didn’t	we	
think	of	this	when	we	were	designing	our	study	plan?”	The	institute	provides	
the mechanisms for change as the group goes along. This dynamic possibil-
ity is one of the most important gifts radical agency brings to peer learning.

Self- directed Learning
Why is it rare for adult learners to be given the opportunity to take charge 
of their own learning? Is it because we are conditioned by teaching methods 
that	assume	an	expert	teacher	and	a	passive	learner?	Have	we	forgotten	that	
learning involves curiosity and requires engagement? We are trapped in a 
“syllabus	approach”	to	education:	at	the	beginning	of	the	semester	the	teacher	
passes out the syllabus, and it is the learner’s job to meet the requirements. 
That does not mean, however, that what is learned is what is needed.

There is an essential place for the syllabus approach. School exists for 
the purpose of enabling students to learn what society knows they need in 
order	to	be	effective	citizens.	Moreover,	requirements	to	be	credentialed	in	a	
profession are expected. Candidates for ordination or other credentials must 
meet	requirements.	However,	there	should	be	a	place	for	mature	learners	to	
take charge of their learning in community.

John Wimmer, program director of the Sustaining Pastoral Excellence 
(SPE)	program	of	the	Lilly	Endowment	Inc.	writes,

In our original SPE request for proposals, the Endowment encouraged 
projects	to	place	as	much	“agency”	as	possible	in	the	hands	of	pastoral	
leaders. Drawing on sound adult learning principles and the previous 
experience of peer learning pilot groups, we wanted the SPE projects 
to give their participating pastoral leaders the power to design the 
learning experience that they believed would best sustain them in 
excellent ministry. The SPE program assumes that pastoral leaders 
know what they need in order to be sustained in excellent ministry. It 
assumes also that pastors know how to go about meeting that need.2

Agency in clergy peer groups is especially stimulated by the following practices:

•	 Coaching by competent practitioners of ministry. Clergy benefit greatly from 
studying and networking with pioneers, visionaries, and innovators in 
ministry. They draw courage, confidence, and clarity from those who see 
a	bigger	picture	of	ministry	and	lead	their	people	to	a	new	place.	Hearing	
mature pastors share their own stories of struggle and change, success 
and failure, encourages pastors to take risks in their own settings.

•	 Observing and participating in effective, innovative ministry settings. 
Clergy benefit from time away to learn from others who implement 
effective ministry. New learning often begins with experience and 
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then moves to theory and application. Pastors return to their own set-
ting with fresh eyes, confident that there are ways to succeed.

•	 Conferring with creators of all varieties of popular music, cinema, dance, po-
etry, drama, electronic and social media, advertising, and marketing. Clergy 
benefit from exposure to those who set the standards for communica-
tion and craft experiences in the culture. They make available ideas for 
innovation and change assumptions and practices back home.

Radical	agency	may	be	rare,	but	pastoral	leaders	instinctively	want	it.	In	
their final evaluation, one peer group pointed out that clergy are resistant to 
continuing	education	events	organized	by	seminaries	or	judicatories.	They	
will, however, participate in events that they craft and select and that are 
likely to make a difference in their ministry.

Most	of	us	received	our	seminary	training	in	a	pre-	twenty-	first-	century	model.	One	
full	decade	into	the	twenty-	first	century,	it	is	obvious	that	the	old	models	are	not	
connecting.	While	the	“best	practices”	conferences	have	had	some	success,	they	
largely	have	been	a	kind	of	panacea	of	busyness	that	has	failed	to	yield	long-	term	
effectiveness.	 — Michael, pastor, Faith Chapel Christian Church

To the extent groups and individuals embody the idea of agency, their 
energy and enthusiasm builds. This is in dramatic contrast to the energy 
drain that often occurs when learning what someone else thinks we need 
to	learn.	A	facilitator	reflects,	“There	was	tremendous	energy	at	each	of	our	
meetings as the group dreamed of what they would like to study: the people 
and	places	they	would	like	to	encounter.”	A	legacy	of	expert-	driven	models,	
most groups find it hard to believe that freedom and agency are expected 
of them. Once they embrace that permission, the conversations become 
lively and imaginative. Mature adults are able to take charge of themselves 
in community.

Peers hold one Another Accountable

Peer groups hold each other to an agreed- upon discipline of study and 
time away from regular ministry settings. Early in its life, a peer group is 
coached on how to lovingly but honestly evaluate one another. The group 
insists that each member remains accountable for integrating new learning 
into individual ministry settings. It holds members accountable to practice 
ministry congruent with their theological convictions.

Peer learning gives pastoral leaders permission to challenge their con-
ceptions	of	how	God	is	at	work	in	their	own	lives	as	well	as	the	lives	of	the	
congregations they serve. Exposure to new and challenging theological posi-
tions among peers vividly demonstrates to group participants the incredibly 
varied	ways	that	people	of	faith	approach	God.
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Frank discussions of theological differences among committed clergy 
peers is an exciting witness to what the church can teach a world that is 
increasingly	suspicious	of	“the	other.”	The	ecumenical	peer	group	method	
opens new avenues to creative interchange. Much anxiety is alleviated when 
the leader gains the confidence fostered by peer encouragement.

I	came	to	see	the	world	with	clearer	vision	as	I	listened	to	a	painful	conversation	
between Victor, an African American, and Mrs. Vogelaar, a Muslim woman from 
Thailand.	It	was	an	exchange	about	skin	color,	stereotyping,	and	the	fear	of	the	
“other”	that	resides	deep	in	all	of	us.	 — Jim, pastor, Holy Trinity Lutheran Church

The noise of the world and the enticing lure of popular culture are tough 
competition for the tenuous resources of lonely, isolated clergy. Such a chal-
lenging	context	makes	it	urgent	that	those	called	by	God	to	ministry	have	
the passion, energy, motivation, and appetite equal to the task.

Peer learning, at its best, gives participants the freedom to explore. This 
freedom	without	penalty	or	constraint,	once	realized	and	understood,	can	
cause the intellect to soar into heretofore unknown realms. Marginal skill, 
inhibitions, fear, or just plain exhaustion often block pastoral practitioners. 
Like a water pipe clogged over time with sediment, they become sluggish. 
When liberated by a peer learning community of trust, the genuine self 
is recovered, revealing a winsome leader. Laity testify that change can be 
observed quickly and profoundly. Liberated from the drudgery of merely 
getting through it, the whole congregation is suddenly free to stretch and 
ask	again:	What	does	it	mean	to	be	the	people	of	God?

Peer group members express this move toward praxis in the following ways:

•	 I	felt	as	though	I	found	genuine	spirituality	for	the	first	time.

•	 I	relinquished	a	lot	of	the	defensiveness	with	which	I	had	been	oper-
ating in my vocation and relationships.

•	 I	no	longer	feel	the	need	to	defend,	explain,	excuse,	justify	myself,	or	
convince people of my point of view.

•	 I	am	able	to	stand	firmly	and	unapologetically	on	my	positions	after	
a deliberate process of study, insight, research, consultation, self- 
evaluation, and the practice of spiritual disciplines.

•	 I	replaced	egoism	with	genuine	self-	confidence,	which	emerges	from	
unconditional self- acceptance.

Accountability in a peer learning model that gives radical agency cannot 
be	based	on	“you	must”	(law).	Rather,	it	is	based	on	“you	can”	(grace).	This	
is	a	particularly	important	principle	for	the	pastoral	Green	Spaces	described	
in	chapter	5.	Holding	yourself	and	your	peers	accountable	in	a	context	of	
covenant, grace, and abundance supplies support and courage.

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



Taking Charge of Our Learning   33   

An example of the peer group phenomenon of lending courage comes 
from a rabbi. As part of a group evaluation, he shared how he implemented 
a	change	in	worship.	He	said,	“Yom	Kippur	is	the	saddest	day	of	the	year	for	
Jews.	This	year	as	we	approached	the	High	Holy	Days,	I	thought	how	can	
I effectively lead worship? I do not have much sadness in my life. I do not 
have trouble with my children or my marriage like many in the congrega-
tion. Unlike so many people my age, there are no critical health issues for me 
right	now.”	He	then	described	how	he	asked	people	in	his	congregation	who	
did have deep trouble and sadness in their lives to lead parts of the service. 
“We	are	not	supposed	to	do	this,”	he	mused.	“A	part	of	me	was	hoping	the	
New	York	worship	office	would	not	hear	about	it.	But	I	was	amazed	at	how	
well it was received. I’ll go so far as to predict this Temple will never want 
to	go	back	to	the	old	ways.”	When	asked	what	this	has	to	do	with	the	peer	
group,	the	rabbi	said,	“I	got	the	idea	from	one	of	our	study	experiences	but	I	
would	not	have	had	the	courage	to	try	it	without	the	support	of	this	group.”

out of our comfort Zone
Learners benefit from time away from their regular settings. A few days away 
from	your	normal	routine	provides	an	amazing	change	in	perspective.	To	get	
out	of	your	comfort	zone	forces	unexpected	learning.	No	doubt	it	is	more	cost	
effective to bring resource people in to meet with a peer group, but things 
happen because of travel that would not happen at home.

John, a member of the peer group featured at the beginning of this 
chapter, began his sermon on the first Sunday after returning home with 
these remarks:

Lepers were outcasts in Jesus’ world. That is, they were not merely 
people who suffered from a dread disease but were people literally 
cast out, thrown away, invisible to everyone around them. We have 
outcasts in our own day, by the way, and lately I’ve been thinking 
of some of these— I’ve been thinking of the ones who shiver along 
Lorna	Road	waiting	for	work;	the	ones	who	clean	our	hotels	and	
cut our grass; the ones who work in chicken plants and do the jobs 
no one else is willing to do; the ones who speak no English, have no 
papers, live in fear.

I’ve been thinking of these outcasts because I went to Mexico 
last week to learn their story. Traveling with a group of local clergy, 
we lived, if only for a few days, among migrant workers and others 
simply trying to live and care for their families in the face of crushing 
poverty, brutality, and despair. These are the outcasts, and I went 
there to learn. And, as it turns out, there is so much more to their 
story than I can even comprehend. — John, associate pastor, Asbury 
United Methodist Church
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John told the story of the dinner in Mexico to his affluent suburban con-
gregation.	He	had	been	out	of	his	comfort	zone—	big	time.	He	had	a	story	to	
tell because he and this peer group had put boots on the ground in a whole 
different	world.	“It’s	given	me	a	new	language	to	speak	to	my	people,”	he	said.

Dave is a member of a peer group exploring young adults, authentic 
community, and the church. The group planned a study module to Korea, 
which	Dave	said	was	the	most	“out	of	the	box”	module	they	included	in	their	
project. Many people in his large suburban church asked why he was going 
to	Korea.	His	response	was	that	some	of	the	largest	churches	in	the	world	
are there; they send out more missionaries per capita than any other nation; 
and they also have large numbers of technologically savvy young adults. At 
the conclusion of the trip, Dave wrote that he expected to find that Korea 
had a cultural inclination toward community and family, which explained 
its	church	growth.	“While	that	is	certainly	the	case	and	undoubtedly	con-
tributes	to	the	church’s	thriving”	he	concluded,	“I	found	that	the	growth	
and	vitality	of	the	Korean	churches	was	due	primarily	to	one	thing:	prayer.”

Dave described watching Korean Christians come in large numbers to 
5:00	a.m.	prayer	meetings	at	their	churches,	where	some	prayed	for	hours.	
Many of their large membership churches have retreat centers called prayer 
mountains where their members go to pray and fast. One prayer mountain 
the group visited looks into North Korea, and for the last thirty years people 
have been praying toward and for North Korea twenty- four hours a day, 
seven days a week. This emphasis on prayer was evident in every church 
his peer group visited.

When asked to describe what difference this travel/study experience 
made in his life and ministry, Dave wrote,

I learned that prayer is part of leadership. A leader of a congregation 
must feel grounded, that his or her vision and mission are divine. 
A pastor cannot hem and haw about direction and must have the 
infectious enthusiasm and inspired courage to face opposition and 
lead	a	congregation.	Someone	who	comes	into	the	presence	of	God	
for three hours a day will not be easily distracted from his or her 
mission or sense of purpose.

I returned with a commitment to make this part of my life. I’m 
not spending three hours a day in prayer, but I find it easier and 
easier to spend an hour or more. I have had this feeling before: excite-
ment	about	ministry,	peace	and	assurance	with	God,	direction	and	
mission. Usually I’d feel this way after coming back from a church 
conference or hearing a motivational speaker, but it would fade over 
time. Over the weeks, though, I’ve felt this growing inside of me, 
not fading, and my time in prayer is something I look forward to. 
These are not words I thought I’d ever write. — Dave, pastor, Mes-
siah, Lutheran Church
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Facilitation as essential for Lifting  
the Vision of excellence

The core value of trusting learners to design their own learning requires 
strong facilitation. Because learners do not naturally expect to be allowed the 
chance to develop agency, facilitators take on an encouraging, teaching role.

Applicants for a facilitator position are  
expected	to	have	the	following	qualifications:

•	 A	highly	competent	pastoral	leader

•	 Lifelong	learner

•	 Experience	in	local	church	ministry

•	 Skills	in	small	group	leadership

•	 Experience	with	supervised	reflective	practice

•	 Knowledge	of	adult	learning	theory	and	practice

•	 Adept	at	theological	reflection

•	 A	track	record	of	participation	in	continuing	theological	education

Radical	agency	facilitators	are	process,	not	content,	leaders.	This	is	an	
ambivalent role that causes them to continuously walk a fine line. Because 
the participants are invited to take charge of their own learning, facilitators 
do not suggest subjects to be studied or resources for the study. Facilitators are 
not coaches, mentors, or clinical pastoral education supervisors.

Facilitators of radical agency are individuals who

•	 broaden	perspective	and	encourage	group	awareness	of	the	wide	
range of potential resource persons and settings for learning;

•	 ensure	accountability	to	the	covenant	and	program	for	learning;

•	 facilitate,	monitor,	enable,	and	evaluate	group	process;

•	 challenge	the	group	to	develop	a	culture	of	excellence	in	everything	it	does;

•	 anticipate	new	learning;

•	 engage	in	and	carry	out	learning	activities	in	an	attitude	of	experi-
mentation and theological reflection; and

•	 gather	feedback	for	evaluation	of	results.

The primary task of the facilitator as process leader is to continually 
model the method of radical agency and lift the vision of group creativity. 
The facilitator does this by asking questions such as the following:

•	 Are	you	sure	you	are	doing	the	best	you	can	do	in	designing	this	project?

•	 Are	you	getting	what	you	hoped	for	from	this	experience?

•	 Are	you	just	taking	an	easy	way	out	here?
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Radical	agency	peer	groups	require	subtle	help	to	exploit	the	unique	
opportunity to take charge of their own learning.

Forming and resourcing radical Agency
Recruitment	most	often	begins	by	word	of	mouth.	Clergy	who	hear	about	
the program contact the staff. This early adopter, acting as a lead recruiter 
or sparkplug, makes an initial contact with the program staff. The process 
is explained, including a simple bit of advice on how to start. The first step 
for early adopters is to reach out to one or two colleagues they would enjoy 
working	with	over	an	extended	period	of	time.	“Once	you	have	received	a	yes	
from	that	one	or	two,”	they	are	told,	“the	next	thing	you	should	ask	is	‘Who	
else	would	you	like	invite?’”	Thus,	self-selection	proceeds	in	ever-	widening	
circles until a group of eight is firmly committed. Initially everybody knows 
somebody but not everybody knows everybody.

Group	formation	by	self-	selection	is	the	first	step	toward	radical	agency.	
Most potential peer group participants assume that they apply to the program 
and are assigned to a peer group. Instead, they learn that the way you get 
into the program is to become a recruiter yourself.

It	cannot	be	overemphasized	that	self-	selection	is	a	frustrating	process.	
Many	candidates	like	the	idea	of	peer	learning	but	soon	realize	they	are	
not prepared to make the kind of commitment required for a program 
centered in radical agency. Some would rather pursue a study designed 
by others.

Sparkplugs must be nurtured through the early stages of group formation 
when	colleagues	drop	out.	Groups	are	cautioned	not	to	become	discouraged.	
Every group experiences this ragged coming and going. With the Institute 
staff’s encouragement, they are fortified to trust that as they continue the 
work	of	self-selection	the	“nos”	lead	to	“yeses.”	When	the	group	gets	to	“yes,”	
they are far down the road toward building an excited team.

Eight is the ideal number of people with which to begin a new group. 
The number eight comes from experience. More than eight makes travel 
awkward.	It	also	becomes	impractical	in	terms	of	“air	time”	with	resource	
people. Less than eight puts the group at risk due to attrition.

Often participants find it necessary to drop out of a group for very good 
reasons. Moving, family needs, changing health, and changing jobs are 
examples of developments that make it difficult to stay for the life of the 
group. Moreover, the commitment and bonding achieved by this method 
of self- selection makes it unrealistic to bring in new people midstream.

If a group begins with eight, it can lose one or even two members 
and still function well. If a group begins with less than eight and loses 
one or two, its ability to function effectively and even remain viable 
becomes questionable.
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When a group secures firm commitments from eight peers, a member 
of the Institute staff meets with the group for a general orientation to the 
program. The orientation is a two- hour meeting in which details and poli-
cies of the program are outlined. Peer group members are asked to introduce 
themselves by telling why they are interested in being in this group. This 
becomes the first expression of their needs and interests. Out of these expres-
sions, the building blocks of the proposal emerge.

At the orientation, staff is able to take the measure of the gathered peers 
and begin deciding which facilitator will be best suited for the group.

Facilitator Matters
Once eight colleagues are committed, a facilitator is assigned and the group 
begins to prepare its proposal. A crossover meeting between the group, the 
facilitator, and the Institute staff person is arranged. During the first hour 
and with the facilitator present, the staff person discusses the facilitator’s role 
with the group and answers questions. This is done because the ambivalent 
role of the facilitator can lead to misunderstanding unless everyone is clear 
about the nature of the role. At the end of the first hour, the staff person 
makes a dramatic exit, explaining that the group and facilitator will now 
begin their work together.

It almost always happens . . . 

At	least	one	expected	group	member	doesn’t	come	to	the	crossover	meeting.	This	
occurs	even	after	a	good	bit	of	concerted	effort	has	gone	into	making	sure	that	every	
peer	buys	in	to	the	date	and	time	and	commits	to	making	the	meeting	a	priority.

This	provides	“a	little	laboratory”	for	the	staff	person	to	stress	that	this	is	a	much	
deeper	commitment	than	many	clergy	are	accustomed	to	making.	Those	who	
made	the	effort	to	be	present	on	time	and	to	stay	until	the	end	of	a	long	meeting	
get	the	point	that	absent	colleagues	have	not	carried	their	weight,	especially	if	
they	have	not	called	ahead	to	say	why	they	will	not	be	present.	This	very	predict-
able	occurrence	provides	the	opportunity	for	the	staff	and	facilitator	to	emphasize	
the	importance	of	making	a	specific	group	covenant.

As one of the first steps, the facilitator leads the group in writing 
a covenant setting the parameters for relating to each other. If agency 
is to work, the group must be accountable not only for its learning but 
also to the operation and management of the group. A written covenant 
makes this possible.

The covenant is most important when conflict arises because it allows 
the group, rather than the facilitator, to become the enforcer of group agree-
ments and norms. Inevitably an individual will be tempted to, or actually, 
break the group’s covenant. If the covenant has been carefully created and 
written down from the beginning, the group itself can assume leadership 
to restore its own health.
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One group agreed that if a member was unable to attend a scheduled 
group meeting, the member would call ahead and let the group know the 
reason. One of the members, for the second time, did not attend and did 
not call. After full discussion of the matter, the group decided to contact the 
member and inform him that he could not continue in the group. They gave 
as	their	reason,	“You	have	violated	the	covenant	twice	and	we	are	not	going	
to	put	up	with	this	kind	of	behavior	for	the	length	of	our	time	together.”	
Immediately they offered the vacant place to a colleague who had been on 
“standby”	in	case	an	opening	became	available.

Facilitators belong to a facilitator peer group that meets regularly to 
provide accountability, support, counsel, and resourcing to one another. 
These meetings address issues and concerns arising out of the peer groups 
and provide ongoing practical training.

We have made the following covenant for our work together:

•	 We	will	agree	to	put	our	phones	on	“silent.”	Also,	we	will	take	calls	only	at	
breaks	unless	there	is	a	special	circumstance.	We	will	notify	the	group	if	there	is	
a	family	or	parish	issue	that	might	require	attention	during	the	meeting.	If	any-
one’s attention to such circumstances becomes a problem, we agree to name it 
as an issue for the group.

•	 We	will	be	present	unless	there	is	a	death	in	our	immediate	or	church	family.	
We	all	know	there	are	deaths	in	the	church	that	require	our	presence.

•	 We	will	arrange	to	have	someone	cover	while	we	participate	in	our	peer	group	
and	explain	this	to	the	congregation	ahead	of	time.	Only	rare	circumstances	will	
justify	our	neglect	of	group	commitments.

•	 We	will	worship	together.	

•	 We	will	rotate	leadership	responsibilities	for	the	meetings.	We	will	share	the	
responsibility	of	designing	and	leading	worship	for	the	group.

•	 We	will	reflect	regularly	on	our	process.	If	group	members	don’t	do	it,	the	facili-
tator will.

•	 We	will	evaluate	our	learning.	Not	only	will	we	turn	in	a	one-page	account	of	
our	learning	after	each	module,	but	we	will	also	present	narratives	before	the	
group and send one another reports of module learning.

•	 We	will	maintain	strict	confidentiality.

•	 We	will	be	honest	with	one	another.

•	 We	will	respond	as	soon	as	possible	to	all	e-	mails.

The facilitators themselves are a peer group. They

•	 meet	three	times	a	year	from	noon	to	noon	with	an	overnight;

•	 are	recruited	out	of	peer	groups;

•	 use	agency	to	design	and	conduct	their	own	training;

•	 present	case	studies	for	in-service	training;
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deciding What to do
The proposal writing process takes a minimum of six months. It is a fruit-
ful time of discovery as peers learn from one another. During this time the 
group is inventing new ways to approach its study topic. Not surprisingly, 
the more diverse the peer group, the richer the experience.

Each plan includes learning goals, a description of travel/study modules, 
details of preparation and follow-up for each module, and definite strategies for 
transmitting the learning from the module to the congregation or other ministry 
setting. A travel/study module is a distinct learning episode that may last from one 
day or up to three weeks. The module may include travel away from the ministry 
setting, or it may involve bringing a resource person into the group’s local setting.

•	 form	the	middle	management	strategy	for	the	program;

•	 approve	the	travel/study	proposals;

•	 adjust	operational	policies	and	procedures	as	needed	to	make	the	invitation	to	
assume	radical	agency	more	effective;	and

•	 evaluate	the	total	program	to	measure	return	on	investment.

Guidelines for Proposals

The	following	is	a	description	of	the	plan	for	study/travel:

•	 Group	goals	for	learning

•	 Detailed	description	of	and	timeline	for	modules

•	 Rationale	for	traveling	to	the	places	you	expect	to	go	and	for	studying	with	the	
people	you	will	use	as	resource	people

•	 What	you	hope	to	learn	from	resource	people,	the	setting,	and	the	experience

Plans	for	a	follow-	up	process	to	each	study	a	module	that	will	focus	on	integration	
of	new	learnings	that	bring	excellence	to	ministry:

•	 Describe	each	follow-	up	event.

•	 State	the	methods	to	be	used	for	accountability.

Describe	how	your	experiences	will	be	shared	with	your	ministry	setting:

•	 How	will	your	program	relate?

•	 List	the	ways	you	will	apply	what	you	learn.

•	 Describe	your	plan	for	overall	evaluation	of	the	project.

Budget,	including	income	and	expenses:

•	 Income

•	 Cost	for	leadership

•	 Travel

•	 Materials

•	 Meeting	expenses
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On completion of the proposal, each peer group presents its plan to the 
facilitator peer group. When the project proposal is approved, the group sets 
out on its program.

Learning together
Over a span of three years, after the project proposal is approved, peer groups 
typically engage in two major study modules per year. The time before and 
after each module is spent in preparation and follow- up. Because they are 
products of the proposal process, these strategies reflect the group’s personal-
ity and the unique opportunities offered by the module.

The following are examples of preparation:

•	 Review	learning	goals	and	ensure	original	goals	are	still	applicable.	
Has	the	group	learned	something	that	leads	to	different	questions,	
resources, or subject matter?

•	 Meet	one	or	more	times	with	local	resource	people	to	prepare	for	a	
module.

•	 Ask	a	lay	team	from	the	peers’	ministry	settings	to	read	a	book	and	
brainstorm questions to be asked during the module. The answers are 
shared with the laity as part of the follow-up.

Six to eight weeks after the travel/study module, the group gathers for 
follow- up. Strategies vary and typically include reports about how learning 
from the study module influenced their ministry. Case studies focus on how 
they applied what they learned from the module in their ministry setting 
or other evaluation methods.

These are examples of follow- up:

•	 Each	peer	presents	concrete	evidence	(a	sermon,	video,	case	study,	
etc.)	of	how	he	experimented	with	something	learned	in	the	study	
module.

•	 Peers	visit	each	other’s	congregations	and	teach	something	that	was	
learned in the module.

•	 New	strategies	of	ministry,	prompted	by	the	module,	are	imple-
mented as an experiment, and the results are reported and evaluated 
by the group.

•	 A	group	of	resource	people	are	assembled	from	the	local	community	
to continue processing an experience or learning from the module 
and	strategize	the	possibilities	of	local	impact.
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Making a difference

By definition, radical agency requires continuous evaluation. In the practice 
of the Institute for Clergy Excellence, evaluation occurs at the following 
significant points.

Initial orientation. Once a peer group of eight forms, a staff member 
meets with the group for orientation. During this extended session, data are 
gathered leading to the assignment of a facilitator.

Project approval. When the three- year project proposal is complete, 
the group appears before the facilitator peer group and staff. Each proposal 
must include plans for a rigorous follow- up process for each study module. 
Evaluation methods to be used are determined by the group and must be 
specific. After the peer group makes its presentation, the proposal is con-
sidered for approval. Typically approval comes with specific suggestions or 
conditions from the facilitator peer group to improve the proposed plan.

Critical reflection. In order to implement the ongoing evaluation 
plan, each peer writes a critical reflection paper after each group module 
and follow-up experience. This reflection is so important for the overall 
learning experience that no reimbursement for module expenses is received 

Our	Chicago	module	was	designed	to	continue	our	study	from	Turkey	and	to	answer	
many	questions	that	were	raised	for	us	from	that	trip.	We	met	with	scholars	from	the	
University	of	Chicago,	McCormick	Theological	Seminary,	and	the	Lutheran	Seminary,	
all	well	versed	in	the	Muslim	tradition	and	the	current	landscape	of	Turkey.

Our	three	days	of	study	far	exceeded	what	I	expected.	The	professors	had	gone	
to	great	lengths	to	provide	a	learning	environment	with	depth	and	breadth.	We	
received	not	only	a	review	of	the	history	of	the	growth	of	Islam	but	a	renewal	in	
the grounding of our own tradition as it grew and transformed throughout the 
Middle East region.

Several	guest	speakers	were	invited	to	join	us	to	enhance	our	learning	including	
three	Turkish	doctor	of	philosophy	students	and	a	Syrian	Orthodox	Christian	teach-
ing at Notre Dame.

My	greatest	and	most	disturbing	insight	came	through	lectures	and	conversations	
about	the	complexity	of	our	(both	Christian	and	United	States’)	interactions	with	
the	Muslim	world.	I	was	struck	by	the	missteps	we	have	taken	through	the	years	
and	especially	in	the	last	four	or	five.	I	am	appreciative	of	gaining	a	broader	lens	
with	which	to	view	our	current	conflict	and	possible	ways	forward	toward	peace.

I	hope	that	through	this	module,	coupled	with	our	trip	to	Turkey,	I	will	provide	my	
parishioners with a deeper understanding of our Muslim brothers and sisters and 
will	help	ease	some	of	the	“fear	of	the	other”	that	is	so	very	present	in	our	world.	
I	hope	this	module	will	inform	my	preaching	by	giving	me	a	deeper	and	more	
grounded knowledge of all three Abrahamic traditions. — Judy, Mars Hill 
Presbyterian Church
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until the paper is submitted. The following questions give shape to this 
critical requirement:

1. What were your objectives and expectations for this event? Were they 
met? Why or why not?

2. What new learning or insight have you gained?

3.	 How	will	you	apply	what	you	have	experienced	or	learned?

4.	 Who	were	the	leader(s),	and	what	is	your	assessment	of	their	
leadership?

5.	 What	was	the	role	of	the	facilitator	in	this	event?	(Please	add	
comments.)

6.	 Take	the	“temperature”	of	your	group:	what	is	your	feeling	right	now?	
(Rate	your	group	temperature	from	a	high	of	six	to	a	low	of	one.)

Plan for peer group closeout. Effective closure is an essential feature 
of	an	intense	three-	year	experience	of	peer	learning.	Radical	agency	is	hon-
ored as each peer group is invited to design its own protocol for closure. At 
the beginning of the third year of the project, each facilitator presents the 
facilitator peer group with a plan for closure and evaluation that has been 
designed by the group. The elements typically included are

•	 face-	to-	face	interview	with	the	staff;

•	 exit	interview	with	the	facilitator	peer	group;

•	 ending	event(s)	strategy;	and

•	 final	individual	written	evaluation.

Stories of impact made by this continuing education strategy are central 
to ongoing evaluation. This chapter is filled with testimonials that allow the 
reader to assess the difference that peer learning makes for clergy and their 
congregations. Peer group members, in their own words, give evidence of 
an	amazing	positive	impact.

Don, pastor of All Saints Lutheran, writes,

My five years with the eight members of my peer group were without 
doubt the best preparation for ministry that I have had since leaving 
seminary. We worked hard to determine what we wanted to study 
together. It took time for us to build our trust level to the point 
that we could be open about some of our doubts and fears. Once we 
became comfortable with the process and each other, each module 
became more meaningful and productive. I continue to use lessons 
learned in Israel, Toronto, Kansas City, and throughout the program. 
I completely changed my preaching style from being tied to behind 
the pulpit to preaching without notes and standing in front of the 
pulpit or beside the pulpit and feel comfortable doing so.
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Michael, pastor of Faith Presbyterian Church, says,

Our church has been most encouraging to me about my involvement 
with the peer group— our monthly study and reflection gatherings 
over these three years and our yearly travel/study occasions. 
Nevertheless, I certainly have had to endure the predictable jabs, 
“Will	you	be	with	us	for	Easter	this	year	or	traveling?”

The interdenominational, interfaith nature of our group itself 
helped our congregation grow in appreciation for the varied ways 
God	is	at	work	in	the	world.	We	have	had	a	number	of	gatherings	
involving one or more of my peer group who came here to preach for 
a midweek Lenten service, one bringing his black gospel choir, one 
including	the	Rabbi	leading	us	in	a	full	Jewish	Passover	complete	with	
real	wine	(it	took	a	special	vote	from	the	Session	to	accomplish	that!).

The congregation knows of my friendship and respect for the 
members of this group and demonstrates interest in learning and 
growing through the insights we uncover. My congregational sup-
port team is a great sounding board and most encouraging.

We undertook other ministries inspired in part by my experi-
ences. Our international mission efforts in Kenya, Mexico, and 
Honduras	have	been	stepped	up.	We	developed	relationships	with	
the local Islamic community with delegations from our congrega-
tion	attending	Ramadan	dinners	and	discussions.

On Maundy Thursday we hosted an Islamic delegation for an 
hour-	long	dialogue	on	the	meaning	of	the	Holy	Week	sequence.	
They joined us for dinner at which we traditionally present the 
year’s confirmation class who each read their prepared faith state-
ments. We then welcomed the delegation to be guests at our solemn 
Maundy Thursday Worship Service where they observed the Last 
Supper and Tenebrae. This past winter we also hosted a weekend 
seminar	on	 “Jesus	 and	 the	Koran”	which	was	well	 attended,	by	
Christians and Muslims from across our community.

John, pastor of First Christian Church, confides,

I began the peer learning experience as someone who was very 
parochial in his thinking and very judgmental in his attitude toward 
those who disagreed with me. Of all the positive things peer learning 
did for me, none was greater than the way the learning experiences 
opened me up to other people and to differing ideas. I found that 
it was in my encounters with those who disagreed with me that I 
learned the most.

I don’t have the words to adequately describe the benefit my 
peer learning experience was to me and my ministry. While my 
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seminary education was vital to being and functioning as a minister 
of the gospel, I seriously believe that my peer learning experience 
had a greater positive, practical benefit on my work.

cost and Sustainability
An	educational	grant	of	$80,000	is	offered	to	peer	groups	whose	proposals	are	
approved.	Pastoral	leaders	and	their	ministry	settings	contribute	45	percent	
of this amount. Fifty- five percent, plus the cost of facilitation, is supplied 
by the Institute. Scholarships are available, but even if help is needed, every 
clergy and each ministry setting is expected to contribute a challenging 
amount according to their means.

Radical	agency	lends	itself	to	all	levels	of	financial	outlay.	The	method	
can be adjusted to levels of spending appropriate to available financial 
resources. Through generous grants from individuals and foundations, the 
Institute for Clergy Excellence has been able to offer educational grants 
that	support	our	premise	“the	world	is	our	classroom.”	We	also	leveraged	a	
significant amount of continuing education money from ministry settings 
and pastoral leaders.

Potential providers of this method should not be deterred by a fear that 
the	program	is	unaffordable.	The	goal	of	getting	out	of	your	comfort	zone	
and studying in new ways can be accomplished at many levels of travel and 
experience. A very effective program can be launched around the premise 
“the	city	is	our	classroom.”

A	benefactor	of	radical	agency	was	asked,	“Why	do	you	want	the	peer	groups	to	
travel?”	He	said,

Before	I	retired	I	traveled	a	lot.	Early	in	the	week—	Monday	or	Tuesday—	the	com-
pany	plane	would	be	carrying	me	somewhere	we	were	making	a	deal.	The	plane	
would	touch	down.	I’d	grab	my	corporate	jet	registration	book	and	try	to	see	who	
else	was	there.	The	pilot	would	taxi	into	a	hanger	and	they	would	pull	the	door	
down	behind	us	so	our	competition,	if	they	were	around,	would	not	spot	us.

That	was	my	life	on	the	road.	It	was	dog-	eat-	dog.	But	I	would	always	be	home	on	
the	weekend	and	in	church	on	Sunday.	I’d	listen	to	a	preacher,	a	lovely	man,	whom	
I	admired	but	who	had	hardly	been	on	an	airplane.	What	did	he	have	to	say	to	me?	
He	did	not	really	understand	my	life.	That’s	why	I	want	the	preachers	to	travel,	to	
get	out	of	their	comfort	zone,	so	they	can	know	firsthand	what	the	person	in	the	
pew is dealing with.

once Again radical Agency
“It	was	truly	a	gift	and	a	blessing	to	spend	five	days	with	colleagues.	The	
conversations,	the	laughter,	and	the	fellowship	were	life-	giving.”	This	simple	
description, shared by a peer group member at the end of a module, stands 
for scores of testimonials that radical agency fosters transformational change 
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in	pastoral	leadership.	Self-	organizing	groups	are	assigned	an	experienced	
facilitator, take charge of a detailed planning process, and invent new ways 
to study what they want to learn. Studying together over time, they hold 
one another accountable on a path toward excellence.

This method yields rapid, observable, and measurable change for the 
better. Participants reclaim energy, enthusiasm, and the passion that flows 
from	the	conviction	of	God’s	call.	As	they	mature	in	community,	venture	
and	 explore	out	of	 their	 comfort	 zone,	move	 through	 skill	 training	 and	
become immersed in creative approaches to ministry, they develop new 
competencies, grow in effectiveness, and discover a new confidence and 
enjoyment in ministry. When freed by a community of trust and challenged 
by a competent facilitator, pastoral leaders begin to soar. They give evidence 
of greater courage and a reinvigoration of their overall sense of well- being. 
The committed self comes through, reflecting a winsome pastoral leader. 
Congregations discover a renewed vision and passion that increases creativ-
ity,	boosts	morale,	and	generates	hope.	As	one	participant	said,	“It’s	made	
me	so	much	better.”
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