Healthy congregations accept differences
 By Bishop Lawrence Wohlrabe
Perhaps you’ve seen these Signs of a Healthy Church in a church newsletter:

 People are constantly expressing disagreement, and they do it right out in the open.

 New groups keep cropping up and bumping into each other over schedules and competing over volunteers.

 The kids are noisy and all over the place, including during worship.

 The hymnals are wearing out, the coffee hour is crowded and noisy, and the electric bill is over budget.

 

Is that how you’d describe a healthy church?  Most of us want our congregation to be safe, secure, serene.  A good annual meeting is short and sweet–without any tensions or disagreements. “No problems here,” we say.  “We never have any differences of opinion.”

 

But does that really describe congregational health?  No!  A church without differences of opinion has probably lost its passion for the gospel. A congregation that never has squabbles may well be a community whose zeal for Christ’s mission has been slowly extinguished.

Peter Steinke, a pastor and counselor who has studied how congregations are like family systems, declares that the first mark of a healthy congregation is not the absence of differences, but rather the ability to accept differences. In a healthy church people constantly express disagreement, and they do it right out in the open–without allowing their differences to separate them from one another.

 

The Book of Acts and Paul’s epistles (especially the letters to the Corinthians) hint that from right from the start Christians have had differences with one another–differences expressed  rather openly. How should we care for our widows? How can we best welcome and receive the gifts of Gentiles, slaves, women and other marginalized folks? What’s the proper way to worship and celebrate the Lord’s Supper?

 

Sometimes our differences concern central matters of faith. The gospel itself may be imperiled. Mostly, our differences have to do with lesser things–and we can too easily get drawn into destructive, distracting conflict.

 

Pete Steinke urges us to reflect on the source of our differences with one another. He believes that many of our differences arise because of the tension between our need for separateness and our need for closeness. We’re always trying to balance these needs in our life in the church. We need to identify ourselves, to be clear on what makes us unique wondrous creatures of God (separateness).  But we also need to be in relationship with one another as God’s children (closeness).

 

When a healthy congregation accepts differences,

 Church members don’t paper over or smooth off the differences that are there.

 Disciples recognize how the natural tension between our needs for separateness and our needs for closeness bring differences to the surface.

 In times of disagreement, persons speak for themselves–openly, directly and respectfully. They define themselves while remaining connected to all their brothers and sisters in Christ.

 Church members understand anxiety.  They find ways to respond thoughtfully rather than simply reacting automatically when anxiety rears its head.

 

The first mark of a healthy church is that people are constantly expressing disagreement, and they do it right out in the open.  But what else would you expect from a community whose life is centered in the reconciling Cross and future-opening Resurrection of Jesus the Christ?

 

Some questions for reflection and discussion:

 How does your congregation deal with differences?

 Think of someone you know who is good at dealing patiently and creatively with anxiety. What does this person do to help keep anxiety in check?

 What could you do to help your congregation grow in its ability to accept differences?

Healthy congregations focus on strengths
By Bishop Lawrence Wohlrabe

“I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me.”    Philippians 4:12-13

 

During 12 years of service on the staff of a neighboring synod I witnessed congregations that endured catastrophic losses. I think of the rural Grove City congregation whose building was destroyed by fire in the early 1990s. I recall the two Comfrey congregations whose buildings were severely damaged by an “F-5” tornado a decade ago.

 

Either of these parishes could have tossed in the towel. But instead both rebounded from tragedy and wound up in a better place. The Grove City folks invested their insurance settlement in forming (along with two other small congregations) a new, merged congregation that continues to thrive. And in Comfrey, the two congregations joined forces, replacing their two aged, inaccessible buildings with one modern mission center.

 

In both instances, tragic loss led to congregations being renewed in God’s mission. Why? Because these congregations focused on their strengths. They kept their eyes peeled, not on what they had lost, but on what they still had. They acted in the confidence that, with God’s help, their assets always outweighed their liabilities.

 

Peter Steinke, a Lutheran pastor and counselor, puts it this way: “When a congregation focuses on strength, it will look to the future and increase the potential for change or renewal. Focusing on strengths, a congregation will

· Look at options

· Take stock of resources

· Seek out support

· Ask a variety of questions

· Affirm the ability to reach goals

· Make clear, thoughtful decisions.

·  

We’ve all seen individuals and groups that fail to follow this path. Congregations can become obsessed by what they don’t have or have lost. They can start to see themselves as weak, ineffective, unlikely to flourish—and soon, their assessment becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Like Winnie the Pooh’s glum friend, Eyeore, their favorite song is:  “Always look on the dark side of life.”

 

The Apostle Paul, however, knew the deeper truth of the matter when he wrote to the Philippian church about how he could “do all things in [Christ] who strengthens me.” It’s as if Paul were reminding us that we and God always are a majority.

 

As congregations focus on their strengths rather than their weaknesses, several wondrous things start to happen:

· They see themselves as flexible, not brittle—able to learn something from each new situation

· They are able to reorient and reorganize themselves after experiencing a significant loss

· They live in God’s grace—exhibiting graciousness in their dealings with one another and with those outside their church.

 

Leaders—pastors, staff, officers, council members—set a mood and tone that says, “God has given us everything we need to be about God’s mission.”  Their confidence is catching. As Dr. Steinke likes to say, “Morale always flows down.”

 

Questions for reflection and discussion

1. Think back over the history of your congregation. When did a time of grief or loss lead to renewal in God’s mission?

2. What strengths or assets do you see in your congregation? How are you building on these strengths? What assets could be utilized even better?

3. Recall a leader you have known whose confidence was catching. What effect did this leader have on the congregation or organization he/she served?

 
Healthy congregations focus on mission
 By Bishop Larry Wohlrabe
Congregations are not algae or bacteria. That is to say: congregations are not single-cell creatures, concerned solely with their own survival. Congregations are marvelous, complex, purposeful living bodies. They’re made up of many “cells” (disciples) who invariably want to accomplish more, make something new, and create fresh possibilities. Healthy congregations have a “life force” within them—the Holy Spirit—that frees them to focus on more than individual survival. Unable to help themselves, they simply have to reproduce, propagate, grow.  When congregations stop doing these things, they die.

 

If you’ve been part of a mission church you know how exciting that can be—building a congregation from scratch, rounding up seekers, forming community, starting programs and ministries, looking ahead to a first building project. There is also a keen sense of connection with the wider church—both the denomination (which may invest dollars) and neighboring congregations (which may encourage their own members to “seed” the mission church). The atmosphere is “electric” in a mission church.

 

What if our synod thought of itself as having 270-plus mission churches? What if we kept calling congregations mission churches for as long as they live? What if we all realized that the only way to survive is to stop focusing on survival only—to turn our churches inside out, giving ourselves away as freely and lavishly as Christ gave himself for all?

 

Recovering a lively sense of mission is one of our most critical callings in these early years of the 21st century. Realizing that a congregation is more than just a place where religious folks gather to “do their thing,” is crucial. Reorienting ourselves to understand the church as a people sent on a mission is essential.

 

How does this happen? Often it’s triggered by a crisis or turning point. A tragedy forces us out of familiar patterns. The old ways simply aren’t working any longer. New opportunities rise to meet us.

 

It would be a mistake to suggest that “focusing on mission” is a piece of cake. No. This is hard work—clarifying and redefining God’s purposes for us in the thick of cultural transformation. Resistance from lovers of the status quo is real.

 

It usually helps if we at least take a stab at stating what we think our mission might be. A mission statement (or purpose statement) is simply a way for a congregation to define itself, to articulate its reasons for living and moving and having its being. Lutheran pastor and counselor Peter Steinke likes to say that a good mission statement includes the following elements:

· Is no more than a single sentence in length

· Is easily understood by a 12-year-old

· Can be recited from memory at gunpoint!

Such a mission statement can be “confessed” regularly (in worship and other places), even as it guides the leaders of a congregation in making choices and establishing priorities for the coming years.

 

Please consider your congregation’s mission or purpose statement a working document, though.  Poke, prod and revise it regularly.  It will change as surely as your mission will change in this constantly-changing world.  If you’d like to help your congregation get in touch with its mission or purpose, please take a look at a book, Living Lutheran: Renewing Your Congregation (2007, Augsburg Fortress), written by Pastor David Daubert.

 

Questions for reflection and discussion:

1. What are some ways God has been turning your congregation inside-out for the sake of others?

2. When did your congregation experience a crisis or turning point that led you take another look at your purpose for existing as a church?

3. Can disciples in your congregation articulate your purpose or mission in a single, understandable, memorable sentence?  How could you help your congregation to define its purpose or mission?


 

Scripture taken fromThe Message. Copyright 1993, 1994, 1995, 1995, 2000, 2001, 2002. Used by permission of NavPress Publishing Group.





 Quoted by Peter Steinke inHealthy Congregationstraining materials, p. 37.











