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Case Study 
 

On October 12, 2016 two new staff positions were filled at 
Metro Presbyterian (PCUSA) Church (MPC) in Decatur, Ga.  
With these two positions filled, there remains one open slot on the 
staff roster; though the hiring committee is considering splitting 
the remaining opening into two different positions.  Once the final 
hires are made the staff that will be caring for this congregation of 
~170 will consist of twelve paid positions.   To date, the senior 
most “ministry” professional has been serving at MPC for four 
years.   
 MPC has lived through many changes in the past four 
decades, splitting four times, and changing pastors with greater 
frequency than United States presidents.  Some resigned, some 
were fired, but all leave residue behind, and take parishioners 
with them.  With each staff departure and each church split the 
congregation of MPC has gathered more anxiety unto itself, 
anxiety that it holds on to and internalizes.  The four major splits 
in the life of MPC have all been organizational in nature: The 
church split in 1983 when the “Presbyterian Church in The United 
States” merged with the United Presbyterian Church in The 
United States of America,” to form the “Presbyterian Church in 
the United States of America” (PCUSA).  At this juncture many 
congregants left for more evangelical pastures, fearing the loss of 
control over policy and doctrine as the more Congregationalist 
former PCUS churches would now be governed more directly by 
the denominational structure.  Many of them found a new home in 
the “Evangelical Presbyterian Church (EPC)” which had split off 
of the denomination in 1981 fearing that they would be forced in 
more liberal directions by the coming merger.  

The next two splits came in the late 1990’s and early 
2000’s as the denomination started to change it stance on the 
position of LGBTq+ persons in the PCUSA, first allowing for 
openly gay celibate ministers to be ordained, and later allowing 
monogamous gay access to ordination.  Today MPC remains non-
affirming in its position on the LGBTq+, not calling any LGBTq+ 
persons into leadership, and requiring celibacy as a condition of 
membership.   The most recent mass exodus came after the 
dismissal of MPC’s senior pastor when he had decided to dismiss 
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the finding of a consultation done on the church.   Even without 
these major events, MPC has been on decline for some time.  

In the 1995 Situation Analysis from a re-focusing 
committee, the first admission is that MPC is not what it once 
was, “Toco Hills has the staff and facilities to accommodate 1500 
people, but the congregation is less than half that number (727).”1  
The year prior a denominational report had shown that MPC was 
far older and drastically more homogenous than the surrounding 
community.2  In the aforementioned 1990 consultation in 
response to the downward trajectory of church attendance; the 
Church Data Services’ consultant observed that “Since the mid 
1970’s [MPC] seems to have lost its mission.  Attendance has 
declined steadily since 1974.  It seems that MPC has changed 
from a growth-oriented body to a maintenance-oriented body… 
MPC is at a crossroads.”3  That document claimed that the high 
water mark for Sunday attendance appears to have been around 
1,200 people, and that in 1990, it was approximately 500.   A 
similar report was done in 2000 to test the new outreach plan of 
launching more stylized services.  That year attendance was 
recorded as low as 298.4   

A plan was put into action to save the church: there would 
now be three unique services each Sunday at MPC.  An 8:45 
“First Light” contemporary service with a praise band using the 
newest music and technology, an 11:00am “Traditional Service” 
that would make use of the Choir, hand bells, and pipe organ, and 
a 6:00pm “Last Call” contemplative/vespers service which would 

																																																								
1 Re-Focusing The Vision For The Family Life Center, 

February 27, 1995. Appendix D.  
 
2 Presbyterian Church (U.S.A) Church Information Form, 

Part 1, November 21, 1994. Appendix C.  
 
2 Presbyterian Church (U.S.A) Church Information Form, 

Part 1, November 21, 1994. Appendix C.  
 
3 Metro Presbyterian Church Consultation Report, 

October 1990.   Appendix B. 
 
4 Worship Questionnaire Consolidated Data, Fall 2000. 

Appendix A.   
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occupy an ancient-future niche, utilizing acoustic instruments, 
strings, liturgical framing, and intentional use of darkness and 
silence.   This growth strategy was in line with the actions of the 
past (building a fellowship hall, an athletic facility, and a 
preschool).  These multiple stylized services slowed the decline in 
attendance, but failed to stop it or lead to growth.  Eventually in 
2012 MPC hired a new pastor who took one look at the three 
struggling worship services and started the process of 
consolidating the congregation into one Sunday morning worship 
experience.  

So in late 2012 the three services were “collapsed” into 
one new 10:30am blended service where aspects of each of the 
three would be allowed be practiced.  The four members of the 
worship/arts staff were let go and replaced with one full-time 
Director of Music Ministries.  From this point on, even with 
Sunday school classes shrinking, small groups shutting down, a 
thriving athletics program, and on-site housing relief programs, 
the Sunday Morning worship service became the scapegoat for 
the anxiety of the congregation and its fear of death.  Clapping 
was banned in the worship service, as people began to applaud as 
a way of voting for which aspects of the service they enjoyed.      

In 2016 this new blended service’s attendance runs 
somewhere between a low of 140 and a high of 200.  MPC is once 
again in the hiring process, looking for someone, or someones, to 
lead Sunday Morning worship who will find the silver bullet that 
will grow the church back towards its former glory.  The highest 
aim of MPC is to avoid its impending death.  The mission 
statement “to know Jesus, and make him known,” is a vague 
slogan just like its predecessor “to discover real life in Jesus.”  
These are perfectly in line with the original commissioning call of 
MPC in 1952 of “to be a Presbyterian church in Decatur.”5  

Today the MPC has a stable staff, several active outreach 
projects, three buildings, and zero debt; but they live in a state of 
panic.  The congregation is paralyzed by its fear of death and 
blinded by a lack of vision for the future.  As churches around 
Toco Hills continue to shrink and close their doors, the people of 
MPC become more and more anxious.   

             

																																																								
5 MPC 
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Biblical engagement  

 
Hebrew Bible - Deuteronomy 6:4-15 

 
 Deuteronomy is a retelling of the story of the people who 

have escaped slavery in Egypt and have followed God and Moses 

through the wilderness to the land of promise.  The text is 

traditionally attributed to Moses, who preaches this epic and 

mythological sermon to help the hearers, the Israelites, locate 

themselves in history as the chosen people of YHVH.  John J. 

Collins refers to the first twelve chapters of Deuteronomy as “the 

motivational speeches,”6with our chapter occurring squarely in 

middle.  The text itself points to a different source of authorship 

than the primary speaker Moses.  The linguistic formatting is very 

similar to that of Assyrian style treaties, this sets the writing of 

this text closer to the rule of King Josiah, and contextually makes 

more sense to be the work of Josiah’s scribes than that of the 

mythic-historic founding figure of Moses.7  The Assyrian treaties 

with their vassal kingdoms would often command that the 

																																																								
6 Collins, John J. Introduction to the Hebrew Bible, 

Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2004, 84. 
 
7 Ibid., 89.  
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subjugated people “love” the king of Assyria.  While the 

authorship is in question, Deut. 6 does appear to be one of the 

oldest sections of the book.8  Patrick D. Miller in his commentary 

on Deuteronomy refers to this section, what is traditionally known 

as ְׁשַמע, the Shema, (Hebrew for the first word of the prayer 

“hear”) as “the heart of the matter” when it comes to the book of 

Deuteronomy.9  The Shema commands the people to love the 

LORD their God with all their heart, soul, and might.  The word we 

often translate to heart in English bibles is the Hebrew word ְלָבְבך 

(lebab), which does not simply mean heart, but also means mind.  

For the ancient near eastern reader, these two concepts shared the 

same cognitive space.  The word that we most often see translated 

in English as “soul” is the word נְַפְׁשך (nephesh), which represents 

the concept of the animating force.  Nephesh is the source of life, 

personhood, and embodiment.  In Jerome’s Vulgate the word נְַפְׁשך 

is rendered as anima, often translated as soul, but with a 

secondary, more broad translation of “life.”  The final way which 

																																																								
8 Carr, David M. An Introduction to The Old Testament 

West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010, 149-50. 
 
9 Miller, Patrick D. Deuteronomy, Louisville: J. Knox 

Press, 1990, 97.  
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the Israelites are told to love the LORD is with their whole might.  

The word translated to “might” is the Hebrew word ְמאֶֹדֽך (meod). 

This word appears most often in the Hebrew Bible as the adjective 

translated in English as very.10  

Miller comments that the rest of the book hangs on this 

brief command to hear.  Even Jesus will refer back to this passage 

in Matthew 22:40 in which he makes the statement that “all the 

law and the prophets hang on [this].”  So what about this passage 

is so important?  The Shema became the “touchstone” for the faith 

of Israel, the center or religious identity and life; these ancient 

words defined what it meant to be part of the community.  It set 

the rhythm of Jewish life, recited in the morning and at night.  

The language of the Shema permeated both Jewish life and the 

rest of Deuteronomy.11 

 This command, prayer, ritual, rhythm, and this identity is 

for all the people of God.  Carolyn Pressler, in her contribution on 

Deuteronomy to the Women’s Bible Commentary points out that 

this passage is truly directed at everyone in the community.  In the 

																																																								
10 Ibid., 150. 
 
11 Ibid., 98.  
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following verses, 6-9, Moses gives instructions to the entire 

family. Mothers, fathers, men and women alike are called into this 

Shema way of life.12  These passages were to be ingrained in the 

community, taught to the children in their earliest days, bound on 

the people’s bodies, and mounted on doorframes.  They were to 

be talked about whenever the community met.  What were they to 

talk about?   ים ֶּלה ַהְּדָבִר֣  these“ (hā-’êl-leh, had-də-ḇā-rîm) ָהֵא֗

words”, those of the commandments, the Shema, and the Exodus 

story.  If theses things remained central in the life of the 

community then there would be no confusion on what it means to 

be an Israelite.  The words in this brief and memorable passage 

tell the people who they are/were, “take care that you do not 

forget the LORD, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 

the house of slavery.” (Deut 6:12) It tells them what their values 

are, “Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your 

heart.” (6:6) And it tells them what they are to do about it, “ You 

shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all 

your soul, and with all your might,” (6:5) and “Do not follow 

																																																								
12 Newsom, Carol A., and Sharon H. Ringe.,The Women's 

Bible Commentary, 3rd ed, London: SPCK, 2012, 90. 
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other gods, any of the gods of the peoples who are all around 

you.” (6:14) The passage is both theological and practical.13         

New Testament - Ephesians 4:4-16 

 There is one body, one spirit, one hope, one Lord, one 

faith, one baptism, and there is one God.  Ephesians 4:4-16 

follows a creedal structure.  Note the seven-fold repetition of the 

word “one.14”  The use of the number seven throughout the Bible 

tends to indicate completeness.  The creed that Paul formulates 

for the church in Ephesus is complete in nature: there is nothing 

else needed.  Existing inside of this seven-fold structure is a 

Trinitarian model, assembled in a similar fashion to the parallel 

structuring found frequently in Hebrew poetry: (1) there is one 

body – there is one spirit, (2) there is one hope – found in one 

lord, (3) there is one faith – acted out in one baptism, and above it 

all – one god.15 Under this complex and poetic framework Paul 

																																																								
13 Blair, Edward Payson, The Book of Deuteronomy; the 

Book of Joshua, Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1964, 37. 
 
14 Barclay, William, The Letter to the Galatians and 

Ephesians, Revised ed, Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976, 
141-2. 

  
15 Martin, Ralph P. Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon, 

Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1991, 48. 
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calls the community of the church into unity.  These seven truth 

claims, around which Paul centers the church, are each 

intentionally vague and generic.   

Paul calls this community past whatever differences it 

may have, towards a group of central concepts, which all can 

gather around.  Why can they, beyond the possible boundaries 

between individuals, be called together as one church?  Verse 

seven tells us it is because of the grace that was given to each of 

us by Christ (4:7).  The word here that is translated as “was 

given,” is the Greek verb δίδωµι (didōmi).  Δίδωµι is in the aorist 

tense, pointing us back to a completed event in the past.16  The 

church can be called forward into new things, because of the gift, 

which they have already received.  The reception of that gift (the 

grace of Christ and the power and presence of the Holy Spirit) 

have already been given. That part of the work is finished, now 

the Church must decide how it will live with these gifts.   

 Paul picks back up the gift language in verse eleven; here 

he expands on how this gift manifests in the lives of the believers 
																																																																																																																										

 
16 Croy, N. Clayton, A Primer of Biblical Greek, Grand 

Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans Pub.,1999, 71-2. 
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in a classically Pauline run-on sentence.  Paul’s language in this 

section is reminiscent of Romans twelve, when the author tells the 

reader that “the gifts he gave were.”  The list of gifts supplied in 

this Ephesians passage, include apostleship, prophecy, leadership, 

teaching, and evangelism. (4:11)  Why have these gifts been 

given? “To build up the body of Christ.” (4:12)   

As we survey this epistle to the Church at Ephesus there is 

a great wealth of imagery for the Church, such as that of a “body” 

(4:12) and that of a “structure.” (2:21)  The word rendered in 

English as “structure,” is the Greek word oἰκοδοµὴ (oikodomē), 

literally a physical structure; in the same verse is the image of a 

temple (ναὸν  naon).  Terms like these draw out the concept of 

physical construction in the mind of the reader.  The Church is 

also spoken of as something that is growing (aὔξησιν auxēsin) 

(4:16) which connects us back to the language of body.17  

Ephesians does create room for special offices, but at the same 

time it expects that all the Christians in the community would 

have a part in this work – building the structure, growing the 

																																																								
17 Perkins, Pheme, “The Letter to the Ephesians,” in The 

New Interpreter's Bible, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998, 422-3. 
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body.  In this passage all of the community is called to unify 

under their common calling, found in the triune seven-fold creed, 

to the work of the Church.   

Here the author makes sure that the reader understands 

that the work/building-up/growing of the Church is not 

exclusively the work of professionals; such as the teachers, 

pastors, prophets, evangelists, and apostles that were mentioned 

earlier.  Verse sixteen states that “the whole body” has a role to 

play in the work of the Church and that each member has been 

equipped for this work.  If each member of this, the body of the 

Church, is empowered to perform the task to which it has been 

called, connected to the rest of the Church in unity, then the 

Church will be “built up” in the work of love. (4:16)  The specific 

word for love being used in the Greek is ἀγάπῃ (agape).  ‘Aγάπῃ 

is the Greek term for the type of love that is self-sacrificial in 

nature.  This is the kind of love that Paul says feeds the work of 

the Church and empowers the unified community.    
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Church History 
 

The Nicene Creed 
 

 The fourth century was a time of great change for the 

Christian Church.  Most of the Church existed inside of territories 

belonging to the Roman Empire.  The relationship between the 

Church and Rome had been a troubled one.  The Church had 

experienced various forms of persecution and oppression since its 

very inception, and this informed the way that the Church 

acted/thought about itself in the world.  The Church Fathers were 

among the noteworthy leaders and teachers of the Church in this 

period. They had centered their teachings on preparing for 

martyrdom.18  This all changed for the Church in 313 CE with the 

Edict of Milan, when Emperor Constantine established religious 

tolerance for the Christian Church inside of the Roman Empire.19  

From that point on the Church only gained favor with those in 

power, eventually becoming enmeshed with the state.  This 

newfound power and freedom allowed for the Church to focus on 

																																																								
18 Gonzalez, J. L, History of Christian Thought, Vol. 1, 

New York, NY: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1991, 261. 
 
19 MacCulloch, Diarmaid, Christianity: The First Three 

Thousand Years, New York: Viking, 2010, 190.  
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the development of its theology, as their time was not consumed 

by their persecution.   

As the conversations and debates around proper Christian 

theology spread and intensified, Constantine sought to consolidate 

Christian thought and cement together a theology to help hold the 

Empire and the Church in continuity.20  So the emperor decided to 

call an assembly of Church leaders to nail down what it would 

mean to be a Christian.  This council was called in 325 CE in 

Nicea, Bithynia.  The primary sources tell us that there were 318 

bishops in attendance, though this number is disputed by many 

historians as a more mythical allusion to the 318 soldiers of 

Abram in Genesis 14; but most of the scholars writing about the 

council tend to agree that there were approximately 300 

participating bishops.21   

																																																								
20 González, Justo L, The Story of Christianity, Vol. 1, 

New York: HarperCollins, 2010, 181. 
 
21 Ibid., 186. 
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The council gathered, argued, debated, studied, and 

decided upon a creed that would govern the progression of 

Christian theology from that point forward.22   

The advantage of creedal statements [is] that almost 
anyone [is] capable of learning them quickly to 
standardize belief and put up barriers against speculation 
or what [is] likely to be a boundless set of disagreements 
about what the Christian scriptures actually mean.23                     
 

The Nicene Creed allowed for those who were joining the 

Church, of which there was acceleration after the Edict of Milan, 

to quickly be brought into a proper understanding of what it 

meant to claim Christianity as their religious affiliation.24  This 

creed also made large and complex notions, such as the 

Incarnation and Trinitarian theology, into relatively simple and 

digestible phrases.25  There were creeds which had come before 

the Nicene Creed, and there were many to follow, each of them 

																																																								
22 González, Justo L, Church History: An Essential Guide, 

Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996, 28. 
 
23 MacCulloch, Christianity: The First Three Thousand 

Years, 129. 
 
24 Gonzalez, History of Christian Thought, Vol. 1, 262. 
 
25 Jolly, Karen Louise, Tradition & Diversity: Christianity 

in a World Context to 1500, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1997, 
189. 
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attempting to produce a way to understand what it meant to be a 

Christian in their time and place.  The Nicene Creed focused 

specifically on unifying the Church around Trinitarian and 

Incarnational theology.26  These actions led to a Church with 

more organization, clearly articulated doctrines, discernible 

practices, and a firm identity.27  This creed was recognized by 

almost all Christian churches by the end of the fifth century.28  

There had been more localized achievements of this sort before, 

but never anything large-scale.29      

 

 

 

 

																																																								
26 Ramshaw, Gail, Christian Worship: 100,000 Sundays of 

Symbols and Rituals, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009, 84-5. 
 
27 González, Church History: An Essential Guide, 29. 
 
28 Hall, Stuart G., ed. Theologische Bibliothek Töpelmann 

: Jesus Christ Today : Studies of Christology in Various Contexts. 
Proceedings of the Académie Internationale des Sciences 
Religieuses, Oxford 25–29 August 2009, 90.  

 
29  Leith, John H, Creeds of the Churches: A Reader in 

Christian Doctrine, from the Bible to the Present, Atlanta: John 
Knox Press, 1982, 28-9.  
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Contemporary Church Consulting Movement 

 You do not have to look far in contemporary “church-

world” to encounter anxiety about the decline in the Western 

Church.  Social-media, news sources, blogs, and magazines are 

filled with stories of how the Church is dying.  This is also a very 

popular topic in the Christian book industry; an amazon.com book 

search with the phrase “the declining church” renders 55 pages of 

results.  Each of these books agree that the Church is struggling to 

overcome the challenges of our postmodern world, though they 

do not agree on what the challenges actually are or how to get a 

handle on them.  With so many problems and so many possible 

answers, it is no wonder that so many local congregations have 

turned to outside help in the form of professional consultants.  

Historically the majority of consultants have been concerned 

explicitly with church growth (specifically congregation size), but 

there has been a movement among many of these consultants 

shifting toward health rather than growth. 
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Assets based community development (ABCD) 

Assets based community development (ABCD) is a 

development strategy which draws on the strengths and assets 

already available to the community to deal with the community’s 

challenges, rather than attempting to import a solution. This 

developmental model values sustainability, as well as 

productivity, and has been growing in popularity since it debuted 

in 1993.30  Consultants who implement the ABCD model see the 

local church as a community that can be developed based on the 

assets and gifts that it already has.  ABCD consultants aim to 

make the local church (especially healthy churches) one of the 

greatest assets the broader community has at its disposal.  

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
30 Mathie, Alison, and Gord Cunningham. "From Clients 

to Citizens: Asset-based Community Development as a Strategy 
for Community-driven Development." Development in Practice 
13, no. 4 (January 2003): 474-86, 2. 
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EIRO 

EIRO, founded in 2013, is a non-profit firm doing this 

type of work with local churches.  EIRO takes its name from the 

English transliteration of the Greek Εἴρω meaning “to join or tie 

together into a whole.”  This is a fitting name for a firm that 

works inside the ABCD school of thought.  EIRO is concerned 

with how churches do ministry (inreach and outreach) in their 

respective contexts. They explain how they go about this work 

saying: “Our model utilizes the gifts within congregations and 

their communities to work together for everyone's best interest. 

Building networks of relationships and trust, EIRO helps 

congregations connect with their community authentically.”  

EIRO seeks to train churches to see what God is already doing in 

them and their community and to then build on that.  This sort of 

work changes the internal narrative that the church tells/believes 

about itself, from one of decline, as the churches that seek out 

consulting firms tend to already believe something is wrong, to 

one of promise and calling.31   

 

																																																								
31 joineiro.com 
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Vibrant Faith Ministries 

  Vibrant Faith Ministries is another Church consulting and 

coaching firm that has embraced the ABCD movement.  This 

multi-faceted organization focuses on the strengths and assets 

already present in the congregations they coach and consult.  

Explaining their process they say, “We are strengths-based, 

recognizing and building upon the assets and strengths of the 

individuals and congregations we coach.”  Their philosophy is 

that each individual church already has everything they need to 

succeed, so when a church feels that it is struggling, the role of 

the consultant/coach is to reorient the congregation and the 

leaders towards the gifts and assets that God has already placed in 

their midst.  Vibrant Faith also believes that the Holy Spirit is at 

work in every congregation, and that often when a church is 

struggling with anxiety, there is something blinding that 

congregation, keeping them from seeing the movement of the 

Spirit.  Their role in this situation is to help the congregation 

notice the good that the Spirit is already doing in their community 

and where the Spirit is at work in their context.32  One of their 

																																																								
32 https://www.vibrantfaith.org/coaching/process/ 
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major focuses is the establishment of vision and mission 

statements that are accurate and useful. These statements will 

orient the communities and congregations, guiding them where 

the Spirit is already leading.  So once they have evaluated a 

community, discovered its assets and strengths, as well as 

discerning where the Spirit is already at work, they help the 

church craft a vision and mission to help the congregation and 

leadership focus in on what they already have rather than looking 

outside for a magical “silver bullet” fix. 
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Focusing the Church 

 Both of these historical movements, the Council of Nicea 

and the development and implementation of Assets Based 

Community Development, have yielded products that have aided 

in focusing the Church.  The Council of Nicea created the Nicene 

Creed which grounded the Church, giving it a clear heading for 

future theological developments, and nailing down its 

Incarnational theory of the Hyper-Static-Union and Trinitarian 

Theology. In a more practical sense, the development of ABCD 

towards the end of the twentieth century has helped the Church 

reorient its values and identity in the postmodern world, as the 

culture, which has always favored the Church, gives way to 

something new.  With focused vision the Church will move with 

confidence and courage, rather than anxiety and fear.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



	 24	

Theology & Theory 
 

 2013’S fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM5) discusses anxiety saying  

Anxiety more often associated with muscle tension and 
vigilance in preparation for future danger and cautious or 
avoidant behaviors. Sometimes the level of fear or anxiety 
is reduced by pervasive avoidance behaviors. Panic 
attacks feature prominently within the anxiety disorders as 
a particular type of fear response.33 

 
The authors of the DMS5 are careful to point out that while 

anxiety and fear share many signs and experiences, they are not 

the same thing.  Fear deals with autonomic and physiological 

responses to an imminent threat of danger.  On the other hand, 

anxiety is generally has a long-term effect as it deals with the 

possible threat of danger in the future.  The National Institute of 

Mental health claims that at least 18% of American adults are 

living with some form of an anxiety disorder.34  I propose that at 

																																																								
33 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders: DSM-V-TR, Washington, 
DC: American Psychiatric Association, 2013, 115-7. 

 
34 

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/any-
anxiety-disorder-among-adults.shtml 
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least as many churches are suffering from a type of 

congregational anxiety.   
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Paul Tillich – Anxiety and Courage 

 Paul Tillich, in his book The Courage to Be, writes about 

three different types of anxiety centered around the threat of 

nonbeing. These three anxieties are connected to: (1) fate and 

death, (2) emptiness and meaninglessness, and (3) guilt and 

condemnation. 35  Many churches in the West are struggling with 

at least one of these three anxieties in their congregations.  The 

serious realities that come with each of these anxieties are toxic to 

the systemic health of the church.  We will explore how leaders 

can help to  

defuse these congregational anxieties in the application section of 

this paper, but first here, I will bring to light the implications and 

sources of these anxieties in persons and organizations.  

Anxiety and Nonbeing 

 Anxiety is crippling; it puts people and organizations in a 

paralytic stupor of myopic tunnel vision.  Anxiety is poisonous to 

the organism of the Church. Regardless of size or styling – 

anxiety kills.  Maybe the worst thing about it is that it kills slowly.  

																																																								
35 Tillich, Paul, The Courage to Be. New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1952,  vii.  
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It does not cause a rapid decay, but rather a slow depletion of 

vitality, keeping those involved in this anxious state of confused 

terror for a painfully long period of time.   

 If anxiety is a fear about something that is to come, it 

should not be a surprise that one of its most common sources is 

the most absolute of future events: nonbeing. “Anxiety is the 

painful feeling of not being able to deal with the threat of a 

special situation.36”  The human situation brings this about in our 

own finitude: we know that we can not last, and yet we fear the 

time in which we no longer exist.  Calvin called the  

human mind a factory of idols, but Tillich suggests that it is also a 

factory of fears.37  The anxiety we will be exploring is existential, 

in that it deals with existence and the loss thereof.  

 

 

 

 

																																																								
36 Ibid., 38. 
 
37 Calvin, John, Institutes of the Christian Religion,  Vol. 

1, London: James Clarke, 1953, 108.  
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Forms of Anxiety  

The Anxiety of Fate and Death 

The anxiety over death is a common and fairly obvious 

form of anxiety that most self-aware persons experience at some 

point in their lives. In the same way, institutions (like the Church) 

experience this anxiety at the end of their constitution and 

influence.  “The anxiety of fate and death is the most basic, most 

universal, and inescapable.  All attempts to argue it away are 

futile.38”  The fear of death is powered and informed by the 

nervousness that persons experience in the anxiety of fate.  The 

way I am using the term fate in this section is as a perceived force 

of contingency.  The reason a sense of fate can so easily bring 

about anxiety is that fate is perceived as inescapable.39  The 

forward motion of fate is made dangerous because the subject is 

ultimately, uncontrollably propelled towards nonbeing.  Even 

concepts like the eternality of God and the immortality of the soul 

often fail to relieve such anxieties. 

 

																																																								
38  Tillich, The Courage to Be, 42. 
 
39 Ibid., 44. 
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The Anxiety of Emptiness and Meaninglessness 

If fate and death threaten persons and organizations 

ontologically, emptiness and meaninglessness threaten them 

spiritually.40  We each live inside of a world of constructed 

meaning.  We use these to frame our world and to govern the way 

we act ethically within it.  Theses systems of meaning, whether 

self-created or imported from others, inform our spiritual 

identities.   

 “The anxiety of meaninglessness is anxiety about the loss 

of an ultimate concern, of a meaning which gives meaning to all 

meanings.41”  Facing the possibility that our innermost beliefs 

may be wrong can be a traumatic experience.  The anxiety of 

meaninglessness is brought on by this type of mythic loss.  The 

anxiety of emptiness is connected to this loss.  With loss of 

meaning, the loss of purpose is quick to follow.     The loss of 

purpose yields a loss of motivation, and as meaning vanishes, 

																																																								
40 Ibid., 45. 
 
41 Ibid., 47. 
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creativity and vitality wane as well.  Creative energy transitions 

over time into repulsion and aversion.42    

The Anxiety of Guilt and Condemnation 

Guilt and condemnation aid in nonbeing’s attack on 

individuals and on institutions by damaging their moral self-

identity.  Both ontological and spiritual aspects of the individual’s 

or the organization’s self-identity are threatened by guilt and 

condemnation.  The ontological and spiritual aspects of being 

require meaning and purpose. These work themselves out in our 

moral identity.  When we lose the centering element of out being, 

it devalues the all our other aspects.  John Calvin said that “The 

torture of a bad conscience is the hell of a living soul.43”  Living 

in meaninglessness and emptiness of purpose leads to guilt in 

response to having lost one’s way.  Tillich does not leave his 

readers hopeless in the explanation of the anxieties faced by 

people and institutions. Rather, he explains that anxiety has the 

																																																								
42 Ibid., 48.  
 
43 Calvin, John, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Vol. 3,  

London: James Clarke, 1953, 288. 
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ability to paralyze, but it also offers an opportunity for courage to 

catapult us to new places.  
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James Loader- The Transformative Moment 

 Anxiety arises as the self becomes aware of the void.44  If 

God created order, beauty, and life out of nothing, the void seeks 

to reverse the process.45  It is where we are all headed, individuals 

and institutions alike, the void, death, nothingness.  This anxiety, 

as stated before, offers two trajectories, paralyzing hopelessness 

and surrender, or reassertion of self and new life.  James Loader 

suggests that this is what Jesus offers us in what he calls “the 

Christ event.” During his earthly ministry Jesus transformed the 

lives of the people he encountered.  The rhythm of the Christ 

event follows that of entering the reality of the situation 

(incarnation), internalization (crucifixion), and new trajectories 

(resurrection).46  If we choose to live into the Christ event in our 

anxiety, it allows for the creativity of the Holy Spirit to be 

unleashed in the resurrection of our identity and purpose.47  The 

																																																								
44 Loder, James E, The Transforming Moment: 

Understanding Convictional Experiences, San Francisco: Harper 
& Row, 1981,80. 

 
45 Ibid., 82. 
 
46 Ibid.,  148. 
 
47 Ibid., 175. 
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discovery of this power and creativity that comes from God, in 

the experience of resurrection, becomes a guiding, inspiring, and 

empowering memory that remains an immutable reality for the 

recipient.48  The experiences that initiate the conviction to depart 

from anxiety and move towards hope must always be sourced as a 

gift from Christ.  These transforming events will always point 

back to Jesus, as the recipient will be transformed into a source of 

love.  As God empowers us to experience these moments, 

communities and organizations can also help instigate these.  This 

is especially true when we look at institutions and communities in 

crisis that may be struggling with the various forms of anxiety 

that we have explored.   

 καιρός (kairos) is one of the Greek words that is translated 

in English as “time.”  According to the Strong’s Concordance the 

word occurs, in one form or another, 86 times in the Greek New 

Testament.49  This specific Greek word for time carries the 

																																																																																																																										
 
48 Ibid., 176. 
 
49 Strong, James, The New Strong's Exhaustive 

Concordance of the Bible: With Main Concordance, Appendix to 
the Main Concordance, Hebrew and Aramaic Dictionary of the 
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connotation of being at “just the right moment.”  Kairos is the 

word used for time in Galatians 4:4 when the writer says “But 

when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son.”  It is in 

kairos time that God initiates transformative events.  The pivot 

points in the lives of individuals and organizations in which they 

spring from anxiety to new life, come when we embrace the 

potential of God to act in these moments, by preparing the way 

for God’s work in our communities.  We do this by intentionally 

seeking out the will of God and connecting it to our identity and 

ability.  Locating our identity in God will propel the community 

forward, as the love of God is unleashed to cast out our fear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																																																																																										
Old Testament, Greek Dictionary of the New Testament. 
Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995, 903 (time). 
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Ministry Application 

 Leading Congregational Studies scholar Peter L. Steinke 

says that there are eleven main ways that anxiety in a 

congregation, or any emotional system, impacts the behavior of 

individuals.  (1) It decreases our capacity to learn. (2-4) It 

replaces curiosity with a need for answers and certainty, causing 

us to fortify what we already think, and keeping us from 

interacting well with each other. (5-6) Causes our brains to stop 

listening and processing new information; reducing us to binary 

reasoning. (8) This leads to the desire for a single quick and easy 

fix.  When these “silver bullets” fail to work it leads to (9) a sense 

of hopelessness. (10-11) This hopelessness causes a total loss of 

creativity and the inability to be flexible in our interactions with 

each other.50  In his 1963 book on effective propaganda J. A. C. 

Brown explains that you, the propagandist, should seek to keep 

your target audience in a state of anxiety as it leads to a narrowing 

																																																								
50 Steinke, Peter L, Congregational Leadership in Anxious 

Times: Being Calm and Courageous No Matter What, Herndon, 
VA: Alban Institute, 2006, 8-9.  
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field of vision where there can only be one accepted solution; he 

calls this “tunnel vision.51”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
51 Brown, J. A. C., Techniques of Persuasion, from 

Propaganda to Brainwashing, Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1963, 
9. 
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Tunnel Vision -versus- Clear Vision  

 If a congregation has slipped into a place of anxiety, one 

of the roles of the leadership is to direct them out of it.  When 

communities internalize the narrative that their best days are 

behind them, it is the role of good leadership to help them tell a 

new story about themselves.  Congregations that are directed by 

their desire to survive need to be guided towards a future where 

they can thrive.  I propose that the first step to overcoming 

congregational anxiety is to redirect that energy towards hope and 

a future through the process of developing and implementing a 

clear vision for the future, a mission plan for how to get there, and 

core values that will govern the journey.  

Vision 

A vision is a clear plan for the future as it could or should 

be.  It is an ideal future for the church and the community around 

it.  It must be clear and oriented towards the years and decades to 

come, depicting a future that does not already exist; by its very 

nature, vision expects change.  “Vision is never about maintaining 

the status quo.  Vision is about stretching reality to extend beyond 
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the existing state.52”  But a vision must be informed by a realistic 

understanding of where the community is, where it has been, and 

what assets (ABCD) are available to the community.53  This 

application of ABCD will help start to shift the narrative of the 

congregation from what it lacks to what it possesses.54  An 

unrealistic vision, disconnected from the reality of the church, is 

just as dangerous as no vision at all.  The vision for the church 

should be a God-inspired hope for the future, which takes into 

account what God is already doing in the church and what ways 

God has already blessed it.   

This should not necessarily be a unilateral act on the part 

of the senior-most leader(s).  The leaders of the community ought 

to invite the church into the process of visioning, this will look 

different for churches of different polity and structure, but the 

idea remains the same.  Leaders should establish conversations 

inside of the communities. Some churches might use town halls, 

																																																								
52 Barna, George, The Power of Vision, Ventura, CA: 

Regal, 2003, 29. 
 
53 Ibid., 33-4. 
 
54 Sawyer, David, Hope in Conflict: Discovering Wisdom 

in Congregational Turmoil, Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2007, 
123-4. 
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committees, small groups, focus groups, or roundtable 

discussions.  Before a vision is constructed, it is important that the 

leader(s) have a strong understanding of the church’s history, 

context, process, skills, assets, and struggles – rather than 

operating off of what they think they know.   

Mission 

 Be careful not to confuse vision with mission.  Whereas 

vision deals with a desired future, mission is the plan of how to 

get there. In this usage, mission could be thought of as the 

community’s philosophy of ministry, or as a means of answering 

the question “what do we do?”  It should be realistic and based on 

the assets that the community already has access to.  This will 

help the community move into a place of balance in their 

endeavor towards the new vision.55  Having this firm mission in 

place will help the congregation avert the tendency to slip back 

into anxiety and seek out easy, fast fixes.  The mission reminds 

the community of what it is doing, in the same way as the vision 

																																																								
55 Friedman, Edwin H, Generation to Generation: Family 

Process in Church and Synagogue, New York: Guilford Press, 
1985, 197. 
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reminds them of where they are going.56  This clear philosophy of 

ministry helps guide the work of the community and avoid the 

pitfalls of passive aggression, rebellion, power struggle, and 

detachment from the community and its goals.57  Your mission 

also allows you the benefit of boundaries, giving the church 

community and the leadership the courage and opportunity to say 

yes to opportunities that fit into the mission, and no to those that 

do not.58    

Core Values 

 If vision is where we are going and mission is how we are 

going to get there, our core values are who we are. A 

community’s core values connect us back to our vision, 

energizing us for our mission; “this is what we do, because this is 

who we are.”  These are the principles that we as a community are 

unwilling to compromise on.  The core values are points which 

																																																								
56 Steinke, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times, 

154-5. 
 
57 Richardson, Ronald W, Creating a Healthier Church: 

Family Systems Theory, Leadership, and Congregational Life, 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996, 93-6. 

 
58 Barna, The Power of Vision, 112-3. 
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the leaders of the local church can rally their congregations’ 

culture and identity around.  Jim Ladoux of Vibrant Faith 

Ministries suggests that leaders use the core values of their 

communities to build a “common vocabulary” for their churches 

to operate inside of.59   

Once a community has locked down their core values they 

must be integrated into the life of the congregation.  This can be 

accomplished in blatant and on-the-nose means such as reciting 

them together when the congregation gathers.60  Leaders can also 

engage in more subtle identity-forming ways of leading 

congregations into a common vocabulary based on the church’s 

core values.  One of the ways this can be done is from the pulpit.  

Another way to cultivate these values is for the leadership to call 

out instances of their implementation as praiseworthy.61   

 

																																																								
59 Ladoux, Jim, Surface to Soul: Coaching Spiritual 

Vitality in Congregations, Minneapolis, MN: Vibrant Faith 
Publications, 2012, 65. 

 
60 Ibid., 65-6. 
 
61 McSwain, Larry L, The Calling of Congregational 

Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing Ministry, St. Louis, MO: 
Chalice Press, 2013, 156-7. 
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Future Plans and Community Objectives  

With a community’s vision, mission, and core values in 

place and clearly articulated, the leadership, along with the 

community, is ready to make decisions about the future of the 

church.  A community needs to take steps to have achievable 

milestones along the journey towards its vision to avoid missional 

drift.  A five year and/or ten year plan is a great place to start.  A 

question such as, “what will our church look like in X years if we 

faithfully implement our mission and keep our eyes on our 

vision?”  If you are to reach this goal, you will need closer goals, 

and if you are going to reach those goals you are going to need to 

decide on some “objectives.”   

           Patrick Lencioni suggests that there are two types of 

objectives: standard objectives and current objectives.62  A 

community’s standard objectives are things that they commit to 

always doing, activities and procedures that are connected to the 

																																																								
62 Lencioni, Patrick, The 3 Big Questions for a Frantic 

Family: A Leadership Fable- about Restoring Sanity to the Most 
Important Organization in Your Life, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass, 2008, 193.  
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life cycle and rhythm of the community’s continued existence.63  

For a specific church that might be something like weekly 

worship, youth ministry, evangelism, community service, prayer 

gathering, etc.  There are also current objectives, activities, and 

procedures that are part of the steps towards meeting your next 

goal.64  These could be something like make a new staff hire, 

make your poverty alleviation efforts sustainable, find a new way 

to engage a specific demographic of your context, ect.  
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Freedom 

 If a community can be reoriented towards this new vision, 

mission, and core values, the energy that is had been directing 

into perpetuating anxiety can be successfully redirected into 

imagination.  This return of imagination frees the system from the 

cycles of trying harder, repeating the same behaviors and 

expecting different results, and allows the community to ask 

brave new questions - rather than just seek the correct answer.65  
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