
SERVING AT THE THRESHOLD

HOW THE TEXAS METHODIST FOUNDATION HELPS 
FULFILL THE GREATER PURPOSE OF THE CHURCH





SERVING AT THE THRESHOLD

Th is is a case study about one organization’s transformation.  Or, rather, the way by which that 

organization has developed the capacity to transform itself, as well as the work of the congrega-

tions, pastors and denomination it serves.  

Texas Methodist Foundation has accomplished this by nurturing a process that continuously 

evaluates its mission and convictions. TMF examines its programs in light of shifting circum-

stances in the church and in the world.  TMF envisions changes and continuities in its core activ-

ities and launches strategic new eff orts as a result of careful spiritual and practical discernment.

Many religious organizations aspire to this kind of transformation.  But few actually master it.

In my roles as director of the Indianapolis Center for Congregations and as program offi  cer at 

Lilly Endowment, it has been my privilege to be a close observer of the Texas Methodist Foun-

dation for more than 15 years.  During this time, I have witnessed, and occasionally participated 

in, TMF’s remarkable story.

After a meeting with TMF offi  cials a couple of years ago to talk about these matters, my col-

league, Craig Dykstra, and I discussed how TMF’s story might be more widely shared.  We 

encouraged the staff  of TMF and the Center – which had already collaborated on other projects 

– to work together on producing this kind of a case study. We all believed that the process of 

producing such a narrative might be a good exercise in evaluation both for the Center and TMF, 

and that the resulting narrative might also be useful to other organizations and their leaders. 

I am delighted that TMF and the Center accepted the challenge.  Th is story about TMF is worth 

telling, as well as studying.  For Serving at the Th reshold is more than the tale of one remarkable 

organization’s ability to negotiate change.  It is a compelling story that I hope will inspire other 

organizations and their leaders to think about how they can, in the language of TMF, advance 

“God’s dream” for the church and the world by revitalizing their own institutions.  

John Wimmer

Program Director, Religion

Lilly Endowment Inc.



SERVING AT THE THRESHOLD

Standing outside the church, she pauses at the doorstep think-

ing about what she has just observed. “Everyone was listen-

ing so closely,” she contemplates.  Th e council had just met to 

decide whether to pursue a capital campaign for a new com-

munity building or delay that decision until after a strategic 

planning process. 

Still standing at the threshold of the church, she realizes that 

each option has an upside and a downside.  She is curious 

about  the direction the congregation will choose.  Before she 

moves off  the step, she promises to think about the response to 

the pastor who spoke to her before she left the group. “Your 

listening has been supportive,” he said. “I wonder how else 

you might be help-

ful to us.”  She looks 

back at the doorway, 

left slightly ajar.  She 

steps back to the door 

and instinctively 

closes it.  Now she is 

back down the stairs 

leaving the church 

property but carrying 

the congregation’s life 

very much with her.   

John Wimmer of the 

Lilly Endowment suggested this study in order for others who 

serve congregations to learn the story of changes over the past 

15 years at the Texas Methodist Foundation.  After a series 

of discussions, the Texas Methodist Foundation (hereinafter 

referred to as TMF) and the Indianapolis Center for Congre-

gations agreed that a team from the Center would prepare a 

case study.  

An overarching question defi ned the case study:

How has the Texas Methodist Foundation moved from being 

a traditional denominational foundation serving the institu-

tion of the church to being a purposeful partner with its con-

stituents serving the purpose of the church?

Th e case study writer uses the same framework a journalist

uses — answering the who, what, how, when, where and why.  

For several months from the end of 2012 through early 2013, 

the team from the Center conducted one-hour to two-hour in-

terviews with 17 representative leaders of TMF,  TMF’s board 

of trustees, and organizations served by TMF.  Almost all of 

the interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis.     

Th e audience is or-

ganizations serving 

congregations, judi-

catories or denomi-

nations in similar 

contexts that seek to 

strengthen their own 

work and fulfi ll their 

own mission.  Th ough 

the subject of the 

study is a denomi-

national foundation, 

we believe that les-

sons learned are 

applicable to many diff erent organizations that serve 

congregations.  Additionally, the audience for the case study 

is the studied, TMF, and the studier, Indianapolis Center for 

Congregations.  TMF might gain feedback to better under-

stand how it operates and apply that understanding to future 

endeavors.  Th e Indianapolis Center for Congregations and 

the members of the study team already have learned and be-

gun to apply the fi ndings in the study.     
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WHAT WE STUDIED

Th e subject of the case study is change using as a point of de-

parture the traditional denominational foundation.  Denomi-

national foundations usually serve congregations, judicatories, 

schools and other church-related organizations by providing 

some combination of investment management, loans and 

life-income gift administration for individual members and 

families.  Some denominational foundations off er education 

or consultation for stewardship, planned giving, endowments, 

permanent funds and capital campaigns.    

 

Change at TMF is the subject of the case study.  However, 

many things have not changed at TMF.  Th e organization did 

not have a wholesale change of staff  or scramble its organiza-

tion chart.  Th ey did not hire a vice president of change and in-

novation.  Th ey did not hold a transformation kickoff  meeting.  

Th e services that have generated the largest revenue (lending 

to and investing for congregations) remain the largest sources 

of revenue.  Th ose who join the staff  stay.  Most employees 

round off  their tenure to the nearest decade.  Th ose who join 

the board stay through their terms, and some continue to be 

involved. What would be a major distraction for most denom-

inational foundations — the recent acquisition of the assets 

of another Methodist foundation — was not a distraction. 

TMF’s board and executives are practiced in discussions of the 

fi t of a proposed action with TMF’s purpose and values. 

Study participants described change at TMF as incremental or 

evolutionary.  TMF leaders even found or recalled origins in 

change initiatives in earlier stories or statements going back to 

1938. Th e change that is the subject of the case study is what 

TMF consultant Gil Rendle has described as “continuity and 

change.”  Although many of the changes have been bold and 

unique departures from the business practices of traditional 

denominational foundations, they have been made with the 

measured assurance of bankers who know how to manage risk. 

Focus on purpose and values have dominated all phases of 

TMF’s changes and planning processes.  Purpose is the over-

arching reason why TMF exists.  Values are enduring stan-

dards of behavior (servanthood, competence and integrity) 

that have made TMF what it is.  Th ese values form TMF’s 

culture, guide it in the future and create expectations for others 

in their interactions with TMF.  Purpose and values apply to 

every phase of TMF’s activities and are discussed among the 

board (who are members or clergy of constituent congrega-

tions or judicatories), staff  and constituents.

When the study team asked for a rough timeline of changes, 

the team received two lists — one a progression of questions, 

one a progression of activities.  Th e two formats give a succinct 

summary of TMF: they live into their questions.   

As with any sequential recapitulation, the following list of 

questions and actions is neater and more orderly than the his-

tory it describes.      

How can TMF become a giving organization?   In the late 

1990’s, Tom Locke, the president of TMF, incorporated the 

ideas of a speaker at a meeting of the National Association 

of United Methodist Foundations in order to create an even 

stronger organizational culture of servanthood expressed 

through generosity and respect.  

What are the core values by which we will do our work?   

Southwestern University faculty members facilitated the dis-

covery of core values and purpose with staff  and key board 

members.  Even interviewees for this case study who were not 

associated with TMF at that time cited the importance of the 

process.  Th e core values of servanthood, integrity and compe-

tence have been used as essential touchstones in all ongoing 

evaluation of the work of the foundation.  Th e purpose and 

core values were named by almost everyone interviewed for 

the study. 
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How can TMF understand and leverage its position as an 

edge organization that is “of ” the United Methodist Church 

but not “in” the United Methodist Church?  Th e notion of 

being an “edge organization” was described to TMF by John 

Wimmer of the Lilly Endowment. An edge organization, in 

the context of this study, provides an outsider’s perspective and 

an environment for questions, conversations and the develop-

ment of adaptive solutions.  An edge organization off ers al-

ternative frameworks for those inside the organization.  An 

edge organization does not off er diagnoses and prescriptive 

solutions. An edge organization stands metaphorically at the 

threshold of the congregation.  John Wimmer’s description of 

TMF as an edge organization occurred during a conversation 

about a TMF idea for developing  management and leadership 

skills for clergy.  

Th e conversation with the Lilly Endowment was another step 

in two incremental processes of change.  First, it was another 

step in developing programs with dedicated staff  that are be-

yond those typical of a denominational foundation.  Conver-

sations between TMF and its constituents identifi ed leader-

ship needs and concepts that evolved into the Lilly grant for 

a clergy leadership program.  Second, the development of the 

program became the foundation for claiming a competency 

in convening conversations for groups within the church.  As 

one participant in the study described the need, “Sometimes 

things happen in a church organization because people do not 

have places for the right kind of conversations.” Serving at the 

threshold, TMF could convene those conversations.   

If conversation is the currency of change, then how does 

TMF leverage its capacity and position for facilitating con-

versations to enable change in the church?   TMF hosted the 

fi rst of an ongoing conclave of active Bishops in the region.  

Outcomes of the Bishops Conclaves included a description 

of principles employed in appointing clergy to congregations.  

Tom Locke engaged Gil Rendle as a consultant to TMF.  

TMF began a series of experimental conversations “from the 

edge.” Attention was given to framing a clear question, invit-

ing people from across the church who were stakeholders in 

the question, facilitating the conversation and encouraging the 

participants to use the experience to make changes in their 

own settings.

If TMF continues to grow in total assets but is serving a 

lesser church, then has TMF been successful?   Tom Locke 

challenged the board with this question. A simple question 

became a change agent.  Leadership read the book Holy Con-

versations: Strategic Planning as a Spiritual Practice for Con-

gregations and highlighted a key strategic question related to 

God’s purpose — what is God asking of us?  

Who is TMF’s client — the institution of the church or the 

purpose of the church?  Th e board and executive staff  chose 

to make the distinction between serving the status quo and 

encouraging clergy and other leaders to identify the purpose, 

the end, for which they do their utmost.  

What is the North Star by which TMF will align its own 

work and its relationships with others?  How will TMF bend 

the work of each department to the outcome of clarifying 

purpose for itself and for others?  A planning process involv-

ing staff  and board aligns existing services and programs with 

strategy and purpose, also providing a fi lter for new ideas and 

programs.  

What strategies will TMF use to bring cultures of purpose 

and generosity to people at the individual level, the congre-

gational level and the denominational level?  TMF is imple-

menting new organizational strategies with the leadership of a 

key executive for operations.  Th e strategy involves more than 

organizational moves. Th e strategy involves area consultants in 

a deep, adaptive change in the nature of their jobs.  Th ey are 

changing from providing technical expertise to congregations 

to engaging congregations to defi ne purpose,  and then identi-

fying resources that match the needs of the congregations.  Th e 
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organizational strategy also evolves the programs of support 

for learning communities, aligns charitable services program-

ming and takes other actions to continue to make the changes 

sought in the question.   

Th e study team has identifi ed the following fi ve characteristics  

of TMF and TMF’s leadership that will be of interest to the 

audience. Th e descriptions of the fi ve characteristics are the 

body of this report.

Five Distinguishing Characteristics

• Honoring God’s purpose as a primary force 

defi ning endeavors

• Guiding all processes with conversations about 

questions

• Being of, not in, the church

• Practicing the art of what works

• Honoring people and relationships

HONORING GOD’S PURPOSE

“Th e mission of the Church is to make disciples of Jesus 

Christ for the transformation of the world.”   

—United Methodist Church

Th e mission of TMF is “to empower the church in the 

achievement of her God-appointed missions.”   

A good institution honors and executes its mission.  A great 

institution continues to interpret the mission for itself and oth-

ers in order to add clarity.  Th en the people in a great institu-

tion go further.  Th ey identify the implications for its programs 

and operations.  Th en they strive to adapt its operations.  Th ey 

carve, modify and create programs align with their deeper un-

derstanding of its mission.  No institution is ever in perfect 

alignment.  Robert Quinn, in his book Deep Change, states 

that great institutions must continually seek to align opera-

tions with mission.   

TMF appears to continually align with its mission.  Study par-

ticipants reported the following. 

At the board or governance level, board members re-

port that each TMF board meeting involves discussion 

of purpose, both separately and in conjunction with 

other topics.  Tom Locke, the president, states publicly 

that TMF’s understanding of the mission has evolved 

and is evolving. 

At the corporate or operations level, one department 

head mentioned that the department is having two 

meetings facilitated by consultant Gil Rendle to make 

certain its work is aligned with the mission.  Th e align-

ment of purpose with operations is an ongoing conver-

sation among the board and management. Staff  who 

manage or coordinate, i.e., make things happen, meet 

regularly to discuss alignment with their purpose.  

With the congregations and the church organizations 

TMF serves, conversations are focused on intention. 

Recently, TMF has found more opportunities to facili-

tate the discernment process with congregations. Even 

in the process of providing a loan to a congregation, or 

the more sensitive matter of collecting an existing loan, 

the loan offi  cer might use the opportunity to ask ques-

tions relating to mission and purpose.   

Purpose and values are theological constructs for TMF.  Most 

interviewees talked about the distinction between serving the 

institution of the church and serving the purpose of the church.  

Th e language in which participants state the purpose varies — 

God-appointed purpose, God’s dream, God’s purpose, what is 

God asking of us?  Th e meaning is clear.   
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At all levels of the organization, TMF 

asks people to consider the primary 

reason for their work. TMF is orga-

nized around God’s intentions and in-

vites its constituents to experience the 

reality of God’s realm in a way true to 

the specifi c opportunities and duties 

of the situation.  What TMF does not 

provide is a specifi c illustration of what God’s Kingdom looks 

like in their time and place.     

Th e board has had a signifi cant role in providing and pro-

tecting the space for explorations of, and living into, God’s 

purpose.  Th e study team interviewed fi ve current and former 

board members who talked about the evolving role of the 

board.  Th ey compared TMF’s board to others on which 

they have served, in which meetings centered on reviewing 

compliance, progress and measurement of success against the 

defi ned fi nancial and operational yardsticks.  

Th e TMF board engages in all those governance functions and 

makes time for other matters.  Th e agenda for board meet-

ings increasingly has devoted time to discussions of how TMF 

is serving the purpose of the church and helping the church 

serve out its God-appointed mission.  Meeting agendas make 

time for questions.  Are we serving the church to the best of 

our ability?  Are there things that we are not working on that 

we should be working on?  Are the things we are working on 

eff ective?  Th e discussions are necessarily divergent and typi-

cally not linear.  As one board member stated, “We are slowly 

trying to understand new paradigms for how we question our 

eff ectiveness and be brutally honest.”  Well beyond permis-

sion giving, board members actively participate in the con-

versations during and outside board and committee meetings. 

Th ey add their expertise and contacts for fundraising to church 

missions they learn of through the board.  Part of the board’s 

activist role is due to the selection process for board mem-

bers (which is described in another section) and from the en-

ergy members draw from each other.  

Study participants commented that 

board members come to board and 

committee meetings having read the 

materials, whereas some other boards 

on which they have served have dif-

fi culty in achieving focus on purpose 

from board members.        

As the mission of the United Methodist Church is stated out-

wardly, conversations with all levels of the TMF community 

led to stories about service, community engagement, mission 

and other experiences that Eric Swanson and Rick Rusaw call 

externally focused.  A pastor said “Th is past May, we commis-

sioned 45 Spanish speaking lay missionaries in church.  And so 

now we’ve got to get these lay missionaries to work to engage 

the Latino community.”  A TMF loan offi  cer stated “Success-

ful churches and those churches that we deal with primarily 

understand that 

it is about pur-

pose. It’s about 

what they’re do-

ing outside their 

walls not what 

they’re doing in-

side their walls.”  

During the past 

15 years, TMF 

has structured 

conversations and 

shaped behavior 

to refl ect God’s intention for the world.  Th e intention of God 

may look diff erent depending on the context. However, if one 

is in the room with someone associated with TMF, then one 

can anticipate that sooner or later the conversation will arrive 

to consideration of God’s dream for this time and this place.  

PURPOSE AND VALUES 
ARE THEOLOGICAL 
CONSTRUCTS FOR 
TEXAS METHODIST 
FOUNDATION. 
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CONVERSATIONS ABOUT QUESTIONS

“Live your questions now, and perhaps even without 

knowing it, you will live along some distant day into your 

answers.”         —Rainer Maria Rilke

“Conversation is the currency of discernment and change.”   

—Gil Rendle

Not all conversations are equal.  Often we ask questions for 

which the answers fl ow automatically.  Th e respondent has an 

immediate answer.  Sometimes the question has to startle in 

order to initiate a deeper level of thinking.  Sometimes the 

question needs to linger and have something like Sabbath 

space to develop into an answer worth living.  

In the interviews with staff , board and stakeholders, every 

participant described one of Tom Locke’s questions without 

prompting: 

Th e Question

“If we were to double the amount of assets under man-

agement but were serving a lesser church, then would 

we have been successful?”

Th is became known to the study team as “Th e Question.”  We 

heard Th e Question in a variety of forms, yet its impact was 

obvious.  It is a rhetorical question. Rhetorical questions often 

require little thought to respond.  Rhetorical questions guide 

the respondent to an answer.  Yet it was clear that each of the 

participants we interviewed had thought and conversed a great 

deal on the implications of Th e Question.  Th e rhetorical an-

swer started rather than ended the conversation. Th e Question 

also serves as the North Star, protecting the organization from 

pursuing activities that are not focused on supporting the mis-

sion of the church. 

“If we were to double the amount of assets under manage-

ment but were serving a lesser church, then would we have 

been successful?”

It seems an obvious question.  If it is obvious, then why had it 

not been asked before by organizations in the same context?   

Why has it had such an impact on TMF?  Th e Question push-

es a reassessment of the measures by which denominational 

foundations are judged successful. It opens a conversation 

about what a mainline denomination can eff ectively address.  

Th e Question is existential.  It pushes groups to talk about 

purpose and why we are here.  Such a question moves a group 

to the threshold of something new, even if the new territory is 

not fully charted.  

Other questions can spur conversations of purpose.  Th e fol-

lowing questions might be asked by a TMF loan offi  cer in 

conversation with church representatives:

“What are you known for in your community?”   

“Do you have a mission statement?”  

“Is this about making disciples of Christ?”

“If a storm wiped out only your building, would 

 anyone outside your membership feel the loss?“  

“Is there a local church that is in worse shape than 

 yours that could use your support?” 

Th e last question was asked of a congregation that was behind 

on loan payments.  Th e question shifted the attention of the 

church to an external purpose.  Soon the church asked for, 

and was granted, the postponement of a principal payment in 

order to buy materials for a work team to help address build-

ing issues of a smaller church outside the denomination. Soon, 

through the refi nement of purpose, the loan payments were 

current.   

Th e questions are provocative. Yet, in the supportive context in 

which they are asked, the questions empower. 
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Th e German philosopher Jurgen Habermas proposes the no-

tion of unlimited conversation. He means that in many social 

arenas the phenomena of conversation is not bound by time 

constraints or restricted by premature conclusions.  Two people 

in a debate are picking up where others have left off  and others 

will follow.   Th ink of God raising Jesus as a form of unlimited 

conversation.  Death does not have the last word.  Indeed, in 

the earliest manuscripts, Mark witnesses to the resurrection 

only to stop in mid-sentence at Mark 16:8.  Th e proclamation 

hasn’t come to a conclusion.  John Dominic Crossan proposes 

that Jesus’ parables are meant to be discussion starters about 

God’s Kingdom, not once and for all sermons.  In this way, 

TMF is very Gospel like in their use of conversation.   

Conversations have played an important role in the forma-

tion of the new programs at TMF.  Th e conversations create 

a cascade of actions.  For example, more than a decade ago, in 

conversations with judicatory and congregational representa-

tives, TMF identifi ed a need to respond to the needs of smaller 

churches that could not justify the expense of an outside con-

sultant for stewardship and capital campaigns.  Not too much 

later, a pastor recently assigned to a church with ordained staff  

called to ask what resources were available for a pastor new to 

directing staff .  After conversation with the pastor and others, 

TMF arranged for an Alban Institute workshop on the topic.  

Th e cascade continued. Th ese conversations and responses 

caused TMF to ask what more it could do to assist pastors 

with leadership and management issues.  A clergywoman on 

TMF’s staff  asked a question that added another need — who 

was providing pastoral care for pastors?  Th e conversations of 

mutual discernment between TMF and its constituents coin-

cided with the opportunity to apply for a pastoral leadership 

grant from the Lilly Endowment. Th e pastoral leadership grant 

was to create learning communities within which a group of 

pastors could address some of the challenges,  the pressures 

and the leadership issues with which they were grappling.   

Th e learning communities had the following characteristics: 

1) the members of each group were selected from diff erent 

judicatories in order for members to develop a greater level 

of trust; 2) the members chose the topics they would address, 

topics that addressed the adaptive challenges they and the 

church faced; and, 3) the group had a facilitator.   

Evaluating the output — the impact  or the infl uence of the 

learning communities on their members, the churches they 

serve or the denomination — is beyond the scope of this study.  

However, the study team was fortunate to spend time with 

a member of a learning community formed under the clergy 

leadership program. Th e group continues to meet long after 

the grant ended. Th ey have shared much, solved problems, 

dreamed dreams, ministered to one another in times of stress 

and sickness and continue to fi nd wisdom, grace and peace in 

company.  Th e relationships continue, as do the questions and 

the shared goal of serving their congregations with purpose 

and excellence.  

New programs have built on the work of the fi rst learning 

communities. 

Th e fi rst Bishops Conclave set in motion a series of conver-

sations described by several interview participants in this 

study.  Th e idea of a meeting of active Bishops came from the 

church.  Th e active Bishops had not met as a peer group.  Th e 

fi rst meeting, of approximately the dozen active Bishops in the 

region, began with a discussion of a monograph, Leadership 

Under Constraints, prepared by Gil Rendle, then of the Alban 

Institute.  Th e monograph (included in Next Steps in the Wil-

derness in the list of resources) contrasted the roles of leader-

ship and management in the United Methodist Church from 

the perspective of organizational research.  Th e second day, 

Gil Rendle facilitated the conversation.  Reports of the fi rst 

Bishops Conclave noted the energy in the room, the depth 

of the discussion, and the consensus that the meetings should 
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continue.  Seven years later, TMF still 

hosts the Bishops Conclave twice a year 

on dates known well in advance. Th e ab-

sence of a Bishop is rare. 

One story was told from multiple per-

spectives.  During a break in one of the 

fi rst gatherings, a Bishop talked about 

an opening for a senior pastor in one of 

the larger churches in the conference.  Another Bishop sug-

gested that the process of appointing clergy to congregations 

should be a topic for a future Bishops Conclave.  It was.  

Out of the conclave to discuss appointments came a set of 

principles by which the Bishops appoint clergy.  Several inter-

view participants talked about the outcome of the conversation.  

Th ey agreed that the principles have resulted in appointments 

that better serve the mission fi eld, the needs of the congrega-

tion and the developmental needs of the conference.  

Conversation is an important tool that TMF uses to empower 

the church in the achievement of her God-appointed aims. 

Conversations cascade into actions, into more questions, into 

more actions, into more conversations.  

With the cascade of conversations there has been an evolution 

in understanding how TMF can be a convenor, inviting the 

right people to be at the table and share perspectives on where 

the church is and what its opportunities are to better serve 

God’s mission.  In addition to other peer learning groups, a 

process is in place for anyone to submit a proposal for a con-

versation with funding and guidance to be provided by TMF.  

More information on the uses of conversation can be found 

in the TMF ejournal, A Place at the Table, which is available 

through the TMF website.    

Many of the study participants repeatedly cited the infl uence 

of Gil Rendle on the use of conversation as the currency of 

change.  Study participants who are 

clergy describe him as “knowing us 

better than we know ourselves.”  Par-

ticipants refl ected on his ability to start 

a conversation from a new perspec-

tive, his discipline to remain in a non-

directive stance and enable the group 

to determine the topic and to be the 

objective presence during discussion of 

matters of deep concern to all in the room. Tom Locke and the 

board provide the environment for good questions to be asked, 

for conversations to take place, and for staff  to dream, plan and 

execute.  In his role as a TMF consultant contributing the tool 

of conversation, the study team has wondered if Gil Rendle is 

to TMF as TMF is to the church.   

BEING OF, NOT IN, THE CHURCH

TMF’s position relative to the United Methodist Church in 

the conferences TMF serves could be an important factor in 

its eff ectiveness.  TMF is on the threshold — of, not in, the 

church.    

TMF is of the church in that Methodists populate its board 

and staff .  TMF is of the church in that it operates within the 

political and theological spectrum of the church.  TMF is of 

the church in that its mission is to empower the church in 

the achievement of her God-appointed aims.  TMF is of the 

church in that it acts in congress with (and not in opposition 

to) the church.  TMF is not in the church because it is a sepa-

rate corporation with its own governing board. TMF is not in 

the church because it relies on its own resources outside the 

budget and budgeting process of the church.   

Th e above statements have implications for the transforma-

tion described in this case study.  Th is study is not to analyze 

or reach conclusions about mainline denominations.  Th ere is 

“CONVERSATION IS 
THE CURRENCY OF 
DISCERNMENT AND 
CHANGE.” 

GIL RENDLE
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a view that mainline denominations are structured for stability 

and have diffi  culty adapting to the needs of a changing world.  

Perhaps TMF is demonstrating two possibilities: 1) that an 

entity operating outside the formal organization of the church 

can empower the church to achieve her purposes, and 2) that 

informal change can be initiated and experimentation can oc-

cur within the formal structures and strictures of the church.         

Because TMF knows the church through its 75 years of ser-

vice, study participants said TMF’s outsider role could be con-

sidered as the research and development wing of the church.   

For example, church leaders played a role in defi ning the pas-

toral leadership program and supported the idea of facilitated 

peer learning groups.  Yet it would have been diffi  cult, even 

with an internal champion, for the church to implement the 

program from scratch without being required to serve “the 

tyranny of the all” that can be present with church initiatives.  

TMF could be more nimble in making decisions, such as see-

ing the benefi t of recruiting group members across judica-

tories, using its expertise to defi ne the homogeneity of each 

group (e.g., Newly ordained? Four-to-seven years after ordina-

tion? Big church? Rural church? . . .), determining whether to 

address the needs of hurting pastors or build the strengths of 

those who were fl ourishing, and experimenting to determine 

who would be the best facilitators (e.g., Counselors? Retired 

pastors? . . .).   Most important, TMF could seek funding for 

a new program without making a decision out of scarcity — 

deciding whose budget would be reduced in order to fund the 

initiative.  Finally, when the program proved successful, rather 

than scale up in order to include more pastors, in its research 

and development role TMF could cede the program to the 

church or to other organizations, which would free TMF to 

investigate other initiatives.     

Participants remark that TMF programs are secure places.  

Th ere is trust present on the edge.  One can explore ques-

tions.  One can share challenges without worry that discussion 

of personal or professional vulnerabilities or crises might af-

fect his or her next appointment.  Whether the group was the 

Bishops Conclave, a pastoral excellence peer group, or an open 

conversation about a matter facing the church, participants 

note that they can put aside disguise and put on the self most 

known to God.  

TMF provides for the adult church what a church camp pro-

vides for young people — a place outside the sanctuary to 

practice being free from camoufl age.  

Th e author of Hebrews begins chapter 13 with an exhortation 

to show hospitality.  Th en the author moves to more esoteric 

comments on sin off erings.  Hebrews 13: 12-13 reads in part, 

“Jesus also suff ered outside the city gate in order to sanctify 

the people…let us then go to him outside the camp.”   Pre-

serving faithfulness may require social distance, not only from 

cultural impulses, but from too much immersion into ecclesial 

structures.  TMF stands just outside the city gate.   From such 

a stance there is freedom to fi nd signs of God’s activity; pos-

sibilities glowing with imagination.   

TMF can be more nimble and more experimental.  It is in a 

better position to manage the risk of failure.  TMF can start 
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small and execute fl exibly, making adjustments and even refi n-

ing the objectives during the stages of execution.   

Operating outside the church yet in conversation with a broad 

spectrum of the church, TMF often is quickly able to fi nd 

common ground and agreement on an initiative.  Th is is gen-

erative space, a place of wisdom and artistry.  TMF’s experi-

ence can give hope to entities operating outside the formal 

organization of the church that they can empower the church 

to achieve her purposes, and that informal change can occur 

within the formal structures and strictures of the church.      

THE ART OF WHAT WORKS

Our helper has thought and prayed much about how to be of 

service to this congregation.  After all, a big decision is ahead:  

build now or plan now?  In her notebook, she makes a list of 

consultations and tools she could off er:  assess their readiness 

for a capital campaign, design the campaign, coach a team on 

how to ask for funds from large donors.  She turns the page 

and sees more ideas: introduce the board to Appreciative In-

quiry, help them gain access to demographic material, lead a 

series of board planning retreats. Th is morning she puts aside 

the notebook and calls the pastor.  When he answers the phone, 

she says, “I have one question for you, but I want to warn you 

it might not make things easier.”  He says, “I can live with not 

easy, go ahead.”  She says, “What is it that God most wants 

you all to be about?”  

    

TMF is able to practice the art of what works.  Th e art of what 

works is described in a book of the same title by William Dug-

gan.  It can be described as understanding one’s experience and 

knowledge, and then recognizing good ideas that fi t the con-

text.  In the midst of modestly listing his shortfalls to the study 

team, Tom Locke did allow that he sometimes knows a good 

idea when he sees it.  Th e good idea is almost always someone 

else’s or from another discipline.  Yet recognizing  how an idea 

can be both adopted and adapted to fi t in another organization  

is the essence of the art of what works.  

A good illustration of the art was an experience from the 

late 1990’s that was provided by Tom Locke.  He attended 

a meeting of the National Association of United Methodist 

Foundations in Denver.  One of the speakers, the development 

director from a local hospital, talked about fundraising from a 

perspective of giving and receiving as complementary instead 

of as opposites.  His department always provided a gift, even 

if only a coff ee mug, 

to every visitor.   Th e 

speaker told a story 

about a couple that 

came to his offi  ce in-

tending to make a 

substantial gift to sup-

port the hospital’s use 

of a specifi c technol-

ogy.   Th e development 

director told them that 

the hospital did not 

use that technology.  

Th e director referred 

them to a hospital that 

did use the technology.  He gave them the name of its devel-

opment director.  He then led them on a tour of his hospital 

and fed them lunch.  Th e story ended well.  Th e couple gave a 

substantial gift to the other hospital and also sent a gift to the 

speaker’s hospital.   

Tom Locke recalled similar stories in the history of TMF.   

When he returned to TMF, he had an opportunity to imple-

ment the concept of giving as complementary to receiving.  

TMF was giving presentations to churches about its capabili-

ties in consulting on capital campaigns.  He asked the staff  to 

present TMF’s capabilities and then describe competing fi rms 

that also provide the service and churches that have used those 
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fi rms.  Th ey asked church leaders to choose the best capital 

campaign consultant for them.   

Th is story also ended well.   

TMF’s revenues grew.  Lat-

er discussions led to the re-

alization that the culture of 

generosity was embedded in 

the concept of servanthood.   

Th e concept of servanthood 

became one of the three 

core values of TMF.  When 

the study team visited TMF, 

each of the staff  we encoun-

tered asked what they could do for us.  As one of the pastors 

we interviewed stated, “Th ere is never a doubt that TMF is in 

our corner.  [TMF] is there to serve the local United Meth-

odist churches.  Making a profi t is a good thing and enables 

TMF to do more, but they really are here to help the local 

church succeed in its mission.”   

TMF’s revenues continue to grow.  Recognizing that someone 

else’s idea could fi t in one’s own practice is practicing the art of 

what works.  It demonstrates humility.  It values eff ectiveness 

over ego.  It honors servant leadership, servitude and purpose 

to an idea or mission larger than any single self.  Th e art of 

what works means an organization will honor purpose in the 

service of good rather than maintain status quo for the protec-

tion of an institution. 

Th e lending business requires careful stewardship of the loan 

portfolio: 1) using tools such as a cash-fl ow model crafted on 

knowledge of church fi nances, 2) helping congregations un-

derstand the amount they can borrow and state the impact of 

the planned expenditure in terms of the purpose of the church, 

and 3) understanding the intangible, missional values that af-

fect the ability of a church to repay a loan.  Th ese are all based 

on 75 years of experience in working with churches.   

TMF’s corporate knowledge of the church lending market 

is superseded by an even more powerful element of what 

works for the banking side 

of TMF.   TMF loan ex-

ecutives apply TMF’s values 

and purpose in their lending 

relationships.  Th ey describe 

themselves as community 

bankers who, in making 

loans, are empowering the 

church for the achievement 

of her God-appointed mis-

sion.  Interview participants 

for this study recalled a 

TMF lender who took a fl ight and then rented a car to drive 

to a small-town church for a Sunday afternoon meeting.  Th e 

purpose of the meeting was to help the church leaders analyze 

their cash fl ow and ability to repay a loan that a local bank 

had off ered.  Th e TMF lending offi  cer knew that the church 

would take the off er of the local bank.   Th is is not a mark of a 

successful commercial banker.  Yet it is what works for TMF.  

TMF considers it poor stewardship for a church to borrow 

from TMF when the church fi nds another lender more com-

petitively motivated to meet its needs. And its loan business 

continues to grow, as churches rely on TMF to live the values 

of servanthood, competence and integrity.   

Although foreclosure can be a possible end, the collection 

methods that TMF employs are very diff erent from the col-

lection methods used in commercial banking.  Th e loan of-

fi cers might ask questions instead of threatening foreclosure.  

Two questions stated earlier in this report bear repeating.  “If 

a storm wiped out only your building, would anyone outside 

your membership feel the loss?”   “Is there a local church that 

is in worse shape than yours that needs your support?”  Th is is 

the art of what works.  Recall that the loan was repaid by the 

church that shifted its focus to mission and made repairs to the 

building of a non-Methodist church. 

THE ART OF WHAT WORKS IS 
THE ABILITY TO RECOGNIZE 
HOW AN IDEA THAT WORKED 
FOR SOMEONE ELSE CAN BE 
ADOPTED AND ADAPTED FOR 
YOUR PURPOSE.   
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Th e quote attributed to Chinese missionary Hudson Taylor, 

that “God’s work done in God’s way will never lack in God’s 

supplies” explains what works for TMF.  Congregations that 

seek to discern and fulfi ll God’s purpose tend to have the lead-

ership, strength and resilience to fulfi ll their commitments.   

Th ere are other sources of support for TMF’s decision making 

in business research.  TMF often sees solutions in the juxta-

position of opposing or alternate concepts — giving and re-

ceiving, wilderness and promise — what Jim Collins calls the 

genius of “and” instead of “or.”    

Another source of support beyond the art of what works is in 

the management practice of clear roles and functions best il-

lustrated in the dyad of Tom Locke and Executive Vice Presi-

dent Curtis Vick.  Tom is passionate about the vision and ide-

als.  Curtis understands and is passionate about the ideals and 

helps the organization execute the ideas.  Curtis personifi es 

what students of organizations and teams call the “glue guy or 

gal” who holds the organization together. 

Is TMF is able to do more because it has more?  TMF seemed 

to the study team to be cautious in introducing and cost-ef-

fective in executing additional services. However, how TMF 

works and the interests of the intended audience raise two 

questions.  How does TMF pay for the additional programs 

and activities?  Could other organizations that are serving the 

institution of the church begin to serve the purpose of the 

church and maintain or even advance their own fi nancial 

stability? 

Most of us have not spent time thinking about the nature of 

denominational foundations, so there might be misconceptions 

about the amount of discretionary funds available to a denom-

inational foundation.  TMF does not receive direct support 

from the United Methodist Church.   Th e sizes of the portfolio 

of loans to congregations and the funds that TMF manages for 

others are substantial, but those funds are unavailable to TMF 

to spend.  Factors such as small diff erences in interest rates, 

sound judgments on loans, and the ability to compete with 

other fi nancial institutions determine the amount of TMF’s 

operating rev-

enues. Produc-

ing consistent 

operating rev-

enues requires 

the expertise 

of a banker, 

the expertise 

which Senior 

Vice President 

David McCa-

skill brought to 

TMF. 

Th is report cannot disprove, yet can cast doubt, on the as-

sumption that TMF is in a unique position to do more be-

cause TMF has more.  Th is report can give hope to serving 

organizations outside the church that they can make contri-

butions from their unique positions at the threshold of the 

church.  Th e hope is in being attentive in all aspects of their 

work to promote the purpose of the institution rather than the 

institution. It is something that anyone serving God and the 

church can do.    

Th e art of what works also involves fi ltering ideas for change 

or program initiatives, measured introduction of changes or 

program initiatives, and careful consideration of the role TMF 

will play.  Th ese judgments are made after many conversations 

that involve getting the right people around the table.  Th e 

conversations are between TMF staff , between TMF staff  and 

board members, and between TMF staff  and leaders of con-

gregations and judicatories.  Th e conversations typically start 

with someone seeing a path toward addressing a need or an 

opportunity.  Th e topic becomes a question.  Th e conversations 

deepen around purpose.  Th e conversations might deepen on 
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questions of roles and resources.  TMF 

then might formulate a fi rst execution, 

i.e., a pilot or fi rst attempt.      

Th e pastoral leadership program is a good 

example of such a incremental cycle of 

recognizing what works.  Th e fi rst execu-

tion was a workshop taught by the Alban 

Institute to develop skills of senior clergy 

managing ordained staff .   Later conver-

sations centered on the identifi cation of 

needs for management and leadership 

training of clergy.  An ordained member 

of the TMF staff  asked “Who is provid-

ing pastoral care for pastors?”  

Th en Tom Locke and several board members called a time 

out.  Th e fi rst execution, what might be characterized as the 

fi rst step outside of the functions of a denominational founda-

tion, had spurred many good ideas.  With limited funds, they 

needed to decide on the right idea.  Two faculty from South-

western University facilitated sessions in which TMF stated 

its purpose and discovered its values of stewardship, compe-

tence and integrity.   

After those sessions came more conversations involving rep-

resentatives of the church, the board and staff .  Jim Turley, a 

Methodist pastor who had been recruited by Tom Locke for 

some time, joined the staff  to work on the clergy program.  Th e 

TMF board chair, who also was on the board of the Alban In-

stitute, arranged for a meeting to describe a program for pastors 

to the Lilly Endowment.  At that meeting, they were informed 

that the Lilly Endowment was launching a grant initiative to 

support programs in pastoral leadership.  Th ey returned to the 

Lilly Endowment with a proposal.  Th e response to the idea 

was good.  However, TMF was told it needed to show that it 

had the ability and capacity to run a program outside the role 

of a traditional denominational foundation 

in order to obtain the grant.  

TMF needed to raise money to pay for the 

development of the program, so a fund-

raising eff ort began.  More conversation 

and more learning ensued, this time with 

ideas from the leader of a Presbyterian peer 

learning group.  Th e three concepts that 

were taken from the Presbyterian program 

became the basis of the TMF program.  

After beginning the program with several 

groups, TMF won the grant that allowed 

them to provide more pastoral learning 

groups.   

With the successful conclusion of the grant, it became clear 

that the core competence of TMF was bringing the right peo-

ple to the table to discuss the right question.  It also became 

clear that TMF should remain at the threshold of the church 

in order to maintain its “edge” or outsider perspective.  As the 

church developed its own peer learning groups, TMF conclud-

ed it should not scale up to be a provider at the direction of the 

church.  Instead TMF should provide new programs that use 

its position and capacity that is of, and not in, the church. 

 

One of the new programs is to organize area consultants for a 

new function.  Th e area consultants help congregational lead-

ers identify, secure and use resources — through TMF or other 

resource providers — best suited and most eff ective to their 

questions and ministry settings.  Th e work of the resourcing 

consultant is to engage the church in conversation to discover 

resources that will be of greatest value in achieving its pur-

pose.  Resourcing congregations is a practice developed by the 

Indianapolis Center for Congregations.  Again, TMF is prac-

ticing the art of what works by identifying ideas that fi t with 

the knowledge, experience, purpose and values of TMF.  Th e 
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leadership ministry also is in the process of building on its 

experience and incorporating ideas and perspectives into its 

program.    

As an edge organization, practicing the art of what works will 

be a continuous process for TMF in its role as the research and 

development wing of the church.   

HONORING PEOPLE AND RELATIONSHIPS

One trait was mentioned often in the interviews conducted 

for the study.  People at every level of the TMF organization 

intentionally interact with others in a special way. Th ey show 

interest and concern for others and for God’s purpose as rep-

resented by others.  

TMF leadership models the behavior, which appears to be 

genuinely and fully embedded in the culture.  TMF leader-

ship wants to be more than the public face of the foundation.  

Th ey make an eff ort to know as many people as possible who 

are involved in the United Methodist Church in conferences 

TMF serves.  TMF people at all levels attend the annual con-

ference and other church meetings.  Th ey might meet people 

through membership on other boards or at school functions.  

TMF leadership makes it a point to meet the leaders of con-

gregations that have loans, investments or grants with TMF.   

Congregational leaders we interviewed volunteered that they 

know they can reach TMF leadership on the phone.    

Th ere can be many reasons for meeting and getting to know 

people.  For example, TMF wants people to know about TMF 

and what it can do for them.  When one gets to know people, 

they are more open to share their concerns for the church, as 

well as their hopes and dreams.   

Here is another possible reason.  TMF leadership can learn 

what wisdom and talents are available before board seats or 

staff  positions are available.  Every TMF board member, em-

ployee and consultant interviewed for this study talked to Tom 

Locke several times — at the very least — before Tom Locke 

raised the possibility of employment or board participation.  

Recruiting employees and board members is done at a contin-

uous pace and long before the specifi c need.  Contrast a nomi-

nations committee meeting under time pressure to vet names. 

If this were characterized as a hiring or selection process, then 

at any time there are scores of people in process for jobs or 

board roles, many which might never exist. TMF’s process is 

almost like a composer identifying notes, chords and rhythms 

that might be used in a musical piece yet to be written.  

Th e process has many benefi cial outcomes beyond the reasons 

listed two paragraphs earlier.  Th e process saves time posting 

job openings to which the best people may not be aware or 

apply.  It provides an opportunity for both parties to learn 

about the fi t for a job and the fi t with the organization outside 

the emotional context of a job interview.  Knowing the talent 

available enables TMF to fi t the position to the available tal-

ent.  Th e best people are placed in appropriate roles and there 

are fewer bad judgments in fi lling roles.  Any manager knows 

that bad judgments in fi lling roles are the most diffi  cult and 

time-consuming judgments to correct.     

 

TMF staff  stay in touch with the people of the churches, dis-

tricts and conferences that TMF serves. It is in the culture. 

TMF is about staying in touch with constituents, visiting, 

praying together and asking, among other things, “What can 

I do for you?”  

People who encounter TMF, including those who work for 

TMF, experience high expectations.  Th e work is not for ev-

eryone.  Nor does every congregation served by TMF come 

to match purposefulness with missional outcomes.  However, 

if one is in the TMF network, he or she will more than likely 

experience being treated as a three-dimensional human being 

and not as a consumer or an object of an impersonal institu-

14



tion.  People are human beings claimed by God for a great 

beyond.  Th e theological anthropology of TMF is that people 

cannot be reduced to categorization.  Th ey are not represented 

by numbers.  Th ey are not represented by what they can do for 

an institution, whether that institution is the church or TMF 

itself.  People have faces.  Th ey have names.  Th ey live, pray 

and worship in specifi c locales.  People live to serve God and 

contribute to the good of the world.  

In Th e Message, Eugene Peterson translates Romans 8. It reads 

like a sermon on that section of scripture.  It also serves as a 

proclamation that could come from TMF if TMF were some-

how personifi ed into a preacher of the gospel:

Take your everyday, ordinary life — your sleeping, eat-

ing, going-to-work and walking-around life — and 

place it before God as an off ering.  Let’s just go ahead 

and be what we were made to be, without enviously 

or pridefully comparing ourselves with each other or 

trying to be something we aren’t.  If you help, just help, 

don’t take over.  If you give encouraging guidance, be 

careful that you don’t get bossy; if you’re put in charge, 

don’t manipulate; if you’re called to give aid to people in 

distress, keep your eyes open and be quick to respond.  

Keep a smile on your face.  Love from the center of 

who you are — don’t fake it.  Be good friends who love 

deeply; practice playing second fi ddle.  Get along with 

each other; don’t be stuck up.  Make friends with no-

bodies; don’t be the great somebody.

Several pastors and judicatory offi  cials recall Jim Turley, lend-

ing offi  cers, board members, and others from TMF visiting 

with them or taking them out of the church for a hamburger, 

looking at them in the eye, and asking “How are you?”   As one 

senior pastor said “It was a profound, genuine ask, and then 

a profound, genuine listen. If there is value to be given to a 

pastor, it is to have someone ask that, mean it and not have an 

agenda when they ask it.”  A participant noted that even the 

clergy leadership groups became, in some sense, a structured 

“How are you?” with a group of peers.    

People representing an organization that stands at the thresh-

old of the congregation are able to negotiate just the right dis-

tance and closeness in relationships.  If one is too close, profes-

sional relationships suff er from too much subjectivity.   If one 

is not at the threshold but metaphorically across town, there is 

no shared purpose to be explored.  Th e importance of the im-

age of the community banker for the community of Method-

ist churches and the trust through personal relationships with 

church leaders that has developed over years serves TMF and 

its constituents well.  

CONCLUSION

Th e study team asked a small number of the study participants 

to think of necessary elements for change — elements without 

which TMF might have continued as a traditional denomi-

national foundation. After all, would anyone have criticized 

TMF if it had continued to be solely a well-run lender and 

investor serving congregations and members of the United 

Methodist Church? 

During the analysis and writing, the study team realized that 

they had underestimated the number of organizations  that 

might be considered of the church, but not in the church. An 

abundant community stands at the threshold of congregations.   

Th e group of organizations serving congregations includes 

foundations, seminaries, publishers, consultants, educators, re-

source centers, church camp and retreat centers and 

judicatories. 

Th us, the following is a list of items to think about — based on 

one, qualitative case study of an institution that did change — 

and off ered to any organization that might consider itself an 

edge organization serving the faith community.    
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Who or what are you serving? 

Most interviewees talked about 

the distinction between serving 

the institution of the church 

and serving the purpose of the 

church. Purpose and values can 

be theological constructs.  Th e 

language in which participants 

state the purpose varies — 

God-appointed purpose, God’s 

dream, God’s purpose, what is 

God asking of us?   What would 

it look and sound like for one 

serving congregations at the threshold to describe purpose and 

values in a succinct and winsome way?  To see an example, on 

the TMF website their president describes purpose and values 

in a two-minute, one-camera video without the use of charts. 

In the video, he makes another important point, that there has 

been an evolution in understanding what its purpose means. 

He has established their signifi cance by stating some of the 

phrases that explicate purpose and values for more than a de-

cade, yet the immediate task is to determine how they should 

play out today.  Th e task for other edge organizations is to de-

termine what purpose God is preparing for them to address.       

What does it mean to be of the church?  Every study partici-

pant cited his or her home church or one of the early churches 

they served to illustrate a point or provide an example.  Board 

members come to the board through the church. Without 

grounding in such experience, congregational statistics are dif-

fi cult to interpret.  

Being of the church is measured by the trust the church has in 

the organization standing at its threshold.  Th e study team won-

ders if being of the church means a consistent pattern of inter-

action. It most certainly means that the church can depend on 

the organization to perform its core services or deliver its core 

products.  It might mean knowing clergy and lay leadership 

well enough to recruit board 

members, employees or volun-

teers with certain expertise or 

experience.  It requires trust 

to get the right people to the 

right table to discuss the right 

questions.  Being of the church 

often implies the knowledge 

and ability to ask what the edge 

organization can initiate faster, 

more economically and better 

than the church.  

How does an organization maintain its place at the thresh-

old?  Th e presence of a consultant who engages groups in 

conversations framed theoretically, theologically and organi-

zationally has served TMF in a role parallel to the way TMF 

serves for the church.  Th at is, TMF has had an “edge” per-

son among them.  How does a consultant to an organization 

maintain an “edge” perspective as length of service increases?  

Likewise, to what will the edge organization say “yes” and 

“no” in order to maintain its status of being of, but not in, the 

church?  For example, what are the limits of collaboration with 

the church?  For other organizations, how might the presence 

of a “court prophet” who is an excellent advisor, strengthen 

fi delity to purpose?  

Where does the church need assistance?  As more than one 

study participant remarked, pouring a lot of of money into a 

church does not guarantee its success. How can an edge or-

ganization use its outsider perspective to aid discernment of 

voids or needs?  Questions that lead to conversations about 

purpose can lead to plans and actions.  Sometimes the ques-

tions begin by asking church leaders, “How are you?” or “What 

can I do for you today?”   

Does the organization have the capacity to consider and 

pursue ideas?  Th e core services must produce enough funding 
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for leadership to engage in internal and external conversations 

about new or revised programs.  Note that TMF was not able 

to fund development of some of the new services, yet could 

devote time to determining the need, planning the program 

and seeking external fund-

ing.  A sustainable business 

cannot merely support sta-

sis. A sustainable business 

must have a business model 

that generates suffi  cient and 

consistent additional rev-

enue to support change.

Is the board capable of 

supporting change? Th e 

study team has wondered 

about the distinction be-

tween purpose and strat-

egy and concluded that discussion of purpose is a precursor 

to strategy.  Beyond performing compliance functions, board 

members must be capable and willing to engage in existential 

questions, such as why the organization exists, how they will 

know it is as eff ective as it could be, and what additional activi-

ties would fulfi ll its purpose. Th e board members should have 

the corporate knowledge to discuss the parameters of the mis-

sion. Th ese discussions are nonlinear. Th ese discussions often 

require a period of divergence before they can converge.  Th ese 

discussions lay the foundation for strategy.

How do experts practice a non-expert stance? Many orga-

nizations that serve congregations have staff  with specifi c ar-

eas of expertise.  Yet, serving purposeful congregations means 

leaving some of that expertise at the threshold.  Is it possible 

for those who have spent years gaining specialized know-how 

to off er questions rather than answers, make space for conver-

sation rather than hold trainings?  

What are the most appropriate measures for success? Al-

though the church does not necessarily need to be run as a 

business, there is much written that can be learned from criti-

cal refl ection and evaluation.  For example, how do we measure 

impact?  If the defi nition of 

success in the church moves 

away from counting the 

number of members and 

amounts of money, can an 

edge role help frame con-

versations to describe or 

measure success? 

A month later, our helper 

has crossed the threshold of 

the church and is sitting 

in a room with the church 

council.  Many thoughts are 

going through her mind.  What are the possibilities for serv-

ing the church from the outside?  How does she serve with-

out meddling?  How can she continue to establish trusting 

relationships with the church without creating dependency?  

What are the new measures of discipleship and mission?   

It is her turn to speak. She asks, “What is it that God most 

wants you all to be about?”  She forces herself to be quiet.  She 

knows the dreams of God come from a great beyond.  

After what seems like fi ve minutes, a hand is raised, then an-

other. Th e questions are many. Yet, help abounds. God does 

provide.  Th e conversation is unlimited.  

Th e possibilities are endless.   
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RESOURCES                                                          

Badaracco, Joseph L. Jr.  Th e Good Struggle: Responsible Leader-
ship in an Unforgiving World. Watertown, MA: Harvard 

Business Review Press, 2013.

Leadership is a struggle, the author maintains. However, 

it is a good struggle. What makes it a good struggle is 

the willingness for the leader to assume responsibility for 

actions, to be dedicated to a cause beyond him or herself.  

With all the demands placed on our religious institutions, 

this book is a refreshing, honest look at the redemptive 

burden of leadership. 

Block, Peter. Community: Th e Structure of Belonging. San Fran-

cisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2009.

Th is book has practical, tested ideas for those seeking help 

about how to organize a learning group or provide the space 

for productive dialogue. It provides more than hints on how 

to turn a group into a community.  

Bohm, David. On Dialogue. New York, NY: Routledge, 2004.

Conversation takes place all the time in congregations and 

judicatories. Yet, not all conversations are equal.  Th e more 

productive conversations are ones in which people speak 

the truth as they know it without the compulsion to change 

other participants.  An important caveat, truth is not the 

same as opinion.  

Collins, Jim and Jerry Porras. Built to Last:  Successful Habits 
of  Visionary Companies.  New York, NY: HarperBusiness, 

1994.

Before Collins wrote Good to Great, he produced Built to 

Last. Th e book asserts that successful work groups do two 

things:  preserve the core purpose and stimulate progress.  

Despite the inherent tension between the two, both are 

necessary.  

Duggan, William. Th e Art of What Works: How Success Really 
Happens. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, 2003.

Th e answer to strategic and even practical problems exists in 

most circumstances.  It takes knowledge of context and the 

ability to recognize and adapt the ideas to fi nd the answers.  

Further elaboration of this cognitive process is found in 

Duggan’s more recent book Strategic Intuition.

Quinn, Robert E. Deep Change: Discovering the Leader Within. 
(Th e Josssey-Bass Business & Management Series). San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1996.

Th is book is for those who are ready to move beyond blam-

ing the system.  Th e author makes the eff ective case that 

change begins when leaders choose to practice the change 

needed through their behavior.  It is the willingness of the 

leader to be the change agent and to take on the responsi-

bilities and challenges required that leads to deep change, 

not superfi cial remedies.  

Rendle, Gil and Alice Mann. Holy Conversations: Strategic 
Planning as a Spiritual Practice for Congregations. Hern-

don, VA: Th e Alban Institute, 2003.

For many, this is the best book about strategic planning in a 

congregational or faith-based setting.  Th e book off ers many 

practical tools and provides an outline for a comprehen-

sive process driven by conversation and interpretation, not 

assuming that one already knows the road that needs to be 

taken.  

Rendle, Gil.  Next Steps in the Wilderness: Rehearsing our Path 
in Order to Move Forward.  Austin, TX:  Texas Methodist 

Foundation, 2012. 

Th is monograph, which includes the 2006 paper that was 

discussed at the fi rst Bishops Conclave, is a clear descrip-

tion of the diff erences between the functions of leading 

and managing.  Th e monograph goes on to describe what 

has been learned by a system that is moving from manag-

ing problems to leading with vision.   Although the subject 

is the United Methodist Church, the message is broadly 

applicable.   Th is piece is available online through the Texas 

Methodist Foundation website.  
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