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Purpose of the Consultation 

Through this process, the leadership of Aldersgate United Methodist Church sought outside assistance in order to:

Understand the systemic issues which have shaped recent leadership transitions;

Evaluate the expectations, communication and structure of the church’s leadership—both paid and unpaid—in light of Christ’s example and related biblical principles;

Create an environment in which leaders can actively listen to one another as well as the heartbeat of God; 

Uncover the current obstacles which are preventing the church from fully functioning as a biblical community;

Discern the next steps that will allow the leadership to proceed with unity of purpose.
Description of the Process


This assessment process sought input and insights from multiple sources. The findings detailed below are primarily grounded in personal interviews with 14 groups of leaders totaling 55 people. At each small group gathering, several questions were posed for each participant to compose a written and confidential response. Additionally, there were common questions posed at all group sessions and each was encouraged to share. A leadership questionnaire was also completed by 31 people with many including written comments. Seventy-five (75) participants responded in writing to two questions posed at a Friday night training session for the congregation. Observations were also made on a Sunday morning which was also helpful in understanding the church’s current context and culture.     

Findings


It is important to affirm that all the insights shared and heard are a product of our individual, unique and accumulative perceptions. As a seasoned servant of Christ’s Church, I, too, have my own perceptions regarding biblical faithfulness as is detailed in my book, The Heart of the Matter (Chalice Press, 2006). With that in mind, here are the reoccurring themes that I heard and did not hear.    

What I Heard
· A strong devotion to one another including numerous stories of sacrificial behavior for the benefit of others

· A commitment to care for other members

· Loyalty to one another

· The welcoming nature of the church 
· The church is a comfortable place to live within

· A compassion for the poor and disenfranchised

· A commitment to the surrounding community

· An awareness of the opportunity to leverage the current facilities for the community

· Stories of individual discipleship and spiritual growth

· The benefit to international missions (Jamaica) to accelerating personal faith of participants and the church’s overall awareness of global missions

· The benefit of learning the Bible in a small group environment (i.e. Disciple Bible Study)

· An appreciation of Johnny’s contribution over 13 years and at the same time an awareness that it was time for him to take his next steps of faith

· A history of visional objectives that were highly programmatic and extremely aggressive

· An emerging concept of constructing a larger facility without a ministry plan that is grounded in a common understanding of Christ’s mission and values 

· A budgeting process that is grounded in institutional dreams more than the reality of the congregation’s track record of tithing

· An emphasis on fund raising rather than heart raising and teaching disciples to financially honor God 

· A lack of consensus about the role of the pastor

· A lack of consensus about the purpose and priorities of the church

· A lack of understanding among a significant number for the church’s Methodist and Wesleyan roots

· Controlling behavior by a few in order to fill a vacuum of leadership

· Dysfunctional communication patterns including breaking of confidences and triangulation

· The challenge of breaking into leadership roles as a result of power cliques

· A frustration with poorly lead pastoral transitions both recently and in the past

· A lack of trust for the recent leadership’s influence in forcing a pastoral transition

· An erosion of trust that has resulted from a lack of information about the recent pastoral transition and the circulation of misinformation 

· A frustration with the lack of continuity between Johnny and Jay’s gifting and style

· A frustration with Jay’s lack of sensitivity to the church’s existing culture after his arrival

· Burnout and exhaustion among some leaders

What I Did Not Hear
· Stories of spiritual transformation where people break free from the power of sinful addictions

· Stories of people coming to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ

· Prayer as a priority within the congregation

· A passion for aligning the church’s leadership and ministries to biblical principles 

· Holy Spirit…..mentioned by one person in a passing comment 
· A plan or priority for intentionally growing congregational leaders—the very heart of Jesus’ and Paul’s ministry model 

· Any substantive understanding of the role of the pastor as an “equipper of the people of God for the work of ministry” (Eph 4:11-12) 

· A commitment to empowering people for the work of ministry

· Clear boundaries for those leading ministries

· “Unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph 4:13)

· Jesus as the Head of the church and the basis for ministry and methodology

Assessment Summary……… Return to Your First Love 


Jesus’ letter to the Ephesians (Rev 2:1-7) is an excellent parallel to Aldersgate’s current state: in spite of some commendable traits, a radical shift in the church’s identity is immediately needed.

These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands: I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary. Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.   

 Jesus in Rev 2:1-7

After 55+ years, the Ephesian church—once a model community of faith—had lost its God-centered identity. Increasingly, Jesus was not in charge and He gives this congregation both a stern warning and clear instruction: turn around, remember and redo. Turn around speaks to the need to humbly let go of their agenda and embrace Christ as well as His message and methods. Remember affirms that at one time, they were on the right path and moving in the right direction. Redo speaks to their need to re-establish biblical and God honoring principles as the cornerstone to their entire ministry.      
Recommendations


The first love of a Christian church should always be Jesus Christ. Unfortunately, that is not always the case—a reality that has gradually become true for Aldersgate. Accordingly and in keeping with Jesus’ letter to the Ephesians in Revelation 2, it is time for the church to return to its first love. This means a radical change of heart--exchanging a world where our agenda is at the center for a world where Christ’s priorities are at the center. This is the systemic issue for all current issues and challenges, and the hinge upon which the church’s future turns. 

The following “transformational strategies” are recommended as means to assist the church in shifting its focus from its own agenda to Christ’s missional calling. Think of them as spiritual disciplines that cultivate openness to what Christ desires to accomplish and in and through His people at Aldersgate.
Initiate a Time of Transition and Preparation (as needed)

For the immediate future, the following strategies are highly encouraged:

Initiate a time of reconciliation and relational healing 

There are multiple levels of relational brokenness within the church. There are issues within the leadership team. There are issues within the staff team. There are issues between congregational leaders and conference leadership. All of these matters need to be dealt with before moving on.  
Engage as many as possible in studying what it means to be a church of Jesus Christ 

Get into the Book of Acts and Ephesians, and look for Jesus’ message and method. Pay special attention to the contrast between the Scripture’s teaching and current reality. Pastoral sermons, small group discussions and individual daily readings are all encouraged. Portions of this report or excerpts from numerous books may also be a useful in getting groups talking about the purpose of a Christian church as defined by the Bible.

Initiate a time of seeking God’s power, presence and grace through prayer

Corporate prayer is not a prominent part of Aldersgate. Now is the time to return to this vital discipline—one that is modeled by the early church as detailed in Acts. Small groups regularly praying in homes, corporate prayer at the church, individual prayer using a calendar of needs—these are all good strategies for seeking God’s face as the church embarks in a new direction. 

Discern and Affirm a Christ-centered “Cornerstone” (begin no latter than Aug ’08)


This is a comprehensive process to articulate the biblical values, beliefs and mission of the church. Once accomplished, discerning the church’s unique, God-inspired vision—the final component of a congregational cornerstone--will help to insure faithfulness to Christ and unity with one another.  Many of the current conflicts are rooted in the lack of clarity about the nature, purpose and mission of Christ’s Church. If the church does not transition from a member-centered focus to a Christ-centered focus, nothing else will make any difference! This spiritual formation exercise greatly assists in accomplishing this important objective. 
Key Principles to Keep in Mind

Designing a process to discern a Christ-centered cornerstone is more difficult than you might expect. One difficulty lies in the fact that many lay leaders—and pastors for that matter—are steeped in business models that focus on deciding rather than discerning. Another difficulty lies in timing: this process is not a matter of adding water and stirring. It is a time-consuming, spiritual formation process that needs and benefits from plenty of participation and communication. As a core leadership team meets together to design the process, it needs to bear in mind these principles: 

· Honor the Church’s Culture: As much as possible, the process should honor the established culture of the church. (Exceptions to this rule do exist, particularly in a congregation dominated by a few controllers.) In other words, the process should recognize and “play ball” within the boundaries of the church’s institutional systems. Obviously, a failure to do so tends to de-legitimize the entire exercise.

· Include the “People of Passion”: Church consultant George Bullard makes a helpful distinction between those who have formal power—the people of position—and those who are the informal leaders—people of passion. Predictably, an effective process must honor not only those with formal power, but also the primary participants who support the ministry both with their time and financial resources—the people of passion. Who are these folks at Aldersgate? Get a church roster, gather a handful of active leaders together and turn them loose. Ask them to identify the folks who make the church happen. The bottom line is this: the process needs to honor both the people of passion as well as the people of position.

· Honor the Pastor: Ideally, each stage of discernment will include the church’s pastor(s) as a central part of the process. In so doing, the final cornerstone affirmations and related vision will have the unequivocal support of the pastor(s), who in effect will be the chief spokesperson(s) and representative(s) of the church’s cornerstone. Interestingly, this process may illuminate the existence of a gap between the pastor and the church’s membership. If differences present themselves, the process may need to be slowed down in order to find common ground before proceeding, but acknowledging and bridging an existing gap are goals in and of themselves. If the church’s staff and membership do not share a common alignment to Christ’s kingdom principles, how can the church even begin to expect the Spirit’s winds at their back? Once again, if a shared, Christ-centered cornerstone is not in place, the discernment of one is the starting point for congregational faithfulness. 

· Customize Whatever Model You Adopt: Multiple strategies for discerning a God-centered cornerstone exist. At present, I believe Tom Bandy’s model, as detailed in his book Moving Off the Map, is one of the most comprehensive of these strategies, and can easily be tweaked to fit most churches. As you review his approach or any others, however, be ready to make adjustments that will fit your context. 
· Keep the Planning Team Focused on Process: A business oriented “deciding” model tends to pull together a representative collection of high rollers who “guide” the outcome. In most cases, this group consists of primary decision-makers who in turn exert substantial influence. With a kingdom-oriented, discernment approach, the planning team is more focused on learning through the process than controlling the outcome. Of course with a discernment process, the Head of the Church, namely Christ, already guides much of the outcome—especially the values, beliefs and mission as detailed in the Scriptures. Accordingly, the planning team should focus its primary attention on building consensus and ownership rather than controlling the final results.

· Sustain Congregational Communication: The secular marketing phrase “multiple mediums, maximum redundancy” is wise counsel for a church engaged in a discernment exercise. Though it may seem like overkill to insiders, a steady stream of updates and information is vital to keep the process open. Without it, the process can easily look like a prototypical business model with its smoked-filled rooms.  

· Create Multiple Cornerstone Images: Multiple, tangible expressions of the cornerstone are critical to complete the discernment process. Typically, they include written core values, logos, mission statements, mottoes, vision statements, slogans, theme songs, statements of faith, and related symbols. (In each case, you want these summary statements and symbols to be memorable and transferable. If the 6th graders can recite and explain them, you are on target!) Like the cornerstone of ancient buildings, these declarations, sounds, and images remind a church of its basic reasons for being a church and become the common reference points to guarantee a congregation’s balance and alignment. They define both the vertical (worshipping God) and horizontal (serving others) plumb for the ministries of the church, and they provide continuous guidance to church leaders.

· Expect Shifts in the Vision: Once a generation of church disciples discerns and articulates its kingdom-centered values, beliefs and mission, it will most likely not experience significant changes any time soon. All three of these are biblically grounded and predictably look alike from one Christian church to another. (The most critical shifts will come internally as the congregational leaders realign themselves to the cornerstone as opposed to their own agenda.) The church’s vision, however, is another matter. By design, it is more time sensitive since it typically has a specified duration—typically from 5 – 15 years in length. Naturally, it will necessarily need to be revisited over and over again. Like our own life journey with new and emerging directions, a church must periodically stop and design a process to listen for the heartbeat of God. 

Begin the Alignment Process (once the cornerstone process is completed)
Additional Resources

I have brought 25 copies of my book on congregational faithfulness to share with the church’s leadership. My hope is that it will assist in kick starting a heart-felt exploration of God’s Word and its instruction in regards to congregational faithfulness. If invited, it would be my pleasure to return to Aldersgate on a Saturday morning in 2008 and provide an in-depth training session on the benefits and process of discerning a Christ-centered “cornerstone”.   
Biographical Information

For 25 years, Charles Halley has been providing transformational leadership for congregations—both as a staff member and external consultant. As a seasoned coach, he equips church leaders to understand the systemic issues of congregational effectiveness and provides them with the practical strategies to be faithful. His distinctive and biblical model for congregational transformation is the subject of his, The Heart of the Matter: Changing the World God’s Way (Chalice Press, 2006).
Halley’s skills and abilities have also been leveraged in business as he orchestrated the turn around of a failing multi-million dollar business. His theological, business and organizational training (M. Div. ’81 and M.B.A. ’87) combined with his extensive experience enables him to effectively address a wide range of issues in the life of the church (see www.charleshalley.com).   He currently provides leadership for Covenant United Methodist Church in Greenville, NC as Executive Director and oversees the church’s ministry and related 50+ staff.
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